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A Promise for the Holiday
 
Donna Hill
 





Chapter 1
 
Cara pointed her car fob in the direction of her white Infiniti and listened for the telltale beep. Satisfied, she turned and the ground-floor glass-front building that bore her name reflected back at her. Cara Holiday Real Estate. Each day that she walked through the doors she was reminded of where she’d been and how far she’d come. Those days were behind her but never far away from her thoughts. The fear kept her focused and determined never to be in that place again.
 
She pulled the heavy glass and wood door open and greeted her receptionist, Tricia, who, although she had two small children, was always the first to arrive.
 
“Morning,” Tricia greeted with her usual cheer. “How was your weekend?”
 
“Quiet.” Cara offered a slight smile. “How about you?”
 
“Laundry, cleaning, shopping, and school projects.” She chuckled. “Exciting. But I did get a date night in—well, a date few hours—with Ron. We got a bottle of wine, snacks, and gorged ourselves on DVDs while the girls slept.”
 
“How is Ron? I haven’t seen him in a while.”
 
“My hardworking hubby is hardworking. The new hours at the law office are grueling, but he wants to be ready to take the bar exam in the fall.”
 
“Good for him. Make sure he sticks with it. I know what it’s like to have the satisfaction of your dreams coming true.”
 
Tricia rested her chin on her palm. “Every time he wants to throw in the towel I remind him about you and everything that you accomplished.”
 
Cara lowered her gaze at the compliment. Tricia knew a little bit about Cara’s struggle, but no one other than Cara’s best friend, Stella, knew how deeply losing Jeff had affected her, altered her life in ways that she still reeled from.
 
“Thanks, Tricia, and on that note I’d better get to work. Busy day.” She tapped Tricia’s desk and walked down the short hallway to her small but well-appointed office.
 
Cara had several new listings to investigate, calls to make, and a midday meeting. She tucked away her purse in the bottom drawer of her desk and got to work. When her phone rang to break in to her working streak, she’d been at it for three hours straight. It was a welcome pleasure to chat with Stella, who wanted to arrange a night out.
 
“Friday sounds good to me, Stella,” Cara said. “It’s been a minute since we hung out.” She studied the images of the newest rental on her computer screen while she listened to her best friend tell her about the restaurant she wanted them to go to.
 
“It’s that new place Downtown 2 under the Brooklyn Bridge. I’ve been hearing good things about it.”
 
“Hmm, I think I read something about it. It’s kind of new, right?” She hit some keys on the keyboard and a magnificent image of Downtown 2, lit up against the night skyline, filled her screen. Nice.
 
“Yeah, a few months. Anyway, what time works for you?”
 
“Hmm, hang on a sec, let me check my calendar.” She switched to her Outlook calendar on her computer. “I have a showing of a condo in Clinton Hill at six. Hopefully that won’t take more than an hour.”
 
“So let’s do seven-thirty. Mind if Vivian comes?”
 
“Of course not. I haven’t seen her in ages. We’ll have a real girls’ night.”
 
Stella laughed. “And we could sure use it. At least I know I could.”
 
“Everything okay at work?”
 
“It’s been a little crazier than usual. With the election season in full swing, everyone in the studio has been working overtime. I’ve been working on getting footage and interviews for all of the candidates, juggling schedules, and two of my cameramen are out sick.” She groaned.
 
“Wow. You have your hands full. But it’s not the first time. You’ll pull it off, you always do.”
 
“From your lips . . . Anyway, girl, I have to get my team over to Borough Hall. They’re setting up a press conference with the City Council members in an hour. See you Friday.”
 
“Will do. Hugs,” she added before hanging up. Cara switched the screen back to view her rental listings. Yes, a night out would do her good. Most of her time she devoted to building her business and her reputation in the real-estate game. It wasn’t easy, but she promised herself she would never again find herself in the position she was in after Jeff.
 
Five years ago, she had no idea how she was going to make it. She’d had to literally rebuild her life from the ground up. She’d been broke, depressed, and couldn’t find a job in the design industry—that she’d spent thousands of dollars getting a degree in. Her self-worth was at an all-time low, and she had serious trust issues. She’d always frowned at those men and women who’d had to turn to the government for help, until she became one of them. The humiliation of losing her home was yet another weight that she’d felt incapable of bearing. She’d had to move out of the house that she’d shared with her husband and find something smaller, something that she could afford on a temp salary. It was during her search and working with a real-estate agent that she became intrigued with the idea of becoming a broker. She started taking some courses and took the test for her license while working part-time with a local real-estate office. Once she passed the test for her broker’s license, she came on full-time with Century 21 for a year before saving up enough money to venture out on her own. She did well, had a small three-person staff, a comfy storefront office in a prime location, and had developed a reputation for finding the ideal spot for all of her clients. Positive referrals were the heart and soul of her business. There had been some tight moments in the past year and a half with the upheaval in the economy and investors not willing to sink money into new buildings and commercial spaces, and the housing market had all but bottomed out.
 
Fortunately, things were turning around, and CH Realty was back on solid footing. In the past six months she’d closed on three brownstones totaling more than four million dollars, a commercial space in Downtown Brooklyn, and four condos. Her commission was substantial, enough for her to take a breath for a little while and make some “Cara” time. She could barely remember the last time she’d been out that wasn’t business related.
 
She glanced away from her computer screen and her gaze drifted toward the wide plate-glass window that faced busy Fulton Street. It was only late October, but already the holiday season was shifting into gear. Pedestrians hustled along the shopping alley already weighted down with bags that sported the logos of the myriad of designer stores that had opened in Downtown Brooklyn in the past year. A swift pang pinged in her chest. The holidays should be a happy time. Well, at least they were for everyone else. For Cara, they were a reminder of one of the most difficult periods of her life.
 
It was on Christmas Eve that she’d received the call, and she’d never felt the same about the holiday season again.
 
Stella consistently tried to get her to spend the holidays with her and her family, and whoever her current beau might be, but Cara always opted out, preferring to spend the time alone, knowing that being around all the loving couples would only serve as a stark reminder of what she no longer had.
 
Cara turned away from the parade of packages and smiling faces that moved like a filmstrip in front of her and returned her attention to the work at hand. The last thing she wanted on her mind was the impending holidays when she had a business to run and buildings to sell.
 
 

 
 

 
 
An early chill blanketed the city and Cara was thankful for the comforting warmth of the restaurant. She’d opted to walk over from her appointment rather than drive and spend half of the evening looking for parking.
 
Downtown 2 was busy. The bar was lined from end to end, and from her vantage point it looked as if all the tables were taken. She checked her watch: 7:30. She hoped that Stella and Vivian had beat her there and snagged a table.
 
A young hostess walked up to her. “Welcome to Downtown 2. Are you here for dinner or drinks?”
 
“Dinner. Actually, I’m meeting some friends.”
 
“Do they have a reservation?”
 
“To be honest, I don’t know.”
 
“Hmmm, well, the wait without a reservation is at least an hour.”
 
“Could you check?”
 
“Sure. What’s the last name?”
 
“Freeman. Stella Freeman.”
 
She flipped a page on her clipboard and scanned the list of names. “I don’t see a Freeman,” she said, and looked up with an apologetic expression. “You’re more than welcome to wait at the bar. I can put your name on the list.”
 
Cara blew out a breath of minor frustration. Friday nights were notorious for long waits for dinner. She was sure that Stella would have known that. Then again, with her crazy schedule she probably didn’t think about it. It didn’t make sense to leave. Wherever they wound up at this point would be the same.
 
“Okay, I’ll wait. The name is Holiday. Cara Holiday. We’ll need a table for three.”
 
“As soon as something opens up, you’ll be called.”
 
“Thanks.” Now, where was . . . but before she could get the thought out of her head, her cell phone rang. “Girl, where are you? This place is packed. Here? Okay.” She turned and Stella was walking through the door. She disconnected the call.
 
“I am so sorry,” she began, and gave a little shiver. “Filming ran late. Today has been crazy. I need a drink.”
 
“That’s all we’ll be able to get for at least an hour. “
 
“An hour?”
 
“Yep, no reservation.”
 
“Agggg.” Stella slapped the heel of her palm against her forehead. “Totally didn’t think about it. You want to leave and try someplace else?”
 
“I certainly hope that you ladies will decide to stay.”
 
They turned in unison toward the warm baritone. Something jumped in Cara’s chest when her gaze connected with the sweet chocolate of his eyes.
 
“Not if we have to wait for an hour to get a table,” Stella said with a rise in her brow as she spoke.
 
Cara, on the other hand, couldn’t find a thing to say—at all. Instead, she had to concentrate on making her heart slow down.
 
“Why don’t I see if I can work something out,” he said to Stella, but his attention was zeroed in on Cara.
 
Stella’s camera-ready gaze jumped from one face to another. Inwardly, she smiled. “We’d really appreciate that, wouldn’t we, Cara?”
 
Cara blinked. “Yes, that would be fine.”
 
He smiled and the remnants of the chill she’d had from her walk evaporated like morning dew.
 
“Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”
 
“Did you see the way he was looking at you?” Stella said in a pseudo-whisper.
 
“Girl, please. He was trying to be important.” At least her heart had slowed down.
 
“Right, important to you.”
 
Cara simply shook her head in dismissal while a part of her hoped that her friend knew what she was talking about.
 
The door swished open behind them and in burst Vivian. “Sorry I’m late.” She looked from one to the other. “What did I miss and why are we standing here?”
 
“You missed Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome making a move on Cara, and we’re standing here because I didn’t think to make a reservation.”
 
“Don’t listen to her, Vivian, except the part about the reservations.”
 
“Did you scare him off?”
 
“No!”
 
“He said he was going to find us a table,” Stella chimed in and winked at Cara.
 
Cara adjusted the weight of her shoulder bag. She desperately wanted to look around and see if she spotted him, but didn’t dare.
 
“Ladies. . . .” The hostess approached them with three menus in her hand. “If you’ll follow me.”
 
The trio wide-eyed each other and followed the hostess through the interior of the restaurant, passing dozens of waiting diners.
 
She guided them up to the mezzanine level of the restaurant and to a table that was set off from the rest. “This is the chef’s table.”
 
“Chef’s table?” Cara asked.
 
“Yes, it’s like sitting at the captain’s table on a cruise ship. You will have your meal prepared personally by the chef.” She placed the menus in front of three place settings.
 
“Oh, I like the sound of that,” Vivian said. “Is this typical?”
 
“Not at all. It is generally reserved for special guests.”
 
“We must be special,” Stella joked.
 
“Chef Davis will be with you shortly.” She poured them each a glass of Pellegrino. “Enjoy your meal.”
 
“Looks like Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome did pull a few strings,” Stella said as she reached for her glass of water and gave Cara the side-eye.
 
Cara pretended to ignore her, but whatever façade she had tried to erect slowly began to crumble when Mr. TDH strolled toward her donned in a white jacket. Her body flushed with heat and her heart started racing again. She reached for her glass but changed her mind.
 
“Ladies”—he looked from one to the other—“I hope you like the accommodations.” His smile rested on Cara.
 
“You’re the chef?” Stella asked, her voice lifting an octave.
 
“Guilty as charged.” He gave a short bow of his head. “And I’m at your service.”
 
Stella titled her head to the side. “What would you suggest?”
 
He leveled his gaze on Stella. “I would start you off with a delicate glass of white wine or something stronger if you prefer. Then for your entrée I would suggest a baked brie en croute. For your main course, red pistou salmon with grilled asparagus with my special sauce.”
 
“Yum,” Vivian murmured.
 
“Sounds delicious,” Stella added.
 
Cara studied her menu.
 
“And would you agree?” He directed his question to Cara. She dared to look up and her stomach jumped again.
 
“Umm, majority rules.” She offered a half smile and returned to her menu—whatever it took not to stare at him.
 
“Very good. I’ll have the waitress bring you your drinks.” He gave a short bow of his head and walked away.
 
Cara was finally able to breathe.
 
“Told you,” Stella said to Vivian. “He’s got his eye on Cara.”
 
“For real.” Vivian nudged Cara with her elbow. “Girl, you better go for it. The brother is fine, and apparently he can cook, too.”
 
“The two of you need to stop. Clearly he’s trying to be important.”
 
“Um, he is if he’s the damned chef,” Stella said with a laugh.
 
Cara shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I’ve told you both a zillion times I’m not interested in hooking up with anyone. End of story.”
 
“Girl, your stuff is gonna dry up and grow cobwebs if you don’t shake it out.” Stella took a sip of her water and ignored Cara’s playful glare.
 
“My ‘stuff’ is just fine, thank you very much.”
 
“I know you must have stock in double A batteries,” Vivian chimed in.
 
Vivian and Stella burst into laughter and Cara couldn’t help but join in. Her vibrator did get a regular workout—which was just fine with her. At least that’s what she told herself.
 
The waitress arrived with two bottles of white wine for them to choose from—sauvignon blanc and a Chardonnay. She gave a brief description and year of both. They decided on the sauvignon blanc. She poured the wine into their glasses and left the bottle on the table.
 
Stella lifted her glass. “To the sexiest, most successful, smartest women in the borough. My girls.”
 
They touched glasses.
 
“And to Cara finding a man to shake the cobwebs,” Vivian added.
 
Cara nearly choked. “Very funny.” She sipped her wine. She hummed with pleasure. “This is good.” She lifted the bottle and noted the brand.
 
“Speaking of good,” Stella said, “how is the realty business going?”
 
Cara relaxed a bit in her seat. “I can’t complain. Things were pretty tight for a while, but the market is coming back. Business is excellent.”
 
“I’ll be curious to see how the city continues to develop when the new mayor comes in,” Vivian said. “Prices are running folks out of Brooklyn. And with a professor’s salary like mine, there are not a lot of options if you want to move.”
 
“Hmm, true. The last mayor was all about the moneymakers, which made it very hard for the average worker to find and maintain decent housing. Affordable housing is an oxymoron. Brooklyn is quickly becoming the new Manhattan.” Cara finished off her glass of wine. “It’s getting more difficult to find apartment rentals that fit a working-class budget.”
 
“That’s true, but it’s good for your bottom line,” Stella said.
 
It was a reality that she’d had to come to terms with and she still battled with it on a moral level. Sure, it was great that she was able to land the big deals and as a result live a comfortable life. But there were days when it was hard to look herself in the mirror. It wasn’t that long ago that she was struggling and living from paycheck to paycheck in an apartment that wasn’t much bigger than a breadbox. Now, she’d become one of the very people that she’d railed against.
 
“I thought you might like to try this hors d’oeuvre. Fresh fruit bruschetta,” Chef Davis said, appearing at their table as if summoned from a dream. He placed the tray on the center of the table. “Mascarpone cheese, honey, strawberries, mango, and kiwi on baguettes.” His gaze leisurely strolled across Cara.
 
Her cheeks heated and she found it hard to swallow.
 
Stella reached for one of the sweet treats. She took a bite and her eyes fluttered closed in ecstasy. “Oh, my . . .”
 
Vivian followed suit and was equally as pleased with the burst of flavor.
 
“Try one,” he said to Cara. “I would love to hear your reaction.”
 
Cara’s hand shook ever so slightly. She took one and lifted it to her mouth.
 
He followed her every move: the way her fingers wrapped around the delicacy and brought it to her mouth, the way her lips parted, her tongue peeked out, and her mouth enveloped the first bite. His eyes darkened with pleasure at the spark that lit her eyes when the mixture of fruit popped in her mouth.
 
She chewed slowly, concentrating on not choking with him staring at her as if he wanted to take her into his mouth. Oh lawd, that image in her head sent a shot of electricity right between her legs. She shifted slightly in her chair and managed to swallow. “Very good,” she finally said.
 
“Enjoy,” he said, and walked away with the dangerous grace of a panther.
 
“Boxers or briefs?” Stella said under her breath as she watched him leave.
 
Stella and Vivian turned to Cara with arched expressions.
 
“Why are you asking me?”
 
“’Cause clearly, girl, he wants you to find out,” Vivian said.
 
Stella snatched up another baguette and tipped it Cara’s direction. “And when you do, we want to know.”
 
“Not happening,” Cara said.
 
“Me thinkest she protests too much,” Vivian teased.
 
“More wine?” Cara asked to distract her soon-tobe ex friends from keeping her at the center of the discussion. She lifted the bottle and topped off their glasses.
 
The discussion shifted to the winners of the NAACP awards and the latest episodes of Scandal and Being Mary Jane. Both of the lead characters were known for helping everyone else even as their own personal lives were tumbling down around them. Vivian and Stella agreed that it was hard being a woman who was highly successful in her career and still have a successful relationship.
 
“I don’t see why we can’t have it all,” Vivian said.
 
“Exactly. Men do it all the time.”
 
Cara sighed. “I think you can have it all.” She did once upon a time. But she also knew that she would never risk going back down that road again. The risk of heartache was too great. The only person she wanted to depend on for her happiness and well-being was herself.
 
They both turned to Cara in shock.
 
“Scuze me, ‘Miss I don’t need a man,’” Stella said.
 
“It’s not that I don’t need or want a man. I need and want the right man. If you have the right man, then you can work it out. But at this stage in my life, a man in not on my agenda.”
 
“It’s been five years,” Stella said softly.
 
“And it still hurts. Not as much as it once did. . . . I’m still not ready . . . as I keep telling you two . . . but one day . . .”
 
“She lives!” Stella teased.
 
Cara playfully tossed her cloth napkin at her friend, then caught herself staring as Chef Davis approached with two waiters in tow. Her pulse leaped in her throat.
 
The waiters artfully placed the dishes on the table while Chef Davis described in delicious detail what they would be experiencing.
 
“And you did this all for us?” Stella asked.
 
“Yes, the chef’s special for special guests.” He looked from one to the other, stopping at Cara a bit longer. He drew in a breath. “Enjoy your meal, ladies.”
 
“Thank you,” they murmured.
 
As promised, the meal was to die for. The girls barely spoke as they hummed in delight making quick work of their dinner.
 
Without asking, a waiter appeared, cleared the table, and returned shortly with crystal goblets of sorbet.
 
While they finished off their dessert, Chef Davis returned. “How was dinner?”
 
“Absolutely incredible,” Vivian said.
 
“Would you care for an after-dinner espresso or more wine?”
 
They looked at each other. Vivian and Stella declined.
 
“And you . . . Ms. . . . ?” He directed his question at Cara.
 
“Holiday.”
 
“Ms. Holiday.”
 
“Nothing for me. Thank you. Everything was wonderful.”
 
“Do you live or work in the area?”
 
Cara swallowed. “I own a real-estate agency in Brooklyn Heights.”
 
“Really? Do you have a card? I’m in the market for a new place,” he said, not really sure where that had come from.
 
Cara blinked several times and finally dug in her purse for a business card. She handed it to him and the tips of his fingers grazed hers. She nearly yelped. “Business or residential?”
 
“Um, residential.”
 
“Give me a call. I’m sure I can find you something.”
 
“I’ll do that.” He looked from one to the other. “It was my pleasure, ladies. I hope you’ll come back again.”
 
“We certainly will,” Stella said.
 
“Good night. Oh, and dinner is on the house.” He smiled, dipped his head slightly, and strolled away, leaving them with their mouths hanging open in surprise.
 
“Cara,” Stella warned as they walked out of the restaurant, “if you don’t snatch up that fine specimen of a man, you are a pure fool.”
 
“Yeah, girl,” Vivian added. “He was totally into you. Maybe he’s Mr. Right.”
 
Cara slid her hands into the pockets of her jacket. Her fingertips still tingled from when he’d touched her, and the warmth that she’d felt in the center of her being the moment she’d laid eyes on him was still simmering.
 
“Both of you need glasses.” She kissed Stella’s cheek and then Vivian’s. “Get home safely,” she added, and waved as they each walked off in opposite directions.
 
Cara had plans to take a hot bath and curl up in bed with a good book until she fell asleep. But all she could think about as the water sluiced over her body was what it would feel like to have Chef Davis’s skilled hands massage the muscles of her body, knead her aching breasts, and tease the pulse that beat like a heart between her legs. And as much as she tried to concentrate on the words on the page, the only thing she kept seeing was his smile and the dangerous light in his eyes. It was a long night and when she finally dozed off, her last thought was if and when was he going to call.

 



Chapter 2
 
“Busy night,” Brad Newell, the restaurant manager, said to Mitch while they tallied up the night’s receipts and prepared for business the following day. Brad and Mitch had worked together from Mitch’s early days of restaurant ownership in D.C. When Mitch opened Downtown 2, it was without a second thought that he made Brad the restaurant manager.
 
“That is was. Busy is a good thing,” he added with a chuckle.
 
“I see you rolled out the carpet for that trio of lovely ladies.”
 
Mitch glanced up from the receipts in front of him. “I hate having to pull rank, but in this case . . .” His eyes sparked with mirth.
 
“Which one caught your eye?” He tied up the tablecloths and stuffed them in a plastic bag to be picked up in the morning for the laundry.
 
Mitch rested his forearms on the bar top. “That obvious?”
 
“Uh, yeah. When was the last time that you opened up the chef’s table if it wasn’t for a pre-arranged party?”
 
Mitch snorted a laugh. “If you must know, she was the one in the pale gray suit, wild curly hair, and those incredible lips,” he added, his thoughts drifting off to reimagine Cara Holiday.
 
“Did you get her number?”
 
Mitch tapped the top pocket of his shirt. “Business card. She’s in real estate.”
 
“You gonna call her?”
 
“This is going to sound totally juvenile, but I told her that I was in the market for a new place.”
 
“Say what?” He chuckled. “Why in the world did you say that?”
 
“For some reason my brain went blank and that was the first thing that came to mind.”
 
Brad shook his head in amusement. “Well, you’re not moving, so what are you gonna tell this woman?”
 
“I don’t know. Guess I’ll figure it out when the time comes.”
 
“So you do plan to call her?”
 
Mitch flicked his brows. “I think so.”
 
Brad loaded the laundry onto a cart. “She must be something special to get your attention. It’s been awhile . . . since Marie.”
 
Mitch’s gaze momentarily drifted off. Marie Collins had been a fixture in his life for two years. But she wanted something that he was not prepared to give—forever. He’d been content with the way things were between them: casual sex, date nights, and good conversation. He’d thought that her finally putting an end to their relationship would have shaken him, but it didn’t. He knew himself. His focus was building his business and securing his future. Settling down was not on his list of things to do. He understood that at that time in his life he was not the man for Marie, and they parted relatively amicably. That was more than two years ago. He’d dated multiple women since then, but none lasted more than a few dates, which was fine with him—until tonight. There was something about Cara that stirred him deep inside, woke him up as if he’d been in a deep sleep.
 
“And with good reason,” Mitch finally responded. “You know me. I’m not the settling-down kind. At least not now.”
 
“The right woman can easily change all of that. Trust me, there’s nothing like coming home at night to a good woman. I speak from experience, my brother. When it hits you, you’re done.” He laughed.
 
“You and Fay are a special case. She got you whipped.”
 
“And that’s a bad thing?” he joked.
 
“Apparently not.”
 
“Well, the only thing I have to say is if the lightning bolt hit you with this woman, at least give it a chance. Don’t do like you usually do.”
 
“Meaning?”
 
“Hit it and quit it. That’s what I mean.”
 
“Aw, man, come on, I’m not that bad.”
 
Brad gave him the side-eye. “If you say so.” Mitch finished up with the receipts and put the cash in a bag for the bank deposit.
 
“You want to take the deposit, or you want me to drop if off on my way home?”
 
“I can do it. You go on. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
“Cool. I’ll lock up in back.”
 
“Thanks. Say hello to Fay for me.”
 
“Will do. You know she wants you to come for dinner. She has some friend or the other she wants you to meet.”
 
Mitch chuckled. “Doesn’t she always.”
 
“My lovely wife’s goal is to hook up and marry up all of my bachelor friends. You’re one of the last holdouts.”
 
“If I have my way, I intend to stay a holdout—but don’t tell Fay!”
 
“Your secret is safe with me,” he said, pressing his hand to his chest. “Later, man.” He headed to the back to lock up.
 
“Later.”
 
Mitch locked the registers, checked the kitchen, and set the alarm before leaving. On his ride over to the bank he couldn’t shake off what his friend Brad had said. Brad knew him better than anyone. He knew how he rolled and his philosophy about getting involved. Coming home to a good woman? He couldn’t see himself in that picture. He’d never lived with a woman. He liked his space and his freedom. Yet, there was something about Cara Holiday. Could he come home to her every day? He shook his head in dismissal. He was getting way ahead of himself. The woman barely looked at him the entire night, and any woman who looked like her and was as successful as she appeared to be probably had a man or two.
 
He made the bank drop and drove on to his condo in the Fort Greene section of Brooklyn. When he entered his two-bedroom upscale apartment, which he always regarded as his haven, his place to regroup and unwind, it felt oddly hollow. The awareness unsettled him even as he tried to shake it off.
 
Maybe some music would take the emptiness out of the air. He turned on his stereo and popped in some of his favorite CDs. The soothing notes of Rachelle Ferrell soon floated through the air, but it did no good to fill that gap that had suddenly opened inside of him.
 
He went into his bedroom and began to get undressed. He emptied the pockets of his slacks and put the contents on top of his dresser. He took off his shirt and was about to toss it in the hamper when he noticed the tip of the business card poking out from the pocket. He took out the card. CARA HOLIDAY. CH REALTY. WE FIND WHAT YOU NEED. Her office number was below.
 
Mitch studied the card for a moment. He ran his thumb across the raised phone number and the CH logo. Cara Holiday. What do I need, Cara Holiday?
 
 

 
 

 
 
“I told you he wasn’t interested,” Cara huffed as she jogged alongside Stella. They rounded the track in Fort Greene Park for the second time, part of their Saturday-morning routine.
 
“It’s only been a couple of weeks. Besides”—she wiped her brow with a small hand towel—“if he’s in the market for a new place, there’s no one better to find it for him than you. I’m actually planning on a doing a piece on his restaurant.”
 
Cara’s jog stuttered a bit. “What? Did you say his restaurant?”
 
“Yep,” she breathed. “Not only is he the chef, he’s the owner and the owner of their flagship restaurant in D.C. We’re doing an exposé on the changing Downtown area and all of the new businesses cropping up. I haven’t gotten his approval yet, but the restaurant is on the list.”
 
They approached their stopping point.
 
“I was thinking that I’d love to get your take on the changes as well.”
 
“Me?”
 
They slowed to a stop, breathing heavy.
 
Cara’s thoughts ran in a half dozen directions at once, unable to settle on anything solid.
 
“Yeah, I think it would be perfect.” She bent at the waist and rested her palms on her knees. Slowly, she straightened and bent from side to side. “You have your pulse on the ebb and flow of who’s buying, where they’re buying, and how it all impacts the community.” She blew out a breath. “Besides, you’ll get a chance to see Mr. TDH again.” She grinned conspiratorially.
 
Cara rolled her eyes in feigned annoyance when, in reality, she bubbled with excitement, but she refused to give Stella the satisfaction of letting her know. If she did, she would never hear the end of it. And she certainly wasn’t ready to admit that she hadn’t been able to get Chef Mitchell Davis out of her mind. Each time she closed her eyes at night, he was there, smiling at her, touching her. During the day, in the middle of a deal, thoughts of him would leap into her head, startling her with its force. She’d tried to rid her mind and her body’s want of him. She’d failed. Now this.
 
“There’s no guarantee that he would agree,” Cara said, even as she hoped that he did.
 
“He will. What businessman worth their investment would turn down an opportunity to showcase their business on national television?”
 
“Well, I guess you can keep me posted. You know I’m crazy busy. I’ll have to see what my schedule is like,” she said with indifference.
 
Stella glanced at her friend from the corner of her eye and smiled to herself. As hard as Cara tried to remain behind her façade of disinterest, she was so transparent.
 
“Will do. I’m hoping to get it set up next week. My assistant is making the call on Monday.”
 
Cara’s heart fluttered.
 
They walked toward the park exit.
 
“Wanna grab a bite?” Stella asked.
 
“Hmm, no. I think I’ll head home. Why don’t you come by with me? I can rustle us up something . . . and you can, uh, tell me more about this thing you’re planning.
 
Stella bit back a smile. “Sure, sounds good.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Cara and Stella walked into Cara’s loft apartment. It was a space right out of Architectural Digest. All of the chrome finishings were contemporary, while the structure of the space still maintained its original integrity from the massive floor-to-ceiling windows, plank wood floors, and pillars that Cara had artfully used to designate specific areas of the space: the kitchen and living room and her in-home office area. The one wall that she did build was for her bedroom at the far end of the space. Her view looked out toward the Brooklyn Bridge and the skyline of Manhattan beyond. At night the twinkling lights were akin to witnessing a fairy tale. Her other big splurge was her spa bathroom, complete with a jet tub, double vanities, a massive glass shower with six different jets and heated floors all done in shades of soft aqua tiles, and, of course, central heat and air throughout the loft.
 
“Girl, every time I come over here I just want to sit down and never get up. This view is to die for.” She crossed the yawning space to the window.
 
Cara smiled. It was her gift to herself when she’d closed her first big deal for a commercial space. Each time she walked through the door to her loft she was reminded that this was hers and she would never be at the mercy of anyone or fate ever again. Her home was a physical reminder of where she’d once been, blinded by love, but she would never be again.
 
“I can whip us up some sandwiches or a chicken Caesar salad if you want something lighter,” she called out from her state-of-the-art kitchen.
 
“Salad is fine with me. Got any wine?”
 
“You know where everything is. Pour me a glass, too.” She took out her bowl of grilled chicken and the spinach greens from the crisper and began preparing their lunch. “So, um, what is your plan for this show thing you have up your sleeve.”
 
Stella walked into the kitchen and placed Cara’s glass of wine on the counter. “Well, I’m thinking of filming the restaurant, interviewing some of the staff and, of course, Chef Davis.” She stole a quick glance at Cara from beneath her lashes. “I have three new restaurants that will be included in the piece.”
 
“And where do I fit into this grand scheme?” She diced the chicken and sprinkled it over the greens.
 
“I’ll have you do some voice-overs and then a one-on-one about the changing community and its impact on the residents and the economy. You have up-close and personal experience. You have your finger on the pulse of what’s happening to Downtown Brooklyn.”
 
Cara glanced away. The changes to the community were a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the building, renovation, and escalation of property values, along with the influx of new business and the yuppies from Manhattan, made Brooklyn the “in” place to live. On the other hand, she knew the negative impact it had on the residents who could no longer afford to live in the very neighborhoods that they’d grown up in. They had to watch the family mom-and-pop stores be taken over by outdoor cafés and expensive boutiques and renovated apartments that were priced out of their reach. Affordable housing was vanishing. Her stomach twisted with the guilt of her knowledge that she was a part of it. She pushed out a breath, finished off the salad, and placed the bowl on the center of the counter.
 
“Sounds good,” Cara murmured.
 
“You don’t sound too sure.”
 
She slid onto the counter stool. “It’s that I was thinking I’m part of the problem.”
 
Stella frowned in confusion.
 
Cara waved her hand and shook her head in dismissal. “Never mind, I’m overthinking it.” She forked salad onto her plate. “When are you going to start filming?”
 
“As soon as I get the okay from the participants, we can get started. I think the entire shoot should take about four days and then editing. I want to air it during Thanksgiving weekend.”
 
Cara’s brows rose. “That’s pretty soon.”
 
“Hmm, a few weeks.” She shrugged lightly and added salad to her plate. “But the idea is that it’s about food and the thought is that families will be together and we can get the biggest bang for the buck.”
 
Cara nodded. “Makes sense.”
 
“You don’t think you’re going to have a problem if I sit you and the chef down together?”
 
Cara flashed Stella a look. “Problem? Meaning?” Stella propped her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her palm. “You’re my best friend. I know you, and as much as you want to downplay things, you have a thing for the chef. And clearly he has a thing for you.”
 
Cara reached for her glass of wine and took a small sip before responding. “Okay, I admit he did . . . spark something. But”—she held up her index finger—“he said he would call and I haven’t heard a word.”
 
“You didn’t exactly come across as warm and fuzzy.”
 
Cara snickered.
 
“I’m sure it’s just that he’s busy.”
 
“I guess. Anyway, how are things with you and Vincent?”
 
“Great when we have time for each other.” She maintained her focus on her food.
 
Vincent Howell was an international correspondent and spent months at a time on assignment. He and Stella had been married for three years. She wanted a family. Vincent wanted his career. It had become a wall of contention between them recently.
 
Cara touched Stella’s hand. “It will work out. Vincent loves you.”
 
Stella offered up a tight-lipped smile. “I know.” Cara studied her friend’s melancholy expression. She knew how deeply love could hurt and it was why she didn’t want to go down that road again. If Mitch Davis did call, it would be strictly business.

 



Chapter 3
 
Mitch hung up the phone and slapped his palm on the table. The local ABC affiliate was preparing a piece on the renaissance of Brooklyn and wanted to include him and his restaurant. They wanted his response as soon as possible so they could schedule the filming and interview. Of course he’d run it past Brad, but he was definitely going through with it. The televising of his restaurant would be a boon to the business. You can’t buy that kind of free advertising. Playing up to the ladies that night worked out in a completely unexpected way. He’d wanted to impress Cara Holiday, but instead hit a cord with Stella Freeman. Go figure. He shook his head in bemusement and then went in search of Brad to share the news.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Brad chuckled in wonder. He put his feet up on the desk and leaned back in his seat. “Only you could have had fate fall in your lap like this. Here you are playing Mr. Wonderful to one woman and catch the eye of another. How does that happen?”
 
Mitch couldn’t help but laugh. He perched on the edge of the desk. “Hey, who knew. Trust me, it wasn’t my intention to snag a television spot.”
 
“Obviously your charms weren’t wasted,” he snorted.
 
“Guess not.”
 
“So when do I need to get ready for my close-up?” Brad asked.
 
“I should get a call by tomorrow to confirm a day and time.”
 
“While we’re closed or open?”
 
“Good question. If they do it when we’re open, I would think they’d need a lot of permissions to film.”
 
“Yeah, probably.” He shrugged. “We’ll see.” He shook his head slowly. “Man, this is gonna put us on the map for real.”
 
“I know. I know. Couldn’t be better for biz if I’d worked it out myself.”
 
They were quiet for a moment, taking in their good fortunes. Brad broke the silence. “So you give that real-estate chick a call and thank her yet?”
 
Mitch frowned. “Thank her. For what?”
 
“A lot. If it wasn’t for her inspiring you to rise to the occasion, we would have never gotten this television offer.”
 
“Hmm, very funny. And, no, I haven’t called her. Been thinking about it, but . . . she didn’t really give me a vibe that she wanted to be bothered beyond finishing her dinner.”
 
Brad shrugged. “If you say so.”
 
“What does that mean?”
 
“It means that your radar regarding women is always in need of a tune-up.”
 
“Say what?”
 
“Yeah, you heard me. Every woman who you date you remain oblivious to how they feel or what they want. And then you seem stunned when they leave.”
 
“Damn, man, you make me sound like a Neanderthal.”
 
Brad eyed his friend. “If the club fits . . .” He swung his feet to the floor and stood. “Like Billy Dee said in Mahogany . . . ‘success is nothing without someone to share it with.’”
 
Mitch wide-eyed his friend, then burst into a fit of doubled-over laughter. It took him several moments to pull himself together. He was shaking his head and pointing at Brad. “You . . . you quoting chick-flick movie lines now . . . what the hell.” He chuckled some more.
 
Brad stared him down. “All right, all right. Me and Fay saw the movie over the weekend,” he confessed. “You could use a chick flick in your life. What?”
 
Mitch clapped him on the shoulder. “Nothing, man. Nothing at all.” He started for the door. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he chuckled on his way out.
 
Mitch headed for the kitchen still tickled by Brad’s confession, but while he reviewed the menu for the evening and checked the ingredients, he couldn’t stop his thoughts from returning to the famed line. He was doing well. His business was growing. He was financially stable and had plans to continue to expand. The airing of the profile on his restaurant would up the stakes of his success. Someone to share it with. He’d never really thought about it much before, but now . . .
 
“Chef Davis?”
 
Mitch turned his attention to his sous chef who needed to review the dessert menu. That’s what he needed to do . . . keep his mind on the tasks at hand and not on Cara Holiday . . . someone to share it with.
 
Before late afternoon was over he’d heard from Stella’s assistant at the television station. They wanted to come in two days and film during the midday with the hope of being finished before happy hour. They’d need access to much of the restaurant, interview a few employees and, of course, him and the manager. They hoped to be able to complete everything in one day. If not, they would come back.
 
Mitch readily agreed and then went up front to hold a brief staff meeting to alert his staff about the filming and to have them understand they might be interviewed . . . but that it wasn’t required.
 
“The only requirement is that if asked . . . this is the best place you’ve ever worked and me and Brad are the most awesome bosses an employee could ever want,” Mitch said with a wide grin.
 
The hostesses, waiters, bartenders, and cooks all groaned in unison, shook their heads, and walked away.
 
“Hey . . . where’s everyone going? What did I say?” he called out, feigning bewilderment.
 
Brad draped his arm across Mitch’s shoulder. He held up one hand and slowly passed it across the air as he spoke. “Which is my best side?” He turned his face left, then right.
 
Mitch groaned.
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Cara’s pulse raced as if she had run a marathon. She’d barely slept the night before and her nerves jangled. More than once she’d thought about telling Stella to count her out of her production, but her deeper desire to see Mitch again overrode whatever doubts she harbored.
 
She pulled her Infiniti into the parking garage around the corner from the restaurant. For several moments she sat completely still to try to reign in her emotions and center herself. The last thing she needed was to unravel or be a babbling idiot on film.
 
She pulled her compact out of her purse and checked her makeup. She’d had to work extra hard to look natural and still camouflage the sleeplessness that hung beneath her eyes. She freshened her lipstick, stuck everything back in her bag, and got out, setting the car alarm in the process.
 
The weather outside had shifted considerably in the past few days. It had gone from cool to downright cold. Cara pulled her swing coat closer around her as the wind nipped her as she turned a corner. She stopped short and so did her heart for a hot second. Right ahead was the station news van parked at the curb, and two cameramen were carrying in equipment to the restaurant. Cara drew in a breath of resolve and moved forward. She got to the front door and was met by Stella, who was tossing out orders like an army general.
 
“Great. You’re here.” She quickly buzzed Cara’s cheek. “We’re getting set up.” She gave her a once-over. “You look perfect as usual.”
 
“Thanks.” Cara’s gaze jumped around the space hoping to catch a glimpse of Chef Davis.”
 
“He’s in back,” Stella said under her breath.
 
“Who?” Cara said, looking disinterested as she shrugged out of her coat.
 
Stella pursed her lips. “You know good and damned well who.” She raised her arm to catch the attention of one of her assistants, who hurried over to take Stella’s coat.
 
Cara rolled her eyes.
 
Stella hooked her arm through Cara’s. “We won’t be ready for you for a little bit. You can relax over there. The chef was kind enough to prepare a light lunch for everyone. Wasn’t that nice?” she added with extra syrup.
 
Cara cut her a look. “It is a restaurant.” She slid into an available booth and her mouth immediately began to water at the sight of the tempting entrées that were displayed on several linen-covered tables and at the far end of the bar.
 
Cara took in the space. Downtown 2 had a different energy during the day. Without the crowd she had an opportunity to really take in the very classy décor, from the gleaming hardwood floor, and cherry redwood bar, sparkling chrome and glass, the gradient levels and private booths. Although it was spacious, there was still an intimate atmosphere. She reached for a crepe, intent on quelling her appetite while she cooled her heels.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Mitch did a final check of the kitchen before walking to the front of his restaurant with Brad right behind him. He came to a total stop. Cara. What was she doing here? Brad nearly ran into his back.
 
“What’s . . .” He saw her, too.
 
Mitch felt his entire body come alive with an excitement that had nothing to do with the interview. She was even more stunning in daylight. Sitting in the farthest booth by the window, the afternoon sun streaked highlights through her hair and illuminated the contours of her face.
 
“Yo, bro, you just gonna stand here?” Brad murmured. “Or you gonna go and say something to her? Must be fate.”
 
Mitch glanced at Brad over his shoulder, then walked fully into the front space. Fate had nothing to do with the tug in his groin or the almost desperate need that he suddenly felt to test those lips that wrapped around the food that he’d prepared.
 
Cara felt eyes on her. She put the rest of her food down on the small plate and glanced up and right into the unwavering stare of Mitch Davis. She began to cough and reached for her glass of water. Please don’t let me make a fool of myself, she prayed while swallowing down water in the hopes of stopping the coughing.
 
“I hope it isn’t my food.”
 
Now she really would choke. She swallowed, dragged in a breath, and dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. She looked up at him and everything inside leaped with joy. He was simply delicious from the close crop of his dark hair, the warm chocolate of his complexion, to the hard lines of his body that were barely disguised beneath his white coat. And those eyes.
 
She cleared her throat. “No, um, just went down the wrong way.” She tapped the napkin at the corners of her mouth.
 
He slid into the seat opposite her. “I had no idea you were involved in television.”
 
“I’m not, other than being the friend of a television producer.” She grinned. “She roped me in, wants my perspective on the changing community.”
 
“Guess that’s where your real-estate knowledge kicks in.”
 
“We hope so.”
 
When Mitch smiled at her and she spotted that dimple in his right cheek, she nearly went into cardiac arrest.
 
“I have to apologize. I meant to get back to you.”
 
“No apology needed. I totally understand. We’re all busy. I know I can barely keep up. Are you still interested . . . ?”
 
“Uh, yes, definitely.”
 
“Good. Well, whenever you’re ready . . . I’m available . . . to talk with you about . . . your needs.” Was she really doing the whole double-entendre thing?
 
His eyes moved back and forth across her face, memorizing each detail from the way her lashes curled, the high sweep of her brows, to the tiny scar on her chin. He could almost see her as a bubbling little girl with wild ponytails racing down the street and tumbling from her bike, causing that scar. She would have cried, but only for a moment. She would have gotten patched up and gone right back on her bike. That’s how he saw her—never allowing mishaps to get her down. One day he’d ask her how she got that scar that gave her face so much character.
 
Cara angled her head to the side. “You’re smiling as if you have a secret.”
 
Mitch blinked her back into the present. He smiled sheepishly. “Just thinking . . . about tonight’s menu.”
 
“Must be special to put that look in your eye.”
 
He leaned in and rested his arms on the table. “I take what I do very seriously. It gives me pleasure to bring pleasure to others.”
 
Oh, damn. Heat fanned upward from her chest and scorched her cheeks. She reached for her glass of water.
 
“I’m sure that philosophy is the key to your success. . . as a restaurateur.”
 
“I hope so.”
 
“Chef, we need you over here,” one of the assistants called out.
 
“Excuse me. I hope we can talk soon.”
 
She nodded as he rose and walked away.
 
The filming began and Cara watched from the sidelines as the cameras moved around the space and Mitch talked with such enthusiasm about his establishment, his goals, and his vision.
 
Cara could watch him all day long and into the night. He was clearly a man in control. There was a self-possessiveness about him and an air of power that radiated from the way his body moved, a look in his eyes, the timbre of his voice. He could easily control her, possess her, hold her captive with a look or the sound of his voice—a touch. She shook her head to scatter her thoughts. No sense in letting her imagination get the best of her. She was here on business and nothing more. He was only a potential client and nothing more. Nothing more.
 
After more than two hours the crew took a break from interviewing to get some exterior shots and then it was on to interview some of the employees and midday customers.
 
Stella walked over to where Cara sat. She plopped down beside her. “We should be able to wrap up in about a half hour. Then you’re on.”
 
Cara drew in a breath. “Sure.”
 
“You okay?”
 
“Yes, why?”
 
“You have this faraway look in your eyes.”
 
“Oh, just thinking about work.”
 
Stella stared at her friend. “You sure it’s not Mitch Davis that’s on your mind?”
 
Cara’s focused jumped to Stella. “No, of course not.”
 
“Hmm, if you say so. But if you ask me, I know he has a thing for you.”
 
Her stomach fluttered. “Why would you keep saying that?”
 
“I see how he looks at you every chance he gets. That’s not the look of a man who is only interested in real estate.”
 
Cara straightened her shoulders. “As usual you’re reading too much into things.”
 
“We’ll see.” She got up. “Be back for you shortly.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Cara’s portion of the interview took about forty-five minutes to complete. It took all of her willpower to focus on the questions she was being asked and not the fact that Mitch was mere feet away watching her every move, taking in everything that she said. By the time the interview was over she was beyond relieved. She could finally take a real breath.
 
“That’s a wrap, everyone,” Stella called out. She went over to talk with Mitch.
 
Cara gathered her things. She needed to get outside. The close proximity to Mitch was making her dizzy. She went in search of the production assistant who had taken her coat.
 
As she was putting on her coat she felt a presence behind her that made the fine hairs on the back of her neck tingle. Hands were on her shoulders, adjusting her coat on her body.
 
“So, what did you think?” the husky voice asked.
 
For an instant she shut her eyes and relished in the feel of the heat from his fingertips that penetrated to the marrow of her bones. Slowly, she turned around. There was barely any air between them. She was forced to look up. The connection was so intense it forced her to focus on the buttons of her coat instead of his amazing eyes.
 
“I think it went great.” She swallowed and fumbled with her buttons.
 
Mitch took a step back. “You’re a natural.”
 
She laughed. “You’re not too bad yourself.”
 
“When will you let me fix a meal for you . . . I mean, when will you be coming back to the restaurant? I’ll prepare something special.”
 
“I hadn’t thought about it. I rarely get a chance to go out. Busy.”
 
“Right. I understand.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll be giving you a call. About business.”
 
“Great.” She tugged on her coat. “Take care.” She walked around him and toward the door, stopping briefly to say good-bye to Stella.
 
Once outside she realized that she was shaking all over and it had nothing to do with the chill in the air.

 



Chapter 4
 
Mitch couldn’t get Cara out of his head. He woke up thinking of her, while he worked he hoped that he would see her walking through the door, at night he dreamed of her and all the things he wanted to do to her. Cara Holiday was making him crazy.
 
For days following the filming he’d debated calling her and continuing his ruse. It was clear that she had no real interest in him beyond business. If that’s what it took to get her into his bed and quell this insane desire that he had for her, then so be it.
 
He stared at the phone and her business card that stared back at him from his kitchen counter. It was his day off and after business hours, but he had a good feeling that Cara Holiday didn’t follow that custom nine-to-five. He picked up the phone and punched in the numbers before he changed his mind once again.
 
The phone rang several times; then her voice hummed in his ear. He nearly forgot what to do next.
 
“Hello, Cara Holiday,” she repeated.
 
“Hello. This is Mitch Davis from the restaurant.”
 
Cara’s heart began to pound. “Oh, hello. How are you?”
 
“Good. I, uh, wanted to know when we could meet to talk about business.”
 
“Let me check my schedule.” She closed her eyes for a moment to compose herself. “I have an opening. . . tomorrow after six.”
 
“Tomorrow sounds great.” He’d have to rearrange his schedule to make it happen. “Should I meet you at your office?”
 
“I’ll see you then. You have the address?”
 
“Yes, on your card.”
 
She sputtered a nervous laugh. “Of course. So, I’ll see you tomorrow at six-thirty?”
 
“Perfect. See you then.”
 
“Bye.”
 
“Good-bye.” He disconnected the call, leaned back, and smiled.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“So let me get this straight. You’re going to pretend that you want to sell your place and find a new one just so that you can see this woman?” Brad asked as they sat at the bar.
 
“Yep.”
 
“How long do you think you can carry on the charade?”
 
“As long as it takes me to get her to see me beyond a business deal.”
 
“What if she doesn’t?”
 
Mitch tossed him a look. “I’ll deal with that if and when the time comes.”
 
“Why don’t you just ask her out and cut all the subterfuge? It’s bound to backfire.”
 
“If I thought for a minute that she had an interest in me beyond the next sale, maybe I would. And it’s not going to backfire.”
 
Brad studied his friend’s pensive expression. “You really got a thing for her. Just admit it.”
 
“I take the fifth.”
 
“I hope it works the way you want it to.”
 
“It will.”
 
Brad picked up his glass of beer and took a long swallow.
 
Mitch checked his watch. “Phil is on duty tonight,” he said, getting up. “I’m going to head over to her office.”
 
“Good luck, my brother.”
 
Mitch grinned. “See you tomorrow.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Mitch had to drive around the block several times before he found a parking space. By the time he did he was already fifteen minutes late and had the crazy notion that she would be gone when he arrived. He was uncharacteristically nervous, as if it was prom night instead of a basic business meeting.
 
He walked down the busy street just as the first snowflakes of the season began to fall. He pulled open the heavy wood door and stepped into the warmth of the cozy offices of CH Realty.
 
“Can I help you?” Tricia asked.
 
“I have an appointment with Ms. Holiday.”
 
“Mr. Davis?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“I’ll let her know that you’re here. You can have a seat.” She got up and disappeared down a short corridor. She returned moments later. “She’ll be right with you.”
 
“Thanks.” He unbuttoned his jacket and looked around. It felt like an eternity, but it was barely five minutes when Cara rounded the corner. His pulse galloped. Slowly, he stood.
 
A warmth hit her eyes while the most incredible smile moved like a lazy river across her polished lips. She extended her hand as she walked toward him.
 
Mitch took her hand in his. The jolt was simultaneous. Her eyes widened ever so slightly. His nostrils flared.
 
“Sorry I’m late. Parking . . .”
 
“No problem. Come this way.”
 
He reluctantly released her hand. She turned and he followed her to the back to her office.
 
“Please, have a seat.” She closed the door behind them and rounded her desk.
 
“You have a very nice setup.”
 
“It took some time, but it’s finally what I’d imagined.” She crossed her legs beneath her desk and linked her fingers together to keep them from trembling. “So,” she said on a breath. “First thing’s first.” She opened a manila folder on her desk and took out a form. “We can start with you filling out this application.” She handed it to him and their fingertips brushed. Cara’s breath hitched. She licked her lips and handed him a pen and quickly relinked her fingers.
 
“You didn’t say why you wanted to move.” She studied the top of his head and the way his long fingers held the pen while he wrote.
 
“Um, downsizing,” he said off the top of his head. “I have more space than I need for one person. And I’ve been planning on opening a new location in . . . Philly. So I’ll only need something small for when I’m here in town.” He continued to fill out the form and amazed himself with the lies that flowed so freely. “I figure with the sale it will help finance my next restaurant.”
 
“I see. Always good to have a plan.”
 
He glanced up at her and she was shaken once again by the intensity of his eyes. “Yes, it is.”
 
“Your other restaurant is in D.C., correct?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Do you have a place there as well?”
 
“I usually stay at a hotel when I go to check on things.”
 
“How often?”
 
“How often?”
 
“How often do you travel to D.C.?”
 
“At least once a month.” He finished up the application and handed it back.
 
She made a show of reviewing it so that she could get her mind right. “I’ll have to get your financials of course. Bank statements, W2s, things like that.”
 
“Whatever you need.”
 
She swallowed. “I’ll run a credit report . . . unless you have one that is no more than six months old.”
 
“I have one in my files. I can get it for you.”
 
“Good. So, tell me what kind of space you’re looking for and where.”
 
He hadn’t really thought that far. “Um, I’d like to stay in the area. One bedroom, with a great kitchen; that’s my main criteria.”
 
She grinned. “Of course. I’m sure I can find you something.” She cleared her throat. “And I’ll have to see your space, take some pictures so that I can post it.”
 
“Whenever you’re ready.”
 
“I know your schedule is as tight as mine. Let me know when I can come by.”
 
“Tomorrow evening. Say eight?”
 
Her heart pounded. “Let me check my schedule.” She turned to her computer screen and had to clear her head to remember how to access her calendar. “Uh, tomorrow looks good.” She’d cancel her other eight-o’clock appointment.
 
“Perfect.” He paused a moment. “Is there anything else you need to know?”
 
“Not at the moment,” she said a bit breathless. She stood.
 
Mitch drew in a long breath and rose. Cara’s gaze followed his ascent.
 
“I’ll walk you out.” She came from around her desk and Mitch was right on top of her. She eased by him and opened the door. He followed her out.
 
She stopped at the front door. “Thanks for coming. I’m looking forward to working with you.”
 
“So am I. Good night.” He turned and walked out.
 
Cara slowly closed the door behind him and stood there for several moments.
 
“New client?”
 
Cara turned toward Tricia. “Looks that way.”
 
“Humph, I wouldn’t mind working with him,” she said wistfully.
 
“As soon as you get your license you can start with your own clients. How are classes coming?”
 
“I should be taking my test right before Christmas.”
 
“I know you’ll do fine.” She walked back toward her office. “Thanks for staying. Head on home,” she called out. “I’ll lock up.”
 
Cara sat in her office for a moment, taking in the silence and reliving the moments with Mitch. His scent lingered in the air. The tips of her fingers still sizzled from his touch. She could hear his voice and visualize the penetrating look in his eyes.
 
She had a hard time recalling when a man had affected her this way—all consuming. Even during her courtship and marriage to Jeff she’d never had this riot of emotions, this deep need in the center of her being. How in the world was she going to work with this man and keep her knees together?
 
