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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    Melodic music played as I watched my two kids, Kevin and Eva, as they talked with other kids attending Kemara and Channing’s wedding. It was still hard to believe my sister was married, and to a man I never dreamed I would get along with. However, Channing was good for her. He stood up to his family’s racism, and I couldn’t deny that the love they shared was beautiful to watch.  
 
    I also couldn’t deny the fact that I was jealous of that love. On the one hand, I just wanted to be happy for them, but on the other, my world was falling apart. The sadness inside of me bubbled to the surface in my uncertainty that I would ever find the kind of love that set me afire. The kind worth risking it all for. Not after what I experienced with my ex.  
 
    When I was married to my children’s father, Rodney, our love had dwindled down to pure hatred for one another. The only good thing that came from our marriage was the two kids I had my eyes on. I was so wrapped up in watching them that I didn’t hear the DJ making his announcement for the catchers of the garter belt and bouquet to come to the dance floor until I heard the music changing and a man clear his throat.  
 
    “I believe that’s our cue,” the man’s voice rasped beside my ear, and I turned around to see Jeb Holloway, Channing’s first cousin, and best man.  
 
    “Oh, right. We’re supposed to dance,” I mumbled.  
 
    A knot tightened in my stomach as I stood up and looked at Jeb’s outstretched hand. I didn’t want to dance with the stranger, and that wasn’t even half of it. Jeb was a handsome man. Scratch that. He was tall, rugged, built country boy solid, and I would go as far as to say he was sexy as hell. His smile had the power to melt a woman’s heart, but it surprised the heck out of me when it was my heart that started melting a little.  
 
    By now, I was supposed to be immune to all handsome men. I’d given Kemara hell for falling for a man who had a racist family. Yet, as I looked into Jeb’s eyes, I quickly cast aside all thoughts of him being Channing’s family member. I couldn’t overcome the fact that I was still a woman with warm blood pumping through my veins, and he looked good.  
 
    Earlier in the evening, I caught the bouquet, and Jeb caught the garter. Now, we were supposed to dance with each other, which was the very reason I felt awkward as we stood there looking into each other’s eyes. I finally took his outstretched hand and allowed him to lead me to the dance floor, where the rest of the wedding party was already dancing. 
 
    When he pulled me into his arms and held me close, I kept telling myself this was a dance between two people forced to dance together for tradition’s sake. The way my body melted into his and ebbed with his flow was the part I couldn’t explain.  
 
    Rumor had it, Jeb liked to play the field, and he liked to play a lot of women at once. Therefore, the interest I saw in his eyes moments earlier was likely born out of a thirst to conquer his next woman, not a genuine interest in me. Since conquering me wasn’t happening, I decided on fulfilling my bouquet catcher duties and hoping this song would end soon.  
 
    “Today has been a beautiful day, hasn’t it?” he asked as his ocean blue eyes sparkled and almost made me forget everything I’d heard about him. God had a sense of humor when he created men so gorgeous and appealing only for them to be cheating dogs that no woman could trust.  
 
    Swallowing a massive lump in my throat, I nodded. “It really has been a lovely day. I’m so happy for Kemara,” I admitted. Seeing the tears roll down my sister’s face as she committed herself to the love of her life had been the highlight of my day, and that I wouldn’t trade for anything.  
 
    Well, perhaps a man of my own, but still…  
 
    “Awesome day,” I added. “If only every day could be like this.”  
 
    Was that lame? I kind of feel that was lame, I thought as I wondered if this song would ever end so I could get away from this hunk of a man who could definitely become a new distraction. I didn’t need any new distractions. My ex-husband’s full-scale Lifetime drama and suspense were enough to keep me busy for the rest of my life.  
 
    Jeb seemed to have something else in mind as he stared into my eyes, almost to the point of obsession. The scrutiny from his blue eyes only served to heighten the nervous feeling I had while inside his arms.  
 
    “When you’re with the right person, every day can be like this,” Jeb said, holding me closer and swaying us both side to side to the beat of the music.  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I said. 
 
    “Did you see the looks on Channing and Kemara’s faces when they ditched the reception? They were pretty stoked.” He smiled, and I smirked as I thought about the sneaky look my sister had when she and Channing thought they slipped out without being noticed.  
 
    “Yeah, I would say they were far too excited about leaving. We know what they’re up to,” I said as the smell of Jeb’s cologne tickled my senses, his smile softened my disposition, and I found myself doing something I said I would never do—let my guard down.  
 
     “You have beautiful eyes, Tameka,” he said and smiled. “I’m sure everyone tells you that.”  
 
    Heat rose to my cheeks as he peered into my eyes. I had questions running through my mind such as, ‘Why did he say that? Why was he looking at me so dreamily? Why was I hanging on to every word?’ His touch, his stares, his words, the way my mind and body responded to this man were all forbidden things.  
 
     “Um…thank you,” I said a couple pitches higher than I would’ve liked. “No, everyone doesn’t tell me that,” I said, making a conscious effort to take the gushiness out of my voice and remove the emotions I was feeling at the moment out of my life for good.  
 
    My knees were a bit wobbly from his charming remarks and the way he looked at me. I would turn to mush if we kept exchanging souls through our orbs, so I had to look away. Weddings have a way of making people believe in the mythical feel of love and romance. That had to be the reason Jeb’s nearness made my heart sing a new tune and heat pool in places that were prohibited to be aroused by him.  
 
    A former member of the white nationalist brotherhood had me in his arms, making me feel ways I vowed never to feel again. That, in itself, was a no-go. I didn’t know Jeb but knew enough to know his past was checkered with an affiliation to a local white supremacy group. While Kemara had told me Jeb had mustered the courage to leave the group after Channing left, it was indisputable that they both had been a part of it. I forgave Channing after I got to know and trust him, but Jeb was not Channing. He was a womanizer out here in these Alabama streets, and I picked up on that much by watching him work the women at the reception before I caught the bouquet.  
 
    Men and their games were a very staunch reminder of why I didn’t need a man in my life, and why my kids were more than enough. Jeb’s nearness caused my emotions to stir, so I had to get away from him. I took two steps back, and a wrinkle appeared at the top of his forehead. Even that wrinkle was gorgeous enough to lick. Jesus, the unwanted thoughts he elicited from me were pure sin.  
 
    With the music still playing, I cut the dance short.  
 
    “I— I need to check on my kids. I have to go,” I said abruptly.  
 
    It was a weak excuse indeed, but I was halfway across the room by the time he looked as if he wanted to argue that point. I scurried off the dance floor straight for the exit door.  
 
    Mom stopped me before I set foot out of the reception hall. She was looking beautiful in her silver Mother-of-the-Bride gown while one of her daughters was having the best night of her life, and me…well, I was unraveling from the center. 
 
    “Where are you going, Tameka? Are you leaving?” she asked with a look of confusion contorting her expertly made-up brown face.  
 
    At a loss for words, I smiled. “No, I’m stepping outside for a moment. I need some fresh air, but I’ll be right back in. Have you seen the kids lately?” I asked in attempt to divert her attention from my escape.  
 
    She pointed to the table Eva and Kevin were sitting at before I started dancing with Jeb. She reached out and touched my arm. “Is everything alright, baby? You look like you don’t feel well,” Mom asked.  
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mom,” I said, nodding. “Just fine.”  
 
    She tilted her head and gave me one of those looks every mom gives when they know their child is lying. “Are you sure you’re fine? You would tell me if you weren’t,” she asked. 
 
    “Everything’s great.” I smiled a little brighter, then walked past her heading outside.  
 
    When I made it out the door, I took a deep breath as a gentle wind washed over me. A thousand stars lit up the majestic night sky. It was a beautiful night to fall in love, but love would have to steal me away because I wasn’t looking for it, and I would never willingly fall subject to it again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeb 
 
    I felt the loss after she left my arms. I stepped off the dance floor dazed and confused as to the reason Tameka ran off so quickly, leaving only her sweet essence in the air. I thought everything was going fine until she suddenly said she needed to check on her kids. Ironically, she bypassed them and headed towards the exit doors, making me wonder why she made such a lame excuse to get away from me.  
 
    I took a seat at a table near the dance floor, once my dance partner eloped me. I didn’t want to embarrass myself by standing there looking in the direction she ran away to, so I sat there scheming of a new way to approach her to see what was troubling her. This was too lovely of an affair, and she was too pretty of a woman to be as stressed out as she was a few minutes earlier. I didn’t like seeing the worry lines on her face. If I could do something to replace them with a smile, I would. I chuckled at the thought of Tameka and me falling into my bed while being latched onto each other. Sex was the best stress reliever, but there was no way she would be open to that.  
 
    Dale, a mutual friend of mine and Channing, chuckled along with me. “What’s so funny, Jeb?” he asked, and I shrugged.  
 
    “Thinking about something, man. That’s all,” I said, stopping short of revealing that I was sitting there pining about Tameka. “It’s really good to see you here. What are you up to these days, Dale?”  
 
    Dale shrugged. “Not much, Jeb. About to head out of here. I have people to see and do if you know what I mean.” He winked at me and smirked.  
 
    I snickered because I knew exactly what he meant, and my thoughts seemed to go there about a particular woman too.  
 
    “Why did the wedding dance between you and that gorgeous fox out there end so quickly? If that had been me, she’d still be getting rocked,” he said while wiggling his eyebrows.  
 
    “You mean Tameka?” I responded gruffly.  
 
    Dale nodded. “Yeah, the bride’s sexy sister. Man, she’s hotter than a box of firecrackers. I would have her climbing the walls all night.” A light shined in his eyes as he talked about Tameka.  
 
    Heat rose into my chest, and I wanted to yell that she was mine, but that wasn’t true. So my reply was a dry, “Oh, she went to check on her kids.”  
 
    “Wow, she has kids?” I nodded, and he continued. “Well, she’s still a fine piece of ass. You better make your move, or some other guy will.” Dale wiggled his eyebrows again, and I glared at him as an overwhelming urge to punch something grew inside of me.  
 
    The way I felt was beyond reasoning. I wasn’t known for defending the honor of women I didn’t know very well. Yet I firmly stated, “She’s a woman, Dale. Treat her with respect.”  
 
    His eyebrow arched as he stared at me. “Hmmm…interesting,” he mumbled. Then, he laughed at me.  
 
    I opened my mouth to ask what was so funny, but he waved me off and walked away mumbling about me acting uptight tonight.  
 
    Was I overprotective of Tameka? Of course, I was. But why was I doing that when she wasn’t mine and didn’t seem interested in ever being mine?  
 
    I looked at the doorway as Tameka walked in and headed towards the table where her kids were sitting. I hesitated only for a split second before I decided to make my move. I got up and walked over to her. She turned and met my gaze then looked like she wanted to bolt out the door once again. 
 
    “Hey, wanna continue the dance where we left off?” I asked, holding out my hand. 
 
    She looked down at my hand, and her beautifully arched eyebrows furrowed before she looked back up at me. She crossed her arms over her chest defiantly. 
 
    “No,” she replied.  
 
    Tameka was wearing a dress that only she could pull off. It was different than the other bridesmaids’ dresses in that it hugged onto every curve of her body for dear life. Her lips curved downward into a sexy pout, speckles of hazel could be seen in her pretty brown eyes, and her body looked as soft as it had felt. She wasn’t just beautiful, she gave off a fiery, passionate look that made me want her more by the second.  
 
     “No?” I questioned unbelievably. “As best man and maid of honor, and the two people that caught the bouquet and undergarment, we must complete a full dance together, maybe two if you consider both things. We would hate to shirk that responsibility, right?” 
 
    “Jeb, we danced long enough. You’re just thinking too much,” she said with widened eyes.  
 
    “If you want to avoid what we were supposed to do, then do it, but you shouldn’t pull me along,” I said with my signature flirtatious smirk on my face. “Let’s do the right thing, baby.”  
 
     “First of all, Kemara and Channing aren’t even here, so they won’t know we didn’t finish our dance? Secondly, I’m not one of those women you can charm all the way to the bed so you can just stop it, right now.” 
 
    I knew that reply would get a rise out of her. She had sass, and I was attracted to that in so many ways. I loved a badass woman who could be as soft as a flower when she needed to be, and that was Tameka. 
 
     “If you think this is charming, perhaps I’m getting through to you after all,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “You’re certainly not getting through to me. Perhaps your arrogance works on others, but it does nothing for me,” she countered as a heated blaze radiated from her stare, and it wasn’t adoration.  
 
    I probably should’ve stopped there, for fear that one step further would push her away completely, but I wasn’t a quitter. I continued in pursuit of the beautiful woman that had my attention. “So, my arrogance doesn’t work on you, huh? What about my dance moves? I was putting my best dance moves forward out there, and I thought we were vibing together.” 
 
    “You were alright,” she said, allowing a small smile to crack on her lips. 
 
    “We should complete a full dance for the reception video, if nothing else,” I pressed.  
 
    She shook her head, twirled on her heels, and walked away from me. “We’re good Jeb,” she said, and my eyes dropped to admire the swinging of her plump derriere as it moved from side to side. Each step away from me was erotic enough to make me groan.  
 
    Tameka’s heels caused her calf muscles to flex. Her calves were big, and they had to be to hold up her lusciously thick thighs. My mouth formed into an O as I watched her strut away. I wondered if that was the way she walked every day or if she was trying to drive me insane with the sway of her hips. I longed to live out the fantasy that the sight of her lovely thighs and hips brought vividly to my mind.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    A Year Later 
 
    Excited chatter from upstairs wafted into the room as I stood at the bottom of the staircase waiting for my children to come down. They were going to spend the weekend with their father, and I wasn’t looking forward to the empty house.  
 
    “Did you pack plenty of underwear, Kevin?” I called out expecting to hear him scream down, “Yes, Mom!” whether he had packed underwear or not.  
 
    “Yes, Mom!” Kevin’s voice traveled down the steps to where I stood in the living room. I shook my head, knowing I would have to check behind him to make sure he had everything he needed while he was away.  
 
    Eva, on the other hand, was a big girl. She didn’t like going to her father’s house, but she packed her bags with all of her necessities every time. Kevin would have me driving back and forth to bring him things he left at home all weekend long if he had it his way.  
 
    Not this time, buddy, I thought as I started the vacuum and ran it over the living room carpet, being careful not to miss a spot. On Rodney’s weekends, he had the intrusive routine of glancing around my house to criticize me about something trivial such as a tiny track of dirt on the floor that he could see from the foyer.  
 
    I worked myself to death cleaning so that he wouldn’t find any reason to call me a bad mother. However, it was to no avail since Rodney was the type of person to complain about the fertilizer in a rose garden.  
 
    The rumbling sound of Kevin’s footsteps hurried into the living room as I turned off the vacuum. “Did you bring your bag down so I can check it?” I asked.  
 
    My cute as a button six-year-old, whose fluffy, brown cheeks were hard not to kiss, said, “I’m still looking for my baseball glove because Dad said that he’s going to take us to a game, and I want to take my glove.” 
 
    “Whoopee! Dad is taking Kevin to another baseball game.” Eva feigned enthusiasm as she stood at the top of the staircase with her arms crossed over her chest. Her sarcastically negative tone said all that needed to be said about how she felt about what her father had planned for their weekend. “Mom, do I have to go? I’m pretty sure he won’t know if I’m not there,” she said.  
 
    I knew it was coming. It came every time it was her father’s weekend. The ‘do I have to go’ question. I wished I could tell her no, since going over there bothered her so much, but Rodney was her father, and according to our family court judge, I couldn’t keep her away from him.  
 
    “You have to go, darling. But it’s just a weekend, so try to make the best of it,” I said with an encouraging smile.  
 
    “That’s what you always say, but it’s not just a weekend. It’s every other weekend. Why do I have to keep going over there when he treats me like I’m invisible?” she pouted, even stomped her foot at the end of her statement to get her point across.  
 
    “Eva, we can’t go through this every weekend. You’re going to have to put on your good attitude and wear it for Mama, okay?” I asserted.  
 
    We’d had the talk about abuse, of any form, and she’d assured me nothing of the sort was happening at her father’s home. Her disdain for her father’s actions, particularly him upgrading his cheat chick to the position of their fake stepmother, was the thing that ate at her the most.  
 
    Eva huffed and went back to her room, stomping and pouting the entire way. I felt like a failure for having to make her go with her father. At ten years old, the last thing she needed to do was to sit around and watch her father fawn over his barely twenty-five-year-old girlfriend, who happened to be his mistress at the time of our divorce.  
 
    I’d made a promise to myself that I would not talk to my children about their father in a negative way. Instead, I encouraged them to have a healthy relationship with him and his young girlfriend. But how could a ten-year-old give a grown man a healthy relationship that he doesn’t know how to receive or reciprocate?  
 
    It took everything in me for me not to tell them how full of shit Rodney indeed was, or how I thought he would never be a good father based on his past behavior during our marriage. It took mountains upon mountains of prayer to step back and let God handle it, but I wasn’t a saint. I wanted my children to form their own opinions about him, and hopefully, the courts would be on our side the next time I petitioned them for full custody. Knowing Rodney, that petition was coming soon.  
 
    After watching my daughter storm into her bedroom and slam the door, I sighed and turned to Kevin who was staring at me.  
 
    “Well, do you know where it is, Mom?” he asked, ignoring his sister’s antics. Kevin gave his father a pass for all of his misgivings and loved him immensely for the good times they shared. In his six-year-old mind, his father was a superhero who showed up on weekends with marvelous plans, a game system in Kevin’s room at his house, and lots of talk about how he’s going to do so many things with him and make his life so much better. Mostly lies, but who was I to shatter his hope of what his father could be to him? 
 
    “Baby, go look in your closet next to your red tennis shoes,” I said before Kevin bolted up the stairs to his bedroom.  
 
    A minute later, he yelled, “Found it!” 
 
    I started the vacuum once again. Keeping everyone satisfied was a hard job, but I did my best when it came to my family. Rodney was and had always been a handful; his affairs and poor treatment had made me a single mother. Then, he had the audacity to give me strife every time I saw him as if I were the one that told him lies, played with his feelings, and left him for someone else.  
 
    I thought I had done everything right. I waited for the right man to come along to sweep me off my feet, and oh, did Rodney put his best foot forward before we got married. The man wined and dined me up until one year into our marriage, and then the games began, and there were many. I had waited until I was married to have kids because I wanted stability, but I guess nothing is certain in life.  
 
    I moved into the foyer and then hallway with the hum of the vacuum cleaner moving along with me. Just as I was putting it away, my cellphone chimed.  
 
    “What is it now?” I muttered as I fished my phone from my pocket and saw Rodney’s number on my screen. It was never good news when he called at the time he was supposed to be there to get the kids. Earlier, he’d texted and said he was twenty minutes away from my house, so I picked up the phone unsuspecting of the news he was about to give me. “Hello?”  
 
    “Hey, it’s me,” he said.  
 
    “Hey, what’s up? I was expecting you about ten minutes ago. Did you make a stop or something?” I asked as I opened the closet door and shoved the vacuum inside the tight space.  
 
    “No, well it’s—I’m not able to get the kids. I won’t make it today,” he blurted out, causing me to look upstairs where at least one child had an exorbitant amount of joy about spending time with a man who would so quickly let him down. Eva would be okay with this change in plans, but Kevin would be crushed.  
 
    “What do you mean? All Kevin has been talking about is you taking him to this game. Why did you tell him about it, if you were just going to flake out again? What am I supposed to tell him now?” I asked the barrage of questions as tension flared and raged through my body. “Wait, why the hell won’t you be here? And this had better be good!”  
 
    “Melody has something she wants me to do with her, and I have to be there for her,” he said with his deep voice cracking a little. “It’s not something the kids can come to, so it won’t work out this weekend. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Wow, what a crockpot full of uncooked bull.  
 
    “This is the second time you’ve brushed them off on your weekend in the past month. If you can’t get them on your weekends, why don’t you just give up custody so I can plan things for them that won’t leave them hurt and disappointed? Besides, that would free you up to take your young girlfriend to all of her debutante balls and pizza parties that you need to,” I said, fully aware that it was an extremely petty thing to say, but I was tired of both Rodney and Melody toying with my children’s feelings.  
 
    “I’m not going to go there with you today, Tameka. I got shit to do,” he said.  
 
    “What am I supposed to tell your kids? That you’re sorry that you choose your skanky girlfriend instead of them?” I grated out through clenched teeth as I was trying hard to whisper-talk so Eva and especially Kevin wouldn’t come out of their rooms. But It was hard not to lose all civility with Rodney.  
 
    “Tameka, it’s not like that. And stop calling her names.”  
 
    “So that’s the only part of this you’re willing to defend? That your whore you left me for, and thankfully so, isn’t a skank? How about you prove it and tell her to be an adult for once and go to her event alone because you have to be there for your children? Tell her that and see what she says. I bet she says something a skank would say.” I felt the urge to toss my phone, but held my composure enough to tell him off.  
 
    “Tameka, for once, don’t give me grief. That’s all you do,” his deep voice bellowed through the phone with condemnation. There was a time when the crisp boom of his voice would have me climbing walls, and now the sound was like nails on a chalkboard, severely annoying.  
 
    “How am I giving you grief when you’re the one that just called and said you were on your way? Now, the kids are packed, and you call back and say you’re not coming to get them. They’re going to be disappointed, especially Kevin. Did you ever stop and think about him, for once?” I asked, and a slight thumping on the back of my head let me know I had to end this call soon because Rodney was driving up my blood pressure.  
 
     “Just tell them I had something come up. You’ll think of something. You always do,” he said nonchalantly before there was a long pause on the line. 
 
    I took a deep breath, deciding what I would tell our children about their father being MIA this weekend.  
 
    “I’m not covering you this time, Rodney. I’m done doing that for you. Today, you will tell them that you can’t make it because Melody had something come up, and she’s first on your list of priorities. Either you will tell them, or I will.”  
 
    “You’re blowing this out of proportion, Tameka. Half the time Eva doesn’t even want to come over here, and you know Kevin will be over it in an hour, but what more should I expect from you than all of this drama?” he asked indignantly. “That’s why I started seeing Melody in the first place if you want to know the truth.” 
 
    Good God Almighty, please help me not to lose the last piece of my mind. This man is a true test to everything decent, I prayed silently.  
 
    “Rodney, let me tell you what is out of proportion. You call to say you’re “on your way” and to have your children ready for you, only for your girlfriend to decide she has a need that needs to be met, and you forget all about your kids. It’s also out of proportion that your son thinks the world of his father who’s told him he’s going to a baseball game, but he’s not because ‘Melody has something to do!’” I mocked the way his voice trembled when he said Melody had something she wanted him to do with her.  
 
    “Just tell the kids I won’t be there, Tameka.”  
 
    “No, you tell them! I spend day-in and day-out taking care of our kids, and you barely keep your weekend obligations because of your teenage girlfriend, and now you—” 
 
    Rodney blew out a harsh breath and growled, “She’s not a teenager. You know what, I don’t have time for this. I’ll get them next weekend.”  
 
    “You’re not about to keep getting their hopes up, so next weekend is out,” I yelled. “Don’t even think about showing up here or I will call the police.”  
 
    “Tameka, don’t be stupid,” he said. “I’m sorry being stuck with the kids is messing up your plans for the weekend, but you don’t need to take it out on me for next weekend.” 
 
    “First of all, I’m never stuck with our children. They are mine, and I take care of them without anyone telling me to do so. Second, next weekend is not your weekend; this one is so Don’t. Show. Up. Here. Next. Weekend. Period,” I said with finality and disconnected the call feeling angry that I let him get me so upset.  
 
    How dare he say I felt stuck with my own children? I never complained about having to be there with our children. My only complaint was them being stuck with a deadbeat dad that I propped up for far too long as my equal as a parent.  
 
    I turned to go upstairs to my bedroom, and that’s when I saw Eva standing at the bottom of the stairs looking just as upset as I was.  
 
    “He’s not coming, is he?” she asked, her tiny voice cracking a bit. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, he’s not.”  
 
    Explaining to my daughter the type of person Rodney was, was on the tip of my tongue, but what would that do to Eva’s already fragile relationship with him?  
 
    “Turns out, he’s sick,” I lied, and it came out effortlessly to shield my little girl from her father’s negligence.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and mumbled, “Good thing he’s sick then. I didn’t want to go over there anyway.” 
 
    “Sweetheart—”  
 
    “No, Mom. It’s good that he’s sick. Maybe he’ll stay sick the rest of his life and miss all of his weekends.” Eva ran up the steps to her bedroom and slammed the door.  
 
    Deep down, I knew that she knew her father wasn’t ill. Her feelings towards her father were similar to mine. We desperately wanted to rely on him to be there for us, but we couldn’t. The wall Eva had put up was simply for protection against his letdowns that he delivered more and more often these days. Breaking the news to Kevin was going to be tougher, so I headed upstairs and knocked on his door. It swung open as soon as I touched it.  
 
    He jumped off the bed and picked up his overnight bag. “Is Dad here?”  
 
    I leaned against the doorsill and looked at my excited son who’d cleaned his room to near perfection, not one toy was out of place, his books were on his bookcase, and his bed was made up with his black and gold Shazam blanket set. He did all of that so that he could go with his father.  
 
    “No, Kevin, he’s not here, and he’s not coming. Your dad is sick, so he won’t be able to pick you guys up this weekend,” I said in a soft tone as I watched the joy drain from Kevin’s face.  
 
    “Really?” he asked unbelievingly.  
 
    “I know you were looking forward to it, but I promise we’ll have fun, just the three of us,” I assured him with a smile. “Maybe we’ll go to the movies.”  
 
    “Alright,” he mumbled, sitting down on his bed with a pensive look stretching across his young, stressed features. “It’s okay, Mom,” he said as if he had to comfort me.  
 
    I walked over and sat down on his full-sized bed with him.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with it? I know you were looking forward to going to the game with your father,” I said.  
 
    A tear appeared in the corner of his eye. “I should be used to it, right?” he asked, and the cracking of his tiny voice and seeing that tear sent a twinge of pain to my chest.  
 
    My son shouldn’t be used to anything like this. It wasn’t right how Rodney used our kids to show off at family affairs, and then let them down when he felt more benefit in doing something or someone else, like Melody, and her so-called event. 
 
    “I love you, bud,” I said, pulling Kevin into a hug.  
 
    “I love you, too, Mom. Thank you for always being here for us,” Kevin said and pulled away from me and started to unpack his bag.  
 
    The frustration from Rodney’s neglect was palpable in the room. We all deserved more than empty promises, and the kids shouldn’t have to suffer because their father was playing a dangerous yo-yo game with their heart. I did the only thing I could think of doing. I picked up the phone and called my mother. She would know the right thing to say to get me through yet another Rodney-induced heartache.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, I’d taken Eva and Kevin to spend time with their friends for the day. I planned an outing with Kemara since we hadn’t chatted in what seemed like forever. Since Kemara got married, the newlyweds had been inseparable, and I missed talking to my sister. I gave them enough time to enjoy their first few months in peace, now I needed my sister back for a few hours.  
 
    I spotted her walking into the Havana restaurant, and man, she looked radiant. We hugged rocking back and forth as if it had been years and not months since we last saw each other. Finally, we took a seat in our favorite booth.  
 
    “Girl, I’m so glad to see you. I missed you so much!” I said in a high pitch. 
“I was beginning to think Channing wouldn’t let you up for air. How is the married life treating you?”  
 
    Kemara’s smile from ear to ear answered that question, but I wanted to hear from her how the past few months had been.  
 
    “Everything is wonderful, Tameka. I truly couldn’t have asked for a better husband, and have it turn out this good. Channing is a blessing to me in every way.” She paused for dramatics. “I was just telling him I couldn’t wait for us to get together for lunch because I missed you. How have you been, Tameka? And, my babies, how are they?” 
 
    “Oh, Kevin and Eva are doing great. I do all I can to make sure they’re happy, but they have missed their auntie.” I flipped through the menu as I talked. “Although…” I paused, looking at my sister. “I’m about ready to kill Rodney, but what else is new?”  
 
    Kemara groaned. “What has my ex-brother in law done this time, Tameka?” she asked but looked almost hesitant to know what he was up to now. 
 
    “What is it that he hasn’t done would be a better question? For one, in ten years, he hasn’t stepped up to the plate to help father these kids. I’m so tired of that man I want to move and not tell anyone where I’m going.” 
 
    “What happened this time?” Kemara asked, her tone a little lower than before as she steadied herself for another episode of Rodney’s nonending saga.  
 
    “Well, Kevin was heartbroken last weekend when Rodney at the very last minute called and said he wasn’t coming to get them because Melody had somewhere she wanted him to go with her. Of course, he’d promised to take Kevin to a baseball game and everything, then he called and said he was twenty minutes away from our house only to call back thirty minutes later and say he wasn’t coming. Eva couldn’t care less because Rodney hasn’t shown her an example of a good man. Instead, he has her feeling like her father will always choose Melody over her.” Kemara sighed and closed her menu to give me her full attention. “I wish I could say this doesn’t hurt, but it’s heartbreaking the way he treats them.”  
 
    “Tameka, he’ll never change. I hate it, but that’s a harsh reality you and the kids will have to live with. He’s either starting unnecessary arguments, or he’s ghost. Don’t do this to yourself any longer, Tameka. Maybe it’s time to take his visitation with the kids away,” Kemara suggested. 
 
    “I’ve gone that route before, and it didn’t work. My lawyer threatened to take away his visitation, and his lawyer countered with a threat of Rodney getting full custody. My lawyer couldn’t guarantee me a judge wouldn’t agree with Rodney, which has me scared of risking losing my children. That would break me faster than anything Rodney is doing,” I admitted.  
 
    “Man, he’s such an A-hole. He has to be the devil reincarnated.”  
 
    “And that’s to say the least about it,” I agreed. “The hardest part is having to lie to them about why he’s such an A-hole.”  
 
    “Tell them the truth about him. They can handle it. If he wants a better story told about him, he should write it with his actions. Stop covering for his foolishness and let him take the hit for the way he’s treating them,” Kemara said as the waitress approached our table; she took our orders and left.  
 
    “You’re right.” I looked at my sister’s glowing brown skin and big bright eyes. Even her twist out was curlier and more on-point than usual. “Enough about me, Mrs. Holloway. Have I told you that you are absolutely glowing? What is Channing doing to you, sis?”  
 
    She grinned. “Honey! If I told you, I’d have to kill you, but I will say this, marrying Channing was the best choice I’ve ever made. Things have been wonderful; I’m still in awe of how compatible we are.” Kemara’s smile fell slightly, and I sensed she was suppressing something. 
 
    “Have those crazy men from the brotherhood been bothering you guys?” I asked.  
 
    “No, not a peep from them. We haven’t even heard anything from his father and brother.” Her eyes met mine, and that slight bit of somberness appeared in them again. “It’s that we’ve been trying to have a baby, and it’s not happening quite as fast as we hoped.” 
 
    “These things take time, sis. Don’t worry about it yet, just keep having fun trying,” I said chuckling. “Besides, everyone won’t be as fertile as I am; if I think about a baby, I get pregnant.”  
 
    She snickered. “I wish me and Channing had that problem. Well, it wouldn’t be a problem for us because we want the babies. We’ve wanted this from the moment we got married, and I’m starting to fear it might never happen.” Kemara fiddled with her hands, so I reached over and grabbed them into mine. 
 
    “Kemara, you have to keep an open mind. Your baby is coming, and it’s going to be a healthy and gorgeous baby. It’s only a matter of time before you two will be amazing parents. I’m claiming it,” I said.  
 
    Kemara’s smile returned.  
 
    “Thank you, sis. It’s not like we haven’t been having fun trying, and the ways Channing has been trying…my God.” She started to fan herself.  
 
    “You two are too cute, but that’s way too much information,” I said and laughed. “I think you’re going to have a girl. I just feel it.” 
 
    “That would be my dream come true, Tameka.”  
 
    “I know. You always wanted a little girl,” I said. 
 
    We talked about little girl names until the food arrived. Just as the waitress left the table, Kemara said, “Tameka, I almost forgot to tell you! I found the cutest piece of fabric the other day to make a sofa cover. When we’re done eating, let’s go to my house so I can show it to you?” 
 
    I looked at Kemara thoughtfully. It was a beautiful thing to watch my little sister grow into a woman, the sight made my heart swell.  
 
    “Yeah, sure. I’d love to look at your fabric,” I said while still trying to wrap my head around what married life had done to my sister. Getting excited about fabric for sofa covers, how did that happen?  
 
    She smiled. “I’ve been making all kinds of things lately. I used to be only focused on my job, but now I’m getting the house ready for our new edition, so I’ve been very crafty.”  
 
    “Married life agrees with you, sis.”  
 
    Seeing her so at peace and in love with Channing took my mind away from my messed up situation with Rodney. I took a bite of my nachos and looked at my sister again wondering if I’d ever find love again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    Incidental Reunion 
 
    Channing handed me a beer. I took a swig and sat down on the couch. I’d been through the wringer over the past few months, and I missed having my cousin to talk to. He was one of the very few people I could count on. Channing would never double-cross me like an old friend had just done.  
 
    “This is just what I needed, cuz, a cold Modelo.” I worshipped the bottle a little longer, taking long gulps, trying to feel the buzz. I wanted to zone out and forget my relationship issues, and boy, did I have them?  
 
    “Don’t mention it, cuz.” Channing sat back in his chair and surveyed me with his piercing eyes. “What’s up with you? You look like you have something on your mind,” he probed. 
 
    I peered over the top of my beer bottle as I took another drink. Channing looked ten times better than I felt at the moment. As a matter of fact, he looked like life was treating him just grand. I was glad at least one of us was living good because life was kicking my ass.  
 
    “If you would’ve asked me that two months ago, or even a month ago, I would’ve told you things were going amazing, never better, couldn’t ask for anything more. But now? Now, everything has gone to shit.” 
 
     “Everything? Cuz, what the heck happened since the last time I talked to you?” he asked with confusion etched on his face.  
 
    “You know Rochelle and I were dating, and…” I paused and tried to figure out how I wanted to say this. When I first started dating Rochelle, Channing had been the first one to tell me about her reputation. I assured him she was a different person, and now I had to come back with my head tucked between my legs.  
 
    Channing nodded. “Yeah, I know you two are dating…and?”  
 
    “Well, things were great with her, and I thought she was the one,” I said. I caught myself and coughed when my voice cracked a little.  
 
    “I’ll admit I thought you two weren’t going to make it in the beginning, but then I thought you two being so much alike worked for you,” Channing said.  
 
    “Yeah, people thought we were meant for each other. Everyone did,” I said as I remembered both the warnings I was given about getting involved with her, as well as, the special moments we shared.  
 
    “I know, but you couldn’t resist having a sexy thing like Rochelle digging you,” Channing inserted with a smirk.  
 
    “Actually, you’re right, man. She made me feel like I was on a red-carpet when I took her out. We were good together,” I acknowledged.  
 
    “Excuse me if I’m really not seeing the problem here,” Channing said. “What has changed?” 
 
    I started telling him about Rochelle and the reason we’d split. “Men fell at her feet, and she knew it. That’s why her ego was the size of Texas, and I didn’t have a problem with her ego, but it did cause us to do a lot of breaking up to make up. The making up part was fun, but I had no option but to let her go for good when she cheated on me with Tyler,” I said. My blood boiled just from thinking about the man I considered a friend for years sleeping with my ex.  
 
    Channing’s eyes were wide in shock. “You’re BS-ing me, Jeb. I know Tyler wouldn’t bang Rochelle,” he said.  
 
    “That’s what I thought until I walked in and saw it with my own eyes. We got into a huge fight because of his betrayal,” I said.  
 
    “Tyler hasn’t seen a woman he doesn’t want to bang. Why do you think I didn’t invite him to my wedding? He has no boundaries whatsoever,” Channing said gruffly. “I’d hate to have to kill a man, but if he got out of line with Kemara, that’s exactly what I’d do to him.”  
 
    “You’re right. I knew he was a dirtbag, but I didn’t think he would be one to me,” I admitted.  
 
    “Well, you’ve been going through the wringer, but at least now you got that dirtbag from around you. Good thing you got rid of Rochelle too because if it wasn’t Tyler, it would have been someone else.” Channing shook his head. “Damn, you’re going to need another beer.” He went to the fridge and pulled out two more beers. When he came back into the room, he handed one to me.  
 
    “I needed to get that off my chest, but you’ve been in the honeymooning phase, and I didn’t want to bother you with it.” I popped open the beer bottle and savored my first sip. “Ah man, this is good. Thank you.”  
 
    “You’re welcome. But you know you could have called me anytime,” Channing said. “This is an interesting switch up though. I remember when all you dreamed of was threesomes and swapping out girls like they were going out of style.”  
 
    “Yeah, man. I used to be a dog, no two ways about it, but I didn’t cheat on Rochelle. I was good to her,” I admitted. “I thought she was the one.”  
 
    I thought about the first few months with Rochelle, and it should have been clear from the start she wasn’t the type of woman to take home to meet the family. Her arrogance was annoying. Her eyes were always roaming. Yet she made me feel like I was the man who could tame her, and she was the woman who could tame me.  
 
    “Well, be glad you didn’t spend years in a relationship only to find out she was a cheater,” Channing said. 
 
    “I guess that’s a plus.” 
 
    “It’s a damn big plus. Have you talked to her since the big fight?” he asked. 
 
    “No. She’s called a few times, but I don’t want to hear her excuses. What’s done is done,” I said. It took months to get the image of my friend on top of her out of my mind, so there was no way I wanted to talk to Rochelle and drudge up those thoughts.  
 
    “I hear you. Move on, and don’t look back,” Channing advised.  
 
    I was glad he didn’t say ‘I told you so.’ He’d definitely warned me about Rochelle’s promiscuity back in her college days.  
 
    “On a better note, I’m glad you and Kemara are having the time of your lives. You look happy, so I assume the sex is still amazing.” I hit him on the shoulder.  
 
    He grabbed a magazine and flung it at my head. I had to dodge to avoid impact.  
 
    “Don’t ask me about what I do with my woman? Our intimacy is our business,” Channing said, looking like a mad man guarding a precious treasure.  
 
    When he talked about Kemara, his face lit up with passion. When I asked about his intimacy with her, he turned into a pit bull. That was the type of woman I dreamed of, the kind to show up and light my world. Someone so amazing I dared tell another man about her for fear he might try to take her. 
 
    I was tired of the type of lukewarm relationships I had been in. I had sought out trophies, not a companion. Vainness no longer fulfilled me. I was on the market for an amazing woman. I wanted to share the same type of adoration Channing captured when he tied the knot with Kemara. I wanted to find the one girl out there that was made for me.  
 
    *** 
 
    Channing and I had been talking for about an hour about life, marriage, work, and my new project of fixing up a ’67 Mustang when the front door screeched opened, and Kemara’s voice rang out, “Honey, I’m home!” She rounded the corner and immediately offered me a warm smile. “Oh, hey, Jeb. I didn’t know you were here.”  
 
    All I could see was Tameka. Her eyes interlocked with mine for the briefest moment before she peeled them away and focused her attention on her nails.  
 
    Channing stood and pulled his wife into his arms. Within seconds, he’d wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her into a deep kiss. It was like watching a romantic movie, except this time I did so willfully. I glanced at Tameka, and her expression told stories of how she wished someone would hold her and kiss her like that. I could give her that and more if she’d stop running away from me.  
 
    “Welcome home, baby,” Channing said, gripping Kemara’s backside into his palms. He greeted her as if she’d been away on a long trip.  
 
    “Thanks, baby. That was a nice welcome,” Kemara replied in a low tone. Channing whispered something into her ear, and she giggled like a teenager. Kemara turned in his embrace and faced me. “Jeb, do you remember my sister, Tameka?”  
 
    I wanted to say, ‘how could I forget her?’ Instead, I stood to my feet, walked over to stand in front of Tameka, and extended my hand to shake hers. Electric shockwaves coursed through me as our hands touched, and I was reminded of the time I held her in my arms as we danced.  
 
    “Of course, I remember Tameka.” She still owes me a dance. “It’s good to see you again,” I said in a gravelly tone.  
 
    Her intense brown eyes spoke volumes as she pulled her hand away as quickly as she had extended it.  
 
    Who hurt you, Tameka? Tell me his name, so I can go ruin the bastard.  
 
    “You have something to show me, right?” she asked Kemara.  
 
    “Come on, sis. I’ll show you the fabric,” Kemara said.  
 
    Tameka followed Kemara out of the room with her hips swaying raptly. She wasn’t wearing a form-fitting gown like she had at the wedding, but the rhythm of her hips I would never forget. When the two women were out of sight, I turned to Channing, and he was smirking like a Cheshire cat.  
 
    I did my best to mask my feelings and asked, “What?”  
 
    “You want a towel to wipe off that drool?”  
 
    “Man, I’m not drooling.”  
 
    Channing chuckled. “I thought I was going to have to haul your ass out of the room they just went into. Your eyes followed her like a growling dog.” Then, Channing barked, eliciting a chuckle out of me.  
 
    “I’ll admit that she’s really easy on the eyes. I mean really easy,” I stated and licked my lips. I could already taste her on them. “But how’d you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” Channing asked with a raised brow.  
 
    “I mean, coming from where we come from, how do you handle a relationship with a black woman?” I asked in a low tone.  
 
    Channing’s hazel eyes held the same faith they had on his wedding day. “That’s easy to answer. Nothing else matters but the love we have for each other. When you find the one, you will do anything to be with that person. Kemara is the one for me, and I knew it when I saw her at that gas station. The moment I looked into her eyes, I knew everything my father taught me was a lie. There was no way a woman so beautiful and kind could be my enemy. When she smiled, my world came undone. I made up my mind right then to leave the brotherhood and everything they stand for.” 
 
    “It was a strong connection, huh?” I asked, knowing that was the way I felt about Tameka. “What about your parents? How did you deal with their disappointment.” I wanted to know because my father held the same prejudiced beliefs. If I were ever to find love in another race, I would have to face off with him.  
 
    “Everyone knows how my father felt. He nearly killed my wife to get rid of her, so my parents probably aren’t the best example of how to deal with interracial relationships. My mother has come around, but our folks are extreme, as you know,” he said.  
 
    “I wonder if Dad is capable of doing something as horrific as Uncle Chad did,” I thought aloud. 
 
    “I’ve learned not to underestimate people, even if you love them. I knew how my father and brother felt about black people, but I didn’t know they would go so far as to hurt the woman I loved. In the end, my mother was someone we could count on, but all-in-all the situation with my dad and brother was horrible. I never want to face that again. Yet, at the same time, I would do it all again for Kemara. I love her, man.” Channing paused reflectively. “Wait, do these questions have anything to do with the way you just undressed Tameka with your eyes?”  
 
    “No, I just wanted to know in case I ever date another race.” 
 
    “I knew it! It’s all over your face. You like Tameka.” 
 
    I smiled and humped my shoulders. “I really just wanted to know how to deal with my father if I ever date a black woman. I’m not going to lie, though. Since you married Kemara, I have thought about it,” I said.  
 
    My mother, Maggie Holloway, passed away three years earlier, leaving my father and me as the only two in our immediate family. I had no doubt introducing a black woman as my girlfriend would make him disown me. I didn’t believe he would go as far as to kidnap and torture Tameka as Channing’s father, my Uncle Chad, had done to Kemara, but he would question my judgment and feel betrayed. Dad wasn’t a violent man. All he did was shake his head when Channing announced who he was going to marry, and he said it was a shame what Channing was doing to break up the family.  
 
    Channing’s voice broke into my thoughts. “I planned to marry a cute little blond, have a few kids, and live up to my father’s obligations in the brotherhood, but it just didn’t go that way. When it comes to love, you don’t always have a choice of who you fall in love with, and that’s how it hit me,” he said. 
 
    “I have never been in love, but I’ve heard there’s not a whole lot you can do when the love bug bites you,” I said as Tameka walked back into the living room talking about how beautiful a piece of fabric was.  
 
    Kemara followed behind her. “What have you guys been gabbing about?” she asked.  
 
    “Just guy stuff,” Channing said. “What have you ladies been doing?” 
 
    “I showed Tameka that fabric I got the other day. Lady stuff,” said Kemara, her eyes beaming as she glided over to Channing. He put his arm around her waist, and she nestled against him until they looked like a picture you would see on the cover of a novel.  
 
    I glanced at Tameka to share the moment with her, but she quickly averted her attention to Kemara.  
 
    “Picking out fabric patterns is Kemara’s new thing,” Channing said, chuckling.  
 
    “I learned pretty early not to bother asking for his advice.” Kemara draped her arm around his shoulder and looked up into his eyes as if he were the only man in the world. “But, even though he can’t spot a good fabric pattern if it were right in front of him, I love him anyway,” she murmured as she kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Mmmm, thank you, babe,” he murmured as he placed butterfly kisses on her lips. “I love you more.” Their ability to block out everyone in the room and tune in to each other was something for the record books.  
 
    Tameka pulled her jingling keys out of her purse. “I’m about to go. It was good to see you guys again.” 
 
    Kemara left her husband’s embrace and walked over to Tameka to hug her. “See you soon, big sis.”  
 
    “Take care, little sis,” Tameka said.  
 
    “Call me later, okay?” Kemara said.  
 
    “I will.” Tameka turned to Channing. “See ya, brother.” 
 
    He nodded. “Bye, Tameka.” 
 
    “It was good to see you again, Jeb,” she said quickly.  
 
    The sound of my name coming from her couldn’t have been any sweeter to my ears. I was honestly surprised she acknowledged me. 
 
    “The pleasure was all mine, Tameka,” I said, tilting my head to watch her walk away, and the moment she walked out the door, I felt lonely. I got up and took a step to walk behind her until Channing spoke up.  
 
    “Were you asking me about my marriage, because you’re plotting to make a move on Tameka?” he asked.  
 
    Yeah, but the feeling isn’t mutual, I thought.  
 
    My heart couldn’t afford another break because it would shut down for good and never operate again if another woman betrayed me. Besides, Tameka had her mind made up that she didn’t want to get close to me. A blind man could see the barriers she put up to keep me away. I shrugged at Channing, leaving his question unanswered and my feelings for Tameka up in the air where they’d been since the first day I laid eyes on her.  
 
    “I’m about to head out and let you two get to your nightly business,” I said as Kemara wrapped herself around Channing.  
 
    “Avoiding the question, but that’s cool.” Channing pulled Kemara closer to him. “See ya tomorrow. I’ll stop by the club.” 
 
    “See you then.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I walked into my silent house. It was amazing how quiet home could be. Sometimes, it was so quiet that the silence caused me to get lost in extremely loud thoughts. At the moment, I kept thinking about Jeb. I didn’t expect to see him at Kemara’s house today. I had done well to stay away from him.  
 
    I could remember a time when he monopolized my dreams, or should I say dirty fantasies that involved Jeb, me, and a tub of whip cream. I’d dreamed of his tall frame dwarfing mine as he climbed atop of me with ocean blue eyes glaring into my soul. His chestnut brown hair beckoned me to touch the waves. I’d had more than one fantasy starring Jeb after our dance at the wedding, but with each passing day, it became a little harder to visualize him, and that was for the best.  
 
    I sat down on the couch and closed my eyes. An image came to the forefront of my mind. It was Jeb straddling me as he sprayed whip cream over my breasts then effortlessly proceeding to enjoy the taste of my flesh mixed with the sweet cream.  
 
    I snapped my eyes open and groaned. Seeing Jeb again exposed how easily he could seep inside of me and take over. I could barely look at him knowing the dirty things I wanted him to do to me. It was crazy how the longing glare filled with greedy desire in his eyes mirrored the way he looked at me in my fantasies.  
 
    I sighed and looked around the empty room. I longed to have my kids home at times like this. When I was in mommy mode, I didn’t entertain thoughts of Jeb or any man for that matter. My phone rang, rescuing me from visions of him.  
 
    “Hello?” I answered in a gravelly tone. 
 
    “Hey, Mama, it’s me,” Eva’s said excitedly.  
 
    I smiled. “Hey, Evie, what’s going on?”  
 
    “Maddie wants to know if I can stay for supper. May I?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s fine. Do you need me to pick you up after dinner?” I asked.  
 
    “Nah, her mom’s gonna drop me off at home. I won’t be home too late,” Eva said, sounding like a little lady.  
 
    “Okay, that’s fine. Let me speak to her mother,” I said.  
 
    Maddie’s mother came on the line, and we talked briefly about the plan for Eva to stay over for dinner. “Yes, I will bring her home around 8:30,” she assured me.  
 
    “Great. Thanks for letting her stay. Can I speak back to Eva?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said and handed the phone back to Eva.  
 
    “I’ll see you later tonight, Eva. Make sure you behave,” I said. 
 
    “I will. Love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby girl. Have fun.”  
 
    I disconnected the call and stared blankly at the TV. Kevin would be home soon, so the house wouldn’t be completely empty. I forced myself to get up and start doing some housework before dinnertime, which was only a few hours away.  
 
    When I finished doing the laundry, I glanced at my watch. Time had flown by. It was time to get dinner on the stove so that it would be ready when Kevin got there. I looked in the refrigerator for ingredients and decided to make a pot of chili.  
 
    At fifteen minutes to seven, I heard the door opening. 
 
    “Mom…I’m home!” Kevin called out.  
 
    “Wow…what happened to your jacket?” I asked as I rounded the corner to find my son taking off his jacket. I could tell it was filthy from where I was standing.  
 
    Kevin held the jacket away from his body as if he were afraid to get dirt on himself. “I got to wash it. We were playing ball.”  
 
    I grabbed the jacket and held it between two fingers. “Looks like you were just rolling around in the dirt,” I said.  
 
    “Mom, I had the best time. Tommy’s dad took us to the ballpark, and we hit balls. We ran the bases, and I slid in for a homerun. Then, after we finished playing, we went to the pond and dug for worms! It was so much fun.” 
 
    Digging for worms explained the dirty jacket, and Kevin’s budding smile was proof that he had a blast. Tommy’s dad had been a blessing in our lives. He spent quality time with his son and brought Kevin along too.  
 
    “Glad you had fun, Kev.” I kissed his cheek. “Run upstairs and get washed up. Dinner will be ready in a minute. It’s just the two of us.”  
 
    “Oh, really? Where’s Eva, Ma?”  
 
    “She’s staying at Maddie’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, I like Maddie, but they don’t have good food over there,” he said as he ran up the stairs. “But I do say thank you when they give me food, Mom,” he added. Kevin knew I didn’t allow them to be rude when someone offered them anything.  
 
    “Good job, Kevin.”  
 
    I took his mud-covered jacket into the utility room where I put it in a basket by itself.  
 
    Kevin was sitting at the table when I walked into the kitchen. I scooped two bowls of chili and joined him at the table, just the two of us. I didn’t envision being a single parent when I had him. But we were all we had, and that was enough.  
 
    *** 
 
    Three Weeks Later 
 
    I spotted Rodney’s beat-up, black pickup truck parked alongside my driveway as I pulled up to my house after work. He got out of his truck with a cocky grin plastered on his face as he trotted toward me. I frowned at the sight of him as I wondered what he was doing here. “What do you want?” I asked with ire in my tone.  
 
    “Hey, Tameka. I came to get the kids.”  
 
    “You say that as if it’s okay for you to show up out the blue, ignoring the schedule ordered by the courts and the same schedule we agreed on,” I reminded him.  
 
    As I scowled, a smile spread across his face. Rodney had a habit of smiling whenever he thought he was upsetting me as if he enjoyed being a pain in my ass.  
 
    “It’s not your weekend, so they’re not going with you,” I told him.  
 
    “Stop being so damn petty about the weekend thing, Tameka. You should work with me on that. When I can come and get them, you should be happy to let them go,” he replied.  
 
    “No, I’m not working with you because you don’t work with me. You can’t just waltz up here and think you’re taking my kids with you whenever you get fucking ready!” I paused, catching myself before I slipped into battle mode. That’s the zone Rodney liked to put me in, and I tried my damndest not to give him the satisfaction. “We have arrangements for a reason, Rodney,” I said in a lowered voice then turned away to walk inside.  
 
    Rodney grabbed my hand before I reached the door. “Tameka…”  
 
    “Don’t touch me!” I snapped, pulling my hand away from his grasp. “The days of you telling me what to do are over.”  
 
    “I’m sorry for touching you,” he said and backed off with his hands up. “I just figured that since I missed my last few weekends, and didn’t get to make that time up, I could settle up with them.” 
 
    Settle up? This man’s audacity was the size of all of the south. He thought our children were some kind of game he could ‘settle up with’ whenever he got the time. As if letting them down on his weekends wasn’t a big deal as long as he showed up with a bag of tricks later. The dumb smile on his face made it seem as if he enjoyed holding their hopes hostage.  
 
    “No, you can’t settle up when it’s convenient for you. That’s not happening today, Rodney.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Tameka, you always think it’s something negative going on. I’m just here for my kids. That’s all.”  
 
    “You don’t do anything for anyone! Everything is for yourself, especially since you got with whats-her-face.” 
 
    “Fine! If you must know, I just found out Melody is pregnant. We’re getting married, and I might not have much time to spend with our kids over the next few months. I want to give them what little time I have now before the baby gets here,” he said. 
 
    I couldn’t believe the words as they came out of his mouth. Or was it that I could believe him, and that’s what made it so horrible? How did I even marry this man? He had really pulled the wool over my eyes in the beginning. Lately, Rodney became the most selfish person I ever met. It was heartbreaking to hear him speak about our children getting what little time they could before his new baby came.  
 
    “Are you kidding me right now, Rodney? You show up, unannounced, and pronounce that you’re expecting a child, you’re getting married, and you want our children to get what they can from you before you cast them aside again? You know what? I don’t care about your situation. You can’t take the kids this weekend because it’s not your weekend. So get out of my driveway.” I marched up the walkway to my porch with the sound of his loud footsteps trekking behind me. When I reached my first step, I spun around and nearly crashed into him.  
 
    “Tameka, I’m taking the kids, so go ahead and get their things ready,” he ordered.  
 
    “I want to see you try it,” I dared him with fire raging in my eyes.  
 
    “They’re mine too!” he argued.  
 
    “Yes…they are, and it’s really about time you understood that fact. Instead of treating them like toys you remember ever so often, you should remember these kids are yours every day of the week. Do you know that you broke Kevin’s heart a few weeks ago? Do you know that?” I yelled.  
 
    “No, I didn’t know that,” he said arrogantly with an eye roll.  
 
    “Well, you did. All he talked about was going to that game with you. That time can’t be recovered, Rodney. And poor Eva. She doesn’t feel loved when she’s with you because you spend all of your time fawning over your conniving little fiancé, Melody. How pathetic is that? You don’t deserve any time with these children. All you do is break their hearts.” 
 
    Rodney laughed. “You’re too damn melodramatic, Tameka. You should have gone into acting. Were you always this way? I must have missed it before I asked you to marry me, but it’s definitely the reason I got out of our marriage.” 
 
    “You are unbelievable, Rod—” My mouth snapped shut when I heard the school bus coming down the road, and I mentally cursed Rodney.  
 
    Once Kevin saw his father, I wouldn’t be able to send him away without making our son cry his little heart out. Rodney smiled, crossed his arms, and waited for our kids to emerge from the big yellow school bus as if that had been his plan all along.  
 
    The second Kevin’s feet hit the pavement, he ran full speed toward his father. “Dad! You’re here!”  
 
    “I came to get you guys for the weekend. I bought waterpark tickets for the three of us. Doesn’t that sound like fun?” Rodney said, smiling at Kevin.  
 
    “Yes!” Kevin pumped his fist. “Mom, can we go?” 
 
    Owned by Rodney again, I plastered a fake smile on my face and opened the front door, so Kevin could run inside to get packed. “Sure,” I said, hoping Rodney wouldn’t make me eat that word.  
 
    Eva wasn’t amused by Rodney’s pop-up trick. She stood off to the side with her mouth in a straight line, and her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    “Hey, Eva Bear,” Rodney said in a baby voice.  
 
    “Dad, I stopped being called that when I was eight years old,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Sorry, I forget you have reached the double digits. You are a mature ten-year-old now.” He paused and looked at Eva. “Go get packed so we can get to the waterpark. We need to be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes? This man probably only has a few hours to spend with the kids before his wife is on his heels again.  
 
    Eva looked miserable as she stared at me for confirmation that she had to go. My heart broke for her.  
 
    “Eva, go inside and let me talk to your father.”  
 
    I had a rule not to let our children see us argue. But, the more Rodney pressed me, the more I thought about bending that rule. I turned to Rodney and glared at him.  
 
    “Eva doesn’t want to go with you, Rodney.”  
 
    “Since when did we start letting the kids decide what they want to do?”  
 
    “When you started not showing up when you were supposed to.”  
 
    “Tameka, she will be fine. I’ll take them to the waterpark, and if she wants to come home after that, I’ll bring her back.”  
 
    “Are you sure? Because I don’t want any mess out of you, Rodney.” 
 
    Rodney threw his hands in the air. “Gentleman’s promise.”  
 
    “First, show me a gentleman,” I mumbled as I spun on my heels and went inside to talk to the kids before they left.  
 
    Eva and Kevin both had packed for the impromptu weekend with their father, and Kevin bounded down the stairs, yelling, “Goodbye, Mom!” He kissed my cheek and was out the door. 
 
    I met Eva in the middle of the stairwell. I hugged her as I said, “You’ll be home on Sunday, sweetheart. If you need me before then, give me a call. You have your phone, right?” 
 
    She nodded, and I kissed her cheek.  
 
    “Bye, Mama,” Eva said and walked to the front door slowly.  
 
    I watched them load into Rodney’s truck that had seen better days. He gave his young fiancée a late model BMW while my kids had to ride around in this barely-working contraption of a truck. A little piece of me rode away as I watched it disappear down the street with my children inside. I closed the door and heaved a sigh. I didn’t know what I was going to do now that the kids were gone, but I didn’t want to be alone. 
 
    A little after 8 p.m., I left home dressed for a night on the town. Kemara had plans with Channing, and my friends, Alise and Jayne, were both busy, so I was riding solo. I drove around town until I saw this place that looked like a beacon on the hill, drawing me to it. Club Elite. As many times as I passed by this club, I never thought to go inside. Yet tonight, I strolled through the darkness with only a hint of light shining from the strobe lights. A song by the Black Eye Peas was playing setting a relaxing mood as I approached the bar.  
 
    “Excuse me, can I get a Long Island Iced Tea?” I asked the bartender.  
 
    “Yeah, sure,” the bartender said.  
 
    I looked out at the dance floor, and the scene was beautiful to watch. Couples were moving in seductive, fluid motions filled with sexual tension that was almost contagious.  
 
    Someone’s getting their back blown out tonight, I thought as I looked at one particular couple that was dry humping like there was no tomorrow.  
 
    I remembered when Rodney and I used to dance as if we were the only two people in the room. It seemed like ages ago since I felt that way with anyone.  
 
    “Here’s your drink, ma’am,” the bartender said, snapping me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “Thanks,” I replied as I laid down some money. “But don’t call me ma’am. You’re making me feel old,” I said teasingly.  
 
    “Oh, my bad.” He nodded and headed off to the next customer.  
 
    I sipped my drink and watched the action on the dance floor. I was intrigued by the way the crowd moved to the music. A local singer had gotten up on the stage and was singing “Giving Him Something He Can Feel” En Vogue style. Her sultry voice reminded me of Alise’s, and I made a note to tell her to check into this place for a singing gig.  
 
    I sat my empty glass on the counter as the bartender came over to my area. “Can I get another one?” I asked him with a smile.  
 
    “Coming right up, Luv!” he said, smiling back at me.  
 
    Luv beats ma’am any day, I thought as a guy grabbed the barstool next to me. I smelled his cologne before I saw him, and it was an intoxicating scent that had me intrigued.  
 
    “Hey, sexy,” he said in his deep baritone that accentuated his lovely aroma perfectly. 
 
    “Hey,” was all I could say as I stared at him.  
 
    The man was the epitome of sexy—dark chocolate with a smile that could make a woman beg for forbidden things in a dark, sweaty room in the heat of the night. His eyes were dark brown, and I got lost in their magnetic pull.  
 
    “You come here often?” he asked as his eyes roamed over my dress approvingly.  
 
    The many things I could do to him in a bedroom flashed in my mind, and I wanted it all to happen tonight. “No, but I’m glad I’m here now,” I said, grabbing my second drink and taking a long, much-needed sip from it.  
 
    Mr. Chocolate’s eyes drifted down to my cleavage, and he bit his lower lip and leaned against the bar, taking a drink of his beer. “Me too, baby…me too,” he said. “But what’s a sexy thing like you doing here alone? I know you got a man somewhere,” he asked.  
 
    I crossed my legs, and my skirt rode up a little higher on my knee. “No, I’m single, and I was just waiting for you to show up. It’s about time you arrived,” I said. 
 
    He arched an eyebrow and smirked. “Damn, girl, you’re saying all the right things with that pretty little mouth of yours. I bet that beautiful mouth can do wonderful things,” he hinted, and I laughed as his eyes slid down to my thighs. He wanted to touch me, that much was clear.  
 
    I decided to put us both out of our misery. I grabbed his hand, placed it on my knee, and inched it further up my thigh. I opened my blouse a little more to reveal heated flesh that longed to be touched. I leaned over and whispered close to his ear, “Do you really want to know what my mouth can do?”  
 
    I hadn’t been with a man since God knows when, and tonight Mama was out on the town and ready to play, so I was definitely in rare form.  
 
    “Girl, I would love that,” he said, adjusting himself in his seat. His breath rose and fell quickly, and his eyes sparkled under the club’s dim lighting.  
 
    I pulled back as his hand remained on my knee. There was nothing typical about this encounter, and I didn’t want it to be. He didn’t need to know I had two kids at home, or that I was out of character. We finished our drinks, and he ordered one more round. I felt the buzz from the first two drinks, but that third one almost took me out. I was loopy after that one. Before I knew what was happening, I had finished it and was on my fourth.  
 
    I grabbed onto my blouse to fan myself. “I feel warm all over. Man, someone open the door…it’s hot in here,” I said drowsily.  
 
    Mr. Chocolate looked amused. “Let’s step outside to get some air,” he said, moving closer to me, and I got lost in his big brown eyes.  
 
    “Yes, let’s do that.” 
 
    He grabbed my hand, but before I could slide down from the barstool, another set of arms swooped around my waist and stopped me from moving.  
 
    “There you are, baby. I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said, and I was confused as I stared up into Jeb’s ocean blue eyes.  
 
    “Huh? What are you doing here?” I asked.  
 
    Mr. Chocolate started stammering over his own words. “Uh…I um, I’m sorry, man. I—uh—I didn’t know she was here with you,” he said in a cowering tone.  
 
    What’s wrong with this guy? I wondered.  
 
    “Damn right, you didn’t know,” Jeb said with an unmistakable ire in his tone. “Get lost, don’t come back in here, and I’ll pretend it never happened.”  
 
    Jeb stood an imposing two to three inches taller than the chocolate dessert I’d considered changing all my rules for moments ago. That fantasy was dashed when the nameless, handsome man scurried away, holding both of his hands in the air in surrender to Jeb.  
 
    I shook Jeb’s arm from mine, and I asked, “What the hell are you doing? I was talking to him.” I scanned the room for Mr. Chocolate, but he was long gone. “You have no right to do that. I mean, you had no—” my words slurred and slowed down.  
 
    “What I’m doing is saving you from a pig. You can thank me later,” he said as he smirked.  
 
    “Thank you?” I scowled. “I was handling him perfectly fine, thank you very much. You just ruined what could have been a great moment in my life.”  
 
    Jeb chuckled. “Tameka, what are you even doing here?” 
 
    “No, I should be asking you that, Jeb. Do you always come to this place? Are you following me? Seems too coincidental that we would see each other two times in a month after going an entire year without crossing paths. Explain yourself!” In so many words, I accused him of stalking me. 
 
    “Explain myself?” His jaw dropped, and he started laughing hysterically. “How do I know you’re not following me? After all, you did walk into my club tonight,” he said. 
 
    I frowned. “Your club?” I was a bit drunk, okay, maybe a lot drunk, but I heard him correctly. Club Elite was his club, and I had no idea what I walked into. “This is your club?” I crossed my arms in front of me. “I think I need to see proof. Show me that in writing. Otherwise, I’ll stand by my claim that you are following me.” 
 
    Jeb shook his head, pulled out his wallet, and retrieved a business card. He slid it across the bar until it rested in front of me. The card proved he, indeed, owned this club.  
 
    “Happy?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I mumbled. “Doesn’t change the fact that you have no right to stop me from leaving with any guy. I’m perfectly capable of making up my mind about who I want to spend time with.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” he said, grabbing a beer the bartender passed him and taking a drink from it. “But you are my cousin’s sister-in-law. I doubt he would appreciate if I watched you walk out of here with a guy that’s known as Fast Hands, and it isn’t because he plays cards.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl, Jeb. I don’t need you or anyone else to save me.” I started to stand up, but dizziness caused me to steady myself using Jeb’s leg.  
 
    Jeb grabbed ahold of me and cocked his head. “You were saying?”  
 
    “I will go home and sleep it off. Can I have my arm back please?”  
 
    Instead of letting me go, Jeb wrapped an arm around me protectively. “I’ll walk you out.”  
 
    “No, I can walk myself,” I said, stumbling over my feet.  
 
    “You’re not driving, Tameka. I’ll take you home,” he insisted.  
 
    “I live five minutes away. Don’t be ridiculous,” I argued.  
 
    “I’ll carry you out of here over my shoulder, kicking and screaming if I have to,” he threatened as he led me towards the door. We reached the sidewalk, and Jeb was still holding me.  
 
    “Jeb…you’re doing too much. I don’t want you to walk me to my car. I don’t want you to take me home. I’ll call a cab first.”  
 
     “Why can’t I just help you, Tameka?” 
 
    “Because it’s just not necessary for you to drive me home. I drove here, so I can drive back.” I reached inside my pocket and pulled out my keys. “Besides, I’m not that drunk. I’m perfectly fine to get home.”  
 
    I took a step away from him, and a wave of dizziness hit me at once. I was going down again. Before I reached the pavement, two strong arms enveloped me from behind.  
 
    Jeb lifted me up and carried me to his car. He put me in the front seat. I took a deep breath and held it as he leaned over to buckle me in. Our eyes met briefly, and he smiled then went to the driver’s side.  
 
    “I—” I wanted to protest, but I couldn’t find the words to say anymore.  
 
    “Alright, where do you live?” he asked after he started his car. 
 
    Leaning my head against the seat, I thought about his question. My head was throbbing, and my thoughts were hazy. Where did I live? 
 
    “Um… It’s not that far.” That much I knew, but I couldn’t think of my home address or how to get there. 
 
    “Yeah right, you could’ve gotten yourself home,” he said with a huff and backed out of the parking lot.  
 
    My head started to spin with the movement of the car. I closed my eyes and sank into the headrest. The last thing I remembered was hearing a soft melody on the radio before all the lights and sounds dimmed and then went out like a light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    The smell of the vape calmed me as I took a long puff from the end. I sat in a chair, staring at the sleeping beauty in my bed for about two hours, wondering when she would wake up. I took another puff from the vape, placed it down on the table, and stood up. I had arrived at my club just in time. If Fast Hands had his way, he would have taken her to the back of his SUV because the prick was too cheap to buy a motel.  
 
    I had heard stories of the way he treated women, and it wasn’t pretty. Fast Hands was rude and disrespectful, but we couldn’t prove he’d done anything criminal. We were suspicious that he was slipping drugs into women’s drinks, but when I scanned the videos, I was never able to find evidence of it. That’s why I called him Fast Hands.  
 
    I banned him from Club Elite. My bouncer and friend, Bruiser, looked out for him, but that didn’t stop him from sneaking in, especially when he knew Bruiser was off duty. Fast Hands was a trickster, and Tameka needed a man to treat her right. I brought her to my condo to protect her from him; at least, that’s how I spun it in my mind.  
 
    Light groans from across the room brought my attention to the bed. She shifted a little then sat up, grabbing the back of her head. “Sweet baby Jesus. What’s the name of the transfer truck driver that hit me?” she asked.  
 
    I chuckled lightly and waited for her to wake up completely so that I wouldn’t startle her by speaking. Tameka rubbed her eyes and looked around the room until she spotted me. Then, she leaped from the bed still clinging onto the covers. 
 
    “Jeb? What the hell? Why are you in here with me?” she tossed out the line of questioning with contempt.  
 
    I wasn’t surprised that she was shocked to be in my bed.  
 
    “Tameka, don’t panic.”  
 
    “Saying don’t panic is not a good way to stop a person from panicking,” she responded.  
 
    “You got drunk at the club tonight and couldn’t remember where you lived, so I brought you back to my place because it was better than the alternative,” I began to explain the events of the night, and her eyebrows furrowed as she glared at me.  
 
    “Did you try something?” she asked, running her fingers through her disheveled hair until most of the brown strands were lying down once again.  
 
    Panic etched her delicate face when she sat back down and peeked under the covers. She sighed in relief when she noticed she was fully dressed and that the only thing bare was her feet. “Thank you, God. I’m still wearing panties,” she whispered.  
 
    “Tameka, baby, I wouldn’t fuck you while you’re drunk if that’s what you’re thinking. When I make love to you, you’ll be fully aware,” I explained.  
 
    “Fat chance of that ever happening,” she said and tossed me an irritated look.  
 
    “Well, I brought you here because it was safer than you going home with some loser at the club,” I quipped.  
 
    “So, instead, I went home with this loser,” she mumbled. “Good job, Tameka.”  
 
    “I can hear you, you know?” 
 
    She covered her mouth. “I didn’t mean to say that aloud. I—” 
 
    “It’s cool, Tameka. I know how you feel about me, but this isn’t about me. How do you feel physically? Do you still have a headache or anything?”  
 
    She looked at me, and her eyes softened. “Yes, I do, but I’ll live.” Tameka tossed the covers aside and sat on the edge of the bed. “This may be the first time a man didn’t try to take advantage of me while I was drunk. Unless you did and I don’t know it yet,” she stated accusingly.  
 
    “Trust me, if I had taken advantage of you, you’d still feel me all over your body.” 
 
    Her only reply was a long gasp that made her mouth snap shut quickly.  
 
    “But I didn’t do anything inappropriate. I wouldn’t. Ever,” I said. “The only thing I exposed was your pretty feet when I took your shoes off. You are untouched, unkissed, and definitely unfucked. If I had, Miss Tameka, you would know it.”  
 
    Her eyes drifted away from mine. “Well, thanks for keeping it rated G, Playboy Jeb.”  
 
    “I don’t know where that’s coming from, but I’m going to let the playboy line slide,” I said, realizing I didn’t know a lot about Tameka except that she was divorced, her ex was an asshole, and someone had fed her some bullshit lines about me.  
 
    “Aren’t you one?” she asked, tossing an accusatory glare at me.  
 
    “I had my day, and I won’t deny that, but those were the old days,” I said as she scanned the room.  
 
    “Where are my shoes?” she asked.  
 
    I ignored her question and asked one of my own. “Are your kids with their father this weekend?”  
 
    “Yeah, the asshole decided to show up, so they’re with him,” she said and then quickly covered her mouth. “Don’t get me started on my ex. We will be here until next year.”  
 
    “A real Prince Charming, huh?” 
 
    She laughed, and the beautiful sound echoed off my bedroom walls like music in my ears. This house could use more of her laughter.  
 
    “If Prince Charming deep down is a SOB, I’d say yes. Rodney is everything a woman should avoid in a man. I’ve spent most of my time regretting allowing him in my life yet knowing my kids wouldn’t be here without him.” 
 
    “Where did you meet him? At a club?” I said and chuckled at the thought of him being a jerk she met just like she’d met Fast Hands tonight. 
 
    “No. I met him right out of high school at a football game. He was older, and that was the attraction back then, but he abused me physically and mentally. He has taken advantage of the fact that I wouldn’t take him to court and sue him for full custody, has treated my kids like they are a business transaction, and he doesn’t even do good business.” Her eyes were filled with pain as she rambled on about her ex-husband. When she was done, she looked up at me and shook her head. “I’m not really sure why I just blabbed all that out to you,” she said.  
 
    “Because I asked,” I stated. 
 
    “No, it’s not like me to talk about my ex to people like that. It’s just that lately he’s really been testing my patience, and I feel like I’m about to break,” she said and stood up, steadying herself on her feet. 
 
    I smiled and took a few steps toward her. She looked like an angel as she stood beside my bed.  
 
    “You just need someone to talk to, that’s all,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, the drinks at your club are like truth serum. They’re worth the money but too potent for a novice like me,” she said jokingly. “I assume my car is still at the club?”  
 
    Maybe Fast Hands did slip something into her drink, I thought, making a mental note to tell every bodyguard on my payroll that I didn’t want him near my club.  
 