Sighing deeply, she pushed back from her desk and prepared to head home. Anyway, he was planning on spending a great deal of his time in Philadelphia. If anyone knew how time-consuming it was to open a new business it was her. The last thing he would have time for was a relationship.
 
She shook her head. Relationship? Where did that come from? She slipped into her coat and picked up her purse and carryall. The man needed her assistance in selling his house and finding something smaller. That was all. She would do her job and keep her cravings to herself.
 
As she drove home she wondered what his home looked like and how he lived. He didn’t mention that the space he was looking for would be needed for more than one person, so it was safe to assume that he would continue to live alone. Once again she was getting ahead of herself. Business, Cara, business, she mentally chanted.
 
But the chant didn’t stop the images of his naked weight on her body or what he would feel like trapped between her thighs from the moment she closed her eyes that night until they opened the following morning.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Although he’d already had his day off, Mitch informed Brad that he would be out for the rest of the afternoon, following the lunch rush.
 
“So you’re really going through with this?” Brad asked.
 
“In too deep now.” Mitch checked the freezer and made a note to order a shipment of lobster and mussels.
 
“Yeah, I would say so.” He shook his head. “She’s coming to your place, and then what?”
 
“I’ll show her around, fix her an incredible meal, and then we’ll see.”
 
“What are you going to do when she finds out that this was all an elaborate ploy to get her in your bed?”
 
Mitch shut the freezer and turned to Brad. He leaned against the counter. “It’s not that simple.”
 
“Then what is it?”
 
“Yes, I want her in my bed, but I want to get to know her, too.”
 
“But under false pretenses.”
 
He turned away from the truth. “I’m going to tell her.”
 
“Hopefully sooner rather than later. The longer you drag this out, the more complicated it’s going to get.”
 
“I’ve got to go,” he said, needing to remove himself from the censured look in Brad’s eyes. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
“Good luck.”
 
“Yeah, thanks.” He strode out with Brad’s warning lingering in his thoughts.

 



Chapter 5
 
Cara could barely keep her mind on her work. Every few minutes she checked the time. She’d sleepwalked through her day and was nowhere near as on point as she normally was when showing a space. She hardly remembered what she’d said to her prospective clients. Her thoughts kept drifting to Mitch and the unending dreams she’d had about him. She had to keep reminding herself that Mitch Davis was a client. The evening with him was to see his space, to be able to put it on the market, and bring him a listing of potential spaces. That was it. That was all that he wanted from her.
 
She’d printed out a list of five apartments that had recently come on the market that she felt would suit his needs. However, after getting a sense of his esthetics, she’d know better if she was on the right track.
 
Her phone rang.
 
“Cara Holiday.”
 
“Hey, girl. How’s it going?”
 
“It’s going,” she joked. “What’s up?”
 
“The editing is almost done on the piece. It really looks good.”
 
“That’s wonderful. When will it air?”
 
“In two weeks. Thanksgiving weekend as part of a 20/20 special. Hopefully snaring a captive holiday audience.”
 
“Sounds good.”
 
“And you sound distracted. Did I catch you at a bad time?”
 
“No, not really. I was putting together some information for Chef Davis.”
 
“Oooh la la. What kind of information?”
 
Cara gave her the Reader’s Digest version of what had transpired and her pending appointment with him.
 
“And you didn’t tell me! I’m so excited.”
 
“About what?”
 
“About what? Girl, you’re going to that man’s house and you know he’s hot for you, and I don’t give a damn what lie you keep telling yourself and me, but you feel the same way.” She paused. “Sis, it’s okay to care again,” she said gently.
 
Cara flinched and blew out a breath. “Once again, you’re reading more into this than necessary,” she said, sidestepping Stella’s last comment. “Besides, he wants a smaller place because he’s going to be opening up a venue in Philly. He’ll only be in Brooklyn part of the time once the new restaurant opens.”
 
“Never heard of long-distance relationships?”
 
“We don’t even have a neighborhood relationship,” she quipped.
 
“I’ll bet five dollars that all of it will change after tonight.”
 
“A whole five dollars, huh? Last of the big spenders.”
 
Stella laughed. “Anyway, what are you wearing? Are you going home to shower first? I think you should wear that navy wrap dress. Easy to get out of.”
 
“Stella! Would you stop?” Cara couldn’t help but laugh. “This is a business meeting.”
 
“Yeah, okay. If you say so. Like I said, five dollars and tomorrow you’ll be singing a different tune.”
 
“Fine. Five dollars.”
 
Stella giggled. “And don’t forget to shave! Later.” She disconnected the call before Cara could cuss her out.
 
Cara put down the phone and shook her head in amusement. Stella was nuts. She checked the time. Six. Her thoughts raced. She looked at her very formal business pantsuit outfit. She had plenty of time to run home, freshen up, and get to Mitch’s house by eight.
 
Quickly, she gathered up her things, tossed her good nights to Tricia, and darted out. That damned Stella. She maneuvered around traffic en route home.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Cara’s revamping took a bit longer than she’d anticipated, but she was satisfied with the outcome. Much to her chagrin she’d taken all of Stella’s advice; from the shower to the dress to the “touch up” down yonder. Now she sat in her car down the street from his house, and in the time that she’d taken to go home and change it had snowed at least an inch and it was still coming down. The flurries that the meteorologist had predicted were a thing of the past and it didn’t appear that the snow was going to let up anytime soon. The one thing she’d wished she’d considered was boots.
 
She turned off the car, got her purse and leather folder, stepped out, and yelped. Her high-heeled foot was instantly covered in icy snow. “Grrrr.” She put her folder over her head and teetered down the street to number 186. She opened the gate and walked into the small concrete yard. The icy chill from her wet feet rose up the back of her legs and skittered along her spine. She pressed the doorbell and tried to keep her teeth from chattering.
 
Moments later, Mitch opened the door. “Hey. You made it. Come on in.” He took a look beyond her. “It’s really coming down.”
 
“Yes, I totally was not prepared,” she said, squeezing past him and catching a heady whiff of his masculine scent.
 
Mitch shut the gate and walked in behind her. “Let me take your coat.”
 
“I’ve got to get out of these shoes. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
He glanced down at her long legs to her wet feet. “Of course not. I’ll get you some slippers.”
 
She took off her shoes and set them by the door while he hung up her coat in the hall closet.
 
“This way,” he said, leading her into the main living area.
 
She looked around. The three-story brownstone maintained its original charm from the hardwood floors to the built-in mantels and towering mirrors. One room opened onto the next separated by mahogany arches. It was truly a man space with rich dark brown leather furnishings and standing lamps. The living room opened onto a formal dining room with a built-in china cabinet and a six-foot dining table. Beyond she could see the kitchen and knew instinctively that it would be the jewel of the home. The aroma of something spectacular awakened her taste buds. Her mouth watered and she realized that her nerves had kept her from eating all day.
 
“Make yourself comfortable. I’ll go get those slippers.”
 
He went out into the hall and up the stairs. Cara took a moment to look around some more. Clearly he loved reading as much as cooking. The bookshelf was filled from top to bottom with books—the majority of which were mysteries and autobiographies. His other passion must be music. The sound system was something right out of Technology Now magazine. The wall-mounted television had to be at least fifty inches. She wondered if he was a sports buff. The only photographs were of Mitch at the opening of his restaurants, several with him and celebrities, and several culinary awards were framed as well. There was nothing that spoke to the man beyond his work or the people involved in his life. They did have that in common. She was her work as well.
 
“I know these will be too big. At least I hope so,” he joked, entering the room, holding up a pair of slippers in one hand and a pair of socks in the other.
 
She smiled. “Yeah, I kind of think so. I’ll take the socks.” She sat on the club chair, unfolded the white and gray sweat socks, and gratefully put them on. Instantly she felt better, and the sensation of having something of his on her body only intensified the feeling of warmth. “Thanks.”
 
“Not a problem. What can I get you to drink?”
 
“Oh.” Her brows rose a bit. “Hmm. Wine?”
 
“Coming right up.”
 
Why did she say wine? This wasn’t a date, it was business.
 
Mitch crossed the room to a closed cabinet, opened it, and perused the racks of wine.
 
“Impressive.” Cara came up behind him.
 
He glanced at her over his shoulder and smiled. “One of my other hobbies.” He plucked a bottle of Chardonnay from the rack and took out two long-stemmed glasses from the bottom shelf. He handed her a glass, opened the bottle, and poured for her, then himself. He raised his glass. “To a very successful partnering.”
 
Her stomach wobbled. She knew what he meant, but it was how he said it. She touched her glass to his.
 
“Hmmm,” she murmured. “This is wonderful.”
 
“Glad you enjoy it. Would you like the tour?”
 
“Absolutely.”
 
“I tried to keep as much of the originality of the house while still making improvements, like insulation, central heat and air, and electrical wiring to bring everything up to code.”
 
They walked through the living-room space into the formal dining room. The details were incredible, from the heavy wood to the stained glass above the archways. As she’d expected, the kitchen was the hub of the house. It was totally state of the art from the massive double oven and six-burner stove, the two-door stainless-steel fridge, and matching freezer, and an island inlaid with a wok and sink. Glass cabinetry showcased the rows and rows of condiments and serving dishes. Gleaming pots and pans hung from racks in the ceiling, and the workspace wrapped around the entire kitchen.
 
“Wow,” was all she could come up with as she took in the spectacular space. “This is amazing.”
 
“Through here is what was a small shed that I turned into a laundry room.” He opened a door at the far end of the kitchen. A full-sized washer and dryer, with a table for folding and shelves for supplies, were neatly tucked in the room. “There’s a small backyard with a trellis, which will be hard to see right now.”
 
He closed the door to the laundry room and eased by Cara. His breath hitched a beat when her breasts inadvertently brushed against his chest. “I’ll . . . show you upstairs.”
 
He led the way up the staircase that opened onto a large sitting room that was furnished in the same warm browns with a hint of taupe accents. Beyond the sitting room was a small den that he’d converted to an office space with all the bells and whistles.
 
“Very nice,” she managed, still feeling the tingle in her breasts from the contact with his hard chest.
 
“There’s one more floor to see.”
 
They went to the third floor that housed two enormous bedrooms, an adjoining master spa bath, as well as a guest bathroom. His scent filled the spaces. She inhaled deeply, allowing the maleness of him to enter her senses.
 
He turned to her and her heart fluttered. The penetrating look in his eyes was akin to hunger and her body responded.
 
“What do you think?”
 
It took her a moment to recover. “You . . . have an amazing home.” She cleared her throat. “I’m sure I’ll have no problem putting it on the market for a quick sale. I’d like to take some pictures.”
 
“Sure.”
 
“My camera is in my bag downstairs.”
 
“Let’s get it. I want to check on dinner.”
 
“Dinner?”
 
He tossed her a casual look. “I thought we could talk over dinner. That is, if you have time.”
 
She swallowed. Wine. Dinner. A gorgeous man whom she ached for. What could be wrong with that? “Sounds fine to me. And whatever you’re fixing smells delicious.”
 
“Great.”
 
They returned downstairs and Cara retrieved her camera.
 
“Feel free to wander around. Take as many photos as you want.” He strode into the kitchen.
 
Cara spun away and momentarily closed her eyes, willing her heart to be still. She was sure she was reading more into his hospitality than what was really there. And what she needed to do was stay on task and shake off the erotic notions that were running havoc in her head.
 
She began photographing the rooms, taking several shots of the same spaces from different angles. She spent more time in his bedroom than what was probably necessary. It was totally male, with no sign of a woman or a woman’s touch. A pair of jeans was casually tossed across a side chair. His sneakers were in a corner near his closet. She took a quick sneak peek and was instantly overcome by his presence. She ran her fingers along the row of shirts, jackets, and suits, and imagined him putting them on and taking them off.
 
She shook her head and shut the closet door.
 
“There you are.”
 
She jumped and spun around, holding her hand to her chest. Mitch stood in the doorway.
 
“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” He studied her for a moment. “Find everything you needed?”
 
She blinked, lifted her chin, and forced a shaky smile. “Yep, all done.”
 
“Right on time. Dinner’s ready.” He tossed his head toward the door and she kept her eyes on her feet as she brushed by him to get out.
 
“I thought we could eat in the kitchen if you don’t mind. It’s a lot less formal.”
 
“Sure.” She tilted her head to the sound of very soft music playing in the background. “Kirk Whalum?”
 
Mitch grinned in appreciation. “Good ear. You like him?”
 
“Very much. I think I must have purchased his CD three different times because I wore it out.”
 
“That’s a fan. Come on, let’s eat.”
 
She slid onto an upholstered barstool at the L-shaped counter. He’d already put out dishes and cutlery and a fresh bottle of wine. White linen napkins gave the otherwise casual setting a sense of style.
 
“What’s on the menu?”
 
“Ah.” He held up a finger. “For the appetizer, we have fresh oysters steamed in my very special vinaigrette. For the main course, lightly grilled asparagus, mushroom risotto, and baby veal chops cooked and seasoned to perfection.” He took a slight bow. “I hope it meets with your satisfaction, madame,” he added, throwing on the charm.
 
Cara giggled. “I’m sure that it will.”
 
Mitch made quick work of placing the serving dishes on the table and prepared their plates.
 
“Oh, my goodness. These oysters are incredible.” She closed her eyes in satisfaction as the array of flavor burst in her mouth. She could have easily made a whole meal of the appetizers until he presented the main course. Heaven. That was the only word to equate with the food. Every morsel was mouthwatering, with hints of flavors that heightened the senses.
 
Mitch watched her from beneath his lashes. Everything about her totally turned him on from the way she held her fork, the way her lips parted to take in a mouthful of food and sucked in the oyster from its shell, to the way her eyes fluttered closed as she savored each bite. Watching her was as much an aphrodisiac as the oysters.
 
“This is . . . there are no words.” She tapped the corners of her mouth with the napkin and reached for her glass of wine.
 
“I love to see a woman who enjoys eating.”
 
Cara nearly choked. The wine caught in her throat, then went down. She blinked away the water that filled her eyes.
 
“Are you okay?”
 
She bobbed her head. “Fine. Thanks.” She drew in a calming breath. “I can’t imagine that you cook like this every night.”
 
“No.” He took a swallow of his wine and set the glass down. “But I like to try new things when I have time.” His gaze raked over her.
 
“Is this a new recipe?”
 
“Yes, tonight is the first time. And since you like it, it won’t be the last.”
 
She felt herself grow damp between her legs and her clit jumped to attention. She pressed her knees together.
 
“We can finish our wine in the living room and talk business.”
 
He picked up the bottle and extended his hand to help her from her seat. His fingers wrapped around hers and she felt as if she would melt from the heat of his touch. Once on terra firma, he released her and turned away. She willingly followed.
 
Mitch took fresh glasses from the cabinet and set them on the coffee table. He lifted the bottle toward her in question.
 
“Yes, but just a little. I have to drive.”
 
“Speaking of driving”—he went to the window and looked out—“it’s really coming down out there.”
 
Cara joined him at the window. “Oh no.”
 
“Where are you parked?”
 
“Down the block.”
 
“Well”—he glanced down at her feet—“you certainly can’t go out there now. Hopefully it will let up soon.”
 
She groaned.
 
He looked down at her. “You’re more than welcome to stay. I do have an extra room. If it comes to that.”
 
They were standing so close. She could feel the heat rise from his body and see the lights reflected in his eyes. He reached out and fingered a stray lock of hair that dipped by her cheek. She held her breath. His fingertip trailed to the rapid beating of the pulse in her neck and she nearly came on herself.
 
She knew she should move, step away. But she couldn’t make her body respond. And then the world vanished from her line of vision as he came closer, surrounded her, and his mouth tasted hers. He hummed deep in his throat and like a trigger being pulled she was shot through with a need that made her weak.
 
His arm snaked around her waist when he met no resistance, and he pulled her flush against him and deepened the kiss with a flick of his tongue. The contact made her gasp with pleasure and she opened her mouth to let him in.
 
The mixture of heady spices and the sweet flavor of the wine mingled and danced together, creating its own unique flavor that they wanted more of.
 
Mitch cupped the back of her head and threaded his fingers through her hair, kissing her with a hunger that stunned him with its intensity. His body came alive for her, hard and pulsing and needy.
 
Cara’s head spun. Her body willingly molded to his in a way that was familiar, as if they were the other half of a whole. Her inner thighs trembled and her pulse roared in her ears.
 
Mitch broke away, breathed hard. He rested his forehead against hers to give him time to stamp down his erection that threatened to erupt. “Stay,” was all that he could manage. He dared to lift his head and look into her eyes.
 
“I . . .”
 
“Stay . . .”
 
This was some kind of dream or an excerpt that you read in a romance novel. She didn’t think she said yes, but she didn’t say no either as he held her hand and led her upstairs to his bedroom.

 



Chapter 6
 
Once they’d crossed the threshold of his bedroom and his king-sized bed materialized in front of her, the reality of what she was doing took hold. She was on the verge of going to bed with a client, which went against the very values that she prided herself on, not to mention that she barely knew him.
 
Mitch sensed her stiffen. He stood in front of her and his arms enveloped her. “I want you, Cara,” he rasped deep in her ear. “But only if you want me.”
 
Her heart thudded. She did want him. There was no denying that. She glanced up at him and whatever lingering doubts she may have harbored in her soul evaporated under the blaze of his eyes.
 
“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes.”
 
That was all he needed to hear. He gently pulled on the tie of her dress and it fell open, revealing her lush curves barely covered by a midnight blue demi-bra and matching thong.
 
Mitch groaned with pleasure. “You’re beautiful.” He lowered his head to kiss her before trailing his lips along her neck and down toward the rise of her aching breasts. His tongue carved a hot path along her exposed flesh that seemed to sizzle under the onslaught of his mouth. He tugged her dress from her shoulders and it dropped to the floor. He pulled her hard up against him, cupping her rear in his palms to give her the full measure of his need for her.
 
He backed up toward his bed, pulling her with him. He tossed the comforter to the side and eased her onto the bed. He stood above her and began to undress. When he finally stood naked in front of her, she stopped breathing. His body was a work of art from the sculpted shoulders, rock-hard abs, thick, muscled thighs, and powerful legs. But she couldn’t tear her eyes away from what awaited her. His cock was long, thick, and insanely hard. She couldn’t imagine taking him inside her body. But she wanted to; she needed to.
 
Cara reached out and touched him. His breath hitched. Her fingers encircled him and he felt like silk over granite even as it pulsed with life beneath her touch. She reveled in watching the rapid rise and fall of his chest and the clenching of his jaw as she stroked him.
 
Mitch felt his knees weaken, but the pleasure was so intense that he didn’t want her stop. But she had to or he’d never last. He gripped her wrist. Her eyes flashed up to his. Her lips parted. The strength of his hold forced her back onto the bed and before she could react he was above her and between her legs.
 
He tugged on the straps of her bra and brought them down over her shoulders, which only pushed the mounds of her breasts up higher. He feasted on them as a man starved for sweet fruit and her body shuddered in response.
 
She moaned and he suckled her even more while his hands skimmed down her body. His long fingers sought and found her wet slit and he slid a finger inside of her.
 
Cara’s body arched to his touch, bent to his will, turned itself over to him—totally. And he took what he desired, slow and steady, burning her flesh with his mouth until he reached her center. The thin strings of her thong were no match for him as he drank the nectar of her.
 
Her thighs trembled and she gripped the sheets in her fist, but that didn’t stop her cries from ripping through the torrid air.
 
Mitch held her firmly in his hands and he tasted and tasted and teased and licked her into utter submission.
 
“Ohhhh. Ahhhhh.” The cords in her neck tightened as jolts of pleasure streamed through her from the soles of her feet, up the backs of her legs, to explode in a blinding light of unspeakable release. Tears sprung from her eyes from the sublime ecstasy of her climax.
 
The world spun. Nothing was in focus. Aftershocks rippled through her. She had a sense of Mitch reaching around her to his side table. She heard the sound of something tearing and then she felt him.
 
Her mouth opened, but no sound came out, and where she was once empty she was filled with him; every inch of him forcing all the air from her lungs.
 
Incomprehensible words he whispered as he moved in and out of her, building a steady rhythm, which she began to match. And they danced, they mated in a ritual older than time, but they made it new; they made it their own.
 
She draped her legs along his back, bringing him deeper inside her walls. His groans escalated, grew in timbre and intensity along with the power of his strokes. She felt her own quickening and feared that she would break into a million pieces if she came again with him buried so deep and so thick inside of her.
 
His strokes grew faster, harder. He gripped her hair and slashed his mouth across hers. She bucked hard, locked her legs around him, and he exploded. His deep, guttural cry set her off and an orgasm flashed through her that stiffened her limbs as if she’d been electrified and her walls sucked and sucked until he was drained.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Cara lay curled on her side. Mitch spooned against her with his arm draped across her waist. She listened to his steady breathing. They hadn’t shared a word . . . after . . . She squeezed her eyes shut. Never in her life had she done something so crazy. How was she going to face him, work with him? What in the world must he be thinking about her? She pushed her fist to her mouth to keep from crying.
 
“You are amazing.”
 
The soft, whispered words jolted her. Her throat clenched.
 
“I’m glad you stayed.”
 
“I . . . should probably go.”
 
He shifted in bed and propped up on his elbow. “Why?”
 
“I have a busy day tomorrow.”
 
“Oh. All right.” He pushed up from the bed and got up. He found his discarded pants and put them on.
 
Her stomach tightened. She’d hoped deep in her soul that he wouldn’t so readily agree. Clearly what he’d just said to her was merely something to say but had no real meaning. She kept her back to him while she located her clothes and got dressed.
 
The time it took her to dress and make her way downstairs was the longest, most uncomfortable minutes of her life.
 
Mitch retrieved her coat from the closet while she put on her still-damp shoes.
 
“Thank you,” she murmured, unable to look at him. She slipped into her coat.
 
“So . . . I guess you’ll get back to me when you post the sale.”
 
She swallowed. “Sure.”
 
“Good.” He opened the door and took his jacket from the hook. “I’ll walk you to your car.”
 
“It’s not necessary. I’ll be fine.” She opened the door and was hit with a blast of icy air and snow.
 
“I may not be a lot of things, but I am a gentleman. You want to leave, then I’m walking you to your car.”
 
She turned up the collar of her coat and stepped outside. Mitch was right behind her. He took her arm as she teetered through the snow that was up nearly up to her ankles in some spots. He pulled her protectively closer to him and she wanted to turn back the clock and do it over. Stay. But it was too late for that.
 
Cara’s hair was covered with snow, her feet were soaked, and when she reached her car the warmth that the closeness of his body provided was gone. She dug in her purse for her keys. Mitch took them from her hand and opened the door. She slid in and shivers overtook her body. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering.
 
“Thank you.”
 
“Not a problem.”
 
She dared to look up at him and her world shifted again. He stared back at her with the same kind of longing that hung in her heart. But she was sure that it was only the play of shadows across his face.
 
“Drive safely.” He shut her door, cutting them off. He stepped back from the car and jogged back to his house.
 
Cara lowered her head and rested it on the steering wheel. What an utter fool she’d made of herself. She put the car in gear and slowly pulled off, determined to put this night behind her.

 



Chapter 7
 
“You did what?”
 
Cara cringed. “I slept with him . . . well, we didn’t do much sleeping, but . . .”
 
“Cara!” Stella yelped. “You? Well, it’s about damned time.” She laughed.
 
Cara held the phone between her ear and shoulder while she uploaded photos onto the computer. “Not funny.”
 
“Well, was it good?”
 
Cara momentarily closed her eyes envisioning their time together. “Good doesn’t begin to describe what it was like.”
 
“Ohhh weeee. That’s what I’m talking about mixing business with pleasure. So, now what?”
 
Cara sighed. “Nothing.”
 
“What do you mean nothing?” Her pitch rose. “Don’t tell me you did something crazy.”
 
“Why does it have to be me that did something?”
 
“Because I know you, that’s why. What happened?”
 
“Stella . . . I don’t know what came over me . . .” She began to tell Stella everything that happened. When she finished there was nothing but silence on the other end. “Stella? Hello?”
 
“I am at a total loss. What is wrong with you? He told you he was glad you stayed and what do you do, get up and leave!”
 
“But he didn’t try to stop me.”
 
“Really, Cara? Really? This is all about you being so damned scared to share yourself and show any kind of vulnerability. You have got to stop feeling guilty about Jeff. It wasn’t your fault.”
 
Cara flinched. The death of her husband went way beyond finances and loss. It eroded the center of who she was. And even though the years had passed, the effects lived deep in her soul every day.
 
Stella blew out a breath. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have jumped on you like that, but I want you to find happiness again. At least give it a chance.”
 
Cara blinked away the water that began to fill her eyes. “I don’t know if I can, Stella.”
 
“But you’ll never know if you shut down any opportunity before it gets a chance.”
 
“So what should I do?”
 
“Has he called?”
 
“No, but he sent me a text to find out if I got home safely.”
 
“Okay, did you respond?”
 
“No,” she mumbled.
 
“Grrr . . . Look, it’s up to you, but don’t blow this if the only reason is because you’re afraid. And I won’t say anything else about it . . . for now,” she added with a soft laugh.
 
“How’s the editing going?” she asked, needing to change the subject.
 
“Almost done. We should be finished this week. We have it on the schedule. It looks great and so do you, by the way.”
 
“Good to hear. Anyway, girl, I have tons of work to do and a client to see.”
 
“Cool. We’ll talk. And Cara . . .”
 
“Yeah?”
 
“Text him back. Bye.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
“You let her leave? You?” Brad asked, truly surprised.
 
“I wasn’t going to beg. She obviously wanted to go.” He moved around the kitchen checking the dishes that were being prepared for the evening rush.
 
“You must be losing your touch, my brother. Maybe you should have been honest with her instead of acting like it was really all business.”
 
Mitch tossed him a look. “That’s not it.”
 
“Then what is it?”
 
“Wish I knew. I sent her a text and she never responded.” He focused on the inventory list in his hand. “Guess it was the moment and nothing more.”
 
“What about you, though? I thought you had a real thing for her.”
 
“Hard to get something going when it’s one-sided.”
 
“Never knew you to give up so easily.”
 
He chuckled at the barb. “Who says I’ve given up?”
 
Brad clapped him on the back. “That’s more like it.”
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Cara had picked up and put down her cell phone at least a half dozen times. Stella’s parting admonishment ran through her head. After all, it was only right to be gracious and reply. Right?
 
She picked up her phone again and stared at the text. She drew in a breath and began to type.
 

Hi. Sorry for not getting back sooner. Busy. Yes,
 
I got home safely. Thanks for asking. Dinner was great. I will let you know when your house is posted. CH.


 
She went over every word to ensure that she wasn’t sending any mixed messages. Finally, she hit send. Her heart thudded as she stared at the screen of her phone. Would he even answer? After a few minutes it became apparent that he wasn’t sitting staring at his phone waiting on her. She put the phone down just as it rang. She didn’t recognize the number.
 
“Cara Holiday.”
 
“Hey. It’s Mitch.”
 
She stopped breathing, uncrossed her leg, and knocked her knee on the desk. She squeezed her eyes shut to keep from hollering. “Hi,” she eked out.
 
“Just got your text. Thought I’d call instead of texting back.”
 
Her face heated. “Oh.”
 
“I know you said you’d let me know when you posted the house, but I was, uh, wondering if you had any properties that you could show me. Give me an idea of what’s out there.”
 
The surprise of his call, listening to the silk of his voice and remembering their night together had short-circuited her brain waves. She couldn’t think. “Um, sure. I can put a list together.”
 
“When?”
 
“How about Saturday afternoon if you’re free?”
 
“I’ll make myself available.”
 
“Great. I’ll send you a text with the time.”
 
“I’d rather if you called.”
 
Her insides flipped. “Not a problem. I’ll do that.”
 
“I look forward to hearing from you. I want to get this process started.”
 
“Of course.”
 
“Take care, Cara.”
 
OMG, the way he said her name . . . “Bye.”
 
Cara disconnected the call. Her hand shook. She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. A slow smile moved across her mouth. She shook her head back to reality and turned to her computer to pull up her listings and began making some phone calls to set up a time for a visit on Saturday.
 
After more than an hour she’d been able to secure three appointments. She made some notes on her iPad, then went out to inform Tricia of the showings.
 
“I’m going to head out. I have two appointments, so I probably won’t be back.”
 
“See you tomorrow.”
 
“Night.”
 
She had an apartment to show and a commercial space. Both showings went well and if the client’s finances were right, she would secure two more sales. It definitely turned out to be a good day. Now all she had to do was keep her head on straight when she met with Mitch on Saturday.
 
Mitch. She still needed to call him to let him know she’d scheduled the showings for Saturday. She was sure that he would have to arrange his day in order to be available. The sooner he knew the better.
 
Before she pulled off from her last appointment location, she took out her cell phone. She scrolled through her contact list and selected his name. Her pulse kicked up a notch while she listened to the phone ring.
 
“Downtown 2. How may I help you?”
 
For a moment she was thrown. She’d thought she’d dialed his number but had dialed the restaurant instead.
 
“Hello. I’m trying to reach Mr. Davis.”
 
“Whom may I say is calling?”
 
“Cara Holiday. He’s expecting my call.”
 
“One moment.”
 
Cara sat and listened to the recorded music while she waited. Moments later the young woman came back on the line.
 
“Ms. Holiday, Chef Davis is tied up at the moment. He asked if you were in the neighborhood if you would mind stopping by. If not, he would have to call you later.”
 
“Oh.” Stop by. Was she prepared to see him again so soon? “Sure. Please tell him that I can be there in about twenty minutes. But I can’t stay,” she quickly added.
 
“I’ll be sure to let him know, Ms. Holiday.”
 
“Thank you.” She disconnected the call and blew out a breath. She’d fixed her mind to be ready to see him on Saturday. That would give her time to compose herself. Well, she couldn’t sit in her car forever. She may as well get it over with. Maybe seeing him again . . . so soon after . . . would put things in perspective, and she could stop wondering if what she felt and experienced with him was real.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Mitch kept checking his watch and had been to the front of the restaurant a half dozen times since Cara called. He could have easily taken the call, but the truth was he wanted to see her. He didn’t want to wait until Saturday. Maybe if he saw her . . . he didn’t know what he expected or what he wanted other than his need to see her again. How could she have gotten to him so quickly? It made no sense in his orderly mind. Cara had hit a cord in his soul, and as much as he tried to pretend otherwise to Brad, it was just that—pretense. The problem was he had no idea if she felt the same way. But he was willing to do whatever he needed to get her to see beyond the business that they had between them—fake or otherwise. Once he got beyond the wall that she’d erected, he’d tell her the truth. By then it wouldn’t matter. They’d laugh about it. Until then, he’d go along with the charade that he’d devised and play it out to the end.
 
The front door opened and Cara walked in. Mitch momentarily froze. She didn’t see him at first and he took those brief moments to take her in. She was wrapped in a winter white coat that showed off her dewy caramel complexion and sandy brown wild spiral hair. Her luminous dark eyes moved slowly around the space and then they landed on him. His gut clenched.
 
Her glossy lips eased into that smile that haunted his dreams. He walked toward her.
 
“Thanks for coming.” He placed his hand on her waist. “If you have a few minutes, we can talk back in my office.”
 
Cara swallowed over the knot in her throat. “Sure.”
 
“It’s not much,” he said, guiding her around the tables with his hand now at the small of her back. “But it works.”
 
She could barely concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other with him so close and touching her. The familiarity of what those hands could do and had done to her body was fresh in her mind.
 
They exited the main dining area and turned a short corner. He pushed open a swinging door that opened onto a narrow hall.
 
“Second door on the left.”
 
Cara stopped in front of it and Mitch reached around her to open the door. Her nose was at his neck. Her lids fluttered as she inhaled a quick whiff. She stepped inside. Mitch closed the door behind them. The room was small, tight, too small for the two of them.
 
“I know you said in your message that you didn’t have much time.”
 
“Right.” She held her purse in front of her like a barrier.
 
“I was hoping that after we talked, you might want to stay for dinner. On the house,” he added to sweeten the invitation.
 
“I hadn’t planned . . .”
 
“You have to eat, don’t you?” He weakened her with his gaze.
 
Cara bit back a smile. “I suppose so.”
 
“Do you have other plans?”
 
She needed to leave. Go home. Keep it strictly business. “Depends on what’s on the menu?”
 
“Sounds like a challenge.”
 
“You seem to be the kind of man who can rise to any occasion.”
 
The right corner of his mouth rose. His eyes sparked. “You’re on.”
 
Cara lowered her lashes over her eyes. “I’ve scheduled three showings for Saturday. The first one is at noon. Can you make it?”
 
“I’ll be wherever you need me to be.”
 
The burner in her belly flamed. Heat jetted through her veins. All of the air got sucked out of the room.
 
“I’ve got to get back to the kitchen.” He took a step toward her. She reached behind her for the wall to brace herself. “I’ll get you a table.” He stepped closer. His eyes roved across her face, down her neck. “And whatever you decide on I’ll prepare for you.”
 
Cara ran her tongue across her lips.
 
Mitch opened the door. “After you.”
 
She drew in a tremulous breath and walked out on shaky legs that barely held her up.

 



Chapter 8
 
Mitch set her up at a window-seat table. “You can choose from the menu or I can fix you something off the menu.”
 
Cara opened the menu. “The house special is fine.” She looked up at him.
 
“The house special it is. Wine while you wait?”
 
“Sure.”
 
“I’ll have a waiter bring it.” He paused a beat. “I’m glad you stayed,” he said softly.
 
A whirlwind of emotions whipped through her. She saw them entangled together, their mouths and bodies locked. Her lips parted. He turned and walked away.
 
Cara pressed her hand to her mouth. What was she doing? She was playing with fire. She knew that. Where could this go, this game they were playing with each other? Did she even want something more? She wasn’t sure. What she did know is that whatever time they could have together she wanted it, because she wanted him . . . again . . . and again for however long.
 
Her heart banged in her chest. She reached for her glass of water. It was decided. She was going to let this thing go however far she could take it. She took a swallow of conviction and set the glass back down.
 
From her vantage point she had a full view of the restaurant and the comings and goings. Once again, Downtown 2 was busy. Clearly, Mitch had a good business model. Was his space in D.C. as successful? It must have been if he was able to open a second location and now contemplating a third. There were other things that she wanted to know about him, to ask him, but she couldn’t. Better, she wouldn’t. To what end? Keep it simple. Don’t get too involved. Just enough to quench this constant heat that he’d awakened.
 
A waitress arrived to take her order. Cara ordered a simple garden salad, oyster soup, and grilled salmon for the main course. Shortly after a waiter arrived with a bottle of wine. He uncorked the bottle and poured the sparkling white gold into her glass.
 
“Thank you.” She took a small sip. Heavenly.
 
Around her the restaurant hummed with life. Friends laughed, and couples held hands, and singles waved to their arriving dinner mates. Plates and silverware clinked, conversation hummed, and soft music played in the background. Bit by bit Cara relaxed and allowed herself to indulge in the pleasure of the moment, the atmosphere, the being taken care of. It actually felt good.
 
It had become a rarity in her life that she allowed herself to let go, to simply be. The night with Mitch was so out of character for her she could have been reading about someone else’s life. It was a kernel of her that she’d buried right along with her husband. After Jeff, the part of her that shone brightly from within dimmed, the only way that she had survived emotionally was to fill the dimness by rebuilding her life that did not include attachments, or dependency. She wouldn’t go through that again. Losing Jeff the way she did continued to haunt her. She never knew what was worse—losing the love of her life or living with the knowledge of betrayal. He was her teenage sweetheart. They were destined to live and love together forever. They’d built a life together, bought a home. They had plans. Jeff was a man who believed that he should be responsible for taking care of the home and his woman. Cara didn’t have to work, so she continued her education in design and kept a beautiful home and her man happy, at least that’s what she believed. It was all a grand façade.
 
“Your appetizers, miss.”
 
Cara blinked. Smiled. “Thank you.”
 
The waiter placed her salad and soup on the table. “Enjoy.”
 
She pushed away the thoughts that hovered stormlike over her head and turned her attention to the meal in front of her when from the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of a white coat. She turned slightly to her left and her gaze settled on Mitch. He was talking animatedly with a couple three tables away. After leaving them he moved on to the next table and the next, talking briefly and greeting his guests.
 
As she watched, her heart warmed. This was no publicity stunt or community relations ploy. Mitch really cared. You could tell from the genuine laughter in his voice, the way he focused on each individual and listened as if they were the most important person in the world even if only for a few moments. The handshakes and light pats on the back were all real. And the way he dealt with his staff as if they were family and not employees showed him to be a man who was invested as much in the success of his business as he was in ensuring the satisfaction of those around him.
 
Satisfaction. The perfect adjective for Mitch Davis. He’d proved that to her the other night. Her belly fluttered and the tiny beat between her legs at the thought of Mitch’s quest for satisfaction only intensified when he turned those amazing eyes on her and walked in her direction.
 
“How is everything?”
 
She glanced up at him. Her heart pounded. “Wonderful as always.”
 
He smiled down at her and she realized that his smile truly did reach his eyes. “Glad to hear it. Do you mind if I sit?”
 
“No, of course not.”
 
He slid into the chair opposite her. “Did you plan to leave right after dinner?”
 
The pulse in her throat pumped so hard she struggled to get the words out. “Yes.”
 
“I was hoping that you’d stay.”
 
There was that word again.
 
“We have a local live jazz band tonight. They come on in about an hour. I’d love to hear your opinion.”
 
Her brow creased. “Why would my opinion matter one way or the other?”
 
Mitch leaned forward just a bit. “Because it does . . . to me. After all, I have to trust your opinions and your instincts if you’re going to change my life . . . lifestyle.”
 
Cara felt herself being pulled into the depths of his eyes even as he penetrated hers. When he stared at her like that her will and good sense abandoned her every time.
 
“I’ll have to leave right after,” she finally managed.
 
“Perfect. I’m leaving early tonight myself. You can tell me your thoughts on our way out.” He rose. “Enjoy your dinner.”
 
Why did enjoy your dinner coming from Mitch’s mouth sound like an erotic invitation?
 
She finally took a real deep breath when he was out of her line of vision and realized that her body was vibrating like a tuning fork. She shook her head and tried to concentrate on her food.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Mitch returned to the kitchen to ensure that all of the cooks were on point and that the dishes were being prepared to his high standards. Satisfied, he complimented the staff on doing a fantastic job and thanked everyone for the hard work.
 
He then went in search of Brad, whom he found up front dealing with a reservation issue.
 
“Looks like we overbooked,” Brad said to Mitch as he scanned the computer screen.
 
“Hmm. Work it out and dinner is on the house for them,” Mitch said close to Brad’s ear.
 
Brad nodded. “Not a problem. I’ll take care of it.” He hit a few keys on the keyboard. “I see she’s here.” He glanced across his shoulder at Mitch.
 
“Yeah, I kind of arranged that.”
 
“Ergo my missing table,” he muttered. He chuckled lightly and shook his head. He glanced up at the frustrated couple standing in front of him. “We will have your table ready in about ten minutes. In the meantime please have a seat at the bar, select whatever you want. Your entire evening tonight is on the house, courtesy of Chef Davis.” He lifted his chin toward Mitch.
 
“My pleasure and we are very sorry for the confusion. Enjoy your evening.” He clapped Brad on the shoulder and walked off just as the band began to play.
 
A few moments later, Brad caught up with Mitch, who was standing on the sidelines listening to the music, but Brad tracked the trajectory of Mitch’s gaze and followed it to Cara’s table.
 
Brad blocked his view when he stood in front of him and leaned in close. “You got it bad, man.”
 
Mitch chortled. “Be for real.”
 
“I am. Admit it. It’s more than just being hot for some woman. You been down that road many a time and I have never, never seen you look at a woman like that.”
 
Mitch cut his eyes in Brad’s direction. “Like what?”
 
“Like you actually care.” Brad tapped on his chest with his fist. “In here.”
 
“Aw, man, come on. It’s not that kind of party.”
 
“Yeah, okay. Keep telling yourself that. That sister has hit something and as soon as you admit it, the sooner you can stop lying to yourself and her. I’m telling you, bro, if you don’t come clean and soon . . .”
 
Mitch drew in a long breath and folded his arms across his chest. He took a quick look in Cara’s direction. She was gone.

 



Chapter 9
 
Cara hustled down the sloshy, snow-covered street as best she could to get to her car. She had to leave. There was a part of her that knew if she’d stayed she would have gone home with him or he with her and she wasn’t sure if she was ready for that and what it would all mean. Yet, by the time she reached her loft she wished with everything in her that she had crossed the threshold with Mitch.
 
“Stupid.” She hung up her coat and tugged off her boots, growing angrier with herself by the minute. She padded barefoot across the hardwood floor and tugged open the fridge, looking for what she had no idea. The distant ringing of her cell phone drew her attention. She shut the door and crossed the room to where she’d dumped her purse on the couch. She dug out her phone. Stella.
 
“Hey, girl.”
 
“Well, don’t sound so happy to hear from me.”
 
“Sorry.” She plopped down on the couch and dropped her head back. “Just walked in,” she said on a long breath.
 
“Oh, this late with a client?”
 
“Actually, I was at Downtown 2.”
 
“Oh . . . really. How’d that go?”
 
“Fine until I had a panic attack and left.”
 
“Panic attack?”
 
“Well, not in the traditional sense. I guess an attack of nerves and conscience.” She tucked her leg beneath her.
 
“What in the world happened?”
 
Cara sighed heavily and unraveled that series of events that led her to the restaurant and ultimately home—alone.
 
“Damn, girl, I swear you are your own worst enemy. Clearly the man is interested in you. What are you so afraid of?”
 
“You know what I’m afraid of, Stella!”
 
“Every man is not Jeff.” Her voice hitched. “Every man is not going to steal your heart and break it.”
 
Cara squeezed her eyes shut.
 
“What happened to Jeff was a tragic accident. He hurt you. He betrayed you, but what happened to him is not your fault.”
 
“In my head I know all of that, Stella. I swear I do. But inside is a different story. Sometimes I think if I’d listened or had done things differently or . . . I don’t know.”
 
“What were you supposed to do, Cara, sit back and pretend that none of that mess happened, that everything that you believed in was a lie, and that somehow in the scheme of things it was all your fault?”
 
“How do you ever reconcile the fact that the man you loved was in love with another man? Do you have any idea what that does to you as a woman?”
 
“I can’t fathom that. I don’t pretend to know how you felt and still feel. It’s the ultimate betrayal. That much I do know. And what else I know is that who Jeff was is not a reflection of you. He did love you as much as he could.”
 
Tears slid down Cara cheeks. She sniffed and wiped them away with the back of her hand.
 
“You deserve to be happy, girl. You deserve to have a man to love you and take care of you.”
 
Her phone beeped.
 
“Hang on a sec. I have a call.” She looked at the face of the phone. It was Mitch’s cell number. “Stella, it’s him!”
 
“Bye. Talk to the man.” Click.
 
Cara tasted her lip with the tip of her tongue and pressed answer.
 
“Hello?”
 
“Hi. You left so suddenly. Is everything all right?”
 
She swallowed. “Yes, fine. I told you I would have to leave.”
 
“Without saying good-bye?”
 
Her heart thumped. “That was rude. I’m sorry for that. But you were busy and I didn’t want to—”
 
“I would have stopped whatever I was doing.”
 
The way he said it. The way the words dipped down in her center and stroked her. Oh, lawd. Her thoughts rushed around like rush-hour pedestrians. “Are you still at work?”
 
“I was just on my way out. Why?”
 
Her pulse pounded in her temples. “I . . . should make up for my rudeness. Why not stop by for a nightcap? I have an unopened bottle of wine or coffee if you prefer.”
 
“I’ll have what you’re having.”
 
Anticipation rippled through her. She felt almost light-headed. “I can take that as a yes.”
 
He laughed lightly. “You can.”
 
“711 Underwood, just off Park. The last right before you get to the bridge.”
 
“I’ll find it. See you in about twenty minutes. I’ll bring dessert.”
 
Sweet heaven. “Sounds good.” She swallowed. “See you soon.”
 
Cara held the phone against her chest, then leaped up as if it had shocked her. She spun around in a quick circle. He was coming to her home! She snatched up her discarded coat, boots, and purse, and put them all away. Quickly, she tidied up the kitchen, took a bottle of wine from the cabinet, and stuck it in the fridge, then hurried off to the bathroom to freshen up and get out of her work clothes.
 
With less than five minutes to spare, the downstairs doorbell rang. She walked over to the intercom. “Yes?”
 
“It’s Mitch.”
 
“Sixth floor.”
 
She clutched her chest, then pressed Door.
 
The reconverted factory building that had once been dark and dingy with a freight elevator and a cavernous basement was transformed into one of the trendiest locations in the area. The six-story building was equipped with a sleek elevator complete with Muzak; full gym, day spa, and laundry facilities all on the basement level; a concierge service and a doorman. Two of the six floors were loft spaces. The other three were enormous two- and three-bedroom units. The ground floor was a mini mall complete with a dry cleaner, drugstore, boutique, barbershop, hair salon, and small organic grocery store.
 
Cara took a quick look around, dashed over to the fridge, and took out the wine and placed it on the counter just as the front doorbell pinged. She closed her eyes and let her palms float down in front of her body in calming ritual. She opened her eyes. It didn’t help.
 
Putting one foot in front of the other, she marched over to the door and opened it. The air rushed out of her lungs. Damnit he was so sexy. She felt light-headed.
 
“Hey.” The single word was said soft as a personal prayer.
 
“Hey, yourself.” She stepped aside. “Come on in.”
 
He moved passed her and the entire vibe of her abode shifted and filled with him—his presence, his maleness, his energy, his scent. Cara shut the door. Mitch took in the extraordinary space while he unbuttoned his three-quarter cashmere coat and placed the box that he’d brought on the coffee table.
 
He turned to her, coming out of his coat, and Cara’s mind slipped as she watched him turn something so ordinary into a sensual experience.
 
She came toward him. “I’ll take that.”
 
He handed her his coat and she inhaled. “Make yourself comfortable.”
 
“This place is incredible,” he said, taking in the rafters that ran along the length of the ceiling, the massive tempered windows, and the décor that screamed perfection and class—just like Cara. He could see her touches everywhere, from the arrangement of the magazines on the table to the artwork that hung on the walls, the muted tones and bold mixes of throws and pillows, and little artifacts and knickknacks tucked away in surprising places. There was an air of casualness that belied the work that it must have taken to put this “casual” look together. “How long have you had it?”
 
“Just about two years. I purchased it after my first big real-estate sale.”
 
He nodded slowly. “This is some gift.”
 
She laughed lightly. She picked up the bottle of wine from the counter, brought it into the living space, and set it on the table along with a corkscrew. “I’ll get the glasses while you open the wine.” She returned to the kitchen and took two wineglasses out from the glass-front cabinet in concert with the soft pop of the cork.
 
Cara sat down. “What’s for dessert?” It was loaded a question.
 
The corner of his mouth rose into a grin. “Cheesecake.”
 
Her eyes fluttered closed. “My guilty pleasure.”
 
He poured the wine for them both and raised his glass to her. “To guilty pleasures. May we all have them.”
 
She giggled and touched her glass to his.
 
“There’s a hint of the south in your voice.”
 
She lowered her head for a moment. “Atlanta.”
 
“When did you move to New York?”
 
“About ten years ago.”
 
“Alone?”
 
Her chest tightened. “No, with my husband.”
 
His brows arched. “Didn’t know you were married.”
 
“I’m not anymore.” She paused. “He . . . died.”
 
“I’m sorry.”
 
“It’s okay. It’s been a while now. It’ll be five years Christmas Eve.” She looked away.
 
“I didn’t mean to pry.”
 
She shook her head, then looked at him. “Ever been married?”
 
“Nope, never found the right woman I guess.” He sipped his wine and studied her pensive expression. “One day maybe if the right woman comes along.”
 
Her heart thumped. She sipped her wine. “What kind of woman are you looking for?” she dared to ask.
 
He shrugged his right shoulder slightly. “Someone caring, who has a life outside of mine, and can put up with my insane hours for starters.”
 
“That’s not a long list.”
 
“No, I guess it isn’t.” His gaze held her until she finally glanced away. “Do you think you’ll ever settle down again?”
 
She lowered her head. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think it’s what I want . . .”
 
“And other times?”
 
“Other times I’m not so sure.” Jeff’s betrayal had wounded her in ways that she still struggled to come to grips with. “Hey, Stella said the editing of the film is done and it really looks good,” she said, shifting the subject away from the direction the conversation was taking. “It’s going to run Thanksgiving weekend.”
 
“Excellent. I’ll let the folks at the restaurant know.”
 
“The listing for your house is up by the way. I should start getting some interest very soon. I have it listed at 1.5 million.”
 
He should tell her the truth, but he held back yet again. He wasn’t ready for the recriminations that were sure to come if he told her the truth. He was in too deep now, and he wasn’t ready to let go of the tenuous thread that held them together.
 
“More than what I paid for it. The sale will definitely put me on track for the new spot.”
 
“Have you looked at locations in Philly?”
 
“A few.” He needed to change the subject. “Did you have a professional design your space?”
 
She laughed. “Yeah, me. I actually have a degree in interior design. Never got a chance to use it, except here.” She glanced around.
 
“Really? Well, that explains it.”
 
She turned her head in his direction. “Explains what?”
 
“This place is totally you.”
 
“Meaning?”
 
“Soft but defined. Warm, inviting. Eclectic. It showcases things about you from the art to the furnishings, the placement.” He stared at her. “A hidden treasure.”
 
Her cheeks heated. “Thank you.”
 
“You have real talent. It’s a shame that you don’t get to use it more often.”
 
Jeff never really encouraged her pursuits. He merely looked at it as something to keep her busy—apparently while he pursued his own passions.
 
“Maybe you should think about incorporating your design skills into your business.”
 
Her neck jerked back. “Seriously?”
 
“I’m very serious.”
 
She pursed her lips in thought. “Hmm. How do you see that happening?”
 
“Well.” He leaned back against the plush softness of the couch. “Offer it as part of your services when you have a property for sale. I can’t imagine that every property you come across is sale ready.”
 
She chuckled. “You’re right about that. Having the right look certainly entices buyers,” she said, running the idea through her head. She was a big fan of all of the design shows, and they always talked about “staging” the property. She simply never thought of incorporating it into what she did. “I like it!”
 
“That’s what I like to see.”
 
“What?”
 
“That smile.” His eyes sparkled from the lamplight. He reached out and tenderly ran the tip of his finger along the curve of her bottom lip. His voice was a raw whisper. “You should do it much more often.”
 
Her body tingled from his touch, then ignited from the heated look in his eyes. She held her breath as he moved closer.
 
“I’m going to kiss you.” He leaned toward her. “You can say no, but I’d rather that you didn’t.” He waited a beat and then took her mouth.
 
The contact was electric. They both felt it.
 
His arm scooped around her and pulled her to him, taking her breath away. He groaned deep in his throat and the sound turned up the flames that caught in her belly.
 
Her heart banged and banged in her chest even as her body molded itself to his as if they were of one entity. He dragged his lips across her mouth to her ear, then down to the fluttering pulse in her neck. Her cottony soft moan roared through him. He needed her. He needed to be inside her, have her feel how much he desired her. The unrelenting want he had for this woman was insane.
 
Mitch’s hands roamed along her curves, cupped her breasts, traced her waist. His hunger grew with each sigh.
 
Her fingers splayed across his chest. She arched her neck to give him better access. His teeth grazed her soft flesh and she shivered with desire. He leaned her back until she was beneath him. He stared down into her eyes.
 
“I want you.”
 
“You have me.”
 
Something inside of him broke free and welled up with an intensity that shook him to his core. He pushed up her white T-shirt and explored the heated skin that felt like satin beneath his fingertips.
 
She fumbled with his belt and managed to unfasten it and his zipper. She took him into her hand and felt him pulse in her grasp.
 
Mitch clenched his teeth to keep from hollering with pleasure and bite down on the explosion that was so near the surface. He tugged on her drawstring pants and pulled them and her panties down over her hips.
 
Cara wiggled out of them and kicked them to the floor all the while stroking him in a steady rhythm until she felt the tiny dewdrops on the swollen head. She pushed him back on his haunches and took him into her mouth.
 
He let out a sound that echoed in the cavernous room.
 
She ran her tongue along the hard member, trailing over the veins that vibrated under her ministrations, across the head and back down again. She tenderly suckled him so sweet that his eyes welled.
 
He felt his sac fill and tighten. He wouldn’t last. Not like this. He eased her back. She gazed up at him, confusion in her eyes, her lips wet and swollen.
 
Mitch stood up. His pants dropped to his ankles. He reached down, took out his wallet and a condom. He tore it open and rolled it on. Cara couldn’t tear her eyes away. He was magnificent. She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it to the floor. Her bra followed. He nearly tore the buttons from his shirt getting it off and added it to the pile.
 
And then he was above her. She looped her arms around his neck and her thighs parted and welcomed him.
 
That first contact sent shockwaves through them both. They gasped in unison. He entered her slow and deep. Her hips rose to meet him. Her insides quaked. She draped one leg across the back of the couch and the other along his broad back. He groaned with pleasure as he sank deeper into her hot, wet walls.
 