    “Yes, your car is at Club Elite, but you’re more than welcome to hang out here until later this morning. Right now, it’s after one in the morning, and I’d feel better if you stayed,” I told her. “I’ll sleep in the living room,” I added.  
 
    “Hmm… Not so sure it’s a good idea that I stay here tonight. I should call a cab to take me back to my car,” she said as she looked around my bedroom, either admiring the place or planning her getaway. 
 
    I took a chance and moved closer to her. The closer I got, the more I could feel the heat radiating from her. I fought the urge to reach out and caress her cheek. “Okay, I’ll take you back to your car if that’s what you want,” I said.  
 
    When her oval brown eyes locked with mine, she nodded slowly. “It’s what’s best,” her words said one thing, yet her eyes said the complete opposite. Lustful desire hid behind her glare, and I didn’t know if it was the alcohol or pure desire.  
 
    I had to know if she was feeling this connection between us, so I asked, “Is that what you really want?”  
 
     “Yes.” Her voice was breathy, and her perfect-sized breasts rose and fell in sync with her mouth gaping open for air. “Why wouldn’t I want that?” she asked.  
 
    “That’s a question only you can answer, but your eyes seem to tell a different story than your lips,” I said. 
 
    She arched a brow. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, what are my eyes saying to you?” she asked as her orbs dipped down to my lips and latched onto them. She made love to me with a simple stare, and my insides leaped to attention.  
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, I went for the kiss I had wanted for over a year. Knowing full well she would probably resist me, I took her face in my hands, leaned down, and pulled her in for a kiss. But Tameka didn’t resist. 
 
    The moment our lips met, she massaged the nape of my neck with her soft hands. Her mouth opened fully, allowing my tongue access to the deliciousness inside. Her lips felt like heaven on mine, and Tameka had no clue she was a heartbeat away from being mine. This was the start of something I was sure I would never want to let go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I shivered with fear when Jeb lifted me into his arms and placed me in the center of his bed. I broke away from his searing kiss and looked at him ambivalently before casting those feelings aside. I grabbed my shirt’s bottom, looked into his passionate eyes, lifted the shirt above my head, and tossed it to the side. His eyes perused me from navel to breasts, and his gaze was heated in a way I’d longed for a man to look at me. That look made me want to ravish him. Little did I know, this was what I needed. All of it.  
 
    I unzipped my skirt and slid it over my hips. Jeb grabbed it and finished pulling it down my legs. He yanked his shirt over his head and tossed it across the room. Sliding his tongue across his lips, he stared at me as his hand went to his pants slowly. I beat him to his belt buckle and helped rid him of his jeans.  
 
    Jeb crooked his neck and sucked my lips to his, pulling me into an otherworldly kiss. I was in another universe, drinking from his lips as he drank from mine. My breasts brushed against his chest as if they were jealous of the affection my mouth was receiving, and my body came alive to his touch.  
 
    Jeb read me like a book. He dipped down further and kissed the fabric over each breast. My pebbled nipples hardened to perfect buds under his tutelage. A soft moan escaped the depths of my throat as I lay under the weight of his muscular body, ready to connect with him completely.  
 
    “You are so beautiful, Tameka,” he said after unclasping my bra. It fell down my shoulders and onto the bed.  
 
    Don’t get caught up, Tameka, I internally chanted, trying to prepare myself mentally for what appeared to be an inevitable fall. I grabbed onto his boxers and yanked them down. I couldn’t take the slow lovemaking any longer. In order to keep my head together, this could only be a quick screw.  
 
    I pulled my panties down and kicked out of them. Jeb’s manhood rested against my entrance. His hands explored every inch of my body. Passionate, all-consuming kisses rained over every tender part of me. His tongue weaved in and out of my mouth. Our hands groped one another unrelentingly.  
 
    I’d never had a man kiss me completely. Yet that’s what Jeb was doing to me. The sensation wrapped me up in an embrace. After several minutes of exchanging soul-stirring kisses, Jeb pulled his lips away from mine, and I missed him like crazy.  
 
    “I want you so bad,” he growled against my ear.  
 
    “I want you too,” I murmured, conquered by his heart-melting kisses. I didn’t want to imagine the devastation he would do once he slid inside of me.  
 
    Feeling wanted was a foreign feeling, and I wanted more of it. I touched the sides of his face and hauled him closer to me. I wanted him near me, all over me, inside of me.  
 
    My hand brushed against his erection. Electricity sparked through me, zinging my already soaked womanhood to full readiness. I needed to release as much as I needed my next breath.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” Jeb moaned as his manhood throbbed in my hand. His lips came crashing down on mine with a loud groan. When his lips left mine, he kissed his way down to my chin. Trailing my neck to my chest, he explored the heated pathway to my nipples. They were two engorged peaks desperately waiting to be devoured. He took each one into his mouth with loving enthusiasm.  
 
    Juices seeped from my womanhood like a faucet, anticipating the moment he would plunge into me and take me to heights I’d only dreamed of. He fine-tuned my body with his lips, so I knew he was the man who could take me there. 
 
    Back arched, I opened my legs wider and pulled him closer to me. I dug my nails into his back and gasped out, “Fuck me, Jeb! Please.”  
 
    Jeb hoisted himself up as his tongue licked a trail from my cheek to my ear. “I’m going to make love to you, and you’re going to love it,” he whispered close to my ear. His cock teased my womanhood as he suckled my earbud.  
 
    My hands glided down his back, moving effortlessly across broad muscles until I reached his ass. I pressed his ass closer to me, but he held firm. He was so close to penetrating me that I could feel him knocking on the door of my entrance.  
 
    “Please,” I whimpered.  
 
    Jeb’s tongue captured my plea, and I crashed down onto the bed and squirmed beneath him. Finally, he slowly eased into my slickness as I expanded to accept him. He moaned as he inched further inside until I was filled with emotions, pleasure, and a very big dick.  
 
    “You feel so good, Tameka. I don’t know how long I can last like this. So hot…so wet,” he mumbled.  
 
    “Oh, Jeb,” I murmured as I wrapped my legs around his waist and he thrust inside of me, filling me to the hilt. I held onto him tight for fear that letting go would cause me to slip away from this eternity forever. “Yes, Jeb…” I screamed.  
 
    He went deeper with each stroke. He grabbed my ass and lifted me firmly up, setting us into a smooth rocking motion that caused my body to tremble. My hips rocked to meet his merciless thrusts. Groans and wails intermixed with caresses and pleas were cast into the night. I bit down on his shoulder as he opened me wider than I’d ever been before.  
 
    The sensation I’d longed for—to have a man make me feel like a beautifully desired soul again—overpowered me. My legs shook uncontrollably, and my groans turned into guttural screams as I released.  
 
    Jeb joined me. Our bodies rode the ripple effect until he collapsed on top of me. His lips lazily found my breasts as he sought out pleasure points to ignite again.  
 
    I was so gone from this moment that I didn’t want to think about reality. If I did, I would know this feeling would fade eventually and be lost forever.  
 
    Why couldn’t moments like this last forever? 
 
    I expected Jeb to roll over and fall asleep. Then, I would sneak out of his house and back to my life. But that didn’t happen. He held me in his arms, planting soft kisses on every part of me his lips could reach. We lay there making out like two hot and bothered teenagers, carefree and filled with passion.  
 
    It felt amazing, but doubt and guilt began to seep into my mind with questions such as: Why did I sleep with Channing’s cousin? What would Kemara think? Was he still associated with that hate group? Those questions shattered the moment as Jeb nuzzled against my neck, his warm breath doing battle to weave me into his web again.  
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat and gently pushed away from him. I eased out of bed and searched the room for my clothes that had been tossed about.  
 
    “Where are you going, baby?” he asked raspingly.  
 
    “Jeb, this should have never happened. I’m sorry, but I was stupid to let things go this far. I’m pretty sure I’ll regret this night—” I tossed the words out too fast to notice the perplexed look on Jeb’s handsome face turning into hurt.  
 
    When I noticed it, I tried to suck the words back in, but it was too late. I had been too caught up in my own feelings to understand his.  
 
    Jeb pushed up onto his elbows and stared at me as if he were trying to figure me out. “Are you saying you regret what just happened? Baby, that was beautiful,” he said.  
 
    I was mute silent. If he’d never been right about anything, he was right about the beautiful moment we’d just shared. I slid my skirt over my hips and picked up my shirt to put it on. Backing off was the only thing that seemed to make sense. I’d left home tonight looking for something to fill in my time, something fulfilling, but jumping in bed with a white supremacist wasn’t the right move.  
 
    “Yeah…no…I don’t know, Jeb. With our backgrounds, you and I are not going to happen,” I stated simply. “I mean, I had a good time, and I think you did too. We can just leave it at that,” I said with a mixture of feelings overtaking me, one of them being the pressure between my legs that had me feeling as if Jeb were still there. Dang, he had stamped his name all over me, and I had to get out of there, quick.  
 
    “Tameka, don’t reduce what just happened to a random good time,” he said, sounding a tad indignant. 
 
    “It was good, right?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t good. It was wonderful.”  
 
    “Well, that’s all it’ll ever be. A wonderful moment that has to end here.”  
 
    “Sweetheart, it happened. You’ll never be able to remove the memory of the way your body responded to me, the way you looked at me, the way I looked at you,” Jeb stated arrogantly as if he knew the damage he’d already done to me.  
 
    I tossed him a rebellious look, but shame on it all. He was so right.  
 
    “Don’t call me sweetheart,” was all I could think to say. In my mind, I was chanting, Like every other man, this too shall pass. That chant was my saving grace to get out of there unscathed by the “love bug.” 
 
    “I only called you sweetheart because you taste so sweet,” he said, licking his gorgeous lips.  
 
    “Not funny. You’re just like every other man. If I were to put our differences aside, we’d have sex a few times, and you’d move on to the next girl that comes along and gets too drunk to drive herself home. I can’t deal with those kinds of tricks.”  
 
    He heaved a sigh. “Tameka, I saved you from a true trickster tonight. Had I let you go home with Fast Hands, you would have a basis for your argument. That’s not what I’m about.” 
 
    “Everyone knows you’re a man whore,” I said and then watched his hazel brown eyes bore through me.  
 
    “Is that what everyone says about me?” he asked, seemingly interested in hearing of his own reputation.  
 
    I nodded. “Yes. You earned the title, so don’t act surprised.”  
 
    “I’ve changed Tameka. Listen, neither of us saw this coming. It wasn’t a mistake, though. What I felt wasn’t a mistake. It was real.” 
 
    “Maybe you feel that with everyone.” 
 
    “No. This is real,” he said.  
 
    “How do you know that, Jeb? We don’t know each other, and we had sex as if we’ve been together for years. And it was so good but so bad at the same time, and it was what I needed because it’s been a long time for me. I just think we should, you should take me home,” I babbled. It was hard to tell him I didn’t want him when I did.  
 
    “You just answered your own question,” he said, smiling. “We’re good together, Tameka, and I’m not the guy you think I am. I don’t want to hurt you. Trust me when I say your heart is safe with me. That you can believe.” 
 
    How could I trust his word? Rodney talked a good game. Yet he taught me that words don’t count. I shook my head. I couldn’t open myself up to be hurt like that again.  
 
    “Even if all of what you’re saying is true, we’re from two different worlds,” I reminded him. “There are some very strong barriers that stand between us.”  
 
    Like his history with the KKK. What on Earth was I doing there with this man? I kicked my own ass internally as I hoped to wake up in the morning, and this all be a dream. Jesus be the NAACP. 
 
    “Barriers are made to be broken, Tameka,” he said confidently. 
 
    “That simple, huh?” 
 
    “There was a time when I believed in building walls and shutting people out based on our differences, but now I’m the kind of man that tears walls down.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how do I know that’s not just a line of bull?” 
 
    “Look at Kemara and Channing. They’re building a future, and it’s a beautiful thing,” he said.  
 
    Jeb had a point. Yet common sense kept grounding me in the fact that we could never work.  
 
    “I’m not my sister,” I said, convincing myself what I just experienced in that bed could never happen again. Not with a once openly racist man who just so happened to be a whore.  
 
    Kemara wore her heart on her sleeve. She believed in the inner good of people. I was the skeptic that slipped and fell for the bullshit one time with Rodney. I would never fall again.  
 
    “You’re not your sister. I’m not my cousin,” he said.  
 
    “And what’s your point?” 
 
    “The point is if they can be happy, there’s no reason we can’t. You can have whatever you want in this life, Tameka. You just have to be open to receive it.” 
 
    That’s not how this works, I thought as I slid my feet into my shoes.  
 
    “Will you take me back to my car?” I asked again.  
 
    Jeb pulled back the covers and got out of bed. I looked away from his nakedness—a beautiful sight I indeed would remember for a long time. 
 
    “If that’s really what you want, Tameka,” he said.  
 
    “Yes, that’s what I want.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll change your mind about us. Just wait and see.”  
 
    I couldn’t stop him from giving it a shot, but I knew it wouldn’t work.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    I watched her back out of her parking spot and pull away. She drove fast as if she were fleeing a crime scene. My stomach knotted into tight bundles as her vehicle moved further and further away. Wanting someone that didn’t want you back sucked. Sex with her was what fantasies were made of. To pull out of her was a regret itself. I wanted to feel that connection forever, yet she had a different theory on the magic we shared.  
 
    Lost in thought, I sighed then drove around the building to make sure everything was secure. Then, I headed home a little after three in the morning. Even though I was the club’s owner, I didn’t want the cops to get suspicious of me strolling through the empty lot.  
 
    At home, I lay in my bed, and her fragrance covered me. It was an amazing blend that was everywhere I turned. I couldn’t get her out of my mind. I wondered what she was doing. I thought about her until I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, I awoke and showered. I called Channing to see if we could meet up on his lunch break. He chose the corner diner a few blocks from where he was working on a house. Channing was sitting in his usual spot when I arrived. He’d ordered himself coffee and me water. He smiled and nodded at me as I approached. “What’s up, cuz? Sounded important.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure Channing would find the importance of getting together to talk about Tameka, but it was a national emergency to me. I waved down the waitress to order myself a coffee then went straight into it. “I really don’t know how to bring this up without just bringing it up,” I started. 
 
    Channing arched an eyebrow and laughed. “What are you talking about, man of mystery? Go ahead and spit it out because something is clearly bothering you. It’s all over your face.” 
 
    “Okay…it’s like this,” I started but paused and leaned back in my seat. “You have to swear you won’t say anything to Kemara.” 
 
    Channing frowned and shook his head firmly. “I can’t keep anything from my wife. It’s like she knows when there’s something I haven’t told her. That’s why we tell each other everything.”  
 
    I respected that about Channing. He had always been an honest man with a lot of integrity. I wouldn’t ask him to keep something from Kemara if I thought it would hurt his relationship. However, in this instance, I really didn’t see how this tiny secret would harm anything. Spilling these beans could piss Tameka off, and perhaps, she would never speak to me again. 
 
    “I respect that, Channing. I do, but I really thought maybe you could honor the bro code this one time. It’s not anything against Kemara. I just don’t know how she would feel about it. More importantly, I don’t know how Tameka would feel knowing I told you.” 
 
    Channing set his coffee cup down and quirked a brow at me. “Tameka? She has something to do with this?” he asked, intrigued.  
 
    I nodded slowly, and the waitress came back to the table and handed me my coffee.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    “Would you like to order something to eat?” she asked. 
 
    Channing replied, “I’ll take my usual.”  
 
    She jotted some notes down, and I thought about what I wanted to eat. I hadn’t looked at the menu, but Channing had good taste in food.  
 
    “I’ll have what he’s having,” I said.  
 
    The waitress nodded and went back to her post. I looked at Channing’s scrunched up face.  
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t do anything stupid like try to get with Tameka,” Channing scolded.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t exactly just try,” I stated before proceeding to tell him what went down at the club last night. I skimmed over the part where we made passionate love for hours, but Channing got the gist of it. By the time I was finished with my story, he looked baffled.  
 
    “So she got upset after you guys slept together?” he asked, worry lines stretching across his forehead.  
 
    “There wasn’t much sleeping going on, but yeah,” I confirmed.  
 
    Channing’s mouth dropped open in shock. “Wow…you sure know how to fuck things up.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? This was a mutual thing between us. The connection was strong, and she wanted it as much as I did, then she just flipped on me,” I countered. 
 
    “I told you she’s had bad relationships, especially when it comes to her ex-husband. She probably got caught up in the moment then had regrets when she thought about Rodney. Let’s just face it, you have a checkered past with the women.” Channing glared at me with wrinkle lines marring his forehead. The accusatory look on his face caught me off guard.  
 
    “She mentioned something about my past with women. Where is she getting this from?” I questioned, now with my own accusations swirling in my mind. “Have you been talking shit about me to Kemara?”  
 
    Channing humped his shoulders, but he didn’t deny it.  
 
    “Man, don’t be telling Kemara about the old me. That’ll ruin my chances with Tameka, and I really want her. There’s something about her, and I can’t understand it myself. She’s different. I don’t want to hurt her. I only want to protect her.” 
 
    Channing kept looking at me as if he didn’t recognize the man sitting across the table. Eventually, he let out a deep sigh. “Tameka barely accepted me into the family. I need to talk to Kemara about this,” he said.  
 
    “No! Didn’t I tell you that this is between us? Don’t tell Kemara about us sleeping together. That’ll push Tameka further away because I’m telling things that should just be between us.” I sighed, thinking talking to Channing was a bad idea.  
 
    “Well, give her some time. I wouldn’t advise that you bombard her with advances. Knowing Tameka, she won’t bode well with that. Hell, it took her quite some time to just accept me being her future brother in law from a different race. Giving her space might be your best option,” said Channing.  
 
    It was a horrible suggestion. Waiting never got me what I wanted out of life. “And if she doesn’t come around?” I asked. “If she doesn’t come to me to talk, then what?” 
 
    “All I’m saying is don’t push the walking timebomb that is Tameka. I know it’s your nature to come on a little strong. You two will only butt heads. Trust me on this. She’s Kemara’s sister.” 
 
    The food came, and I thanked the waitress and watched her walk away as Channing continued to talk. 
 
    “See what I’m saying. Your eyes are still wandering. You’re not ready to settle down with anyone,” Channing accused.  
 
    “What…aw no. That lady was just being nice, and I was thinking…”  
 
    “Yeah, make sure you’re done looking at waitresses’ asses before you approach Tameka. She’ll see right through the games you’re playing.”  
 
    “Touché.” I was busted, but what Channing didn’t know was I looked at the woman to see if I could feel something in my loins when I looked at her. Since I’d sank inside of Tameka’s body early this morning, I hadn’t seen one woman that made my body react.  
 
    “In other news…” Channing said. “Kemara and I just booked a weeklong vacation to Aruba. We leave in a few weeks.” 
 
    It was a sight to see my cousin look so smitten. “Wow…that’s big! What’s the occasion?” I asked, taking a bite of the hash browns.  
 
    “Does there have to be an occasion when you’re in love?” he asked.  
 
    “You’re right. I just assumed going on such a trip would require some kind of reasoning behind it. Who has taken over your body and made you spontaneous? Is that even you in there, right now?” I teased. 
 
    “Ha! Married life changed me. Now, I’m ready to put my passport to good use. We decided to take this trip as sort of an anniversary celebration. We thought maybe a change of scenery would help us get pregnant.” He wiggled his eyebrows, and it was then I saw the genius in his masterplan. I would do the same thing if I were in his shoes.  
 
    “That sounds like a plan, and hopefully, it’ll work out for you two,” I said sincerely.  
 
    “I hope so too. We’ve been trying to get pregnant for a year now. We’ve both been working nonstop, so this is going to give us time to relax and enjoy our baby-making time.”  
 
    Channing’s smile spread across his face, and I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous. My cousin was about to go on a getaway while I couldn’t get away from my unreturned feelings for Tameka.  
 
     “Lord knows, I could use a vacation as a way to destress,” I replied with a little envy sprinkled in my tone. For the first time in my life, I knew what I wanted but couldn’t have it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    Two days.  
 
    That’s how long it took before I couldn’t take it anymore. The thoughts of that night running wildly in my head left me needing to talk to someone. After watching the kids get on the school bus, I dialed Kemara’s number. It was already time for her to be on her way to work. I should be dressed and out the door too, but I had to call her for some much-needed sisterly advice.  
 
    “Hey Kemara, what time can we meet today? I need to talk to you about something important,” I said when she answered.  
 
    “I have a busy morning, followed by a meeting at lunch, and what I know will be a hectic afternoon after the software setup. The only time I can spare will be after work, and I know you’ll have the kids then. Sorry, sis, that’s really the best I can do.” Kemara sounded as if the day had weighed on her already. “How about you bring the kids over for dinner, and we talk then?” she added.  
 
    Channing would be there and could potentially eavesdrop, but I agreed to it and ended the call to finish getting ready for work. The day couldn’t have gone by any slower if it was going backward. By the time two-thirty rolled around, I was anxious to clock out.  
 
    The perk of being a part-time worker was being able to grab my purse and dash out of the department store as soon as my shift was over. I made it out the door before anyone asked for help. I got home with thirty minutes to burn before Eva and Kevin got off the school bus.  
 
    Once they arrived home, I shared the news of going to Channing and Kemara’s, and they were hyped. “Go get washed up then,” I said. 
 
    After they raced up the stairs, intrusive thoughts of Friday night entered my mind. Being pinned underneath Jeb as he made love to me had felt amazing, and I couldn’t get the feeling to stop taking over me when I least expected it to.  
 
    “I’m ready, Mama!” Eva ran downstairs, yelling, and Kevin wasn’t far behind her.  
 
    I grabbed my car keys, and we were out the door. I didn’t know what I was going to achieve by telling Kemara about Jeb, but I needed someone to help me sort out my thoughts.  
 
    *** 
 
    We received a cheery greeting from Channing when we arrived.  
 
    “Hey!” he said and kissed me on the cheek.  
 
    “Hey Channing!” we responded in synch.  
 
    “How are you guys doing?” he asked.  
 
    “Fine,” I said, and the kids started talking a mile a minute.  
 
    I left them to catch up with Channing, who tried to keep up with their stories. They’d had a good visit with their father this past weekend and wanted to tell Channing all about it.  
 
    Kevin and Eva loved Channing from the beginning. After getting to know him, I also conceded he was a good man, which was really all that mattered to me for my sister’s happiness. Any other difference we had, I easily put aside.  
 
    “Hey,” Kemara said as I entered the kitchen. “How are you?”  
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    I heard Channing tell the kids to come into the kitchen. “Your auntie has the table set, so let’s go in the kitchen,” he said.  
 
    “How’s my favorite niece and nephew?” Kemara asked as Eva then Kevin ran at her full speed.  
 
    Her question always got a response like…we’re your only niece and nephew, but it didn’t stop Kemara from saying it. Then, she walked around the table and looked at me with a raised eyebrow, silently asking the question is everything alright?  
 
    I smiled, nodded, and sat down at the table. Dinner was delicious. Kemara made her world-famous spaghetti bake with garlic rolls and sweet tea. Kevin talked about his weekend, video games, and sports. Eva added in a few things about boys.  
 
    That was the first time Eva had mentioned a boy she liked. I was shocked and scared as I listened to her. I didn’t want to think about my little girl having a boyfriend.  
 
    “We’re going to have to talk about this when we get home, young lady,” I said.  
 
    “Mom,” she whined. “He’s just my friend.”  
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, give my niece a break. She’s a good girl, so we know she won’t do anything she’s not supposed to do, right?” Kemara asked Eva.  
 
    “I won’t, Auntie,” Eva said in a soft tone.  
 
    For the rest of the dinner, I silently ate, only adding a few responses when Kemara or Channing asked me a question. They were anxious about having a child of their own, so they enjoyed every moment spent with Eva and Kevin.  
 
    When we were done eating, I made the point to help Kemara with the dishes. Channing agreed to sit with the kids while we chatted; however, two minutes into washing dishes, Kevin came barging into the kitchen full speed ahead.  
 
    “Eva is stealing the TV again,” he yelled.  
 
    “Kevin, we won’t be here long. Can’t you just play your DS until we get home?” I asked.  
 
    “But there’s this new Pokémon on, and everyone talked about it at school. If I don’t watch it, I’ll be the laughingstock of the whole school.”  
 
    “Laughingstock, boy—” I stopped myself from laughing because the look on Kevin’s face was priceless.  
 
    “Follow me, little man,” Kemara said, leading him out of the kitchen, and they headed up the stairs to the other TV room.  
 
    I was finished with the dishes when she came back five minutes later. “You’re going to make a great mother, you know?” I told her.  
 
    “Just because I took him to the other TV? Believe me, when Channing is watching TV, I’m stuck with going upstairs, so I understand his plight.” She chuckled.  
 
    “You’ll get what I’m saying one day. Kids will work your nerves. It takes a special person with patience to do what you just did, as small as it seems.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I can’t wait.”  
 
    “Me either. I’m ready to be Auntie Meka.”  
 
    Kemara smiled as she took off her apron that was coming loose. She eyed me expectantly. “Back to what you were saying before I left out.”  
 
    “Kemara, what I’m going to say to you, you might not want to hear,” I started. 
 
    She began wiping the counters down. “Just what every sister wants to hear at the start of a conversation. I’ll hold back any comments until I hear what’s going on. So…what is it?”  
 
    I started explaining what was on my mind. The minute I mentioned Jeb and me ending up in bed, she dropped the towel, and her piercing brown eyes cut me sharply.  
 
    “It was a mistake. I was lonely that night and needed something, but it can never happen again. He’s a dog, and I don’t need another one in my life.” I peeked out the kitchen to make sure Channing wasn’t eavesdropping.  
 
    Kemara stood frozen. The beautiful skin of her golden cheeks had blushed to a light rose pink.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there, sis. I need advice. I don’t know why I have these thoughts that maybe something more could happen between us.” I sighed. “I’m just so confused. Did you have moments like this with Channing? How did you know what to do?” 
 
    Kemara grabbed my hand and pulled me over to take a seat at the kitchen table. “As much as I would like to say I have never felt like this about Channing, oh boy…did I ever,” she said.  
 
    Finally, I didn’t feel like a silly big sister that couldn’t get a grip on life.  
 
    “It’s scary opening yourself up to someone, but it’s also worth it to know you lived truly in the moment,” said Kemara.  
 
    “I definitely lived in the moment,” I admitted and thoughts of that night came back to me as if Jeb was right there, all over me yet again.  
 
    “How do you feel about it?” she asked. 
 
    “It was beautiful, wonderful, all of that.”  
 
    “Well, how do you feel about him?” she asked.  
 
    I snickered. “He’s okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” Kemara stared at me with her head tilted.  
 
    “I’ve heard about him being a player. That’s a pretty common theory of the white girls that work with me. I didn’t know him before your wedding, but I was attracted to him then, so I asked around. I never believed anything would come of my attraction though. Now, I don’t know how to feel.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Kemara sighed. “Well, let me ask you this. When you and Jeb were together, and you weren’t thinking too much, how did you feel? Was there any chemistry?” 
 
    A glow from deep down inside me flourished on my lips. “Hell yeah, there was chemistry, but it felt wrong after it happened.” I hesitated, before adding, “You’re supposed to guide me through this and tell me what an awful mistake it would be to be with him.” 
 
    Kemara chuckled. “Am I supposed to do that, or is that what you want me to do?” She reached out and touched my hand, and my eyes went to hers. “I can tell you with certainty that he isn’t the person you think he is. He’s had some moments when he was younger, but haven’t we all? He’s a changed man.” 
 
    “I hear you sis, but I have an ex-husband that has clouded my judgment on all men. I have two kids who depend on me not to make choices that will wreak havoc on their lives. I have to take myself into consideration, too.” 
 
    “You also have to follow your heart,” Kemara said, smiling. “I have confidence you’ll find the right answer on your own. In fact, I know where you can start.” 
 
    I frowned. “Where’s that?”  
 
    “Do you have any vacation time at work?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I asked. 
 
    “Me and Channing are going to Aruba in a few weeks. The place we’re staying has a ton of room. Come with us.” 
 
    “What? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m serious.” 
 
    “You want me to travel with you on vacation? No, I don’t want to be in the way of your time with your hubby. You guys need that,” I said.  
 
    “It’ll be the thing you need to clear your mind and get some clarity. Channing says there’s a whole other side of this house we’re not going to use, so the kids can come too. They will love it.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Just out of curiosity, when do you leave?” I asked.  
 
    “June fifteenth,” she replied. “The kids are out of school, right?” 
 
    “They’ll be out of school. But if Rodney doesn’t flake out, the kids will be with him.” 
 
    Kemara squealed. “See…it’s perfect. Come on. What do you say?” 
 
    I needed to get away like a hooker needed heels, but I declined. “No. I can’t crash your vacation, and that’s exactly what I would be doing.”  
 
    “Tameka, come on, girl. You need this time, and I want you there.” 
 
    After looking at Kemara’s hopeful smile a few seconds, and imagining the beautiful island sand in Aruba underneath my feet, my mind was made up. “I’ll have to check my work schedule, and if it permits, I’ll be on a plane to Aruba!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    I hadn’t anticipated seeing Tameka’s car in Channing’s driveway, but it was plainly parked by the curb. I ran an internal debate in my mind. Should I leave and give her the space she wanted, or should I walk up there like a man who knows what he wants?  
 
    I opted for neither of those options. Instead, I sat alongside the curb and watched the house like a true stalker. It felt a little weird staying outside and not making myself known, but I wanted to get a glimpse of her leaving. Who knows, maybe I’ll get to see that gorgeous smile again.  
 
    I didn’t see any movement and wondered what was happening inside the house. Periodically, I checked the time. The sun disappeared, and it was pitch black outside when Tameka walked outside with her two kids.  
 
    Kemara and Channing stood at the door, waving them off. The kids hopped in the backseat and buckled up. Tameka got in the front seat but not before I had the opportunity to soak in her voluptuous curves and the reflection of the streetlight hitting her smiling cocoa brown face.  
 
    I was at a safe enough distance to go unnoticed. Tameka started her car and backed out of the driveway. When Kemara and Channing went inside, I did the only thing a respectable stalker would do. I followed Tameka home. 
 
    As I drove towards her destination, I scolded myself. Following a woman home was the stupidest thing I had ever done, but what was I supposed to do when I missed her like crazy? I stayed on her trail. The reasoning I had in my mind was that I was curious about where she lived, but I vowed I wouldn’t approach her. I still planned to give her space. At least, those were the thoughts going on in my mind, and I wanted to succeed in it.  
 
    Tameka turned into her subdivision, and I hesitated for a moment. There weren’t any other cars on the road, so I had to be far enough back that she wouldn’t suspect she was being followed. After a short while, I turned onto her street and proceeded ahead. She turned into a driveway, and I continued past her house then turned around. I pulled alongside the curb a few houses down and killed my lights. They all got out of the car and went inside.  
 
    Now that I knew where she lived, I wasn’t quite sure what I would do with that information, but I was glad I had it. I pulled away from the curb and headed in the direction of my condo, knowing at some point I would end up back at her cozy-looking place, and when I did, it would happen naturally.  
 
    Days passed, then a week, followed by another week. I couldn’t believe I spent so much time thinking about Tameka, wondering if she would walk back through my club’s doors. It was strange. I pursued women, but with her, I had to be patient. The more time passed, the harder it was to get her off my mind and to wait for a chance to be with her again.  
 
    A little over two weeks passed, and I couldn’t take it anymore. Despite every warning bell ringing in my mind telling me not to go back to her house, I left the club and proceeded in her direction. I had the route etched out in my mind.  
 
    It was just after five o’clock on a Friday when I pulled in front of her house. Her car was in the driveway. I had a small window of time before I had to be back at Club Elite for our Friday night business, so I maneuvered out of the car and headed up the walkway. I knocked on the door and waited for an answer. The door flung open almost immediately.  
 
    “The kids will be read—” Her words fell flat when she saw me. “Oh, hello, Jeb. What are you doing here?” she asked, looking around outside as if she were checking to see if her man was nearby.  
 
    I focused my attention on the luggage by her feet. “Are you going somewhere?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s none of your business. What are you doing here, and how did you find my address?” she asked.  
 
    See, this was the reason I was attracted to Tameka. She had fire in her soul, and it made for an eccentric, but exciting match to my strong will and persistence. I cleared my throat before explaining, “I needed to see you.” 
 
    Sounds of footsteps behind her brought my attention to her son bounding down the stairs. “Dad here?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes barely left mine as she shook her head. “No, and give me a minute to talk to Mr. Jeb, okay?” she said to her son.  
 
    “Hello,” I said, stepping forward to speak to little Kevin, and Tameka moved over to block me from getting too close to him. “Remember me? I’m your Uncle Channing’s cousin,” I asked him.  
 
    Kevin nodded slowly. “Yeah, I remember you. You were at the wedding…dancing with Mama.” With the way Tameka was guarding him, he was too skeptical to say anything else to me. “Call me when Dad gets here,” he said to his mother then turned around and ran back upstairs.  
 
    “Are the kids going somewhere?” I asked. Was I overstepping my boundaries? Of course, but I’d spent too much time watching on the sidelines. It was time to get in the game. Her eyes grew dark, so I said, “Look, before you answer that, I know…that’s none of my business, but I tried to give you some space, and you didn’t call me or come by the club or anything. I don’t mean to intrude, but we have to talk.” 
 
    “Jeb, I—” her reply was cut off by a beat-up truck pulling into the driveway making a lot of noise.  
 
    “Is that their father?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed out. “And you being here is only going to make an unpleasant situation worse.”  
 
    I turned around to look at the guy. He was about my height, but a little shorter. He wore clothes that made him look as if he was about twenty-five—a big, oversized ball cap, a red t-shirt, and black shorts with a pair of Michael Jordan tennis shoes to match it all. But when I looked at him, I knew he was either approaching forty or already there.  
 
    “I hope you got them ready,” he yelled gruffly when he came to the door, and Tameka appeared physically ill as her shoulders slumped, and she looked uneasy.  
 
    The muscles in my neck tensed. I wanted to step up to the man and say something, but I didn’t think it would go over well if I exchanged words, or worse fought, the kids’ father the first time I met him. 
 
     “They’re ready, Rodney. You don’t have to be so rude,” Tameka said then turned toward the stairway. “Kevin…Eva…your father’s here.” 
 
    Kevin bounded down the stairs, and a short while later, Eva walked down. They hugged Tameka and said goodbye.  
 
    “You guys go hop in the truck and wait for your father,” Tameka said, turning back to the man. “You get them for a month. That’s the deal. Don’t screw this up, Rodney.” 
 
    “Whatever, Tameka. You know, I don’t give a fuck about your idle threats,” he growled at her and turned to leave. He glanced to the right and, for the first time, made eye contact with me. He nodded but didn’t speak. Instead, he addressed Tameka. “Aw, how sweet? You got you a white boy to keep you company for the summer. At least, you won’t have to cry anymore about missing me and being alone.” He winked at her and left.  
 
    She stepped up to the door and opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something but didn’t bother. She watched Rodney head down the driveway and hop in the truck with her kids. Tameka stood there for a moment after closing the door. Finally, she turned around and faced me.  
 
    “Oh yeah...” she mumbled, looking as if she had forgotten I was standing there.  
 
    “Why do you let him talk to you like that?” I asked, barely able to contain my contempt for Rodney. All I needed was five minutes to show him how a real man should behave.  
 
    “Your apology is accepted for showing up at my house unannounced, even though you didn’t officially give me an apology,” Tameka shifted the subject.  
 
    “I’m not apologizing. I had to see you again.” 
 
    “You saw me. Now, if you’ll please go, I have things to do.” She moved away from the door to allow me room to walk out, but I didn’t budge from my spot.  
 
    “You shouldn’t let him do that to you. If you were mine, I would handle that shit swiftly and painfully.” 
 
    “Jeb, I have things to do.” She held the door open wider.  
 
    “Do you have to do more packing?” I asked, noting two luggage bags were still sitting at the bottom of the stairway. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    Tameka fixed her oval-shaped brown eyes on mine. “If you must know, I’m going out of town in a few days. Going to Aruba.”  
 
    Channing and Kemara were headed there too. I was sure it wasn’t a coincidence. “That sounds like the getaway that you need, baby. Are you going with Channing and Kemara?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, and don’t call me baby.”  
 
    I raised my hands in the air. “Okay.” For now. “I’ll leave and let you finish packing. As long as you know, I’m not sorry about coming to see you, even though you accepted the apology I didn’t give.”  
 