They moved as one, the pace building with every thrust. The very air around them was charged.
 
Her nipples tightened and the muscles in her stomach rippled as the need escalated. He took one of the turgid nipples deep into his mouth. She cried out as the first wave struck her. He plunged harder. The air caught in her lungs. He pulled out and plunged again, harder this time, and she was certain that she would crack into a million pieces. She rocked her hips against him, needing release more than she needed air. And he complied. He rotated his pelvis, practically lifting her off the couch on the stem of his phallus, and with that he hit her spot and she exploded.
 
Her scream of his name ripped through his veins and his release was so powerful that it arched his back and shook his thighs as the mighty surge of his juices rushed from his body.
 
They collapsed against each other, still holding tight as if they were afraid of being thrown overboard from a ship on turbulent seas.

 



Chapter 10
 
Finally pulling themselves together, Cara and Mitch laughed and tumbled their way into her bedroom and loved again. Slower this time, with Cara taking the lead. She rode him with slow and deliberate abandon, feeling a sense of freedom that she’d never felt with Jeff. Their lovemaking had been missionary in every sense of the word. The intense sexual connection that she felt with Mitch had never really been there with Jeff. He always seemed to make love to her out of duty rather than passion. She’d believed it was something that she was lacking and, of course, it wasn’t until after that she understood the truth.
 
This, with Mitch, was different. It was filled with sensuality, a mutual desire to please the other and something more that she didn’t dare give a name to. For now she would simply enjoy these moments with him, because to risk more . . .
 
Mitch gripped her derriere and pumped upward, scattering her thoughts into the heavens where she took them both.
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Cocooned together in the downy softness of her bed and each other, Mitch whispered his confession. “There was someone . . . once.”
 
Cara’s chest tightened.
 
“Her name was Marie Collins.”
 
“Oh.” She swallowed and willed herself to be open-minded. “What happened?”
 
“Me.” He pushed out a breath. “I couldn’t give her what she wanted.”
 
“What was that?”
 
“A future. Permanence.”
 
“Did you love her?”
 
“I thought I did, but obviously not enough to commit to a forever.” He rolled onto his back. Cara turned her head to look at him in the twilight. “At the time all I wanted was to build my business. She didn’t understand how I couldn’t want both. She gave me an ultimatum—her or my work.”
 
“You chose work.”
 
She felt him nod his head. “I can understand her and you. After Jeff died . . . I lost everything. The house, a husband, and the life I thought I had. I’d made the mistake of believing that it was totally okay to have a man take care of everything. I didn’t have my own bank account, independence, a job, nothing.” She was quiet for several moments contemplating if she should tell him the full truth. She drew in a long breath and exhaled what happened. “It was Christmas Eve. I’d come home from picking up Jeff’s gift, a watch that I knew he wanted. When I came home,” her voice wavered, “Jeff was sitting on the couch with his arms draped between his legs. He looked up at me and I instantly felt myself dying inside.”
 
Mitch turned onto his side and put his arm around her. “You don’t have to tell me.”
 
“Yeah, I do.” She paused. “I asked him what was wrong. He hemmed and hawed about how it wasn’t me it was him.” She snickered. “He said that he never meant to hurt me, that he thought he could change, but he couldn’t. I wasn’t able or willing to wrap my mind around what he was telling me. He finally said that he was in love with someone else.” Mitch’s grip tightened around her. He drew her full against him. He could feel her shaking inside. “He said that he was in love with his best friend Gary and that he was leaving me. I went blank. What he was saying didn’t make any sense. How could that be possible? He was a married man. Married to me!” She tucked her head in the curve of Mitch’s neck. “I started screaming all kinds of crazy things. He tried to grab me, but I wouldn’t stop yelling. I told him to get out, that I never wanted to see him again in life. Ever!
 
“He went to the closet and took out the suitcase that he’d obviously already packed. ‘I’m sorry, Cara. Gary is waiting for me downstairs. I’ll be back to get the rest of my things.’ I think I threw something. I don’t even know. And then he was gone.”
 
Mitch tenderly kissed the top of her head, then her cheek, and tasted the salty tears.
 
“I must have sat there for the entire night because the next thing I knew it was morning and the doorbell was ringing. It was the police. Jeff and Gary had been in a head-on collision. They were both pronounced at the scene.”
 
“Oh, baby . . .”
 
“It only gets worst from there. Jeff left our finances in shambles. Within months the house was foreclosed on. He had no insurance, and the funeral expenses drained what little was in the bank. I was left with nothing.” She drew in a breath. “Even with all that happened I think what was most devastating was the betrayal, you know. I couldn’t piece together how anyone could do that to someone whom they claimed to love.”
 
“But you came out of it. You survived it. It shows the kind of strength that you have. Look at what you’ve accomplished on your own. You’re amazing. What he did has nothing to do with you.” He stroked her face.
 
“So I’ve been told.” She inhaled deeply and looked directly into his eyes. “I know that I could never live through another betrayal from someone I care about. I just couldn’t.”
 
Mitch’s stomach clenched. He lowered his head and touched his lips to hers.
 
“Stay,” she whispered against his mouth.
 
His eyes moved slowly across her face. “I will.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
“You told him? Everything?”
 
“Yep,” Cara huffed as she and Stella made the last turn around the park’s track.
 
“How did he take it?”
 
“He held me. He talked to me and told me how amazing and strong I was.”
 
“See.”
 
Cara laughed. “Yeah, I see. He’s kind of amazing, too.”
 
“Well, I’ll be damned. As I live and breathe. You have finally let someone in. It feels good, doesn’t it?”
 
Cara turned to her friend and grinned. “It does. It really does.”
 
“I know it took a lot, girl. But I am so happy that you’re giving him and you a chance. I’m not saying everything is going to be perfect, but it’s a start.”
 
“A start that is long overdue. And speaking of overdue, I’ve got to get home and change. I’m meeting Mitch to show him some apartments this afternoon.”
 
“Do your thing, girl. I think I’m going to go around one more time.”
 
They slowed to share a quick hug.
 
“Call me,” Stella shouted out as she took off.
 
Cara waved and hurried toward the exit.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Mitch met Cara at her apartment and they took his car to visit the three apartments that she had lined up for viewing. To her they were all great spaces, and although Mitch totally agreed, he wasn’t quite satisfied with any of them.
 
After the last viewing they returned to his car.
 
“So nothing jumps out at you, huh?”
 
He turned to her as he started the engine. “Just you.” He leaned over and gave her a long kiss that took her breath away.
 
“We’ll find you something.”
 
“I’m sure.”
 
“Oh, I got a call this morning from a couple who wants to see the house.”
 
His fingers tensed around the steering wheel. “Oh. When did they want to see it?”
 
“As soon as possible.”
 
“Oh. Um. Well, my schedule is kind of crazy with Thanksgiving coming up in a week.”
 
“That’s not a problem. I generally try not to have my clients at home when I show a space.”
 
“I hope I’m more than just a client.”
 
Her stomach fluttered. “Do you?”
 
“Yes, I do.”
 
Inwardly she smiled and her heart soared.
 
“How about we catch a movie and then dinner afterward.”
 
Her eyes lit up. “Great. Love to.”
 
They stopped for a light and he kissed her again. “Give me a chance to do things to you in the dark.”
 
She playfully elbowed him and they set off for their evening together.
 
 

 
 

 
 
For the first time in years Cara was actually looking forward to the holiday season. She and Mitch planned to spend Thanksgiving eve together and she would join him at the restaurant the following night. The menu was extensive, the restaurant was booked solid, and there were two acts that would be performing. And afterward they’d planned to hang out at her place for the rest of the weekend and watch the documentary together. To celebrate he’d decided to close the restaurant on Friday and Saturday and only open for brunch on Sunday to thank his staff for the phenomenal job they’d been doing.
 
It was so easy being together. They enjoyed the same things, loved the same music, debated heatedly on politics, and blossomed in each other’s company. Cara couldn’t imagine what she’d been so afraid of as she watched Mitch move around in her kitchen preparing one of his special dishes. They laughed and talked about their days, and Cara even broached the subject of them spending Christmas together.
 
The only glitch, the thing that nagged at her, was her inability to find him a place that he really liked. She’d shown him nearly a dozen places in the past two weeks and nothing quite hit the mark. To make matters worse, he’d turned down two offers on his house for vague reasons like he didn’t feel that the buyers were the right people. It made no sense to her, but she’d dealt with picky clients before. The truth was, she was in no real hurry for him to find a place because it would mean that he would start spending more and more time out of the city and away from her. The thought of being without him, not being able to see him when she needed to, unsettled her in a way that she’d never expected.
 
“Dinner is served, madame,” he announced, cutting into her musings. “Want to eat in the kitchen or living room?”
 
“In here. 20/20will be on in a few minutes. I don’t want to miss your big debut,” she teased.
 
He chuckled. “Fine. Then come help with this.”
 
She sauntered into the kitchen and began sniffing the pots. “Hmmm. Jambalaya. Yum.”
 
“The salad is in the fridge.”
 
She took out the big bowl of tossed salad and sweet peppers, and placed it on the counter, then took down two large plates from the cabinet.
 
“Help yourself.”
 
“Oh, you shouldn’t have said that.” She took the serving spoon and dug into the pot, heaping her plate with the jambalaya. There was barely any room for the salad.
 
Mitch stared at her in wry amusement. “Where in the world does someone so tiny put it all?”
 
“Don’t you worry about it, buddy. It’s in all the right places.” She gave him a wink and sashayed into the living room.
 
Mitch shook his head, loaded his plate, and joined her on the couch.
 
The piece on the restaurants was the third segment and it began with an exterior shot of Downtown 2. Cara and Mitch were both tickled to hear her doing the voice-over that described the changing neighborhood and the array of new businesses. They looked at each other and grinned like silly school kids. And then there he was. Cara stopped eating and grabbed Mitch’s hand.
 
If it was possible, he was even more handsome on television. He spoke with such passion and conviction about his business, his struggle to make it a success that he would not have been able to do without his right hand Brad and his amazing staff. The camera moved around the restaurant, and the hostess for the piece interviewed Brad and several of the staff. The shot faded out and picked up on the second restaurant, but by then Cara and Mitch had seen all they needed to.
 
“Oh, my goodness. Oh, my goodness,” she said, bouncing up and down on the couch. “You were amazing! A star is born.” She leaned over and kissed him hard on the mouth.
 
Mitch laughed. “You were pretty damned amazing yourself.”
 
“I was, wasn’t I?”
 
“Oh, how humble we are.”
 
She giggled. “This should really give a big boost to business.”
 
“I’m sure hoping so. Not sure how we can actually handle more business, but I’m game.”
 
“This is sooo good,” she said, chewing over words.
 
“I try to make anything I do for you good.”
 
There was that heat again that was never too far away. “You really do,” she said softly.
 
“You mean that?”
 
“Yes, very much.”
 
He put his plate down and moved closer to her. “Well, let me see just how good I can be.” He took her plate, set it down next to his, and led her into her bedroom.
 
Dinner was forgotten.

 



Chapter 11
 
The holiday season kicked into high gear. Holiday lights twinkled in shop windows and were strung high across the avenues. With Christmas only two weeks away, retailers were frantically hawking their merchandise and shoppers were taking them up on their offers. Christmas carols and old favorites could be heard from hidden speakers along the shopping boulevards. Christmas trees for sale were on every other corner. The scent of the holidays filled the air.
 
For the first time since Jeff, Cara finally felt the joy of the season and joined in with the merry shoppers who stood in long lines to purchase that perfect gift. Fortunately, business for her had slowed as people tended not to move this time of year, which was fine with her. It gave her the time and incentive to do what she hadn’t done in years—shop for Christmas.
 
She’d selected a beautiful imported sweater for Stella, tickets to see “A Raisin in the Sun” for Tricia and her husband—an extra special treat for her passing her licensing exam—and bottles of wine for her two other staff members. She bought her mother a pair of diamond studs, and her father a set of golf clubs that he’d been hinting at forever. Those gifts were already in route to Atlanta. Her parents would be totally surprised.
 
The most difficult gift to select was something for Mitch. What did you get a man who seemed to have everything? The last time she’d purchased a gift for a man, he’d left her, she thought with a momentary pang. Things were different now. So she thought long and hard about what she would give him and finally decided on a collectors’ edition of six of the jazz greats with their stellar hits: Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis, John Coltrane, and Art Tatum. The package had arrived via FedEx and she was just finishing wrapping it up when the phone rang. She got up and picked up her phone from the kitchen counter, looked at the number on the face and grinned.
 
“Hi.”
 
“Hey, babe.”
 
“Hey, babe, yourself,” she said, her heart filling.
 
“Busy?”
 
“A little. What’s up?”
 
“I know we didn’t make concrete plans for Christmas yet, but I was thinking that you could spend the night here Christmas Eve and then Christmas morning we could take a trip to someplace warm for a couple of days.”
 
She leaned her hip against the counter. “A trip to someplace warm? What are you talking about?” Her interest was definitely piqued.
 
“Are you game or not?”
 
“Depends.”
 
“On what?”
 
“On what time we’re leaving and what I need to pack!”
 
Mitch laughed. “Leave everything up to me. Pack light. That’s all I can tell you. And bring your passport.”
 
Her eyes widened. “Oww wee. I like the sound of that.”
 
“Thought you would. Listen, I gotta run. Place is a madhouse tonight.”
 
“You think you’re going to stop by later?”
 
“You don’t have to ask me twice. See you around midnight.”
 
“See ya.”
 
Cara slowly put down the phone. She had never been happier in her life.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“What! And he didn’t say where he was taking you?”
 
“Nope.”
 
Cara and Stella walked along Fulton Street trying to find something for her husband, Vincent.
 
“Hmm, well, if he said you need a passport, it ain’t the West Coast.”
 
Cara chuckled. “Right. Hey, how about getting Vincent season tickets to the Nets?”
 
“He hates the Nets.”
 
“Oops.”
 
“He could use a new coat, though.”
 
“Sounds good. Let’s try Neiman Marcus.”
 
They walked in the direction of the recently opened high-end store.
 
“Still haven’t found him a new place, huh?”
 
Cara shook her head no. “Nothing seems to strike his fancy. And he’s dragging his feet with the buyers who were interested in his house.” She frowned at the thought.
 
“Hmm. Maybe he really doesn’t want to go.”
 
Cara glanced at Stella. “He has plans.”
 
“And what about you? How will you fit in? Have you two talked about it at all?”
 
“No, not really.”
 
They got on the escalator and rode up to the men’s department.
 
“What does that mean?”
 
“I don’t know. It’s almost as if neither one of us wants to talk about how things are going to change between us. As if not saying anything will keep it at bay.”
 
“Take it from me. Not talking is the worst thing you can do as a couple.”
 
“Humph, don’t I know it.”
 
Stella touched her arm. “I’m sorry, but you know what I mean.”
 
“Yeah, I do. I guess I don’t want to deal with it, Stella. There are times when I feel like I can’t breathe when I think about him. When we’re together, nothing else matters. Nothing. I don’t want that to change.”
 
“Sounds like you’re in love, girl.”
 
“I haven’t said it out loud, but I think I am.” She paused a beat. “I know I am.”
 
“Oh, Cara.” Stella wrapped her friend in her arms. “I’m so happy for you.” She stepped back and released her to see the sparkle of tears in her eyes. “Happy tears I hope.” She wiped them away with the pad of her thumb.
 
Cara sniffed and nodded her head. “Problem is, I don’t know if he feels the same way.”
 
“Maybe you’ll find out on your secret getaway,” she teased.
 
“You think?” she asked with the hope of love in her heart.
 
“Yeah, girl, I think. Now, let’s find my man a gift so we can get out of this madness.” She hooked her arm through Cara’s and they went on their search.
 
 

 
 

 
 
The forecasters predicted snow for Christmas and this time they were definitely right. A light snow had begun to fall by midday on Christmas Eve, and by twilight a good two to three inches coated the ground, with no signs of letting up.
 
Since they were leaving to go to who knew where in the morning, Cara opted to leave her car parked and take a taxi to Mitch’s place. If she could get one in this weather. She’d been trying for nearly an hour when she finally lucked out.
 
She’d packed a small overnight bag with lingerie, toiletries, some jewelry, a couple of T-shirts, jeans, shoes, and a dress. Beyond that she was clueless what to bring. He said he’d take care of it. She had to trust him. She put on her coat, boots; checked her purse for her keys, phone, wallet, and passport; grabbed her suitcase and Mitch’s gift; and headed out to the waiting cab in front.
 
The normal ten-minute ride took nearly a half hour. The snow was coming down so heavy at times you couldn’t see in front of you. Cara gave the driver a very large tip and made him promise to be careful.
 
She stepped over a small mountain of snow to get from the street to the curb. At least it looked like he’d shoveled in front of his house, but his hard work wouldn’t last very long. Before she got to the door Mitch was coming outside to meet her. He gave her a quick kiss, took her suitcase, and snaked his arm around her waist.
 
“It’s slippery. Be careful,” he said, guiding her along the way.
 
Once inside she shook the chill off and quickly got out of her coat and boots. That’s when she looked around. The room was bathed in candlelight, and soft music filtered in from the wall speakers. The center table was dotted with a silver bucket of champagne and long-stemmed glasses. The aroma of something delectable teased her nostrils. He’d even purchased a small tree that twinkled with white lights. It looked like a picture from a postcard.
 
Mitch was grinning like a schoolboy from the look of wonder on her face. “You like?”
 
She bobbed her head. “Love it.”
 
“All for you, babe. I want this Christmas to wipe away all those other Christmases. We start new.”
 
She blinked back tears and hurried over to him and was enveloped in his embrace.
 
He kissed her long and full and slow, teasing her mouth with his tongue, stirring her soul. Reluctantly he released her but took her hand and let her fully inside. He pulled the bottle of champagne from the bucket and popped the cork. The sparkling brew bubbled over much to their delight. He filled their glasses and took a seat next to her.
 
Mitch stared deep into her eyes, hoping to see in hers what was reflected from his soul. “To new beginnings,” he said softly.
 
“New beginnings.”
 
They sipped.
 
Cara put down her glass. “Are you going to tell me now where we’re going?”
 
“You’ll find out soon enough. Let’s just enjoy the moment. Tomorrow will be here soon enough and you’ll find yourself in . . .” His widened his eyes with his grin.
 
She gave him a shove. “You are so mean.”
 
“You won’t be saying that after I’m done with you tonight.”
 
“Oh, really,” she challenged.
 
“Yeah, really.” He pecked her lightly on the lips. “Come on, dinner is waiting on you.” He pulled her to her feet and they went into the dining room that he’d dressed complete with a sparkling white linen tablecloth, red tapers that flickered in silver holders, white china, and gleaming flatware.
 
“This is so beautiful.”
 
“I’m glad you like it.”
 
The long table behind the dining table was lined with covered silver serving platters.
 
“Buffet tonight. Help yourself.”
 
She lifted the cover on the first dish and found asparagus with his special sauce. The next held fluffy wild rice. There was also zucchini, angel hair pasta, and stuffed Cornish hens browned to perfection, but the pinnacle of the display was the lobster Newburg. She was beside herself. But why should she be surprised. Mitch prided himself on his culinary skill and he never disappointed.
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“Dinner was . . . absolutely incredible,” Cara said as they sipped an after-dinner wine.
 
“It’s always my pleasure to serve you.”
 
Her cheeks flushed from the hungry look in his eyes. She took him in over the rim of her glass and her pulse quickened. Yes, she did love him. She knew that now. It was scary and exciting at the same time.
 
“Dance with me.” He took her glass from her hand and gently pulled her to her feet.
 
Something slow and mellow was playing. An instrumental. She moved into his arms and they swayed together to the music buffeted by the gentle breeze of the notes.
 
Cara closed her eyes and rested her head on his chest and realized that this was the first time they’d danced together. There were so many firsts between them.
 
When the song ended he didn’t release her. Instead, he looked down at her. “Let’s go upstairs.”
 
She didn’t even know how she came out of her clothes or he out of his. Everything, the entire evening, seemed like magic, the magic of the holidays. And she was finally a part of it.
 
They made love, real love, slow and easy, that took them to new and unexplored heights.
 
Mitch held her so close to him. He wanted to absorb her into the depths of his being. Never in his life, with all of the women he’d bedded, had he ever felt this way. Complete. He wanted to give her all of himself, not just for tonight but for always. If he was certain of nothing else, he was certain of that. And tomorrow when they were away he would tell her. He’d tell her everything and he’d tell her what was in his heart.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Cara’s eyes fluttered open. The soft glow of morning filtered through the partially drawn drapes. The bright gleam of winter white lit up the horizon. She reached for Mitch and found the space next to her empty.
 
Pulling herself up, she slipped into her jeans and top and tiptoed downstairs. She wanted to get his gift. When she got to the bottom of the landing she heard his voice. He was on the phone. She inched across the living room in the direction of the tree but stopped when she heard her name.
 
“It’s been a long haul. Yeah, so I lied to her about selling the house. If that’s what it took to get her in my bed, then it was worth it.”
 
Cara felt sick. All of the pain of the past rushed up from her gut. The hurt and humiliation weakened her knees. Then all she knew was that she had to get away. She hurried toward the closet, grabbed her coat, boots, and purse and ran out, leaving the door swinging on its hinges.
 
The bitter cold stung her cheeks. Snow swirled around her, blinding her and mixing with her tears. She ran to the corner, slipping and sliding. She heard her name being yelled and she moved faster. A taxi was letting out a passenger across the street and she flagged it down.
 
The sound of her name grew closer and more urgent. She reached the cab, pulled the door open, and climbed inside, but not before Mitch grabbed the door and jumped in next to her.
 
“Get out! Get away from me.”
 
Mitch grabbed her shoulders. “What is wrong with you? Why did you run out like that? What happened?”
 
She turned to him her eyes blazing, her heart breaking. “I heard you! I heard what you said.”
 
It took a moment for what she was saying to register and then it hit him. His face crumbled.
 
“Yeah, I know. Now get out.”
 
“Cara, you’ve got to listen to me.”
 
“I don’t have to do shit! Get out.”
 
“No, you’re going to listen.”
 
She folded her arms in front of her and turned her face away.
 
“I’ve wanted to be with you from the first moment I saw you, Cara. But you didn’t seem interested. Only in business, so . . . I lied. I told you I wanted to sell my house so that you could get to know me and I could spend time with you and hopefully make you feel about me the way I feel about you.”
 
She pressed her lips tightly together.
 
“Look, what’s it going to be? I can’t sit here,” the cabby grumbled.
 
“Give us a minute,” Mitch snapped. He turned back to Cara. “That was the only reason why I lied to you. The only reason. And I fell in love with you along the way. I love you, Cara.” He reached for her. This time she didn’t flinch. “Do you hear me? I love you. And I’m sorry. Please. Stay.”
 
And the damn broke. Tears flowed from her eyes and he gathered her in his arms.
 
“I kind of lied to you, too,” she said against his chest.
 
“Huh?” He leaned back and looked at her.
 
“I dragged out the whole process because I didn’t want you to leave.” She blinked and looked up at him. “Because I’d fallen in love with you,” she whispered.
 
Relief washed over him and he took her mouth, claimed it as his, leaving her breathless when he broke away.
 
“Come on.” He took her hand. “We have a plane to catch in three hours.” He opened the door and pulled her out behind him. “Sorry for the holdup, bro,” he said to the driver, who grumbled something under his breath.
 
“Merry Christmas,” Cara sang out, and they ran hand in hand back to his house.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Christmas night as they lay on the beaches of Rio with a blanket of stars above them, Cara marveled at the diamond that glistened on her finger and the man who would be her husband. Her heart was so filled with joy and love that she felt that she would burst from the enormity of it.
 
They vowed from that day forward that they would always be honest with each other no matter what, love each other unconditionally, and figure out where they were going to live. But one thing that they knew for certain was that they would never spend a night apart. That was a promise they relished to keep.
 
Cara turned and rested her head on Mitch’s chest, listened to the strong, steady beat of his heart. He tenderly kissed the top of her head and drew her close. This Christmas was the happiest day of her life, and she looked forward to all of the Christmases to come, and to sharing them with the one man who captured her heart and soul.

 



Epilogue
 
One year later
 
 

 
 
Cara locked up her office that now bore the tagline Cara Holiday-Davis Real Estate and Interior Design. She took a last look and was filled with pride. She’d taken Mitch’s suggestion and shortly after their spring wedding she added interior design to her services, and the response was so overwhelming that she’d had to hire two new people to keep up with the demand. Mitch did open his restaurant in Philly, but hired an amazing manager who was running the new establishment better than Mitch could have hoped. And as promised, they never spent a night apart.
 
Cara slid into her car and put the small envelope that contained his Christmas gift on the seat next to her. She beamed with excitement thinking about the grainy black and white image that rested inside the envelope. An image of their future. Their lives were about to change once again, and she’d already designed the room in her mind.
 
When she opened the door to their home the aroma of something magical wafted in their air. It was Christmas Eve after all, when magical things happened. She held the envelope against her chest.
 
“Honey, I’m home!” And she walked into the waiting arms of her husband.




A Sexy Christmas Carol
 
Zuri Day
 





Chapter 1
 
He watched her.
 
Had noticed her from the moment she entered the upscale club. Later, he’d swear he felt her before she arrived. She looked good, even better than he remembered. He allowed a slight smile as she spoke to the host and took off a waist-length fur. Classy, not trashy. While most of the women walking around seemed to be competing for who could show the most T&A, the woman who held his attention wore a form-fitting yet tasteful chocolate brown dress that fell to just above the knee with matching leather, studded ankle boots. The woman who’d come in with the sudden object of his affection was undoubtedly gorgeous but in a packaged sort of way—as in coming from a bag, bottle, or surgeon’s skill.
 
Alex Worthington sat in the shadows sipping a tumbler of ginger ale and taking his eye from the brown-skinned beauty to other parts of the VIP room, canvassing for any sign of trouble, any hint of disorder, debauchery, or mayhem. It’s what he was paid to do; but given how much he abhorred injustice, he might as well have protected society for free. His eyes narrowed as he saw a hardhead walk up to the tastefully dressed woman he admired, flashing a smile and running game probably harder and faster than Vick threw a touchdown. He took another sip of his drink, slow and deliberate. Anyone watching would have sworn he was on some white liquor high. Wrong. There was absolutely no drug—legal or illegal—running through his veins. And not just because he was on duty either. Watching them zip up the body bag on an old college friend who’d OD’d had been his scared straight moment, warning bell, and wake-up call all rolled into one. On very rare occasions one might catch him sipping bubbly in a toast to a friend. But he liked having his head on straight, both on and off the job.
 
“Hey, man!”
 
Alex looked into the eyes of a familiar face, perturbed that someone had pulled him from his thoughts. “Sho Nuff. What’s up, dog?” He smiled, and even though it didn’t quite meet his eyes, it was convincing enough for the inebriated audience for which it was intended. Alex knew the stories that plagued this rapper’s career were all too true. Sho Nuff was a man on a mission, who’d do anything to get ahead. For several years, he and Marlon “Mr. President” Simmons had swapped first- and second-place spots on the hip-hop charts. The spoils from the past two years had gone to Alex’s employer, Mr. President. So Alex was wary about Sho Nuff’s overly friendly demeanor. Right now this rapper and Marlon, the man he’d been hired to guard, were on cordial terms. But he also knew that this type of hip-hop blood could turn bad in a heartbeat, and his .44 Glock notwithstanding, there was probably enough firepower up in this joint to fend off the Taliban.
 
“Your boy sure knows how to throw a party!” Sho Nuff nodded in Marlon’s direction.
 
“A new year, another chance to make that money.” Alex watched the smile spread across Sho Nuff’s face.
 
“True that, man. True that.” Sho Nuff stepped to his left to give Alex dap.
 
“Excuse me, man.” Alex immediately shifted to the right, holding out his arm in a motion that signaled for Sho Nuff to move over. “You’re cutting off my line of sight.”
 
Sho Nuff turned around. “Oh, yeah right. You’re on guard duty.”
 
Something about the way he made this statement put a period at the end of this conversation. “Good seeing you, dog.” Alex’s look delivered the rest of the message. Exit stage away from me.
 
Sho Nuff nodded as he turned around, throwing an “it’s all good” over his shoulder before walking away.
 
Alex took a deep breath to relax, focusing all of his senses on the present moment. He took in how the PV Lounge, which had been rented out for this private party, had been transformed into a winter wonderland. White lights twinkled throughout the cozy space, and floor-to-ceiling beautifully decorated Christmas trees anchored both sides of the room. A few of the revelers wore Santa hats, and black, red, and silver were the popular dress colors of choice. The smell of cinnamon and freshly cut pine mixed with the undeniable odor of another green leaf popular among rappers. He watched the dance floor fill up as the DJ, who’d been blending holiday classics with today’s hits all evening, rocked TLC’s “Sleigh Ride.” Looking to his right, he watched Marlon hold court better than Prince Harry. The object of his affection had been offered a seat and was chatting with him while the two chicks rolling with her stood to the side and made overt attempts to be noticed. Alex thought that if Sistah-Girl Number One flung that Indian hair any harder she might lose a track. If Sistah-Girl Number Two sneezed, her girls would spill over the low-cut fire-red catsuit that hugged her body like a long-lost relative. Meanwhile, the woman he’d watched from the time she arrived sat there looking poised and unaffected by all the hip-hop hype. Her “less is more” fashion statement made her stand out from the rest.
 
A movement to his left shifted his attention once again. A handsome, dark-skinned, well-dressed man known to be one of the Dirty D’s top drug dealers strolled into the area, with two scowling, shaded goons by his side. His smile was bright as he reached Marlon’s table, gave the man dap, and eyed the ladies. Across the room, another man also watched the drug dealer’s every move, a frown on his face as he whispered to the woman beside him. Ah, hell. Alex sat up in his seat, surreptitiously checked the readability of his weapon, and prayed that the “very merry” that Lisa, Chilli, and T-Boz so eloquently sang about could last throughout the night.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Carol Robbins, former personal assistant and current best friend to the world’s number one R&B and pop star, Gabriella, was second-guessing her decision to attend this party. Traveling the world with her BFF for the past five years had given her more than enough opportunities to rub shoulders and hobnob with celebrities, attend the best gatherings, eat the finest hors d’oeuvres, and drink the best champagne. The time she’d spent back in her hometown of Detroit, Michigan, had been a blessing. Totally involved with her work for an upcoming community center, she didn’t miss the fast lane at all. So when her childhood twin friends Brandi and Brianna had told her about their invites to a hip-hop superstar’s private Christmas party, she’d quickly declined. But they’d persisted. She knew that part of this was because she was their friend, but an even bigger reason is because she knew Marlon and could get them past the velvet rope and into the VIP section. They’d been right. Shortly after having their names and IDs checked and entering the main part of the club, they’d been summoned to the section that had been marked off as Marlon’s sole domain.
 
“Oh my God,” Brandi gushed, beside herself with starstruck joy. “Mr. President is fine as hell! He looks way better in person.” She stretched her neck, trying to catch more glimpses of him from the table several feet away where they’d been seated. Hard to do since the man of honor was always surrounded by a throng. “Ooh, I’d do anything to be with him!”
 
Carol gave Brandi a look. “Trust me. He can tell.”
 
“What?” Brandi’s face was a look of innocence as she jiggled her boobs together for an even more prominent display.
 
“Girl, please calm your hot butt down.” Brianna flipped her hair as she flirted with one of the drug dealer’s henchmen. “Brother man ain’t trying to hook up with a woman who has three kids, especially when one is not even six months old.”
 
“Hmph. Spoken like a woman with no kids. Anybody with babies knows that mamas are sexy. See what I mean?”
 
The women looked over just in time to see the drug dealer lift a tumbler in Brandi’s direction.
 
“You do not want to go there,” Carol warned. “Stacks is as coldblooded as they come and from what I hear, his common law wifey isn’t much better.”
 
“Yvette?” Brandi calmly eyed her nails. “Nobody’s scared of that round-the-way wench.”
 
“Hey, Carol. Did you ever hit that?” Brianna nodded in Marlon’s direction.
 
“You asked that out loud? Seriously?”
 
“Don’t sit there trying to act all holier-than-thou. There’s no way you spent all those years on the road and didn’t kick it with any of those brothahs.”
 
Carol chose not to answer. To argue with either of the twins was a study in how to waste one’s breath.
 
“Everybody’s not like you, sister,” Brandi said, reaching for the peppermint martini she’d just been given. “Dang, this is good! You’ve got to love a brother who throws a party with an open bar!”
 
Brianna reached for the glass. “Let me taste it.”
 
“No, I’m drinking all of this.”
 
“You just said the drinks were free. Why are you acting so stingy? I just want to try it; see if I want to maybe order one.”
 
“Get your own!”
 
The sisters continued their usual bickering. Meanwhile, Carol sipped her sparkling Moscato, eyed the crowd, and thought back to her last conversation with Marlon. He’d asked about Gabriella, as she knew he would. That was probably the main reason that he’d invited her into his exclusive domain. The world’s number one hip-hop artist and number one pop star darling had been an item for a hot minute, before Gabriella’s father put down his overly controlling foot. Carol thought the romance had been as genuine as one could be between two superstar teens. Gabriella was now married, but Marlon still went through women like Serena did tennis rackets. She also pondered Brianna’s statement about dating on the road. There had been this one guy she’d found quite attractive, a bodyguard who used to work for the man who became Gabriella’s husband. But a situation went down and things hadn’t work out. The last she’d heard he worked for Marlon, which is why when they’d first entered the club, Carol had scanned the room on the off chance he’d be here. She even did a once around the crowded dance floor to squelch her curiosity. He wasn’t there and she was disappointed. Carol quickly buried that emotion. The spark between her and Alex was out before it flamed good.
 
The evening continued and soon Carol began to genuinely enjoy herself. Having been burned out from so many years on the road, she was a bit surprised to realize that a part of her had actually missed this: the partying, hobnobbing, and high-class fun. She talked more with Marlon, even danced with Sho Nuff. By midnight the twins had disappeared. She thought that she’d spotted Brandi on the dance floor. But Brianna? Carol imagined her kindhearted but hot-blooded friend was having a more intimate party in a private room. Carol only hoped it wasn’t with drug-slinging Stacks.
 
The music changed again, this time with the DJ playing one of Mr. President’s popular songs. The dance floor filled; those in the VIP section danced where they stood. Carol swayed in her seat, happy that one, she’d been talked into coming, and two, she had finally been able to shake the eerie vibe she’d had all night—that someone was watching her.
 
“. . . ’tis the season to be jolly,” Marlon rapped, his hit from last year’s Hip-Hop Holiday album blaring through the speakers.
 
Carol agreed. Time to show this crowd what I’m working with! She finished her drink and prepared to stand, ready to get her party on. There was barely time for her mind to register that gunshots had been fired before she was quickly, roughly slammed to the floor.

 



Chapter 2
 
Carol couldn’t catch her breath. She tried not to panic as she found her face mere inches from the hardwood floor. Hard to do with gunshots ringing out, people screaming, presumably running to exits. All while she was pinned down. Who is on top of me? I’ve got to get out! She began flailing her arms and legs, the only parts of her body she could move, and screaming.
 
“Stop it! Don’t move!” The command was delivered close to her ear—urgent, forceful—in a voice she vaguely recognized.
 
More shots rang out. The man (or boulder, depending on one’s perspective) grunted.
 
He’d barely moved, just cursed under his breath, but Carol’s fear had put her mind in hyper alert. “Are you okay?”
 
“There’s a door behind us, leads out back to an alley.” Alex spoke quickly and quietly, through clenched teeth. “Stay low to the floor. Don’t raise your head. Don’t stop moving until you’re safely outside.”
 
“My purse—”
 
“Leave it! I’m trying to save your life. Now, go!”
 
He’d barely rolled off her before Carol—purse in hand—slid across the floor. Most people had instinctively run toward the front exit, so there was little crowd in the direction she headed. Pumped with adrenaline, she couldn’t feel the nails, splinters, or whatever sharp objects she’d later notice had torn up her legs. All she could think of was safety and freedom, and the door Alex mentioned represented just that. She didn’t raise her head, but she did notice a slight red shadow across the floor. The exit sign. She rose to her knees to cover the remaining few feet, and after looking left and right stood and bolted for the door.
 
It was a frigid night, the temperature near zero, and her warm, expensive fur had been coat checked. It would be several minutes before she even realized that she was cold. She left the deserted alley, moving as fast as she could in snow and high heels over to a row of parked cars. Ducking between two of them, she stopped to catch her breath. While it seemed life was moving in slow motion, less than a minute had passed.
 
Oh my God! What just happened? Frantic, she pulled a cell phone from her purse. Hands shaky, fingers quickly freezing and becoming stiff, she could barely connect with Brianna’s phone.
 
“Carol! Girl, where are you?”
 
“O-o-outside. Where are you?”
 
“We’re over in the restaurant.”
 
“Brandi’s with you?”
 
“Yeah, but it’s crazy! People were pushing, shoving, and knocking each other down trying to get in here. So they’ve locked the doors. It’s freezing out there. Do you see the limo?”
 
“I can’t see anything. I’m hiding behind a car!” Conversation was interrupted as sirens blared. “Ooh, thank goodness. The police are here.”
 
“Come around to the restaurant.” Brianna was talking fast; she, too, excited with fright. “Me and Brandi will come outside.”
 
As soon as she stood, Carol began shaking uncontrollably. She barely made it to where the twins stood, sometimes leaning against the cars that lined the street for support. Reunited, the friends fell into each other’s arms and enjoyed a group hug, rubbing each other’s arms and huddling for warmth.
 
“Oh my God,” Brianna exclaimed. “I can’t believe that just happened.”
 
“All I heard were gunshots.” Brandi’s eyes filled with tears. “Next thing I knew folk were in my back and I was literally being pushed toward the door. I almost fell. . . .”
 
Carol turned to comfort her friend, looking at the scene before her as if in a dream. Lights flashing. Patrol cars everywhere. Ambulances, too. Officers darting between buildings with guns drawn. Yellow tape quickly being wrapped around buildings like crude Christmas ribbon. As she continued to glance around, looking into the eyes of people as disoriented as she was, a thought jolted her even more than the weather. Back in the club, who’d helped her? Why did his voice sound so familiar?
 
“Carol!”
 
All three women turned to see a Hummer stretch limo idling several feet away. “Who’s that?” Brianna asked, removing the arms that were covering her cleavage even though her heels were planted in snow.
 
The limo rolled a couple feet closer. “Carol! Y’all get in here!”
 
Brianna was the first to move with Brandi right behind her. Carol was more cautious, trying to identify who was in the car before stepping too close. She wasn’t sure who or what was behind the shooting tonight. For all they knew he might be in that Hummer, looking for hostages to negotiate a deal.
 
“Brianna, wait!”
 
Carol made a quick move to grab her friend. She slipped on a patch of ice and for the second time that night found her face meeting surface. One of the guys in the limo was out in a flash, scooping her up and loading her inside the vehicle. Panic set in again, but before she could scream or scratch out the guy’s eyes, Mr. President called her name.
 
“Carol! Chill!”
 
“Marlon.” Relief swept through her and with it the gravity of all that had happened. She fell into his arms.
 
“Baby, you’re freezing! Y’all, take off your coats, jackets, whatever and cover them up.” The men quickly scrambled to obey his order. “Shh, it’s going to be all right. You’re all right now.”
 
Carol immediately pushed herself up and away from comforting yet roaming hands. “Thanks, Marlon. I’m getting warmer now.” She scooted over and looked out the window as more ambulances arrived, and called for their limo.
 
Brianna cuddled closer to the man whose leather jacket now appeared to swallow her whole. “Did you see who was shooting?”
 
“I didn’t see nothing,” a third man said, in a way that suggested whatever one may have witnessed should be kept to oneself.
 
“I knew I should have installed a metal detector,” Marlon hissed, with a shake of his head. “Fools always got to be tripping. Can’t even put their beefs on pause for the holidays.”
 
The driver interrupted. “Looks like somebody’s bullet met its mark. I see stretchers.”
 
Carol threw off the leather coat she’d been given, her mind immediately going to the angel who’d shielded her. “Let me out. I need to see whose hurt.”
 
Marlon grabbed her arm. “Hold on, Carol. Don’t go out there right now.”
 
“Why not?” she asked, jerking her arm away.
 
The guy who’d swooped her up—bald head, big lips, and beard, looking like a twenty-first century version of Mr. T—leaned forward. “Police are crawling all over, baby girl; asking questions, looking for witnesses.” His voice belied his hefty stature. It was soft, raspy, coming through lips that barely moved. “You don’t want to get caught up in this.”
 
“I’m already caught up in it, and I have nothing to hide. I need to see who’s injured. Now let me out of this car.”
 
Marlon sighed. “Give her your jacket, man.”
 
Heart in throat, Carol quickly walked over to get as close as she could, which was the edge of the police tape. A crowd huddled there, but she maneuvered her way through until she was up front, just in time to see them carting a seemingly badly injured young man into an ambulance. There was blood seeping through the sheet that covered him and an oxygen mask over his face. She let out a breath. From his slender stature she deduced that this wasn’t him. The man who’d covered her felt like he weighed a ton. She’d guess he was 200 pounds at least, maybe more.
 
Two more people were brought out on stretchers: a woman moaning loudly and asking about her baby, and a man who used his arm to shield his face. He had the girth, but as Carol peered closer she noted a beard. The man who’d whispered harshly in her ear had no heavy facial hair. Just as an onslaught of shivering had her looking to see if their limo had arrived, out came another stretcher. A hefty looking man conversed with the officer who walked beside him.
 
Carol shifted to get a closer look. Is that . . . ? No, couldn’t be. Alex?
 
“Alex!” He turned his head toward the sound of her voice. Their eyes met. “Alex!” She pushed through the tape but was immediately blocked from going farther by a hard chest and firm hand.
 
“Stand back, ma’am,” the police brusquely commanded.
 
“I need to get to that ambulance!”
 
The officer holding her arm had other plans.
 
“Where are you taking him?” she yelled to the medic. He didn’t look over; didn’t answer. Just entered the ambulance and turned on the siren. Then they were gone.

 



Chapter 3
 
Carol raced to Marlon’s limo, still idling nearby. “Is Alex still working for you?” she asked as soon as the door was opened.
 
Marlon nodded.
 
“That’s why we’re waiting,” Mr. T. informed her.
 
“He’s been shot. I saw him on a stretcher.”
 
A round of expletives spewed from the men’s mouths. “Call him,” Marlon commanded. “Find out where he is.”
 
“There’s our limo,” Brandi said, pointing toward a white stretch coming down the street.
 
No one responded. Everyone watched as Mr. T. placed the call.
 
“Where is he?” Carol demanded after the call ended. Mr. T. told her. “Let’s go,” she said to the twins as she scrambled out of the borrowed jacket.
 
Brianna gave back the coat she was wearing. “What about my coat? It’s still in the club.”
 
“We’ll get them tomorrow! Come on!”
 
Brandi shifted to become even closer to her newfound man. “You go on without us. Brianna and I have our ride home.”
 
Carol didn’t have time to argue. She was on a mission. As soon as she entered the limo they’d rented, she said, “Take me to Grace Hospital. Get me there as fast as you can!”
 
They arrived at the hospital and because she was not a relative, Carol could get no news. Shortly after her arrival, one of Marlon’s other bodyguards came in. Together they waited for what seemed like hours, with snatches of small talk passing between them. Among other things she learned his name was Eric, that he was from Plainfield, New Jersey, that he’d worked for Marlon for about two years, and that he and Alex had become good friends. Finally, after Eric went to the nurse’s station for a meaningful heart-to-heart, they were given Alex’s room number and allowed to go back there.
 
“What’s up, man?” Eric’s deep voice bounced against the pale green walls as he entered the room. “Is this how you get out of working detail?”
 
“There are probably better ways,” Alex responded, his voice low but strong. “Guess you can say I earned my . . .” He looked beyond Eric, saw Carol, and lost his train of thought.
 
Carol stepped forward. “Hey, Alex.”
 
“Hey.” His stare was intense and unreadable.
 
“Was it you that—”
 
“Yes,” he quickly interrupted, his eyes briefly darting to Eric and back. “It was.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
Eric looked between the two as electricity sparked between their stares. “Carol said you two had worked together.”
 
Alex nodded. “When I guarded Gabriella.”
 
“Word?” His gaze slid from Alex to Carol. “You didn’t tell me you’d worked with a superstar.”
 
“Carol’s a star in her own right. Back in the day, she was a member of Haute Couture. Before Gabriella went solo.” He tried to change positions and winced.
 
“Careful,” Carol said, reacting immediately by going to Alex’s side and placing a comforting hand on his arm. Speaking tentatively, she asked him, “Where were you shot?”
 
“In my side,” he replied, having donned a brave face. “No worries. It didn’t hit any major organs; a flesh wound mostly.”
 
“A flesh wound can bring hella pain, brother. I’ve been there. I know. That shit can hurt.”
 
Alex wasn’t paying attention to his friend and colleague. He only had eyes, and it would appear ears, for the woman in the room. “Yo, Eric. Can you give us a minute?”
 
“Sure, man. But first, are you feeling okay? Marlon will want an update.”
 
“Yes, I’m cool. Tell him I’ll call a little later.” He waited until Eric left the room. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
 
Carol looked at his bandage. “Sore eyes, or a sore side?”
 
Alex blessed her with a grin. She took in his smooth, brown complexion and how his chocolate eyes twinkled when he smiled. His lips were cushy, and just the right size; all in a face that exuded strength and confidence, like he could take care of a sistah in more ways than one. White gauze was wrapped around a thick, toned torso, and he’d obviously taken issue with the hospital gown, which was hanging off of the type of shoulders on which a woman could get used to leaning.
 
“Back there, at the club . . . you looked surprised to see me.”
 
“I was.” Carol gingerly sat at the edge of his bed. “I didn’t know that you were still working with Marlon.”
 
“Would you have still come if you’d known?”
 
Carol’s smile was fleeting. “Honestly, I don’t know.”
 
“Troy and I have settled the beef between us. Why can’t you let it go?”
 
“I guess I should.”
 
“You most definitely should.”
 
Both were quiet a moment, remembering how they’d come together and equally how they’d parted. It started when Gabriella, the woman who’d bested Beyoncé, Rihanna, and all other singers for the pop-star crown, hired a new security team for the West Coast portion of her music tour. Carol had been traveling with Gabriella as her best friend and personal assistant. Alex worked with Troy, the owner of Morgan Security, the company that won the bid. Interactions had gone smoothly at first. There was an immediate attraction between them, and Alex and Carol enjoyed the camaraderie for the first few weeks. But a dispute with his boss had led Alex to abruptly quit Troy’s company and guard Marlon instead of Gabriella. The pop star seemed to not have cared in the least, but for the fiercely loyal Carol, his hasty exit was viewed not only as inconsiderate but borderline disrespectful. That she found out about his leaving from a phone call after the fact hadn’t helped matters either. Last year, at Gabriella’s wedding, they’d somewhat reconnected. But the myriad of conflicting emotions that Carol now felt suggested that forgiving wasn’t forgetting and a tinge of hurt remained.
 
Alex broke the silence. “Glad to be home for the holidays?”
 
“This is where I live.” At his questioning look, Carol realized Alex wasn’t privy to her latest decisions. “I quit the business, Alex.”
 
“You quit working for Gabriella?”
 
Carol totally got the insinuation. “Yes, but not abruptly. Gab knew months in advance that I was going to leave, and I took two months to train my replacement.”
 
“Wow, that’s your girl. I never would have thought you’d leave the road.” A moment, and then, “What happened?”
 
“Her life changed when she got married. She and Troy have settled in LA while she makes a movie. She’ll also be in the studio working on her next album. So it was a good time for me to take a break and focus on what I want to do with my life.”
 
“Which is?”
 
Carol answered through a yawn, “I’m still figuring it out.”
 
“I really appreciate your coming to check on me. But it’s late. You should go.”
 
“Probably.” Carol’s eyes widened as she looked at her watch. She had no idea that it was almost dawn.
 
“How’d you get here?”
 
“I got dropped off. I’ll call a cab.”
 
“Eric can give you a ride home.”
 
“I’d rather he stay here with you.”
 
“The way you say that, a brothah could start feeling that you care about him.”
 
She smiled as she stood. “I’m glad that you’re all right, Alex. Good-bye.” She walked toward the door.
 
“Your number still the same?”
 
Turning, she answered, “Yes, why?”
 
“Because I plan to hollah at you, that’s why. Is that all right, or will I have to knock out some knucklehead who’s dared invade my space?”
 
“Your space?”
 
“You heard me.” Alex was clearly enjoying this sparring, even as his own medicated eyelids drooped. “I didn’t stutter.”
 
Carol would have argued but noticed him fading. “Yes, it’s the same.” She walked out the door.
 
“Carol!”
 
She stuck her head back into the room. “What?”
 
“Merry Christmas.”
 
Impulsively, she walked over and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Alex. Merry Christmas.”
 
Alex watched the gentle sway of Carol’s beautifully round booty as she left the room. Only then did his head drop back on the pillow and with a grimace masquerading as a smile on his face . . . thought about his former co-worker until he fell asleep.

 



Chapter 4
 
Carol arrived at her house at four-thirty, but an hour later still hadn’t fallen asleep. She reached for her phone and called Gabriella. It was late in LA, but her friend was a night owl.
 
“Carol! I was just thinking about you. Did you hear about—”
 
“Alex? Yes, I just left the hospital. But how do you know?”
 
“Troy got a call. You were at the hospital? What time is it there?”
 
“Five-thirty.” Both women were talking fast, and over each other. Carol took a calming breath and shared the prior night’s events. “What’s crazy is the whole night I felt like someone was watching me. Now I think that it might have been Alex. How else could he have known where I was? And knock me down?” Carol had even more questions along these lines. But they were for Alex.
 
“Wow, sis. That is crazy! I can’t believe you didn’t remember that Alex worked for Marlon, considering he left our team to join him.”
 
“Of course I remembered. I just didn’t know if he still worked there.”
 
“So, how was it . . . seeing him again?”
 
“I’m still trying to figure that out.”
 
“Really?”
 
“Yes, really. Why did you say it like that?”
 
“Come on now, Carol. I always felt a vibe between you two.”
 
“Even all bandaged up, I have to admit he did look good.”
 
“Ha! That’s what I’m talking about. So . . . when are y’all hooking up?”
 
“I don’t know. But he asked if my number was the same.”
 
“Alex isn’t one to play games. If he asked for your number, he’ll call you.”
 
Gabriella was right. Four hours after Carol finally went to bed she was awakened by her holiday ringtone, an old-school classic by Donny Hathaway and her mother’s favorite.
 
“Hello?” She tried to sound chipper, as though she’d not been sleeping, but the frog in her voice was a dead giveaway.
 
“Good morning. I waited as long as I could. How’s my sexy Christmas Carol?”
 
She chuckled, feeling all shy and girlie and warm in hidden places. “Good morning, Alex.”
 
“It’s probably not the first time you’ve heard that, but I couldn’t resist.”
 
“Actually, it is.”
 
“No!”
 
“I grew up in the hood. Trust me, nobody called them carols. They were and are referred to as songs!” She snuggled in her comforter, wishing the man she talked to was sharing her bed. “How are you feeling?”
 
“I’ll be all right.”
 
“Have you ever, you know, had that happen before?”
 
“What? Get shot? No, before last night I’d never taken a bullet. And I must say I never want to do so again.”
 
“What happened, Alex? Why did you tackle me like that?”
 
“I saw one of. . . somebody . . . trying to get a shot off at Stacks.”
 
“I’m not surprised.”
 
“You know him?”
 
“Not personally. But just about everybody knows of him if you live in the Dirty D.”
 
“He was sitting behind you.”
 
“Were you watching me? I’d felt like someone was off and on all night.”
 
A second passed. Five. Ten. “I checked you out a time or two.”
 
“Liar! You checked me out way more than that. I could feel it!”
 
“It’s my job to keep an eye on the area I’m guarding. That’s what I was doing when I saw homeboy with his gun.”
 
“Who was it?”
 
“Can’t tell you that.”
 
“Can’t? Or won’t?”
 
“Baby girl . . . the less you know, the greater your safety.”
 
Carol sat up as the severity of the situation finally hit her. Alex’s job was dangerous. Someone—she, Alex, her friends—could have died. “Did you see something that could put you in danger?”
 
“I’m a bodyguard, baby. Danger comes with my job. But I didn’t call you to talk about work.”
 
His voice had dropped and so had the butterflies in her stomach. They had now become a squiggly feeling in the center of her heat. She squeezed her thighs together and tried to not remember how good Alex had looked, even injured, in bed. “What did you call to talk about?”
 
“You. What are you doing today?”
 
“My mother always cooks a big dinner, so later on I’m going over there. First, though, I’ll be playing Secret Santa for several families in need.”
 
“Nice.”
 
“You seem surprised.”
 
“I am. But it’s cool. I like a woman who’s generous, and who can surprise me.”
 
Again, the squiggles. That feeling. Maybe she liked Alex more than she’d let on to her best friend. But first, she’d have to admit it to herself.
 
“When are you getting out?”
 
“I had hoped today, but it looks like they want to keep me for another twenty-four to make sure there’s no infection.”
 