    “We’re good, Jeb,” she said on a sigh, and I could feel her eyes on my back as I was leaving, so I turned around and gave her a genuine smile.  
 
    “Have a nice trip, Tameka.” 
 
    She nodded, her lips never breaking into a smile. My next call would be to Channing. This Aruba trip was about to turn into a full-on family affair.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Are you seriously trying to get me killed?” Channing asked as I sat on his couch, trying to convince him to let me tag along on the trip to Aruba.  
 
    “No, we can pull this off without Kemara getting upset. I don’t have to stay at the same house as you guys, but I need this chance with Tameka, man.” 
 
    Channing chuckled. “This is crazy, but you really like her, huh?” 
 
    “Like? The way I feel about her is indescribable. I’m ready to show her that I care about her a lot.” 
 
    “If I do this, Kemara might make me stay in Aruba, but—” 
 
    “Why should it bother her if I come? She doesn’t know about me and Tameka, right?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, she knows everything. Tameka told her.”  
 
    “Oh, really now?” I asked.  
 
    Channing sighed. “Damn, I’m pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to say that. This intermixing of family business isn’t working well for me.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Tameka telling Kemara about us means she’s still thinking about me. I should go on this trip. I’m going crazy without her.” 
 
    Channing sat back on the couch, appearing to think about my idea. 
 
    “Okay, man. I’ll talk to Kemara about it,” he said and yelled out, “Kemara, baby, can you come in here for a second?” 
 
    Moments later, she waltzed into the room, smiling. “What’s up?”  
 
    I didn’t know if I should stay there or make myself scarce, but I wanted to know the answer, so I remained seated. Channing tossed me an annoyed look, but I didn’t budge from that spot.  
 
    “Jeb was wondering something. Turns out, he’s planning to take some vacation time soon and was looking at places to go. Would it be a problem if he came along with us to Aruba?” 
 
    Kemara’s eyes darted back and forth between Channing and me. “Tameka will be there,” she acknowledged.  
 
    I remained quiet as Kemara looked from me to Channing. I humped my shoulders when her eyes landed back on me.  
 
    “I have no problem with you going, but if she’s going to be uncomfortable with it, we’ll have to make other sleeping arrangements,” Kemara said, giving me that one ounce of leeway I’d been hoping for.  
 
    “Deal. If there is any problem, I won’t stay at the vacation house. I will get a hotel,” I assured her, but my bet was that Tameka wouldn’t deny me once we were stuck thousands of miles from home in another country.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I couldn’t contain my excitement as I boarded the plane for Aruba. I already missed my kids terribly. I messaged them earlier, and they assured me everything was going fine. The plane seemed overly crowded when it took off. I looked across the aisle where Kemara and Channing sat. Kemara glanced my way, and we exchanged a sisterly smile. I reclined in my seat and tried to relax. The person next to me was someone in their late teens. He was engrossed in the music playing through his earbuds, so I knew he wouldn’t be a bother to me on the long plane ride. I yawned and closed my eyes, preparing to take a long, relaxing nap.  
 
    Two hours later, my eyes were glued to the back of the seat in front of me, and sleep was nowhere to be found. Several hours of being on the stuffy plane, unable to sleep, made me fidgety.  
 
    “Hey, Tameka,” Kemara motioned for me to take over Channing’s seat when he went to the bathroom. I walked over to her row and plopped down beside her.  
 
    “Thank you! I was going stir crazy over there.” 
 
    Kemara smiled. “Kind of figured that just from looking at you.”  
 
    “There’s only so many crossword puzzles a girl can do before she goes nuts. I’ve spent the last ten minutes staring at the seat in front of me, wishing I could go to sleep. I guess I need to talk,” I admitted.  
 
    Noticing her Kindle cradled in her lap, I asked, “What book are you reading? Maybe a good book would put me to sleep.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m reading this new book, Slim and the Lady, by Tonya, an author I found on Facebook,” she responded.  
 
    “It must be good. You’ve been flipping through the pages over here.” 
 
    “It is good, girl! Let me tell you…” Kemara laughed and told me a little about the characters before saying, “You should just download it, so we can read it together.” 
 
    “I will when I get back to my seat.” I looked over my shoulder to see if Channing was still in the restroom, but he was coming our way. “I guess I should be heading back to my seat. Your man is on his way back.” I started to get up, but Kemara grabbed my arm.  
 
    “Babe, do you mind trading seats with Tameka for a while?” she asked.  
 
    Channing stood over me arching a brow with a faux menacing look on his face. “Better be glad I like you, Tameka,” he scoffed. 
 
    “Is it because you like her or because you love me?” Kemara said sweetly.  
 
    “That too, baby.” Channing gave Kemara an ‘I’ll make you pay for this’ look and eased across the aisle into my seat. I giggled as he looked at the teenager sitting by the window. The young man was none the wiser that I’d left the seat and Channing had replaced me.  
 
    “Good save, Kemara.” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s what sisters are for.” 
 
    I sat back in my seat and relaxed, and before I knew it I was asleep. When I awoke hours later, I scanned the plane for the gazillionth time.  
 
    “Tell me about this condo we’re staying in, and where’d you find it?” I asked, anxious to know how we’d be living for the next week.  
 
    “I’ve never been, but Channing worked on a housing project with the owner, and he offered this place up for us to have a getaway. I hear it’s amazing. There’re twelve bedrooms and six bathrooms.” 
 
    “Twelve bedrooms?” 
 
    “Yes. They were going to make it into a bed and breakfast but decided to use it as a vacation home. The owner has a large family,” Kemara said.  
 
    “Sounds amazing. Channing is lucky to work with people with long pockets like that.” I imagined the mansion having top of the line furniture, fancy decorations, and sleek carpet I could sink my feet into.  
 
    Kemara nodded as if she were validating my visions of the place. Taking a deep breath, she said, “So—” She paused, and anxiety settled on her light brown features.  
 
    “Yeah?” I nudged her. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “There’s something I have to tell you.”  
 
    “Well, did somebody die? Because the way you’re looking is scaring me.”  
 
    “No, no. It’s nothing like that,” she assured me by touching my hand.  
 
    “Good. Stop looking like we’re about to have to plan a funeral then.”  
 
    “It’s about Je—” Kemara paused when the stewardess came over the loudspeaker, directing everyone to put their seatbelts on as it was time to land. I buckled my seatbelt and looked at Kemara who was securing hers. “It can wait,” she said and smiled.  
 
    We were about to land at my dream vacation spot, and I wanted to experience every second, including the landing. I looked out the open window with child-like joy. I was about to explore a new country!  
 
    *** 
 
    I sat in the backseat of the rental on the way to the mansion. The blue skies, sandy beaches, and gorgeous landscape were heaven’s paradise. It felt as if the other cars were passing by in slow motion.  
 
    Channing pulled up to a humongous castle and drove around a semi-circular driveway. I stepped out of the car and gasped at the palace before us. It was jaw-droppingly gorgeous, an absolute fantasy. Pristine white stairs led to the front door. Perfectly shaped bushes were in line with the stairs, and not one leaf was out of place. With the outside’s appearance of elegance, I couldn’t begin to imagine what awaited us inside.  
 
    “Come on, ladies,” Channing motioned for Kemara and me to walk up the stairs. He removed the keys from his pocket and opened the door.  
 
    We were greeted by marble floors that spanned across an open foyer and into the great room. The great room was in the center of the mansion. On both sides of the foyer were stairs I assumed led to different living quarters.  
 
    “I did the virtual tour, so let me show you ladies around,” Channing said.  
 
    Every room had a crystal chandelier that accented either modern cream-colored or light pastel pink furnishings. The beds felt like fluffy cotton. I knew because I plopped down on the bed in each room to test them out. There were hot tubs in four of the bathrooms, and the bathrooms looked comfortable enough to sleep in, as well.  
 
    My room had a fireplace in the center wall, a King size bed, and a mini living room sitting off to the side. “This is royalty,” I mumbled, tossing my suitcase onto the bed. Rifling through my things, I found a two-piece bikini and dressed for the beach. I grabbed my phone and dialed Eva’s number. After a few rings, the call was answered, but it wasn’t Eva’s voice.  
 
    “Hello?” Rodney answered.  
 
    I was still reeling off being in Aruba, so I asked in a pleasant tone, “Hey, is Eva around?” 
 
    “Nope, and why are you so happy?” he asked, sounding salty.  
 
    “You’re on her phone. Where is she?” I asked, ignoring his question.  
 
    “She’s at a friend’s house,” he said. 
 
    “If she’s with a friend, then she needs to have her phone. That’s the point of me buying it so that she could phone home if she has an emergency. Who is she with?” I asked.  
 
    There was hesitation on the line, before he responded, “Fine. She isn’t at a friend’s house, but she’s in the middle of her chores.” 
 
    What kind of games was Rodney playing? What chores could Eva have to do that would keep her away from her phone?  
 
    “What about Kevin? Is he also working on chores?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep!” he replied quickly.  
 
    I could always count on Rodney to fuck up my mood. “Rodney, I’m going to call them back in an hour. You need to hand the phone over to my kids, or I’ll call the police.”  
 
    The very least he could’ve done was let me hear their voices, so I would know they were okay, but he hung up. I tossed my phone onto the bed. I hoped for the best when it came to my kids spending time with their father. He never gave me any indication he would hurt them, but with each passing day, he became harder to read.  
 
    I stood up and checked my reflection in the mirror. Not bad for a mom of two. I grabbed a big beach towel, wrapped it around me, and left out to start my Aruba adventures with plans to call the kids back from the beach.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    Worry lines wrinkled Kemara’s face when she looked at me. For the first time since I hatched this idea, I was starting to think it might not have been the brightest one. “What’s got your wife so scared?” I asked Channing. 
 
    “We all know how Tameka can be. You’re the only one that seems to think she’s not a walking timebomb. I learned to tread lightly around her the first day I met her,” Channing replied.  
 
    I chuckled. “You guys don’t have to worry about Tameka with me. I’m here to convince her that we belong together, and she will agree before this vacation is over.” I winked at Channing.  
 
    “You just need to make sure you’re not BS-ing with her and not rebounding from Rochelle,” Channing said.  
 
    “Chan, I am—” I began to argue, but he raised his hand to stop me.  
 
    “Look, you wanted to be here, and you’re here. Let’s try to have a good trip, okay?” he said. 
 
    “Alright Channing, damn man. I thought you had my back.” 
 
    “I do, but I’m just saying.”  
 
    Kemara put a finger to her lip to quiet us. “You’re talking too loud,” she said.  
 
    “She’s going to eventually find out I’m here. It’s not like you can hide me the whole trip.” I arched an eyebrow at Channing and Kemara. “Or were you planning to keep me away from her the whole trip?” I chuckled. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “No,” Channing said. “Tameka will know you’re here, but don’t make her uncomfortable.”  
 
    “She’ll find out when we go to dinner later tonight. She said she’s going to go swimming, right now, so I’m going to go check on her,” Kemara said.  
 
    “I see my girl has everyone walking on eggshells,” I said to Channing after Kemara walked off looking uneasy.  
 
    He shrugged. “Like I said, if your intentions are pure, no one has anything to worry about, right?”  
 
    “I have nothing but good intentions. You will see.” 
 
    Channing smiled. “That’s all I needed to know. What're your plans for today?” 
 
    “Since Tameka’s swimming, I might just go swimming.” I rubbed my hands together as I thought about her in a bathing suit.  
 
    Channing shook his head. “You’re a brave man. Be careful out there,” he said.  
 
    I went to my room and pulled out a t-shirt and swim trunks. Locating Tameka was my number one priority. I was about to go after what I wanted, and God knows I wanted Tameka. I grabbed a towel, in case I decided to take a swim, and left the oversized bedroom and all of its beautiful amenities behind. I walked down the stairs opposite Tameka’s room, careful not to be spotted leaving the house.  
 
    I glanced up and down the shore to see if I could spot her, and it didn’t take long before I did. She was patting down a long, pink towel on the sand. My eyes traveled to her bikini that left little to the imagination. Her rounded breasts had me envisioning my hands all over them.  
 
    Tameka looked around, surveying the people at the beach. She sat on her towel, reached into a bag, and took out a bottle of sunscreen. As she applied it to her body, I was mesmerized until a guy walked over and offered his assistance. 
 
    “What the hell? She’ll just let anyone put sunscreen on her back?” I stewed.  
 
    Tameka pulled her knees up to her chest. He started out rubbing her back slowly. Then, his hands traveled down to just above her buttocks, and he leaned over to say something in her ear. She shook her head, and he walked away. I breathed a sigh of relief when he was away from her. She glanced around the shore, nearly catching a glimpse of me when she looked at the big palm tree near me.  
 
    I darted behind a nearby food truck and peeked out. She had walked to the water’s edge and put her feet in. She knelt down and ran her fingers through the shallow end. I wanted to be there beside her, but I stood at a safe distance watching her until dark clouds covered the sky.  
 
    Tameka gathered her things and headed toward the house. Once she was inside, I slid through the back door. I ran up the staircase to my room, where I grabbed a change of clothes and went to take a shower. It was possible to spend an entire week in this big mansion without ever running into her, but I couldn’t wait to see her again.  
 
    I ditched my clothes, leaving them in a pile as I walked over to the gold-plated shower and started it up. I stepped under the steamy spray and closed the shiny, glass door. I sucked in a breath of air and closed my eyes, relishing the sensation of the heated shower falling all over me. After a refreshing shower, I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around me. I reached for my boxer shorts that were on the back of the toilet, and my towel dropped to the floor as the door flung open.  
 
    “Jeb!” Her mouth hung midair when she saw me…all of me.  
 
    I followed the trail of her eyes to my manhood and quickly pulled up my boxers.  
 
    “Tameka, hey…” I smiled. It was inevitable for us to have a run-in, but I didn’t expect it to be this soon or to happen while I was naked.  
 
    “Hey—What are you doing here?” she asked. Her eyes dropped to my boxers once again. “Nobody told me you would be here.”  
 
    “Surprise?”  
 
    “Kemara? Channing? Where are you?” she screamed as she made a beeline for the stairs yelling her sister’s name. “Kemara!?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I was so annoyed. No, I was pissed. My sister and brother in law were in on this. They were all laughing behind my back. Of all the people to invite here, Jeb was the worst choice.  
 
     “Kemara? Channing?” I yelled out. I wasn’t able to get down the stairs fast enough. “Kemara! Where are you guys?” I rounded the corner heading to the kitchen.  
 
    Kemara and Channing were sitting at the table talking in hushed tones. My sister looked up at me with a smirk on her face.  
 
    “Are you serious? Jeb is here?” I asked her. “How dare you double-cross me…and with a smile on your face?” 
 
    Channing looked at me but remained quiet.  
 
    “It’s only a week, Tameka,” Kemara said softly.  
 
    I took a deep breath in attempt to control my raging temper. “Just a week? We’re only going to be here a week, so that’s the entire time we’re here!” 
 
    “He promised he wouldn’t bother you,” Kemara replied.  
 
    “The least you could have done was told me he was coming. This is not even cool,” I said as I glared at my sister. I honestly couldn’t believe she went along with this.  
 
    “If I would have told you he was coming, you would have backed out. Besides, he hadn’t planned to stay in the house with us, so it’s not some conspiracy against you. The man didn’t have anywhere else to stay in Aruba because the hotels were booked,” Kemara reasoned.  
 
    “How about this? He could have stayed in Alabama!” I rolled my eyes. “And you didn’t feel the need to tell me once we got on the plane that Jeb…Jeb was going to be sleeping across the hall from me?” I asked, trying to mask the weakened sound of my voice.  
 
    “I planned to tell you, but the plane landed,” she said.  
 
    “That would’ve been too late, Kemara. I needed a fair warning,” I argued, now stuck with the image of entering the bathroom and finding Jeb half-naked. I could still feel my face flushing at the mere sight of him.  
 
    “It won’t be a bad thing, though. If you get a chance to know him, you’ll see that he’s a good guy,” Channing interjected.  
 
    “With all due respect, Channing, I can’t fathom what a few days would do to change my mind.” 
 
    I turned around to storm out of the kitchen, but Jeb was standing in the doorway. His five-o-clock shadow said ‘hello’ before words could leave his mouth. His square chin and dark brows screamed to be kissed along with everything in between. I looked away from him. It was hard to hide my attraction while looking at him.  
 
    “This place is big enough for us to share one week together,” he said, but I didn’t want to hear logic. I wanted him gone. Why? Because I didn’t have the strength to resist him.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I’ll just take the next flight home,” I said. 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary. If anyone leaves, it’s only right that it’s me.” Jeb turned to walk away, and I didn’t do anything to stop him.  
 
    I shrugged and asked, “If he wants to leave, why should I stop him?”  
 
    Kemara’s nonverbal cues begged me to stop him and apologize. She said, “Tameka, you’re my sister, and I love you, but it’s not fair to him to have to leave just because you can’t deal with your feelings. Put on your big girl panties and deal.”  
 
    “Oh, is that how you feel?” I asked then turned to Channing. “How about you? Is that how you feel, too?”  
 
    Channing threw his hands up, professing his innocence, so my attention went back to Kemara. She had no right to belittle me in front of her husband.  
 
    “I don’t appreciate your tone with me,” I said plainly. 
 
    She put her fists on her hips. “I don’t appreciate you kicking Jeb out of the house, just because you’re not in control of your feelings. We wanted him here, and he’s staying. You both are our guests,” Kemara demanded.  
 
    I threw up my hands. “Fine! Let him stay.” I stormed out of the kitchen and went back up the stairway to my bedroom where I flopped down on my bed, thinking about when I walked in on Jeb coming out of the shower.  
 
    I had heard a noise in the room across the hall from mine and followed the sounds. I thought the room was empty and that maybe someone had left the shower water running by mistake. Imagine my surprise when Jeb’s towel fell to the floor, and every rippling muscle of his body greeted me for old time sake and new. I was nervous about being in the same house as Jeb for six more days and nights—long, hot, summer nights.  
 
    I wasn’t nervous about what he would do but of what I would do. I couldn’t control my feelings for him as long as he was in my presence. I put up a believable front that what we shared was only one night of lust, but I’d dreamed of that man and yearned for his touch many nights since we made love. But maybe, just maybe, if we set boundaries we could both stay here in this big ass mansion for one week. I hopped off my bed and went across the hall to talk to Jeb and found him coming out of the room with luggage in his hands.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked, and my breath caught in my throat at the thought of him actually leaving.  
 
    “You wanted me out, so I’m leaving,” he said with a hard glare.  
 
    “Look, I apologize for what I said down there. And…” I paused. “I’d like for you to stay,” I said softly.  
 
    “I was wrong for coming like this. I thought we could get to know each other better and enjoy time together in Aruba, but I didn’t know you felt so strongly against me.” He took a few steps toward the stairs. “Enjoy your vacation, Tameka.”  
 
    “Please,” I said in a rasp, and he stopped walking and turned to look at me. His heated look sank inside of me and warmed me to the core. I walked over to stand in front of him. I placed a hand on his luggage bag. “Stay…”  
 
    I understood how that one word could hold so much power, and so did Jeb who shifted his weight from one foot to the other and looked at me with mystery in his ocean blue eyes.  
 
    “If that’s what you want,” he said, his deep voice sounding hopeful.  
 
    “I do, but we do need to set boundaries.”  
 
    “What kind of boundaries are we talking about?”  
 
    “You stay on your side of the house, and I stay on mine. That’s the first one.” 
 
    He chuckled slightly. “You’re on my side right now.”  
 
    When he winked, I glared at him. “Second rule…no flirting.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I can live with that.” 
 
    I frowned. That wasn’t the response I wanted to hear, but I was the one setting boundaries. “Third rule…” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “Under no circumstances is anything sexual going to happen between you and me. Got it?”  
 
    He smiled as he inched closer to me. I stood my ground until his breath brushed against my lips.  
 
    “Boundaries, Jeb.”  
 
    “I would think the third rule is a given since there’s no flirting.” He bit down on his bottom lip. His face was still dangerously close to mine.  
 
    When a light moan left my mouth, I knew there was no way I would make it. “Goodbye, Jeb,” I said as I backed away toward my room.  
 
    “Wait. Do I get to add a rule?” Jeb asked.  
 
    “Sure, if you want to.” 
 
    “There’s just one thing you need to know…”  
 
    He took three steps to close the space between us. I watched him move with easy strides. When I felt he was too close for comfort, I stepped backward and eyed him carefully.  
 
    “I don’t do rules, Tameka. In fact, you could say that I break all sorts of rules. So do you really want me to stay?” he asked.  
 
    Yes. Was it so hard to say?  
 
    The way Jeb saw through my smokescreen had me both perplexed and excited. Panting, I spun on my heels and sped-walked back to my room without saying a word. His chuckles could be heard in the background.  
 
    Once in my room, I shut the door behind me and fell against it. I had passed off all these rules to him and didn’t know why I wanted to break every one of them before nightfall. But they were for our own good, and I had to keep telling myself that. 
 
    *** 
 
    Channing suggested we all go to a restaurant for dinner. I didn’t want to be a party pooper, so I went along with it. On the ride over, Jeb’s deep voice filled the car as he told stories about different characters that came into his bar. I had to cross my legs to keep my body from reacting to the sound of his masculine voice. I looked out the window the entire way, trying my best to tune him out. I was glad when we finally arrived.  
 
    Channing opened the door for Kemara. Jeb rushed around to open my door, but I was out the car when he made it to my side.  
 
    “I was going to get that for you, Tameka.”  
 
    “Got it,” I said and walked off.  
 
    The hostess greeted us and took us to our table that was hidden away in a corner. Jeb slid into the seat next to me, and his woodsy scent teased my senses. I wanted to look up at him, but I would have been done in by both his scent and looks.  
 
    I picked up the menu and preoccupied myself. “This looks like a wonderful restaurant,” I said. 
 
    “Channing found this place online,” Kemara said. “He always finds good places to eat.” She kissed his cheek, and I returned my attention to the menu.  
 
    When I looked up, Jeb was staring at me with questions in his eyes. “Got it memorized?” he asked.  
 
    “I know what I want,” I said.  
 
    “Are you all ready to order?” the waitress asked.  
 
    We placed our orders, and the waitress left. I was grateful when the salads came. It gave me something to focus on other than Jeb. Servers brought our dinner out fifteen minutes later. Kemara and Channing talked about their entrees and fed each other, while Jeb and I ate silently.  
 
    “How was your steak?” Jeb asked after we’d finished eating dinner.  
 
    “It was fine. How was the veal?” I asked.  
 
    “It was very good, but that could be because I’m in the best company,” he said, and a piece of my heart melted when he looked at me with his sparkling blue eyes. Just the way he looked at me had me willing to break at least one rule.  
 
    “Would you dance with me, my beautiful wife?” Channing asked Kemara.  
 
    She giggled and grabbed his hand as he pulled her to her feet. “It would be my honor, my lovely husband,” she said. 
 
    “Have you ever seen two people more in love?” Jeb asked as my sister and her husband embraced each other and began dancing.  
 
    It was easy to get lost in their love. My eyes were glued to the dance floor, so much so that I didn’t notice Jeb’s hand reaching out to mine.  
 
    “Would you like to dance?” he asked.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Come on. Just one dance.” 
 
    “No, Jeb. I don’t feel like dancing,” I said.  
 
    “Do you plan to spend the rest of this trip acting stuck up?” he asked. 
 
    “Huh? Who said I’m stuck up?” 
 
    “Your actions say it. At least, you should tell me what I have done to you that makes you treat me so cold,” he said, and our eyes locked in this bewildered stare.  
 
    “You got into my head and got me in your bed,” I admitted.  
 
    “That was consensual, baby. If you didn’t want it, I had no idea with the way you were giving yourself to me.” 
 
    “In all fairness, you are stalking me now. Don’t you think?”  
 
    “No, I wanted to see you again, but I wouldn’t take it as far as stalking,” he said with an innocent look on his face, but he’d shown up at my house and now in Aruba.  
 
    “Following a woman to another country is stalking,” I mumbled.  
 
    I scanned the room to avoid Jeb’s heated stare. Another romantic song started, and Kemara and Channing were still glued together as if they were the only two people in the room.  
 
    “Your eyes light up when you watch them dance. We could have that too, baby.”  
 
    “You don’t know what I want,” I said defiantly.  
 
    “I know you’d rather ignore the fact that we’re in a beautiful country, and the mood is perfect for us to explore the way we feel,” he said with a smile that could melt butter. “Did I tell you that you look amazing tonight?”  
 
    All night long, his baritone voice had filled the space with seduction. My body was betraying me as my mouth started watering, my nipples hardened, and wetness pooled in my panties. I wanted to get on that dance floor and dance chest to chest…with him.  
 
    “Let’s dance, but remember we have boundaries,” I said and reached for his hand.  
 
    Jeb guided me to the dance floor and wrapped his arms around my waist. I caressed his neck as he held me securely in his arms. An irrevocable current charged through us as we swayed to the melody. He pulled me closer, and I came alive. This was exactly what I’d fought so hard not to feel again.  
 
    “This isn’t so bad, is it?” Jeb asked. 
 
    “I need to get some fresh air,” I said.  
 
    “Tameka—” I heard him call out, but I didn’t turn around as I sped-walked to the door.  
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Kemara asked, catching up to me before I left out.  
 
    “I’m not feeling well. Can we leave?” I asked her.  
 
    “Huh? Well, yeah. Let me go get Channing and Jeb.”  
 
    I walked to the car, and minutes later, the rest of the crew were inside. It was a quiet ride home. Channing held Kemara’s hand, and Jeb and I looked out of our windows in silence. When we finally pulled up to the mansion, I went upstairs to my room.  
 
    “What’s wrong, baby?” Jeb asked once we were at the top of the stairwell.  
 
    “I just need to lay down,” I said.  
 
    “Tameka?” 
 
    “Talk to you tomorrow.” I closed the door to my room, leaned against it, and sighed heavily.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    Once again, Tameka ended our dance prematurely. I tried not to take it personally, but I was starting to get a complex about dancing with her. Either I couldn’t dance, or she didn’t like to be near me. I was going with the latter.  
 
    The ride back to the house had been quieter than the drive to the restaurant. Tameka didn’t say a word. She stared out the window apparently preoccupied with her own thoughts. Then, she rushed out of the car and ran up the steps to her room as soon as we made it back here. I caught up to her at the top of the stairs and asked her if she was alright, but she shot me down.  
 
    Her sweet honey fragrance lingered in the air after she shut her bedroom door. I took deep breaths to inhale every possible morsel of it into my lungs. Then, I went back downstairs and found Channing in the kitchen, getting a glass of water.  
 
    “Some women are just slower to warm up, but I’m sure in time…” he began.  
 
    “In time, she’ll bury me. Did you see the way she glared at me after we danced?” I shrugged. “At some point, I’ll just have to know when to fold ‘em.” 
 
    “Sorry, cuz. I thought it would work out,” he said and gave me a sympathetic look.  
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll get over it.” I hope. “I’m going to head to bed and see what tomorrow brings.”  
 
    “Now, that’s the Jeb I know. Give it another try in the morning.”  
 
    “She’s a tough cookie to crumble, but I like cookies, so I’ll bring milk next time.” I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s my boy!” Channing said and pumped his fist at me.  
 
    I went up the steps to my bedroom to get dressed for bed. After lying in bed restless, I decided to sneak off to the indoor pool to relax. I could see her door from my room. The coast was clear, so I made my way to the pool.  
 
    After an hour in the heated pool, I felt relaxed. I hopped out and walked back to my room, once again, without being noticed. I turned the light off and fell onto the bed, which was illuminated by moonlight. I closed my eyes, but sleep didn’t come to me right away. Without Tameka in my arms, it was destined to be a long night. 
 
    *** 
 
    She smelled like honey as she crawled on top of me.  
 
    “Baby, you’re here,” I whispered against her lips.  
 
    Having Tameka in my bed was like every fantasy coming true all at once. I couldn’t believe she was really here.  
 
    “I couldn’t stay away,” was her sweet reply. Her tongue slowly moved between my lips as she crawled on top of me. She grabbed my cock and slowly pushed me inside of her, gyrating her hips like a professional pussy thrower.  
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore. I flipped her onto her back, and my erection filled her to her core. The feel of her warmth had me moving in quick, even strokes. I wanted her more with each pound. The fire inside of me heated to a burning blaze.  
 
    “Yes, Jeb…,” she screamed out my name. The sound was music to my ears. 
 
    I kept growling as I pounded into her. Her hands wandered down my back, and the passion and rhythm reminded me of our first night together. Her body seized beneath me. I pulled her close as we came together.  
 
    My lips went back to hers. I could see her smile through our kiss—so bright and lively. No moment would be as fulfilling as what she’d given to me right then. I closed my eyes and basked in the glory of our lovemaking.  
 
    “That was amazing,” her hot breath whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Yes, baby, it was,” I murmured.  
 
    “Too bad it’s a dream,” her voice turned wicked and her breath felt as cold as ice against my skin.  
 
    My eyes popped opened, and I was alone.  
 
    My cock throbbed, and my heart raced. It felt so real. In fact, I could still smell the faint aroma of honey all around me. I looked at the door, wondering had she come into my room, made love to me, and left her essence there to linger. I pushed myself up and tried to get Tameka off my foggy brain.  
 
    I pulled back the covers and sat up in bed, thinking of what could help me relax. A cold dip in the pool would cool me off. I grabbed my swim trunks from the bathroom and changed into them. I grabbed a towel and left my room, heading to the pool that had cold water.  
 
    After rounding an ever-winding corner, I realized I wasn’t the only person who had the idea of swimming. I considered turning around and leaving her to be in the pool alone, but I couldn’t stop watching her through the glass window. She was arching her back and turning her head as if she were trying to rid her body of soreness when, suddenly, she sensed someone was there and looked in my direction. Tameka’s eyes latched onto mine, and I instantly regretted the decision to watch her.  
 
    “I didn’t know you would be in here,” I said quickly.  
 
    “Couldn’t sleep,” she said in a soft tone. “Come on in, Jeb.”  
 
    I walked in hesitantly. I didn’t want her to think I was stalking her.  
 
    “Are you sure? I mean, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable,” I said with a smirk as I dropped my towel on a nearby pool chair.  
 
    “Sure, there’s plenty of room,” she said. “Come.” 
 
    It was a state of the art swimming pool that was big enough for an Olympic swimmer, but I wasn’t sure any amount of space could contain the heat that started whenever I was near her. And why was she being so nice to me? I needed to explore that change.  
 
    I dipped one foot into the water.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s cold.” Tameka chuckled. “But it feels great after you’ve been in here a while.”  
 
    I sank into the cool water and breathed a sigh of relief. It did feel good.  
 
    “I hope me being here in Aruba isn’t messing up your vacation too much,” I began.  
 
    She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I came to get away from many things. Not just you.” 
 
    “Ouch! So I was one of the reasons you took the trip?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “Well, what did you mean?” 
 
    “I talked to my daughter tonight. Things aren’t going well with her visit with her father. My kids are supposed to stay with him for a month, but Eva is miserable,” she said, and I was surprised she was opening up to me.  
 
    I had heard Rodney was a dipshit. Just from the brief encounter I had with him at her house, I could sense he wreaked havoc on Tameka’s mental state.  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Tameka,” I said. “Is there someone who can pick her up before you get back to the states?” I asked.  
 
    “He has a court order for this time with the kids. It’ll be hard for me to just pick her up when it’s his time.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “I try to believe things will get better. It’s just hard sometimes. My daughter hates going over there, and I hate making her, but the courts see things differently.” Her eyes began to water. 
 
    “What about your son?” I asked. “Does he have a good relationship with his father?” 
 
    “That depends on who you ask. Kevin has a good relationship with his dad when they are together. However, it’s honestly not a healthy relationship. Rodney lets both my kids down countless times, and I’m left to pick up the pieces. Then, he tries to bribe them with gifts to make up for what he missed out on. It’s hard to deal with,” she said and suddenly looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know why I just told you that. I’m talking too much.” 
 
    “No, you just need someone to talk to,” I said, tilting her chin up.  
 
    “I have Kemara to talk to.” 
 
    I smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with adding another person to your support system.”  
 
    “I shouldn’t be doing this,” she responded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that either,” she apologized, her eyes dipping down to mine as I leaned back in the water. “Kemara thinks I should be more polite and to give people the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “And by people, does that mean me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you think?”  
 
    “I don’t trust easy. That’s why I say and do things that come off rude; it’s to protect my heart,” she said with a slight crack in her voice.  
 
    “I see,” I said, resisting the urge to grab her and hold her in my arms. She had just admitted to fighting me at every turn to guard herself from hurt. “Tameka, trusting people isn’t always easy, but at some point, you have to open yourself up to feel again.”  
 
    Her pretty brown eyes gazed into mine. I moved closer to her, giving her the chance to pull back. When she didn’t, I slid over until I was inches away from her lips. Her breathing was so hot that I could feel it on my skin. 
 
    “Jeb…,” she whispered before I brushed my lips against hers. She moaned on impact, which made me move in closer and deepen the kiss. I eased my hand around her neck, and my fingers landed on the nape. Her tongue swooped in and caressed mine as I grabbed onto her bikini bottoms.  
 
    “Wait,” she gasped out. Her breath was ragged.  
 
    My cock throbbed against my trunks. This was the moment I’d wanted more than anything. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t do this,” she said, pushing me away. She climbed out of the pool, grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around her beautiful body. She then ran out of the pool area.  
 
    “Damn!” I fell back against the side of the pool, my body throbbing more than ever before.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I made it to my room and collapsed against the bed, frustrated. I had been on fire while soaking in cold water, and I wanted Jeb to take me right there in the pool. It was wrong on so many levels to let him get close to me, only to push him away. Why did I let him get that close to me again? I was trying to figure out the answer to that question when I heard a knock on the door.  
 
    “Tameka? It’s me,” Jeb said.  
 
    I didn’t say a word. I just waited for the knocking to stop.  
 
    I turned onto my back and stared at the ceiling until my lids became too heavy to hold open, and I drifted off to sleep.  
 
    I snuck out the house before anyone woke up the next morning, heading to the corner market to get some breakfast. I needed the time alone…to clear my head. My ringing phone wouldn’t allow me any such peace, so I finally answered it.  
 
    “Hello, Kemara.” 
 
    “Tameka? Where the heck are you? We were about to call the police and report you missing!” she said, sounding winded.  
 
    “I’m fine. Relax. I came to the corner market for some breakfast.” 
 
    “Breakfast? I can’t with you right now! You know how to cause a scare, don’t you?” she fussed. “You must’ve never heard of the girl from Alabama that ended up missing in Aruba. Can you please be more careful and let one of us know where you’re going?”  
 
    “I wasn’t trying to scare you, Kemara. I’m right around the corner. Something happened last night that made me have to get away and clear my head for a minute.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Jeb?”  
 
    “Yeah, we talked,” I admitted, and there was a long pause on the other end. I could hear the wheels of her mind turning.  
 
    “What did you talk about?” she asked.  
 
    “You are so nosey.” I laughed.  
 
    “Hey, only trying to help. You seem more stressed now than you did before you left home. This trip was supposed to have the opposite effect,” Kemara said.  
 
    I took a sip from my coffee mug. “I know, but I had a surprise guest, remember?” 
 
    “Speaking of him, he’s up and losing his mind not knowing where you are.” 
 
    I frowned. “I didn’t ask what he was doing.” 
 
    Kemara laughed. “Channing and I are going out on a date tonight.” 
 
    “Nice. Where to?” 
 
    “Probably dancing. Then, we’re getting a hotel.” 
 
    “A hotel? That doesn’t make sense. Why are you doing that when you said this house was big enough for all of us?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re just getting away from the getaway for tonight.” She giggled coyly. “We have a few things we want to try while we’re here.” 
 
    “Oh…”  
 
    “I hope it won’t be awkward for you and Jeb to be alone in the house. You can always lock yourself in your room and read,” she said.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me. I can handle him,” I flat out lied. 
 
    “Good. I’ll let you get back to your breakfast. I was just worried about you,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I’ll let you know where I am from now on,” I said and hung up.  
 
    I finished the rest of my toast and coffee and left the corner market heading back to the mansion where I stayed in my room most of the day, resting and reading.  
 
    “We’re about to leave, Tameka,” Kemara said as she walked into my room that evening.  
 
    “Have fun,” I said, smiling at my sister. “And bring me a niece or nephew back.” 
 
    “We’ll try our best,” Channing said from the doorway. “Try not to kill my cousin,” he added.  
 
    “Please,” Kemara chimed in. “I don’t know how we would ever explain it to your parents if one of you died tonight.” 
 
    Jeb snuck up behind Channing and said, “We’ll live. You guys go and have fun.”  
 
    I glanced towards him and turned back to my sister and brother-in-law. “What Jeb said,” I replied. 
 
    We all walked downstairs, talking about the restaurant Channing was taking Kemara to. Jeb and I waved them off, and when the door closed, I headed back upstairs, but Jeb stopped me before I reached the steps.  
 
    “Hey, you’ve been up there all day,” he said. “I know you’re trying to avoid me, so I’ll go to my room, and you can stay down here in the entertainment room.” He went trekking up the steps before I could reply.  
 
    Seeing him run up the steps in a pair of jeans that fit him so snug that my mouth watered was a treat in itself. And he didn’t have on a shirt. The muscles rippling off his back sent a zing of energy right through me. Mercy.  
 
    Once he reached the top of the stairs, I tore my eyes off his backside and looked at the book sitting on the side table. I sat on the couch, opened the book Kemara had been reading, and attempted to start a new read by J. McCreary. I was halfway through the heart-wrenching story of a girl who was falling in love with a sexy brute who helped her bury the corpse of the man who molested her when she was a child when I yawned and looked at my watch. This book was so good, I’d been reading for three hours nonstop.  
 
    I stretched out on the couch for some much needed eye rest. I couldn’t recall the last time I ever read this much in one day. I heaved a sigh and closed my eyes, trying to relax and let every worry wash away.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I’d been napping when I heard my phone ring. It sounded so far away that I thought it was a dream. The tone rang out again, and it was definitely not a dream.  
 
    “Tameka, wake up… Tameka, your phone is ringing.” 
 
    I jerked, and my eyes opened. Jeb was standing over me, holding my phone out to me. “What?” I asked, confused.  
 
    “Your phone has been ringing back to back. It might be important,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled.  
 
    Still dazed, I looked at my screen and saw that there were four missed calls from Eva. I called her back, and she answered on the first ring.  
 
    “Where were you?” she asked frantically.  
 
    “I was sleep. What’s going on?” 
 
    She sniffled. “I want to go home.” 
 
    A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. “My trip is almost over, honey. What’s going on? Where’s your dad?” 
 
    “I don’t know where he is. Why do I have to stay here? Did you know he was marrying that skank?” 
 
    “Don’t call your dad’s girlfriend names,” I scolded. 
 
    “You do!” she shot back. 
 
    Guilt washed over me. Eva had overheard me talk about her father’s future wife. Even though I disliked the woman with my soul, I shouldn’t have let Eva hear me talk about her.  
 
    “Well, it’s not right when I do it either.” I paused. “So they’re really getting married, huh?” I asked.  
 
    Eve sighed. “Yeah, Melody’s pregnant. We’re going to have a little rat running around trying to be our sibling, and I don’t want that. I just want it to be Kevin and me. No one else. Dad doesn’t have time for us as it is.” 
 
    “Where is your father?” I asked. 
 
    “Everyone is outside in the backyard. Melody’s parents came over to celebrate the baby, so it’s been about her all day.” Eva let out another exasperated breath. “When are you coming back, Mom? I’m ready to go.”  
 
    “I’ll be home Sunday morning,” I assured her.  
 
    “Can you come to get me when you get back?” she asked. “It’s not fair that I have to stay here for a whole month. Why am I being punished like this?” 
 
    I wanted to tell her I’d bring her home, but I couldn’t make any promises about her father’s court-ordered time. There were no guarantees when it came to Rodney.  
 
    “Honey, you’re not being punished. Everyone doesn’t get to spend time with their father. But I’ll talk to him about you coming home for a few days,” I said. 
 
    “He’ll say no. He doesn’t let me do anything,” she pouted.  
 
    “The month will be over before you know it, I promise.” 
 
    “I gotta go. He’s calling for me, Mama.”  
 
    “I love you, Eva.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    I put the phone on the table and stared at it after the call ended. I hated that my kids got the rotten end of the stick of me and Rodney’s failed marriage.  
 
    “Everything alright?” Jeb asked with concern in his eyes.  
 
    “My daughter isn’t happy that her father is getting married, and I don’t like it when she calls me upset.” I grabbed my phone and the book and walked past him to leave the living room.  
 
    Jeb grabbed my arm, causing me to look into his ocean blue eyes. “You’re always running. For once, don’t run. Stay here and talk to me.” 
 
    “The last time I started talking, we ended up kissing. I can’t handle kissing you two nights in a row. I might not be able to push you away this time,” I confessed. 
 
    “That wouldn’t be a bad thing, Tameka.” 
 
    “It would be devastating. I’m full of baggage. No man wants to be saddled down with that, and I’m not trying to put it on anybody.” 
 
    “I’m a strong man. I can carry a lot. Why don’t you let me decide what I want to handle?” he asked.  
 
    “I wouldn’t bring a man into a situation I haven’t figured out yet,” I said as I slipped my phone into my pocket.  
 
    “You don’t know what I want. If you did, you would give me a chance.” He moved toward me.  
 
     “I have two kids and enough drama to make an epic movie. You should run for the hills as most men would,” I told him as I stepped back and pointed toward the hallway. 
 
    “Most men,” he said, taking a step toward me. “I’m not most men.” 
 
    “Alright then, prove it,” I said. “We’re set to go out on a date. At the last minute, I realize Kevin has a baseball game scheduled for the same time. What do you do when I tell you about it?” 
 
    “Is this a trick question?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not a trick question. I’m just trying to prove a point here. What do you do?” I asked.  
 
    “Our date plans shift to family night. I go to the game and then take you guys out for pizza afterward,” he said concisely.  
 
    I scowled at him. “You gave an obvious choice that you think I want to hear. That doesn’t mean you really feel that way,” I argued.  
 
    “That’s really what I would do. I’d go to his baseball game and cheer for him as if he were my son. I was an all-star baseball champ all four years in high school. I love baseball.” 
 
    “Okay. Eva comes home from school with a fever, so our weekend getaway has to be postponed. How do you handle that?” 
 
    “I stay home with you and help nurse her back to health. Then, we do a staycation in the bedroom when she’s asleep,” he said and winked. “Why are you looking like that, Tameka? What are you thinking?” He moved closer to me.  
 
    “You gave perfect responses. Too perfect. Their own father would have said we should get a sitter. In fact, on a couple of occasions, he did say that when Eva was sick.” 
 
    “I’m not your ex, Tameka. At some point you have to understand that,” he said. “He’s a real asshole. I’m not.” 
 
    “But how do I know I can trust you?” I asked softly.  
 
    “Sometimes, you just have to take that leap. I will prove that your heart is safe with me, Tameka. Trust that.” 
 
    He swooped in for a kiss. His lips felt right on mine, and I didn’t want to pull back. I wanted to kiss him forever and never let go.  
 
    “I don’t want anyone to know right away,” I whispered between kisses. “I want to keep what we have between us,” I murmured.  
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” he said, and I dropped the book from my hand as I snaked my fingers around his neck and deepened the kiss.  
 
    I was ready to take that leap, no matter what dangerous curves were ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    Our clothes were tossed aside, and it felt like a dream as I grabbed her neck and hauled her lips to mine. I lifted her into my arms and carried her to my bed. Slowly, I sat her down on top of the covers and surveyed every inch of her naked body. Then, I eased on top of her, feeling her slickness against my manhood, as she lazily ran her fingers through my hair. I claimed her soft, sweet lips as she wrapped her legs around my waist. Tameka tasted delicious when my tongue plunged into her mouth, eliciting a soft moan from her.  
 
    “My God,” she whispered, and her hot breath against my neck drove me mad. I kissed her again, and another soft moan from her unraveled me even more.  
 
    Tameka arched her back and gasped as my tongue traveled to her shoulder. My teeth grazed her right breast, and I latched onto her pebbled nipple, tugging softly at her areola. Clutching her waist gently, I held her in place as I flooded her with kisses.  
 
    Tameka cooed, and I loved the sound. “Jeb…,” she said as I circled her navel with tender kisses. Moving further south, I tasted the best part of her, spreading her labia and running my thumb slowly over her clit.  
 
    She trembled as I thrust a finger in and out of her as if I were fucking her. The feel of her slickness and the smell of her intoxicating aroma had my cock hard as a rock. It swelled even more as she made erotic faces that showed her pleasure. I pressed my tongue against her opening and flicked it in and out of her heat. She shifted, grabbing onto the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Jeb!” she cried out. She lifted her hips off the bed and started to shake. 
 
    I held her in place as her delicious juices gushed into my mouth. I licked up every morsel, not sparing one bit. Then, I eased up her body and saw her sexy smile. It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Any regrets?” I asked. 
 
    “Not one.” She pulled me down until our lips touched, and her mouth opened to receive me as she parted her legs to take me inside of her.  
 
    My cock throbbed. I’d waited a long time for this moment, and it was finally happening. I growled when my hardness touched her slick heat and slid into her, expanding her heated walls. This was it. Right here, inside of my woman, lip to lip, hip to hip, soul to soul was where I belonged.  
 
    Tameka shivered as I claimed her with ferocious thrusts. My lips captured every moan and groan. They were mine to keep. My length went in and out of her with precision. I penetrated her deeply, opening her wider than ever before. But when she arched her back and gave me full access, she pulled the cum right out of me. 
 
     “Yes, baby. Just like that,” I groaned, pumping inside of her wetness until one last plunge sent me tumbling over the edge. I collapsed on top of Tameka and nuzzled against her as her body began to tremble with her release. “You feel so good, baby,” I told her.  
 
    “So good,” she whispered.  
 
    I rolled onto my side and gathered her in my arms, and after a few moments of silence, we were both fast asleep. The night had played out as I hoped. Tameka was back in my arms where she belonged.  
 
    Early the next morning, she was still sleeping peacefully next to me. I’d never seen anyone so beautiful in my life. My cocoa beauty looked like an angel. She must’ve sensed me watching her. She started to move, and then she moaned as one eye fluttered open, and she looked at me. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” I said. 
 
    She covered her smile. “Have you been watching me sleep?” she asked.  
 
    I pulled the covers back and placed a kiss on her cheek. “Yes, and don’t hide from me.”  
 
    She tilted her head up to kiss me. “Did that seriously just happen?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah, you just kissed me.” 
 
    “No, I’m talking about last night. Did we?” 
 
    “Oh, we did, and when I woke you up for round two, it was even better than round one.” 
 
    “Round two? Don’t you mean four or five? I lost track.” She winked at me, and I laughed. 
 
    “That sounds about right.” I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her against me. My lips met hers as her hand swept across my chest. “I don’t want you to leave this room,” I said. “I want more.”  
 
    She pulled back. “I have to go. What time is it?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe six. Maybe seven. Maybe eight. Who cares? It’s time to stay in bed,” I said. 
 
    She fell back against me and smiled.  
 
    “We had a deal, Jeb.” 
 
    “I know. No one is to know.”  
 
    “At least, not yet,” she said, looking at her phone. “By the way, it’s after ten.” She jumped out of bed and started getting dressed.  
 
    “You wore me out, baby.” I chuckled. “I never sleep later than seven a.m.”  
 
    Tameka tossed me a look as she slid her panties on.  
 
    “What was that look for?” 
 
    “They’ll be home soon if they aren’t already. Do you want them to catch me in your room?” she fussed.  
 
    “Tameka, we’re grown. But I will do what you want. I don’t care if they find out,” I said.  
 
    I watched her scramble to finish dressing, looking at me as I watched her.  
 
    “It’s easier this way, Jeb.”  
 
    I brushed a light kiss against her lips then pulled her on top of me and kissed my woman the way she deserved. “I’ll be your sidepiece as long as you know I don’t have a problem telling the world about you. I don’t care who knows.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jeb,” was all she said before she sashayed out of the room.  
 
    As much as I hated to see her go, seeing her go was a beautiful thing. She was a sexy woman, and my cock sprang to life at the sight of her hips swaying.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tameka 
 
    After Kemara and Channing were back at the house, Jeb and I made the most of the time we had together, sneaking kisses in the nick of time or making secret love in his room or mine. It was our little fling that felt special. Most relationships are beautiful until other people’s opinions get involved. A part of me wondered if I’d ever want to share the news with anyone.  
 
    I didn’t think Kemara and Channing would ever go to bed on our last night in Aruba. I snuck into Jeb’s room as soon as they retired to their bedroom, and he wrapped his arms around me and kissed me deeply.  
 
    “Just one more night,” he whispered.  
 
    “Whatever will we do?” I teased, pulling my t-shirt over my head and kicking out of my shorts and panties.  
 
    “Oh, baby, I love the way you think.”  
 
    Jeb dragged his lounge pants down his legs and took them off. With one hand working on removing my bra, he walked me back to his bed. He hovered over me as I grabbed onto his boxers. His kiss heated me to my core. Pressing me down into the soft bedding, Jeb’s tongue lovingly took over my mouth. I snaked my arms around him and held on tight. I didn’t want this moment to end.  
 
    I slipped my fingers into his hair as he eased inside of me. I clung to him as he rocked me steadily. My whimpers echoed off the walls. The sounds of our lovemaking were sensual as my moans intermixed with his. Every plunge inside of me elicited pleas for more.  
 
    “Yes…yes!” I cried out as Jeb crashed into me, and we both burned.  
 
    I planted a kiss on his neck and smiled. There was no guarantee we would be together once we landed back in the states, but for now, we were connected in the most intimate way.  
 
    “That was amazing,” he said. 
 
    “What was?”  
 
    “That kiss. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    I decided to see if I could one-up that kiss. I pulled the covers back and scooted to the foot of his bed to a position where his beautiful erection was staring back at me. It’s a lovely thing when a man has a beautiful dick, and Jeb had just that.  
 
    I trailed a finger down his long, smooth shaft. I giggled when he shuddered. I lowered my lips to cover his pretty mushroom and ran my tongue along his shaft. I massaged his sac as I smoothly rode my tongue up and down his erection.  
 
    “Oh, Tameka,” he said, releasing a groan. “Holy fuck!” His big hands gripped the sides of my head, and he held my face in position as he stroked the inside of my jaw with slow, delicious thrusts.  
 
    I suctioned his big cock into my mouth. Determined to take the length of his manhood all the way in, I felt a slight gagging sensation hit me, so I held onto his waist for stability.  
 
    “Uuooh—” he growled when he hit the back of my throat. “Fuck baby, I’m going to explode.” Jeb pulled my hair in his grasp and, moments later, his hot seed gushed into my mouth. As I swallowed every single drop down my throat, I smiled at my handiwork.  
 
    *** 
 
    Jeb 
 
    Morning light crept into the room, and it was a bittersweet feeling. I didn’t want this moment to end, and I damn sure didn’t want Tameka to move from my bed.  
 
    “Don’t leave me, baby. Stay right here for one more hour,” I said, fearing once we got back home to Alabama the magic of the last few days would end.  
 
    “In two hours, we’re heading home. I need to get out of this bed and pack,” Tameka whined as she reluctantly pulled away from me. She grabbed her clothes from the floor and started to get dressed as I watched her every move. I wished there was something I could say, anything, that would make her climb back in bed and stay for one more hour. Once she was fully dressed, she turned to me with a smile on her angelic face and said, “Jeb, this week was…” She paused for a moment. “I’m trying to think of the perfect word to describe it.” 
 
    “Hot…amazing…sexy…hot…?” I asked.  
 
    “It was all of the above. But most of all, it was unexpected.” 
 
    “It was unexpected for you, but I expected us to end up together. I must admit I didn’t think it would happen at one point, but it turned out great,” I admitted.  
 
    “Yes, it did. I’m glad you came on the trip.” She blew me a kiss. “See you later, Jeb.”  
 
    I bounded out of bed and reached her before she opened the door. I pressed Tameka against the door and stared into her brown eyes that were clearly one foot beneath mine. Staring back at me, she looked so vulnerable. My lips inched to hers, and within seconds, we were enraptured in each other’s essence.  
 
    “Jeb… I have to—” she whispered. She placed her hand on my chest to keep me from devouring her again.  
 
    Her hand gesture was futile. If I wanted her, I would pin her to this wall and take what I wanted, what we both wanted, and there would be nothing she could do about it. Yet I digressed and opened the door for her.  
 
    “We’re picking this up when we get home, Tameka.”  
 
    She nodded and walked into the hallway, looking back at me.  
 
    “Tameka?” Kemara yelled with surprise in her voice as she bumped into Tameka.  
 
    “Kemara!” Tameka replied frantically.  
 
    Kemara rolled her neck in my direction, and I humped my shoulders. We were busted, and I didn’t care.  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see that this morning,” Kemara said and turned away from me to look at Tameka. “So you guys are hooking up?” she asked.  
 
    A cool draft blew through the hallway and landed directly on my balls. That’s when I looked down and realized I was butt-ass naked.  
 
    “Oh shit,” I mumbled, closing the room door. I could hear their muffled voices as I dressed. I hated that I’d just flashed Kemara with my goods, but I was glad me and Tameka’s secret was out the bag. 
 
    Kemara’s laughter penetrated the door, and I breathed a sigh of relief that they weren’t arguing about me and Tameka being together. When I reopened the door, I was wearing boxers and a t-shirt. I stepped out into the hallway, and Kemara quickly turned her head away from me as if she was still embarrassed by what she saw earlier.  
 
    “Sorry about that, Kemara. I didn’t mean for—”  
 
    She held up her finger. “As long as you treat my sister right, you’re good.”  
 
    “You have my word.” I raised my hand over my heart and swore on it. I had no intention of mistreating Tameka. In fact, I had no intention of letting anyone mistreat her from this day forward, so it was time to put Rodney on notice.  
 
    Kemara headed down the hallway, and I waited for Tameka’s response to her sister finding out about us. When she started laughing, I relaxed.  
 
    “Since the cat’s out the bag, it looks like we have a little more time,” she said, pushing me into the bedroom and closing the door behind us.  
 
    *** 
 
    An accommodating passenger switched seats with me, and I rode back to the United States beside Tameka with her soft hand in mine. When we arrived at the airport in Atlanta, we exited the plane and met up with Channing and Kemara on the way to get our luggage.  
 
    “Do we have to put up with you two being lovey-dovey from now on?” Channing asked as he picked up his luggage bag with a look of surprise on his face.  
 
    Tameka’s warm smile made me wrap my arm around her and pull her closer. “We want to be as close as you two. Can you handle that?” I asked as I waited on our bags to surface on the baggage conveyer.  
 
    Channing chuckled. “I guess I can live with that,” he said, wrapping an arm around Kemara’s waist.  
 
    “Good answer, babe,” she said, giggling.  
 
    “See you guys later,” Channing said as he took his wife’s free hand and whisked her out of the airport.  
 
    “See you later, sis,” Tameka said, waving goodbye as Kemara blew her a kiss.  
 
    “Can I take you home?” I asked once I gathered Tameka’s luggage and mine.  
 
    “I would like that. I rode here with Channing and Tameka, and they’re obviously leaving without me.” She laughed. 
 
    “That’s because they know you’re in good hands.” I wrapped my arm around her and led her to my car.  
 
    “You know. Since my divorce, when I’m dating a man, it feels off, but this feels right,” she said after I finished putting our bags into the trunk.  
 
    I cupped her chin in my palm and stared into her deep-set brown eyes. I wanted to kiss every bad memory away until nothing was left but pleasant thoughts. As I drank from her succulence, Tameka’s moan reminded me we were standing in the airport’s parking lot. I opened the passenger door to let her in and willed my erection down as I walked to the driver’s side. The drive home was full of sexual tension. I wanted her, and there was no doubt about it.  
 
    When we arrived at her house, the look in her eyes weakened me as a man. I lightly brushed a kiss on my favorite part of her body, her lips. Tameka grabbed my hand and pulled me into the house. As the door closed, I dropped her luggage onto the carpeted floor. She wrapped her arms around my neck, and we exchanged souls in her foyer. Her arms flung around me, my hands gripped her buttocks, and two sets of eager lips greedily pulled the other in. I pulled her into the living room where we fell onto the couch, and Tameka rested her head on my lap.  
 
    “Are you tired from the flight? Or have I knocked you off your feet?” I asked with a chuckle.  
 
    “Both,” she said as I trailed my fingers through her kinky hair. She stared up at me and asked, “You know what I miss most about being with a man?”  
 
    “What do you miss, baby?”  
 
    “Being able to just be with that person. Like what we’re doing now, just sitting here on the couch being…”  
 
    “I like being with you,” I admitted.  
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled. “When you have the right one, it doesn’t matter if you’re having sex or sitting on the sofa together. The emotional connection that comes with being with that person is enough.” 
 
    “Can’t argue there,” I said, and we sat there for a while enjoying each other’s company in silence.  
 
    Her eyes drifted close for a moment. Her tell that she was exhausted. We barely slept the night before, and the week had been a whirlwind of different activities in Aruba. I continued to stroke her hair, thinking she would fall asleep, but she surprised me by sitting up on her knees and facing me. She then leaned in and grazed her lips across mine.  
 
    “Can I tell you something, Jeb?” she said, the words sounding more like a long, sweet moan that was meant to be seduction.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I do feel safe with you,” she admitted.  
 
    I caressed her neck and pulled her into a deep and absolutely delicious kiss. Romance was ours as we shared an embrace that gave me life and took some away at the same time, a fair exchange of energy and heart with a woman I felt a strong connection to.  
 
    She pulled back and leaned against me, laying her head on my shoulder with closed eyes. I closed my eyes too, thinking about making her mine. Before I knew it, we had both drifted into a deep slumber only to be awakened by her ringing phone.  
 
    “Jeb?” she said lightly. “Is that an alarm?”  
 
    “No, it’s your phone, baby.” 
 
    “Oh!” She frantically looked around for her phone and found it in her pocket. She answered it in the nick of time, “Hello?” There was a long pause before she said, “Where are you?” Her mood shifted and anger covered her face. “I’ll be right there,” she said as she disconnected the call.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m gonna kill him, and that’s all there is to it. I will have to kill him to end this shit,” she said, bolting from the couch and grabbing her purse.  
 
    “Wait, baby, tell me what’s wrong.” I tugged her arm and forced her to look at me. “What is it?”  
 
    “Rodney…I’m gonna kill him.” 
 
    My temples flared from hearing his name. “What did he do now?” 
 
    “He left the kids alone, and Eva’s terrified. She says they haven’t eaten, and they haven’t seen their father since this morning. I’m about to go get my kids and then buy a bow and arrow to shoot Rodney in the ass with!” she said.  
 
    “I’ll take you to get the kids, but we’re not going to buy a bow and arrow, Tameka.”  
 
    She glared at me. “You don’t have to get involved with this, Jeb. This is going to get ugly fast, so I’ll understand if you don’t want to be a part of it.” 
 
    “I’m going with you, Tameka,” I said sternly. “It’s obvious you need someone to stop your murderous intentions.” 
 
    She grabbed her keys and sighed. “Let’s go, Jeb. I have to go get my kids.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    On the way to Rodney’s house, I told Jeb what I knew. Rodney had sunk to a new low and left the kids at home, alone, while he and his fiancée ran off doing God knows what. He’d left that morning, and it was now after six p.m. I was livid.  
 
    I called Rodney’s number, and he didn’t answer, so I called Eva back and let her know I was on my way. She sounded calmer after I talked to her again, but I regretted leaving the kids with Rodney. I did my best to honor the court orders, even though he didn’t at times, but this was the last straw. Our children shouldn’t have been home alone all damn day long with no cooked food to eat. 
 
    I looked over at Jeb as he drove to Rodney’s address. I had one thing to smile about. I could count on him when it mattered. This wasn’t his battle to fight, but he was right there by my side.  
 
    “It’s right there,” I directed him down Rodney’s street, and we pulled up in front of a huge brick house with a well-manicured lawn and water fountain in the middle of the yard. The house was something else Rodney couldn’t afford, but he went in debt to keep his young fiancée satisfied with a flashy lifestyle.  
 
    The driveway was empty of cars, and the house was dark. It was after six o’clock in the evening, but there was no sign of activity in the house. I jumped out of the car and was halfway to the door before I could blink. I turned the knob, but it was locked. I knocked and waited, glancing at Jeb who seemed just as concerned as I was.  
 
    After waiting a while for someone to open the door, the door cracked open, and I saw Eva. I entered the house, hugging her tightly. I was so relieved to see her.  
 
    “Are you okay, honey?” I asked.  
 
    “I missed you, Mama. Don’t leave us like this again, please!” she said, and a tear slid down her cheek.  
 
    “Where’s Kevin?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s playing video games. Dad gave him a new Xbox, and all he does is sit in the den and play games all day. He barely comes out to eat,” Eva said. She looked at Jeb with questions in her eyes. “Mama, who is that?” she asked.  
 
    “This is my friend, Jeb. Do you remember Uncle Channing’s cousin?” 
 
    “Hi,” he said. 
 
    “Hi,” Eva said with a soft smile. “Yeah, I remember him now.” She led us down a hallway to the den where Kevin was sitting on the sofa, playing a fighting game.  
 
    “Hey Mom,” he said, barely looking up. “Mom? What are you doing here,” he yelled when he realized I was really there. He sat the controller down and ran over to me.  
 
    “Hey, bud. I’m here to get you, so get your bag and let’s go.” 
 
    “Ah, man,” he argued. “Do I have to leave? I was just about to get to the next level,” he whined.  
 
    “Afraid so. Your father isn’t here, and I’m not sure when he’s coming back.” I fumed over Rodney leaving a ten and six-year-old home alone all day long to fend for themselves. What was that crazy man thinking? It would be different if they were used to taking care of themselves. Eva was not ready to be responsible for herself and Kevin.  
 
    “Awe man,” Kevin’s grumbling brought my attention back to him. He reluctantly turned off the game.  
 
    “Go grab your things, and hurry up, Kevin,” I said to him.  
 
    Eva already had her bag on her shoulder.  
 
    Jeb and I headed back to the living room.  
 
    “Does he do this often?” I asked Eva.  
 
    “He leaves us here sometimes, but he tells us not to say anything to you or else we’ll get in trouble,” she replied, and I was beyond fed up with their father.  
 
    As we waited for Kevin to come back into the room so that we could leave, I told Jeb, “I really do appreciate you being here.”  
 
    He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me to him then kissed my forehead. “I’ll be here for you, Tameka. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” was his response and, for some reason, I believed he would really live up to his promise.  
 
    Eva walked over and held my hand, smiling up at me. Jeb was winning her over too. Kevin came down the hallway, walking slowly.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, but what about Dad?” Kevin asked as he shot daggers at his sister with his little eyes. “He told us not to open the door.”  
 
    “You let me worry about your father. I’ll deal with him,” I said. 
 
    We headed to the front door. As soon as I opened it, Rodney came rushing inside. He took one look at me and yelled, “What the hell’s going on? What are you doing in my fucking house?”  
 
    “Language!” I snapped, looking at our children.  
 
    “Forget that. What are you doing in my house, Tameka?” 
 
    “I’m here to get my children! The real question is, why weren’t you here with them?” 
 
    “I was only out for a little while. Why are you always so extra?” he asked.  
 
    “Because I care about our children, and I’m taking them home with me now.”  
 
    He laughed like a maniac. “You’re not taking them anywhere. It’s my time with them, so you can hang that up!” 
 
    “Your time was up the minute you decided to leave our kids home alone. Move out of the way, and consider yourself lucky I didn’t call the police!” I said and started toward the door with my arm wrapped around my children.  
 
    Rodney grabbed my arm and tugged on me until a loud grunt made us both look at Jeb. “Get your hands off of her!” Jeb stepped forward, and now, it was he and Rodney having a stare down.  
 
    Rodney dropped my arm and sized Jeb up. Jeb was clearly taller and in better shape, but that didn’t stop Rodney from stepping to him. “I don’t need some white boy to tell me what I can do with my wife and kids,” Rodney said. 
 
    “Ex-wife. Trust me, there’s no place on Tameka that still has your name,” Jeb said, moving forward, prepared to fight. 
 
    I held up my hand to stop him. “Jeb please…” He halted at the sound of my voice, so I turned my attention to my children. “Eva…Kevin…Go outside with Jeb for a minute,” I said.  
 
    Jeb’s jaw hung in surprise, and he stared at me, nonmoving.  
 
    “This will only take a minute. I’ll be fine,” I assured him. 
 
    His big hand reached up and caressed my jaw. His neck tilted, and before I could say anything, his lips were all over mine, kissing me senseless.  
 
    “I’ll be right outside this door, baby. If he tries anything, all you have to do is call me, and I’m by your side.” He leered at Rodney before he took our children’s hands in his and walked them outside.  
 
    “Cute,” Rodney said.  
 
    Jeb leaped to within an inch from his face and was looking him directly in his eyes. “I’ll tell you what won’t be cute. Me and you locked up in a brawl, so you’d better not make that a necessity,” he said.  
 
    “Do something, white boy!” Rodney yelled, and Jeb let go of the kid’s hands and started stalking toward Rodney.  
 
    “Jeb, please…” I said in a pleading tone. “Don’t.” 
 
    Jeb flexed his chest muscles before he peeled his eyes off of Rodney and turned around to go outside with the kids but not before glancing back at me to make sure I would be okay.  
 
    I nodded, assuring him, and then I turned to face my nemesis. A man who I once thought would be my forever. Now, the sight of his chocolate dimples and perfect white teeth made me want to puke.  
 
    “First of all, don’t you ever lay a hand on me like that in front of the kids. I have told you I’m not your punching bag, physically or mentally. Second of all, you left a ten and six-year-old home alone while you went to go frolic the town with your fiancée. Eva was scared out of her mind when you wouldn’t answer her calls. What kind of crazy are you on today, Rodney? What kind of father would do that?” 
 
    “I’m a damn good one,” he said. “I’ve given those kids whatever they wanted this past week. They aren’t complaining about anything,” he bragged, sticking his chest out. 
 
    “Material things account for nothing, Rodney, and you know it,” I said. “They need your time and attention. Not for you to just leave them and go off without a care in the world. I’m not going to stand by and let that happen again. They’re going home with me, and you will see me in court.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll see you in court, but they’re not going with you today. This is my time.”  
 
    I could feel the pressure building in my eye sockets, and the vein in my neck pulsed loudly. “Try to stop me!” I yelled. “Once the judge hears you left them home alone, you’ll never see them again. Is that what you want? If it is, then keep pushing me Rodney, and we can go there. I swear I will make it happen.”  
 
    Rodney opened his mouth to argue but quickly snapped it shut.  
 
    “Get out of my way, and let me take the kids home,” I said in a low growl.  
 
    “Fine, take them, and I’ll come to see them when I can,” he said, throwing his hands in the air and moving aside. “I had something else to do tomorrow anyway, and Melody wanted to go out of town this weekend. But you better not call me talking about you need a babysitter next week. It was your choice to come and get them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t call you for anything. If you were the last breathing being alive, I wouldn’t dial your number,” I said heatedly.  
 
    “If you go to court with this, I’ll—"  
 
    “You’ll do what?” I shook my head. “No, I’m not worrying about your threats anymore. You aren’t going to harm me or the kids, but you will let me walk out that door without any more issues because it’s the right thing to do.” I walked past him feeling relieved that I wouldn’t have to deal with his selfish entitlement anymore.  
 
    “You think you’re righteous now that you have a white man. You’re no better than me, Tameka. And I’m not scared of that white boy. I can take him down a peg,” Rodney said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Are you threatening him?” I asked. “I think you’re the one that should tread lightly. It looks like you’ve been missing all the gym sessions lately.”  
 
    He chuckled menacingly. “Don’t matter. I’ll still take him down, and it’s not a threat. It’s a promise, so you better forewarn him about flexing his muscles in front of me. Plus, I know he’s got in your head and has you wanting to take my kids away.” 
 
    Rodney lived for moments to frustrate me. His inability to think of anyone but himself was the reason I was there with Jeb. I’d kept my personal life a secret because his spite was enough to hang a bad cloud over anything good in the world. Now, I had to worry about him being a jackass to Jeb.  
 
    “If you come near any of us, I’ll see to it that Melody knows of every girl you’re seeing behind her back,” I said before I turned the knob to leave out.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’d better be glad she’s still at the salon and not hearing this nonsense, Tameka.” From the tremble of his voice, I knew he was rattled. 
 
    “No, you’re the one that’d better be glad she’s not here. You didn’t think I knew about Ariel and Shondra? Well, I do. I always have known, and I know you’re still seeing them both because it’s the whisper of the town. Play with my life, and I will make sure to ruin yours. Now, goodbye!” I huffed, feeling relieved as I released a ton of bricks on Rodney’s head.  
 
    “Rodney, what’s going on here?” Melody voice called out as she strolled through the door with a beautiful head of curls that cascaded down her shoulders. 
 
    “We’re discussing our new arrangement with the kids. They’re going home with me and not coming back,” I said to Melody. “Oh, and congratulations on your new addition. It must be wonderful to have a man so committed to you,” I added while winking at Rodney.  
 
    “Thank you,” Melody said with a confused smile.  
 
    “Goodbye, Tameka,” Rodney said, ushering me away with his eyes.  
 
    “Bye!”  
 
    I walked outside to find Jeb sitting in the car talking to the kids. Amid the craziness going on, they seemed to be having a peaceful conversation. We all deserved more peace, and I planned to do what I could to make it a reality.  
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m sorry our homecoming wasn’t as you would have liked,” I said to Jeb after we’d shared a delicious dinner at my house, and the kids were upstairs getting ready for bed. He was helping me put the dishes away, holding a sexy grin on his lips.  
 
    “Who says it wasn’t? I think putting your ex-husband in his place and letting him know I’m here for you was the perfect homecoming.” 
 
    I giggled. “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “I’m only crazy because I’ve been wanting to do this,” he said as he cupped the back of my head into his hands and sucked my lower lip, drawing it into his mouth as though he was sampling nectar. His tongue explored every corner of my mouth, gliding with mine, moving over my teeth to the soft flesh of my cheeks, leaving a sweet and tangy taste that made me hunger for more.  
 
    My hands wrapped around his neck, deepening the kiss. He grabbed me by the waist, pulling me closer to him. I gripped his hair as his tongue massaged mine in slow and sensual circles. A desire coursed through my entire body, and I drew in a deep, staggered breath in response to the wave of heat flowing through me. He tickled my tongue with his, cradling my face in his hands. He gentled the kiss with brushes of his lips against mine and slowly drew away, exhaling deeply.  
 
    “Now, it’s perfect,” he said, resting his forehead against mine.  
 
    “You amaze me in so many ways. The kids opened up to you at dinner. You’re winning them over just like you did me,” I said.  
 
    “They’re a couple of smart kids. It’s a damn shame they have to deal with Rodney for a father.” Jeb slid a finger underneath my chin, lifting my brown gaze to meet his. “But I did notice something else at dinner. You were quiet. Are you okay?” he asked.  
 
    “I just have a lot on my mind. Today was hectic,” I admitted.  
 
    “I don’t want Rodney to get to you like that. How can I make it better, baby?” He leaned in and pressed his soft lips against mine. 
 
    I melted into him, falling faster than before. When he pulled back, I felt as if I would swoon. “You already have,” I said.  
 
    He peered into my eyes. “Just let me know what more I can do, and it’s done.”  
 
    “You’ve already done enough for me. Now, you have to get back to business and stop by the club tonight, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I most definitely have to do that. I’ve been gone a week, so I need to at least put my eyes on the place.” 
 
    “A boss’s work is never done,” I said teasingly.  
 
    “Yeah, but I’m going to make sure I put in the important work first,” he said, looking into my eyes.  
 
    “I know you have a lot to do, so thanks again, for being there with me today.” 
 
    “Every time baby. See you tomorrow, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what time?” I asked as I walked him to the front door.  
 
    “Around two.” 
 
    “Sweet, I’ll be home from work by two, so that’s perfect,” I told him as I opened the door.  
 
    Jeb swaggered out to his car. I waved as he got inside and backed out of the driveway. As I closed the door, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched, but I brushed it off as it being a long and trying day. I went upstairs to my room, hoping a destressing bath infused with lavender oil would make it all better.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    I was in Tameka’s front yard tossing around the ball with Kevin. I brought my old baseball and glove from my playing days, and Kevin had the glove on his small hands, trying to get used to catching the ball with it.  
 
    “What’s your favorite sport?” I asked after he caught the curveball I threw at medium speed. 
 
    “Got it!” he said and pumped his fist in the air. “I love baseball and football, but I’m better at baseball. You want me to get my bat that was signed by Josh Donaldson?” he asked, excitedly. 
 