“Is anyone there with you?”
 
“My brother’s flying out to check on me; it’s the only way I could keep him from telling our mom. He’ll be here later today.”
 
“I don’t remember where you’re from.”
 
“I’m not sure I ever told you. I’m from Philly, baby, born and bred.”
 
“East Coast flavor like the other guy, your friend, Eric.”
 
“No doubt.”
 
“I’m sorry that you have to spend Christmas in the hospital.”
 
“You can come by after playing Secret Santa and play nurse; make me feel better.”
 
“I don’t know about that.”
 
“You’re going to make me spend this special day all alone?”
 
“You won’t be alone. Your brother’s coming.”
 
“Yeah, but I can’t hug him like I want to hug you.”
 
“You’re so full of game.”
 
“I mean every word.”
 
It sounded like he did, so much so that Carol got out of bed and walked to the closet. To brighten up a patient’s day, one had to be dressed just right.
 
“I guess I can do my civic duty and visit the sick. I’ll even bring you a plate from my mama’s house.”
 
Alex groaned. “That’s what I’m talking about. This hospital food isn’t cutting it.”
 
“Which do you like better,” she asked as she flipped through her outfits, “sweet potato or pecan?”
 
“They both sound good. But the dessert I’m waiting for most is you.”

 



Chapter 5
 
Neil Worthington eyed his younger brother with a mixture of sympathy and concern. “Sorry I wasn’t here to protect you,” he said.
 
Alex laughed, and was rewarded with a shooting pain that caused him to cringe. “I appreciate that, but we’re not on the school playground anymore, big brother. I can handle myself.” He smiled at the best father figure a man could have, not to mention an ace detective, and added, “I learned from the best.”
 
After walking over to close the door, Neil pulled up a chair next to the bed and sat. “Tell me what you know.”
 
“It was an attempted hit on a drug dealer.”
 
“You’re sure?”
 
“Ronnie Williams, known by the street name Stacks, is one of Detroit’s most notorious drug dealers. Because of his intelligence, he’s also one of the most elusive when it comes to arrests. I’m almost a hundred percent sure he was the target. As soon as I saw him walk through the door I braced for trouble.”
 
“One of his men turned traitor?”
 
Alex shook his head. “I’m not sure who the guy was.”
 
“But you could ID him?” Alex nodded. “Can he ID you?”
 
“I don’t think so, but honestly, I’m not sure. Everything happened so fast.”
 
“You talk to the police?”
 
“I couldn’t think straight last night. But one of the detectives gave me his card.”
 
Neil nodded, thoughtfully rubbing his goatee as he pondered the situation. “We’ve got to be careful. We can almost bet that Stacks has a dirty cop or two on the inside. Let me do some checking around; make sure we get a detective who’s clean. If the information you have gets heard by the wrong person, this could become a very dangerous town.” Alex looked pointedly at his bandage, then back at his brother. “Right. I guess for you it already is.”
 
“No shit, Sherlock.”
 
Neil’s chuckle started low and deep.
 
“Come on now, bro. Don’t make me laugh.” Neil tried and failed to quell his laughter. Soon his shoulders were shaking and tears threatened. “Ha!” Alex too tried to staunch his mirth, but soon the brothers were laughing out loud, partly at the absurdity of Alex’s situation and partly because they were still mercifully able to enjoy a joke between them.
 
“Oh, man!” Alex wiped his eyes. “You’re a real fool, you know that?”
 
“Takes one to know one,” Neil replied, an oft-quoted childhood quip that quickly had the brothers laughing again.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Carol’s footsteps slowed as she neared the closed door to Alex’s hospital room. Laughter? From the room of a man who’s just been shot? Hesitating, she placed her ear against the door. “Takes one to know one,” she heard an unfamiliar voice say. The sound of Alex’s laughter, however, was unmistakable.
 
She tapped lightly on the door. The laughter stopped. Muffled voices and then the door opened. “Yes?”
 
“Hi, I’m Carol, here to see Alex.”
 
“Let her in, bro.”
 
Neil stepped away and Carol walked into the room. Alex was sitting up and smiling, looking totally unlike someone who just hours ago had danced with a bullet. “Hey, you.”
 
“Hey, sexy.”
 
Carol couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face like water across shoreside sand.
 
“Something smells good.”
 
“Something sure does.” Having left the door open, Neil now joined Carol near Alex’s bed.
 
“Oh, yeah. Neil, this is Carol. Carol, this is my brother, Neil.”
 
“Nice to meet you.”
 
“Likewise.” Neil looked at his watch. “Looks like you’re in good hands, so I’m going to take a minute and phone home. Wouldn’t want the wife to get worried.”
 
“Tell sis I said hi.”
 
“Will do.”
 
Carol watched as Alex and his brother shared a hug and a handshake, and Neil walked out the door. “You guys look alike,” she said once he’d left them. “He’s the oldest?”
 
“How’d you know?”
 
Carol smirked. “You can tell.”
 
“What’d you bring me?”
 
“Food fit for a king.”
 
“An injured king helped by a beautiful queen. I’m a lucky man.”
 
There it was again. That voice, that feeling—squiggles and butterflies—the knowingness that what Alex meant was much more than he said.
 
Alex watched Carol move items from his side table and place Styrofoam containers on the newly cleaned top. “Is that turkey?”
 
“Yes, and dressing,” Carol replied, as she removed containers, napkins, plastic plates, and utensils. “Greens, macaroni and cheese, candied yams, Hawaiian rolls, and pecan pie.”
 
“That’s love right there,” Alex said with a groan. “Come here.”
 
“What?” she said shyly, softly.
 
“Come. Here.” She complied. “Lean down.” She did. He lifted his lips, she lowered hers. They kissed or rather rubbed their lips against each other’s. At first. But it was not enough. Alex reached a hand behind Carol’s head and pressed her closer, deepening their exchange. Her lips parted. In that moment it was all that he wanted. He slipped his tongue inside her full, lipstick-kissed mouth and began an oral exploration. Their tongues collided and swirled as they tasted each other. Carol relished his touch, his scent, the power of his hold on her neck. He kissed her like he needed the exchange to live, like he’d waited a long time for this moment, like he meant it. She returned his sultry teasing stroke for stroke, as if she felt the exact same way.
 
“Nice,” he whispered, when they finally separated. “Just like I thought it would be.”
 
“So you’ve been thinking about it, huh?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Carol looked at him with a mixture of appreciation and surprise. One of the things she’d always admired about Alex was his forthrightness. When you met him you felt that what you saw was what you got.
 
“Have you thought about me? Be honest.”
 
Carol began fixing his plate. “I did at first, when you initially left the tour. But knowing you’d left Gab to work for Marlon . . .”
 
“Go on.”
 
“It’s like you’d joined forces with the enemy.”
 
“You really felt that way?”
 
“If you’ll remember, at the time, there was no love lost between Gabriella and The Prez. That nasty rumor had been leaked to the tabloids and she believed that Marlon was the culprit behind it. I wondered about a man who could work for someone like that.”
 
“Marlon swore to me that he didn’t do it.”
 
“Yes, I know that now.”
 
“Did she ever find out who did?”
 
“No, and now it doesn’t matter. These days, scandals are a dime a dozen. They quickly moved from that and were on to the next.”
 
“Don’t you think it’s time we do the same? Move on to what’s next for us?”
 
“What do you think that is?”
 
“I don’t know. But I think we could have a real good time finding out.” Alex bit into a succulent piece of turkey. “Um, your mama sure can cook. If your skills are anything like this . . . I just might have to marry you.”
 
“Then I guess there’ll be no wedding bells.”
 
“You can’t cook?”
 
Carol shook her head. “I can whip up a mean meal from a can, box, or frozen food package. But cooking from scratch like my mom does? No can do.”
 
“Guess I’ll have to put you in some cooking classes.”
 
“You talk like we’re going to be together. We’re barely even friends.”
 
“I’m trying to change that.”
 
“How? By dogging me out because I can’t cook?”
 
“No, by allowing me to return this favor you’ve done for me and taking you out to dinner.”
 
“You probably should focus on getting out of here first, and getting well.”
 
“I’m being released tomorrow and will recuperate at the home of a friend. They said the wound should be healed in two to three weeks. So why don’t you let me focus on what I want to focus on, which is dinner tomorrow night with you.”

 



Chapter 6
 
They met at a popular downtown spot frequented by Detroit natives and visitors alike. Carol got there first, and while waiting sent a quick text to Gabriella, her best friend. Meeting Alex for dinner, she wrote, her thumbs flying over the keys. He got out of the hospital today.
 
While checking e-mails and Facebook messages, she heard her message indicator ding with Gabriella’s reply. Nice! He’s out already? Keep me posted on this unfolding love affair . . .
 
Carol laughed out loud as she responded. Unfolding friendship . . . maybe.
 

Whatever. I just want to be a bridesmaid.
 
 

 
 
Then you’d better hope that either LaToya or one of the twins gets married. I’m nowhere close to that.


 
“Hello, sexy.”
 
Carol’s sharp yet subtle intake of breath was instant, and was only partially due to the fact she hadn’t heard him walk up. Her surprise was from how fine he looked, and how her body continued to react at the mere sight of him. “Hey.”
 
Anybody looking would have no idea that Alex had taken a bullet not quite forty-eight hours ago. He looked the picture of buffed-up health wearing a covered hoodie beneath a black leather jacket, washed-out jeans, and black leather sneakers. His head was kept from the chill by a knitted cap touting the Philadelphia Eagles logo.
 
Carol watched as Alex took in his surroundings. “Don’t worry. The food is good. You’ve got to get the wings, though. That’s what Sweetwater’s is known for.”
 
“Sounds cool,” he said, still checking things out as he removed his cap. Carol fought the urge to run her fingers over his close-cropped curls. “When you invited me to a tavern I thought that either the food was dope or you were trying to get me drunk so you could take advantage; you know, remove my inhibitions so that you can seduce me.”
 
“Oh, your inhibitions would have to be gone for me to do that?”
 
“Hell, no, girl. Just say the word and we’d be out of here like lightning!”
 
“Ha! I thought so.”
 
They took a moment to place their drink orders and look over the menu. Carol lifted her glass of wine. “To your health.”
 
Alex nodded, and lifted his cola served straight, no chaser. “No doubt.”
 
“How are you feeling?” Carol asked, once they’d each taken a sip and Alex had placed down his menu.
 
“Sore, a bit swollen, but they’ve got me wrapped tight.”
 
“Anybody looking wouldn’t even know anything was wrong.”
 
“That’s how I want to keep it.” Alex fixed her with a lopsided smile, the one she remembered had happened often during their single late-night conversation when they were on the road in Oakland, California, working with Gabriella.
 
“Where’s your brother?”
 
“Gone back to Philly.”
 
“Already? He flew down here for only one day; just to see how you were doing?”
 
“He knows how I am, how I like to handle things on my own. Guess he wasn’t comfortable taking my word that I was all right.”
 
This was partly true. He and Neil had always been close, and his older brother had always also served as protector. But as important as it had been to check on his health, it had been even more important to secure a safe and aboveboard connection within the Detroit police department. Alex felt good about the officer and detective he’d spoken to earlier that afternoon after Neil had set up their clandestine meeting. He’d given enough information about the shooter he’d seen for them to make a police sketch. The officer believed he knew who it was, a wannabe bad boy with a lightweight rap sheet dating back to his high-school days. The detective had assured both Neil and Alex that the origin of the information would be kept confidential, and that Alex would only be contacted in the event of a trial requiring his testimony. Personally, Alex hoped it wouldn’t come to that. The sooner he healed and left Detroit, and the sooner the holidays were over, the sooner he could get back to doing what he loved: guarding stars and traveling the world.
 
Carol watched as Alex thought things he obviously didn’t want to share. “Do you think they’ll catch them?”
 
“Who?”
 
“Whoever shot you and those other people.”
 
Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard to get witnesses in cases like these; people too afraid to talk.”
 
“I wish I’d seen what happened. I wouldn’t hesitate to testify. I wanted to look around when I went over there today. But the section where we sat was still cordoned off.”
 
“You went back to where the shooting occurred, to the club?” The frown on Alex’s face showed his obvious disapproval.
 
“They finally let us claim our coats, purses, and other items left during the fight.”
 
“Oh, right. That’s good.”
 
“Yeah, all of us had checked our coats, and Brandi’s purse and phone were also inside. Not having her iPhone nearly drove her crazy!” Alex nodded, but said nothing more. “Is this your first time in Detroit?”
 
“I’ve been here a few times; not recently, though. How do you like living back here?”
 
“It took me a while to adjust to not being on the road. But it felt good to buy a home and get settled; stop living out of a suitcase.”
 
“You don’t miss the traveling, whirlwind lifestyle?”
 
“Not really.”
 
“What are you doing now?”
 
“I partnered with a former classmate who’s now a businessman, buying and rehabbing old houses. One of our projects being built is a community center and I’ve become very involved in that.”
 
“Man, I don’t know if I could do it.”
 
“What, settle down in one place?”
 
“Yeah, just live a regular life. I’ve only been doing this for a few years, but it gets in your blood, you know? A couple weeks at home chilling with the boys and the family and I’m ready to go.”
 
“Is that why you don’t have a special lady in your life? Because you’re so addicted to the road?”
 
“Who says I don’t have a special lady?”
 
“Do you?” They paused while the waitress came and took their orders. “Well?”
 
“Do I what?” Carol gave him a look. “Oh, right. A special lady.” He gazed at her as his finger idly circled the rim of his glass. “I’m having drinks with a pretty special lady right now.”
 
“Thank you, and since you’re dodging my question I’ll take that as a yes.”
 
“You’d be wrong. I don’t have a girlfriend. You know how life is out there; too much traveling to develop a personal life.” His eyes narrowed. “Unless you’re Troy and Gabriella.”
 
It had been slight, but Carol noticed the edge to his last statement. “Their relationship still bothers you?”
 
“Not anymore.”
 
“But it did at first. I know why.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because you had your own little crush on Gabriella.”
 
“What man with a heartbeat doesn’t?”
 
“At least you’re honest. Thanks for that.”
 
“Troy had a rule about not fraternizing with clients, something he drilled into us on a regular basis. We were threatened with termination if it happened. Then not even a month into the Stone Cold Sexy tour, he up and breaks his own rule, right in our faces. That wasn’t cool.”
 
“Is that why you left?” Carol asked with an arched brow. “It hurt you that bad?”
 
“It was a huge double standard. I was pissed. But at that same time Marlon came to me with an offer to head up security for him. It was a promotion. So I took it.” A rowdy group came into the restaurant. Alex paused and checked them out as they sat down. “So do you now understand why I left the company, why I didn’t have the loyalty that you felt I should?”
 
“It wasn’t my business what you did.”
 
“Yeah, but you were mad that I did it. That’s why you threw all kinds of shade in Fiji, at the wedding. I thought I was going to have to kidnap you to get a dance.”
 
“I’ll admit that I was upset when you left so abruptly. I thought we were developing a connection.”
 
“We were. That’s why I called you and told you what was up before the move was officially announced.”
 
“You could have told me in person.”
 
He looked at her, allowed his lids to droop over his sexy, bedroom eyes, and licked his cushy lips. “I’m sorry. Will you forgive me?”
 
“I’ll think about it.”
 
The food arrived, and the clanking of silverware soon replaced conversation. Carol sipped her wine, keenly aware of how attracted she was to the man across the table. It had been almost two years since she’d had sex. Something told her that drought was about to come to an end.

 



Chapter 7
 
“You were right.”
 
It was one o’clock in the morning in the Dirty D, but Carol was glad that Gabriella had returned her call. She put the call on speaker and repeated her statement. “Did you hear me? You were right.”
 
“About what?” Gabriella asked.
 
“Me and Alex.”
 
Gabriella whooped. “Y’all had sex! I knew it would happen.”
 
“Not yet, but probably soon.”
 
“Definitely soon is more like it. When he asks, you know you’re going to break down and give him some. I could have told you that was going to happen a long time ago.”
 
“Girl, please. I’m not all into him like that.”
 
“Tell that to somebody who wasn’t around the day y’all first met. Troy later said he even felt the vibe going on between you two.”
 
Carol smiled. “That day at the Ritz when he and Troy came over for the briefing; I’d forgotten all about that.”
 
“After they left, you and I acted like teenagers, remember? Squealing and whispering about how hot they were, and how excited we were that they got the job. From that moment I knew that Troy and I were going to get together, and I felt that you and Alex would hook up, too.”
 
“Yes,” Carol said with a sigh, “I guess we were pretty smitten back then.”
 
“Ha! That’s putting it mildly. Who would have thought when Troy breezed into my world just over a year ago that now I’d be wearing his last name? Like I said, girl. You could be next.”
 
“I don’t think so. Alex is definitely in the running for Mr. Right Now, but I don’t know if he’s Mr. Right.”
 
“Why not? He’s an excellent catch from everything I’ve seen.”
 
“True, but we differ in one major area.”
 
“What’s that?”
 
“I’m past the point of wanting tons of travel while he can’t wait to get back on the road.”
 
“Long-distance relationships happen all the time.”
 
“Not with this chick. I’ve waited too long for a man in my life to have one that I only see occasionally. So I’m not going to fool myself. I’ll live in the present moment, let Alex’s fine ass scratch my itch, take a couple pics for the memories, and keep it moving when he leaves my life.”
 
“How long is he in Detroit?”
 
“Another week or two, I think.”
 
“What are y’all doing for New Year’s Eve?”
 
“I don’t know. Why?”
 
“Because Troy and I are having a party at the house; nothing fancy, just our families and a few friends. I’d love for you and Alex to join us and can have my assistant make your plane reservations. You could fly out on the thirty-first, and back to Detroit on the second.”
 
“That sounds fun, Gab. Because of my work I’d only be able to stay a few days, anyway. I’ll ask Alex.”
 
“Great! I’ll tell Troy.”
 
“See you soon!”
 
Later that morning, Carol called Alex.
 
“Good morning, Carol. This is a nice surprise.”
 
“Good morning. How are you?”
 
“Better now. I have to leave for the hospital in about ten minutes.”
 
“I’ll make this quick.”
 
“Oh, no worries.” His voice dropped. “I always have time to talk to you.”
 
It shouldn’t have affected her the way it did—his voice, dripping with sexy, humming with heat—melting her defenses like a Hershey’s bar in the Mojave sun. But her insides quivered and her muscles clenched as she imagined the mouth she’d watched wrap itself around a spicy chicken wing become intimately acquainted with another certain set of lips. Her nipples hardened; her breathing increased. Girl, you are pitiful, she admonished in an attempt to quell her reaction, and even though she was already reclined, instructed her blatant desire to have several seats.
 
“What are you doing for New Year’s?” What was meant as a matter-of-fact question came out in a sexy purr.
 
“Why,” Alex asked, his voice stroking her ear the way she wanted a part of his anatomy to stroke part of hers. “What did you have in mind?”
 
“Troy and Gabriella are having a small party and have invited us to join them.”
 
“In LA?”
 
“Yes, at their house. She said she’d make the ticket arrangements as soon as I gave her our answer. Does that sound like something you want to do?”
 
“I’d have to check with my doctors; make sure it’s okay to leave for a couple days. Other than that, I guess it would be cool.”
 
“You sound iffy. Please don’t tell me that you’re still lusting after Gabriella.”
 
“No, I lost that crush as soon as she became Troy’s woman.”
 
“Then what is it?”
 
“How long would we be in LA?”
 
“Just a couple days.”
 
“Where would we sleep?”
 
“Where else? Troy and Gabriella’s of course. Do you have a problem with that?”
 
“Only if they try to put you and me in separate bedrooms.”
 
“I’ll see what I can do about making sure that doesn’t happen.”
 
“See that you do because when the clock strikes midnight, I plan for it to be with you in my arms. And once I get you there, I plan on it being awhile before I let you go. You feel me?”
 
“I think I have a pretty good idea.”
 
“Well, so as to avoid confusion, let me spell it out to you. I want to know what you taste like; have been curious about it ever since you opened the door to the Ritz hotel wearing that silky halter and those tight-ass jeans.”
 
“Wow, you remember what I was wearing?”
 
“Let me tell you something, Carol. Your girl Gabriella has the flash and everybody’s attention for a moment, even mine. But your quiet efficiency, engaging smile, and sexy body is something I’ve never forgotten.”
 
She wanted to speak but couldn’t. His words had her weak and vulnerable; in a position where she might say something that she’d later regret. Like ask how fast could he make it over to her house, or how did he like his eggs for breakfast even though she couldn’t cook.
 
“So, are you going to tell me?”
 
“Tell you what?” she forced from a mouth gone dry.
 
“What you taste like. I want to know if the chocolate on your toes is as sweet as the chocolate on your earlobe. I want to experience every part of you, leave no inch of skin untouched.”
 
She almost moaned out loud.
 
“Can you promise me that you’ll allow me to have my way with you when we’re in Los Angeles, treat you like the queen and the diamond that you are?”
 
“Did you get a degree in talking smack? You could teach the subject!”
 
“It’s only smack when your heart’s not sincere. Baby, as I’ve said before, I mean every word that I’ve said.”
 
Funny thing is, Carol actually believed that he did.
 
“I’m waiting.”
 
“For what?”
 
“For your promise.”
 
She took a deep breath, getting the distinct yet unrealistic impression that her agreement would have consequences extending far beyond the upcoming weekend. “Okay,” she said at last as she exhaled. “I promise.”
 
“Thank you.” A beat, and then, “I have one more question.”
 
“Yes?”
 
“Is it possible that we not wait until next week? I’d love nothing more than a quick taste right now.”
 
Carol looked at the clock. It was just past ten a.m. “I don’t know, Alex. Maybe we should wait. . . .”
 
“We’ve known each other awhile now. I think we’ve waited long enough.”
 
Carol closed her eyes, blocking out the train of thought that urged caution, restraint. That yellow light had ruled her whole life, was part of the reason she basically had none, why she’d been content to live in Gabriella’s shadow and bask in the residue of her best friend’s vast glow. She hadn’t grown up seeing healthy romantic relationships, had been told that they didn’t exist. Yet she’d continued to believe in happily ever after, had yearned for something different, and had quit a lucrative and perky job so that change could come.
 
Change was on the phone, asking to come over.
 
Nodding to herself, she asked, “You ready for my address?”
 
After hearing it recited, Alex had only four words for her. “I’m on my way.”

 



Chapter 8
 
Alex stepped into the shower, having carefully removed the heavy gauze wrap from around his midsection but keeping the smaller square taped over his wound. His mind whirled and heart beat a steady anticipatory rhythm as the conversation he’d just had with Carol replayed in his head. He smiled, gently sudsing the shaft that lay soft and heavy in his hand. Remembering the breathiness in her voice as he talked about tasting her, and painting the picture. Yeah, man. You still got it. His smile faded, however, as he remembered something else. Her hesitancy, and vulnerability, when she’d asked how he felt about Gabriella. How many times had she played second fiddle, he wondered, staying in the shadows while her best friend got all of the accolades and all of the men’s desires? Probably too many times. His eyes narrowed as the desire to conquer turned into one to protect. She continued to invade his thoughts as he dried himself, rewrapped the gauze, and donned his winter staple: sweatshirt and jeans. While splashing on cologne and grabbing the keys to his rental, ideas of how to make her feel special flitted through his mind. And on the drive over, memories of their past conversations vied with the GPS instructions for equal time. By the time he stopped at his doctor’s appointment and made a side run and then pulled up in front of her Tudor-styled single-family dwelling in Sherwood Forest, Alex still couldn’t wait to taste Carol’s body. But he was equally concerned with how he’d handle her heart.
 
The ringing doorbell caused Carol to flinch. She’d been standing in her master closet, still unsure about her choice of dress. Being out of time to change made the decision for her. So she took a deep breath, sprayed on a last spritz of cologne, and headed to the door.
 
It was a perfect rose, and took her breath away; almost as much as the looks of the man who was holding it.
 
“Alex! This is beautiful, it’s perfect. Please, come in.”
 
“Hey, sexy.” He stepped through the door and placed a light kiss on her lips. After lingering there, less than an inch away from her mouth, inhaling the smell of the mint she’d just eaten, he kissed her again. “This is for you, too.”
 
“What’s this?”
 
“Open it and find out.”
 
“This is so sweet.” She led them into an eclectically appointed living room: wood and glass and bold, dark prints anchored by a dark wood floor and sleek, stark-white upholstered walls. A large Christmas tree, decorated with bright red bulbs, filled the air with the festiveness of the holidays and the fresh scent of pine. Soft jazz played in the background. “You really didn’t have to, but thanks.”
 
They sat. She removed the tissue from the gift bag and found several boxes. The first held a box of Ghirardelli chocolates. The second held a heart-shaped friendship charm. The third caused Carol to squeal. “Ooh, and it’s crystal. I collect elephants. How did you know?”
 
“I remembered a conversation we had on the road. You were telling Melanie how much you loved them; and how elephants with upturned trunks were symbols of good luck.”
 
“Prosperity, wisdom, protection . . . all sorts of things. But I loved elephants even before I knew all that. Our connection goes back to one of my fondest childhood memories.”
 
“What’s that?”
 
“My dad took us to the zoo. There are three of us. I’m the middle child and as such seemed to get the least amount of attention. My oldest sister is loud and extroverted. Wherever she is she commands center stage. My brother is the only son. Need I say more? So we were walking through this zoo in Tennessee, where my grandmother lives, and this elephant bellowed as I walked by. Actually lifted its horn and blew!” Carol’s eyes shined with the memory. “Everyone stopped and looked at me. The elephant, too. It came to the fence as if to say, ‘Hey, what’s up?’ I walked over and it let me pet its trunk. The handler said he’d never seen her do that before. Later, I was told it was because I was dressed in white, had on a white baby doll top and white jeans. But I always felt it was because we shared a kindred spirit, that elephant and I. They’ve been my favorite animal ever since.”
 
“That’s a sweet story. I’m glad I bought that for you.”
 
Carol moved the bag and boxes between them and scooted next to Alex. “Me too.” She leaned over and gave Alex a soft kiss on his lips.
 
It was not enough.
 
When she dared pull back he took control, placed his hand behind her head, and deepened the exchange. He swiped her closed mouth with his stiff tongue. She got the message, opened her mouth, and sucked in his sweetness. It was like his tongue had come home. She groaned, leaning back against the loveseat. He moved as well, wrapped his arm around her shoulders, while the other began to explore the body he adored: her shoulders, waist, hip, and finally, the nipple whose hardness now protruded through both bra and blouse. He tweaked it, once, twice, and again before taking his thumb and rubbing it softly. He pulled up just enough to kiss her nose, eyelids, and both cheeks before reclaiming his destiny, the mouth that spouted wittiness as well as wisdom, and brought on fantasies waiting to be fulfilled. Once again his hand traveled, this time to the juncture of her thighs. He placed his hand there and squeezed, applied delicious pressure. Carol writhed with anticipation.
 
She deepened the kiss.
 
Took her tongue and swirled it around Alex’s oral sword, wrapped her arms around his neck and tried to meld their bodies into one form. Her soft breasts were crushed against Alex’s hard chest. He wanted more; he turned so that he could kiss her more fully.
 
“Ow!”
 
Carol froze, totally aware of what had just happened. She cursed herself for losing control and forgetting that not long ago Alex had been shot.
 
She moved to put distance between them. “Sorry, Alex. Are you all right?” She looked down to where he was holding his side, looked down farther to where a massive erection strained against denim.
 
“No, I’m not.”
 
Both of them knew he wasn’t talking about a flesh wound.
 
For several seconds the air was punctuated only with the sounds of saxophones and heavy breathing. Suddenly, Alex reached for the band of Carol’s maroon-colored velvet warm-up bottoms, and pulled. She didn’t protest, made no move to stop him. Instead, she lifted her hips so that he could pull them down, lifted her legs so that they could be removed from around her ankles before being tossed to the floor.
 
“The blinds are open,” she eked out softly.
 
“I don’t care,” Alex growled. “I want to taste you, now.”
 
Something about his declaration and her awareness of doing something so nasty so blatantly, with the chance of being seen by the mailman or a nosy neighbor, turned the sometimes introverted Carol Robbins all the way on. She placed her head on one of the Kente-cloth covered pillows and let her legs fall open. Alex stared—lovingly, reverently—as a bold, strong forefinger ran up and down the crease of her see-through white thong.
 
She shivered, waited, and watched his finger slide behind the fabric and make contact with her bare, scorched skin. He ran a finger between the folds of her femininity, already wet with wanting. Pulling said finger to his face, he sniffed it, licked it, all the while never breaking eye contact with her.
 
“Delicious,” he murmured, even as he placed his finger back in her heat. “Just like I knew it would be.”
 
Moving to his knees, he turned Carol’s body until her throbbing pussy was flush with his face. With one motion, he relieved her of the thong, leaving her bare and beautiful, wickedly vulnerable before him. He looked up into eyes that were filled with desire and smiled as she spread wider her legs.
 
“That’s what I’m talking about,” he whispered, placing kisses on her inner thighs, his stubble tickling the trail to her waiting sex. “Let me know that you want this, baby, as much as I do.”
 
He kissed her there. Once, twice, and again.
 
She quivered . . . everywhere. Especially there. Moaned louder, spread wider.
 
He laughed, a low, knowing chuckle, before flicking his tongue against her nub and then sucking it into his mouth. He continued to kiss her, assaulting her sex even more fervently than he’d assaulted her mouth, until Carol was no longer aware of her surroundings. All she could focus on was how amazing her body felt, how a release was beginning somewhere around the soles of her feet and shooting to the tips of her freshly done weave.
 
“Alex!”
 
In his ear, calling his name was like a sprinter’s start gun. He pulled her down until she lay on the floor, then buried his head between her legs: licking, lapping, kissing it deep. Swirling his tongue around her throbbing pearl and then hungrily sucking it his mouth rocked Carol’s world. She writhed and moaned as she ground herself against him, trying at once to both get away and hold him closer.
 
“Alex!” she cried again, placing her hands behind his head as he loved her, grinding herself against his talented tongue. Her body began to shiver as a climax overtook her, one unlike she’d ever known. She screamed, believing the neighbors would probably call authorities.
 
And not giving a damn.
 
“My. Goodness,” she panted, after seeing how the moon was hung and the stars were spread. “That was . . . that . . . was . . . incredible.”
 
He gently laid his body next to hers, careful not to hit his wound as he pulled her into his arms. “And so are you.”
 
They lay there, both satisfied for different reasons, absently listening to Eddie Daniels’s jazzy rendition of “Sleigh Ride.”
 
When Carol was finally able to move she turned to Alex, and said, “I really should return the favor,” while reaching down to stroke the now semi-erection that immediately began showing signs of life.
 
“There’ll be plenty of time for that.” Alex kissed Carol’s temple while reaching to stay her hand. “Today is all about you. I just want to make you happy, and let you know in no uncertain terms that you are special and appreciated.”
 
“You’ve done that,” Carol replied, snuggling into his renewed embrace. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this satisfied.”
 
“Glad to hear that,” Alex said, twirling a finger around her nipple. “Because I’m not hardly finished, sexy Carol. I’m just getting started.”

 



Chapter 9
 
The ending to their love tryst came quicker than planned. Instead of a day spent loving each other from various positions, a phone call had sent them to Carol’s mother’s house where Alex met Carol’s siblings, a few cousins, and neighborhood friends. They ate leftovers and played card games. Finally, after seeing Carol at all ages through the family photo albums, the two had returned to Carol’s place where finally, almost reverently, they had made love.
 
Sitting in first class on their way to Los Angeles, Carol recalled the events of four days ago; the moment when two years of unexpected celibacy ended.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“I like your family.” Alex pulled off his leather coat and tossed it on a nearby chair.
 
Carol gave him a look before retrieving it and placing it next to hers in the hallway closet. “They liked you, too.”
 
“Your mom is fine! She looks more like your sister.”
 
“We get that a lot. She started early, by accident.”
 
“She was kind of reserved, though.”
 
“She’s like that sometimes. Want something to drink?”
 
“Just water is cool,” Alex replied, following Carol to the kitchen. “I’m probably dehydrated.”
 
She poured two glasses. “Here you go.” She held up her glass.
 
“Why are we toasting?”
 
“Because you survived my family.”
 
“Ha!”
 
“They aren’t easily impressed and can spot phoniness from a mile away, so that you made a good impression on my brother and sister speaks volumes.”
 
“Does that mean you’ll think about keeping me around?”
 
“I’ll think about it.”
 
They drained their glasses. An awkward silence ensued. Alex looked at his watch. “Wow, nine o’clock. I didn’t know it was so late. I probably should leave; I’ve taken up your whole day.”
 
“You don’t have to go.” The sentence came out quickly, unexpectedly, before Carol could stop it. “I mean, it’s not a problem if you want to stay.”
 
Alex took a step toward her. “You say that because you don’t know what I want to do . . . if I stay.”
 
Carol looked from Alex’s sexy brown eyes to his equally scrumptious mouth. “What do you want to do?” Secretly she was hoping it was the same thing that had been on her mind all day.
 
“I think you know.” She swallowed, tried to slow a heartbeat that was suddenly rapid. “Then again, I don’t want to do anything that you don’t want to do.”
 
Thinking of the day’s earlier amorous events emboldened her. She closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around his neck, careful to keep space between their bodies and his wound. “Right now there’s nothing about you that I don’t want,” she whispered, and then initiated a scorching kiss.
 
Without thinking, Alex wrapped his arms around her body and pressed her against him. He swallowed the pain caused by the impact on his flesh wound and deepened the exchange. Not enough to escape Carol’s notice, however. She immediately stepped back and looked at his midsection.
 
“Sorry,” she whispered. “I forgot. Look, let’s go sit on the sofa, watch a movie or something.”
 
“Thanks, gorgeous, but watching a movie is the absolute last thing on my mind. I may be injured, but I’m not fully disabled.” He hugged her, as if to underscore the point. “I’d like to give you a massage.”
 
She stepped back. “A massage?”
 
“Do you have any bath oils? Or lotion?”
 
“Sure, but . . .”
 
“Let’s go to your bedroom.”
 
Carol reached out and lightly touched the sweatshirt near his midsection. “What about this?”
 
“Let me worry about that. Come on.”
 
Butterflies danced in her stomach as she led them toward the stairs. Except for the workers who’d set up her bed, there had been no testosterone in the master suite.
 
Alex entered after her and looked around. “This is nice, Carol. You have great taste.”
 
“Thank you.” After what he’d done to her this afternoon, you’d think shy would be gone. It wasn’t. Seeing Alex in her bedroom had elicited all kinds of feelings, awakened all sorts of dreams. Like how she wanted to get married, have babies, and wake up to someone special every day for the rest of her life.
 
“What are you thinking about?”
 
“Oh, nothing.” Carol dodged Alex’s hand and went to her closet for candles.
 
“Didn’t look like nothing to me. You were deep in thought, brow all scrunched up and everything.”
 
Continuing to ignore this line of questioning, she walked over to the iPod dock on the nightstand. “What kind of music do you like?”
 
“For what I have in mind . . . maybe a little Brian McKnight?”
 
“Great choice.” She flipped through the catalog. Soon, the sounds of Brian’s sultry crooning added to the romantic atmosphere, further created by the white candles Carol was lighting and the golden hues on her silk comforter.
 
“Take off your clothes.”
 
“I’m nervous.”
 
“Don’t be. You’re beautiful. Come here.” She walked over and stood in front of him. He removed her clothes and after instructing her to lie on the bed, proceeded to give her the best massage she’d ever had, including her scalp. By the time he finished, his was a full erection, which he quickly covered with a condom. He guided her to her knees at the edge of the bed and with one gentle, well-placed thrust made their night, and their reconnection, totally complete.
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Alex had been watching Carol for a few minutes, after turning to look out the window. They were minutes away from landing and the view while coming into LAX was immense.
 
“There goes that look again.”
 
Carol, who had also been looking out the window, did not turn around. “What look?”
 
“The one you get when deep in thought; like the other night when we first walked into your bedroom.”
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
Alex’s chuckle was deep and sexy. “Yes, you do.” When she remained quiet, he added, “I understand why you can’t say anything. Don’t want it known that you’re thinking about me.”
 
“You sound pretty sure of yourself.”
 
“It’s not true, you’re not thinking about me?”
 
“Oh, look. We’re landing.” She gave him a look to underscore how she was so not going to answer his question.
 
He laughed. “Are you glad to be back in LA?”
 
“Actually, yes. I enjoyed the time we spent here during the concert tour and am looking forward to seeing more of the city. I know Gab sent a car to pick us up, but are you getting a rental?”
 
“No, Troy said I can drive one of their cars.”
 
“I’m glad you guys were able to get over your differences.”
 
“Me too.”
 
The ride from the airport to Troy and Gabriella’s estate in Pacific Palisades gave the couple a chance to chill, chat, and enjoy the scenery. They commented on the constant traffic, and how neither felt bad about trading boots, gloves, and a heavy coat for a lightweight jacket and sunglasses. Turning into the gated entrance elicited a low whistle from Alex.
 
“Wow. Gab is living even bigger than a rock star.”
 
“Celebrities like her have their own zone.”
 
“Man, I’ve seen some beautiful homes in my time guarding rich folk, but this beats them all!”
 
“It is pretty amazing.”
 
The car pulled to the massive double doors at the front of the house. Alex and Carol had barely gotten out when one of them opened and Gabriella came out. “Hey, guys! Happy holidays!”
 
“Hey, girl.” Carol turned and gave Gabriella a hug.
 
“Don’t worry about your bags,” Gabriella said as she turned to hug Alex. “They’ll be delivered to your guest suite.”
 
“This is gorgeous, Gab,” Alex said as he stepped through the doors to take in a tall, vaulted ceiling, double staircase, and floor-to-ceiling windows bringing the outdoors in.
 
“Thank you.”
 
“Where’s Troy?”
 
“Troy’s right here,” he said, coming around the corner with arms outstretched. “Welcome to the Morgan Manse.”
 
“No doubt.”
 
Carol looked around, took in the organized chaos of the housekeeping, catering, and decorating teams. “I thought you said this was going to be a small party, just family and a few friends.”
 
“It is. Promise.” Gabriella hooked her arm around her best friend. “Come on, let me show you the menu. I’m trying a new caterer, a chef named Tiffany from the upscale, award-winning Le Sol hotel. She comes highly recommended. You can help me with some last-minute planning on how the evening should flow.”
 
Troy and Alex watched as the women left the room. Troy motioned for Alex to follow him as they walked into a great room/den that looked out on the meticulously landscaped back garden. “You want something to drink?”
 
“No, I’m good.”
 
“It’s good to see you, man,” he said, sitting down on a custom-made, high-back leather chair that faced the view. “When I heard you’d gotten shot—” He shook his head. “Man, that was crazy.”
 
“Who are you telling?” Alex sat on the opposite chair.
 
“Do you know who did it?” Troy’s look was serious, probing, as he asked him.
 
Alex looked around to make sure they were alone. “Not his name, but . . . yes, I saw him.”
 
“What are you doing about it?”
 
“Working with the authorities.” He told Troy about the corruption within the Detroit police force and his brother’s help in finding the right cops to provide information. “They’ve got the sketch,” he finished. “Now all I can do is wait and see if they find the match who’s alive and breathing.”
 
“If you need any help . . .”
 
“I know you’ve got my back, man. I appreciate it.”
 
“I tell you what I appreciate . . . this fresh new blood in the NFL. Can you believe the matchup that might make it to the Super Bowl?”
 
And with that, the men’s conversation changed from one kind of havoc being wreaked to another.
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“Okay, tell me everything.” Carol and Gabriella had just sat down in an upstairs parlor. Gabriella had shut the door.
 
Carol heaved a satiated sigh.
 
“That good, huh?” Gabriella said with a laugh.
 
“Even better. I didn’t know how much I’d missed sex until it came back into my life. Look what he got me for Christmas.” She dangled the wrist boasting the gold and diamond friendship charm.”
 
“That’s so sweet!”
 
“And he got me a crystal elephant, too!”
 
“Did he know how much you liked them?”
 
Carol nodded. “He’d overheard a conversation with Melanie. And remembered.”
 
The girls shared an exaggerated sigh, then laughed.
 
“I’m so happy for you. It would be wonderful if—”
 
“Don’t go there, Gab. I’m just trying to enjoy the moment, not seeing how his last name looks next to my first one.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“I already told you.”
 
“His job.”
 
“The travel. Alex loves being on the road. He can’t wait until the holidays are over so that he can go again.”
 
“Even with his injuries?”
 
Carol nodded. “It’s a pretty nasty flesh wound, but the bullet missed his major organs. They expect his total healing within a month.”
 
“Still, there’s nothing saying you two can’t make it work, even with distance between you.”
 
“I’m saying it. At twenty-six years old, I’ve never had a serious relationship. I’m ready, Gab. I want to fall in love and do all of those things that I see other couples doing: going to dinner, the movies, concerts, just chilling. I want to do that with someone regularly, not just those times in between tours.”
 
Gabriella’s brow creased as she pondered Carol’s words. “Well, for now, you’re glowing. Alex is bringing you the happiness you’ve longed for. And I am happy about that.”
 
A knock interrupted their conversation. “Mrs. Morgan,” the worker said once Gabriella had bid him enter. “You wanted us to let you know when the lights were in place.”
 
“Yes, I did. Come with me, Carol. We’ve strung lights so that tonight our backyard will look like a fairy land.”
 
Carol followed, and soon the two friends were deep in the last bits of party preparations. One was already living in a fairy tale, and one was beginning to wonder if for her they could really come true.

 



Chapter 10
 
“Five, four, three, two, one . . . Happy New Year!!!”
 
Alex pulled Carol in close and planted a big wet one on her in front of God and everybody. No matter, God was probably the only one watching them since everybody else was busy with their own Happy New Year wishes. The fireworks visible from their ocean-view perch were magnificent, rivaling the thousands of mini white lights that had been strung for the affair.
 
Carol leaned back into Alex’s warm embrace. “This is beautiful.”
 
“Yes,” Alex responded, nibbling her ear. “The fireworks look nice, too.”
 
Troy and Gabriella approached them. “Happy New Year!” Gabriella laughed as she reached for her bestie. “May whatever you wished during that heck of a kiss come true!”
 
Troy and Alex gave each other dap and a shoulder bump before their holiday exchange.
 
“We’re just making our rounds,” Troy explained. “But come and holler at us before you turn in.”
 
Carol and Alex hugged again as they watched the festivities around them. “Who’s that?” she asked, lifting her glass to an area where several people gathered. “That one girl looks familiar.”
 
“You don’t remember?” Carol shook her head. “That’s Shayna Washington. Troy’s sister-in-law. They were at the concert at the Staples Center. She’s married to his brother, Michael, who owns a sports agency.”
 
“Oh, right. I barely remember anything about that opening night. It was a whirlwind. What about the other couple?”
 
“That’s Troy’s other brother, Gregory, and the couple next to them is their mother and her new husband.”
 
“Right, I know that. Gabriella called me shortly before they got married on Thanksgiving Day. In fact, I believe their ceremony was here, in this backyard. ”
 
The couple continued to talk about other people they saw and knew both mutually and separately: Gabriella’s parents, Gary and Yvonne, her UCLA football star brother Garrett, his drop-dead gorgeous date and fellow college players, R&B star Darius Crenshaw, whom Alex had previously guarded, and his partner, Bo, Gabriella’s new personal trainer, Night Simmons and his wife, D’Andra, and dozens more, around fifty in total. They danced until Carol came out of her heels, ate scrumptious food until their stomachs hurt, and laughed until they cried. Finally, around two a.m., they found Troy and Gabriella and said good night.
 
“We’re all sleeping in tomorrow,” Gabriella informed them. “But the kitchen will open at nine for breakfast made to order.”
 
Carol and Alex retired to their guest suite, large enough to accommodate some people’s apartments. There was a large sitting area, a respectable walk-in closet, beautifully appointed en suite bath, and ocean-facing balcony. The couple undressed quickly and began making love. It was tender and wonderful, even better than the half a dozen times before.
 
Which is why Alex’s apology following their mutual releases had Carol totally confused.
 
“Sorry for what?”
 
“For not being able to love you properly. I want to hold you in my arms, feel your body next to mine from head to toe. I want to love you the right way, which is every which way but loose. I want to—”
 
“Shh.” Carol placed her finger on his lips. “You have nothing to apologize for; I’m totally satisfied. If you’re taking care of business like this, being injured and all, I can’t even imagine how it will be once you’re all better.”
 
Alex kissed her temple. “You’re a sweetheart. Come here.”
 
“We have to be careful. I don’t want to bump up against you in my sleep.”
 
“I don’t even care. Falling asleep with you in my arms is worth the pain.”
 
Two days later, on the second of January, Alex and Carol arrived back in the Motor City to below-freezing temperatures and a fresh batch of snow.
 
“Still glad you moved back to your hometown?” Alex teased, as they left the shuttle and got into her car.
 
“Not right now,” Carol admitted. She started the car she’d left in airport parking and continued talking while it warmed up. “It’s days like this when I envy Gabriella’s sunny Cali lifestyle, when I entertain the idea that fighting that traffic may be worth it after all.”
 
“It wasn’t bad out there where they live.”
 
“You’re right. As long as I was somewhere with everything I needed close by, it could be doable.”
 
“So you’d think about moving there?”
 
“I never say never, but right now I’m happy with life in Detroit. I’m close to my family, have reconnected with friends, and love the work I’m doing with Jeremy.”
 
“Your business partner, right?”
 
Carol nodded.
 
“Tell me more about that.”
 
“Jeremy’s construction company is in partnership with the city and a couple banks, housing associations, and organizations to rebuild neighborhoods. Right now we’re concentrating on the Brightmoor area, but have plans to expand the rehabilitation throughout the city. Potential homeowners apply with the cooperating banks to purchase the homes we’ve renovated. Eleven have been built so far and most are occupied. The highlight of all this will be a first-class community center.”
 
“I like that about you, your compassion and generosity, looking out for someone besides yourself.”
 
“The houses weren’t given away for free, Alex.”
 
“Yes, but I bet they got a good interest rate at the bank on what are probably thirty-year loans.”
 
“True. The mortgages are set up for low- to middle-income families who don’t have a large down payment. I helped two of the families move in, and to see the looks on the faces of parents experiencing brand new instead of secondhand and children having their own bedrooms for the first time and their own front yards . . . it’s priceless.”
 
“Yeah . . . I can imagine. The friend I’m staying with volunteers for a bunch of stuff. It’s hard to do with me on the road, but he makes me think more about giving back.”
 
“It’s a good feeling and while not the same as being hands-on, donations always help.”
 
“Maybe you can direct me to some charities that you know about.”
 
“I’ll be glad to, starting with the community center. The kids often have nothing to do in these neighborhoods. My goal as activities director is to change that. You’d be giving to a very worthy cause.”
 
“Just like a woman; always ready to take a brother’s cash. Just kidding, I’m just kidding,” he added with a chuckle, taking a well-placed punch to his shoulder.” Alex’s cell phone rang. “Hello?” He listened. “Yes, I can do that.” He looked at Carol. “Sure, I’ll come right now.”
 
“Who was that?” she asked when he hung up the phone.
 
“The detective working my case.”
 
“What does he want?”
 
“Wants me to come down to the station; says that a man who resembles my sketch got arrested last night.”
 
“They want you to identify him?”
 
Alex looked over, hearing the fear in Carol’s voice. “Yes, but don’t worry. It’ll either be through a one-way mirror or by showing me mug shots. He won’t see me.” A pause and then, “But it makes me feel good to know that you care.”
 
Carol dropped Alex off at his house and headed to hers. Since Christmas, they’d rarely been separated. She missed him before her car left the block. If this was how she felt when he’d been gone only five minutes, she couldn’t imagine life with him gone on the road . . . or for good.
 
“Be safe, baby,” she whispered, pulling into her drive.
 
Across town, heading to the police station, a concerned Alex Worthington was thinking the very same thing.

 



Chapter 11
 
He’d called Neil before leaving his house, and per his brother’s instructions Alex took a circuitous route to the police station, even circling a couple times before being let into their private lot. Very few people in Detroit knew him, and Alex planned for even fewer to know about this visit. Wearing a black sweatshirt and windbreaker along with blue jeans, a black knit cap, and wraparound sunglasses, he was met at the back door to the station by the detective and let inside.
 
“Thanks for coming so quickly,” the detective said as they walked down a short hallway.
 
Alex blew into his hands to warm them. “The timing was perfect; I just returned from a trip to LA.”
 
The detective’s look was skeptical as he remarked, “You left this place for California . . . and came back?”
 
Alex laughed. “I know, right?”
 
They entered a small room where the officer whom Alex’s brother, Neil, knew personally sat. Beyond him was a rectangular window that looked out into another small, gray-colored room. After exchanging brief greetings and taking a seat in an aluminum folding chair, Alex turned to the detective. “What was the suspect brought in for?”
 
“Parole violation; illegal possession of a firearm. The gun was sent to ballistics. They’re matching it against the shell casings that were found at the club.”
 
Six similar-looking African-American men filed into the room beyond them. Alex tensed and took a deep breath.
 
“They can’t see you,” the detective assured him. “We’ve made every effort to keep your identity secret because . . .” A look passed between the officer and the detective. “Well, just because.”
 
Alex nodded, not needing the detective to finish his sentence. Ten to one, the men lined up were into gang activity, drug activity, or both. Being revealed as a snitch could definitely prove hazardous to his health. He sat back in his seat as they stood against the wall. One scan and the face of the man whom he’d observed at Marlon’s private party, the same one who’d aimed his gun precariously close to where Carol had been seated, came into view.
 
“The second dude,” Alex said with assurance.
 
The officer looked surprised at Alex’s quick assessment. “From the left or right?”
 
“Second from the right.”
 
“Are you sure?” the detective asked.
 
“Positive.”
 
The detective gave a curt nod. “All right then.” He stood.
 
Alex followed suit. “Is that it?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“What happens now?”
 
“We hold him until word comes back from ballistics on the bullet match. We’re pretty sure we’ve got the right man but want our case to be airtight. The last two times he’s gone to trial, it’s gone his way.”
 
“Last two times? How many times has he been to court?”
 
“Too many. He’s been in the system since he was fifteen years old.”
 
“How old is he now?”
 
“Twenty-three.”
 
Alex’s shoulders slumped. On one hand, if this was the man who shot him, he deserved to do time. But on the other hand, this was yet another young African-American male who’d probably grown up without a father, without the proper guidance to make right choices. He’d expected to feel anger in the face of this would-be killer. He felt sympathy instead.
 
“Thanks, man,” he said to the detective, shaking his hand as they headed to the door.
 
“I know that was difficult,” the detective responded. “I wish things were different. But believe me, if our hunches turn out to be correct, prison is the best place for that young man to be.”
 
Alex left the police station parking lot feeling way worse than when he arrived. Less than twenty-four hours ago he was enjoying champagne kisses and caviar dreams, living life like it was golden among people who did the same. There were people who lived like his friend and the R&B and pop star, Gabriella, and then there were men like the twenty-three-year-old for whom life was an expendable commodity that for the promise of a couple dollars could be thrown away. He reached for his phone and placed the call on speaker. “Neil, it’s me.”
 
“I was just getting ready to call. I hear they caught the boy who shot you.”
 
“Boy is right, even though he’s technically a man at twenty-three years old.” Alex stopped for a red light. “News travels fast. I just left the station.”
 
“I’d asked my contact to keep me apprised of the situation. A bad seed, that brother they apprehended. He’s facing his third strike.”
 
“Damn!”
 
“Yep, damn shame.”
 
“What else can you tell me about him?”
 
“What do you want to know?”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Carol took a load of whites out of the washer and placed them in the dryer. She placed a load of colorful towels into the wash and closed the door to her laundry room. Next to her totally updated and modern kitchen, and her en suite bathroom, the laundry room was her favorite place. Before joining Gabriella as her personal assistant, Carol lived in an apartment with no washer or dryer. During those Saturdays when she’d load dirty clothes into her preowned two-door Infiniti G and head to the Laundromat, she dreamed of a laundry room with a deep sink for soaking, shelves for storing, and a mesh net to lay her prized sweaters to dry. They’d knocked out a wall and added space to make the laundry room well worth the few thousand extra dollars it had cost her. Especially on days like today, with snow falling and temperatures continuing to drop, she was thankful not to have to trudge outside to have clean undies.
 
She’d entered the kitchen and was looking into the refrigerator for something to eat when her phone rang. “Hello, Mama.” She put the call on speaker.
 
“Hey, girl. Where are you?”
 
“Back home.”
 
“Already?”
 
“Yes, we just went up there for the New Year’s Eve party.”
 
“We? You and Alex went together?”
 
“I thought I told you that.” Hoping for enough ingredients to make a salad, she bent down to look in the vegetable bin.
 
“You may have, but if so I forgot. You said he got shot, right?”
 
“Yes.” Carol stood straight. She could tell by her mother’s question and tone that something else was coming; probably something that she wouldn’t like. “Why?”
 
“What is he, a police officer or something?”
 
“A bodyguard, Mom.”
 
Carol’s mother grunted. “I wouldn’t be messing with no man who had anything to do with the law. You can’t trust a brother who’d go against another brother.”
 