    “You have a ball signed by Josh Donaldson?”  
 
    Kevin smiled. “Yep, Mama took me to see him when he came to Auburn University, and he signed it for me.”  
 
    “Let’s see what you’ve got,” I said.  
 
    Kevin ran into the house.  
 
    I was tossing the ball in the air when I noticed a small, black car creeping down the street. I’d seen the car earlier but didn’t pay it any attention. I watched it carefully as the driver parked a few houses down. The headlights were on and pointing in my direction.  
 
    The door to the house flung open, and Kevin bounded over to me. He showed me his gray baseball bat that had indeed been signed by Josh Donaldson. “I’m ready for battle now,” he said with confidence.  
 
    “Little man, you have a treasure here. Let’s see how it hits,” I said then peered at the idled car parked a few houses down. I threw the ball to Kevin, and he hit it out of the yard. 
 
    Kevin ran after the ball, saying, “I’ll get it, Mr. Jeb.”  
 
    “No, I got it Kev,” I said, trekking behind the ball while observing the parked car. As I got closer to it, the person backed up, did a three-point turn, and sped out of the neighborhood. I didn’t get a good look at him, but I had a feeling it was Rodney.  
 
    “Are you guys ready for dinner?” I heard Tameka asking when I walked back up with the ball.  
 
     “Yes!” Kevin pumped his fists high in the air and ran into the house. 
 
     “I could get used to this,” I said, imagining her calling our unborn children into the house for dinner. I walked over to Tameka and towered over her. “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
    “Hey yourself,” she said, smiling.  
 
    I didn’t want to bring up my suspicion of Rodney watching us earlier, but I felt she needed to know for her safety. I hated the thought of Rodney coming back to hurt her or the kids when I wasn’t there. “Listen, I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I think Rodney was parked at the curb watching us earlier,” I said. 
 
    She frowned, and tilted her head with a look of disbelief. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes, but it wasn’t his truck. It was a black BMW.”  
 
    Tameka turned and stormed into the house. I caught up with her and grabbed her arm before she could pick up her cell.  
 
    “What are you about to do?” I asked.  
 
    “Rodney’s fiancée has a black BMW. I’m about to call him and give him a piece of my mind!” Tameka seethed.  
 
    “Baby, he’ll just deny it. He probably wants the attention anyway. Besides, if he tries anything, I will crush him,” I said, feeling my muscles tighten in my neck. I saw a fire in her eyes, and I was sure I had the same intensity staring back at her. I meant what I said about crushing Rodney. I would do anything to protect Tameka’s feelings. “Come here,” I reached for her hand and pulled her close.  
 
    “I’m so tired of him, Jeb.” 
 
    “I know, baby,” I said, holding her tighter.  
 
    *** 
 
    Three weeks passed with nothing from Rodney. Tameka said he hadn’t tried to reach out to her or the kids, which was for the best. I didn’t want to have to deal with him. I’d just left the club and made it to Tameka’s house just after 2 a.m. She floated to the front door, looking like a goddess through the glass window.  
 
    “Hey baby,” I said when she opened the door. “I bought your favorite wine.”  
 
    She took the bottle of Stella Mia from my hand and went to the kitchen to get some glasses. “Mmmm, this is delicious and so needed,” she said, smiling as she took a sip from her glass before she handed me mine.  
 
    My phone started buzzing. “What’s up, Bruiser?” I said, wondering what my right hand was calling me for since I’d told him I was coming to Tameka’s.  
 
    “Hey Jeb, man. I made the last drop from the bar. It’s in the safe, and we’re about to lock up now. But did you tell this fool Jasper that he could get an advance on his next check?” 
 
    “Now you know that doesn’t even sound like me.” I laughed. “He’s just trying to pull one over on you since I’m not there.”  
 
    “Thought so. Talk to you tomorrow,” Bruiser said in a roar.  
 
    “Don’t hurt him, Bruise,” I said and shook my head because he had already hung up. “I’m turning this thing off,” I said as I thought about Bruiser roughing Jasper up.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Tameka said, bringing my attention back to her drinking her wine slowly and smiling.  
 
    “I love you, girl.” 
 
    “Jeb, I—” she stopped midsentence, speechless.  
 
    “You don’t have to respond. I just wanted you to know that” 
 
    “That’s just it, Jeb.” She put her glass down and walked over to stand in front of me. “I do love you too.” She stood on her tiptoes and brushed a wine-infused kiss on my lips.  
 
    I wrapped her up in my arms and picked her up as we embraced. “I’m the luckiest man in the world.”  
 
    “Stay all night with me tonight,” she whispered as she slid to her feet. “I want you to.” 
 
    “I want that too, but the kids…” I pulled her so close that our foreheads were touching.  
 
    We had a rule of no sleepovers until we were at least engaged, but I didn’t know how long I could resist lying beside her at night. I slid one of the straps of her pink nightgown down and dipped down to kiss her shoulder. I loved the way she smelled, like sweet honey and vanilla.  
 
    “It’s just one night,” she pouted.  
 
    “Stop looking at me like that. You’re making it hard for me to be a gentleman.”  
 
    “Jeb, tonight, I don’t want you to be one, and I don’t want to be lady-like either.” She took my hand in hers, guiding me out of the kitchen. I watched her ass jiggle as she walked me up the stairs and into her bedroom. Tameka stripped out of her gown into nakedness, and she was so damn beautiful.  
 
    “You smell so good…” I said as I buried my face in her breasts, sucking her nipples with my tongue. My cock pulsed with excitement when her nipples became erect. I wanted to explore every inch of her with my tongue to see if I could get the same type of reaction.  
 
    I placed her on the bed and lifted her legs above my head. I licked her thighs, making my way to her sacred temple where I drank from her, worshipping her as the deity she was— a beautiful treasure I would always behold.  
 
    At the first sign of shivering, I mounted her and slid my cock inside of her balls deep. She gasped a beautiful gasp and hugged me tight. I let out a ragged moan, came out and went deeper inside. We rocked at our beautiful pace, giving each other the passion we deserved.  
 
    “I love you so much,” I said as I kissed her earlobe then went for her neck, licking every inch, as her smell lured me in.  
 
    “I—I love you too. Oh, Jeb.”  
 
    “Feel so good. So deep,” I said as the sound of her moans made me drive deeper inside of her. I watched her facial expressions as we rocked in a steady motion made for us, and it made me want to go deeper.  
 
    She was close to her climax, and I yearned for the feeling of her drenching my dick with her juices. I turned her onto her side and entered her from an angle that would make her erupt. 
 
    “Jeb! Jeb!” She began to call out my name over and over.  
 
    Anytime I was inside of her, and she uttered my name, I got weak. I rocked, and I pumped, massaging her insides while triggering her to explode.  
 
    “Jeeeebbbb. Jeb, baby,” she groaned.  
 
    “Yes, Tameka. What is it, baby?” I went for her lips and kissed her. That’s when I felt her body tense up completely. She was about to release, and so was I.  
 
    Her grip tightened on me, and she yelled out my name. “Jeb!”  
 
    “Tameeekkaaa,” I groaned out as we climaxed together.  
 
    Making love to Tameka felt as natural as breathing. I laid down next to her and brought her into my chest. She cuddled in next to me and interlocked her fingers with mine. I kissed her cheek. “I have to go before the kids wake up.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to,” she said as she rubbed my arm over the spot where my brotherhood tattoo used to be before I got it removed.  
 
    “I don’t want to either, but we decided it was best,” I said as I suckled her bottom lip into my mouth and kissed her before I got out of bed to get dressed.  
 
    Tameka looked like an angel as she sat up in bed and watched me.  
 
     “Something on your mind?” I asked, noticing sadness enter her eyes.  
 
    “Yeah.” She sighed. “Jeb, you’ve met my parents.” 
 
    “Yes, and they are great people,” I replied. 
 
    “But I haven’t met your father,” she said. “When am I going to meet him?”  
 
    “Meeting my family won’t be that simple. We’re talking about people who have prejudices that go back generations. I need more time to work on my father,” I said.  
 
    “So he doesn’t know about me?” she asked.  
 
    Her expression fell flat as if I had let her down. I couldn’t have that. The truth was, I had told my father about Tameka and how much she meant to me, but he’d shunned me and asked me to leave his house. 
 
    “No. He knows about you. He’s just not ready to meet you yet. A lot of people aren’t ready for our love, baby,” I said.  
 
    “Well, we have each other right?” she asked.  
 
    I kneeled down beside the bed so that we were eye to eye. “Of course, and don’t you ever doubt that. When the time is right, we’ll cross that road of introducing you to my father,” I said, kissing her goodnight. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    Tameka walked me to the door and watched me walk to my car. As I got inside, all I could think about was my father and the way he pushed me away after I told him about her. She was the one; that much I knew. I had to figure out how to get my father to understand that, and, hopefully, get him to open his heart to a new idea of love, life, and family.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I watched as Jeb pulled out of the driveway. I was about to close the door when I spotted what looked like a black BMW take off behind him. Squinting my eyes, I made out the license plate. When I saw MEL0DY spelled out, I started bugging out. It was Rodney! My heart raced in my chest as I dialed Jeb’s phone, and it went straight to voicemail.  
 
    “Dammit, Jeb,” I mumbled, remembering he’d turned his phone off after he got here and didn’t turn it back on before he left. I dialed my neighbor’s number while slipping on my shoes. I grabbed my purse and keys and headed out the door.  
 
    “Hello?” Linda answered with a bit of concern in her tone.  
 
    “Hey, Linda, it’s Tameka. Will you do me a favor and come over to watch the kids?” 
 
    “What’s going on? Is everything okay?” she asked, sounding concerned.  
 
    “No. I don’t know. The kids are sleeping, and I have to run out. It’s an emergency.” I didn’t want to sound nervous, but my quivering voice was a dead giveaway.  
 
    “I’ll be right there, honey. Give me two minutes to put my shoes on,” Linda said.  
 
    “Thanks! The back door is unlocked.” I hung up and locked the front door behind me. I ran to my car and jumped in. I called Rodney as I backed out of the driveway, and my tires squealed as I hit the street corner.  
 
    “Hello, sweet darling?” he answered in a smug tone.  
 
    I had to look at the screen just to be sure it was him. “Hey, Rodney, I know you’re following Jeb. You need to back off,” I yelled. “Stop following him, Rodney. Go home to your wife!” 
 
    He let out an evil laugh. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about me, Tameka. I have a job to do, and I’m going to do it. Getting him out of the way will make everything go back to normal.”  
 
    Rodney disconnected the call, and I tossed my phone on the passenger side and sped up. They were a good five to seven minutes ahead of me, but I had to at least try. I took a deep breath and floored it. 
 
    “What are you up to, Rodney?” I mumbled. 
 
    Jeb’s house wasn’t that far away, but it seemed to take forever as I rode the curvy road in pursuit of Rodney. My phone started to ring, so I grabbed it and answered the call.  
 
    “Hello?” I asked frantically.  
 
    “Babe, it’s Jeb. This black car has been on my tail since I pulled out of your driveway. Are you guys okay?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, we’re fine, but Jeb…Rodney is behind you. I’m not far behind you guys, but you need to drive him to the police station,” I said.  
 
    “He’s trying to run me off the road. I should pull over and give him the action he’s begging for,” Jeb growled.  
 
    “No! Jeb, whatever you do, do not get into a fight with him. Where are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Lee Road 177. Just about to go over the bridge.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m calling the police.” 
 
    “Tameka, I love you. No matter what happens, I want you to know that.”  
 
    “Jeb, what are you about to do?” I could feel the tears stinging my eyes as I floored the gas pedal. “Don’t confront him, please!” 
 
    “I don’t think…without a…fight…” His words sounded broken, then I heard a crash and eventually snow on the other end. 
 
    “Jeb?” I yelled. 
 
    “Tam…”  
 
    Then, nothing. The call ended.  
 
    “Jeb! Jeb!” I cried out, feeling as if my heart was caught in my throat as I dialed 911.  
 
    “911, where’s your emergency?” 
 
    “My ex-husband is following my boyfriend, and I think he’s going to attack him. He’s trying to make him wreck his car!” Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my voice shook as my body trembled with despair. “Please…you need to hurry.”  
 
    “Ma’am, I need you to calm down, and tell me where you are located.” 
 
    “Lee Road 177 close to the bridge, heading north. Please…hurry.” I pressed the pedal to the floor. Thankfully, there weren’t many cars on the road tonight. I had to make it to Jeb because it could be too late by the time the cops arrived.  
 
    At that very moment, I sensed something terrible had happened. Then, I crossed over the bridge and saw it. Flames engulfed a car that had skidded off the road and into a field. My heart rattled with palpable fear. I drove to the side of the field, parked, and jumped out of the car running toward the wreckage.  
 
    “Jeb? Jeb?” I yelled.  
 
    Tears flowed down my cheeks as I stood several feet away from the fire and watched the flames total the vehicle. No other cars were around.  
 
    I knelt down and started to bawl my eyes out as sirens pierced through the night. My body shook from the sight of the horror of the scene in front of me. I simply couldn’t fathom what was going on. Then, I heard soft moaning and searched for where it was coming from.  
 
    “Is that you, Jeb?”  
 
    “O…over here, Meka,” a man’s ragged voice called out between coughs.  
 
    I ran to the sound and found Rodney sprawled out on the ground bleeding from his head. “Rodney, oh my God! What have you done?” I asked.  
 
    He’d escaped his vehicle just before it burned to a crisp.  
 
    “I—I…It hurts so bad,” he murmured.  
 
    “Don’t talk or move, Rodney. Just lay here. Help is on the way,” I told him. “Do you know where Jeb is?” I asked. 
 
    “Jeb?” he asked weakly. “Can we focus on me now? I’m bleeding to death. I don’t want to die,” he said as his voice became more ragged and weak.  
 
    I kneeled down beside him and looked at his teary eyes and trembling face. “I’ll stay with you until the ambulance gets here,” I said.  
 
    “Meka, I still love you.” 
 
    Hearing him say that disgusted me.  
 
    “Just be quiet until the ambulance gets here, Rodney. None of this would have happened if you would have just left me alone like I left you and Melody alone when you decided to leave me for her. What were you thinking following Jeb home like that? What were you going to do?” I asked as his eyes grew weaker and closed. “Now look what you have done.”  
 
    The ambulance pulled onto the grassy field. I backed away as the emergency workers sprang into action, working on Rodney. He was alive but badly injured. Once he was on the gurney and inside the ambulance, they hooked him up to their machines.  
 
    The police wanted a statement from me, but first I had to lay my eyes on Jeb to make sure he was okay.  
 
    “Can this wait?” I asked the female officer who was insistent on questioning me right then. “I have to check on my boyfriend. I was talking to him on the phone earlier, and he said Rodney was chasing him.” 
 
    “Rodney is the man on the ambulance, correct? What’s his full name?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes, that’s him—Rodney Perry. But I haven’t heard from Jeb Holloway since before the wreck,” I said in a concerned tone.  
 
    “Jeb is the person Rodney was following?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes!” I searched the field then looked at the roadway to see if there was any trace of Jeb.  
 
    “Just a few more questions…” the female officer’s voice faded as I heard Jeb approaching us.  
 
    “Tameka…”  
 
    I twirled around to see him walking towards me. I took off running to him full speed. “I was so worried about you,” I said as I ran into his arms. “I was so scared. I didn’t know what happened to you,” I said into the crook of his neck. 
 
    “You must be Jeb Holloway,” the officer said when she caught up to us.  
 
    “Yes, I am,” Jeb said as he held me in his arms.  
 
    “Sir, I’m going to need your statement on what happened,” she said.  
 
    I reluctantly pulled away from him and turned to her. “Do you mind? We’ve been through a lot tonight.” 
 
    “It will only take a minute, ma’am. We need to find out what happened here.”  
 
    Jeb explained what happened to the officer, and she walked away, giving us the space we needed. I laid a hand on Jeb’s chest. He was really alive and safe. 
 
    “I’m here, baby,” he said with a smile.  
 
    “My heart is still racing,” I said. “When I saw the car in flames, I was scared it was you.”  
 
    “He did more damage to himself than anything.” 
 
    We watched the emergency workers close the back of the ambulance and pull off with police cars speeding after it. Rodney suffered from a gaping gash on his forehead and some major and minor burns, but that’s just what I could tell from looking at him. How did he become so guided by his hate and selfishness that he wanted to kill Jeb?  
 
    “What caused him to wreck like that?” I asked out of curiosity.  
 
    “I was on the bridge when our call dropped. He pulled up beside me and tried to force me off the road, but I hit the brakes, and he veered off to the right at full speed onto the field, hitting a tree. I saw his car go up in flames as I looked in the rearview mirror, so I went to the gas station down the road to call the police because I couldn’t get a good signal on my cell.”  
 
    “I can’t believe I was married to a man that stupid,” I said.” “I’m glad you’re okay. When the phone cut out, I thought something had happened to you. I came as fast as I could. All I could think about was getting here to help you.” 
 
    He looked at me with the most loving expression in his eyes. “My little shero.”  
 
    I sucked in a breath of fresh air, relieved this nightmare didn’t end worse. “I couldn’t stand the thought of losing you,” I said.  
 
    “You’ll never lose me,” he whispered against my lips. 
 
    At that moment, I felt pure love for Jeb. “Will you spend the night with me now?” I asked softly.  
 
    “Tameka, this proved my theory about rules. They are made to be broken. Not only will I stay with you tonight, I want to stay with you always.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    One Year Later 
 
    We were finally at peace. Rodney’s visitation rights were halted while he nursed broken ribs, his right leg, and his memory. As well, immediately following the accident, he had looming legal charges for vehicular assault that the judge took sympathy on him and dropped. In the meantime, Rodney had been dealing with extreme memory loss from his head injury during the accident.  
 
    As it turned out, his medical problems were more than his young fiancée could bear, and his pretty young thang bailed on him, taking her gifted BMW, and every other material thing he ever gave her, along with her. Rodney was left with only his mother to care for him, and that was sad in itself.  
 
    I hated that Rodney was hurt in the accident and shafted by his new woman, but it was perfect Karma for the way he treated the kids and me, and the harm he intended to inflict on Jeb. I must admit the peace I’d gained as a side effect of it all had been welcomed like a fresh breeze of air on a summer day. Life had been much simpler with Rodney out the picture.  
 
    “We’re here!” Eva screamed as Jeb pulled into Channing and Kemara’s driveway. She and her brother were out of the car, running up the stretch toward the door before the car was switched to off.  
 
    I took Jeb’s outstretched hand, and we watched Kevin and Eva run ahead of us in amusement. “They’re anxious to see their aunt, uncle, and new cousin,” I said. 
 
    “You think so?” Jeb chuckled. “It’s hard to believe Bryce is five months,” he said, speaking of Channing and Kemara’s new baby boy.  
 
    “That trip to Aruba created a lot of beautiful things for our family. They had a baby, and sparks flew for us,” I said, biting down on my lower lip as my eyes hooded over remembering the many great moments Jeb and I shared that week.  
 
    “You’re right, but you’re going to have to stop looking at me like that,” he said in a rasp.  
 
    Kemara opened the door, and she was beaming at us. “Hello, family! I’m so happy you guys came to visit,” she said in a squealing voice. 
 
    “Sis, you don’t know how hard it is to keep the kiddos away from little Bryce,” I said, laughing. “And we were excited to see him too.” 
 
    Kemara chuckled. “He just woke up from a nap, so he’s bright and ready for you guys.”  
 
    We entered the living room, and Jeb walked over to Channing, who had the baby cradled in his arms. He looked like a pro dad already.  
 
    “Awe, he’s so handsome, wandsome,” I said in a baby voice. “You’re a cutie wootie. I thought you were going to be a girl, but you came out as my handsome wandsome nephew!”  
 
    “Hey, no baby talk around Bryce. We’re going to start him off talking like a man,” Channing said with pride. Then, he looked at Kemara and said, “And we’re working on getting Bryce a sister every free moment we get…”  
 
    “Channing!” Kemara swatted at him as she smiled widely.  
 
    I giggled. “Oh, really,” I said then continued to babble in baby language I knew Bryce could understand.  
 
    Kemara laughed as Channing frowned at me doing my babble talk. “Have you guys been to see Rodney lately? He’s still in the nursing home, right?” Kemara asked to switch gears.  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. He’s still there. The kids have seen him once, but it’s tough for them to see him like that, so I haven’t taken them back.” 
 
    “Can I hold him, Chan?” Jeb asked.  
 
    Jeb sat down, and Channing handed the baby off to him.  
 
    I smiled big as Jeb cooed at the baby.  
 
    “He’s wonderful. I knew you two would be great together,” Kemara whispered for my ears only.  
 
    “And I never would have come around if he wasn’t in Aruba, so thank you for making that possible,” I said to her as I watched Jeb holding the baby with the kids hovering over him. I wanted in. “And now…I want to squeeze some cheeks,” I said, smiling at Bryce. I reached for Bryce, but Jeb stopped me.  
 
    He stood up and handed my nephew back to Channing. “First, I have something I want to say,” he began.  
 
    “No, I’m not having any more children, right now,” I teased.  
 
    He chuckled. “That’s not what I was about to say,” he said, taking my hand in his. “Over the past year, you and the kids have been the most important thing in my life. I want you to know that I love you.” He glanced at Kevin and Eva. “I love you guys more than you’ll ever know.” 
 
    “And we all love you,” I said, confused as to where this speech was leading.  
 
    “Love you, Jeb,” Eva said.  
 
    “Love ya,” Kevin added.  
 
    “There’s so much I want to say, but I don’t know where to start, so I’m just going to have to show you what I mean,” he said.  
 
    “Show me what, Jeb? You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box and held it out to me. I gasped when he got down on one knee and opened the box.  
 
    “No woman will ever compare to you. I don’t want anyone else in my life, but you. I know this with every fiber of who I am as a man. I only want you, Kevin and Eva, in my life…oh and all the babies we’re going to have. So, if you all will have me,” he included Kevin and Eva in his question. “I would like to know…will you marry me?”  
 
    Jeb held a beautiful, sparkling diamond ring out to me along with his hand to accept in marriage. From the look of things, Kemara and Channing were in on this surprise proposal.  
 
    “Answer him already,” my sister chimed in.  
 
    “We do,” Eva said with a huge smile.  
 
    “Mom, I gave Jeb my blessings yesterday,” Kevin said in the tone of a little man.  
 
    Now, everyone was staring at me for my response. Tears formed at the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t find the words to say so I nodded in fast motions as I blinked back tears. Finally, I was able to string together the words, “I will marry you! Yes! I will marry you, Jeb!”  
 
    He slid the ring onto my finger, and I obsessed over its gorgeousness as I stood there in awe. He picked me up into his arms and spun around as everyone cheered us on. When he planted me back on my feet, he pulled Kevin and Eva into our group hug.  
 
    “We’re one unit,” he said.  
 
    Jeb and I looked at each other, knowing we had obstacles to overcome. Getting his family’s acceptance and Rodney’s erratic behavior were the main ones. But our little family—the ones that counted—was happy, and our love would soon be solidified through marriage.  
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 2
  
 
    The Melody 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    As I buttoned my shirt up, I stood in front of the mirror looking at my reflection while my mind wondered about all the ways this could go wrong. My feet wanted to stay planted right there in our room as I thought about my father and the hateful words that would spew out of his mouth once I revealed to him Tameka would soon be my wife. 
 
    He wasn’t a fan of our union, to say the least. And he let me know by avoiding me at all costs. I wanted to talk this through with my dad, mostly because I couldn’t bear to see us turn into his brother and Channing. But he was too stuck in his own outdated ways to try to salvage our relationship. I’d give him a call, and he would send me straight to voicemail. I’d stop by the house, and he’d completely ignore me, only grunting and moaning in response to me trying to get something out of him. He wouldn’t even string together more than four words to say to me. He was beyond disapproving, and it showed.  
 
    I thought about asking Tameka to elope. I would love to see her on a breathtaking white beach after giving her my ring and vowing to spend the rest of my life with her. We didn’t need people there on our special day who didn’t support us.  Our day should belong to us, and to our love. 
 
    I slowly finished dressing and found it in myself to get the hell out of that room before I somehow rationalized not showing my face to my father. Funny enough though, bailing wasn’t even an option. I had to let him know directly that Tameka was going to be my wife now and he could either get with it or not be in my life.  
 
    I needed to hear his decision, though deep down, I knew he had picked a side long ago by every dodge and awkward avoidable silence between us. I still needed him to tell me to my face. 
 
    While I was getting ready for my encounter with my dad, Tameka was at work, and I was a bit relieved. I didn’t want her to see me this jumpy, while on the other hand, she was the only one who could ease my nerves. I rushed out the door, jumped into my truck, and sped to the other side of the train tracks. I was ready to get this over with. 
 
    As I pulled into the driveway of my old childhood home, memories flooded in. I remembered my dad’s meetings with the brotherhood and how me and Channing would sneak over to eavesdrop. We were so mesmerized by the weekly gatherings. Always present was my father, uncle, and a crowd of businessowners and trade workers from the old neighborhood with a handful of big wigs sprinkled in. Channing and I used to mimic them, fantasizing about the day when we would be leading the meetings. I shook my head at the thought as I sat in the car and fidgeted with my keys. I saw one of the curtains move and realized my dad had been made aware of my arrival. 
 
    Shit, I thought. Now, I had to put some pep in my step. I maneuvered out of the car and slammed the door shut as my father’s silhouette approached the doorway.  
 
    “Son,” he greeted me quite distantly as I approached the same old wooden porch I used to play on.  
 
    “Hey, Dad!” I tried to sound as if I was happy to see him. As much as I dreaded this pending moment, I knew that this conversation needed to happen.  
 
    He gave me a stiff head nod, fully committed to his bleak stance against welcoming me back home. I waited for him to embrace me, but he didn’t budge. I reached my hand out to shake his, but he kept both of his old, frail hands right inside his pocket as he looked me up and down the way he would examine a horse he was considering purchasing. 
 
    “So, what do I owe this visit to? Are you here to tell me that you finally dropped that monkey and got yourself a real woman?” 
 
    I hadn’t been there five minutes, and I could already feel my heart start to race and my hands ball into tight fists.  
 
    “Don’t EVER call her an animal. She’s the love of my life,” I said sternly so that he knew I wasn’t here for the derogatory name calling. 
 
    My Dear Old Dad squinted his eyes and glared at me as if I had somehow went out of my way to betray him.  
 
    “That nigger ain’t the love of your life. You need real help, Son.” 
 
    I leaped to within an inch or so from his face so that I was looking him directly in his eyes. I tried desperately to ignore the fact that I looked exactly like him. I was so close I could smell the coffee he drank this morning on his breath. I began making real deliberate attempts at trying to calm myself down from doing the worst. I didn’t want to hit my father, but disrespecting Tameka would be the button to push to make that happen. 
 
    “Pay attention, and I want to make this really clear as this won’t be up for debate or discussion,” I said damn near through my teeth. I could feel the vein in my forehead pumping quickly. “I asked for Tameka’s hand in marriage, and she said yes. This is the happiest I have ever been in life, Dad. She’s going to be my wife, and you’re going to have to fucking deal with it or stay out of our lives!” 
 
    “Your wife? Son, have you lost your damn mind?” He backed up from my face and began to pace the porch, making a creaking sound with every other step. “You ain’t goin’ ta’ be parading around this town that your ancestors built with no...with no colored girl. I’ll tell you that right now.” 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore, but just as my fist began rising up, my cousin, Channing, rushed out the front door and grabbed it just in enough time. 
 
    “Easy, easy, Jeb…he’s an old man,” I could hear Channing say, but my mind was focused on the face of the man who took me to baseball games, showed me how to climb trees, and also tried to brainwash me into thinking we were superior to black people. “It’s not worth it,” Channing said.  
 
    I started to back up all while keeping my gaze on my father. The old man was ready to take the hit and wouldn’t back down just because I wanted to stray from our bigoted family traditions.  
 
    “She’s going to be my wife, and we’re going to have little brown children with your last name and your blood running through their veins. Your name and your blood!” I screamed and then backed away toward my car.  
 
    “Over my dead body,” I heard my father yell just before I closed my door.  
 
    I sped off, leaving Channing and my father on the porch. Channing’s worry lines were visible even as I drove away. My father, on the other hand, seemed to have no problem watching me, his only son, drive out of his life, forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I was so glad to be home from work. The day was long and drawn out, and it couldn’t have ended any quicker. Jeb was in the kitchen cooking a delicious-smelling dinner while the kids were away at Kemara’s for the night. He said he had a huge surprise for us, and my mind raced at the possibilities. I was nervous just watching him squirm. I observed him fidget with the knife and fumble the veggies until I couldn’t take it anymore. His hands were so shaky and his body so restless that I had to intervene and assist my poor, antsy, but still so cute, man. I didn’t know what the hell was wrong, but it was starting to make me fret for him. 
 
    I motioned for him to scoot over and hand me the knife, but he quickly rejected my gesture to help by turning me away and leading me back into the living room, where I sat on the couch in self defeat. I waited for him to call my name the way he did to tell me dinner was ready. Every time I called out from the living room to ask him if he was okay, he just shrugged me off with a swift, “Everything’s good!” 
 
    Nevertheless, the food was beginning to smell delightful. Its scent wafted from the kitchen and into the living room where it easily tempted my nose and other senses with the savory smells that Jeb conjured up in the kitchen. Who knew he would be such a genius with food? That was an added bonus of him being my fiancé.  
 
    Jeb catered to me like no other man had ever done. One year together and I still couldn’t believe how I lucked up. And to think, I almost dissed him. Well, I definitely dissed him, but to think this never would have been if I hadn’t opened my heart up to him. If he hadn’t showed me it was safe to love again. It had been tough to open my heart, but definitely worth it. 
 
    “Babyyy!” Jeb yelled out from the kitchen. “Come eaaaat!” 
 
    I walked into the kitchen, and alas, Jeb didn’t look so jittery anymore. He had a smile plastered across his handsome face as he stood over his magnificently fragrant meal. 
 
    “Wal-ah!” he said with pride over the meal he spent the last three hours in the kitchen slaving over. “Only the best, for the best. My love, I present to you your favorite meal. Yes, believe your eyes. Chicken parmesan, a tossed Caesar salad, with my infamous Italian breadsticks. Better than Olive Garden!” 
 
    I slapped his chest flirtatiously as I let out a great big laugh from the pit of my belly. No one could make me laugh like Jeb could. He put his hand around my waist and pulled me in with his broad, beautiful shoulders and toned arms for one of his sensual kisses. I was so used to his kisses, and yet I couldn’t get enough of them. He smiled mid-kiss and whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Are you ready to eat, love, or are you ready to eat?” he asked as he motioned to the bedroom. 
 
    I couldn’t help but to snicker. “Babe!” I exclaimed with a big grin on my face. “I’m ready for both meals, of course,” I responded with a flirty smirk on my face. 
 
    Jeb laughed and kissed my neck. “Oh, trust, I’m ready for dessert already.” 
 
    We both sat down at the table, and I gasped at Jeb’s beautiful presentation. He scooted his chair closer to mine as I looked up to him in appreciation. 
 
    “Baby, I just want to thank you for the meal. I know you were feeling a little off today, but I truly cherish how you took the time out to cook for us and to spend quality time together.” 
 
    “Anything for the love of my life,” Jeb gushed. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off his alluring face. I was grateful for a man like Jeb. 
 
    We dug in and began to demolish the food. After the hard day we both had, we finally were able to savor the moment until Jeb became a little skittish and removed again.  
 
    I placed my hand on his. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” he blinked down at me as if he wanted to tell me something but was hesitant. He paused for a moment and then proceeded. “I wanted to ask you if you wou—” 
 
    The doorbell rang, cutting Jeb off abruptly. We both froze, wondering who could be at our front door at this time of night. We gave each other a solemn look. We didn’t want any visitors; we just wanted to enjoy each other’s company.  
 
    The doorbell rang again and again, so I hustled to answer it, thinking it was possibly Kemara and the kids. Jeb followed closely behind once he saw the look of worry rush to my face. I opened the door and was almost blown away to see Rodney standing there with my ex-mother-in-law. Shock and awe had to be displayed on my face as I wondered what the hell they were doing there. 
 
    “Baby,” Rodney said as he leaned in to kiss my forehead just like he used to do once upon a time when we were in love and married. I quickly dodged his advance and sidestepped, almost making him stumble as I reacted with such swiftness. “Um, excuse me? Why did you do that, baby?” Rodney regained his balance and looked at me like I had antlers growing out of my head. “Didn’t you miss me?” 
 
    “Back off!” Jeb said as the expression on his face went from bewilderment to anger as his cheeks flushed red. He stepped up to Rodney as he confronted him, and Rodney was visibly confused.   
 
    “Who the hell is this? Man, you better step back from my wife before I have to put my hands on you,” Rodney responded as he marched up to meet Jeb.  
 
    “How dare you come in here like this,” Jeb said, getting even closer in Rodney’s face. 
 
    Rodney’s mother finally stepped in, preparing to speak. You would think she was amused by the entire scene with the way she had looked on without interrupting. 
 
    “Hold on, there! Everyone, let’s just all take a seat so I can explain,” uttered the lady who used to haunt me with her constant judgements and interference in me and Rodney’s marriage.  
 
    “Take a seat and explain what?!” I was beyond annoyed that the two people I wanted to see least in this world had barged in on me and Jeb’s private time. I’d rather thread a needle through the tiniest hole than to sit down with those two and have a conversation. “You can explain whatever you have to say right here, so we can get back to our night; that’s what you can do,” I said bluntly.  
 
    Rodney’s eyes glazed over with a softness I hadn’t seen in years. “Your night? Tameka, do you care to explain why my wife hasn’t come to see me in the hospital, but when I come home she’s spending the night with a honkey?” His rudeness replaced the sad, melancholy expression I thought I had seen in his eyes just moments before. 
 
    Jeb and I looked at each other and then back at Rodney’s mom, Silvia.  
 
    “Is this some sick joke?” I demanded an answer as I crossed my arms. 
 
    “Baby.” Rodney put his cold, grimy hands around my waist, and I instantly shook them off. The mere thought of his touch gave me the creeps. He backed up as if he was hurt by my response to his affection. 
 
    “Okay, Silvia, I’m going to need for you to explain, and quick. What the fuck is going on here?!” I asked.  
 
    Silvia sighed and proceeded to move out of the doorway and into the foyer. She took her time as she was a lot older since I had last seen her, and she needed to rest after Rodney’s outburst. She took it upon herself to walk into the dining room and take a seat at the table in front of the food that was now turning cold. She let out a loud sigh and proceeded.  
 
    “As you know, Rodney lost his memory. He has no recollection of the accident, nor divorcing you. But lately, it seems as if he can remember up to some point when you guys were still married. He didn’t believe me when I tried to explain that you were divorced, and for five years at that. That’s why he had to see for himself. And so, here we are,” Rodney’s mother said with the amusement one would have if they were watching a soap opera on TV.  
 
    She grabbed an empty wine glass and poured some of the Stella Mia I’d picked up at the grocery store after work into it. She gulped down the wine and glanced at Jeb and me to see how we would respond to the news. 
 
    I stood there speechless while Jeb stood behind me. Once the anger left me, shock overwhelmed me as I looked at my ex-mother-in-law and ex-husband with contempt.  
 
    Rodney gentled, stepping to me in a way I didn’t understand coming from him. He never had this type of disposition when we were married, not even in the beginning. This shift was like watching a rerun of the Twilight Zone or some weird dream I was ready to wake up from.  
 
    “Baby—” Rodney began and attempted to grab my hand.  
 
    I instantly moved my hand away from the cold touch of his. He realized how put off I was with his advances and stepped back before continuing to speak.  
 
    “Tameka. Are you saying you’re no longer in love with me?” he asked, his voice cracking.  
 
    I stared into the eyes of my ex-husband, a man who I’d once longed to have look at me the way he was looking at me now. He showed a genuine concern for what used to be our love. The love that made Eva and Kevin possible. A love I once meditated over and prayed for, hoping it could grow into something that would last forever. 
 
    “Rodney,” I said, feeling a little more at ease to step closer to my horrible ex who didn’t really seem to be so horrible anymore. “We’ve been divorced for over five years now. We haven’t been together since then. Hell, to be real, we don’t even have a great co-parenting relationship. And this is Jeb,” I stepped back near Jeb’s side and wrapped my arms around him, “…we’ve been engaged for a year.” 
 