Carol relaxed. Sometimes she swore her mother came of age in the sixties, complete with dashiki and fisted Afro pick. That and the fact her uncle, Jean’s brother, had done prison time for what her mother felt wasn’t “really a crime”—though federal drug laws said differently—sealed her dislike for the men in blue.
 
“His job isn’t like that, Mom. He guards brothers, protects their lives. Besides, I thought you liked Alex; you two seemed to get along the night we came over there.”
 
“He seemed nice enough, but I’m just saying . . .”
 
“What exactly are you saying?” Carol’s phone beeped. She checked the caller ID. “Mama, let me call you back.” She clicked over. “Hey, babe.”
 
Alex sighed in reply.
 
“What’s wrong?” Carol walked from the kitchen to the living room and plopped down on the couch.
 
“I just came from the police station.” He filled her in on what happened. “No doubt he has to pay for what he did, but I feel bad for possibly sending a young man to jail for the rest of his life.”
 
“You won’t be sending him; his actions and the court system will. But I feel you. That’s a burden to carry.” Her mother’s recent comments floated into her mind. “How old is he?” Alex told her. “My God. If he lives to be, say, seventy-five, he’d be behind bars over fifty years; more than two thirds of his life!”
 
“Exactly.”
 
“What would happen if you dropped the charges?”
 
“They’ve been gunning for this man for a while now. The state has taken the case and will prosecute no matter what.”
 
“What about recanting your statement; going back and saying you aren’t sure it was him.”
 
“I can’t do that!”
 
“I guess not. But would that be any more wrong than sending a young man to prison?”
 
“Didn’t I just tell you how bad I felt about it?!”
 
“Don’t yell at me. I’m not the one who shot you!”
 
You could have listened to a concerto in the silence that followed.
 
“Alex, listen, I—”
 
“No, it’s all right. What’s a minor gunshot, a little blood spilled, huh? What does it matter that Blacks kill Blacks seventy percent of the time, that the jails are crowded with brothers who’ve wounded their own? They didn’t have a father. I get it. Their education was stunted and their job chances are slim. Nobody bounced a ball with them or taught them how to knot a tie. What happened to me is just a by-product of what happened to him. Well, let me let you go so I can go find some love for the muthafucka who shot me.”
 
Dead air.
 
“Alex?”
 
Carol slowly set down the phone, tears immediately and unexpectedly coming to her eyes. How had the best time she’d ever had in life turned sour so suddenly? How had she gone from sunshine to sadness in the space of one call? In other words, she asked herself, what the hell just happened?

 



Chapter 12
 
When a day went by without his calling, Carol thought that Alex was angry. After two days went by . . . she knew for sure. That second day she called, but left no message. But now, day three, she waited until she heard the sound of the beep.
 
“Alex, it’s me, Carol. I called to see how you were doing, and to apologize for what I said. It sounded judgmental and since I’ve never been shot, I have no right to tell you how to feel about it. I have more to say, but . . . not in a message. Please give me a call.”
 
She ended the call and went into her office, determined to get back into the flow of life. The holidays were over; the New Year had begun. Today she’d received an e-mail from Jeremy about the community center. Since other projects were on hold because of the weather, he planned for a group of volunteers to join the work crew and finish the interior. They’d fallen behind, but with the help of additional hands on deck, their goal of completing the center in time to host a Black History Month gala could be realized.
 
She reached for her phone. “Happy New Year, Jeremy!”
 
“To you, too, Carol!” Jeremy’s deep voice bounced against the walls of Carol’s neat office/library. Amazing how much her classmate now sounded like his minister dad. “How was LA?”
 
“Blue skies, warm weather . . . you know, the usual.”
 
“I’ll have to check it out.”
 
“You’ve never been to LA?”
 
“No.”
 
“How did I miss that?”
 
“Guess it never came up. And to be clear, I’ve been to California, to San Francisco and other cities in the northern part, but never to LA.”
 
“You’ll have to go; it’s pretty cool.”
 
“LA seems full of fakers, people perpetrating. I don’t fit in to all of that.”
 
“Everyone isn’t faking, Jeremy; there are some really wonderful people who live there.”
 
“I’ll get their numbers from you before I visit.”
 
“Ha! Please do.” She sat back, scrolling social network sites while she chatted. Jeremy was a good, upstanding guy, married with children; an example that all African-American men weren’t lost. He always made her feel good, which is why becoming a partner by investing in his business had been both a no-brainer and a fairly profitable, highly rewarding decision. “I got your e-mail about the community center rehab push this Saturday. Count me in.”
 
“Excellent. If we can get at least fifty volunteers on board we can finish the project in two weeks, giving the interior designers a week to apply the finishing touches in time for a February celebration. The tentative opening date is still the seventh, correct?”
 
“Yes, flyers and invites are going out this week, so no matter how it looks inside, we’ll be doing something that day! I hate it that we’re cutting it so close.”
 
“Life is exciting when lived on the edge.”
 
“After this is over, I’ll take my life a little less exciting, thank you.”
 
“I hear you. It has been a little crazy these past two months. Who are the featured guests? Anyone famous or noteworthy?”
 
Carol flipped to another screen. “We’re mixing a little fame and noteworthiness with the extraordinarily ordinary. Some of our homegrown gospel greats will open it up, along with the mayor, who’s agreed to be a part of the ribbon-cutting ceremony earlier that day. We’ve reached out to Courtney Vance, David Alan Grier, and Byron Allen, all from Detroit, and asked for guest appearances. There’s some interest, but it depends on their schedules. And we’re crossing our fingers that the queen of soul will grace us with just one number.”
 
“Aretha Franklin? That would be amazing!”
 
“Yes, one of the women on the board says she’s good friends with her cousin. So . . . you know how that goes. We’ll see.”
 
“Of course, you could always drop a dime and get your girl Gabriella.”
 
“I knew she’d be too busy to make an appearance, but she has promised a sizable donation.”
 
“Cool.”
 
They continued talking and while Carol was thankful for the distraction, thoughts of Alex never strayed far from her mind.
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“What’s up with you, dog?” Grant looked at Alex as he passed the couch on the way to the black leather recliner. “You’ve been in that same spot for the last three days.”
 
Alex gave him the side-eye. “I moved around. You just weren’t here.”
 
Grant reached for the remote and turned up the volume on the muted sports channel. “I understand, though.”
 
“You do?”
 
“Sure. If I’d gone to California, enjoyed eighty-degree weather for five days, and then had to come back here and wade through snow . . . I’d be mad, too. I don’t mind you staying here, but since the doctor said it was cool to travel, I don’t know why you came back.”
 
“He gave me a conditional release. But now that you mention it, I guess since Marlon is back home I could ask the doctor to refer me to a colleague in LA.” He frowned. The thought of leaving Detroit didn’t feel good. The last conversation he’d had with the only reason he’d stay didn’t feel good either.
 
“Man, the way you’ve been moping around, and the way you’re frowning right now, I’d get on the next thing smoking!” Grant paused, surfing the channels until he reached the NFL Network. “Unless there’s something more on your mind.”
 
This got Alex’s attention. “Like what?”
 
“I don’t know, dog; I’m asking you. From Christmas to when you returned from LA I barely saw you. Thought maybe you’d hooked up with a babe or something.” Silence, so much so that Grant muted the TV. “Is that what happened? Has a shorty come and gone, leaving a brother shook?”
 
“Nobody’s shook!” Forgetting about his healing wound, Alex jumped off the couch. And immediately wished he hadn’t.
 
“Sorry, man, I—”
 
“Hey, don’t worry about it.” He gingerly placed a hand on his side as he moved toward the kitchen.
 
“Alex, you all right?”
 
“I’m fine; just forgot about my condition for a minute, that’s all.” His phone buzzed. He looked down, ignored the call, and placed the phone back into his sweats pocket.
 
Grant followed him into the kitchen. “Look, I’ve got something to take your mind off of whatever is going on with you. It’s physical labor, but not enough that you can’t participate.”
 
“What type of physical labor; you want to play some ball or something?”
 
Grant passed him, reached into the fridge, and pulled out a beer. “Even better, my friend; even better.” He motioned to Alex, who nodded that he’d take a soda.
 
“When is it?”
 
“This Saturday. You game?”
 
“Why not?” Alex felt his phone ding; she’d left a message this time. Probably offering another reason why she sided with a criminal. “I’ve nothing better to do.”
 
Alex leaned against the counter, enjoying the feel of the soft burn as the ice-cold cola traveled down his throat. Grant had left the kitchen without telling him what he’d agreed to participate in on Saturday. On his last visit, the doctor had reminded him to take it easy. Didn’t matter. Whatever it was had to beat channel surfing and Internet games. Plus anything that would take his mind off Carol—how much he missed her and how badly he’d like to see her—was worth a little pain.

 



Chapter 13
 
They’d been at it since seven that morning; a group of almost seventy volunteers hammering, cutting, sanding, painting, installing this and removing that, following the instructions of Jeremy’s construction company foreman helping to build Detroit’s latest community center. The building was in a prime location, central to a lot of neighborhoods trying to come back after hard economical hits, standing as a beacon of hope with its promise of an auditorium, smaller reception rooms, tutoring cubicles, computer labs, exercise classes, basketball and tennis courts, and a jogging track surrounding the multilevel facility. For the past hour, Carol had been helping to install slate tile in what would be one of the more intimate reception rooms. When finished, the fireplace, cozy chair settings, and earth-toned slate would creative an inviting atmosphere to anyone using the space.
 
She sat back on her haunches and wiped an errant lock of hair away from her face. In the process a smear of white grout was left across her cheek. Never again would she doubt the worth of what she’d paid her renovators. Rehabbing a building was hard work!
 
“Almost done,” Jeremy said, coming up behind her. “Your work looks good.”
 
“Thank you.” Carol took a drink from a bottle of water as she stood to her feet. “What time is it?”
 
“Almost eleven; time for a break. You’ve been working nonstop for hours.”
 
“I didn’t realize so much time had passed.”
 
“Well, you know what they say . . .”
 
“Yes, I do, so you don’t need to say it again.” They laughed. Her stomach growled.
 
“You didn’t eat breakfast?”
 
“I did, but only cereal. What time is lunch?”
 
“Any minute now.” Jeremy looked at this watch. “A couple of the catering trucks have already arrived.”
 
One of the ways the restaurants had pitched in was by providing free food to serve the volunteers. They may have done the work for free; but they’d eaten well.
 
“Where are you setting up?”
 
“We’ve got two long tables at the back of the auditorium, the part still left to be finished.”
 
“Why don’t I go out and help coordinate this process. If we stagger out the time people eat, say just five, ten minutes apart, we can keep from having long lines and taking even longer to get back to work.”
 
Jeremy nodded. “That sounds good. You’re a great organizer. If this real-estate venture doesn’t pan out you might check into being somebody’s personal assistant.”
 
Carol rolled her eyes as the two walked out of the room and down the short hall into the main auditorium. As soon as she turned the corner, a pair of deep chocolate brown eyes stopped her cold.
 
Alex? What is he doing here?
 
One part of her wanted to push past him. She’d called twice and he hadn’t bothered to return either one. But the other part of her took in the look in his eyes, barely veiled passion mixed with remnants of anger. Or was it hurt? Last night, the latter had become a consideration, that she’d hurt him by seeming to want the man who’d shot him to walk free. That hadn’t been what she meant, but in retrospect, as she’d replayed the conversation over in her mind, that’s how it had sounded.
 
She walked over to him. “Hello, Alex.”
 
“Hey, Carol.” He spoke to her but looked at the well-built, dread-locked brother by her side.
 
“Alex, this is Jeremy, my business partner whose company is doing the construction for this building. Jeremy, this is Alex, a good friend of mine.”
 
“A pleasure to meet you,” Jeremy said, with hand outstretched. “Thanks so much for taking the time to help us complete this building. Your volunteering is greatly appreciated.”
 
“Looks like a project that will be good for the community. It’s the least I could do.” He spoke to Jeremy, but looked at the jean-clad, grout-smudged piece of sexiness that hadn’t been far from his mind for the past few days.
 
“Alex, I’m heading over to get lunch ready to serve. There are several containers that will need to be brought in from the food trucks. Can you help me?”
 
“Sure.”
 
They walked a couple steps away from her partner before Carol asked, “Is this your way of apologizing for not returning my phone calls?”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“Coming here; volunteering.”
 
He stopped walking. “Is this your project?”
 
She stopped, too. “Not mine alone. My partner’s construction company handled the major building. I’ve been involved in developing the programs and overall direction of the space.”
 
“I didn’t know that. Until you turned the corner, I had no idea that you were here.”
 
“Why didn’t you return my phone calls?”
 
He looked at her squarely. “I didn’t want to talk to you.”
 
Well, damn! Carol chewed on this honest-without-malice delivered tidbit of news as she continued on to the back part of the auditorium where several volunteers were standing. “We’re going to lay out the food on these two tables,” she informed them. “Let’s put the meats, sides, and breads on this table; salad, desserts, and drinks over there.” She turned to Alex. “Can you go with them to carry in the heavier trays? The ladies and I will go get the plates, napkins, and utensils.”
 
For the next thirty minutes, Alex and Carol were preoccupied with setting up, feeding, and then eating with the volunteers. They all either sat on the floor or stood in clomps of two to four people, chowing down on exquisite cuisine from some of Detroit’s finest restaurants. Alex sat at a table with two other guys while Carol stood munching a sandwich with the volunteer who’d helped her set up the drinks.
 
“Awww.” The volunteer looked over Carol’s shoulder to the scene beyond. “That’s so cute.”
 
Carol turned around to see Alex on his knees, blocking and dodging punches from a jean-clad kid of around three, four years old. The little boy’s face was in a scowl as he tried to land a humbling blow. When a fist landed on Alex’s broad shoulder, he rolled onto his back. “Man, you got me!” he groaned.
 
“I beat you, I beat you!” the boy exclaimed.
 
“You did!”
 
Alex struggled to his knees, a slight frown racing across his face as he did so. Carol’s heart clenched. You’re trying to hide it, Alex, but that wound is still tender. She fought against rushing to his side. The child looked on, his expression a mixture of triumph and concern. Alex, head down, got to his knees. Then, without warning, he reached out, scooped up the child, and stood.
 
“Thought you got me, huh? Huh?” He turned the once surprised, now giggling child upside down. “Now I’m going to get you!”
 
Carol’s eyes went from a scene that was doing funny things to her heart to the mother looking on with blatant joy. And something else . . . adoration, desire. A pang of jealousy mixed with possessiveness flashed through her and she admitted how much she’d missed this man. Her comments had hurt him. His not returning her calls had hurt her. Something had to give.
 
After lunch, the work continued. Carol finished helping to lay the slate floor in the reception room while Alex helped his roommate, Grant, and other men finish installing the kitchen. They’d shared the same space a couple times, had acknowledged each other with their eyes. Carol had been thankful for the work to distract her from a myriad of mixed feelings while Alex’s anger for Carol had lessened with each strike of a hammer, or cut of a saw. By the end of the day he’d chided himself for letting valuable days pass without their interacting, when he knew he’d be leaving Detroit very soon. He pulled out his phone and sent her a text: Can you give me a ride when this is over?
 
The reply came quickly: Oh, you’re ready to talk to me now?
 
Smiling, he replied: That is only one of several things I want to do with you and these lips. He wasn’t surprised when he received no answer, nor when Carol walked up to him later, and simply asked, “You ready to go?”

 



Chapter 14
 
They walked in a silence interrupted only by the snow crunching under their booted feet and the chirp as Carol unlocked her door by remote. She immediately started the car and turned on the heat.
 
“Damn!” Alex shivered at the blast of cold air that assaulted him, this time from the car vents.
 
“Sorry.” She turned off the fan. “Guess I need to wait until the car warms up.”
 
“I’m not going to miss this cold, that’s for sure,” Alex said, rubbing his hands together as he looked at other volunteers spilling out of the community center and heading to their cars.
 
“When are you leaving?”
 
“I have one more doctor visit, and am hoping he’ll give me the all clear then.”
 
“Am I taking you to your friend’s house?”
 
“I was hoping to go to your house, so we can talk.”
 
“Among the other things you want to do with your lips?” she asked with a shy, sideways glance.”
 
“We can just talk, if that’s what you want.”
 
Carol nodded, but said nothing as she reached over to turn the fan on low. Blessed warm air covered her hand. She cranked up the fan, put the car in drive, and eased away from the center.
 
“How did you find out about the work back there?”
 
“My roommate, Grant, told me about it. His girlfriend’s brother works construction.”
 
“What’s her brother’s name?” Alex shrugged. “It doesn’t matter; just thought I might know him.” She made a right turn, glancing at Alex as she did so. “Thank you for helping.”
 
“You’re welcome. It felt good, to be honest with you; doing something just for the goodness in it, helping somebody else. I’m going to start trying to do that more often . . . when I’m not on the road.”
 
“Where are you heading when you leave here? Back to California?”
 
“No, I’m going back to Philly to see my family. I decided not to tell my mom about the shooting, but you know how mothers are with that sixth sense and all. She’s called me more in the last two weeks than she has in the last three months. Neil says she’s questioned him, too. So I’m going to go let her see me for herself, so she’ll know I’m all right.”
 
Silence filled the car as both grappled with thoughts and words that hadn’t been spoken but needed to be. Carol once again reached toward the dashboard, this time turning on the radio and letting the DJs at Hot 107.5 entertain them for the rest of the ride to her house.
 
More silence as she pulled into her garage, and as they stomped off snow before pulling off their shoes just inside the short hallway that led from the garage into the kitchen. As soon as they stepped into the kitchen, however, Alex’s soft voice floated over Carol’s left shoulder.
 
“Carol.” She turned around. “Can I have a hug?”
 
She nodded and stepped into his embrace, softly, carefully, always mindful of the gauze wrapped around his abdomen.
 
“It doesn’t hurt that much anymore,” he whispered, just above her ear, before squeezing her close. “I missed you.”
 
She looked up at him. “I missed you, too.”
 
Simultaneously, each went from looking at eyes to lips as their heads moved closer of their accord. The kiss was gentle, at first, a mere soft brushing of flesh against flesh. Quickly, it deepened, when Alex opened his mouth to cover Carol’s and she opened hers to receive his thick tongue. It was as though a dam of emotions had burst. Her arms went up and around his neck as Carol relished the feel of his mouth on hers, the urgency with which his hands rubbed over her shoulders, back, and rounded behind. Her nipples pebbled and need—raw and unapologetic—surged to her core. Carol was surprised, almost frightened at its intensity. She’d never considered herself as sex-crazed, had almost gone two years before Alex reopened that side of her. But ever since that night just two short weeks ago she’d longed for this man’s presence, had craved his touch.
 
The feel of Alex’s hard sex against her stomach showed that he felt it, too.
 
Instinctively, she went to her knees, shaky hands fumbling to undo his belt and clasp and let down his zipper. Once done, she reached inside smiley face boxers and pulled out the object of her desire.
 
Wrapping her lips around its tip at once, she smiled at Alex’s sharp intake of breath, moaned as he gently rocked his hips and encouraged her actions. She licked, sucked, massaged, and squeezed until he was rock hard and she was soaking wet.
 
“Baby,” he croaked, as she tickled his scrotum while sucking anew. She looked up to see his eyes hungrily taking in her actions, as hungrily as she took him in. Firm hands grabbed her shoulders as she grasped his thighs. “Stop,” he harshly commanded, before gently adding, “I want to do this right.”
 
Wordlessly, they climbed the stairs and continued to the master suite. Ridding themselves of clothing happened in seconds, slowed only by Alex retrieving a condom from his wallet before tossing the jeans aside. She climbed on the bed. He sheathed himself and quickly followed, covering her with his body before demanding a kiss.
 
“Your wound,” she breathed into his mouth.
 
“Don’t worry about it,” he answered, before his tongue went on a search for the inside of her throat.
 
She spread her legs and raised her hips. He positioned himself between them, rubbed himself against her opening, and then thrust himself inside her. Over again he rose and fell, pushed and plunged, meeting her frenzied grinding stroke for delicious stroke. It was as if he wanted to touch her very core, and as if she couldn’t wait for the connection. Silently, fervently, they mated, desperate for the singular connection that only lovemaking could provide.
 
They loved, until a sheen of sweat broke out over their bodies, until the slapping sounds of flesh against flesh competed with that of their moans, groans, entreaties, commands.
 
Loved, until the dusk of evening gave way to the darkness of nightfall; until short, rigorous pumping gave way to deep, languid strokes.
 
Loved, until Alex forgot why he hadn’t called her and Carol forgot that she’d ever been mad.
 
And once he’d wrung out one final orgasm, and she’d squeezed out the last drop of life’s seed, they cuddled into each other, spoon-style, and went to sleep.
 
When they awakened, it was midnight.
 
Alex stirred first. “You asleep?”
 
Carol turned to face him, though she couldn’t see him in the darkness. “No.” Alex’s stomach growled. “You’re hungry.” It was not a question.
 
“A little bit. If you’ll remember, when I arrived at your house, food was the last thing on my mind.”
 
“I’ve got some chili that I made yesterday. You want some?”
 
“That sounds good.”
 
Carol threw back the covers. “I’ll be right back.”
 
“We’re eating in here?”
 
“Why not? It’s the favorite place to enjoy a late-night snack.”
 
Less than ten minutes later, Carol came back up the stairs with a tray bearing two cans of soda, a sleeve of saltine crackers, a small bowl of grated cheese, a bottle of hot sauce, and two piping hot bowls of chili. She set it in the middle of her king-sized bed and then walked over to sit on the other side.
 
“Um, smells delicious, babe. I thought you said you didn’t cook.”
 
“Don’t get too excited. I make a decent pot of chili, a mean spaghetti, a nice garden salad, and a credible omelet. Beyond that, I’m the takeout queen.”
 
Alex reached for the bowl handed to him and immediately took a bite. He nodded, chewing. “This is good.” Reaching for the bottle on the tray, he added, “How did you know I’d want hot sauce?”
 
She smiled, crushing saltines into her bowl of goodness. “You like things hot.”
 
They ate in silence. The moment felt right, comfortable, as though it wasn’t the first time they’d shared a casual bedtime snack. The warmth of the food seemed to thaw out the rest of what their lovemaking had not, the icy chill that had existed due to hurt, anger, and misunderstandings.
 
After opening his soda and taking a drink, Alex said, “I’m sorry for not returning your calls.”
 
“You were angry. I understand.” Carol placed down her bowl and reached for her can of soda. “In that last conversation, what I meant and what I said didn’t exactly meet up.”
 
“Then why’d you say it?”
 
Carol placed her bowl aside and turned to face him. “Uncle Frankie.”
 
“Huh?”
 
“My mother’s brother. He was caught with drugs and convicted of intent to sell. My uncle maintained his innocence, claiming he was just holding the drugs for someone else. Prison life changed him, something that has deeply affected my mother. They were very close before he went in but now . . . not so much.”
 
“I don’t mean to sound insensitive, but what does your uncle’s imprisonment have to do with what happened to me?”
 
“It’s why I snapped at you that day, why I shared the perspective about the man who shot you. I’d just gotten off the phone with my mother who reminded me of why no one voluntarily cooperating with law enforcement should be trusted; that the goal is to get our men off the streets. It’s a skewed outlook, observed through her pain. I know firsthand that not all cops are bad, and not all men behind bars are good. The man who shot you shouldn’t have done it and deserves to go to prison for what he did.”
 
Alex gazed at her a long moment. “Thank you.” And then, “There’s something I should probably tell you, too; why I was maybe a bit touchy that night myself.” At Carol’s raised brow he continued. “The word on the street is that some of his homies are looking for who ID’d the man who was arrested for shooting me.”
 
“Oh, no, Alex. Is there any chance they’ll find out it’s you?”
 
“Everything’s possible.” He shrugged. “I can’t worry about it. What I can do is get the hell out of here, which I’m going to do just as soon as the doctor gives the word.”
 
They talked awhile longer. At his insistence, Alex took down and washed their late-night snack dishes. He returned to the bedroom where they agreed that the acrimonious air between them had been cleared and that they would focus on enjoying each other for the few days Alex remained in Detroit. They made slow, heartfelt love and enjoyed deep, peaceful sleep. The next morning she drove him to Grant’s house. They kissed good-bye. Walking away, he smiled and waved. She missed him before the car door closed and again noted that if she had it this bad, with plans to see him later that night, what would she do when he left the state?
 
With a sigh Carol reached for her phone, deciding to drop by and see Brandi and her kids. Having Alex in her home made her realize how nice it felt to have someone else there, to not wake up alone. She wasn’t ready to go back to her casa without him.

 



Chapter 15
 
For the next five glorious days, Alex and Carol were together as much as possible; he even moved over to her place. During the day Carol met with the community center director, continuing to help flesh out activities that could benefit the entire city, not just the surrounding neighborhoods. Her idea for a weekly talent show was a hit, along with a bingo night for seniors and organized sports teams. The director’s satisfaction had been underscored when she asked if Carol would be interested in coming on full time. Carol had responded by agreeing to think about it. She felt such a position would allow her to employ all of her very best skills and give back to these aspiring neighborhoods in the process. She’d had some of the best years of her life traveling with superstar Gabriella as her personal assistant, but these few months she’d worked on rehabbing houses and developing the community center had given her a personal satisfaction that she hadn’t felt before.
 
For Alex, the daytime hours couldn’t pass soon enough. This was the most downtime he’d had in the past three or four years; sitting around didn’t jive with his personality at all. Grant had weights, so after running a mile or two in the mornings, he’d added thirty minutes of upper strength training to his repertoire. Aside from a couple phone calls from the detective, searching for additional information regarding the club shooting, the incident that had happened on Christmas Eve was becoming a mere memory. His brother’s contact had not been able to gather any information regarding what Neil had told him about retribution; no leak within the department that would indicate that Alex’s cover had been blown. He’d talked to Marlon, who’d confirmed that a ten-show tour was scheduled for March with two weeks in Japan. One side of Alex couldn’t wait to get back on the road. The other side tried to think of how his life would be without Carol in it. It was the craziest thing, but he was having a hard time imagining it.
 
In the evenings, it was all about enjoying each other. Tonight they were headed to the V Nightclub at the MGM Grand Detroit. The January weather was crisp, but the lovebirds were prepared. Alex wore black jeans, his bomber-style black leather jacket and a black and white twill sweater, a Christmas gift from Carol. She was looking fit and funky in red leather pants, a white silk shirt, Gucci red and black python booties, and a black faux mink short jacket. Carol was driving. Both were in a good mood. But it was Alex’s first time in a club atmosphere since “the incident” and Carol was worried.
 
They dropped their car off with the hotel’s valet. “Are you ready for this?” she asked as Alex reached for her hand and they entered the lobby.
 
“Ready to get my groove on? Absolutely, woman. I’ll dance you into the ground.”
 
She gave him a side-eye. “You know what I mean.”
 
He shrugged. “In March, I head out on a tour with the Prez. So I guess it’s about time that I get back into the mix. I can’t have any fear or trepidation and still be at the top of my game.”
 
Carol nodded. She was very well aware of what Alex did for a living, but somehow she’d never focused on how truly dangerous his job could be. A bit naïve, considering what had happened with the fanatic who’d attacked Gabriella last year. Knowing Gab had given her so much: a wonderful friendship, comfortable bank account, and now, indirectly, a good man. There was one thing that had been bugging her, though; something she remembered from a past conversation. They’d talked about what happened. But the deeper her feelings ran for the man beside her, the more she realized she needed to be assured that Alex didn’t still harbor an attraction for her best friend, or anyone else.
 
But not now! Tonight was all about hanging out and having fun. Alex was leaving tomorrow, so all Carol wanted to do was enjoy being in the company of such a good man.
 
They reached the club. The dance floor was packed and the music was pounding. The DJ was known for putting together stellar mixes that could keep you dancing through many songs. After paying the doorman a tip to get them a good table, Alex led Carol through the throng to the equally crowded bar. They ordered drinks and then turned to watch the revelers, kicking it up on a Friday night.
 
“How do you like it?” Carol wasn’t much into clubs but knew that Alex liked the party life.
 
“It’s all right.”
 
Carol’s face showed her surprise. “Really? Just all right? I thought you’d love this atmosphere.”
 
“I don’t mean to sound condescending, but I’ve grown accustomed to a more exclusive type of setting. You know how it is rolling with the stars.”
 
Carol nodded. Indeed, she did know. After returning to Detroit, she’d been surprised at the initial discomfort felt in living an ordinary life. Never one to be caught up in the materialistic trappings of success, she’d nonetheless grown used to being pampered, to having every convenience at her fingertips, and to experiencing the best that life had to offer. She’d become accustomed without even knowing it, a fact that hit her the first time she’d gone to a store in the hood with her good friend, Brandi. The lack of cleanliness, smell of questionably safe meat, and paltry-looking vegetables was a real wakeup call to just how blessed she’d been. Living where she now resided was further proof. It was why she was so determined that the community center succeed. She wanted those less fortunate to have the chance to experience a sliver of the quality of life that for years had been her ordinary life.
 
“Carol!”
 
“Oh, sorry, Alex. What did you say?”
 
“I said our table is ready. Come on.”
 
They reached a table for two located in a prime spot not far from the dance floor. As Alex had requested, it was also positioned in such a way for him to see the entrance from where he sat.
 
“What was on your mind just now?” he asked, once they were seated. “You were a million miles away.”
 
“I was thinking about life, and what you said about being accustomed to the good life. I’m happy where I’m at now, but I’m also very cognizant of the charmed life I’ve lived.” She looked beyond Alex into yesteryear. “Things could have turned out much differently.”
 
He leaned forward, speaking so that she’d hear despite the loud music. “Later, you’ll have to tell me what that statement means. But for now, it’s time to shake that sexy behind.”
 
They hit the floor and worked up a sweat. One hour became two and still they enjoyed a good time. Around midnight, however, there was a shift in the atmosphere. Carol noticed it at once.
 
“What is it?” she asked without turning around, when Alex stopped talking mid-sentence.
 
“Don’t look now, but it’s time to go.”
 
“Is it him?” Just last night and for her own safety, Alex had told her the name of the man who shot him. Though she didn’t know him, she’d been nervous ever since.
 
“No, but it looks like trouble nonetheless.” Alex pulled out several bills to cover the cost of their drinks. “I’m hungry anyway. Let’s go get something to eat.”
 
A short time later they were seated in the backroom of Wolfgang Puck Steak, also located at the MGM Grand. They were promptly given menus and had their drink orders taken.
 
Carol placed hers to the side, unopened. “Did you recognize them?”
 
Alex knew she was talking about the group of four men who’d caused Alex to lose the mood for dancing.
 
“No, but I think one of them looked familiar. I think he was at the club that night.” He picked up the menu, a sign that he didn’t want to continue this line of conversation.
 
“Do you think he recognized you?” Carol pointedly ignored his cue. “I mean, they were staring at us rather intently as we left.”
 
“If you’d taken a look in the mirror you’d know that it wasn’t me they were looking at.”
 
“Nice try to change the subject, Alex. But seriously, I’m concerned about you and what all of this could mean to your safety.”
 
“I’ve warned you about making those kinds of statements. A brother like me might get the feeling that you really care about him.”
 
“A brother would be right in feeling that,” she replied, finally picking up her menu. “I don’t want anything bad going down, anything negative happening to you. Especially not in my own hometown.”
 
Shortly afterward their conversation drifted to what they’d order—salad and steak for both, with a huge baker for Alex and rice pilaf for Carol—before other topics mutually enjoyed such as music, sports, and travel. With each passing moment, Carol was more and more aware of how much she’d miss Alex’s company. On the other hand, a little loneliness was a small price to pay if leaving Detroit and all that had happened here would keep him safe.

 



Chapter 16
 
Alex loved his family, but a little time with his nosey mother went a long way. Which is why when he saw Carol’s number on the caller ID, a woman he missed more than he thought possible after only two days apart, he jumped at the chance to escape her probing talk.
 
“Sorry, but I’ve got to take this, Mom.” He hurried out of her living room and closed the guest bedroom door. “Baby, you must have eyes that reach from there to Philly. Thanks for rescuing me from my meddlesome mom.”
 
“What is she doing?” Carol asked amid laughter.
 
“The usual. Trying to run my life.”
 
“Hum, sounds interesting. What’s her advice?”
 
“You already know.”
 
“Probably, but humor me anyway.”
 
“You know . . . that I should stop all this traveling and living so far away from home, that I should settle down, give her some grandchildren, yada, yada, yada.”
 
“I thought your brother, Neil, was married.”
 
“He is!”
 
“Don’t they have children?”
 
“His wife just had a baby! Seems like all that did was make my mother want more!” They shared another laugh. “You might not know what I’m talking about. I don’t know if mothers nag daughters as hard as sons.”
 
“I don’t know. Mom sends mixed signals. Sometimes I think she’s proud of all I’ve accomplished and sometimes I think she’s envious that I’m not strapped with three kids the way she was by the time she was my age.”
 
Silence, as both absorbed this statement. “Does this have anything to do with what you said the other night at the club? Something about life turning out differently if you hadn’t hooked up with Gabriella?”
 
“My childhood was interesting, and confusing,” Carol offered at last. “My dad lived with us until I was eight, then left without telling me good-bye. Mom never offered an explanation beyond ‘he’s gone, stop asking questions.’ Visits were sporadic after that.” Alex remained silent, until she continued. “A short time later my mom met my step-father, Rick. He’s my brother’s father; a good enough man. But he wasn’t my dad.
 
“I loved my father, didn’t even know until he left how much I was a daddy’s girl. It was hard for me sometimes, helping my older sister handle more responsibilities when my mom found love again. For a while, things were hard financially. Sometimes we lacked money for anything but the basics. When I got the opportunity to sing with Haute Couture, I jumped at the chance. Did I want to be a star? Sure, what child doesn’t think that such would be the life? But really, I was more trying to escape an uncomfortable situation at home.”
 
“Are he and your mother still married?”
 
“No, they divorced a long time ago. My mom hasn’t had the best track record with relationships, which is probably why she doesn’t hold much hope for her children finding ones that last.”
 
Alex was quiet as he digested this news. He’d had the nurturing experience of growing up in a loving, supportive, two-parent family. His father was his hero; his mom, the first woman he ever loved. He and his brother, Neil, were best friends. Displays of affection were common, and the entire family enjoyed dinner together most nights; homemade meals that their full-time working, Crock-Pot–using mother, lovingly prepared. Belatedly, he realized that living the high life isn’t the only thing that he’d taken for granted.
 
Carol spoke into the silence. “Now, I have a question for you.”
 
Alex had retreated to the guest room and now lay on the bed. He stretched out, his body growing hard while imagining Carol’s soft booty. He adjusted himself and shifted his attention to what she was saying. “What’s that?”
 
“When is the last time you were in a relationship?”
 
“It’s been a while.”
 
“What’s a while?”
 
“The last one ended a couple years ago.”
 
“How long had it lasted?”
 
“Why do you want to know?”
 
“Is there some reason I shouldn’t know?”
 
“I have nothing to hide, but there are some things I’d rather not remember. My ex is one of them.”
 
“I guess I can understand that.”
 
A brief silence and then, “We’d dated off and on since high school, would break up and then get back together. For two years before the breakup, though, things got more serious. We even talked marriage. Then I went on the road and everything changed.”
 
“How?”
 
“She started seeing someone else, then lied about it for months. That was my last sad love song.”
 
“Until you fell for Gabriella, who then married Troy.”
 
“That was neither sad nor a love song, just an innocent crush.”
 
“Hm.”
 
“I need to say this, Carol, and I need you to hear me good. With Gabriella, I was attracted to an image, infatuated with someone who is larger than life. With you, I’ve come to know the real thing, the person. And regarding who I’d rather be with, you win hands down.”
 
He heard a relieved sigh as Carol processed this brave revelation, both of how he’d felt about Gabriella then, and how he felt about her right now. “I guess I needed to hear that more than you know,” she finally admitted. “Gab is my girl, my best friend and my sister. I’ve never been jealous of her; never wanted to snag the spotlight that she claims has her due. I never even felt that I played second fiddle; probably because men bypassed us and clamored for her attention. That’s how it has always been with us from the time I was ten years old. So . . . thank you for saying what you did.”
 
“I meant every word.”
 
“I know. That’s why it means so much.” A moment and then, “You know what? You were only here in Detroit a few weeks. I really shouldn’t miss you this much.”
 
“So you admit that you’re missing me.”
 
“Definitely.”
 
“Good, because I miss you, too.”
 
“That’s good to know.”
 
“It’s been awhile since I’ve been in a committed relationship. Being on the road as much as I am, it makes monogamy difficult.”
 
“What exactly are you saying, Mr. Worthington?”
 
“For starters, I’m saying you’re the kind of woman who will make a man change his ways.”
 
“Meaning?”
 
“I don’t know how to describe it other than saying that you make me feel good, Carol. And when I think about not being with you or your being with some other dude . . . it doesn’t feel good at all.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“Somebody else rubbing their hands all over that soft body, appreciating what I believe is mine? Let’s just say I’d take another bullet from anybody who’d try and get between us. You’re special to me, sexy Carol. I hope that by now you don’t doubt that for a minute.”
 
“I’m beginning to believe you.” He heard her change positions, could tell by the rustling of material that she, too, must now be lying down. “So, how’s your brother doing? How’s the family?”
 
“Everyone is fine.”
 
“Have you heard anything else about the case?”
 
“They’re still holding the guy they arrested on outstanding warrants and they’ve arrested one other guy who they believe played a role in the shootings. Have you heard anything on the streets?”
 
“No, but I haven’t hung out much since you left.”
 
“Miss me that much, do you?”
 
“Please. Don’t get big-headed. I’ve been spending a lot of time at the center. We’re trying to get everything wrapped up before the opening next month.”
 
“When is that again?”
 
“February seventh. Do you think there is any way you could make it back here for that? I’d love for you to be a part of it.”
 
“There’s quite a bit of business I need to wrap up before heading out on the tour in March, but I can try.”
 
“Okay. Let me know as soon as you can.”
 
“Why? So you can get my replacement if I don’t show?”
 
“Exactly!”
 
“Ha! At least you’re honest.”
 
“Life’s too short not to be. So if you don’t want anybody else rubbing on your booty, you’d better get your butt back to the Dirty D.”

 



Chapter 17
 
“Hey, girl!” Carol had just been thinking about Gabriella and wasn’t at all surprised when her phone rang with her best friend on the other end. It had been this way with them for over a decade. “You know I was just thinking about you.”
 
“That’s why I called.”
 
“Ha!” Carol went into the room that was now her office at the community center and closed the door. “We received your incredibly generous donation at the center last week. Gabriella, I can’t even begin to thank you for helping us out like that.”
 
“It was my pleasure, Carol. One day in the future, I’d like to do a toned-down, perhaps acoustic concert there, too. As a future fund-raiser.”
 
“Jeremy will be thrilled! Can I share this?”
 
“Absolutely. When is the opening again?”
 
Carol told her. “Can you come?”
 
“No, I’m not going to be able to make an appearance until next year.”
 
“I thought so. What else is up, chick?”
 
“This and that. But you first. How are you and Alex?”
 
“We’re good. He’s back in his hometown of Philly right now; spending time with his family and handling some personal business before he goes back out on the road with Marlon.”
 
“How do you feel about him leaving?”
 
“How do you think I feel? I don’t like it at all!”
 
“Did you tell him that?”
 
“He knows that the reason I left the road was to have a more settled, established life. And I know that he feels most alive when he’s working someone’s tour. It is what it is.”
 
“So what does that mean in terms of your having a relationship with him?”
 
“I guess we’re still trying to figure that out. We’re taking it one day at a time and enjoying the journey.”
 
“That sounds good. Is Alex going to be there for the community center opening?”
 
“He’s going to try and make it. It means a lot to me, and he knows that.”
 
“Then I imagine he’ll be there. It sounds like you’re doing more than enjoying him, Carol. You sound like a woman headed for love.”
 
“I don’t know about all that. Love is a big word.” Silence. “So, what’s going on with you?”
 
“I’ll tell you, but don’t think that I don’t know why you’re changing the subject. You’re afraid. You’ve been this way ever since your parents broke up and you lost the daily presence of your dad in your life. Afraid to let go, afraid to love, afraid to be hurt. I know because not too long ago that was me feeling the same way. But let me tell you something, girl. Finding true love is worth it. Worth all the fear and even worth the hurt, if it comes to that. If you’re feeling Alex the way I believe you’re feeling him? Let down the wall around your heart, Carol. It’s the only way his love can come in.”
 
“Thank you, Iyanla.” Carol said sarcastically, but both Carol and Gabriella knew that truth had been spoken. “How does it feel to be off the road? Keeping busy enough to not get bored?”
 
“For the first time in my life, I’m really loving it, Carol. Troy is too. He’s able to be more hands-on at his company and training new employees. I’m working on the new album, as you know, but filming the movie has been put on temporary hold.”
 
“Oh, no! I’m sorry, Gab. You’ve been so looking forward to your acting debut.”
 
“It’s okay. There’s a very good reason for the delay.”
 
“What?”
 
“Hmm, how can I say this? You’ll be able to hold the reason in about seven months.”
 
“What?!” Carol’s voice had raised two octaves. “Quit playing!”
 
“I’m not playing!”
 
“You’re pregnant?”
 
“Yes, ma’am. Eight weeks along.”
 
“Two months. That means you were pregnant when Alex and I were there over Christmas.”
 
“Yes, but we didn’t know it then. I’ve had no morning sickness, actually no pregnancy symptoms at all.”
 
“So how did you find out?”
 
“I missed a second period. Hadn’t thought much when I missed the first one because being stressed has caused that from time to time. But when Miss Flo didn’t show up last month I bought an in-home pregnancy test. It came back positive. So I bought another one. That one came back positive, too.” Carol laughed. “After that I decided to go to the doctor’s. They made it official. You’re about to be a godmother!”
 
“Really? I’m so excited! I would be happy just being an auntie.”
 
“Oh, you’ll be that, too. Just get ready to babysit because three months after dropping this angel we’ll start shooting.”
 
“The movie?”
 
“Yep.”
 
“Are you sure that’s enough time, Gab? You’re in shape and all, but you don’t know how much weight you’ll gain or how easy it will be to lose?”
 
“The studio has already agreed to pay my personal trainer double his rate to whip me in shape.”
 
“Wow, this is crazy! Are you really ready to be a mother? Oh, and wait? What about Gary? Have you told your parents yet?”
 
“No, we’re still trying to get over the surprise. This was just confirmed by the doctor last week. I’ve been on the pill, but these past three, four months admit to getting sloppy. One time, when Troy and I took a quick trip to New York, I forgot to pack them all together. Still, getting pregnant was the furthest from my mind. I still haven’t wrapped my mind around it. Besides Troy, of course, you’re the first person I’ve told.”
 
“Well, I’m happy for you, Gabriella. Really, I’m thrilled! And after they get over the shock, I’m sure your parents will be, too.”
 
“You know . . . this would be a perfect time for you to think about having a baby.”
 
“Oh, hell no!”
 
“Come on now, Carol. Don’t you remember how we said we’d get pregnant at the same time, and have our children grow up together . . . like cousins?”
 
“Girl, please. We said that mess when we were twelve, thirteen years old.”
 
“But if I remember correctly, we made a pinkie promise. I’m not trying to sit here and get fat all by myself. I’m going to hold you to it!”
 
The besties continued to talk for over an hour. They laughed and shared and reminisced. During it all, totally unconsciously and unsuspected, the ice around Carol’s heart began to melt just enough for love to slip through.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Unbeknownst to the women, an eerily similar conversation was taking place on the other side of the country.
 
“It’s nice to see you happy, man.”
 
Neil and Alex were in Neil’s man cave, talking smack over a friendly game of dominoes.
 
“You know how we do it,” Alex casually replied as he studied his bones. “Try and not let anything get us down.”
 
“Even a gunshot?”
 
Alex looked up and met Neil’s eye. “Especially a gunshot.”
 
“I feel you,” Neil replied with a nod. “But I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the kind of happy that only a woman can bring about.”
 
“Are we playing dominoes . . . or going fishing?”
 
“How’s she doing?” Neil replied to Alex’s question with one of his own. “The woman who brought you dinner on Christmas. Carol, I believe is her name?”
 
“She’s fine.”
 
“Yes, she is very attractive.” Alex delivered the smirk Neil had sought for. “That the new woman in your life?”
 
“Yes, as a matter of fact.”
 
“Good to hear it. It’s been awhile.”
 
“I’ve told you how hard it is to maintain a long-term relationship on the road.”
 
“Yes, you’ve told me. But you’re not getting any younger, man. You’ve got to start thinking about settling down one of these days.”
 
“Dang, man. You’re worse than Mama!”
 
It was true and had always been this way between them. Though at thirty-two Neil was only older than Alex by four years, his actions tended to be more paternal than brotherly, even when the two were young boys.
 
“Before I got married, I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life with only one woman. Now, I can’t imagine how I stayed on the relationship merry-go-round for so long. Then, after becoming a father . . . that was all she wrote.”
 
“Yeah, little Marissa has definitely made you a softie. Linda already had you wrapped around her finger, though, so you didn’t have far to go.”
 
“A few years ago I may have tried to argue your point. But now, I can’t even fake the funk. I’ve got two of the greatest women in my life who God ever created. I’m a blessed man, Alex. No doubt.”
 
“Anybody who looks at you can tell. I’m happy for you, man.”
 
The two brothers enjoyed a handshake before refocusing on the game. “If you’re really feeling Carol, let her know,” Neil said, as he slid a double six domino across the table. “From the short time I spent with her, I got the feeling that she’s a good woman. These days those are harder to come by. You wouldn’t want to let her get away.”
 
“I’m not sure that decision is up to me.” Alex told Neil about their major difference, namely, his love of being on the road and Carol’s gradual aversion to the nomad life. “Besides, I’m not sure I’m ready for marriage, let alone fatherhood.”
 
“I said that, too, at one time,” Neil calmly replied. “And then I learned that sometimes in life those things you think you’re not ready for . . . are out there ready for you.”

 



Chapter 18
 
It was cold, but at least the forty-degree temperatures of the past few days had allowed most of the snow to melt. Truth was, the snow could have been piled five feet on either side of the road and Carol probably wouldn’t have noticed. It was Thursday, two days before the Saturday afternoon opening of the Nelson Mandela Community Center, but this prestigious event wasn’t on her mind either. No, all she could think about was how fast she could get to the Detroit Metropolitan Wayne County Airport and pick up her boo thang.
 
She was running late; hadn’t expected it to take so long to take her mother to the repair shop to pick up her mother’s car. She’d almost asked Brandi to do her the favor, but then Jean had started complaining about Carol being more caught up in the community center than she was her family, and that was after griping about the time previously spent with Alex. That she’d had the nerve to mention Carol only bringing him around the family only once was downright comedy. Why, Carol thought as she turned into the baggage claim pickup lane, would she want to bring her man around a woman who constantly put him down? Seeing Alex standing near the curb warmed her heart and spurred compassion for her mom. Her happiness while being with Alex probably reminded Jean of what was missing from her life. Jean was strong and opinionated but also attractive and smart. This year, Carol hoped her mother could find someone to share her life.
 
“Sexy!” Alex threw his luggage in the trunk of Carol’s car before reaching for a hug. They snuck in a quick peck before seeing the traffic officer shoot a look their way.
 
“I’m moving,” Carol grumbled with a smile on her face, while putting the car in gear and driving away from the passenger pickup. “It’s good to see you.”
 
“Good to see you, too.” Alex leaned over and kissed Carol on the cheek, temple, and earlobe.
 
“Stop, that tickles!”
 
“Hum . . . I’m ready to tickle something else.”
 
Carol was in the process of merging onto the highway and couldn’t look over. Couldn’t speak right away either. The sound of Alex’s voice alone made her nether muscles clench; the words coming from those soft lips that had just touched her temple made her heart race. She’d tried to keep her mind off of it, tried to tell herself that sex was overrated. But the truth of the matter was the past few weeks of her life without Alex had been sheer torture. Her home felt empty without him in it, and he’d not even stayed a week! Yet his presence was everywhere they’d made love: the living room, kitchen, dining room, bathroom, and bedroom. Just about the only place that hadn’t been christened was the home’s front porch!
 
“Where are we headed?” As if his words weren’t enough, Alex had the nerve to put a hand on Carol’s thigh.
 
“Where do you think?”
 
He laughed. “You missed me really badly.”
 
“I did not.” Answered immediately.
 
“You are such a liar.”
 
“How can you tell?”
 
“Because you’re doing eighty when the limit is sixty-five!”
 
“Ha!”
 
Small talk was minimal as Carol navigated the busy Detroit streets. Alex physically relaxed when they reached her neatly manicured street with its well-kept houses and suburban feel. Walking into the kitchen area through the garage, Alex stretched and exclaimed, “There’s no place like home.”
 
Carol turned, leaning against the granite-covered island. “You missed me really badly,” she teased, mimicking Alex’s earlier statement.
 
“I can show you better than I can tell you,” he growled. He set his carryon bag aside and reached Carol in two long strides. Anything she may have been thinking about saying was swallowed by Alex’s lips covering hers, his tongue swiftly jutting into her mouth and beginning to swirl and twirl inside.
 
Carol’s body immediately reacted. Her nipples pebbled against Alex’s jacket, her stomach flip-flopped in excitement over the delicious assault. She reached up and entwined her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, deepening the kiss.
 
Still, they were not close enough.
 
Alex gripped her hips and in one swift move she was perched on the island top. He removed his jacket without removing his tongue. Convinced he was on to something, Carol pushed away from him long enough to lose her coat and sweater. Figuring in for a penny in for a pound, Alex reached for his buckle. Carol tossed back her head in laughter and kicked off her boots. Within seconds there was a pile of clothes on the floor and two naked bodies beside them. Carol gripped the edge of the island while Alex cupped her behind as he lifted her up and guided his missile to its target, already hot and wet. Obviously they’d both entered the home with one thing and one thing only on their mind: this.
 
Goose pimples rippled along her skin as Alex pushed inside her with one long thrust and went to work. His hips established the rhythm and Carol’s matched the beat. While loving her hard, he massaged her cheeks, creating friction everywhere. He bent his head and sucked a pert nipple into his mouth. Instinctively, Carol’s arm shot around his neck, causing her to almost lose her balance on the island.
 
Alex didn’t have her back, but fortunately, in this instance, he had her butt. Without missing a beat he walked them to the living room where they both fell on the couch and continued the erotic dance. The heat wasn’t on and this time at least the curtains were closed. For Carol, the world had suddenly righted itself. For Alex, he was about to come home in more ways than one.
 
“Oh, baby!” he growled, after untold minutes of nonstop smashing.
 
“Ooh, yes . . . yes!” Carol chirped, as damp locks clung to sweaty skin.
 
They went over the edge together. Alex was barely able to roll off of her before crumpling in an exhausted heap on the oversized couch, with an equally dazed and satiated Carol by his side.
 
After a minute to recover her breath, Carol had only one word for what just happened. “Whew!”
 
“That was pretty intense,” Alex agreed, holding her tighter.
 
Another minute passed.
 
“You know what we forgot.”
 
“Yeah, I know. Sorry about that.”
 
“It’s not your fault. I was just as ready as you were.”
 
“I think you were even more ready.”
 
Carol offered a half-hearted swat in his general direction. “Whatever.”
 
Still another companionable silence ensued. In the distance, a car was heard coming down the street. Wind blew, causing the chimes on Carol’s front porch to make soothing noises. With her body temperature returning to normal, Carol reached for a knitted throw on the back of her couch and covered them both.
 
“Yes.”
 
She turned to him. “Yes, what?”
 
“To what you said earlier? You were right. I missed you really badly.”
 
This acknowledgment made her feel all girlie inside. “I missed you, too.”
 
“Enough to feed me?”
 
“Ha!”
 
The two lovebirds hit the shower and ordered in. The continued cuddling in between eating was spicier than Carol’s kaeng pa or Alex’s pad prik prow. But snatches of conversation and catching up on the latest episode of Scandal cooled them down almost as much as the sweet Thai tea.
 
They stayed up half the night. Spending as much time with her man as she could was a no-brainer for Carol, even though the next night she blamed Alex for being worn out after having to be up and out of the house by seven-thirty. And then working twelve hours preparing for the next day’s opening.
 
The hard work and sacrifice was well worth it. The opening was a success.
 
After an open house tour and a welcome by the Mayor of Detroit, the capacity crowd enjoyed a rousing rendition of the “Star-Spangled Banner” by a junior high choir. After that, the kids received a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to back Detroit’s own Ms. Aretha Franklin in a heartfelt rendition of “Amazing Grace.” There were drill teams, spoken word, and instrumental performances, along with surprise appearances from some of the Detroit’s homegrown celebrities. Former old-school crooner Gary Stone, Carol’s best friend’s father, performed and afterward presented the center with a six-figure check on behalf of his daughter, Gabriella, and the entire Stone clan. Their donation included an annual, four-year college scholarship that would be given to one of the center members showing talent and determination in the field of performing arts. Gary Stone’s ex-wife and Gabriella’s mother, Yvonne, was there, too. She and Carol’s mother hadn’t seen each other in years. Carol was glad to see her mother animated and happy. She was even more delighted to see that Yvonne had come with a date, who, in turn, had brought a business associate. When Carol met Jean at the end of the night, and was told that the four were going out for a nightcap, she could have danced on the ceiling. To her knowledge, her mother hadn’t been on a real date in years.
 
Sunday night came all too quickly. The next morning, Alex was leaving for Los Angeles to do some local work for Marlon before the four-week tour. The first job was working a high-end, VIP party at an exclusive, private nightclub. Many music industry heavy hitters would be there, along with A-list actors, superstar athletes, and some of America’s top models. When asked, Alex admitted he was excited.
 
“I wish you could come with me,” he whispered, as they stood in Carol’s living room hugging each other while waiting for his car to arrive.
 
“You know I have to work. These first few months at the center are crucial to ensure its continued success.”
 
“They want me full time. I still wish you’d come up. Just for the party. You and Gabriella. Then you can come right back.”
 
Carol thought for a moment and then shook her head. “Sorry, babe. We’ve got too much going on this week.”
 
They hugged in silence, each deep in their own thoughts.
 
“Am I going to have to worry about some hardhead sniffing around here while I’m gone?”
 
“Am I going to have to worry about some groupie? You know I’m well aware of how that world works. Most women who can’t get the star are more than happy to be with their right-hand men.”
 
“Man, those women who roll like that? Way too much drama. You don’t have anything to worry about.”
 
“You don’t either.”
 
Alex’s phone vibrated. He walked to the door and looked out the window. “The car’s here.”
 
“Okay. Call me when you get there.”
 
“I will.” He reached for his bag. “When am I going to see you?” Carol shrugged. “Are you going to try and come out to LA before we leave the West Coast?”
 
“I want to, Alex. But I can’t promise.”
 
He put a stern finger in her face. “Come see me.”
 
“Stop being a bully. Now get out before the car leaves without you.”
 
She was happy that he walked in front of her and other than a quick kiss on her lips didn’t turn around. After offering one final quick wave, she shut the door. It wouldn’t do for a man like Alex to see her cry.
 
Had she seen Alex’s bright eyes as the car rolled away from her block, Carol would have known she was not alone.

 



Chapter 19
 
With as busy as the activities at the community center kept Carol, one would have expected the week to pass quickly. It seemed to drag by, even though she and Alex talked every day. The days were manageable, but the nights were torture. How in the world had she ever thought a king-sized bed a good idea? Without Alex, the mattress was massive. The empty space screamed his absence. By Wednesday, she took to sleeping on the couch. Of course, that only reminded her of the pelvic exercises they’d performed in the living room.
 
“Earth to Carol.” Vicki, the community center’s director, walked into her office. “Girl, where were you, because it was not in this office?”
 
“Oh, just thinking about my friend, and hoping we can get her here sometime next year.” Earlier, Carol had been thinking about Gabriella and how her pregnancy was going. That this wasn’t the friend on her mind when the director came into her office was something she felt need not be revealed.
 
“I still can’t believe what the Stones are doing. Gabriella’s donation was simply amazing, and that the family would follow that up with an annual scholarship is more than we could have dreamed.”
 
“They’re a wonderful family.”
 
Vicki sat down on one of two comfy chairs decorated in colorful cloth. “So, sistah, where is that fine man who came to the opening?”
 
“Alex?” Vicki nodded. “He’s in LA. He works security for Mr. President.”
 
“Wow. I’m impressed.”
 
“Yes, most people are. It’s a pretty big deal.”
 
“Honey, if I had something that fine warming my bed at night, I wouldn’t let him out of my sight. Not even for the president. You’re a better woman than me.”
 
“He’s doing what he loves, and so am I.” Carol swiped a page on her iPad. “It is what it is.”
 
“Y’all aren’t going to be together this Saturday? Valentine’s Day?”
 
“Probably not. He’ll definitely be working that night. And we’ve got the Sweetheart Dance.”
 
Vicki gave her a look. “Listen, I appreciate your dedication but would totally understand if you’re not here. Plus, we’ve just interviewed a woman who sent us a résumé and heartfelt letter about giving back to her community. Because of Gabriella’s generosity, it’s most likely we’ll be able to bring her on staff.” Vicki stood. “So if you want to see your man on heart day, don’t let us stop you.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
“Hey, man. What’s up?” Alex came into the living room of the mansion that Marlon “Mr. President” Simmons would temporarily call home. He walked over and gave his boss a fist bump, and nodded to the other men in the room.
 
“We’re planning a little party for tonight,” Marlon said, his eyes hidden behind dark glasses. It was two in the afternoon, but he hadn’t been up long, as evidenced by his wife beater tee and pajama bottoms worn with sleek, leather house shoes. “It’ll probably only be twenty or thirty of us. Can you handle that, or do you want to hire a couple of your boys?”
 
“Mostly women, right?”
 
Marlon grinned mischievously. “No doubt.”
 
“I could probably handle it, but Joey and Curtis, a friend of mine, are always up for a quick couple bucks. I can see if they’re available.”
 
“Sounds cool.”
 
“What time should they get here?”
 
“Around ten o’clock.”
 
“All right. I’ll call them now.”
 
Alex left the living room and walked toward the French doors leading out to the second-story veranda. The home was nestled high in the Hollywood Hills, with a panoramic view of metropolitan Los Angeles on one side and the valley on the other. The sun shone bright, but there was a bit of a nip in the air. Alex smiled at the thought, knowing that if he complained to Carol about the temperatures being in the low sixties, there would be hell to pay.
 
He was paying a little bit of that now, being here without her. It had been years since he’d had a serious relationship, since his heart had belonged to someone else. Alex hadn’t even realized what had happened until Sunday night when he’d left her place. It had been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do; not even the prospect of escorting Marlon to an A-list party could lift his mood. He’d seen some of everybody that night; had been flirted with by a bevy of beauties in the days since Detroit. Last night, several women had played in the hot tub. Naked, of course. One of them had let him know in no uncertain terms that she was his for the taking. That’s when he knew he had it bad for Carol. When it had only taken him a second to decide to leave her fine ass alone.
 
He called his friend Curtis and told him about the party.
 
“Heck, yes. You know I’m down. What time?” Alex told him. “Give me the details and I’ll be there. How does Marlon feel about . . . you know . . . us and the ladies? Does he roll like Troy with a no-fraternizing rule? Or can we indulge in the leftovers?”
 
“Marlon’s cool about it, man. Don’t worry. There will be enough women to go around.”
 
Curtis laughed, a knowing chuckle. “Yeah, sounds like you already know something about it.”
 
“No, man. My woman’s in Detroit.”
 
“That’s cool. These women in Cali don’t have to know.” He laughed again. “Wait until that party on Saturday night. When one of those exotic dancing cutie pies asks to be your Valentine, shoots you with that Cupid arrow. We’ll see if baby girl in the Dirty D will keep you from tasting one of those chocolate candies.”
 
They talked a bit more before Alex ended the call to call Joey. With both men on board for the night’s festivities, Alex leaned against the railing and looked out on the glorious view. He really loved California, had even entertained a recent offer from Troy to work again at Morgan Security and be based in LA. He only wished that he could talk Carol into moving here with him. Because as much as he was looking forward to eating good food, drinking pricey bubbly, and rubbing shoulders with A-list celebrities, the thought of doing it without her here wasn’t as exciting . . . especially this coming Saturday night.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“Come on, Carol. You should come up for the weekend.” Carol sat in a restaurant as she listened to Gabriella, delaying the inevitable trip to her empty home. “You already said that Alex wanted you here. Y’all could hang out Saturday night and then join us on Sunday.”
 
“I already told you, Gab. I’ve got an event.”
 
“Girl, please. I’m not trying to devalue your position at the center, but are you saying you can’t find someone, anybody, to handle your duties that night?” Silence. “What exactly will you be doing there?”
 
“Now you’re sounding like a mama.” Delivered sternly, but Carol smiled. “You’ll be running someone else’s life soon enough. So leave mine alone.”
 
“I will not. As your best friend, meddling in as many of your affairs as possible is my business. Just like you did mine, thank you very much.”
 
“Since you’re happily married with a child on the way, I’m sure you’re not complaining.”
 
“Don’t worry. There’s plenty of time to blame you for my getting fat.”
 
“You better blame that brother who put the bun in the oven.”
 
“Point well taken.” A short, companionable silence, and then, “Come up, Carol. Please, I need you. I’ll take care of everything, even a romantic getaway for you and Alex on Saturday night.”
 
“Marlon’s having a party on Saturday. Alex is working it.”
 
“I’ll take care of that, too. So you’ll come?”
 
Carol hesitated for half a second. “Yes.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Alex’s phone rang, surprising him since it was only seven o’clock on a Saturday morning. He hadn’t gotten Marlon back to the mansion until four a.m. and finally crawled into bed at five. He gave serious yet short consideration to totally ignoring whoever was calling. Given his work, however, that was impossible. So he snatched the phone off the nightstand and growled a greeting.
 
“What.”
 
“Man, what’s wrong with you? You’re acting like your boss never lets you sleep.”
 
“Marlon?”
 
“Yeah, man.”
 
“You’re still up?”
 
“Barely. I’m gonna lay it down right after this call. But I wanted to let you know that you’ve got the night off.”
 
Alex sat up and looked around, to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. “What? Why?”
 
“You’re working hard. I’m feeling generous. Plus, it’s one of the last times you’ll have off for the next six weeks. I’ve got a date here and there and promotions throughout. Just today and tomorrow, though, man. You’re back on the clock Monday morning, son.”
 
“Wow. Thanks, man.”
 
“Cool.”
 
Marlon hung up. Alex looked at his phone, still reeling from this unexpected freedom. He wasn’t so out of it to not know how he was going to spend the evening. Smiling, he dialed an airline and booked the next available flight to Detroit. Suddenly all thoughts of sleep were gone. He started to call Carol but just as quickly changed his mind. Thinking of the look on her face when he walked into the community center, he jumped up, threw some clothes into a suitcase, and headed to the airport.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Several hours later, Alex landed in Detroit. Shortly after takeoff he’d abandoned the idea of surprising Carol at the center. He wanted to see his baby the moment he hit Michigan soil.
 
“Hey, sexy.” He motioned to the driver holding a card with his name on it and passed over his luggage as they walked toward the door. The air was crisp, and he zipped up his jacket as well. “What are you doing?”
 
Muffled sounds were heard before Carol answered, “Uh, I’m kind of busy right now. Can I call you back?”
 
“I just need to know if you’re home. I’m on my way over.”
 
One second passed.
 
Two.
 
Five.
 
“Over where?”
 
Laughter erupted, dancing on the light snowflakes beginning to fall. “Over to your house, baby. Marlon gave me the night off. I’m in the D.”
 
“You have got to be kidding me.”
 
“No,” Alex responded, a crease marring his handsome brow. “Why do you sound so put off by my being here?”
 
“Because, Mr. Worthington . . . I’m in LA.”

 



Chapter 20
 
She watched him. Sauntering toward her, deliberately, purposefully, with an unreadable smile on his face. She sat in a ridiculously priced hotel, in an obnoxiously opulent penthouse suite upon which Gabriella had insisted. Everything had been taken care of. “For once,” Gabriella chided as she watched the hair and makeup artist and stylist fuss over Carol’s look. “You’re not to lift a finger to do anything but please your man.”
 
Good advice since right now she couldn’t move. Alex had never looked better. She felt if she tried to walk and greet him she’d fall from her six-inch stilettos onto her face.
 
“You look incredible.” He bent over, pulled her from the chair and into his arms.
 
She could feel his heart beating—fast and steady—against her breasts. She basked in the feel of his strong arms around her, inhaled his manly, woodsy scent, and rubbed her temple against his five o’clock shadow. They kissed, long and lazily, before sitting down at a beautifully set table near a window overlooking a view of the sea.
 
He reached for a silver pitcher and poured a glass of water, then sat back and gazed at Carol. “I still can’t believe we did that.”
 
“I feel so bad. You’ve been in the air for what, almost twelve hours?”
 
“Baby, you look so good right now that I would have walked for twelve days just to breathe in your air.”
 
“Oh, Lord! Keep talking. Because even if you’re lying, that wish sounds good!”
 
They’d already talked about what happened. After getting over the disbelief that each had traveled to the other, Alex had told Carol to stay put and he’d fly back west. Carol had promptly called Gabriella, who’d set her assistant in motion. Within the hour a charter plane complete with satellite phone was being gassed up near a private air strip. They’d talked almost the entire way, except for when Alex interrupted to return an urgent message from his brother. That’s when Carol had been whisked away, pampered from the rooter to the tooter, and dropped on the starred hotel’s doorstep like Cinderella at the ball.
 
Carol waited until the personal chef who’d been hired for the evening had returned to the kitchen and left them alone. “Is everything all right at home?”
 
“You’re talking about Neil’s call?” Carol nodded. “Everything’s fine. He was calling with news about the case in Detroit.”
 
“What happened?” she asked, her entire body engaged in the question.
 
“A man has been charged in the club shootings.”
 
“The one you ID’d?”
 
Alex nodded. “They received an anonymous tip that named him and another guy who happens to be his cousin. There’s evidence pointing to the fact that the bullet I took may not have come from his gun. But like so many of the young bloods these days, he won’t talk. So he’s going down for that as much as if he pulled the trigger.”
 
“Will you have to testify?”
 
“No, I’ll give a statement and my brother’s contact said that should suffice.”
 
“I’m sorry that guys so young are going behind bars for something so mindless and unnecessary, but relieved that you can now put this behind you.”
 
“Starting now.” He reached for her hand. “This night is too beautiful to spend it talking about anything but each other.”
 
“Are you sure talking is all you have in mind?”
 
“Come on, now, baby girl. You know better than that. We’re going to assuage our appetites with this five-course meal printed on this menu and then . . . uh . . . dismiss the chef and take our dessert into the bedroom.”
 
“Sounds like a plan.”
 
That’s exactly what they did. After stuffing themselves with some of the most delicious cuisine that either had eaten, they allowed the staff to quickly clean the kitchen before sending them all away to have the suite to themselves. Soft music had been playing all night and once alone, Alex turned up the volume.
 
“Excuse me, pretty lady, but may I have this dance?”
 
Carol didn’t have to work hard to play shy. Her answer came out in a whisper. “Okay.”
 
The music played. Their bodies swayed. Soon tiny pecks gave way to hot, strong kisses and hands roamed over butts and backs. He grew hard. She became wet. It was obviously time to take this private party to a whole new level.
 
Carol placed her lips near Alex’s ear. “Are you ready to stretch out? I love the dancing, but my feet are beginning to protest.”
 
“Sure, let’s head to the bedroom. How about I get us one more glass of champagne. I’d like to propose a toast.”
 
“Sounds good, babe.”
 
Carol was glad for the brief time alone. It gave her time to shimmy out of the Mychael Knight red mini she wore and into the silky see-through white teddy decorated with strategically placed red hearts. She dabbed on a couple drops of perfume, replaced her stilettos with crystal-covered booties, and perched herself at the foot of the tall, four-poster bed.
 
Alex walked in. “Damn, girl. You almost made me drop these glasses.”
 
“They’re called flutes.”
 
“They’re getting ready to be called broken!” He quickly covered the distance between them. “Let’s toast to the best Valentine’s Day I’ve ever had.”
 
“Ever?” Carol asked, taking the flute from his outstretched hand.
 
“Ever. What about you?”
 
“Seriously? At this moment I can’t even remember any other Valentine’s Day.”
 
“That’s what I’m talking about.”
 
He leaned in for a kiss. They clinked their glasses and took a sip of a limited edition vintage champagne called Diamond.
 
That’s when she saw it. Something big and shiny, wrapped around the stem of her glass.
 
“What’s this?” She held up the flute and squinted. The dimmer was at its lowest light so she couldn’t tell whether the crystal was in the glass or around it. “Babe, did these glasses come with the champagne?”
 
“Why do you ask?”
 
“Because I see something shiny, almost like a real diamond. It’s probably cubic zirconium, but that’s a cute idea to go with a champagne named that.” She finished the drink, carelessly set the glass on the nightstand and then plopped into bed.
 
Alex stood speechless, his own drink forgotten. In a rare moment, he had no idea what the heck to do. Walking over to the nightstand, he picked up the empty glass, held his hand over the bed, and let the glass go.
 
“Babe! What are you doing?”
 
He got on his knees, held the flute at an angle that allowed the diamond ring to fall out of the glass. “I’m trying to get you to move to California, by becoming my wife.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
A month later, Carol left the community center and headed home. So much had happened. Alex had proposed. She’d said yes. A whirlwind had ensued: putting her home on the market, finding a home in LA, training Lynnette Rogers—the bright, motivated college grad who’d been hired as an assistant director—to take her place, and working on a proposal to remain connected to the center as director of fund-raising. She was trying to finish all this before Alex returned to the States from Japan, and the last leg of Marlon’s tour.
 
Oh, and then there was the small matter of planning a wedding. They’d decided on a small one, just close friends and family, but it still carried the pressure of being her special day. She felt stressed, excited, happy, sad, confused, and elated all at the same time. Her sleeping patterns had become erratic, and lately she’d had no appetite.
 
Which is why even though what she was about to do was stupid, she was going to do it anyway. But the first thing she had to do was pee!
 
Carol reached her home and parked in the driveway. She left a box of folders and other items from the office in her car, grabbing only her purse. Bypassing the living room, she ran straight down the hallway and into the bathroom. Two minutes later, she didn’t have the strength to walk back out.
 
Several more minutes passed before she reached for the phone and called Alex. Her best friend had talked about an age-old pinkie promise of raising children together. It looked like both Gabriella and Alex’s mamas were about to get their wish.
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Chapter 1
 
The Christmas lights twinkled like stars against black velvet skies. Lola Yvonne Joseph used to love Christmas. Emphasis on used to. These days Christmas was merely a marketing tool for her husband, Jonathan Michael Joseph. He had turned his software company into the second largest electronic gaming company in the world. Was Lola proud of her husband? Of course. His dreams were coming true, but he’d seemingly forgotten about his wife. And she was tired of it. Not just tired of it, but sick and tired of spending Christmases in rooms full of strangers dressed in formal wear, eating bacon-wrapped shrimp, then playing video games while Jon smooth talked investors and buyers for money and shelf space. And what did Lola do? Listen to cackling wives complain about tipping hairdressers and nannies. Dull. Boring. Annoying.
 
Not this Christmas. She wasn’t going to do the week-early exchange of gifts. Nope. Well, kind of—she had a gift for Jon. Divorce papers.
 
Her best friend, Tashmir Jones, thought Lola was certifiable when she told her the plan.
 
“Lo,” she’d said, as they sipped peppermint lattes at The Heartbeat Café that Tashmir owned. “You’re going to serve him divorce papers for Christmas. And your reason is he works too much?”
 
“Yes,” Lola had replied, brushing an auburn curl from her smooth brown face.
 
Tashmir shook her head. “So, let me get this straight, the man is not cheating on you, beating on you, or disrespecting you. . . .”
 
“Neglect is the first cousin to disrespect. I love Jon. Love him so much, but my husband thinks I’m a steel column, that I’m just going to always be there. Everybody has a breaking point and I’ve reached mine.”
 
“But why divorce? That’s forever, Lo. You and Jon are everything to each other.”
 
Lola had rolled her golden brown eyes and groaned. “JMJ Sports is everything to Jon. I’m arm candy.”
 
It had been Tashmir’s turn to roll her eyes. “Now you’re just being stupid. You’re not that hot, Lola,” she quipped.
 
“Still hotter than you, heffa!” She’d stood up and shook her hips. “And I know you aren’t talking about me ending my marriage when you dumped a guy over a bottle of water.”
 
“Yes, a college boyfriend. Someone who I had not exchanged marriage vows with or stood before God and promised to love and cherish forever and ever, amen. Besides, throwing a marriage away over your husband’s work schedule is stupid!”
 
“It’s more than that. Are you going to Aspen with me or not?” Lola had downed her drink and focused her determined stare on her friend.
 
“Sure, maybe I can talk some sense into your crazy ass. Are we taking Jon’s jet? You got me spoiled, I don’t do commercial flights anymore.”
 
“Why would I take his jet? I don’t want him to know where to find me. He can spend Christmas much like I do. Alone.”
 
Tashmir simply shook her head and agreed to the trip. Part of her had wanted to call Jon and tell him what Lola had planned. But girl code forbid those things. “Well, I hope you plan on making him pay for the spa and the hotel.”
 
“Maybe. I have to go and tell the staff when to take the decorations down.”
 
“Lo, you’re making a huge mistake. I just want to go on record and say that.”
 
“Your objection is noted, but I don’t care. I’m tired of Jon ignoring me and I’d rather be alone than forgotten.”
 
The blaring horn behind her brought Lola back to reality. Miami was no place to spend Christmas. There was no snow, just alcohol and women wearing furs when it was still over eighty degrees some days. She had to meet with her lawyer and sign the papers. Today was the day. Her marriage to Jon was going to end. A single tear slid down her cheek. She may have been sad and twisted about her decision, but there was no other way.

 



Chapter 2
 
Three days before Christmas Eve
 
 

 
 
Jon yawned as he reviewed his latest sales figures for the new game, College Football Extravaganza. He’d been excited to bring the game to the market to rival EA Sports’s stronghold on the gaming market. He made a big bite into the market and he couldn’t have been happier. The stockholders would get a great Christmas gift this year. Picking up the phone, he dialed his assistant, Lydia Jameson.
 
“Yes, sir?” the efficient woman said when she picked up her extension.
 
“Do you have the guest list for the Christmas party?”
 
“I just e-mailed it to you. I broke it down into executives, sales consultants, and buyers.”
 
“You’re awesome,” he replied. “Do me a favor, send some kind of Christmas flowers to Lola and a bauble from Tiffany’s.”
 
“Okay,” she said. “You just received a festive-looking package.”
 
“Bring it in,” he said, then hung up the phone. Jon returned to his sales reports with a smile on his face. Lydia walked in and placed the big red box on his desk.
 
“Who is this from?” he asked.
 
“There wasn’t a card, sir.”
 
Jon shrugged. “Lyd,” he said, “why don’t you take off early.”
 
“Thanks, and I sent those things to Miss Lola. Hopefully, you will get home in time to see her open them?”
 
Jon looked down at his watch. Was it really seven-thirty? He could’ve sworn it was a little after five. “I had no idea it was this late,” he said as he tucked his reports in his iPad case. “Lola is going to kill me.” He grabbed his iPhone and dialed her number as he opened the box on his desk.
 
“This is Lola, leave a message.” Her voice mail played in his ear.
 
“Babe, I’m on my way. I know I’m cutting it close, but . . .” He stopped talking when he saw there was a second box in the big red one. “Umm, we can still grab something to eat from that Thai place you . . .” His voice trailed off again when he opened the second box and saw its contents. Divorce papers. “Lola! What in the hell.” He hung up the phone, grabbed his keys, and ran down five flights of stairs to get to his executive parking spot. “Divorce papers? What is going on?”
 
He unlocked the doors on his Jaguar and sped out of the parking lot as if he were on the pole of the Ford 200. Speeding down 134th Street, Jon didn’t give a damn about cops or speeding tickets. He needed to know what in the blue hell his wife was thinking when she served him with divorce papers.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“Flight 453 for Aspen is now boarding,” the voice over the PA system announced. Lola wiped her sweaty palms on her black leggings, then stood up.
 
“You still have plenty of time to change your mind,” Tashmir said.
 
“I want a white Christmas and I’m going to get one.”
 
Tashmir shook her head and grabbed her bag. “Not just talking about the trip.”
 
“Don’t start.”
 
“I’m still in awe; you sent the man divorce papers in a Christmas box, had the decorations stripped from the house, and just left without a word.”
 
“Do you know where Jon and I were supposed to be, right now? Dinner in Miami Beach. Reservations were at six-thirty, then dancing. What was I doing at six-thirty?”
 
Tashmir sighed. “Sitting in my café waiting for me to get my bags.”
 
“And what time did my husband call me?”
 
“Seven-thirty. But—”
 
“But nothing. I’ve been living like this too long and I’m sick of it.”
 
“That man loves you and you’ve ruined his Christmas.” The women walked to the boarding gate in silence. Lola was lost in thoughts of Christmases past.
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Orlando never seemed to cool off, Lola thought when she looked at the calendar above her desk at Bank of America. December twenty-fourth and it was eight-five degrees outside.
 
“Lola, what are you still doing here?” her supervisor asked when she passed Lola’s desk.
 
“Overtime.”
 
“It’s Christmas, go home.”
 
Lola smiled, happy to get the okay to leave. Though she and Jon needed the extra money, she wanted to pick up a few things for their first Christmas dinner and get a tree. Too bad she wouldn’t be able to import some snow from Asheville. “Thanks, Myra.”
 
“Blame it on the Christmas spirit,” she replied with a wink. Lola shut her computer down and dashed out of the office. She worked as a loan processor and hated every minute of it. But she and Jon needed the money. He had just started his software company and had yet to turn a profit. She didn’t mind working to help supplement their income. His dreams were on the brink of coming true and Lola marveled at watching her husband doing what he loved, even if she had no clue about codes and process models.
 
Last night, he’d been so excited about finishing a program that he said was going to revolutionize word processing. When he’d saved his work, he’d walked into the bedroom where Lola had been smoothing lotion on her legs and took the apple-scented lotion from her hands. Without saying a word, he’d spread her thighs and kissed her down low until she moaned in delight. Then he’d slipped his tongue between her wet folds of flesh, seeking out her throbbing pearl.
 
“Oh, Jon!” she cried out as her knees quivered. She gripped the back of his bald head as he dove deeper inside her with his mouth. He sucked and licked until she lost all control. Quivering on the bed, Lola admired her husband’s body as he pulled off his Orlando Magic T-shirt—rippling muscles, broad chest, skin the color of milk chocolate. The man was stacked and fine, with his sparkling hazel eyes. She loved every inch of him, loved his drive, his soul, and his spirit. And to think she almost didn’t take his number all of those years ago. Tashmir had been right; Jonathan Michael Joseph was one of a kind.
 
And he was all hers. That’s why this Christmas meal had to be perfect. Lola pulled into the supermarket’s crowded parking lot and groaned. No one planned ahead anymore? She really couldn’t be mad at the last-minute shoppers, since she was one herself. But did she have to buy this huge turkey? And the damned thing was frozen. She threw it in the shopping cart anyway. Lola tried to remember what that dish was Jon raved about that his mother made every Christmas?
 
Picadillo à la habanera! That was it. But she was sure it didn’t come in a can. Damn. She knew she should’ve printed the recipe when she was at work, but she had hopes that she would’ve found a couple of Cornish hens, not this mammoth turkey. Shrugging, she decided that she’d make arroz con leche. Rice pudding was easy enough to make. And there was a recipe for it right at the end of the aisle. Lola was silently kicking herself for not paying attention to her grandmother when she’d cook the most amazing Christmas desserts. Lola had only been interested in licking the batter from the bowls and eating the finished product. She smiled as she picked up the card, remembering her grandmother saying, “Thank God you’re smart, because you are not interested in cooking at all. But one day, you’re going to meet a man who will inspire you to cook and you’re going to be sorry.”
 
Being that Lola was ten at the time, she had been sure that would never happen to her. Then it did happen with Jon. And every lesson she’d ignored in the kitchen came back to haunt her. But she was going to get this dinner right—hopefully. As she walked through the store and saw all of the empty shelves, Lola wanted to cry. There was nothing on the store shelves that she needed to create the perfect Christmas dinner. Nothing but a turkey. Lola started grabbing random items and tossing them in the cart, including spaghetti noodles, marinara sauce, and a crusty loaf of garlic bread. Feeling dejected and pissed off for waiting until the last minute to shop for Christmas dinner, Lola headed for the checkout line. She found the shortest line behind a mother and her three children. Lola noticed the smallest boy was crying.
 
“Billy, it’s okay,” the mother said as she loaded her items on the register belt.
 
“But we always had turkey for Christmas when Daddy was here,” he said between sobs.
 
“Baby,” she said in a hushed tone. “Daddy will have his turkey dinner in heaven this Christmas.” Lola watched as the woman’s eyes filled with tears.
 
“Billy,” one of the older kids said, “stop making Mommy sad.” Afrown clouded his face and Lola choked back her own emotions. She lifted the bird from her buggy.
 
“Excuse me,” she said. “I think this was the last turkey, I don’t need it.” Lola placed the frozen bird on the belt.
 
“It’s all right,” the mother said. “You have a family who . . .”
 
“Listen,” Lola said, offering her a smile, “I wanted Cornish hens. I have no clue what to do with all of this.”
 
The woman crossed over to Lola and hugged her tightly. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
 
“Merry Christmas,” Lola said with a big smile. The little boy who’d been crying tugged at Lola’s pant leg.
 
“What are you going to eat for Christmas?”
 
She shrugged and patted him on the shoulder. “Whatever it is, it’s going to be delicious. You enjoy your turkey.” He hugged her around her long legs and Lola fought back her tears. She couldn’t wait for the day she and Jon welcomed their own children into the world. A boy and a girl, maybe two boys. Of course, they had to get out of the one-bedroom apartment they lived in. And they needed more money. And she definitely needed to learn how to cook.
 
After checking out and heading to her car, Lola found herself yearning for a cold Asheville afternoon with snow clouds hovering in the air. Instead, she was smacked with humidity and eighty-degree weather. Lola shook her head and loaded the groceries in the car, wondering how she was going make a Christmas dinner out of spaghetti and rice pudding.
 
Driving home, Lola popped in the Jackson 5 Christmas CD she and her grandmother used to listen to when she was a kid. As Michael sang about seeing Mommy kissing Santa, Lola joined in at the top of her lungs. She almost forgot about the lack of a traditional Christmas. She pulled in the parking lot of the apartment complex and grabbed the groceries from the trunk. As Lola headed up to her apartment, she hummed the tune she was listening to in the car. Opening the door, she was greeted by cold air and the sound of Donny Hathaway. “What in the world?” she whispered as she glanced at the scene in front of her: twinkling Christmas lights, fake snow spread across the living-room floor, and a tree in the corner. “Jon!” she called out as she dropped the bags at her feet.
 
Her husband was dressed in a Santa sweatshirt, jean shorts, and a wide smile. “Merry Christmas, baby,” he said as he crossed over to her and kissed her cheek. “I couldn’t get the real thing here, this was the best I could do.”
 
Lola wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “What did I do to deser ve you?”
 
“You said yes when I asked you to marry me,” he said, then captured her lips in a passionate kiss while Donny sang about mistletoe and Christmas lights. She tugged at his shirt, wanting to feel his skin pressed against hers. Jon broke the kiss and unbuttoned her oxford shirt. Smiling at her lacy black bra, he unzipped her skirt and watched it flutter to the floor. His smile widened when he saw her matching thong. “You are so sexy,” he intoned as he ran his hand across her hip.
 
“You have me at a disadvantage, Jonathan Michael,” she cooed. “I’m practically naked and you’re fully dressed.”
 
“Not for long,” he replied, then stripped down to his boxers. Pulling her against his chest, Jon unhooked her bra and slipped the straps down her shoulders. “Let’s get rid of everything in my way.”
 
“Baby, it’s cold in here.”
 
He lavished a pointed gaze on her erect nipples. “I know.” Jon stroked her breasts, then covered her hard nubs with his mouth. Lola instantly heated up as his tongue traced her nipples. “Mmm,” she moaned as she stroked the back of his head, encouraging his wanton kiss to continue. Jon obliged her silent request, nibbling at her nipple in between licks and sucks. Lola felt her desire pooling between her thighs. “Jon!” she called out. He replied by scooping her up in his arms and carrying her to the tree. He laid her down on the Santa Claus blanket he’d spread out next to the tree. Lola locked eyes with him and smiled. “I love you so much,” she said.
 
“I love you more, baby,” he replied, then spread her thighs apart and dove in. Pushing her barely there thong out of his way, Jon sucked and licked her wet folds of flesh until she shook and shivered in delight. His hands massaged her breasts while he sucked her throbbing pearl and she screamed his name.
 
“Yes, baby! Yes,” Lola cried as she came, her desire flowing like an ocean. Jon kicked out of his boxers and she admired his erection—long, thick, all hers. Flipping over on her stomach, she reached up and took him in her hands, stroking him until he called out her name. Lola flicked her tongue across the tip of his penis and then took his hardness into her mouth. Jon buried his hands in her hair as she took control of his body with her lips and tongue.
 
“You feel so good, so good,” he intoned as she sucked slowly. “Need to be inside you, babe.”
 
She looked up at him and gave his erection one last lick before pulling back. “I need you inside me,” she responded. Jon kneeled down on the blanket and pulled Lola against his chest. Their bodies fit together like a lock and key as she wrapped her long legs around his waist. Plunging into her wetness, Jon groaned in delight while Lola clutched his back, pulling him closer as she called out his name. They fell into a slow rhythm, rocking to the sounds of their heartbeats. They were in sync, moaning in concert as their passion intensified. Lola ground against him, feeling him dive deeper, sending waves of pleasure up and down her spine. Jon captured her lips and kissed her senseless. Her soft moans filled the air and seemed to fuel Jon as he thrust harder and deeper into her hungry body.
 
“Jon, Jon,” she cried.
 
“That’s it, baby. Come for me. Let me feel it.”
 
Lola’s body gushed and her thighs quivered as she reached her climax. Seconds later, Jon reached his own explosive release. The couple collapsed on a blanket just as Donny Hathaway began singing “This Christmas” again.
 
“Merry Christmas, babe,” he breathed in her ear.
 
“You’ve made it a very merry one, darling. But . . .”
 
“But?”
 
Lola toyed with a curl of hair on his chest. “I went to get food for a nice Christmas dinner. But I waited too late,” she said.
 
“That doesn’t matter,” Jon replied. “Mama sent a cake.”
 
Lola pouted. “That’s not dinner.”
 
“What did you get, babe?” He brushed her hair off her forehead.
 
“I wanted Cornish hens. . . .”
 
“Lola, what did you get?”
 
“And I had a turkey, but I was in line behind this family who’d just lost their father. The youngest little boy really wanted turkey. It was his dad’s favorite.”
 
Jon kissed Lola’s collarbone. “That was so sweet. And so like you. But what were you going to do with a turkey anyway?”
 
She pinched his muscular forearm. “You know they have a hotline to help people cook the turkey.”
 
“So, it would’ve been New Year’s Day before we’d get to eat Christmas dinner?” He stroked her cheek.
 
“You got jokes.”
 
Jon slipped his hand between Lola’s thighs. “If I have to eat you for dinner, I’m good with that. You taste so damn good.”
 
Smirking as her husband stroked her wetness and made her shiver, Lola moaned. “But what am I going to have to eat?”
 
“Whatever is in that bag at the door,” he said with a wink.
 
About an hour later, the afterglow began to dim and Jon got up to cut pieces of cake for him and Lola. She watched as he walked into the kitchen in his boxers. She still marveled at his body and loved watching him walk out of a room. She grabbed his discarded shirt, put it on, and then plugged in the tree. As she stood back and smiled at the twinkling lights, Jon returned to the living room with the slices of chocolate cake. “Penny for your thoughts,” he said as he handed Lola her treat.
 
“I’m thinking that I have the most incredible husband in the world. You gave me a white Christmas in Florida.”
 
“One day,” he said, “I’m going to give you everything your pretty little heart desires.”
 
“My biggest desire is right here. All I need is you, Jonathan Michael.”
 
She crossed the room and cranked up the stereo as Donny Hathaway began crooning about hanging mistletoe again.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“Lola!” Tashmir said, pulling her teary-eyed friend out of her reverie.
 
“Huh?”
 
Tashmir stroked her friend’s arm. “It’s not too late for you to come to your senses and go home.”
 
Lola squeezed her tears back. “Nope, I’ve made my decision and I’m sticking to it. I’ll bet he doesn’t even realize I’m gone.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Finally, Jon arrived at the sprawling mansion he shared with his wife. The first thing he noticed when he pulled into the circular driveway was darkness. Just two days ago, their place had been filled with Christmas spirit. Sparkling stars and three eight-foot trees that decorated the wide veranda were gone. Even the candy-cane–colored wreaths, which he had not been a fan of, were gone.
 
“What in the hell?” he exclaimed as he bound to the door. When Titus Harlan, the family’s butler, opened the door, Jon uncharacteristically blew past him, screaming Lola’s name.
 
“Sir,” Titus said. “Mrs. Joseph left a note for you.” He handed Jon the note. Jon didn’t really look at it. He frantically gripped the older man’s hand.
 
“Did she say where she was going?”
 
“No, sir.”
 
Dropping his hand, Jon was getting pissed off. What was going on in Lola’s head? A divorce at Christmas?
 
“Mrs. Joseph gave the staff our holiday pay early and said to take down the decorations. She gave Lucy and Marvin a tree for their home.”
 
Jon would’ve smiled because Christmas always brought out the best in Lola. She was already a giving and kind woman, but she hated seeing sadness on Christmas. Did Jon miss his wife’s own sadness?
 
“Sir, she did spend a lot of time on the computer over the last few days and I don’t think she was just on the book with all of the faces,” Titus said with a smile.
 
“Thanks,” Jon said as he stalked over to the computer in the corner of the family room. He pulled up the Internet browser and checked the history. There were a lot of searches for Aspen.
 
“Damn it,” he moaned. “I should have known she’d be somewhere with snow.” He wiped his face and shook his head. There wasn’t anything in the history that gave him a clue as to why his wife wanted to end their marriage. He’d even logged on to her Facebook account, since Lola never logged off, and checked her inbox messages. He looked at the messages, searching the pictures for a man whom she might be in Aspen with. But he quickly closed the tab on the Internet browser. There was no way Lola was with another man, was she? Who just filed for divorce for no reason? Jon banged his hand against the computer desk. Something more had to be going on. Why, he wondered. Why had she decided that ending their marriage at Christmas was the right thing to do? Hell, ending their marriage at any time was not the right thing to do!
 
He picked up his cell phone and called her again. Voice mail. “Lola,” he breathed into the phone. “I don’t know what you’re hoping to accomplish with these divorce papers. It’s not happening. Did you wake up this morning and decide you didn’t love me anymore?” Jon ended the call when he saw an e-mail notification pop up on the left side of the computer screen.
 
The St. Regis Aspen Resort confirmed Lola’s reservation. Jon opened the e-mail and saw that the reservation was for two people. “Oh, hell no!” he exclaimed. “I know damned well that she . . .” Could he really blame his wife if she had turned to someone else? Yes! And no. But at Christmas? This holiday season was always supposed to be special for them. It was definitely important to his business. Video games and software always sold well at Christmas. His games actually provided the bulk of his fortune. But had he lost sight of what was really important?
 
Lola.
 
He thought he was making the holidays special for his wife. They always had a special day where they exchanged gifts and spent a day together. He always thought that she understood why he was so driven to succeed. He had to take care of his mother and his wife. He had to make sure the women he loved the most had everything they ever needed.
 
Watching his mother toil away for rich Florida housewives when he was a child taught him that money made everything better. It had been the same lesson his brother, Langston, learned as well. Langston and Jon ran JMJ Technologies together. It had been Langston’s idea to create the JMJ Sports subsidiary and do video games because they were moneymakers. He, just like Jon, wanted to take care of their mother because she had to work so hard for them after their father’s death.
 
Mama Joseph had an oceanfront home that her boys paid for and staffed. Jon would’ve gladly allowed his mother to live with him and Lola, but Mama Joseph said she didn’t want to be a burden to her sons and she was capable of taking care of herself. Lola had welcomed Mama Joseph to the home as well, Jon recalled. He loved the fact that his wife and mother were close.
 
How in the blue hell was he going to explain a divorce to his mother? When Lola and Jon married ten years ago, Mama Joseph told him not to lose her.
 
“She’s special, Jon,” she’d said after their ceremony. “And you two are going to give me some pretty grandbabies.”
 
“A little too soon, Ma. We just said ‘I do’ twenty minutes ago.”
 
“And?” she’d replied with a giggle. “I have to depend on you to give me some grandkids because that Langston, he takes after your father’s brothers, not looking for a woman to settle down with for more than twenty-four hours.”
 
“In that case, you may have some grandkids out there already.”
 
She’d frowned and pinched his arm. Then in Spanish, she’d told him that he wasn’t too old for her to take him over her knee. Lola had been so beautiful that day. Dressed in a white lace dress that skimmed her knees, her then shoulder-length brown hair had been pulled up in a tight bun showing off her beautiful face and sparkling eyes. He had been so in love with her that day. He’d promised himself that he was going to make her happy for the rest of their lives.
 
They were still living and he was not going to let her divorce him. Jon knew damned well that Lola still loved him. He just needed to know why she thought leaving him was a good idea.
 
“I know she’d better not be in Aspen with another man,” he mumbled.

 



Chapter 3
 
Lola hated flying without her husband. There was no way she could sit there and hold Tashmir’s hand when the plane hit turbulence. So, she’d have more wine.
 
Tashmir rolled her eyes at her friend as she stopped the flight attendant for another drink.
 
“What?” Lola asked.
 
“I’ve never known you to drink this much.”
 
“Two little glasses of wine is a lot of drinking to you?” Lola took a sip of the cheap Chardonnay and wanted to spit it back into the cup. When did I become this woman? she thought as she drank the wine.
 
“Lola, I hope you will at least call Jon and let him know that you’re all right when we land.”
 
She shook her head. “When we land, I’m going shopping. We need skis.”
 
“You need skis. I’m looking for a cute ski instructor,” she replied with a grin. “Because if you think I’m going to sit around and watch you wallow in wine, you’re daft, my girl.”
 
“Whatever, and you are so not going to hook up with someone at Christmas. Who does that?”
 
Tashmir took the wine from Lola’s hand. “Who wraps divorce papers in Christmas paper and delivers them to her husband?”
 
Lola sighed and shrugged. “What was I supposed to do? My husband ignores me. I would’ve been willing to stay and talk to him had he not missed our dinner reservation. And before you start, that was just the straw that broke the camel’s back.”
 
“Dinner reservations? You sound like a spoiled brat and I know you’re not one. What’s really going on with you two?”
 
Lola sighed and leaned back in the seat with her eyes closed. “I can’t tell you the last time I made love to my husband. I thought maybe he was doing what rich men do and he had a mistress.”
 
“So, he is cheating on you? I would’ve never thought Jon was that . . .”
 
“He’s not cheating on me. I had a private eye follow him over the summer and he really is working that much and all the time. The investigator felt so bad that he didn’t even charge me for the surveillance. I felt like the worst wife in the world.”
 
Tashmir shrugged. “You had questions.”
 
“Yeah,” Lola said. “So, that night, I was going to come clean to Jon about what I thought and how I felt. He didn’t get home until after midnight and he was so excited about this game he and Langston developed and the IPO launch. I was happy for my husband. His dreams were coming true and this was what we’d always talked about in that one-bedroom apartment in Orlando.”
 
“And you knew there was going to be a lot of work that he had to put into this company.”
 
“By now, he should be able to relax. Even if it’s just for one day. Even if it’s just Christmas,” Lola said. “It doesn’t matter. I’m tired of being ignored by my husband. I almost wish there was another woman. Then it would all make sense.”
 
Tashmir closed her eyes and groaned. “You’re seriously insane. You want your husband to cheat on you so your divorce would make sense? No more wine for you.”
 
“Whatever, heffa!”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Jon closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he spoke with the woman who’d answered the phone at the hanger where he kept the JMJ jet. “What’s your name?” he asked, interrupting her rambling about most of the pilots being gone for the holiday and she didn’t know if she could find anyone to fly him to Aspen and then be on standby to fly him to another destination.
 
“My name is Cheryl,” she said. “But—”
 
“Cheryl, either find me a pilot or your supervisor. At the end of the day, I’m getting to Aspen. You can make it happen or you can spend the New Year looking for a new job.”
 
“Sir, I . . .”
 
“Listen, I’m sorry. I have to get to my wife and I’m a little upset right now. I’m willing to pay double.”
 
“Hold on, Mr. Joseph.”
 
The seconds felt like hours as Jon waited for Cheryl to come back to the phone. Was Lola sipping wine in front of the fireplace with another man? The man who’d convinced her that leaving him was the right thing to do? Jon vowed to punch that man in the face the moment he laid eyes on him.
 
“Mr. Joseph,” Cheryl said, breaking into his thoughts. “I can have a crew ready in an hour.”
 
“Thank you,” he said. After hanging up with the hanger, Jon called Langston.
 
“What’s up, big bro?” Langston said.
 
“I need you to roll out of town with me,” Jon said without preamble.
 
“Man, I’m not trying to do a family Christmas trip. I have plans. Besides, you and Lola don’t need—”
 
“I need to go find Lola and—”
 
“Find her? What in the hell is going on? Was she kidnapped?”
 
Jon sighed, not really wanting to say what he thought out loud. If he said his wife was with another man in Aspen, then it would make it true.
 
“Jon!”
 
“She left me. She’s in Aspen with some dude,” he said, his voice deflated like an old helium balloon.
 
“You’re shitting me, right? This is your attempt to get me to join you on this family Christmas trip.”
 
“Langston, do you think this is something I would joke about? Lola served me with divorce papers, wrapped in a Christmas box.”
 
Hearing his brother’s laughter incensed Jon, and if he could’ve reached through that phone and put his hands around Langston’s throat, he would have in two seconds.
 
“That’s funny to you?” he snapped. “My damn wife left me and gave me divorce papers for Christmas!”
 
“Okay, okay,” Langston said, getting serious. “So, what’s the plan?”
 
“I’m going to Aspen to get my wife back by any means and if I have to knock a man out . . .”
 
“You need some backup? What time do I need to be ready?”
 
“Get to the hanger as soon as you can.”
 
“Are you sure she left you? I mean, you two have . . . Maybe you’re wrong about this. I know for a fact that Lola loves you.”
 
“These divorce papers says something different. See you in a half hour.” Jon hung up the phone and was tempted to toss it across the room. Instead, he went upstairs and packed a bag. As he rushed around the bedroom, he noticed a picture on the middle of the dresser. It was him and Lola standing in front of a Christmas tree. Her smile was brighter than the silver lights on the tree. She was dressed in a skintight strapless gold dress, her hair pulled up in a bun and she wore the sparkling diamond earrings he’d given her for Christmas that year. He picked up the picture and stared at Lola.
 
“It’s not over and you are not going leave me,” he whispered, then held the picture frame to his chest. Jon packed the picture in his overnight bag and headed for his car. He sped down the highway as if he were being chased by Crockett and Tubbs. Jon needed to get his wheels in the air and find out why Lola wanted to throw their marriage away like a week-old Christmas tree.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Lola and Tashmir stood outside of Theory, because the ultra-trendy desk clerk at the St. Regis said it was the place to shop. Lola figured some retail therapy would keep her from thinking about Jon. The snow was a plus, much different from the weather she’d left behind in Miami, but it didn’t wash away the yearning for her husband to be by her side.
 
“It’s cold out here,” Tashmir said. “And let’s remember, you’re the one who loves snow—not me.”
 
“All right, I was just looking at those boots.” Lola pointed to a pair of tall black snakeskin boots.
 
“Jon will—”
 
“I’m not buying shoes for him.”
 
“You and I both know this divorce isn’t going to happen. You’re going to buy those boots and put on something short, black, and tight, and you and your husband will get back on track.”
 
Lola rolled her eyes and grabbed the boots in her size. “Jon is at a Christmas party right now and probably not even worried about me because he has to get orders for his new game.”
 
Tashmir shook her head. “I understand your relationship has never been about money, but you knew who Jon was when you married him.”
 
“And he knew who I was, too,” Lola said. “All I’m asking for is for some quality time with my husband.”
 
“Have you told him this?”
 
“Hard to talk to someone who is never home. We’re like ships passing in the night. I’ve been working with the Miami Children’s Hospital so much, they think I’m on salary.”
 
“All right,” she said. “But there’s nothing wrong with that. The Christmas party you planned for those kids was amazing. And all the Santas with the gifts, I thought that was special.”
 
“Those babies needed something to smile about. It’s hard being sick period, but in the hospital at Christmas?” Lola shrugged. “It’s not hard to make kids happy.”
 
“You and Jon looked pretty happy that night.”
 
Lola rolled her eyes. “And after the party, I did put on something tight, short, and black. Jon went back to the office.”
 
“Ouch.”
 
Lola zipped up the boot and wiggled her foot. “Merry Christmas to me.”
 
Tashmir crossed over to a rack of black dresses, picked up two frocks, and held them up to Lola. “Which one screams, seeking a Christmas fling?”
 
“Whatever,” Lola said. “Like you would.”
 
“Stranger things have happened. You’re getting a divorce. I like the lace,” she said as she hung the other dress back on the rack and headed for the dressing room. Lola laughed and took the boot off. She couldn’t help but think about how Jon would react to her in those boots and one of those black Grecian dresses.
 
Like he’d even notice, she thought but picked up one of the dresses anyway.
 
“That dress and those boots are going to be fierce,” the saleswoman said as Lola held the boots in one hand and the dress in the other.
 
“Thanks.”
 
She looked at Lola’s left hand. “Oh, he’s going to have a wonderful Christmas night.”
 
“I’m sure,” Lola said tersely, then headed for the dressing room.
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Langston poured himself a glass of scotch as he watched Jon pace back and forth. “This is unbelievable,” Jon mumbled. “I don’t understand why she would do this.”
 
“If it was any other woman, I’d be right there with you. But for Lola to do a complete one-eighty, you had to do something.” Langston sipped his drink. “Tell the truth, you and that hot secretary of yours have been sleeping together.”
 
Jon stopped in midstep and shot his brother a death glare. “If that wasn’t a twelve-year-old scotch, I’d crack that bottle over your head. I’m not the one cheating.”
 
“Are you sure that she is?” Langston asked. “And, man, sit your ass down! You’re stressing me out. I swear this is why I don’t put my eggs in one chick’s basket.”
 
“Lola isn’t a chick. She’s my wife and I’m not going to lose her.”
 
“That was pretty coldblooded to serve you on Christmas. You should just cancel her credit cards and see how she and her gigolo enjoy their holiday in Aspen.”
 
Jon sat down across from his brother. “This isn’t about money. Lola isn’t like that. Hell, she was there when I was working two jobs, barely making ends meet, and never complained.”
 
Langston shrugged and drained his glass. “You just never know someone.” He poured his brother a glass of scotch.
 
“Tell me about it,” Jon said as he took the glass from his brother’s outstretched hand. Jon downed the scotch in one gulp. He held the empty glass up for a refill.
 
“Slow down, partner. The last thing you need to do is get shitfaced, walk into the resort, and make an ass of yourself. We still have to think about the launch of the new game and company stock.”
 
“Do you think I give a damn about any of that right now? My wife. Filed. For. Divorce! My wife is spending Christmas with another man.”
 
“I swear, I just don’t see Lola being that evil, man. Christmas has always been special for you two. Like a damned Christmas card or something.”
 
Jon leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. Christmas with Lola had always been magical. Two years ago, she’d enlisted his mother to help cook all of his childhood favorite dishes for dinner. And she’d served them dressed in a sexy Santa outfit—a thigh-skimming red dress, knee-high black leather boots with a five-inch heel, and no underwear. Every time she’d bent over to pick up something that she’d accidentally, on purpose dropped, Jon had gotten a view of her smooth, round ass. As soon as it had been time for dessert, Jon only had eating one thing on his mind: Lola. He’d scooped his wife up in his arms and lifted her on to the table.
 
“Merry Christmas to me,” he’d whispered as he pushed her barely there dress up around her waist.
 
“But we haven’t had dessert yet.”
 
“Oh, I’m about to have my dessert right now.” With that, he’d swiped some icing from his mother’s caramel cake and smoothed it across Lola’s inner thighs. Then he’d methodically licked the confection from her smooth skin, making his way to an even sweeter treat, the pulsing bud hiding between her wet folds of flesh. Lola tasted better than any chocolate-covered strawberry, she made him feel as if he’d been the luckiest man in the world when she’d walked down the aisle and into his arms.
 
She’d supported his dreams, even when it didn’t look as if they’d ever come true. Now that he had everything and could give her the world that he’d always promised her, she wanted to walk away? That didn’t make sense at all.
 
“What?” Langston asked, catching the far-off look in his brother’s eyes.
 
“What if I really lost her?”
 
Langston shook his head and crossed his long legs. “First of all, I think she’s trying to get your attention. And if it’s attention that she wants, you have to get it to her. When you see your wife, snatch her up and get her away from Romeo. Take her someplace special and get to the bottom of this. I’m not one to believe in undying and everlasting love, but you and Lola belong together. If I have to lock this dude in a trunk until you two get back on track, then I will.”
 
Jon gave his brother a fist bump and a small smile. Part of him prayed that he was wrong about Lola being with another man. Then a light bulb went off in his head. Tashmir would know. But would she tell him anything? After all, she was Lola’s best friend. Just as he was about to pull out his cell phone, the captain announced that the jet was approaching Sardy Field, the Aspen-Pitkin County Airport, and they needed to turn off all electronics and fasten their seat belts.
 
Jon made a mental note to call Tashmir as soon as they landed.
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Tashmir and Lola sat down at the bar of the Bangkok Happy Bowl for dinner. “Well,” Tashmir said as she glanced at the menu, “this is different.”
 