    Rodney’s eyes bulged as if it was his first time noticing Jeb’s arms around me. He put his head down in disbelief, shaking it as if we were the ones mistreating him.  
 
    “This can’t be true. This can’t be—” He looked at his mother who humped her shoulders. Then, Rodney looked back in my direction. “Where are the kids? Are they upstairs asleep? I need to see them!” 
 
    I shot Sylvia a heated glare. She could have called me to give me a heads up that Rodney was out of the rehab facility and in this confused state of mind. I would have told her not to bring him over here, or at least, I would have been prepared for the storm that was to come. But that would have been too much to ask for the mother-in-law from hell, who coddled her son and stood behind his childish ways until the ink dried on our divorce papers.  
 
    “I tried to tell him. He wouldn’t believe me,” she said, humping her shoulders again as if she was hopeless to Rodney’s new mind state. “There was nothing I could do,” she said, sounding sincere for once in her life.  
 
    Rodney began to run up the stairs, but I caught hold of his shirt to stop him from wasting his time.  
 
    “The kids are at my sister’s house for the night. Me and Jeb,” I took a moment to clear my throat. “…were enjoying a night alone while they visit with their little cousin.” 
 
    “Oh…” Rodney began to slow his pace down and ease into thoughts that we all became uneasy watching him think. “So, I guess I’ll just come back over in the morning to see my baby girl and lil man.” 
 
    “Well, remember,” I felt I should’ve pointed out, “Kevin is seven now…and Eva would say she ain’t no baby girl. She’s eleven.” 
 
    Rodney looked as if he was about to lose his mind. “What?! So I really missed five years of their lives? How could this be? I don’t believe it.” He rubbed his head over and over, as if that act alone would bring his memories back.  
 
    “Come on, Son,” Sylvia said in the usual coddling tone she used for Rodney. Then, she walked over and took him by the hand.  
 
    Rodney took a few steps towards the door with his mother then paused and turned back towards me.  
 
    “I know our love isn’t lost, Meka. It can’t be. I’ll be back for the kids…and for you,” the puzzled man muttered as he brushed my chin with his fingernails, I guess in an attempt of persistence.  
 
    It almost made my heart ache to see my ex try to reciprocate the love I once poured into him. “Rodney, don’t make this more complicated than it already is. The kids haven’t seen you in almost a year, since you’ve been recovering from the accident, so they will need time to adjust,” I replied.   
 
    “What accident? Why does everyone keep talking about an accident, and why can’t I remember it?”  
 
    “Rodney, let’s go. The doctors don’t want you to stress out like this,” Sylvia pleaded with him. “You’ve seen and heard enough for one night.”  
 
    Rodney looked back at me and Jeb who’s arm was wrapped securely around my waist. He let out a deep sigh, his shoulders slumped, and he shuffled toward the door looking defeated. He opened the door for his mother, and she walked out without saying goodbye.  
 
    The only reason Sylvia had come by was to satisfy her son…not to see her grandchildren, and she surely didn’t consider how this visit might have affected them if they had been home. After Sylvia walked out, Rodney turned and looked at me once again.  
 
    “Like I said, I’ll be back for my kids…and my wife,” he said glaring at Jeb before walking out the door. 
 
    Jeb looked just as stumped as I was about Rodney’s strange visit. Without saying a word, he pulled me into his arms and held me close. I never imagined Rodney’s return would be peaceful, but his lapse in memory could make things even worse. Jeb wrapped his arms around me, and I pushed the nightmare that had been Rodney out of my mind, at least for tonight.  
 
    “Let’s just try to enjoy the rest of our night,” Jeb said as he took my hand and walked toward the kitchen. When we got close to the stairwell, he bypassed the turn to the kitchen and started up the steps, pulling me along behind him to the bedroom.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    I walked onto the court and started shooting some baskets while I waited for my late cousin. I’d almost joined a game with a couple of other guys, when Channing ran clumsily into the gym with his duffle bag bobbing close behind on his shoulder. I gave Channing a look he didn’t even have to decipher.  
 
    “Man, what the hell is going on?” he asked.  
 
    I thought Kemara would already have some insight on the problem since Tameka and her sister discussed everything. I passed Channing the ball and let out a grand sigh.  
 
    “What isn’t going on?” I rolled my eyes. “Last night was supposed to conclude in climaxes, scratches on my back, and pu—”  
 
    Channing quickly cut me off from spilling the unnecessary details of my love life with his sister-in-law.  
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it!” He laughed a little, and I knew he understood perfectly well how great the sex was post-proposal. He’d had a smile on his face since he proposed to Kemara. “What I don’t get is how a Casanova like you let something get in the way of your special night with your lady. Your smooth talk and moves couldn’t dodge whatever it was that cock-blocked you?” Channing paused a minute and continued, “Wait…was it your pops?” 
 
    I threw the ball at the goal as hard as I could, and Channing quickly got serious. “Don’t let him maneuver his way in between you and Tameka. You did right the other day when you left his house. Sometimes, we have to let go. Hopefully, he will come around. That’s why I go over there sometimes, to talk to him about the way what he is doing is making you feel.”  
 
    “Oh yeah? Well, how are those talks coming along?” I asked sarcastically.  
 
    “About as good as talking to a brick wall, but I do it anyway because your father has always been a reasonable man, and I keep thinking he’ll come around.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what he’s doing right now isn’t reasonable, and I’m not going to kiss his ass to appease him. I love Tameka, and nothing he says will change that.”  
 
    “I know, man. It’s just sad to see another part of our family broken because of people hating on love. It’s a fucked up way to be.” Channing started to pace, as if memories came flooding back in from when his father attempted to wedge his way in between him and Kemara. He knew all too well what it was like when family voiced such strong opinions about who you chose to love all because of the color of their skin. 
 
    “It is sad, but I’ll have to learn to live without him around. I mean...you were there. You saw how heated things were just because I told him I was going to marry Tameka. He just flat out denied me. All the fucking name-calling, the hate in his heart!” I shook my head. “I won’t tolerate that in my life. I can’t anymore. Tameka and the kids are my family now. I can’t have my father berating me like I’m a child, when he’s the one that has an immature mentality about race.” 
 
    Channing stopped taking shots into the hoop and bounced the ball a while. He walked over and patted me on the back.  
 
    “Man, if anyone knows how you feel, you know damn well that it’s me. Me and Kemara got your back. Don’t forget, we’re your family too,” Channing expressed while noting simultaneously that things were starting to feel too sentimental. “Uh, we’re getting a little too in our feelings though man, so I’m going to give you some space,” he added.  
 
    Channing took another shot and slapped his chest when the ball went into the hoop. “Your big cuz is here for you though, man,” Channing said.  
 
    I could imagine how my concerned face transitioned promptly to a smile. Channing cracked a smile too. Then, I remembered that wasn’t the end of my troubles.  
 
    “But see, that’s not even the half of it, Channing. Last night, I had planned this great big dinner for Tameka, and I had a surprise for her…” 
 
    Channing was bouncing the ball, waiting for me to reveal what the surprise was, but quickly became inpatient. “Um...okay, aaaand…?” 
 
    I was a little hesitant to reveal to my cousin what I wanted to ask Tameka. I was nervous that everyone was going to take this the wrong way. 
 
    “What? Were you going to present her with the Tinder profile of some chick who agreed to that threesome you’ve been fantasizing about since we were ten?” Channing began cackling, amused at his joke and also at the thought of me asking my new fiancée what she thought about us bringing in a third wheel into our bedroom. 
 
    I squinted my eyes at Channing, annoyed that he probably would never drop that story. I cleared my throat and said, “What I was going to present Tameka with were four tickets to Hawaii this summer. I was planning on asking her if she wanted to just go with me, her, and the kids, on an island…to say our vows to each other on one of those white, sandy beaches.” 
 
    Channing stopped bouncing and pacing and stared at me in amusement. “You were going to ask her to elope?” 
 
    I looked at my cousin and shrugged my shoulders.  
 
    “Yeah, so what?” 
 
    “Dude. You know how many times I’ve already had to cut my game of NBA 2K short because your fiancée and my wife consumed our living room with wedding plans? And now you want to elope? I’m not so sure how she’s going to feel about that, Jeb,” Channing said, shaking his head in disagreement. “Matter of fact, I know it’s not going to go over well.” 
 
    “I know she’s really excited and into planning this wedding, but I just don’t want anything to go wrong, Channing. I mean, I can’t have anyone trying to sabotage her special day. That would hurt her more, and I’m supposed to guard her from that,” I said. 
 
    Channing took a step closer to me. I was well-intentioned, and he knew it. “So this is because of your dad? You want to elope because of your pops?” 
 
    I tried to stare him in the face as a show of strength and a level of manhood that proved my father had nothing to do with this decision, but I quickly backed down.  
 
    “It’s not just because of him, Channing. It’s…it’s everyone. I’m not really dealing well with everyone’s input, you know. Dirty Neil and the rest of the boys have been talking shit when I run into them in town. My pops and my relationship has gone to the tank. And to be honest, I’m terrified of what I may do if someone, who’s heart is full of hate, comes to our wedding and ruins the day. That wouldn’t only break Tameka. It would break me.” 
 
    Channing had to know very well what I was feeling. He couldn’t really blame me for trying to maneuver my way around all the people in our town who couldn’t handle seeing two people from different sides of the tracks fall in love, especially one who came from a family with a heritage of hate. I couldn’t chance that. Not when I’d painted a picture for my lovely fiancée that showed images of us rising above it all.  
 
    “Regardless if you and Tameka elope or get married here in our small little town, you’re going to have to face these people who don’t want to see y’all together. Shit, what do you think me and Kemara deal with on a daily basis?” Channing asked, and the intense look in his eyes rattled something inside of me. He told the brutal truth that I’d been avoiding, while I spent every spare minute of every day loving Tameka. “People stare at us, say inappropriate things to us, and are plain out rude sometimes.” 
 
    I looked at my cousin and best friend. I had witnessed all that went on because I was there when Channing had to vent about the nurses in the hospital who shrugged off his wife’s concerns because she was black. I was also there as an ear when my uncle denounced Channing, and I could never forget when Channing had to beat his own brother into shreds because he disrespected Kemara. And those things were just a drop in the barrel of the disrespect they’d experienced.  
 
    I had a front seat to the hate they faced, but things were about to get a little different. Tameka and I would now be the ones to face it head on, and I wasn’t too sure that I was ready for that. 
 
    I snapped out of the haze of thinking about what was all to come when Channing spoke up again. “So what act of divine intervention stopped you from revealing your escape plan to Tameka?” Channing chuckled, as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Her douchebag of an ex-husband showed up with his mommy,” I said mockingly. “Dude has completely lost his mind. He has literally time hopped back to the past and actually believes he is still in love with Tameka. He thinks they are still happily married.” 
 
    “That’s madness, Jeb,” Channing said with a shocked expression on his face. “How did you handle it?” 
 
    “It’s not how I expected my night to go so we were caught off guard, man. He’s on some crazy shit, like really! As he was leaving, he told Tameka he would be back for the kids and her, and I was a few seconds from coming undone on him, sick or not,” I said.  
 
    “He has done a complete one-eighty,” Channing muttered as he shook his head.  
 
    “I’m not going to let anyone get in the way of me and Tameka’s happiness. It took a lot for her to feel safe with me, and I’m not allowing anyone to mess that up.” 
 
    Channing swatted his hand at me. “I know you’re not worried about that scrub, Rodney. Kemara confirmed that Tameka literally hates his guts. You don’t have anything to worry about when it comes to him.” 
 
    “You weren’t there last night, Channing. His eyes revealed that he wasn’t the same jerk that cheated on her and left her for another woman. He looked at her as if he has an aching love for Tameka, like he’s ready to battle for her.” 
 
    “After all he has done, it’s going to take more than a look in his eyes. Tameka knows what she wants, and she wants to marry you. Stay focused on what matters,” Channing said and threw the ball to me.  
 
    I quickly turned to the goal and hooped it. “You’re right, man. I have to stay focused on the prize, and that’s getting my woman to Hawaii.”  
 
    Channing shook his head as he hustled for the ball and threw up a shot of his own.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Tameka 
 
      
 
    “Girl!” I flopped down on my chair and grabbed a menu. I was meeting Kemara for brunch with a couple of our girlfriends, Alise and Jayne. “I needed this sooo bad. You won’t believe the week I had!” 
 
    They had all been updated on my nightmare with Rodney’s memory loss, and I had already unloaded the juicy details, but it still remained the talking point since it was so strange and not at all like my ex. It was like he was a new person, or better yet, he had returned to being the person I fell in love with so many years ago.  
 
    Jayne waved the busy waitress over, but she instantly put her index finger up as if to tell her to hold on for a few. Jayne rolled her eyes and pivoted back towards the girls. “I mean, if you ask me, this sounds like a gateway into taking the perfect revenge for that monster of an ex that you’ve had to deal with for the last four years.” Jayne took a sip of her mimosa and raised her eyebrows as if she had made the point of the century.  
 
    I gave her a look that needed no words, but Kemara and Alise gave their approving Amen’s by the chorus of “Umm hmm’s” they seemed to harmonize over.  
 
    “Now, y’all know that is not my style. My life is amazing right now! I have Jeb, and we’re about to get married!” I looked down at my ring with a smile. “And the kids have been so happy lately. They actually love Jeb, and I don’t have the energy to throw our happiness back in Rodney’s face. I just want to live my stress free life with my family.” I took a swig from my champagne glass. “But you know what?” 
 
    They all leaned in to listen closely as if their hopes were up that I had at least one act of vengeance up my sleeve. “What?” Alise asked.  
 
    “It sure is nice to not have to worry about Rodney doing something crazy these days. Now that he’s lost his memory, he’s much more pleasant,” I said.  
 
    My girlfriends and sister let out sighs and groans, unsatisfied that I hadn’t hopped on the retribution train.  
 
    “I guess you’re right about that,” Kemara said and let out a laugh from her gut. We all soon joined her in laughter, realizing that, if anything, we were relieved things hadn’t been so tense in the last few months.  
 
    We all had our own lives to lead but had seemed to finally find the silver lining. Jayne had finished law school and gotten hired by a local law firm. Alise was having the time of her life getting booked by clubs to sing her heart out; she had even recently become a sensation at Jeb’s club. And we all knew Kemara was so in love with Channing that a permanent smile sparkled on her face.  
 
    “Let’s just take a moment to toast to happy and fulfilling lives filled with love and good sex for the rest of our days!” Jayne exclaimed after her stint of laughter.  
 
    “Now, that I can toast to,” I said as I raised my glass in unison with my circle of friends. 
 
    “I hope to be toasting to that soon,” Alise said, and Jayne echoed her sentiment by clinking her glass to Alise’s.  
 
    “Well, that’s something I can get behind too,” a familiar yet chilling voice spoke from behind me as a frail hand reached over my head and towards our glasses.  
 
    Kemara’s mouth dropped open as she stared at the silhouette behind me. 
 
    “Hey bitches,” cackled a thin and brittle-looking Melody, Rodney’s ex who obviously couldn’t handle him through sickness and in health as she once was ready to vow to.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing over here?” I snapped. “You should really think twice before you say another word. You aren’t welcome anywhere near me.” 
 
    Melody had this conniving smirk on her face as she watched me get up from the table to confront her. Kemara grabbed my hand, encouraging me to sit back down, while Alise and Jayne stood up to back me up if needed. 
 
    “I just saw you and your little crew over here, and I just had to come over and express my gratitude that your presence has become more satisfying to Rodney since his accident. I couldn’t deal with his little situation because he can hardly do anything for himself now.” Her face transitioned into a very phony sad face. “I don’t take care of people; they take care of me,” she said in the most annoying, squeakiest voice I had ever heard. 
 
    This is what he left me for? I shook my head and wondered just how much of a relationship my kids were going to have with their little sibling who was only a few months old.  
 
    “If you don’t take care of people, I don’t know how the whole “motherhood-thing” is going to work for you,” Kemara interjected.  
 
    Melody turned towards Kemara and nonchalantly announced, “Oh, I’m giving that baby up for adoption, so it will be well taken care of. Furthermore, my child is not your problem!” And just like that, the Wicked Witch of the East flipped her hair and bounced out of the restaurant. 
 
    “God, I can’t stand her,” I snarled as I watched Rodney’s new ex slither away. “Can you believe her? The nerve of that selfish bitch!” I said as my fist tightened. “Eva and Kevin have a little brother or sister that they won’t know because Rodney couldn’t even pick out a good mistress!” 
 
    I couldn’t explain why my heart ached so badly at the thought of what Melody was about to do. Kemara was my sister and best friend, and I couldn’t imagine not having her in my life. Now my own kids would have to experience knowing their own flesh and blood was out there somewhere in the world with complete strangers.  
 
    Alise reached her hand out and put it on mine in sympathy. “This is just out of your control, babe,” she said softly.  
 
    “That’s right. Rodney made the choice to be with her, and he should be the only one to have to deal with the consequences,” Jayne chimed in.  
 
    “You’re right. I can’t do anything about what other grown people choose to do,” I said in attempt to prevent the hurt my heart was beginning to feel for my babies. Yet my anger for Rodney was reignited since he was the self-centered bastard who put our children in this situation. “If their asshole of a father never messed around with the bitch, we would be having a very different conversation right now.” 
 
    “Once again, Tameka, girl, you can only work with what you can control. And anything Rodney did in the past will accrue a price that he has to pay. Not you, so don’t take that on as your burden,” Jayne iterated.  
 
    “How does the saying go, “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference,” Kemara added.  
 
    “The serenity prayer,” I said, nodding my head in understanding of it.  
 
    We went back to our communion of sisterhood over some bomb French toast, scrambled eggs, crispy turkey bacon, and tasty fresh fruit. And, eventually, our waitress came to relieve us of our empty champagne glasses by delivering us another pitcher of mimosas. I thought about my hunk of a fiancé and my happy, healthy kids, and decided to enjoy the discussions about love and life with my girlfriends without letting Melody’s intrusion ruin my day.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jeb 
 
    While Tameka was out having brunch with Kemara and her girls, it was finally my opportunity to plot out just exactly how I was going to ask her to elope. I hadn’t necessarily deemed it as eloping until Channing brought that to my attention. I would like to think of it as our very own private ceremony that would be more meaningful than involving crowds of people, some of whom may not have our best interest at heart. I kind of had a feeling Tameka would be uneasy about my plan, so I kept going through it over and over in my mind because this had to be right.  
 
    I had to show Tameka just how much I needed her and the kids to be a part of my life and that I was willing to take steps to make our wedding day perfect. I was determined to show her just how much I truly loved her.  
 
    The night would begin with dinner at her favorite restaurant, overlooking the city. The kids were each at their friend’s houses, and every moment was elaborately and well-planned out, down to the last detail, except where to hide the plane tickets.  
 
    I was working out where the hell I was going to hide those tickets when I heard a knock on the door. A very anxious-looking Rodney stood on the front porch when I opened the curtain. This guy seemed to materialize every time I was getting ready to tell Tameka about my Hawaii idea. I opened the door and glared at him, leaving no doubt in the air that his pop-ups were starting to tick me off.  
 
    “Yeah?” I said brashly.  
 
    He straightened up when he saw me and pulled at his collar. It was obvious that I was the last person on Earth he expected to open the door. He coughed to clear his throat and asked, “Um, are the kids home?” 
 
    “They’re not,” I replied. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Do you live here now or something?” he asked seeming to regain the confidence he’d lost when I opened the door.  
 
    “Yes, actually I do,” I said confidently. 
 
    “Oh,” Rodney said as he looked inside the house as if he were waiting on an invitation inside. “Well, is Tameka here? I’d like to speak with her.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said quickly and defensively. I just couldn’t shake the way I had observed him treat Tameka and the kids before. The Rodney I had ingrained in my head was unable to be separated from this new Rodney, who, although was making a complete fool of himself, appeared to be less of an asshole.  
 
    “Well, can we talk?” he asked.  
 
    I sucked in a huge breath and motioned for Rodney to come inside, and I shut the door behind him. He looked nervous as he walked into the foyer and then the living room. I watched as he drew his attention to the pictures of the kids and Tameka on the ledge of the fireplace. Standing behind him, I witnessed his cheeks rise into a smile at the sight of what used to be his family.  
 
    “So, you wanted to talk?” I asked.  
 
    He turned and took a step closer to me. “I was hoping we would have a chance to talk since I’m pursuing your lady,” he said.  
 
    I looked at him with furrowed brows, and he started giggling.  
 
    “A joke man…it’s a joke. Look, I know this is awkward for you, but imagine how it feels to wake up from a coma looking for your beautiful wife only to find out she’s your ex-wife, and she has a new man.” 
 
    “I can imagine how you feel, but now you know the truth,” I said sternly. “So you have to move on.” 
 
    “I do, and everyone has explained how I got to this reality.” Rodney looked down at the carpet then turned towards the pictures, specifically to the professional photo of me, Tameka and the kids that sat on the mantle over the fireplace. “But I’m sure you understand that I can’t let my family go that easily. I won’t go out without a fight,” he said.  
 
    “Excuse me? Have you bumped your head again?” I asked.  
 
    “No, but I have to fight for what’s mine. And this is not a slight to you,” he said as he put his hands in his pocket, gesturing that he meant his fight wouldn’t be physical. “I woke up in that hospital bed still married to the love of my life with a family waiting for me at home, and that means the world to me, so I can’t so easily let go—” 
 
    “She’s not yours anymore, Rodney. She’s mine, and there’s no question about that,” I barked.  
 
    “I have to fight for her love. It’s all I know,” Rodney said, standing face to face with me.   
 
    “It’s over, completely over. You’re stuck in the past. You were married to her, but you cheated on her and devalued her. You broke her heart and turned her ice-cold, and you know how I know? Because I was there to clean up the mess. I was there to pick up all the pieces of her heart and put it back together again. I’m the reason she’s whole again. She meant enough to me for me to hang in there with her.” 
 
    “Tameka means the world to me,” he murmured.  
 
    “Bullshit. When you had her, you didn’t treat her right. Now, the real daddy’s home, and I take care of your children and Tameka. I’ll be damned if I let you waltz in here and stake a claim on my future. But I understand why you would want to because Tameka is an amazing woman who’s smart and makes me happy. You walked out on that. So thank you. Because of you, I’m marrying her, and I’ll be there for her for the rest of her life, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    Rodney looked astonished as he glared at me until the creaking sound of the floor captured his attention. I was so wrapped up in our tense conversation that I didn’t hear or see Tameka walk into the house. She had tears trickling down her face, and I walked over to her.  
 
    “Baby, are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    “I love you, Jeb,” she said to me then turned to Rodney. “You heard my man. We’re spending the rest of our lives together and there’s nothing you can do about it.” She touched my face and pulled my chin downward to kiss me. We embraced in that kiss until Rodney couldn’t stand to watch us any longer and walked out the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    “I love you too,” Jeb said as the door closed behind Rodney. He stared down at me with those ocean blue eyes that made my knees buckle each time he looked at me that way.  
 
    “Thank you for saying those things about me to Rodney. It’s good to be appreciated.”  
 
    “Well, I meant every word.” Jeb paused as if he were thinking about something heavy then added, “I’ve been thinking about how I was going to propose an idea to you.” 
 
    “You already proposed, silly,” I said, hitting his shoulder playfully.  
 
    “I know, babe, but I have something special to ask you,” he said. 
 
    I was beyond curious now. “Oh, really? What do you want to ask me?”  
 
    He smirked cockily, and ooooh, it drove me crazy when he looked at me like that. “I want to take you to your favorite restaurant first,” he said.  
 
    “Tell me now,” I said, wanting to know the secret idea he had been keeping from me.  
 
    “We’ll go to the restaurant and talk about it afterwards, okay? I promise.”  
 
    “I guess I can go that long without knowing,” I said teasingly. “I just need a few minutes to change, and I’ll be ready for a night out.”  
 
    Jeb smiled after getting the green light on our date. He lifted me into his arms, carried me upstairs to the bedroom, and laid me gently in the center of the bed where he kissed my lips again. Damn, this feels so good.  
 
    “We’re not going to make it to the restaurant as long as we’re horizontal,” I said as his hands crept under my blouse, slowly lifting it up and off.  
 
    “I like horizontal. Horizontal is a good position,” Jeb said as he explored my breasts with his big hands then circled my hard nipples with his tongue, biting each one in the tender way only he knew how to do.  
 
    I loved the way his lips felt against my breasts, and my body got chills as he licked from my breasts to the fabric covering my gushy center.  
 
    I helped him out of his shirt, slowly moving from his chest to his briefs to feel his throbbing dick. He unbuttoned my pants and yanked them off then began to kiss my breasts again before kissing his way to my belly button. He teased every inch of my flesh until his greedy tongue slid down to my pussy and sent me into a fit of moans. As Jeb licked me inside and out, his strong hands pursued my nipples, stroking them as he ate me out. 
 
    “Jeb, fuuuuck,” I said as my climax built quickly.  
 
    He came back up for air and kissed me on my lips, and I kissed him back while whispering in his ear, “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Never,” he replied.   
 
    After my legs started quivering, Jeb mounted me and thrust his way inside of me, stroking passionately as if we’d never made love before. I knew the first time we made love he was going to make me feel things I never allowed myself to feel until our bodies became one.  
 
    Jeb took his time with me, and he knew exactly what he was doing, exactly where to touch me. He had become very familiar with the erogenous zones he could trigger to make me go insane. As he slammed his cock in and out of me, I squeezed his broad shoulders to haul him even closer to me. I wrapped my legs around his sweaty body, deepening our embrace as he pumped harder and quicker into me.  
 
    I was about to cum, so I tightened my leg’s grip around his waist as he buried his face into my bosom. Our peak was on the horizon, and we fell over the cliff, climaxing together. I dug my nails into his back when he plopped his body down on mine as he dripped sweat everywhere.  
 
    “Tameka,” he said while trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Yes, baby?” I asked sweetly. 
 
    “You got that good-good, baby,” he said and chuckled sexily.   
 
    I giggled as he kissed me again and again, making me feel as if I never wanted to move from this bed. Ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    Today had been an insane day, but Tameka always knew how to turn those crazy days on their heads simply with her presence. I loved her, and my goal was to always make that clear to her. I gasped for air as I laid next to her after we had just made love. I loved the way she cuddled next to me after we had been intimate. It let me know she felt safe with me. 
 
    I was about to fall into a slumber when I realized Tameka had slid down to my cock and put her beautiful mouth on the tip. She licked me up and down as if she was simply enjoying the taste before she inserted my entire cock into her mouth. I loved the feeling of hitting the back of her throat, and she did just that until I came for a second time. 
 
    I had to shake my head every time she managed that. No woman could ever make me climax twice, and especially through oral sex. I pulled her up to me and laid her on my chest. As her soft body rested atop of me, I was coming to life for her again, and I couldn’t believe the strong desire to have her was flowing through me once more.  
 
    I dragged her chin toward my lips and kissed her. It wasn’t long before I’d flipped her over and buried myself inside of her. There was one thing I knew for sure, and that was I would never get enough of this woman.  
 
    An hour later, I stood in the bedroom looking into the bathroom as Tameka got dressed for our date night. She had the music blasting while she stood in the mirror, dancing and applying makeup. I watched her body move to the rhythm, and it should be a sin to move with such seduction and grace at once.  
 
    When she saw me glaring at her in the mirror, she paused for a second and smiled at me with her compelling dark-brown eyes. She didn’t know just how crazy she had me going for her as I stared into her pretty brown eyes.  
 
    “Pretty Brown Eyes.” Mint Condition’s song had come on at the club a few nights ago, and I asked the DJ the name of the band singing it, because ‘pretty brown eyes’ would be my new song for my beautiful fiancée. My manhood throbbed in my pants at the dark and sexy look in her eyes. She was practically beckoning me to have her again. I had to tell myself “down boy” because I was at full blood and ready to be buried inside of her.  
 
    I hoped the rest of the night was as beautiful as the beginning. I was going to show Tameka the airplane tickets to Hawaii, and I was nervous about how she would respond. She had been asking for clues about my idea, but I kept telling her she would find out soon enough. She had once gushed about her dream of frolicking on the island’s beaches, so I hoped her sentiment would be the same when I told her of my plan.  
 
    “Babe, I’m going downstairs. I’ll be waiting for you,” I told her. 
 
    She swatted me away. “I’ll be done in a minute,” she said.  
 
    I went downstairs and checked to make sure the tickets were still tucked away in the pocket of my suit jacket. I called Channing up and told him it was a go. While we were at the restaurant, he was going to come over and set up the flowers and candles I had bought earlier that day.  
 
    When I got off the phone with Channing, I glanced at the clock and noticed time was flying by. I put on my suit jacket and yelled upstairs, “Baaabyyy, we’re going to miss our reservation if we don’t leave in the next fifteen minutes!” I warned her. 
 
    “I’m almost done,” her sweet voice yelled back down, and I couldn’t even be upset that she’d been working on her makeup for over an hour.  
 
    I was a fucking nervous wreck. In my mind, Tameka was already my wife. I didn’t need a marriage ceremony to make that any more valid. But with all of the mess going on with Rodney popping up out the blue, the day wasn’t heading in the direction I had originally planned.  
 
    Rodney’s visit validated that eloping to Hawaii was a good idea. We didn’t need him trying to ruin our wedding, since he’d claimed he wanted Tameka and that he was prepared to fight for her. Don’t get me wrong; Tameka was indeed worth fighting for, and she deserved the world, but I was hell-bent on being the one to give it to her.  
 
    I snapped out the fog of my thoughts as soon as Tameka walked down the stairs. It was as if time had slowed down, and everything in the universe re-centered around her. She had donned a beautiful yellow dress that clung to her curves and summoned me from across the room.  
 
    I would have to take a moment to check my bottom lip for drool after she seemed to glide down the stairs and across the room. I gawked as I followed every step she took, fixing my stare on her glistening cocoa skin as she inched closer to me. 
 
    I gave a wide smile as I watched her eyes twinkle upon seeing me. Her smile was enough to make me weak. I felt my legs wobble simply from being in her presence. I was hooked, and I’m sure she absolutely knew. Tameka was a drug I always wanted to be high on. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, I still couldn’t take my eyes off her.  
 
    “You ready, babe?” she asked with a gleaming smile on her succulent lips.  
 
    I drew her close to me and went for a peck, catching the light smell of her sex-inducing perfume. She had me under her spell, and I loved every moment of it.  
 
    “Yes,” I said as I carefully placed my hand on the small of her waist, letting her lead me out the door as we began our night.  
 
    I hurried to the passenger side of the car so that she didn’t have a chance to reach for her doorknob. I opened it and admired the way she gracefully positioned herself into the car. I carefully closed the door behind her and rushed to get in the driver’s seat.  
 
    As we drove to our destination, we remained silent but in a trance as if we were in a love stupor, drunk on each other, and still not ready to sober up. I kissed her hand as our fingers interlocked. She glanced at me, and her face lit up.  
 
    It didn’t take long before we arrived at the restaurant. I found a parking spot and swiftly hopped out and opened the door for Tameka. She climbed out of the car, and I led her into the packed restaurant that she had raved about. She had gone on and on about how nice it was, so I had to bring her here. I hadn’t made an official reservation though, but I got a little help from a friend in securing a table since this wasn’t the type of place one could walk into and expect to be served. He hooked me up with a nice, candlelit table on the rooftop of the restaurant at the spare of the moment.  
 
    Our view overlooked the calm and peaceful small city. The weather was beautiful, not too hot or sticky, and offered just enough of a breeze to keep the air breathable and airy for our night of love.  
 
    As the hostess led us upstairs to the rooftop, I could see Tameka drawback at the sight of it. She gasped and squeezed my hand tighter when she noticed the view.  
 
    We sat down together and perused the menu. She talked about prices, letting me know that somethings she hadn’t tried because they were so expensive, but I squeezed her hand and said, “Get whatever you want, baby. Don’t worry about that tonight.” 
 
    “No, we’re saving money for the wedding,” she said, and her eyes lit up as she spotted and then ordered one of her favorites, salmon.  
 
    I didn’t want to start our date off talking about the Hawaii idea, so I told Tameka about a new potential partner I had for the club.  
 
    “So I met with an investor earlier today. Actually, he walked into the club and talked to me about some ideas he had for expansion, and they sound good. Of course, I didn’t tell him that. I told him we could meet to go over the details, but he has the funding to expand the club into franchises in places like Atlanta and Las Vegas,” I divulged.  
 
    “That does sound good, Jeb. Do you think you will work with him?” 
 
    “If the paperwork looks right, I’m all for expansion. But the club here in Lafayette, our small little city where the brand originated, I’m keeping full control of it,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, definitely,” she replied, looking at me with a look of amazement in her eyes. “I’m happy for you. What’s the investor’s name?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Trey Cox.” 
 
    “Trey Cox? The drug dealer?” 
 
    “He’s not in that business anymore. He has gone legit, and his dealings are clean.”  
 
    Trey was known to have illegal dealings back in our college days, but he had since changed his life and started investing in real estate and stocks. People still assumed he was selling drugs because he had become quite wealthy from his investments.  
 
    “You might want to check into that before you sign anything with him,” Tameka said with a look of distress on her face.  
 
    “Baby, don’t worry. I will check with both law enforcement and my lawyer before any deal is made.” 
 
    “Well, I hope everything checks out,” she said, and her smile returned.  
 
    “Thanks. I’m going to just take it slow and see where the details take us, okay?” I said.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I started to sweat as the night went on. I was high off of Tameka’s presence, but for some reason, I had become neurotic and obsessed with telling her about Hawaii. After a beautiful night overlooking the city, catching up on our day to day lives, it was finally time for dessert. I knew Tameka was going to order crème brulee as it was her favorite. So I figured that was the perfect time to tell her about Hawaii.  
 
    When the waitress brought her dessert over, she squealed in a way that I had never heard nor witnessed before. Tameka gleamed with excitement, and I felt like that was my cue.  
 
    “Do you know how committed I am to protecting you, Kevin, and Eva?” I asked. Without giving her a chance to respond, I reached into my suit jacket, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to her. “When you open this, I want you to receive it knowing that I’m doing this to protect our peace.” 
 
     Tameka looked surprised and curious all in the same breath. She picked up the envelope and fiddled with it as if she was feeling for what was inside.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asked.  
 
    “Open it up and see.”  
 
    Tameka tore open the envelope and sifted through the plane tickets. Her eyes widened, and her face lit up with enthusiasm when she read the destination.  
 
    “Hawaii!! Baby? Is this what I think this is?” She flung herself into my arms. “We’re going to Hawaii?”  
 
    My heart damn near leaped from my chest knowing she didn’t know the reasoning behind those tickets.  
 
    She grabbed my cheeks and held my head in her hands. “When are we going, baby?”  
 
    “Look at the tickets and see,” I said as I photographed the smile on her face into my memory. Her feelings would change after she saw the date. 
 
    She glanced at the tickets as her eyes searched for the dates. When she did, she shot me a look of confusion.  
 
    “I’m confused. The departure date is the day before our wedding.” 
 
    “I want us to say our vows on the beach.” 
 
    “In Hawaii?” 
 
    “Yes. Just me, you, and the kids,” I said. 
 
    Her face went from pure bliss to bewilderment.  
 
    “So are you saying that you want to ditch our plans for the wedding here and go to…wait, are you asking me to elope? Hell no!” 
 
    “Tameka, hear me out.” 
 
    “No, I hope you can get a refund for these tickets because I’m not eloping. I will happily honeymoon in Hawaii, but I’m not getting married there just so other people can be comfortable in their skin. What about how I feel?” she asked angrily. “Did you think about that before you bought these damn tickets?” 
 
    “Listen, with all the hectic, chaotic stuff that’s been going on lately with Rodney and my father, I don’t want that to take away from our special day. I figured we could pack our bags, hit the beautiful beaches of Hawaii away from all of the drama that this town has to offer, and be happy during what is supposed to be the best days of our life,” I said sincerely.  
 
    She looked at me as if she was searching my soul for the truth. Her head dropped as she fiddled with the tickets in her hand.  
 
    “Having our wedding here is important to me. We should say our vows in front of our friends and family. I know that everything hasn’t been great with your family not accepting me, but I can’t do that. If you don’t want to get mar—” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” I cut her off. “Baby, I don’t want you to have to deal with the rejection, the hate, the bullshit, and I saw this as a way for us to get around that. Will you at least consider having our wedding somewhere else?” 
 
    “Has someone said they would do something horrible on our wedding day?” she asked with a worried expression on her face.  
 