“I’m looking for a new Christmas dinner tradition. Why not Thai?”
 
Tashmir rolled her eyes. “Because you need to be in Miami talking to Jon. Coconut rice and chicken satay isn’t going to fix what’s wrong with you and Jon.”
 
Lola rolled her eyes as she shoveled a spoonful of coconut rice into her mouth. “This is heaven,” she said after swallowing. “And I’m not trying to fix something that Jon doesn’t give a damn about.”
 
Tashmir held her ringing cell phone in Lola’s face. “Are you sure about that?” Lola nearly choked on her rice when she saw Jon’s number scroll across the screen.
 
“Don’t answer that phone!”
 
Tashmir pressed the talk button and stuck her tongue out at her friend. “Hey, Jon. What? Are you daft? Lola is not in Aspen with another man. I know because I’m here. I swear, both of you have lost your damned minds. Are you cheating on her? What makes you think Lola would do something like that? Oh, yeah, the divorce papers. Maybe you should talk to her. I don’t like being in the middle of married folks’ problems.”
 
Lola threw up her hands and shook her head as Tashmir turned to her, holding the phone out.
 
“Take this damned phone or he goes on speaker,” Tashmir threatened.
 
“Fine,” Lola said, and took the phone from her friend’s hand. Then she hung up. “Put that on speaker.”
 
“You’re acting like a child. Why won’t you return his phone calls? You know he thinks you’re with another man. Is that how you want this to play out, Lo?”
 
“He said that?”
 
Tashmir nodded and Lola gritted her teeth. “That . . . It would serve him right if I was with another man, but Jon has to know that he’s the only one for me.”
 
Snorting, Tashmir shot her friend a piercing glance. “Those divorce papers say differently.”
 
“Just because I’m divorcing him it doesn’t mean that I don’t love him,” Lola said.
 
Tashmir waved for the bartender. “Yes, beautiful?” he said when he approached her.
 
“I need something that goes with delusional friends,” she said, casting a sidelong look at Lola.
 
“I don’t follow,” he said, his brows knotted in confusion.
 
“Bourbon, keep it coming,” Tashmir said. He smiled, still missing out on the joke, and poured two glasses of Jack Daniels.
 
“Sir, I don’t want . . .” Lola began. Tashmir silenced her friend when she drank both shots back to back. “Okay, when did you become a lush?”
 
“You and Jon are driving me to drink. I’ve never seen two people who are so silly.”
 
“What are you talking about?”
 
She picked up the menu and scanned her dinner choices again. “Just dumb. You serve him divorce papers as a Christmas gift; he calls me and asks if you’re in Aspen with your lover. It’s so damned obvious that you two need each other, love each other, and miss each other, but neither one of you wants to act like an adult.”
 
“I’m trying to find my happy again. Jon doesn’t care about my happiness. He’s all about money and his business.”
 
Tashmir rolled her eyes again. “If that is the truth, why is calling me?”
 
Good question, Lola thought but didn’t say a word.
 
After ordering dinner and savoring the Thai food, Lola and Tashmir headed back to the resort. “What are we going to do now?” Lola asked. “I think I saw something about a night ski.”
 
“You knock yourself out with that, I’m going to sleep so I can get a spa treatment in the morning. You’re stressing me out and it’s Christmas.”
 
“Aww, you have to see snow at night,” Lola said. “It’s beautiful.”
 
Tashmir yawned. “Take pictures and show them to me in the morning.”
 
“Party pooper.” Lola poked her bottom lip out like a child.
 
Tashmir patted her friend’s knee. “That doesn’t work on me. I’m not Jon and I don’t find you charming,” she said. Arriving at their suite, Tashmir was true to her word and went straight to bed. Lola, on the other hand, dressed in her ski attire and headed to the site of the night ski.
 
She wasn’t surprised to see a bunch of couples, but it didn’t stop her from feeling melancholy about being alone this close to Christmas. Lola wondered if Jon would’ve joined her on the ski outing? The old Jon would’ve. Lola imagined the two of them zooming down the hill and stopping behind those trees in the distance, sharing a kiss or two and then throwing real snowballs at each other.
 
“Hello?” the ski instructor, who was inches away from Lola, said. She snapped her head up.
 
“Huh?”
 
“I was asking if you’d skied before,” he said. “Are you all right?”
 
“I guess I’m not ready for night skiing,” Lola said as she clutched her skis. “I’m sorry, I’m going inside.” She stomped up the hill and headed to the lodge. Leaning her skis against the wall, she headed up to the bar. Shivering, Lola decided that she needed something hot and something to numb her mind.
 
“How are you, darling?” the bartender asked.
 
“Cold.”
 
“I have the perfect drink for you. Coffee and Kahlua.”
 
“Sounds perfect,” she said with a sigh. “And if you want to drop some extra Kahlua in there, I won’t complain at all.”
 
“Come on, you can’t be sad at Christmas in Aspen. The weather is beautiful, the people are amazing, and . . .”
 
“You don’t have to sell me on Aspen, I’m just not feeling the holidays this year.” Lola shrugged as she took her drink and headed to the fireplace. Sitting on the plush sofa, which was empty, she knew why it didn’t feel like Christmas. She missed her husband.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Jon paid too much for the only suite the hotel had left, but he didn’t give a damn. Finding Lola had been his priority. Of course, the desk clerk hadn’t been willing to help him by giving him Lola’s information. She wouldn’t even confirm the reservation, even after he pulled up the e-mail online. And for once, Langston’s charm didn’t work on the uber professional clerk. Whatever, he would search the resort from top to bottom.
 
Langston touched his brother’s shoulder. “You need to take a breath and calm down,” he said. “And you wonder why Jenni didn’t tell you where Lola is staying.”
 
“Who in the hell is Jenni?”
 
“The desk clerk.” Langston shook his head and plopped down on the plush sofa. “So, what did Lola’s homegirl say?”
 
“That Lola isn’t here with another man.”
 
“So, who is she here with?”
 
“Tash is here with her.”
 
“The cutie who owns that café? Heartbeat, Heart attack, something like that? Always seen her in passing, but never had the chance to see what she’s really working with.” Jon tossed a pillow at his brother’s head. “Are you serious?”
 
Langston caught the pillow and rested it on his lap. “Listen, if these two women are here together, you need a wingman to distract the friend. Besides, I came here ready to throw blows, now I might get a chance to . . .”
 
“Tashmir is beautiful and too much woman for you. So, if you think you’re going to work the Langston charm on her, it’s not going to work. You seem a little rusty anyway,” Jon said.
 
“Excuse me? I’m not the one who had to fly across the country to track down a woman.”
 
“Yeah, and your charming ass couldn’t get the desk clerk to give us Lola’s room number.”
 
“Whatever,” he snapped.
 
“Anyway, I’m going to find my wife, either you’re going to help me or you’re going to stay out of my way.”
 
“Are you forgetting that you asked me to come with you?”
 
“My mistake.”
 
“Tell me about this Tashmir chick and I’ll know what I need to do.”
 
“She’s cool, unless she’s just covering for Lola and that guy.” Jon chewed his bottom lip. In his heart of hearts, he didn’t believe Tashmir would lie—but then again, he never believed Lola would file for divorce.
 
“Come on, let’s go to the bar and you can get your mind clouded with alcohol. You don’t need to go off all half-cocked, stalking women who look like Lola from behind.”
 
“I’m going to the bar. Alone.” Jon headed out of the room and to the elevator. He yawned as the doors opened. So, this was what jet lag felt like. As he rode downstairs, Jon wondered how he didn’t notice that his wife was unhappy enough to file for divorce.
 
 

 
 

 
 
“You’re never home,” Lola said calmly as she and Jon walked into the JMJ Christmas gala a week ago.
 
“We’re going to do this now?” He glanced at her, drinking in her image—clad in a slinky red silk dress, five-inch black heels, and a teardrop diamond pendant hanging dangerously close to her cleavage. Jon wanted to reach out and touch her in the most intimate way. But this wasn’t the time or the place for a PDA or this quiet fight Lola was picking.
 
“When’s the last time I had a moment alone with you?”
 
Jon was about to answer when two of his biggest buyers approached him and started talking about the best-selling NCAA football game that JMJ had just released. Lola tilted her head to the side and shot him an icy glare.
 
“You have to tell me,” Sonie Ando said excitedly. “What is the cheat code to beat Johnny Football?”
 
Lola rolled her eyes and dropped her husband’s arm. “Lola,” he said.
 
“I’m going to have champagne, darling,” she drawled. Her tone let him know that she was pissed off, while his clients thought she was just ready to party.
 
Jon watched her as she headed for the bar. Yes, the last ten months had been a lot of long hours. He had to secure the rights to use the NCAA schools and provide scholarships for the schools who’d signed on with him. Then there were the threats from another software company who’d claimed that Jon and JMJ had infringed on their copyright. The game had been pushed back for about three months and Jon wasn’t sure the game would be released by Christmas. But a miracle happened and the suit was dismissed at the end of September. So, Jon wanted to celebrate. He figured Lola would be just as jubilant. Instead, his wife was miserable.
 
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said, attempting to walk away from the buyers. As he meandered through the crowd, it seemed as if Lola was moving farther and farther away from him. And when he arrived at the bar, she was gone.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Was that the beginning of the end? Had he missed the signs of her unhappiness? Broken the one promise that he’d made to her—that he would never make her cry?
 
Walking into the ski lounge, Jon spotted Lola sitting near the fireplace with a mug in her hands. The look in her eyes gave him chills. She looked as if she was going to cry at the drop of a hat. Had he done this to her?
 
Crossing over to her, Jon planted himself in front of Lola and took the mug from her hands. Without saying a word, he scooped his wife up in his arms and strode out of the lounge.
 
 

 
 

 
 
It took about three seconds for Lola to register what was going on. What in the world was Jon doing in Aspen? “Put me down!” she exclaimed as she beat her fists against his chest.
 
“You need to calm down,” he said.
 
“Calm down? Calm down?” she parroted as he continued walking toward the exit. “Jonathan Michael, put me down!”
 
“Did you think I was just going to sign divorce papers and let it go?”
 
“Why not?” she asked. “You haven’t been much of a husband, so I thought you would’ve been happy.”
 
“Happy? Lola, who is he?”
 
“He?” She laughed. “Is that why you came here? Thought someone else was playing with your shiny toy and now you give a damn?”
 
“People don’t file for divorce, wrap the papers in a Christmas box, and run off to Colorado,” he gritted as he kicked the door open and headed outside. Lola shivered in his arms as a cold wind blew across them.
 
“Jon, put me down.”
 
He looked into his wife’s teary eyes. “Lola, what’s going on?”
 
“I’m tired of being ignored by my husband!” She pounded his chest again.
 
“So, this was for attention? You got my attention, Lola. Now tell me why you had to go to this extreme?!”
 
She wiggled in his arms until he finally put her down. Standing toe-to-toe with him, Lola wasn’t sure if she wanted to slap him or kiss him. He looked so good, though. And felt even better when he had her in his arms. Wait, you’re mad at him, and how in the hell did he find you? she thought.
 
“I’m waiting, Lola.”
 
“I’ve been waiting for a long time, Jon. I’ve been waiting for you to stop treating me like an item on your to-do list!”
 
“Lola, I know things have been hectic lately. But—”
 
“Hectic? That’s what you call it? Tell me something, Jon, when’s the last time we made love?”
 
He tilted his head to the side as if her question caught him off guard. “What?”
 
“Can’t remember? How about this, when is the last time we celebrated Christmas with family?” She pushed him. “Do you know how sick and tired of video games I am?”
 
“But those games you’re sick and tired of are the reason why you could hop on a plane and come here,” he snapped.
 
“You know better than that, Jon. This has never been about money. I don’t care about your money. . . .”
 
“Our money,” he said. “I’ve done all of this for us and . . .”
 
She shook her head and didn’t stop the flow of tears that streamed down her cheeks. “I never wanted this. Did I want you to be successful? Yes! I love seeing your dreams come true. But I thought I was part of those dreams. I thought I was part of what made you happy.”
 
“Lola, you do make me happy,” he said. “I love you and that hasn’t—”
 
“Jon, just stop.” She shook her head. “Somewhere along this journey of yours, you forgot what really matters.”
 
“I haven’t forgotten anything,” he said. “I wanted you to have all of the things that—”
 
“I don’t want things, I want you! I want you, and I want my husband to pay attention to me and stop treating me like a damned afterthought!”
 
“You know I don’t treat you like that.”
 
She wiped her eyes, her sadness now transforming into anger. “What do you call it, then?” Lola snapped.
 
“I call it taking care of my wife.”
 
“Well, you’re doing a piss-poor job of it. I don’t want things, I don’t want your money, I want you.”
 
“Lola, I’ve always been right here. And what in the hell was the purpose of divorce papers in a Christmas box?”
 
She folded her arms across her chest. “How was that any different from you dragging me to all of those business Christmas parties? You took my favorite holiday and turned it into a marketing strategy. Thanks, Jon.”
 
He shook his head. “You sound like a spoiled brat.”
 
“No, I sound like a woman who’s tired of being ignored. Why don’t you just sign the papers, since I’m a spoiled brat?” Lola was getting pretty damned tired of the brat label.
 
“I’m not signing a damn thing!” he boomed. “Let’s go.”
 
“I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m getting my white Christmas right here.”
 
Jon scooped her up again. And Lola groaned. “This barbarian act isn’t working. Put me down, Jon!”
 
Jon stopped and lowered his wife in front of him. He gripped her shoulders, forcing her to look into his eyes. He didn’t like the pain he saw etched across her face. Didn’t like the threat of tears building. Had he really been that oblivious to what Lola was feeling? “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry, Lola.”
 
“What?”
 
“Maybe I have been focused on the wrong things, babe. But I would give it all up if that’s what it takes to save us.”
 
Lola shivered. “Jon . . .”
 
“I love you and I’m not letting you go.”
 
“How are we supposed to fix this?” She ran her hand over her face.
 
Jon pulled out his cell phone and Lola was tempted to slap it from his hand. How many times had they been in the middle of a conversation, dinner, or relaxing on the sofa when that damned phone would ring. And he always had to answer it. Lola shook her head and started to walk away. Jon reached out and grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?”
 
“To my room. I ask you a question and you get on the phone? You’re always on that damned phone!”
 
“I was calling a car so we can get out of here,” he replied. “Lola, give me a chance.”
 
She closed her eyes and sighed. “All right, but I’m not taking a backseat to JMJ business or that damned phone.”
 
“This is going to be the best Christmas you’ve ever had.” When Jon smiled, she almost believed him.
 
“Wait,” she said. “I can’t just leave Tashmir without telling her what’s going on.”
 
“So, you two are really here alone?”
 
Lola pushed her husband. “You flew here thinking I was with another man? Really, Jonathan Michael! Why don’t you come up to my suite and look under the bed? I can’t believe you.”
 
“You can’t believe me? You can’t believe that I would think you had another man when you served me divorce papers? What in the hell was I supposed to think, Lola?”
 
She hauled off and slapped him. She was about to deliver another blow when Jon grabbed her wrist. “Stop it,” he growled.
 
“I would never cheat on you and if you thought—”
 
Jon pulled her against his chest and captured her mouth in a hungry kiss. As much as she wanted to fight it, Lola felt herself melting against her husband’s hot body and losing her anger as his tongue probed her mouth. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d kissed her like this. The last time she felt this kind of passion. Moaning, Lola gripped his shoulders and pulled him closer. She felt as if she wanted to disappear inside him. Why couldn’t it always be like this? It was as if reality stepped in between their kiss and Lola pulled back.
 
“What?” Jon asked as she took a step back.
 
“Jon, I . . .”
 
“You don’t want a divorce.”
 
“But it took that for me to get your attention. What kind of marriage do we really have?”
 
Sighing, Jon dropped his head and Lola started for the door. “Lola, what do you want me to do? You just say it and I’ll do it.”

 



Chapter 4
 
Lola didn’t know what to say. This was too easy, too simple. Though, she was willing to admit that she hadn’t thought her plan through. Did she think Jon would find her in Aspen? No. She knew Jon would react, but seeing him in Aspen and hearing him say what she wanted to hear . . . In her heart of hearts, she knew this divorce was never going to happen.
 
“Lo?” Jon repeated.
 
“I’m going to talk to Tash and let her know what’s going on,” she said. He followed her inside and all eyes were on them as they headed for the elevator. Lola shook her head, realizing that she and Jon must have put on quite a show for the lounge patrons.
 
“You still haven’t answered my question,” Jon said as the doors of the elevator opened. “How do we get our marriage back on track?”
 
“I don’t know,” she said. “I just want to make one thing clear. It’s not that I’m not happy that your dreams have come true, and I know that you work like a maniac because you don’t want the people you love to suffer. . . .” Jon pressed Lola against the mirrored wall of the elevator and brought his lips to her ear.
 
“And you know I love you more than anything. I need . . .”
 
“You need to realize that other people can help you.”
 
Jon stepped back. “What are you talking about?”
 
“We’re not back in Orlando where you were starting out with a dream and all of your ideas. If you hired these MIT graduates and Harvard graduates, why don’t you let them do more work?”
 
Jon wiped his hand across his face. It was hard to admit that he still felt some kind of way about his background. That the ghosts of past—his mother’s exodus from Cuba, his father working himself to death, and the way those housewives made him feel less than—made Jon force himself to be better than. So, yes, he hired graduates from top schools—only to show that he could out-code them.
 
Despite all of the things he shared with Lola, he never opened up about his haunting insecurities. “I just want to make sure things get done right.”
 
She shook her head. “And you don’t think the people who work for you don’t want that as well?”
 
“At the end of the day, Lola, it’s my company.”
 
“And I’m your wife, aren’t you worried about me being taken care of and done right?”
 
Jon raised his eyebrow. “What are you saying?”
 
“If I were a different kind of woman and didn’t love you as much as I do, I would’ve been here with another man. Do you know how lonely I feel these days?”
 
He focused his gaze on her. Her lip trembled and a wave of guilt washed over him. “Baby, I’m sorry.”
 
“And how long is this going to last?”
 
As if on cue, Jon’s cell phone rang. Lola sucked her teeth. “You have got to be kidding me,” she exclaimed.
 
“Lola, give me a second,” he said as he took the call. The doors of the elevator opened and Lola bolted out.
 
“Casey, what’s up?” Jon asked as he followed Lola down the hall.
 
“Merry Christmas, boss,” the lead programmer said. “You told me to call you and update you on the fixes for the three games we have coming in January.”
 
Jon groaned inwardly. Casey Thomas lived and breathed gaming. With no family and no desire to do anything Yuletide related, he had given him the assignment of debugging the latest JMJ sports games.
 
Damn it! This was not going to help his cause. “Case, I need to call you back,” he said as Lola walked into her suite and promptly slammed the door in his face.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Lola threw herself on the sofa and groaned. The noise in the suite woke Tashmir, who tossed a pillow at Lola. “Did you fall and hurt yourself skiing in the dark? Are you about to die? Otherwise, waking me up from a delicious dream about me and Denzel Washington is unacceptable!”
 
“Jon’s here.”
 
Tashmir was wide awake. She even sat up in the bed and flipped the light on. “Where is he?”
 
Lola flipped her thumb to the door. “Out there on the damn phone, as usual.”
 
“Seriously? You’ve at least talked to him, right? He does know you’re not here having an affair.”
 
“He knows a lot and it hasn’t made a bit of difference because he’s doing the same damn thing. I’m—”
 
A knock at the door interrupted Lola’s train of thought.
 
“Are you going to open the door or what?” Tashmir asked as she hopped out of the bed and grabbed her robe.
 
Lola padded to the door and opened it. Leaning against the door frame, she glared at him. “I guess everything I said downstairs didn’t mean anything?” she said.
 
“Lola, I have a business to run. There are three—”
 
“You hired people who can do their jobs, right? It’s Christmas, why is anyone working, anyway? Make a decision, we’re going to spend this holiday together and try to work on what’s wrong with us or you can go back to Miami and your video games!”
 
“That’s not an option,” he said. “Are you ready?”
 
Lola rolled her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
 
Jon walked into the room and surveyed the scene. Lola’s bags were still in the corner, she hadn’t unpacked fully. “We’re not doing this again. I take one phone call and . . .”
 
“Jon, there will always be a phone call you have to take, a meeting you have to attend and I’m left waiting.”
 
“If I have to carry you out of here, I will. Lola, we have to work this thing out.”
 
“This thing?”
 
Tashmir walked into the room and shook her head. “Guys,” she said. “I’m not trying to butt in; however, I’m tired and you don’t need an audience for this.”
 
Lola dropped her head and then looked up at her friend. “Sorry. Jon, you need to leave.”
 
“Fine.” In a swift motion, Jon scooped Lola up in his arms and headed out the door.
 
“This is getting really old!” she exclaimed.
 
He didn’t say a word as he strode toward the elevator. “Jonathan Michael, put me down and I mean it!”
 
The doors opened and he stepped on. “Jon, I’m not doing this with you!” Lola exclaimed as the doors closed. He remained silent, holding her in his arms. She felt like a sack of laundry.
 
“Can you put me down, please?”
 
“No.”
 
“Jon!” The elevator stopped on the next floor and a perky couple stepped on. They smiled at Lola and Jon. “Accident at the night ski?” the bubbly brunette asked.
 
“No, I’m actually being kidnapped,” Lola replied.
 
The woman and her husband laughed and Jon joined in with them. Lola dug her nails into his neck.
 
“Ouch!” he exclaimed, nearly dropping her. “Really?”
 
“I don’t see anything funny, Jonathan Michael!”
 
The couple in front of them exchanged an uncomfortable look. “Someone overdid it with the cocktails, we’re fine,” Jon said with a wink.
 
“Really?” Lola snapped. “That’s the way you’re telling this story?”
 
“Come on, Lo,” he whispered.
 
“No, since it’s story time, let me tell these strangers why I gave you a divorce for Christmas and how you came here to save our marriage, but you’ve still been chatting away on your cell phone, just like you always do. But you want to rewrite this story to impress people who don’t even know us.”
 
The woman looked from Lola to Jon and then focused on her husband. “Okay, this is our floor,” she said when the elevator stopped.
 
“No, it isn’t,” he said.
 
She grabbed his arm and gave him a gentle nudge and they exited the elevator. “Look at you running people away,” Jon said.
 
“Better than pretending we’re a happy couple on holiday, and don’t you dare act as if you didn’t have a part in that!”
 
Jon sighed and leaned his head back on the wall. Lola kicked the emergency stop button and brought that cart to a halt. “Why did you do that?” he asked.
 
“Because I want you to put me down,” she said, her voice calm. Jon obliged. Lola stood toe-to-toe with him, torn between anger and desire. As much as she claimed that she didn’t like his take-charge attitude, she had to admit, he was turning her on. What in the hell is wrong with me? she thought as she stared at him.
 
“Lola,” he said. “I know I sound like a broken record, but I’m not walking away from us when we can fix it.”
 
“You didn’t even think something was wrong. So, how are you going to fix it, Oliver Pope?”
 
“Oliver Pope? That’s funny.”
 
Lola wasn’t in the mood to laugh. She was mad and sure that hotel security would start the elevator moving again soon. “Jon, I’m tired of being ignored. I’m tired of feeling like an afterthought in your life. I don’t understand why you can’t get that through your head.”
 
“I understand what you’re saying, but you know why this company is important to me. You know this isn’t just about money and . . .”
 
“Yes, you want everyone you love to be taken care of, but don’t you think we deserve more?”
 
“More?”
 
She stomped her foot and rolled her eyes. “More time with you. More nights with you in my arms. Damn it, Jon, when is the last time we made love? Do you know how much I miss you—touching me, kissing me?”
 
Jon pressed her against the wall. “Lola, you know I . . .”
 
“I don’t know a damned thing because I don’t get to have conversations with you without scheduling an appointment with your damn assistant. Oh, and could you thank her for the Tiffany’s gift that was delivered.”
 
“You don’t have to make an appointment to talk to me and you know this.”
 
She rolled her eyes and fell against him as the elevator began moving again. “How do you plan to fix this when you still have your phone attached to your hip. I feel it vibrating right now.”
 
Jon kissed her nose. “We’re going to get away from everything and make this right,” he said.
 
Lola stepped away from him and headed toward the open door. She half-expected to see hotel security officers to be standing there waiting. Jon followed, after he checked his phone. It had been the driver. The car was ready. He headed toward his wife and gripped her waist. “Let’s go,” he said.
 
“What?”
 
He guided Lola to the door and the awaiting limousine in front of the hotel. “We’re leaving,” he said.
 
“And going where?”
 
“To the airport. I’m going to prove to you that I’m willing to do anything I need to do to save this marriage.”
 
“I am not spending Christmas in Miami.”
 
“We’re not going back to Miami, right now.”
 
She folded her arms across her chest. “Right, like you don’t have some virtual crisis that you’re not dealing with?”
 
“Lola, get in the car.”
 
“What if I say no?” she asked, looking from him to the driver holding the door open. Jon slumped his shoulders. “Babe, please.” His voice—low and sorrowful—made Lola think about everything that was going on. Jon wanted to save their marriage, she wanted to save their marriage. But damn it, things needed to change.
 
“Okay,” she said, then slid into the car. Jon slipped in and sat beside her.
 
“You sure made this difficult,” he said.
 
Lola raised her right eyebrow but kept silent. Jon smiled, then tapped the window separating them from the driver, signaling him to pull off.
 
“Wait,” she said. “I need to call Tash and let her know what’s going on.” She held her hand out. “I left my phone in the suite.”
 
Jon handed her his iPhone. Watching her call her friend, he focused on her lips and felt a stirring in his groin. It had been a long time—three weeks, a month—since he and Lola had made love. Damn! She licked her bottom lip and laughed, Jon was as hard as a brick. Easing closer to her, he brushed his lips against her neck. “Umm, Tash, you have fun and be careful because Langston is a charmer.” Jon wrapped his arms around his wife’s waist and pulled her closer. Lola expelled a gasp when she felt his tongue dance against her neck. “I have to go.”
 
The phone fell to the floor and she shifted in her seat. “Jonathan Michael,” she intoned, “what are you doing?”
 
“I know it hasn’t been that long for you to have to ask,” he said as he took her hand and placed it on his thick erection.
 
“Well, it has been a while,” she replied as she stroked him through his slacks. Then she unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. “I guess it’s time to see if I know what I’m supposed to do next,” she said with a wanton tint to her voice.
 
“Well, if you need instructions . . .” he said as he felt the heat of Lola’s breath on the tip of his penis.
 
When she took him deep inside her mouth, Jon knew she didn’t need instructions and she hadn’t forgotten how to drive him wild. Suck, lick, nibble, lick, and suck. As her head bobbed up and down, Jon cried out in pleasure. She was controlling his body and feeding that dormant hunger of his sexual desire.
 
She pulled back from him and looked into his eyes. “If I were a cruel woman, I’d stop right now.”
 
“Lo, you wouldn’t,” he said as he tugged at the neckline of her top.
 
“Then you’d have an idea of how I’ve felt the past few months,” she whispered as she wiggled out of her pants.
 
“Baby,” he said as he gripped her hips while she mounted him. “Forgive me.” Easing between her wet folds of flesh, Jon felt as if he’d entered paradise. Lola gripped him tightly, making him feel as if she was milking the life from him. God, how he’d missed making love to her. She controlled his body the way no one else could. She made him realize there was no other woman he could ever love. No other woman he wanted to spend his life with. And he wasn’t going to lose her.
 
Lola moaned, leaned in, and nibbled at Jon’s ear as she was brought to the brink of pleasure, to the edge of an orgasm. Jon wasn’t far behind, trying to keep the fire building in his groin at bay until he saw the satisfaction across her comely face. There it was and right on time because Jon exploded, spilling his seed deep inside Lola’s valley.
 
She fell against his chest and pressed her ear against his chest. Jon couldn’t help but smile. “Why do you do that?” he asked as he stroked her forehead.
 
“Your heartbeat calms me down,” she said. “And this used to be how I’d go to sleep.”
 
“Used to be?”
 
She propped up on his chest with her elbows. “Jon, you haven’t been in the bed with me in a long time.”
 
“You keep reminding me of that.”
 
“Because it’s a fact that you need to be reminded of! Don’t ruin the afterglow right now,” she said, then sucked her teeth.
 
Jon was about to reply when the driver tapped on the window. “Sir, we’ve arrived at the airport.”
 
“Give us a few minutes,” he replied. Lola reached for her clothes and Jon grabbed her arm.
 
“What?” she asked.
 
“It’s not as if we have to head to a gate and get tickets. Besides, you’re ruining the afterglow,” he quipped, then kissed her cheek.
 
“Whatever,” she said quietly, and snuggled closer to Jon. “Why did it take all of this for us to get back to . . .”
 
“Lola, I can’t read your mind and you know why. . . .”
 
“All I know is that you are never around and you trot me out to show your investors and board members that you have a family life. I’m like a shiny doll you keep on the shelf.”
 
“That’s how you really feel? Lola, do you remember eating spaghetti for dinner because I was trying to write code and you had to work at Bank of America?”
 
“Don’t you know that’s been my favorite Christmas that we’ve ever spent together. It was so hot in Orlando and my husband gave me a white Christmas.”
 
“Really?” Jon stroked her cheek. “I felt like I’d let you down that day.”
 
She locked eyes with him and saw a flicker of the old Jon there. He always thought that he wasn’t doing enough. Lola remembered his late nights at the dining room table in that one-bedroom in Orlando. She would keep a pot of coffee brewed and his favorite late-night snack—honey roasted peanuts—handy. One day, she knew her husband would be successful. But she had no idea that their relationship would be a casualty of his success.
 
“You never let me down, Jon. I loved you before all of this and if it went away tomorrow, I’d still love you.”
 
“I know that, but—”
 
“No buts! You’re supposed to be at a point in your life right now where you shouldn’t have to spend every moment working.”
 
“Lola,” he began. “You don’t know what it was like after my father died.”
 
“You’re right, I don’t. But are you forgetting that you’re not the only one who has a past?”
 
Jon stroked Lola’s cheek. He never told her about his brief childhood in Cuba. Never talked about how his mother was never accepted by his father’s family and how Diego Joseph left behind the comfort of his wealthy family for the woman he loved. Diego became a sugar plantation worker to support Mama Joseph and their growing family. Jon had been about four years old when there had been a tropical storm that had destroyed the family’s cottage. They had lost everything. Jon remembered how he’d watched his clothes, toys, and books float away in the flood. He’d remembered how his mother and father clutched him and Langston against their chests and whispered prayers of thanksgiving because they were all alive.
 
Alive, but homeless. His mother had pleaded with Diego to reach out to his family. “No,” he’d said. “My mother doesn’t want anything to do with me or my children. Rena, I’m going to make sure this family never has to crawl to anyone for anything.”
 
“You’re being as stubborn as a mule,” she’d replied as she shifted Langston from one hip to the other. “We just lost everything.”
 
“But we have our lives and our sons,” he said, and he held Jon’s hand.
 
“Where will our sons sleep tonight, Diego?”
 
He’d lifted Jon, who had started to cry, into his arms. “Don’t worry about it, I will make sure we’re taken care of.”
 
“I know you will, Diego. But who will take care of you? Certainly not your employer.”
 
He’d given Jon a tight hug, and whispered, “Don’t cry, son,” in his boy’s ear. Jon had looked up at his father and when Diego smiled at him, he’d known things were going to be all right.
 
“Diego, it’s Christmas. Maybe this was God’s message to bring the family together.”
 
“No!” he’d exclaimed in Spanish. “My mother has denied my family because she doesn’t like your skin color. I won’t have her mistreating my sons. It’s as if she has forgotten how hard it was for my father’s people to accept her.”
 
“So,” she’d replied in Spanish. “This isn’t about her, this is about our sons. Do you want us to sleep on these soggy streets?”
 
“Let’s go,” he said with a sigh. It had been as if Diego knew going to his mother’s home in Havana would cause more harm than good. Jon had trembled in his father’s arms as he felt Diego’s heartbeat speed up.
 
Luckily, the beat-up truck that the family had been using hadn’t gotten flooded. His mama had called it a blessing and another sign that it was time for the family to make amends with each other. Jon hadn’t understood what that meant, but his father’s anger was clear. When they’d arrived at the massive house, Jon had been in awe. It looked like a castle from one of the storybooks his mother read to him and Langston.
 
He’d wondered if the people who lived here were like the witches, queens, and kings in the stories. Jon knew he’d have a palace like this one day. His mother would be the queen and his dad wouldn’t have to cut sugar cane anymore. Smiling as they approached the door, Jon had decided that he couldn’t wait to meet his grandmother, who had to be the queen of Cuba. They stood at the front door, Jon with baited breath, and waited for someone to open the door.
 
After a few moments, a slender man, dressed in a black and white uniform, had opened the door.
 
“Mr. Diego,” he’d said with a toothy smile. “Good to see you.”
 
“Good to see you, Randall.” Diego had took a step forward. Randall placed his hand on his shoulder.
 
“I’m sorry, sir.”
 
“What?”
 
“Mistress said she’s not taking visitors today.”
 
“Tell my mother I’m not a visitor, I’m her son!”
 
Randall had glanced at Diego and his family; he pursed his lips and leaned in to Diego. “She said you’re welcome. But I can’t allow—”
 
Diego had pushed past the older man and stormed inside with his family in tow. “Mother!” he’d screamed. “Why don’t you come down here and tell your grandsons why you’ve never met them!”
 
Rena had grabbed her husband’s arm. “Don’t do this. I’m sorry that I suggested this.”
 
“No, I want her to face the only family she has left.”
 
It had seemed as if hours had passed before Eva Terez walked down the spiral staircase. The sun had beamed off her four-karat diamond earrings and surrounded her in what looked like an angelic glow. Jon had hoped to hug the grandmother he’d never met.
 
“What are you doing here, son?” she’d asked in a clipped tone. “And why have you brought that woman?”
 
“My wife?”
 
“I thought we agreed that she was not welcome here?”
 
Diego had taken a step toward his mother and shook his head in midstride as he stopped. “I’m sure you’ve heard about the storm.”
 
“Tragic. So much loss,” she’d replied.
 
“We lost our home and the boys’ Christmas was destroyed.”
 
She’d folded her arms across her chest; her face seemed as hard as a stone. Jon had been sure that she was one of the evil creatures from those fanciful tales his mother read to him at night. She was no queen, he’d decided. “That’s terrible, but what do you expect me to do about God’s will?”
 
“You heartless—” Rena brought her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, Diego. This was a horrible idea.”
 
“Marrying you was a horrible idea. Soiling our bloodline with your kind. . . .”
 
“That’s enough, Mother!” Diego yelled. “Let’s not forget that you weren’t Granny’s first choice for Dad. With your dark skin and nappy hair. No matter how many chemicals you’ve used, that African blood is still in your veins.”
 
She’d touched her face and sighed. “But I am Cuban!”
 
A red tinge of anger had crept up the back of Diego’s neck. “Basura!”
 
She’d crossed over to him and slapped Diego. “How dare you? Get out and take them with you.”
 
“I will and I hope that you remember this day when you’re alone and dying in this house. You threw your family away.” Diego and his family stormed out of the house, never looking back.
 
Lola wrapped her arms around Jon. “You’ve never told me this before,” she said. “Why?”
 
Jon shrugged. “The holidays were never important to me, until you came along. Maybe that’s why I didn’t get why you were so upset about the parties and . . .”
 
“Christmas has always been different for me,” Lola said. “It was all about me and Nona.”
 
“Your grandmother?”
 
She nodded and smiled with a far-off look in her eyes. “No matter what was going on, right after Thanksgiving, Nona and I would go get a tree and start decorating. I loved the twinkling lights, but she wanted our lights to mimic the classic grace of Biltmore. When she had the money for it, we’d have two trees. A small one with all the crazy lights that I loved and the big one that Nona would make look like Biltmore. But she would put all of the gifts under my little tree.”
 
“That explains why we have so many trees in the house,” Jon replied with a throaty laugh.
 
“All I’ve ever wanted was to have a family Christmas with you. Like in the old days,” she said quietly. “But you made it a business meeting.”
 
Jon held her hand. “When my father died and we left Cuba, my mother spent every holiday working. It was her job to make sure someone else’s kids had a Merry Christmas, and Langston and I got leftovers. Until I met you, Christmas was just another day.”
 
“Obviously, it still is,” she said.
 
“I have a business and you were there with me from the ground up. Why are you upset about my success?”
 
She thumped his arm. “To have my husband back and paying attention to me, I’d rather be back in Orlando on the ground floor again. All of this doesn’t matter to me! This is pointless, Jon.”
 
“No, it’s not. And I’m going to prove it to you.”
 
“What are you going to do? Buy me something else I don’t want?”

 



Chapter 5
 
Jon didn’t respond to Lola as he knocked on the window, alerting the driver that they were ready. He wasn’t sure how long they’d been parked at the airport and he needed to check the flight plan.
 
“Where are we going?” she asked after a few moments of silence.
 
“You’ll see when we get there.”
 
She rolled her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. “I hate it when you do that.”
 
“When I do what?” he asked as he reached into his pocket.
 
“This distracted ordering! I asked a question and the least you could do is answer it until moving on to your next order of business. Jon, if we’re working things out, you need to put in a little more effort.”
 
“All right,” he said, focusing his stare on his wife’s face. She was pissed. She had a right to be, but he had a bone to pick with her, too. “Babe, I’m sorry.”
 
“What are you sorry for?” she asked, smirking at him.
 
“Whatever I did to you,” he said. “But don’t you think you owe me an apology?”
 
“For what?”
 
“Ruining my Christmas,” Jon said, struggling not to laugh. “I didn’t plan to spend the three days before Christmas chasing you across the country.”
 
“Nobody asked you to do so.”
 
Jon shook his head. “So you thought I was going to get divorce papers and just go on with my day?”
 
“Actually, Jon, I thought we were having dinner. Had you made it home to do something that I wanted to do for a change, we could’ve had this conversation in Miami. But I got a gift from your secretary and don’t tell me you picked it out.”
 
“I won’t,” he said. “Because I honestly didn’t.”
 
“Since we’re being honest, I’ve never liked Tiffany’s jewelry. I just think the boxes are pretty.”
 
Jon opened the door, realizing that the driver was earning a lot of overtime for just standing there. “Sorry about that,” he said to the driver. “We’re ready to board the plane.”
 
Lola started to tell her husband that she wasn’t going anywhere until he let her in on the exact place they were going. But she noticed the gold band on the driver’s right hand.
 
“Oh,” she said, “you’re just ruining everybody’s Christmas.” Lola turned to the driver and smiled. “Sorry about keeping you away from your wife, I’m sure she misses you.”
 
He tipped his hat to Lola. “She understands my work schedule, but we have a special evening planned.”
 
Turning to Jon, Lola said, “Look, a man who can balance work and his wife. You could learn a few things from him.”
 
Jon frowned, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a few hundred dollars, and then handed the cash to the driver. “Thank you for all of your help today.”
 
“Thank you, sir!” the driver said excitedly.
 
Jon placed his hand on the small of Lola’s back and gently pushed her toward the jet. “Where are we going, Jon?” she asked again.
 
“You’ll see.”
 
She rolled her eyes as she walked up the stairs. “Jon, I promise you, if I end up in Miami at one of your—”
 
He twirled her around and nibbled at her bottom lip. “It’s going to be worth it, trust me.”
 
Despite herself, she smiled. Lola loved this side of her husband. Playful and smiling. The man she married. The man she fell in love with.
 
“Trust you,” she said, then kissed the tip of his nose. “Don’t make me regret it.”
 
Jon pulled her closer to his chest, brushed her hair back from her forehead. “I’m the one filled with regret.”
 
“Really?” She furrowed her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
 
“Lola, I never wanted to make you unhappy. I thought building this company would give us everything we needed.”
 
“How many times do I have to tell you, Jon? All I need is you.”
 
He took her face between his hands and stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. “I’m sure my mother felt the same way about my dad. But when he died, we had nothing. We came to Miami with the clothes on our back and a few dollars. I never want to leave you in that situation.”
 
“Jon,” she whispered. “But you’re already gone.”
 
“I’m right here.”
 
She shook her head. “Your money is always there, but my husband is nowhere to be found,” she said.
 
“What do you suggest I do?”
 
“I’m willing to bet that you hire competent people. Let them shoulder some of the weight and responsibilities. Don’t you think your employees want to see the company succeed? I’ve seen how you treat them; maybe if I worked for you, we’d spend more time together.”
 
“But I . . .”
 
“Listen, Steve Jobs, all of these hours you’re putting in at JMJ are going to do two things—early grave or a divorce.”
 
“The divorce is not going to happen,” he said.
 
“So, are you going to spend more time with your family? And I’m not just talking about me, Jon. Your mother thinks you work too much as well.”
 
“So, you and my mama sit around and talk about my hours?”
 
“And the fact that Langston is a man-whore and neither of you is going to make her a grandmother.”
 
Jon chuckled. “Ouch.”
 
“It’s true. Anyway, why did you bring Langston with you?”
 
“I thought I might need backup to pry you away from your boyfriend.”
 
Lola rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I still can’t get over the fact that you thought I came here with another man.”
 
“Divorce papers make a man feel that way,” he replied with a snort. “There were several other ways to get my attention, Lola.”
 
“Oh, and I guess I hadn’t tried that? Do you remember Halloween?”
 
Jon furrowed his brow. “Halloween?”
 
Lola stepped back from him. “I waited for you in a black leather catsuit, with a long furry tail.”
 
“Umm, I . . .”
 
“Came in the house, gave me a kiss on the forehead, and went into the basement with that damned game.”
 
“There were bugs in programing and I had to . . . wait . . . I thought I was tripping, you had a whip on your hip that night, didn’t you?”
 
She nodded. “And had I taken Tashmir’s advice and learned how to crack it, I would’ve hit you in the back of the head.”
 
“I am so sorry,” he said, beckoning her back into his arms. “How I missed you in that, I will never know.”
 
She smacked him on his arm. “And this has been our marriage for the past several months, if not the last year.”
 
“You know this has been an important year for JMJ; between the lawsuit and the new games, I’ve been busy.”
 
“People make time to do what they want, Jon. So I guess I’m to assume you didn’t want to do me?” Lola walked across the cabin and took a seat in one of the plush leather chairs.
 
Jon crossed over to her and kneeled in front of her. “Don’t ever think that I don’t want you,” he said. “You’re all I want, Lo.”
 
“And you show it by ignoring me?” Tears bubbled in her eyes, but Lola was tired of crying. How many nights had she cried alone in bed while her husband focused on everything but her?
 
“Baby,” he said.
 
“Jon, I can’t do this. You can’t give me everything now, and then when we return to Miami it’s back to the status quo.”
 
“What do you want me to do? You know that I’m the face of my company and that I’m—”
 
“I thought you were my husband. I thought you were more than a businessman. I thought I was more important to you than money.”
 
“You are,” he said. “And you always have been.”
 
“Then prove it!” She pushed her husband. “I’m tired of being ignored, Jon. I’m tired of you using taking care of your mother as an excuse to ignore me and our marriage. I love Mama Joseph and she knows it. She’s also fine, Jon. I’m the one who needs you. Even your mother agrees. As a matter of fact, I got the Christmas box idea from her.”
 
“What?”
 
Lola nodded and fought back a laugh. She had been just as shocked as Jon was right now when his mother had told her that her son needed a wake-up call and divorce was the way to go.
 
“Make that boy of mine understand what he has even if he thinks he’s going to lose it,” her mother-in-law had said as they’d sipped coffee and nibbled on cream-filled ladyfingers. “I can see in your eyes that you’re lonely, Lola.”
 
It had felt funny talking to Mama Joseph about her son and how upset she was about the direction of their relationship. But at that moment, they were not mother and daughter-in-law, they were two girlfriends.
 
And her idea had been out there, a little off the wall. But when Jon had spent Thanksgiving day working while Lola made excuses to his mother and brother as to why he wasn’t there—the camel’s back snapped in two.
 
Before serving the papers, Lola had tried to make things work. She’d tried surprising Jon with a romantic lunch picnic, but he’d been in a meeting that day. Then there had been the candlelight dinner she’d prepared on his birthday. When Jon walked in and right past the dinner table and headed down to the basement mumbling about bugs and delayed release dates. Lola had been tempted to toss one of the candleholders at his head, but she continued being the dutiful wife and fixed him a plate, then took it downstairs to him. In her heart of hearts, Lola had secretly wished that she’d find her husband making plans with another woman, something that would explain what had changed in their relationship. She’d only found him doing what he did every night: working. Hunched over the computer with a pair of earbuds tucked in his ears. Setting the plate on a table behind him, Lola knew divorce had to be the next step. Though it had been the last thing she wanted. But Mama Joseph had been right. She needed to get her husband’s attention by any means necessary.
 
Did she really have it now? Looking into his sparkling brown eyes, she really hoped that she did, because leaving was not an option. “Where are we going, Jon?” she asked.
 
“You’ll see and, yes, you will have your white Christmas, I think.”
 
“You think?”
 
“I’ll have the pilot check the weather reports,” he said with a wink.
 
Lola smiled despite herself. That wink had always been her undoing. The direct path to the wetness between her thighs. He’d winked at her like that the night they’d met. She’d spotted him across the crowded bar during the Jingle Bell Hop in Orlando. She and Tashmir had been there because they didn’t have anything else to do for Christmas. That had been the first Christmas Lola had spent without her grandmother, but neither of them had the money for Lola to come home to Asheville. She hadn’t been happy that she was in hot-ass Florida. Folding her arms across her chest as Tashmir had brought her a Christmas martini, Lola had decided she was ready to go.
 
“This is not Christmas,” she’d told her friend after accepting the drink.
 
“It’s Florida, I know you didn’t expect snow.”
 
“Maybe.”
 
“Well, I hate to tell you, that’s not going to happen. Why didn’t you go to Asheville?”
 
Lola took another sip of her drink. “No money for the train, bus, or a plane. I’d kill for a piece of spice cake right now.”
 
Tash gave her friend a comforting pat on the shoulder. “We can still get a tree and decorate the apartment.”
 
“Nah, I’m not going to force you to get all wrapped up in my Christmas shenanigans.”
 
Tashmir shrugged. “I’m going to be working anyway, the café is open Christmas Day for a few hours.”
 
“That’s just wrong.”
 
“Time and a half, who am I to complain?”
 
The women toasted and Lola had glanced across the bar. That’s when she’d seen him for the first time. Tall, handsome, and dressed in a T-shirt and jeans but still looking like a million bucks. Lola’s breath had caught in her chest as their eyes locked and he lifted his drink to her, then winked. A trickle of desire had pooled between her thighs. What was she thinking? He’d been a total stranger and she wanted him. It had been as if everything and everyone else disappeared. He crossed over to her and she’d shivered.
 
“Hi,” he’d said, his voice like a melodic saxophone. “You’re beautiful.”
 
“Wow, thanks. You’re direct and to the point, huh?”
 
“There’s no other way to be and as good as you look right now, if I didn’t scoop you up now, one of these other lames would.”
 
“And who’s to say that I don’t think you’re a lame?”
 
Jon had taken her left hand in his, then brought it to his lips. “Because you don’t. I don’t see you as the kind of woman who would have a conversation with a man just to pass time. You have purpose behind your eyes.”
 
“If that’s a line, it’s a pretty good one,” she’d replied.
 
“It’s not a line. There’s something about you. My name’s Jonathan Joseph.”
 
“Lola.”
 
“Lola Joseph.”
 
“Aren’t you presumptuous!”
 
“I am,” he replied, and smiled. “But I’ve noticed that you haven’t walked away yet.” And that had been when she’d noticed that she had still been holding his hand.
 
Who knew Jon could see into the future that night?
 
“Jon,” she said, looking at her husband.
 
He took her face between his hands. “Lola, I’m sorry.” He brushed his lips against hers and pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I promise you that you’re going to have a good Christmas and things are going to change.”
 
“But for how long?” she asked. The FASTEN SEAT BELT light began flashing on the jet and the captain made his announcement about the flight time and taking their seats.
 
The couple sat side by side, waiting for the noises of takeoff to subside. “Lola, what do I need to do?”
 
“Can you make time for us? We used to have a great relationship. Even in the early days of you building your company. Now that you have it established, why am I seeing you less?”
 
“Love, I can’t rest on my laurels, and I have to take care of the family. This year has been rough. . . .”
 
“Not just this year, Jon. This has been building for a while. Don’t act like this came out of nowhere.”
 
“But divorce papers? A little extreme, don’t you think?”
 
Lola rolled her eyes. “Remember your birthday?”
 
He shrugged. “We had dinner, right?” She punched him in his right arm with all her might. “Damn, Lola, that actually hurt!”
 
“I meant for it to! I had dinner prepared, candles and everything. You came home, late as usual, and just marched right by me.”
 
“I had to get the—”
 
“Kinks worked out of your game, yeah, yeah. That’s your go-to excuse.”
 
“You do realize that this is the season when I make—”
 
The seat belt light went off and Lola unlatched herself. She headed over to the bar in the corner and poured herself a glass of scotch. She didn’t even like scotch, but it seemed as if it was the right drink for this conversation.
 
“Jon, I’ve never known anyone to forget their own birthday. And the fact that I’m pissed off that you didn’t give me a chance to celebrate your day should explain what I’ve been going through lately.”
 
Jon rubbed his hand across his face. November 30, his birthday. How many husbands got yelled at because they forgot their own birthday? “Lola, I was focused on getting my signature game launched. I didn’t care about my birthday.”
 
“Or Thanksgiving, or Christmas, or the fact that I wanted my husband to just give me a hug after I watched a little boy from the Miami Children’s Hospital die of the same cancer that took my grandmother.” Tears sprang into Lola’s eyes, but she fought them with all her power. Taking a swig of the scotch, Lola turned her back to Jon. “There is more going on than your precious video games, but you’re too blind to see that.”
 
“Lo, I’m not blind now. I’m right here, and again, I’m sorry that I hurt you and let things get so . . .” He touched her shoulder and Lola hadn’t even been aware that he was behind her. Turning around, she wished she had something to say that wouldn’t sound bitter and angry. But his sorry didn’t make up for the lonely nights, for the doubts that she had about his love for her. No, his sorry pissed her off.
 
“Don’t touch me.”
 
“Lola, I didn’t come to Aspen, put you on this plane for us to be angry at one another. I need and want your forgiveness. I have to make things right because I’m not living my life without you.”
 
Her heart quivered. She wasn’t going to give up either, but how did she know the change would last? How did she know that Jon would keep his word to focus on their marriage more and business less?
 
“I don’t just want a holiday where it is all about us. This is how our lives need to be, our love should always come first.”
 
“I’m sorry you ever had to question that our love isn’t the main priority in my life.”
 
Her right eyebrow shot up in a flash of anger. She took another sip of the scotch. Ooh, it burned.
 
“Give me that, Lola,” Jon said with a smile tugging at his lips. “You know you aren’t built for this.”
 
She handed him the glass. “You’re right. Ugh, how do you and Langston do it?”
 
Jon set the glass on the edge of the bar and then drew his wife into his arms. “Because we’re men. We’re supposed to. Listen, Lola, I messed up. I never wanted you to think that anything was more important than you. When we were in Orlando and you stood by me while I was broker than a joke—”
 
“Money never mattered to me. We always had enough.”
 
“You were working like a madwoman while I was selling you dreams. You believed in me when other women—”
 
“I wasn’t with you for the money. If all of this disappeared, I’d still be by your side.”
 
“I don’t want you to ever have to struggle. I don’t want—”
 
“And I don’t want to be in this marriage alone!” She pounded her fists against his chest. “Are you listening to anything I’m saying? Do you get it?”
 
“Do you get that I watched my mother struggle for a long time after my father died and I never want that to be your reality.”
 
“Is there something you need to tell me?” she asked as fear made her blood run cold. Was her husband dying? Was he trying to line up the stars so that she wouldn’t end up like his mother when she lost her husband?
 
“No, but life is short. . . .”
 
“Life is short and you’re not living it.” She waved her hand around. “What’s the use of having all of this if you’re not going to enjoy it? You take care of everyone and everything, Jon. When’s the last time you’ve done something for yourself?”
 
“It’s not about me.”
 
“It should be. I mean, it’s always about your investors, your company, your demons. Take something for yourself.”
 
“I know what I want right now,” he said, then captured her mouth in a hot kiss. Lola shivered, moaned, and fell against his chest like a rag doll. Jon broke their kiss and stared into her eyes. “All I need is you.”
 
“Prove it.”
 
He all but ripped her blouse open and then lifted her onto the bar. Jon massaged her breasts until she threw her head back in delight. Her nipples cried for his lips and he was happy to oblige. He nibbled and sucked her nubs until she cried out in pleasure. “Jon,” she cried as his tongue lashed her nipple and his fingers unbuttoned her pants. Lola pressed forward, wanting nothing more than to feel his fingers and tongue all over her body. She wanted all of her husband. Needed him to remind her that they were still in love and that he still wanted her. His kisses told her just that.
 
“Lola,” he intoned as he pulled her pants down to her ankles, then pushed her thighs apart. He stroked and rubbed the wetness between her thighs until her moans became screams of passion.
 
“Oh, Jon!”
 
“You like that?” he asked as he pressed his finger deeper inside her. “So wet.” Before she could say a word, Jon had dove between her thighs—licking and sucking her throbbing pearl. Lola pushed her hips forward, encouraging her husband to dive deeper. And he did. And she exploded.
 
“Damn, you taste so good,” Jon said as he lapped her sweet release.
 
“Need. You,” she panted. Jon pulled Lola around his waist and kissed her slowly, deeply, and passionately. She clutched the back of his neck, falling deeper and deeper into his kiss. With one hand, Jon unzipped his pants and pressed his wife against the wall while he kicked out of his pants. She felt him against her thighs and moaned in anticipation. Jon parted her thighs and thrust into her wet valley. Maybe he was trying to make up for all the lost time, maybe nearly losing her had awakened the passion in Jon that he’d allowed to lay dormant. All he knew was that he needed to bury himself inside her and never come out again. She felt so good against his throbbing penis. Wet. Tight. Hot. His. Jon locked eyes with his wife and when he saw the blissful peace on her face, Jon lost his battle with his climax and exploded.
 
Lola cried out as she reached her apex. Jon fell back on the leather love seat behind them while Lola held on to his sweaty body. “Do you know how much I’ve missed this?” she whispered.
 
“Missed having sex?”
 
“No, missed feeling wanted and needed by you.”
 
Jon stroked her bare back. “I always want and need you, Lo.”
 
She propped up on his chest with her elbows. “It’s hard to tell when you’re always too busy to talk to me.”
 
“Okay, I get it. You don’t have to keep hitting me over the head with what I did.”
 
Lola sighed and nodded. “All right, we’re moving forward. Today is the first day of the rest of our marriage.”
 
“I like that.”
 
“Now, where are we going?” she asked with a smile. Jon kissed her on the tip of her nose but didn’t say a word.

 



Chapter 6
 
As Lola slept, Jon watched his wife and smiled. She was so beautiful when she slept. Lately, the only time he saw her was when she was sleeping. Had he been working too much and missing out on the most important part of his life?
 
Pushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead, Jon realized that life without Lola was one he didn’t want to live. “Mr. Joseph,” the captain said as he walked over to him. “We’re going to be delayed about an hour if we land at the Asheville Regional Airport, but we can land at Charlotte Douglas in fifteen minutes.”
 
“Let’s go to Charlotte. We can rent a car and head to Asheville from there. How’s the weather?”
 
“Rain in Charlotte. But it’s snowing in Asheville, that’s why there’s a delay.”
 
“Thank you, Mother Nature,” Jon mumbled.
 
“Sir?”
 
Jon shook his head. “Nothing, thanks for the update.”
 
Lola yawned as she woke up and stretched her arms above her head. “Are we there yet?” she quipped.
 
“Almost,” he said. “We have to fasten our seat belts.”
 
“And where are we going again?”
 
Jon gently pinched her cheek. “You’re smooth, but I never told you where we’re going.”
 
She rolled her eyes and grinned. “As long as we’ve been in the air, I’m wondering if we’re still in the USA or if we’re heading to Canada.”
 
“Canada?”
 
“I’m grasping at straws here,” Lola said. “Can I get a hint? A small clue?”
 
Jon nodded toward the window. She followed his eyes and excitement flowed through her body like blood. “We’re in North Carolina?” But Lola’s excitement waned a bit. They were in Charlotte, home of the Carolina Panthers. Was this another one of Jon’s business trips in disguise?
 
“Don’t give me that look,” he said when he noticed the frown on her comely face.
 
“If this is a business trip in disguise, I will stab you with a candy cane.”
 
“Business trip?”
 
Lola slapped her husband on his shoulder. “Charlotte, home of the Carolina Panthers. And I know you have this new NFL game in development.”
 
“So, you do pay attention.”
 
“What choice do I have? All you talk about is work.” Lola rolled her eyes and chewed her bottom lip.
 
“We’re only going to be here long enough to rent a car.”
 
Lola smiled again. “Really?”
 
He nodded, then kissed her on the forehead. “Babe, this trip is about you and me. But, if you want to, we can stay overnight and . . .”
 
“I swear, I will knock you smooth out.”
 
Jon looked at his watch, realizing that they were in a new time zone. “Are you up for riding for about two hours to get to our final destination?”
 
She shrugged. “I’m fine. Now, where are we going?”
 
“You sure? There may be snow.”
 
“Jon! Are we going to Asheville?” Her excitement made her face glow. Jon couldn’t help but smile as well.
 
“We’re going to Asheville,” he said. “We’re going to stay at the Biltmore and—”
 
Lola took his face in her hands and kissed him. “I love that we’re going to Asheville, but I don’t want to stay at Biltmore. I think we should go to my grandmother’s.”
 
“Are you sure?”
 
She nodded. “Then tomorrow, we can decorate the place and just be us—alone.”
 
“I like the sound of that. Alone.”
 
Moments later, they landed at Charlotte Douglas International Airport. As Lola grabbed her purse, she realized that she still had Jon’s phone. Looking down at the device, she decided that if this Christmas was about the two of them, then Jon didn’t need his phone. She powered it down and dropped it in the bottom of her purse while Jon and the pilot chatted.
 
Okay, I’m not saying that I’m going to keep his phone off the whole time we’re here, but he said this was about us and I’ll call Mama Joseph and check on her. There’s no one else he needs to talk to. Lola wrestled with herself for another few minutes; then she decided that she had done the right thing. Joining Jon and the pilot, she smiled. “Are we ready?” she asked.
 
“Just checking the weather reports,” Jon said. “We might need to leave in the morning after sunrise and some of the roads thaw up.”
 
“Sounds good. Where are we going to stay?”
 
“I can see if there are any vacancies at the Airport Double Tree,” the pilot said. “And I’ll get the SUV you requested brought over here, sir.”
 
“Thanks, Dave, and Merry Christmas.”
 
He tipped his hat to Jon and Lola. She hugged her husband and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for this.”
 
“I’m glad to see that smile on your face again.”
 
“Jon, this feels like Christmas to me.”
 
“Just standing out here feels like Christmas?” he quipped.
 
“Yes, silly. Because I’m standing here with you.”
 
“This does feel good,” he whispered in her ear. She moaned as he pulled her closer to him. Holding Lola in his arms, Jon’s world felt complete. Yes, he had been too focused on work. Maybe it was his fear of leaving Lola in a situation like his mother was in when his father died.
 
“Why did I have to go to such extremes to get your attention?”
 
“I wish I had the answer to that question. Lola, you know there is nothing in the world more important to me than you.”
 
“I wish I felt like that,” she whispered.
 
Jon’s words froze on his tongue. What could he say? He never wanted her to feel this way. She was supposed to know what she meant to him. She was his world. “Baby, I’m sorry,” he said again. If he had to apologize to her a million times until she believed him, then he would.
 
“You keep telling me that you’re sorry, all I want you to do is change,” she replied, as if she read his mind.
 
“Lola, this company is my legacy and . . .”
 
“This company is your legacy? Really, Jon. Give me a break. If you took the time to create a real legacy, maybe you wouldn’t have to depend on these damned games.”
 
Jon shook his head. “I don’t want to fight with you, but you’ve known that this has been my dream.”
 
“And I thought I was a part of that dream,” she said, taking a step away from him. “I’m so proud of you, but at the same time this isn’t what I signed on for. I married you, not this shell of an executive who comes home to me in the middle of the night and forgets that I exist!”
 
“You’re over-exaggerating things.”
 
“Am I?”
 
Jon sighed. “It’s just because it’s the holidays and . . .”
 
“Then it’s just because it’s the beginning of football season, then it’s just because it’s a new gaming system that’s being launched. You have more excuses for ignoring me than a man having an affair. Sometimes I wish there was another woman. I can compete with that.”
 
“That’s one thing you never have to worry about,” he said vehemently. “Lola. . .”
 
She shook her head. “But that’s the first thing you thought I did.”
 
“And I was ready to take him out because no other man will ever love you the way I do, Lola. You’re everything to me and I’m going to prove it to you, today and every day for the rest of our lives.”
 
She rolled her eyes. “All right. Let’s start now. I want this Christmas to be like the first one we shared in Orlando.”
 
“You got it.”
 
Lola smiled as she saw the SUV approaching. “We have to get two trees,” she said.
 
“Two?”
 
“Yes, there’s the Biltmore-like tree that my granny always had to have and then the colorful one that she let me decorate.”
 
Jon smiled, imagining Lola as a little girl throwing colorful lights haphazardly across a tree. “All right. What else do we need?”
 
“Food.”
 
“You’re cooking?” he asked with a toothy grin.
 
Lola poked her tongue out at him. “Yes, I am.”
 
“I’m a little afraid now,” he said. “Keep in mind, you don’t have a crew to help you with the turkey.”
 
“Whatever. And to be honest, I don’t like turkey anyway.”
 
“You just can’t cook turkey. I’m pretty sure you piled your plate with turkey breast and stuffing last year.”
 
“Oh, whatever! You’re the one with the love of turkey.”
 
“Leftover turkey,” he said. “On rye bread with lots of mayo.”
 
“And tomatoes. Ooh, I know where we should grab something to eat from when we get into Asheville.”
 
“Baby, we can rest a minute first, right?”
 
She shrugged. “I guess, if you can’t hang.”
 
“You’re going to need your energy, Mrs. We Need Two Trees.”
 
“You’re right, we should buy Christmas decorations first.” Lola clasped her hands together and did a little shimmy.
 
“Excited much?”
 
“You have no idea. Here I was ready to spend a miserable Christmas throwing darts at a picture of you and now this! Thank you, Jon.”
 
He cocked his right eyebrow at her. “Darts? Really, babe?”
 
“I was perturbed. At least I didn’t pull a move from Snapped. And you’re one to talk, running to Aspen and pulling the caveman card.”
 
“And I’d do it again. You’re lucky I didn’t have to go all Rambo on you and some random dude.”
 
Lola rolled her eyes. “You’re nuts, okay.”
 
“Says the woman who wraps divorce papers for a Christmas gift.”
 
She didn’t mean to laugh, but she imagined the look on his face when he opened her carefully wrapped gift.
 
“Glad you find that funny,” Jon said. “I know what to get you for Valentine’s Day.”
 
“Don’t you dare use holidays to repay a debt.”
 
“You opened the door, darling,” he said, then kissed her on the cheek. “Let’s go.”
 
The couple piled into the SUV and Lola leaned her seat all the way back. When Jon turned on the seat warmers, Lola yawned and turned to Jon. “I guess I’m the one who can’t hang,” she said.
 
“See there, you were talking all of that junk. Now you’re ready to go to sleep.”
 
“Whatever. Are you sure the roads are too bad for us to drive to Asheville tonight? If it’s safe enough, I say let’s go tonight.” Lola couldn’t wait to see her grandmother’s home. Especially since the last time she’d been ready to head to Asheville it hadn’t been a happy occasion. She chewed her bottom lip thinking about that day and how her world felt as if it had been crashing around her. It had been a year since her grandmother’s death, and a developer had been trying to claim eminent domain and have the house leveled. Lola had been heartbroken when she’d learned of the plans. That house held so many memories and good times. She’d been ready to jump in the car and head to Asheville to fight the developers, literally. “I’m going to kill them, Jon!” she’d exclaimed as she’d burst into his office. Jon and Langston had been working on the NCAA basketball game that had put JMJ on the gaming map.
 
“What are you talking about?” he’d asked, his voice filled with concern as he leaped to his feet. “What’s wrong?”
 
“These monsters in Asheville want to tear down my grandmother’s house.” Tears had bubbled in her eyes. “You just don’t understand, I can’t lose that house. I’m going to Asheville to do something.”
 
He’d stroked her arms. “What you need to do is calm down.”
 
Langston rose to his feet and smiled at his brother and sister-in-law. “Why don’t I go get y’all some tea or some scotch. Lo, you really look like you’re going to bring hell down on somebody.”
 
“Get out of here, Langston,” Jon said as he’d hid his grin.
 
“Jon,” she’d said when they were alone, “I have to go.”
 
He’d crossed over to his computer. “I don’t think you need to go yet. What’s the address?”
 
Lola had given him her grandmother’s address and when she was about to ask him what was going on, he’d told her, “It’s handled.”
 
“What?”
 
“I just looked up the developer online. He happens to be a popular guy here in Miami and wants to bid on the building of JMJ’s headquarters.”
 
“And how is that supposed to change what he’s doing in North Carolina?”
 
Before he’d been able to explain, the phone rang. “Hold on, babe. I think this is Randall.”
 
Lola had only been able to watch as her husband handled this Randall person. “Listen,” Jon said. “I’m not trying to tell you how to run your business, but I know where I’m going to spend my millions. This Asheville project affects the woman I love, and I’m sure whatever you’re trying to do there won’t be as profitable as building my headquarters. Why not rehab the houses in that neighborhood. One thing I know about Asheville is that people love history and you’d be the man everyone loves if you keep the spirit of the neighborhood intact. And quite frankly, if you tear down the house my wife grew up in, I won’t be able to do business with you. Umm, huh? Of course, I’ll have my brother contact you.” Jon had hung up the phone and smiled at his wife.
 
“What happened?”
 
He’d crossed over to her and drew her into his arms. “I just saved your grandmother’s house and the entire neighborhood.”
 
“You are the most amazing man ever!” She’d hugged him tightly and then kissed him with hot passion. Jon returned the kiss and pressed his wife against the wall. She’d been so happy that she’d decided to wear a little black dress that day.
 
“Lola,” Jon said, breaking into her reverie. “You do have the keys to your Grandmother’s house, right?”
 
“Of course,” she replied with a smile. “I keep that key close to my heart, you know that.” She touched the necklace she always wore with the key attached. Jon stroked her thigh.
 
“Just making sure,” he replied.
 
“I’ll never forget what you did for me that day, for my grandmother’s memory.”
 
“Family is important and I wish I’d been able to have a worthwhile relationship with my grandmother. I honestly didn’t get what family meant before you and Adele.”
 
“I’m glad you had the chance to meet her.” Tears bubbled in Lola’s eyes and Jon wanted to pull over and hold her until the tears went away.
 
“Me too. Are you sure this isn’t going to be too much?”
 
“This is actually going to be good. A chance to have a real Christmas with no distractions and none of those god-awful shrimp puffs. You know I absolutely hate those!”
 
“As I recall, you were the one who said those were the essential party food.”
 
“That’s until I had to stand there and eat them while listening to stories about nannies and affairs. Do you know how many times I wanted to take that tray and toss it at Genevieve Hunter? Every year, another story about her latest boy toy or the fact that she thought her husband was playing in the administrative assistants pool.” Lola rolled her eyes. “I can’t look at those savory puffs without hearing her nasally voice.”
 
“So, no more shrimp puffs for next year’s party.”
 
Lola groaned. “How about no party at all,” she said.
 
Jon frowned and shook his head while focusing on the road ahead. “Lo, you know those parties are about business and if I had my way, I wouldn’t . . .”
 
“You’re the CEO, right? Why don’t you make some changes?”
 
“Like what?”
 
“Let Langston handle it. He’s your second in command, he’s almost as charming as you are, and he loves talking to investors and flirting with their wives.”
 
“And that’s the problem with Langston. I can see it now, him and some horny housewife in the bathroom.”
 
Lola playfully slapped her husband on the shoulder. “You know when Langston is in business mode, he’s more driven than you are. You just never give him or any other executive a chance.”
 
“I can’t risk all of my hard work being ruined by someone who doesn’t get how important JMJ is to me. This company—”
 
“Is more important to you than your marriage?” she asked. “Because from my end, it seems that way.”
 
“What do you want me to do, Lola? You of all people know how hard I’ve worked for this. Why do you think I’m picking the business over you?”
 
She thought about the lonely nights, the mornings where she’d find Jon asleep in the basement after a long night of coding or whatever the hell he did down there. Yes, he was picking business over her!
 
“Explain to me how I’m not supposed to feel that way? I sleep alone more than I sleep with you. All for the good of JMJ. I’m the mistress and your company is the wife, unless I’m wrong and there is someone else.”
 
Jon rolled his eyes. “If I wanted to have an affair, when would I have time?”
 
“Is that supposed to make me feel better? Because what I’m hearing is if you had time you’d be a cheating bastard?”
 
“That’s not what I mean, Lola. If I had more hours in the day, I’d spend them all with you.”
 
“Then give yourself more time,” she grunted. “You don’t have to be everything at JMJ, and I’m telling you for the last time that I’m tired of feeling like I come in second to your damned company.”
 
“We’ve established that and I’m sorry that I’ve made you feel that way. Are we going to keep harping on it?”
 
“Harping? Are you ready to work at saving our marriage, because . . .”
 
“Look, I’m tired, you’re tired. We’re going to argue and end up ruining Christmas. Can we just get to Asheville and talk about this then?”
 
“No, Jon. No! You and I keep dancing around your issue. And the fact that it took divorce papers and you thinking that I was with another man for us to do this.”
 
Jon pulled over on the shoulder of the road and shut the engine off. “What can I say that I haven’t already said, Lola?”
 
“You haven’t said that you’re going to change! Don’t use this trip to put a Band-Aid on the gaping wound that our marriage has become.”
 
“Gaping wound? That’s what you think our marriage is?”
 
“I’m tired, Jon. Tired of going in circles with you about this. I’ve told you how I feel and you still don’t get it. Just drive.”
 
“No, I don’t want to have this same conversation when we get to Asheville and then I’m going to be flagged for ruining your Christmas. Lola, sometimes I feel like I’m going to wake up and none of this will be real. You know why I hire MIT graduates?”
 
“Because they’re the best?” she replied with a smile.
 
“No,” he said with a sigh. “I had to go to college on a scholarship. When I decided that I wanted to major in computer science, MIT was the only place that I wanted to go to school. The recruiter promised me that I had the grades and skill to get a scholarship to the university. I had gotten a write-up in the local paper about my acceptance to MIT. Then, I get hit with a letter questioning my immigration status. My scholarship was revoked, despite the fact that my mother is a U.S. citizen. We were almost deported to Cuba and that’s when I said, I’m going to make them pay. So, yeah, I hire kids from MIT and when I work with them, I point out all of their mistakes. And one of the reasons why I have to be on point is because I don’t want any of them to ever have the chance to correct me. And I’m waiting for MIT to invite me to speak at a graduation so that I can tell the story of how they kept me out of school and look at me now.”
 
“Are you serious?” she asked.
 
“It’s not my proudest moment. It’s petty and childish, but . . .” Jon’s voice trailed off when he saw the smile on Lola’s lips. Really? “This is funny to you?”
 
“Funny and stupid. You’re really willing to let an old grudge turn you into a lonely man? I thought you were smarter than that. You don’t need a degree from MIT to be successful. You’ve proven that.”
 
“But . . .”
 
“No buts, Jon! Stop fighting ghosts and what-ifs and live your life. Our life.” Lola leaned over and kissed him gently. “You won. Now it’s time to celebrate.”
 
“Celebrate?”
 
She nodded. “Crank this car and let’s go.”
 
Jon smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

 



Chapter 7
 
It was dawn when Jon and Lola arrived in Asheville, both of them bone rattling tired. But the moment Lola stepped out of the rented SUV and felt the first flakes of the morning snowfall on her cheeks, she was no longer tired. She opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out to catch a falling flake.
 
“Wow,” Jon said as he watched his wife. “You know there is all kinds of pollution in those flakes.”
 
“Party pooper!”
 
“I have to suck that tongue, I don’t want to get poisoned because you’re eating toxic snow.”
 
Lola crossed over to him and stood toe-to-toe with him. “So, you’re not going to kiss me?”
 
“Hmm,” he said as he stroked his chin. Lola smacked him on the arm.
 
“Oh, now you have to think about it? Fine. I won’t kiss you ever again.”
 
He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against his chest. “Now you’re just taking things too far,” he said, then captured her cold lips in a hot kiss. Lola gripped his neck and deepened the kiss. The snow began to fall a little heavier. Jon twirled his wife in his arms as they broke the kiss.
 
“This is what you wanted, right? Snow.”
 
“Yes, but it is cold out here.”
 
“You are right about that. Let’s go inside.”
 
Lola nodded and placed her hand on Jon’s chest. “Let me grab my purse real quick,” she said, and he put her down. “And we need to hit some stores pretty quickly since I don’t have any clean clothes.”
 
“What do you need clothes for?” he asked with a chuckle. “After we get the trees and the firewood, we’re not going to need a stitch of clothing. Just Donny Hathaway singing in the background.”
 
“Donny Hathaway,” she said with a smile as she opened the door and grabbed her purse. Lola was so caught up in humming Donny Hathaway’s “This Christmas” that she stumbled and dropped her purse. The contents spilled across the driveway, including Jon’s phone.
 
“Shit,” she muttered as he picked up his iPhone.
 
“Really?” he asked. “You were going to keep my phone in your purse? What kind of bull?”
 
“You do realize without you checking that damned phone every five minutes we’ve had some significant conversations.”
 
Jon turned the phone on. “And if my mother needed me or if there was an emergency, I was supposed to be fine with that because you had a chance to talk to me? When did you become so selfish?”
 
“I’m selfish?!” she shouted. “Aren’t you the same guy holding a grudge because you didn’t get a scholarship to MIT?”
 
“Lola. Stop. You can say what you want about me running my business, but other people call this phone. Langston needs a way back to Miami and—”
 
“Shut up! Langston is a grown man who can book a flight without your supervision. And Mama Joseph is tired of your hovering. She’s not some fragile woman in need of your protection. Why don’t you look at me. I’m the one who needs you, Jon. So, make a choice. Right here. Right now!”
 
“Why don’t you go inside and I’m going to get some food and hopefully there will be a grown-up here when I come back.” Jon hopped into the SUV and backed out of the driveway while Lola bounded into house with tears flowing down her cheeks.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Jon realized after driving around for about thirty minutes that he had no idea where he was going, where an open restaurant was, or why he’d been so pissed off that Lola hid his phone. Pulling up to an Earth Fare store, he checked his text messages and saw that no one needed him. He didn’t have a voice mail message from his mother or his brother. He’d been without his phone for a few hours and nothing had fallen apart. Nothing but the peace he was trying to build with his wife.
 
Sighing, Jon dialed his mother’s number. He had questions.
 
“Hello?” Rena said sleepily when she answered the phone.
 
“Ma,” Jon said. “Did I wake you?”
 
“Yes, do you know what time it is, son? Is everything okay?”
 
Jon sighed. “Not really. Why would you tell my wife to divorce me?”
 
Rena laughed. “She didn’t divorce you, she got your attention, and if you aren’t with her right now working out your problems, then you are a stupid man.”
 
“Mama.”
 
“Jon, I know that we had it rough. You saw a lot of things that shaped you into the man that you are. You’re a good man and you think that you have to take care of everybody. Baby, the one person who needs you the most is Lola. I’m glad her Christmas surprise worked and got you to realize what’s important.”
 
“We kind of had another disagreement,” he said.
 
It was Rena’s turn to expel a big sigh. “Jon, what in the hell is wrong with you? If ever there was a woman who loves you, that would be my daughter-in-law. Lola is at a point in her life where she is either going to stay with you forever or leave you. She cried when she talked about how much she loves you and how lonely she is. And if you think about it, Jon, you isolated her. Told her not to work, told her that once you got your company off the ground everything would be better. I thought I’d have a few grandkids by now.”
 
“Ma.”
 
“Listen to me. Fix it.”
 
“But she . . .”
 
“Fix it. Other than me, no one but Lola will love you for who you are and accept the good and the bad. Because, honey, you aren’t perfect.”
 
“I never said that I was and—”
 
“Why are you still on the phone with me? I know she loves Christmas, so whatever you have to do to make this magical for her, do it. If that means turning that phone off, do it. I’m fine. And work will be there after Christmas.”
 
“What would happen if—”
 
“Jonathan Michael Joseph, if you don’t stop acting like you’re a sugar cane plantation worker with a family who doesn’t care about you and not a multimillionaire, I’m going to take you over my knee. Can you please make up with your wife and stop acting like a scared little boy. If you haven’t noticed, we’re not struggling anymore.”
 
“How did you know that’s what I’ve been wrestling with?”
 
“I’m your mother. And, Jon, when I worked myself to the bone, it was because I had to. You’re doing this because you think you have to prove something to people. Baby, you don’t need anyone’s approval.”
 
“You’re right,” he said. “I’m going to make things right with my wife.”
 
“You better. Now, I’m going back to sleep. Merry Christmas.”
 
After hanging up with his mother, Jon headed into the grocery store and bought the contents for a special Christmas dinner—spaghetti, marinara sauce, and a crusty loaf of bread. Jon wasn’t shocked by the strange look he got from the cashier when he checked out. Heading to the car, he turned his phone off and made his way back to his wife.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Lola dried her eyes and cursed herself out quietly for not keeping a landline in the house. She needed to call Jon. What if he’d gotten in an accident? It wasn’t as if he knew his way around Asheville. Suppose he’d gotten stuck in a ditch or something. She refused to let herself believe that Jon had left her. She wasn’t going to allow the thought that her husband actually chose business over their marriage enter her mind.
 
“Oh, Nona,” she whispered. “What am I supposed to do? I love him so much and I just don’t understand what’s going on.” Lola closed her eyes, as if she expected to hear her grandmother speaking to her. Silence. She stood up and headed outside. At least she had her snow.
 
Lola had only been outside for a few minutes before seeing the rented SUV coming up the street. Her heart quivered when she saw Jon pull into the driveway. But what was she going to get when he got out of the car?
 
“Lola,” he said, then rushed over to her. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her cold lips. “I’m an idiot and thank you for staying with me when you could have and probably should have left.”
 
“Jon, I was never going to leave. I just . . .”
 
“Deserve to be treated better than I’ve been treating you lately.”
 
“I’m sorry about the whole phone thing. You’re right, your mother—”
 
“My mother is fine and you were right, the world didn’t stop spinning because I was out of pocket. Let me get the groceries out of the car; then we’re going to get those trees.”
 
“And gifts, heartfelt gifts.”
 
He kissed her again. “If I have your forgiveness, then that’s all the gift that I need.”
 
“Let’s forgive each other and just start over,” she said.
 
“And burn those divorce papers?”
 
“Yes,” she said with a smile. “We’re going to burn those divorce papers.”
 
Jon patted Lola on her behind, then dashed over to the SUV and grabbed the bags from Earth Fare. Lola opened the front door and led Jon to the kitchen. As he unloaded the groceries, she couldn’t help but smile.
 
“Christmas dinner?” she said.
 
“Taking it back to our roots,” he replied with a toothy grin. “So, where are we getting these wonderful trees from?”
 
“Sandy Hollar Farms. I hope they are still open and there is a selection available.”
 
“I know, it is kind of last minute, but we’re going to find trees if I have to buy an ax and cut them down myself.”
 
“That,” she said with a laugh, “I’d like to see.”
 
“Don’t think I wouldn’t,” he said. “But there’s one thing I need before I live out my Paul Bunyan fantasy.”
 
“What’s that?” she said, stifling a yawn.
 
“The same thing you need. Some sleep.”
 
Lola nodded in agreement. “Yes, let’s go to bed.”
 
The couple slept for a few hours before heading to the tree farm. Lola felt refreshed and excited and Jon was just happy to see his wife smiling again.
 
It took about forty minutes to drive out to the farm. When they arrived, there was a man at the gate of the farm looking as if he was about to lock it up. Jon rolled the window down. “Sir, how are you?”
 
“Good,” the farmer said. “You made it just in time, I was about to close things down. Weatherman calling for more snow.”
 
“Please tell me you have at least two trees available,” Lola called out.
 
“I have one six-foot Fraser fir available.”
 
Jon looked at Lola. “One is better than none,” he said. She nodded in agreement.
 
“You want it?” the farmer asked.
 
“Yes,” Jon said. “Just let me know where I need to pull up.”
 
“Just head left to the guest shop,” he said, then pulled the walkie-talkie from his hip and told someone to get the last tree ready.
 
“Are you going to be okay with one tree?” he asked while they waited.
 
“It’s time for new traditions, right?”
 
Jon winked at his wife. “Next year, we’ll plan ahead. Two trees and all the lights you want.”
 
She smiled brightly. “I like the sound of that.”
 
After the tree was loaded and tied to the top of the SUV, they headed back to Asheville and Lola directed him to downtown Asheville.
 
“No mall?” he asked when he pulled onto Lexington Avenue.
 
“No, you really don’t want to be in the mall today. Besides, there are some wonderful shops around here. Very unique.”
 
They got out of the SUV and headed into the Tupelo Honey Cafe after both of their stomachs started rumbling when they smelled the aromas of food wafting from the place. Holding hands, Jon and Lola felt as giddy as newlyweds. Her heart swelled with warm feelings of love and happiness as they walked down the snow-covered sidewalk.
 
“This is a cute place,” he said when they were seated.
 
“I’ve always wanted to come here,” she said. “When I saw this place on the Food Network, I was so proud to be from Asheville.”
 
“I feel like Asheville is a magical place,” he said as he reached across the table and took her hand in his. Just as he was about to bring her hand to his, his phone rang. Lola felt her stomach turn to lead. Was this going to be more of the same? Or was he serious about changing?
 
“Just let me make sure it isn’t important,” he said as he pulled out his phone and checked the caller ID display. “It’s Langston. I’m going to put him on speaker.”
 
She nodded and smiled as Jon answered the phone. “What’s up, bro?” he asked.
 
“Did you and Lo make up?”
 
“Yes, we did,” Lola said. “Hey, Langston.”
 
“Great, glad y’all are there together—that way I won’t have to repeat myself.”
 
“What’s going on?” Jon asked, his brows furrowing in concern and confusion.
 
“I think I’m in love,” he said. “I mean, you know that sappy-ass feeling you said you got when you first met Lola? I guess it’s real because when I look at Tash, I—”
 
“Tash?!” Jon and Lola said at the same time.
 
“Langston,” Jon said. “You can’t be serious.”
 
“And,” Lola added, “you can’t treat my friend the way you treat women!”
 
“Trust me,” Langston said. “I know she isn’t like any other woman in the world. She’s special, I know this.”
 
“How do you know that?” Jon said. “And like I told you when we arrived in Aspen, she’s not going to fall for your charming ways.”
 
“And she didn’t. Had the nerve to kick me out of the suite after giving me the most amazing kiss I’ve ever had.”
 
“Oh my God,” Lola groaned, remembering Tashmir’s Christmas fling edict. “Langston, did . . . ?”
 
“No, we went to dinner and talked about how insane you two are. Then we had a few drinks and—”
 
“Stop,” Jon said. “Save the details.”
 
“There are no details. I just thought this must be that silly feeling you had when you saw Lola in Orlando. Why have y’all been keeping this woman away from me? She could be the one.”
 
Jon looked at his phone again to make sure he was really speaking with his brother because the man on the phone sounding like a lovesick puppy could not be Langston “love ’em and leave ’em” Joseph.
 
“Are you guys back in Miami? I mean, we need to have a dinner party or something so that I can spend some more time with her.”
 
“Where is Tashmir now?” Lola asked, wishing that she had her phone so that she could call her friend. She needed to hear her side of this love story Langston was spinning.
 
“She went back to Miami. Lola, you have to give me her address.”
 
“No!”
 
“Come on, sis. I flew across the country to help your man win you back. Can’t you hook a brother up? It’s Christmas.”
 
“If she wanted you to have her address, she would’ve given it to you, Langston,” Lola said. “Why didn’t she?”
 
“Something about my reputation,” he said with a sigh. “Come on, man. I need to see her again and if you don’t help me, I guess I’ll do it on my own.”
 
Jon looked at Lola and shrugged. “This is not the Langston I know,” he said.
 
“Jon, please tell her, this ain’t me. I’m sitting up here buzzing like a bumblebee because that’s the kind of effect she had on me. Not only is she beautiful, but she’s smart and sexy. I didn’t think they made sisters like her.”
 
“Let me talk to her and find out . . .”
 
“You know I have your phone,” Langston said. “And if I was another type of dude, I’d just get her number out of your phone and call it a day.”
 
“My phone is locked.”
 
“Your passcode is your wedding day, Lola. You might want to change that.”
 
Jon and Lola laughed, since that was his passcode on his phone as well. “Langston!” she said.
 
“I’m just saying, you and my brother have this great love, why is it so hard to believe that I want the same thing?”
 
“Because you’re the one who said you never wanted our corny existence!” Jon said.
 
“And didn’t you say I’d meet someone who’d knock me off my feet one day? Well, that day has come. Do I need to call Mom?”
 
“Whoa,” Lola said. “He’s playing the mama card. This must be serious?”
 
Jon shook his head and fought back his laughter. “Hold on, Lola is going to have to check things out and maybe we’ll call you back.”
 
“Maybe? I will blow up your phone until you do.”
 
“I’m turning my phone off,” Jon said.
 
“Wait. What? You’re turning your phone off?”
 
“Yes, I’m spending Christmas with my wife and I don’t want any interruptions.”
 
Lola beamed at Jon’s declaration. “I’ll give Tash a call and text you,” Lola said. “But let me give you the warning you gave me when I married your brother. If you hurt her, there will be hell to pay.”
 
Langston chuckled and Jon looked dumbfounded. “You threatened my wife?”
 
“Yeah, and? I’d say it worked, didn’t it?”
 
“Goodbye, Langston.” Jon hung up the phone, then handed it to Lola. “That dude.”
 
“He loves his brother. But this thing with him and Tashmir, I’m shocked.” She dialed her friend and waited for her to answer.
 
“Hello?”
 
“Tashmir, what have you done to my brother-in-law?”
 
“Oh. My. God! Lola, keep that man away from me!”
 
“Why?”
 
“He scares me. I know he’s a player, I know he is everything I said I was never ever going to deal with again, but every time I saw him in Aspen, all I wanted to do was make naked snow angels with him and I don’t like snow. By the way, are you and Jon over your insanity?”
 
“Yes, but we just got a call from Langston and he’s coming for you.”
 
“I can’t do it,” she said. “I-I . . .”
 
Whispering, Lola asked, “Did you sleep with him?”
 
“God, I wanted to. But, no, that’s why I came back to Miami. Which was stupid because he’s back, too. Rachel said he has been in the café all morning asking about me and when I’m coming in.”
 
Lola scratched her forehead. Rachel, one of Tashmir’s employees, was a beautiful girl who Langston would’ve been all over in the past.
 
“Wow. You know that’s big, right?”
 
“I don’t get it. You’ve said this guy has women all over the world, why should I take the chance to get my heart broken again?”
 
“What happened to your Christmas fling, Tashmir?”
 
“You know I was full of it!”
 
“I think you should take a chance and see what happens. At least have dinner with him.”
 
Jon shook his head and reached out for the phone. “Jon wants to talk to you,” she said.
 
“Hey, Tash,” he said when he took the phone from Lola. “I don’t know what you did to my brother, but keep doing it. His nose is wide open. Lola’s going to give him your number and then we’re turning the phone off. You and Langston can work this out between the two of you. I’m cheering for you. Bye.”
 
“Did you just hang up on my best friend?” Lola asked when he put his phone in his pocket.
 
“Yep, and”—he took the phone out of his pocket and shared Tashmir’s contact information with Langston—“the text has been sent. We’re done with that. Now, let’s eat, then go decorate our tree.”
 
“I think I like this side of you,” she said.
 
“What side of me?”
 
“You not trying to micromanage everything,” she replied, then leaned over the table and kissed him.
 
After eating sweet-potato pancakes, eggs, and turkey bacon, Lola and Jon headed out into downtown Asheville to buy lights and ornaments for their tree. Jon was impressed by the trendy and artsy shops in the area. He could see why Lola loved this place. And when he walked into a boutique that sold women’s clothing and funky jewelry, he saw a wooden bracelet with a heart carved into it. He immediately saw Lola wearing it—and nothing else.
 
“Hello, sir,” the clerk said when Jon picked up the bangle. “That’s a nice piece, right?”
 
“It is. One of a kind, just like the woman who’s going to wear it.”
 
“Yes, it is one of a kind. The artist who made it carved it from a tree that used to be at the Biltmore but during a storm last summer, that hundred-year-old oak was toppled. It was the first tree that had ever been decorated as a Christmas tree at the estate.”
 
“Really?” Jon’s eyes lit up. This bracelet would give Lola the Biltmore tree that she and her grandmother always had. “Can you wrap this up for me?”
 
“Of course.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Across the street, Lola placed Jon’s gift in the bag with the Christmas decorations and smiled. She couldn’t wait until he opened it. But they needed to get back to the house and put up the tree. It was amazing to her, the way things had turned around. She thought her Christmas was going to be full of tears and sadness, now she and the man she loved more than life were in Asheville. And there was the snow—real snow. She had to smile, since this was the second time he’d given her the white Christmas that she loved.
 
“Hey,” Jon called out from across the street. “Want to spend Christmas with me and eat spaghetti?”
 
“Mmm, sounds like a good idea? Got a tree?”
 
“And coffee!”
 
“I’m sold,” she said as she rushed over to him. Jon took her bags from her hands and placed them in the back of the SUV.
 
“Merry Christmas, baby.”
 
“Merry Christmas.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Lola woke up in Jon’s arms with a smile on her face. Last night had been amazing. They’d decorated the house like a couple of twelve-year-olds, tossing tinsel at each other, stringing the lights haphazardly across the tree.
 
“This looks like a bigger Charlie Brown Christmas tree,” Jon had said with a laugh when they’d finished decorating.
 
“Nona always said I had a knack for that.” The tree had been leaning a little to the left and when Jon went to straighten it, the whole thing toppled over. Lola laughed as Jon struggled to push the tree upward. She’d crossed over to him and gingerly lifted the other side of the tree. Looking at him covered in tinsel and pine needles, she wished that she had her camera. “Aww, you’re cuter than the tree.”
 
“Come here, woman,” he’d growled and pulled her against his chest. Jon nibbled at her bottom lip and slipped his hands underneath her blouse.
 
“Ooh, that’s itchy!”
 
He stroked her again, leaving little green flecks on her skin. “That’s just dirty!” she exclaimed.
 
“Then let’s get clean. I peeped that claw foot tub upstairs, so old school.”
 
“First, you have to get all of this Christmas debris off,” she said. She’d tugged at his sweatshirt while he unbuttoned her jeans.
 
“You know, I hate skinny jeans.”
 
“What?”
 
“Oh, they look great, but they are hell to take off,” he’d said with a wink. Once he’d stripped her down, Jon quickly kicked out of his pants and tossed his sweatshirt across the room; causing a trail of glitter and tinsel to shoot across the room like a rocket.
 
Then, Jon scooped up his wife, clad in black lace underwear, and bounded up the stairs. To Lola’s surprise, the tub had been filled with water, and candles surrounded the claw foot tub.
 
“Wow,” she’d said. “This is nice.”
 
Jon smiled and stepped into the warm water as Lola peeled off her underwear. “You are so beautiful,” he said as her drew her into his arms when she stepped in the tub. Kissing her lips gently, he slipped his hands between her thighs and stroked her wet valley. Her lips puckered as his fingers danced against them. And when he’d slipped his index finger between her wet folds of flesh and pressed against her throbbing bud, Lola howled in delight as Jon seemingly wrote his initials on her most intimate part. Trickles of desire streamed down her thighs as Jon dropped to his knees and replaced his finger with his hot tongue. Lick. Suck. Nibble. Lola gripped his head and thrust her hips forward. Her orgasm came in quick waves, her knees shivered and quaked so badly that she could barely stand. Backing away from her and sitting in the tepid water, he pulled Lola on top of his erection. “Ride me,” he moaned.
 
She’d been happy to oblige him as she mounted him and guided his erection to her awaiting valley. Sloshing back and forth in the tub, Lola closed her eyes and moaned as her husband filled her. Her walls tightened around him and he gripped her hips while nibbling on her full bottom lip. “Damn, baby, you feel so good, so good.”
 
Lola bounced up and down until she felt the rise of her orgasm creeping up her spin. “Oh, Jon!”
 
“Come for me, Lo. Because, damn, I’m coming, darling!”
 
The heat of his seed filled her and Lola closed her eyes, hopeful that Jon had given her the one thing that she wanted for Christmas.
 
 

 
 

 
Christmas Day
 
 

 
 
“Good morning,” she whispered in his ear. Jon’s eyes fluttered open and he tightened his arms around her waist.
 
“Merry Christmas.”
 
“Merry Christmas.” Lola smiled and kissed her husband’s chin. “So, breakfast or do we exchange gifts?”
 
Jon glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Was it really seven-thirty in the morning? “How about we go back to sleep for a few hours?”
 
“Umm, no!” Lola hopped out of bed and opened the curtains. “Look, it snowed last night.”
 
Jon didn’t care about the sight of fresh snow when his woman was standing at the window naked. Wait. “I hope it’s only Bambi and his mom that can look in that window right now.”
 
Lola dropped the curtain and turned around. “No one saw me and there isn’t anybody out in the snow right now.” She wiggled her eyebrows as she crawled back into the bed. “I want to make snow angels and open presents.”
 
“Snow angels?”
 
“Or presents. Now you have a choice.”
 
Jon leaned over and opened the night stand drawer. “Merry Christmas,” he said, then handed her a box wrapped in silver paper.
 
“Pretty,” she said as she examined the box. “Did you wrap this?”
 
“Actually, I did not,” he said. “Come on, open it.”
 
Lola slowly opened the box. When she saw the bracelet, she beamed. “This is lovely.”
 
“There’s a story behind it,” he said as he took the bangle from her hands and slipped it on her arm. “So, at the Biltmore Estate, there was this hundred-year-old tree. Actually the first tree that had ever been decorated as a Christmas tree but a storm came through. That tree was destroyed and a local artist decided to use that wood to make jewelry.”
 
“Oh, my goodness,” she said as she touched the bangle. “Now Nona’s Biltmore Christmas tree will be with me all the time.”
 
Jon nodded and kissed her cheek. “When I saw it, I was immediately drawn to it, and then the shop owner told me the story of this bracelet and I knew you had to have it.”
 
“Thank you, Jon,” she said. “I love it. And I love you.” He kissed her with a heated passion that made her want to make love to him until New Year’s Day. Jon broke the kiss and held Lola’s face in his hands.
 
“I have another gift for you,” he said. She touched his growing erection.
 
“I feel it.”
 
“Well,” he said with a toothy grin, “that’s coming soon enough. But I’ve decided, no more long hours just to prove other people wrong. When we get back to Miami, we’re going on a cruise. When the clock strikes midnight on New Year’s Eve, you and I will be kissing on a private beach in Jamaica. Clothing optional.”
 
“Jonathan Michael,” she intoned.
 
“I’m going to transfer responsibility for many of the things that I do to other people. I hired competent people, it’s time to let them work. For the next year, we’re doing any and everything you want to do.”
 
“Are you serious?”
 
“Very. These last few days showed me that I’ve been missing out on the most important thing in my life, being with you.”
 
Tears of joy bubbled in her eyes as she reached underneath the bed and pulled out a red box and laid it on Jon’s chest.
 
“Really? Another red box? I’m not sure I want to open it.”
 
“Open it,” she said with a smile.
 
“The last red box you gave me . . .”
 
“Jonathan Michael! Open the box.”
 
He shook the box, then smiled. “Well, I don’t hear the sounds of divorce papers rattling.”
 
She poked her lip out. “Whatever. I see you got jokes and I’m glad you’re smart. Because you ain’t funny, darling.”
 
“That was mean, it’s Christmas, not dream-killing time.”
 
“Open your gift!” she said, then smacked him on the shoulder. Jon slowly peeled the wrapping paper away; then he opened the box and gasped. “Really?” He picked up the silver rattle.
 
“Is there something you haven’t told me?”
 
“It’s time for us to start a family. For you to have a real legacy.”
 
“Are you pregnant?” he asked. His eyes twinkled with hope and excitement.
 
“No, but I want you and me to start a family. It’s time for some little Jonathans to run around that big house in Miami.”
 
“Are you sure?” he asked. Jon couldn’t think of anything he wanted more than to have babies with his wife.
 
Lola nodded and stroked Jon’s chest. “Never been more sure of anything else.”
 
“Then we need to stop talking and start the baby making,” he replied as he flipped Lola on her back.
 
“Wait,” she said as she placed her hand on his chest. “You do realize that we’re going to have to spend a lot of time in bed to make this happen.”
 
He nodded and moved her hips so that she was in the perfect position to make a baby—right on top of him. “And this Christmas will be a very special Christmas for me,” he said as their bodies became one.
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Award-winning biologist Randall Atwater walked toward the baggage claim area of Los Angeles International Airport envisioning green palm trees, blue skies, and fluffy white clouds. Instead, looking out the windows, he saw rain. Lots of it. Pouring out steadily and heavily from a dark gray sky.
 
I thought they said it never rained in California. Randall was sure he’d heard those words in a song. April showers were common in Virginia, where he lived, and unfortunately that’s where he’d left his umbrella. Sheesh. Looking down at the expensive outfit he’d just purchased for the trip, he lamented, So much for this brand-new, tailored designer suit.
 
He retrieved his bag, and using the USA Today he’d been given on the airplane for cover, made a dash for the taxi stand across from the passenger pick-up area. So focused was he on trying to stay dry and not getting hit, he didn’t recognize the long line until he’d arrived at his destination, where only two taxis waited.
 
First the rain and now no taxis? Randall had enthusiastically boarded the plane back home, excited about coming to one of his favorite cities to meet some of his most esteemed colleagues and to learn the latest discoveries and innovations in his chosen field. He was still happy to be here, but so far the visit hadn’t gotten off to a terrific start.
 
“Hey, excuse me,” he said to the young man standing in front of him, whose thumbs were flying all over his iPhone screen. “Do you know what’s going on, and why there are no taxis?”
 
“Accident,” the man answered without looking up. “Traffic is having a hard time getting through.”
 
“How long have you been standing here?”
 
“About thirty minutes.”
 
Randall looked at the twenty or so people in front of him and his scowl increased. He looked at his watch and the crease in his brow deepened. The conference didn’t start until the next morning, but he’d made plans to meet a talented colleague and good friend for drinks at six. It was now four thirty. Getting from the airport to downtown, where the conference was being held, could sometimes take forty-five minutes. Waiting a half hour for a taxi wasn’t going to work for him. He turned and looked around, thinking of possible alternatives. And that’s when he saw her.
 
Jacqueline gripped her full-sized umbrella in one hand while pulling her carry-on with the other. Organized and prepared to the point of what some would consider obsessive, she’d known about the 70 percent chance of rain hovering over Los Angeles and the seasonably cooler weather and had dressed and packed accordingly. She placed one Bebe-pump-covered, French-manicured foot in front of the other, thankful that she’d tightened the belt on her Burberry raincoat and donned a matching hat. Jacqueline was more self-conscious than conceited, but she knew how to highlight her best assets, and right now the best parts of what she was working with—breasts, legs, classically pretty face—were on full display.
 
She strode to the taxi stand, coyly smiling at the unabashed appreciation on Randall’s face.
 
“Hello,” he said with emphasis as soon as she joined the line.
 
“Hello,” she replied. “Perfect California weather we’re having, wouldn’t you say?”
 
Randall smiled back. “I’m glad to be seeing a little sunshine now.” He looked at her umbrella and then down at her rainy-weather attire. “I see someone checked the Internet.”
 
“I like to be prepared.”
 
“I’ll remember that the next time I travel.” He stuck out his hand. “Randall Atwater.”
 
“A pleasure to meet you. Doctor Atwater, correct?”
 
Randall’s brow rose. “Forgive me if I’ve forgotten but . . . have we met?”
 
Jacqueline’s laugh was melodic. “No,” she said, holding out her hand. “Jacqueline Tate.” Their hands touched and something happened: a magnetic electricity unlike anything she’d ever felt before. The way his eyes darkened as he continued to gaze at her, Jacqueline was sure he felt it, too. And just as quickly as the absurd idea came to her head, she forced its exit and reclaimed her hand. “I’m a freelance writer with Science Today,” she explained, working to forget the undeniable jolt she’d just experienced. “I’m well aware of your research and groundbreaking work.”
 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I take it you’re also here for the conference?”
 
“Yes, I’ll be conducting interviews and attending workshops. Along with your talk on progressive changes in the technology regarding stem-cell research, I’m looking forward to covering Dr. Dar-shana Chatterji and his rather unorthodox position on spiritual healing.” She looked at her watch. “In fact, I was hoping to get to the hotel quickly—get organized for the pre-conference breakfast happening in the morning.” Looking over his shoulder, she asked him, “Where are all the cabs?”
 
Randall relayed the information he’d been given. “I don’t want to wait for a taxi either, and was just thinking about trying to find a car service. If so, you’re welcome to ride as well.”
 
“Oh no, Dr. Atwater. I wouldn’t want to be a bother.” She also didn’t want to be in quarters as close as a car, not with a magnet like him. In town less than an hour, and already she was battling with her vow to stay focused on business. If she rode with this doctor, she felt it was a battle she’d lose.
 
But he persisted. “Call me Randall.”
 
“Thank you, Randall, but I couldn’t impose.”
 
“Nonsense. We’re going to the same place, right? Are you staying at the conference site?”
 
“Yes. I’m at the Ritz.”
 
“Then it’s no trouble at all.” Randall placed a hand on her elbow. “Come on, let’s go inside. I believe I have a contact who can help us out quickly.”
 
“If you insist.” She relented, justifying it by deciding to use the opportunity to learn more about the scientist and gather information for an article.
 
“I do.”
 
Ten minutes later, Randall and Jacqueline were dry and comfortable, riding in the back of a cushy town car and chatting as if they’d known each other far longer than fifteen minutes. “The article on bone regeneration,” he said, nodding with recognition. “That’s where I’ve heard your name.”
 
“I’ve written dozens of articles, but I must admit . . . that one definitely made my name more recognizable.”
 
“Forgive me, but it also had some people thinking you were certifiable!”
 
“Ha! That’s not nice.”
 
“Well, when you tell the scientific community that it’s possible to regrow limbs and other body parts . . .”
 
“Hey, I did the research and stand behind that story.”
 
“If you say so,” Randall conceded with a shrug.
 
“I do, and at least a dozen of your noteworthy, award-winning cohorts agree with me.”
 
“A dozen? You sure?”
 
“I am. Four were named in the article. But I can recall the names of all twelve.”
 
“Right now? From memory?”
 
Jacqueline quickly recited the names of the scientists and doctors who’d backed the research.
 
“Impressive. You do like to be prepared.” Randall leaned back so he could take a good look at her. “You’re obviously as smart as you are beautiful. I like that.”
 
The conversation flowed much easier than LA’s rush-hour traffic. Their journey took almost an hour. By the time they reached the Ritz, however, they were chatting like old friends.
 
“Thanks for the ride,” Jacqueline said to Randall after the doorman had helped her out of the car. Reaching into her purse, she asked, “How much do I owe you?”
 
Randall dismissed her question with the wave of his hand. “Don’t worry about it. We were both coming to the same place.”
 
“Thanks again. I look forward to hearing more from you during this week.”
 
“Perhaps you can join me for dinner.”
 
His words stopped her cold. They weren’t at all what she’d expected. Given the self-talk she’d continued throughout the ride, she hadn’t expected anything. Not from someone like Dr. Randall Atwater. While not exactly star-struck, she was indeed impressed with not only what she’d read but what she’d seen. He was highly intelligent, totally engaging, and blessed the heck out of a tailored suit. Which is exactly why you shouldn’t dine with him. Totally professional, remember?
 
How could she forget? Totally professional and absolutely determined is how she’d conduct herself this week, she’d vowed. But she remembered something else. What Kaitlyn had said about finding Mr. Right, how Kaitlyn had known the man she met at a friend’s office party would become her husband. He felt right, and good, from the beginning. That’s how I knew it. And that’s how you’ll know it, too.
 
This man felt good, and right. Their conversation had been easy, had flowed like water. So after taking a deep breath and throwing caution to the wind, Jacqueline answered him. “I’d like that, too.”

 



 
DAFINA BOOKS are published by
 
 

 
Kensington Publishing Corp. 
119 West 40th Street 
New York, NY 10018
 
 

 
Copyright © 2014 by Kensington Publishing
 
“A Promise for the Holiday” copyright © 2014 by Donna Hill
 
“A Sexy Christmas Carol” copyright © 2014 by Zuri Day
 
“Christmas Surprise” copyright © 2014 by Cheris Hodges
 
 

 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews.
 
 

 
If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the Publisher and neither the Author nor the Publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”
 
 

 
Dafina and the Dafina logo Reg. U.S. Pat. & TM Off.
 
ISBN: 978-0-7582-7514-1
 
ISBN-10: 0-7582-7514-5 
First Kensington Mass Market Edition: October 2014
 
 

 
eISBN-13: 978-0-7582-7524-0 
eISBN-10: 0-7582-7524-2 
First Kensington Electronic Edition: October 2014
 
 

 


OEBPS/e9780758275141_cover.jpg
Zuri Day
Cheris Hodges





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0009.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0007.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0008.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0005.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0006.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0003.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_cover_guide.jpg
Zuri Day
Cheris Hodges





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0004.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0001.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0002.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0012.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0010.jpg





OEBPS/e9780758275141_i0011.jpg
e