    “No, no, noooo,” I reassured her as I drew her to me. “I just don’t want to take any chances,” I said as I lifted her face up to mine and kissed her lips. 
 
    “Kemara and Channing got married right here in Lafayette,” she argued.  
 
    “Yeah, and that was after she was kidnapped, attacked, and his father and brother ended up in prison,” I reminded her.  
 
    “Jeb, is there something you’re not telling me? Should I worry about my safety? What about my kids? Are they safe in this city?” she asked frantically.  
 
    “Baby, calm down. There are no threats against you, and you are perfectly safe. I just want to avoid all the people from my past as I step into my future with you,” I said sincerely.  
 
    She looked back down and sighed. “Well, I really wish you would’ve talked to me before you went and bought these tickets because I’m not eloping. I’m not running from anyone. We will get married right here in our hometown on this same soil that for generations our ancestors were divided on. I want us to be united on this same land,” she added with conviction.  
 
    Tameka shifted my perception with those few sentences. I loved the way she thought, and I smiled and kissed her lips to show my appreciation of her reminding me of what was important.  
 
    “Our love is too revolutionary for a town like this. Let us show them that love always prevails,” she said as she stroked my face.  
 
    I grabbed her and pulled her into me as I caressed her face with my massive hands. Being as gentle as I could, I kissed her, knowing that this was fate. We were always destined to be.  
 
    “It would ruin me if someone messed up our big day,” I admitted.  
 
    “I understand your worries, Jeb, but there is nothing anyone can do to mess up what’s meant to be. You have to trust and have faith, babe.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I have faith in you, but not the people in this town, especially not the ones I used to have dealings with.” 
 
    “Is their hate stronger than our love?” she asked, and I digressed.  
 
    “Nothing is,” I said and took the tickets from her and put them back in my jacket. “I’ll get the dates changed, and we’ll use them for our honeymoon.” 
 
    Though I wasn’t sold on the idea of having our wedding in town, I couldn’t deny that she made a very strong argument for it.  
 
    The drive home was quiet. As soon as I turned the key to enter the house, the light from the candles reminded me of the plan I’d cooked up with Channing to create a romantic paradise at home. The candles created a pathway for the rose petals that led up the stairway.  
 
    “Baby, how did you do all of this?” Tameka asked.  
 
    “I have my ways,” I replied.  
 
    She was still soaking in the beauty of the living room and staircase when I led her upstairs to our bedroom. Channing had followed the directions nicely. I was impressed. He created a heart shape with the rose petals in the middle of the bed, and candles illuminated the room with a glow. “Mine Forever” was written out inside the rose petal heart on the bed with chocolates.  
 
    Tameka leaped into my arms, and we both fell on the bed. I started to peel off that yellow strappy dress I had been eyeing all evening. I loved the way she looked in that dress, and I would forever remember her in it, but I liked her naked even more. I greatly appreciated the black lingerie she had on under her summer dress but wanted it off.  
 
    I buried my face in her breasts and traced my lips around her nipples. Her fingers dug into my back as I inserted my fingers into her pussy and then brought them to my lips to taste her. She was dripping wet and delicious, and my cock pulsed because of it.  
 
    I repositioned her on the bed and lifted her legs above my head. I licked from her thighs to her southward lips and finally her clit. She tensed as my tongue found its way into the mouth of her sacred temple. I drank from her pussy as if I were worshipping her, thanking her for showing up in my life. When I paused from drinking her elixir into my being, I was ready to sink deep into her.   
 
    I slid my cock inside, and we aligned with the same cadence. She gasped a beautiful gasp and hugged me tighter, and I let out a ragged moan and went deeper into her body. Making love to her for the second time tonight was magical. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered as I nibbled on her earlobe.  
 
    She supported my face with her hands, leaving wet endearing kisses all over my face. “I want to ride you,” she moaned out between kisses.   
 
    I maneuvered our bodies until she landed on top. She seemed to toy with the idea of engulfing my entire dick in her mouth or sitting on my cock. Riding me won out, and her slick pussy slid down my throbbing rod, and she began seesawing back and forth.  
 
    I knew she was close to climaxing, so I took my chance to make her cum all over my dick. I yearned the feeling of her drenching me with her juices, so I turned her onto her side and found a way to enter her from an angle that would make her erupt. 
 
    “Jeb!” She began to call out my name, and I wasn’t going to be able to hold in my passion for her much longer.  
 
    Anytime Tameka uttered my name, I felt the type of chills that would equate to someone hitting a pressure point within. It was a weakness, and I was amused and enticed by her calling out my name as I aimed to please her.  
 
    “Jeeeebbbb. Jeb, baby,” Tameka screamed.  
 
    “Yes, baby! Do you like that?” I asked as I rocked, pumped, and massage her insides with the goal of triggering her explosion.  
 
    She didn’t respond verbally, but her body reacted. I went for her lips and kissed her, and that’s when I felt her body tense. She was about to release, and so was I. Her grip tightened around my manhood as she yelled out my name.  
 
    “Jeeebbbb.” 
 
    “Tameeekkaaa.”  
 
    We climaxed at once. We were in sync.  
 
    Making love to Tameka felt as natural as breathing. I laid down next to her and brought her into my chest. She cuddled in next to me and interlocked her fingers with mine. I kissed her hand and noticed the ring on her finger. It looked stunning, and I was so proud that I was the one who gave it to her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I woke up in complete bliss. Jeb had literally rocked my world last night, and I wasn’t ready to sober up from that feeling. Dinner had been great, the lovemaking excellent, but I was still bothered that he was so nervous about our wedding being sabotaged by some of his family or friends. It chipped away at a piece of me to know other people’s opinions affected him the way they did.  
 
    I didn’t give a damn about what anyone else thought, and I just prayed that deep down he didn’t either. With him fully in my corner, I could deal with whatever anyone said or did, but if he had doubts, well, that changed everything. 
 
    Since I’d been with Jeb, I morphed into a completely different woman. My parents noticed that I smiled more with my mother stating that Jeb “agreed with me.” Everyone could see the glow up. Now, I was wondering if being with me had done the same for him.  
 
    I looked over at him lying next to me in the bed and kissed his forehead. He snored gently as I watched his peaceful slumber. I eased out of bed and threw on some clothes so I could head to the grocery store to get the ingredients I needed to make breakfast.  
 
    I succeeded in making it out of the house without waking Jeb up. After I returned from the store, I began preparing breakfast—washing the fruits and veggies, to make a veggie and turkey omelet, one of Jeb’s favorite breakfast foods.  
 
    “Someone’s up early,” he said when he meandered over to me wearing only boxers.  
 
    “Did you miss me?” I asked.  
 
    “When I woke up, and you weren’t in bed, I couldn’t go back to sleep,” he said as he wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed the nape of my neck. “This looks amazing, baby.” Jeb’s eye’s widened as he looked at the omelet I slid onto his plate. 
 
    “Good, after we eat, maybe we can go back to bed for a few hours,” I said as I turned to face him. “…to sleep.” 
 
    Jeb sat at a chair at the table, pulled me down onto his lap, and fed me a bite of his omelet. “We can go back to bed, but I don’t need more sleep.”  
 
    “Well, I have parent-teacher conferences to go to after work, and I’m already exhausted, so I need some rest.”  
 
    “Oh, I forgot about that. Do you want me to come with you? I have some work to do at the club, but I could run out for a few hours.” 
 
    “No, babe, you’re fine. I’ll talk to you about it when we get back home.”  
 
    “Okay, I have that meeting with Trey today, and I don’t know how it’s going to go.”  
 
    “You’re going to get the deal,” I assured him.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around me tighter. “The way you believe in me is a turn on. Are you sure you’re trying to get some rest this morning?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, I am. I believe in you more than you know. But I’m also really tired from last night, so you have to let me get some sleep,” I whined, but I knew there was not going to be any resting going on once we made it back to our bedroom.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Keviiiiin! Evaaaaa! Let’s go! I don’t want to be late!” I yelled so they could come down from their rooms and we could head to their parent-teacher conferences. I stopped screaming for them to get moving once I heard their heavy feet hit the staircase.  
 
    “Do y’all have to be so hard on these floors? You both have lead feet, and I have absolutely no idea where you got that from,” I fussed.  
 
    “Is that so? Absolutely no idea?” Jeb said as he followed the kids down the stairs. He was home for a short break before going back to the club to meet with Trey.  
 
    Kevin and Eva giggled at Jeb’s sarcasm as if they were all in on some secret, and I was the odd woman out. I smiled at Jeb’s attempt to hit me with that jab.  
 
    “Y’all are cute. Seriously. But I am in no way heavy-footed. Try again!” I exclaimed in my high-pitched-I-couldn’t-be-less-bothered voice. 
 
    “What’s cute is you ignoring the facts,” said Jeb as he hugged me from behind. I rolled my eyes and decided not to pay him any more attention as we were going to be late if we kept treading along at the pace we all were going. 
 
    I turned around to face him and hugged him back. “I’m ignoring you today, babe,” I stated as I leaned in and smelled the inducing aroma of his cologne. I looked up at his face and kissed his lips. “I need a parking space that doesn’t require me to walk an entire mile or two just to reach the school’s front doors, so that means I have to be somewhat on time.” 
 
    Moans and groans ensued from the peanut gallery soon after our kiss. “Can y’all go somewhere private and do that?” Kevin said in a look of disgust. He then pulled Jeb to the side, and exclaimed, “Be glad I like you, man,” as if he were warning Jeb about getting all lovey-dovey with me. 
 
    “Kevin, just learn to look the other way like I do. You have to be mature about these things, and since you don’t have that gene yet, turn your head. Simple,” said my oh-so-mature twelve-year-old daughter. 
 
    Jeb and I laughed at all the fuss about a kiss and a hug.  
 
    “I can’t wait for the day where this all changes for you both,” I teased, knowing the day would come for them to get their first kisses. “Well, maybe I can wait. Come on, though. It’s time to hit the road!” I motioned for the troops to move out.  
 
    Kevin and Eva ran out the door and climbed in the car. 
 
    “Have a great meeting, baby,” I told Jeb. “I can’t wait to hear you tell me about all the great ideas you and Trey come up with for the new club.” 
 
    Jeb smirked. “Yeah, fingers crossed,” he said as he lowered his long torso just to kiss me again on the lips. He parted my lips and slipped his tongue inside my mouth while pressing his lips to mine in a lingering kiss. His heartbeat against mine let me know our feelings would forever be mutual.  
 
    “It’s already yours. Claim it,” I said, giving him a reassuring smile. “I have to go now.” I didn’t want to leave him, but I turned to walk out the door, so I could make it to the conference on time.  
 
    Jeb’s hand slapped my ass, and he wore a devilish smirk. “See you soon, babe,” he said.  
 
    I quickly snapped my head back to look at him. I twirled around swiftly but with just enough grace to keep from smiling, which proved to be excruciatingly difficult. I wanted to let him know I didn’t mind the slap on the ass and that I’d keep leaving like that if it meant more ass-slaps, so I kissed him for a third and fourth time then forced my way out of the door. 
 
     I hopped in the car with the kids and drove to their school to meet with both of their teachers. I was beyond enthused now that both kids were in one place. Kevin had finally hit elementary school, which was next door to Eva’s junior high school, so I didn’t have to worry about racing across town to get Eva by the time the after-school program closed.  
 
    Life was getting a little easier, and I could feel myself finding the space to breathe again. I literally couldn’t have thought up a better life. I had unexpectedly fallen in love with Jeb, and the kids didn’t have to deal with Rodney and his evil ex’s drama anymore, so they naturally had a little more pep in their step after shedding the unnecessary stress. 
 
    The kids had been spending more time with their father since he returned home after his bout of amnesia, and the switch up had been life-changing. Eva no longer came home huffing and puffing, and Kevin found that his disappointments around his Dad had been a thing of the past. They were discovering that, with this new version of their father, they could depend on him. As a mother, I was thankful to Rodney for this. He just wouldn’t hear that from me, at least not yet. 
 
    We pulled into a busy parking lot and searched the aisles for a vacant spot. I eventually had to resort to a spot half on the grass and half on the street. We climbed out of the car and waltzed into the school. We dodged and wove our way through the sea of parents and their children.  
 
    Kevin lead Eva and me to his classroom, which was near the front of the school, thank God. I didn’t think I could handle another distracted parent bumping into me without a sorry or at least some sort of acknowledgment. Eva did her best to keep her eyes on Kevin as we waved through the crowd. They made a sharp turn into one of the classrooms on the left, and I blindly followed behind, only to be greeted by my ex, who was already immersed in conversation with Kevin’s teacher. 
 
     Awww, fuck, I thought.  
 
     I mean, I knew he was blossoming into this better version of a father since his accident, but damn! Did this really mean I had to see more of him? 
 
    I rolled my eyes and proceeded into the room to meet Kevin’s teacher, a beautiful younger woman, who had obviously found herself smitten with Rodney’s charming ways. I could tell by the way she kept her eyes on him, the lackluster greeting I received upon entering her classroom, and the speed at which she returned her attention to her conversation with him. 
 
    So instead of taking charge, as I was so accustomed to, I decided to let Rodney take the lead on this one. I was curious to see what this “new involved Rodney” looked like. He never came to these things. I’d forward him emails, send him text reminders about games and recitals, and for the most part, I had never even received a reply. For Rodney to be at this parent-teacher conference, without me begging him to come, and seemingly engaged in what Kevin’s teacher had to say had me in awe. 
 
    After talking for the next ten minutes about how well-behaved Kevin was, Kevin’s teacher went on to hype Rodney up, giving him credit for our amazingly behaved child. I tee-heed at the irony. 
 
     “Well, Ms. Smith, let’s not give credit where it’s not due. Kevin’s mom, Tameka, is an amazing woman who manages to do it all. The kids are most definitely who they are because of her,” Rodney said right before he turned to give me a huge grin.  
 
    You’re dagg-on right I’m the reason, but don’t expect to be praised for your little confession either, I thought to myself as I smiled a polite smile in return. 
 
     As Kevin’s conference came to a close, we stood up to say our goodbyes to his unashamed teacher. I shook her hand with a forced smile and headed to the door as Rodney stayed behind because she wouldn’t let his hand go. They went from a handshake to her caressing his sturdy brown arm. I always found amusement in situations where women would treat men so much better than other women and right in front of our faces. This teacher had no clue as to whether Rodney and I were together or not as she pursued him without remorse.  
 
     I snickered and walked my ass right out of the door heading for Eva’s school next door. Both of my babies ran up to me from behind after we entered the building.  
 
    “Ma, we’ll be in the Media Center while you talk to Ms. Jacob,” Eva said as she grabbed my hand and walked down the aisle until we reached the Media Center.  
 
    Kevin went inside with Eva, but he wouldn’t dare hold his mommy’s hand like Eva. But it was cool, Eva was my girl, my mini-me, and had no qualms about showing her love in front of her friends or classmates. 
 
    “Okay, babies, I shouldn’t be much longer. Eva, I’ll text you when it’s time to head back,” I said.  
 
    She reached up to kiss my cheek, and I smiled. Kevin was already in the Media Center talking to a friend. I kept walking down the hall alone, and my mind immediately went to Jeb. I hoped his meeting with Trey Cox was going well. He had always dreamt of opening another club in Atlanta, and this was his chance to make that happen if Trey’s background checked out. I was so excited to get back home to hear how it went. 
 
    I was about to turn down the seventh-grade hallway when I felt a hand on my arm. I turned to see that, unfortunately, Rodney had caught up with me. 
 
    “Ahh, so you escaped Ms. Smith’s room unbruised, I see?” 
 
    Rodney laughed a laugh that I hadn’t heard in years. “Man, I had the toughest time trying to get my hand back from that lady and unscathed at that.” He shook his head as he chuckled. 
 
    “The Rodney I knew would’ve milked that situation. But then again, the old-Rodney wouldn’t even be here,” I couldn’t help but to mention the facts. 
 
    His laughing quickly subsided, and he looked at me curiously without saying a word. “You know, I have no recollection of a time where I didn’t love you deeply. And you haven’t heard this from me yet, so I want to make this clear, but I am terribly sorry for the way that I’ve treated you.” 
 
    By this time, he had pulled me to the side of the hallway to get out of the way of the moving traffic of hurried and tired parents. 
 
    “Regardless of if I remember who I was at that time or not, it happened. I was a jerk, and I didn’t love you the way I remember always loving you. So, for that, I apologize, Tameka. You didn’t deserve that. And the kids didn’t either.” By this time, he was holding my hands and looking into my eyes the same way he did when we recited our vows to each other. 
 
    I tried to avoid the eye contact, so I looked down the hallway and then back to Rodney’s face only to see that he hadn’t stopped looking at mine as if he was searching for something, an emotion, thought, something.  
 
    That’s when I suddenly realized my hands were no longer in a state of shock from him holding them. I quickly snatched them back into my personal space, letting them both find refuge in my pockets. 
 
    “Thank you for the apology,” I found it in myself to mutter. “But I am truly over that Rodney. Not so much how you treated our kids, but I’m over the way you stepped out on me with Melody and how nasty you treated me as if you had never promised to love me for the rest of our lives. I’m over the nights I tried my hardest not to cry in front of the kids while I cooked dinner for my family, although you never made it home to eat it. Sometimes, you didn’t get home until 3 AM, and I had to get up the next morning and put on a face for the kids so they wouldn’t know I was miserable,” I said. “But what’s done is done. We both have moved on.” 
 
    Rodney hadn’t stopped glaring into my eyes. He looked like he wanted to say more but couldn’t locate the words. I stared back into his eyes sternly so that he understood his apology was accepted but also that the Tameka standing in front of him was not the same woman he married. 
 
    “I’ve healed from it, Rodney, but I appreciate your sincerity,” I said and didn’t wait for him to reply because Rodney was not about to pull me into his amnesia madness. Besides, we had to get to Eva’s parent-teacher conference next. 
 
    I walked ahead while Rodney tried to keep up with me. As soon as I made that turn into Eva’s teacher’s classroom, I felt his fingers graze against mine from behind. I ignored his advancement and engrossed myself in conversation with Eva’s teacher. I took the lead this time, and it was a lot quicker and more efficient.  
 
    As soon as I walked out into the hall, Eva ran straight into me, nearly knocking me down. Her torso expanded and contracted as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    “Stop running, girl!” I warned her. “What’s wrong with you?” I asked.  
 
    “Mom, can we go now? I already spend enough of my time here.” Eva panted as she continued to catch her breath. I snickered at my firstborn as she took a peek into her classroom to see her father in conversation with her teacher. “Oh, he’s still here??” she asked.  
 
    “Hey, hey, now. Yes, he’s your father. Of course, he would still be here for you and your brother’s conferences. So quit the lip. I don’t wanna hear it.” 
 
    She got one more huff in and hit me with an insincere, “Alright, mom.”  
 
    “Go get your brother, and we can ride out.” I kissed her forehead, and before I knew it, she was off. 
 
    Eva and her father had been getting along a lot better lately, so I knew she was only being protective of me. She was still pretty jaded about him though. She wasn’t as easily persuaded as her brother was and was a lot less optimistic about his new wave of behavior lasting for the long haul. She did like spending time with him a lot more now that Melody wasn’t around, but it hurt my heart to see this distrust in her at such an early age. That distrust triggered memories of the old Rodney.  
 
    I marched out into the lobby, hoping the kids would hurry up before he had a chance to spot me again. Thankfully, when we reached the car, he was nowhere in sight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    I hopped in my freshly cleaned whip and sped over to the club. I was excited about this meeting with Trey Cox, the investor I had been getting my entire staff ready to entertain for the last few weeks. When Trey first approached me about expanding, I was skeptical, but I did a little research on him, and he seemed legit.  
 
    This investor meeting was going to set the stage for me to really dominate the Eastern Alabama area from an entertainment standpoint, as well as the downtown area of Atlanta with a new location for the twenty-five and over nightlife scene. This could be a game-changer for Club Elite.  
 
    I pulled into the club’s parking lot to see it jumping already. It was flooded with tons of people outside parking lot pimpin’, pregaming as others lined up to get inside and experience the good time we had to offer them. 
 
    Good, I thought. I landed right into my reserved parking spot and sat idle for a little while, not rushing to get out. I was super early, but I had to hype myself up a little and get my blood going. I finished my ritual with a puff of my vape pen and hit the streets.  
 
    As soon as I walked into the club, crew member after crew member had questions out the ass for me that each one of them just so happened to deem as “urgent and pressing.” I put out as many fires as possible, and everyone slowly began to breathe again. We got into our flow, and soon, everything was like butter. I was in my groove, doing what I did best, and soon enough, I was in my office going over some last-minute numbers before Trey hit my door. 
 
    I was skimming through another pile of papers when I heard a knock on the door. My evening manager, Renee, stuck her head inside and exclaimed, “Jeb, I think he’s here.” 
 
    “What?” I hurried to my feet. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I rushed out of my office before she even got a chance to reply.  
 
    I quickly trotted down the narrow dark hallway which was lined by floor lights and down the stairs to the club’s main floor where I noticed a crowded dance floor and bar lined with men ready to spend money on all the beautiful women in the club. I looked over at the bar area and saw lots of people spending guap.  
 
    Perfect, I thought. The night was starting off just perfect. 
 
    I scanned the crowd for the dapper-looking young man that was there to meet me. Trey always looked spiffy with a creased suit, a pair of sneakers, gold chains that dangled on his bare chest, and cologne that you could get a good whiff of before you even walked past him. When he was in public, he always had his crew tagging along, advisor in tow, security guard on his right.  
 
    Trey had come up big as a doughboy back in the day but went legit as soon as he got the chance. He had made the East side of the city, his city. He had invested in multiple properties and was now the big man on the block. If any business wanted a chance at excelling, Trey was the guy to go to. He had mastered the art of flipping, and everyone wanted to work with him. Now, he was taking his fortunes to bigger cities using the formula he created here, and I wanted to get in on it.  
 
    While my eyes tried to center in on even the slight resemblance of Trey, I felt a hand touch my shoulder. I turned around to see a woman in a fitted, red dress, wearing an all-too-familiar smile.  
 
    “Jeb,” I saw her mouth my name. I sighed and turned to see my ex glaring back at me. “Long time, no see,” she spoke as she grabbed onto my arm.  
 
    I pulled back and continued to look for Trey, trying to get her to take the hint. “Hey, Rochelle,” I said unenthused as I still searched the room for any sign of Trey’s crew.  
 
    She appeared taken aback as if that wasn’t the greeting she expected from me. But things were no longer the same. 
 
    “That’s all I get?” She looked offended. “A dry ass, ‘Hey Rochelle’?” 
 
    “Yes, Rochelle, I’m working. What do you want?” I asked, highly annoyed. 
 
     “I think the real question is, what do you want?” 
 
    I walked off, and she followed me. Now wasn’t the time for riddles and puns. In the past, her persistence and assertiveness was something that turned me on, but now her straight-up relentless behavior was making her appear like the pest everyone had tried to hip me to back in the day. I grew increasingly irritated at the thought that she was even here on the night that I was meeting with Trey. I didn’t need any distractions, and Rochelle was all distraction. And from the jump, at that. I was literally ignoring this girl, but she continued to follow behind me like a little puppy dog who wanted a home. 
 
    “I’m busy, Rochelle,” I finally stopped walking through the crowd of people and confronted her. “Can’t this wait?” 
 
    “Not if you’re finally ready to make all your dreams come true, Jeb,” she spewed as she crossed her arms. I finally got a better glance at her, now that she was standing in front of one of the lights that reflected off the stage in the back of the club. She looked the same, still a pretty face with her long hair just grazing the top of her plump bottom. My mind flashed back to when I used to fuck her from behind. 
 
    But she had let a lot of men in our town fuck her from behind. I remember the exact moment I received a text message with a video attached of her fucking my former bartender. And when I went to her place to confront her, I found her fucking my friend. I had been so embarrassed by the whole ordeal, I couldn’t even imagine telling anyone about the video I’d received. And to think I had been looking at rings the weekend before. I shook my head as I came back to my current reality. There was no use in revisiting the past. 
 
     “What the fuck are you talking about, Rochelle? I told you that I didn’t even want to see you again, and here you are in my fucking club?” I was inching towards yelling at this chick, but I rapidly brought my tone and pitch down. She wasn’t worth a damn thing to me. She didn’t even deserve a reaction. 
 
    I turned to walk away when I finally saw Trey and his notorious crew.  
 
    “Trey Cox!” I walked up to him, leaving Rochelle behind in a flash. I shook his hand the way old friends reuniting would greet each other.  
 
    “My man, Jeb! Owner of this bangin’ ass club!” He leaned in to shake my hand as well, and we dapped up like we had known each other for years. 
 
     That’s when Rochelle walked up from behind and put her arm around Trey as he rested his arm around her waist.  
 
    “Hey, baby, I was looking all over for you,” Rochelle said to Trey.  
 
    I was astounded and upset at the same time as Trey leaned in to kiss my ex who seemed to have a knack for trying to fuck up my life. She smiled and then gestured to me.  
 
    “I went to get Jeb for you and saw him looking around the club like a stray cat. Then, I couldn’t find you,” she added.  
 
    “That’s my baby, always looking out for her man,” Trey said with a smirk plastered on his face. “Now go and get us some drinks.” He slapped her ass as she walked back towards the bar.  
 
    She looked back at me as she sauntered off, and not in the least bit sneaky way, I might add. I shook my head in complete disbelief. I couldn’t believe I had to deal with Rochelle again. Now, I could only hope that Trey was the kind of man that kept his woman out of his business affairs. I felt that Rochelle would try to sabotage this deal just because of the spiteful person she was.  
 
    When I broke up with her, she played dumb like I hadn’t caught her fucking my friend. She went berserk and broke into my condo the next day and trashed it. Drama was indeed her style, and I expected nothing less with her hanging around Trey. Nonetheless, I shook it off and worked to get my focus back to where it needed to be, on securing a new location with the help of Trey’s investment.  
 
    “Come on, man, let me give you a tour of the club with the best nightlife experience in East Alabama!” I said, snapping back into business mode.  
 
    “Now, that’s what I like to hear. Please lead the way,” said an excited Trey as I led him around my pride and joy.  
 
    Club Elite was my everything up until I met Tameka and the kids. I had put sweat and tears into seeing it come into fruition. I didn’t want a regular juke joint style club like the ones I had been a victim to during my twenties. Our city was lacking an experience of luxury that I was confident in my ability to provide, so I went out and made it happen.  
 
    Club Elite wasn’t getting by week by week, it was thriving. It popped every night with men who wanted to spend their hard-earned money and women who wanted to have a lit time with their girls. From the music right on down to the menu, I was anal about every decision pertaining to the club.  
 
    Tameka helped me ease up a little by showing me how to use other people’s gifts to enhance what I’d already done, but I was still involved heavily in the day-to-day operations. Working with an investor who shared my vision would mean making some compromises, but I kept telling myself that successful bosses always put the right people in place to win.  
 
    After showing Trey around the club, I led him to my office, where we could discuss the deal. He was incredibly impressed with the crowd and the level of service I offered club goers. He left his crew and his lackey, Rochelle, in the VIP lounge while we sat down to discuss numbers. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get on down to it, Jeb. I’m pretty sure you already know that I like what I see. You’re a respected businessman in this town, and I’ve been dying to work with someone who understands making this money as much as me, man.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Trey. I’ve put my heart into this place, and I wouldn’t bring anything less to the club and my future clubs.” 
 
    “And I see that. I like that. So, what I wanna do is to have Rochelle come in and work with you for a week or two while we’re deciding how to proceed. Let’s get to work on making club numero dos in Atlanta,” he held up his two fingers which were laden with gold rings, “a reality.” 
 
    I was beyond disturbed that he had to have his girl doing his work and with me at that. But it was all for a bigger cause, I had to keep telling myself. It was time to suck it up and just deal. 
 
    He stood up and reached his hand out to me. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    I stood and shook his hand with a firm shake. “Of course, we have a deal.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s get to making this paper, man. Rochelle will be here bright and early in the AM. I’ll be in touch,” Trey said as he walked out of my office. 
 
     I stood there and took a deep breath, wondering how this week would go with my ex acting as espionage for my new investor who I was certain didn’t know I used to date her. Fuck! 
 
    *** 
 
    Tameka 
 
    I finished cleaning the kitchen, getting ready for bed, and finally climbed underneath the covers to read a little while I waited on Jeb to get home from the club. He had that big investor meeting with Trey Cox, and I was patiently waiting to hear how it went. 
 
    Trey was the kind of man I avoided, and my entire life that’s what I did. We grew up on the same block, and I knew the type of work he was into back in the day. But he was now a well-respected businessman with stakes in a lot of successful businesses in town. It made sense to work with Trey, but I had my reservations, and I let Jeb know about them.  
 
    Nonetheless, I was excited for Jeb. The club was his heart, and he lit up like a Christmas tree whenever he revealed his new ideas to me. Jeb’s ambition was the turn-on of all turn-ons. He was always inspired to do more and do better, and that inspired me too. I trusted him, and if he thought working with Trey would help him unfold his dreams of expansion, then I was all on board too. 
 
    I put down the book I had been reading and turned on the TV. And there, blasting through the speakers, was a commercial for a Baby Expo that was coming to town next month.  
 
    For all expectant and wanna-be expectant mamas! Get your hind tail up here, next month for our annual Baby Expo! Come see all the best products and services that you need for your new bundle of joy! 
 
    The commercial screamed at me. And then my uterus started to throb, syncing with my heartbeat. The commercial then proceeded to show insanely cute, tiny, teeny, weensy babies, all round and chubby with cheeks as big as boulders and as kissable as ever.  
 
    Ugh! I miss when the kids were so little, I thought, and that’s when I felt it. I felt the baby bug give me a soft bite. Baby fever was beginning to settle in. It didn’t help that my new baby nephew, Bryce, was the cutest little thing that ever blessed this Earth, and seeing Kemara be mommy to her little one was making me miss the days when the kids needed me just as much as Bryce needed my sister. 
 
    I was knee deep in thoughts of having a third child when I heard Jeb’s car pull into the driveway. My ears perked up as if I was a dog waiting for his owner to get home, and I sat up in bed and waited for him to bless me with his presence. His keys rattled against the lock, and his ginormous footsteps could be heard as he slowly trekked up the stairs as if he was beat. 
 
    “Babyyy!” I exclaimed when his face finally appeared in the doorway. I leapt from under the covers and into his arms. 
 
    The Baby Expo announcer was still going at it when I noticed Jeb tilt his head toward the television. A smile cracked through the worn expression he wore. He leaned down to peck my lips and asked, “What’s up with this baby expo stuff? Are you planning to go to it with Kemara?” 
 
    “I saw it and started watching it. Then, I just kind of went down the rabbit hole of what it may be like to have a third baby,” I responded as he held me in an embrace. 
 
     “A baby, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    He laughed and pulled my chin up so that I was looking in his eyes.  
 
    “My baby has baby fever.” He chuckled. “This second club location is about to be our third baby. That’s the newest addition to our family, and I’m claiming it.” Jeb started unbuttoning his shirt, and I watched as he peeled his dress shirt off and walked into the bathroom to turn on the shower without saying anything else about actually having a baby. 
 
    My eyes furrowed. I wanted to say something else but decided this just wasn’t the time to have the baby discussion. The baby bug had sprung on me out of nowhere, but this club deal was something Jeb had been working toward since I met him. Everything he’d done in business led up to this moment, and yet I realized he hadn’t walked in particularly enthused after his meeting today. 
 
     “Anyways,” I said, ready to change the direction of the conversation when Jeb walked out of the bathroom shower and into our room with a towel around his waist, “how was the meeting? Tell me how he is in love with all of your plans for the new location. Tell me!” 
 
    Jeb’s back tensed as he dug in his drawer looking for some boxers. He turned around with an unreadable expression, sat on the bed, and looked over at me. He stalled as he searched for the right words. 
 
    “He loved all of my plans. It’s happening, the second location is indeed happening,” he said with no emotion as if the idea had suddenly become exhausting.  
 
    “I knew you would do it!” I exclaimed as I kissed him all over his face, but I simmered down when he didn’t match my excitement. “Am I missing something? Why aren’t you happy?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m happy about the deal,” he said flatly.  
 
    He stood up and walked back into the bathroom. I was becoming more confused by the moment. I went to the bathroom door and watched him carefully apply toothpaste to his toothbrush.  
 
    “Okay, so what’s the deal? Why are you talking about the deal as if it’s some chore you don’t want to do now, as if your hand is forced and you’re not feeling it?” 
 
    He finished brushing his teeth and looked at me. “I’m excited about this move, but I’m just drained..and, well,—” Jeb stumbled over his words. “I put so much energy in wanting this to be right that it has to be right. Me and Trey talked some things over, and for the most part, we’re seeing eye to eye. But there’s some things we’re not quite on the same page with yet.”  
 
    “I’ve seen the way you work. You’re extremely ambitious and meticulous about making Club Elite the club of the city. I’m sure Trey appreciates that. But you can’t do everything, Jeb. I can help with some things, you know. If you want me to come in and work with you for the next few weeks, I can do that.” 
 
    “No! I have an entire team in place. We should be good,” Jeb responded so quickly that it startled me.  
 
    I dropped the idea, saying, “Okay. I just want you to know that I’m here for you, in every way. Anyone who has eyes can see you’re putting your heart into the club. That’s enough to make anyone excited and committed about working with you.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe. It means the world to me to know that I have you by my side,” Jeb said as he walked over to the bed and got in. “Now, come. Let’s get some sleep.” He patted the spot on the bed beside him.  
 
    I got in bed and scooted as close to him as possible. As his arms enveloped me, I couldn’t help but think about how quickly he brushed off having a baby with me and the uneasy way he looked when I suggested coming to his club to help out. I might have been reading too much into it, but this wasn’t my first rodeo with being engaged to a man and living the dream, only to wake up a year later living a nightmare. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    I sat in the crowded gynecologist’s office with my sister Kemara, while she held Bryce in her lap, cradling him as if she was holding on for dear life. I was there for support while she attended her overdue post-partum appointment. Mothering had seized her life, and I was there to try to help her navigate it the best way I could. I loved seeing Kemara in her mother-mode. She was a great mom, and I saw so much of myself in her. I gripped the baby bag tight as I watched other pregnant women waddle to and from the back of the office while their partners dragged along behind them. My mind flashed back to when I would come to my doctor appointments while pregnant with Kevin, with a toddler-sized Eva scrambling to keep up by my side.  
 
    I didn’t have the tight grip on the baby bag back then like I did today. I fumbled with that thing during my baby days with diapers and zip-locked bags of snacks falling out while Eva roamed the office taking magazines off shelves just to throw them to the floor. It was quite the scene. Rodney wasn’t there to help me because of work or any of the many supposedly important commitments he had. He would straight-up ignore my requests and invitations to come to those appointments. I was ashamed at the memory and hurried to bury it back in my mind. 
 
    “Earth to Tameka,” I heard Kemara say. I snapped out of my flashback and looked over to see her finally relieve one of her arms to wave her new-baby-smelling hand in my face. “Come back to us!” my dramatic sister said mockingly. 
 
    “Yea, yea, whateva, whateva,” I brushed off her cute but poor acting skills. “I’m here, I’ve just been in…deep thought.” 
 
    “You don’t say!” Kemara rolled her eyes and sat back in her chair as if she had already proven that point. 
 
    “No, but seriously. I think I have just a pinch of baby fever,” I shared with Kemara, holding up my fingers to show that my baby fever diagnosis was slight, and nothing to be alarmed about. It was totally normal. Especially when I had both a new addition in the family and a wedding date coming soon.  
 
    “You’re seriously delusional, sis,” Kemara went on to say. 
 
    I gasped and turned to Kemara. “Is it that obvious?” I pretended as if I really cared about her slight although I truly didn’t. 
 
    Kemara rolled those infamous eyes and proceeded to say, “Tameka, I know you. I’ve sat here and watched the way you get all bug-eyed about these babies in here, and I’ve seen the way you take care of your nephew. You’ve been bit with the bug, my dear sis, and there’s no downplaying it.” 
 
     I sighed. I wasn’t in a relationship with myself though. In order to get excited about potentially having another baby, Jeb would have to be just as excited. He didn’t seem the least bit interested in discussing babies unless he was calling his new club expansion his baby.  
 
    “Jeb made a comment last night,” I blurted out. “…baby expo on TV…baby fever…he’s not feeling it,” I said, in my attempt to reveal last night’s events to Kemara. 
 
     Kemara laughed. “What? Slow down and tell me what the hell you’re talking about.” 
 
     I took a deep breath. “I was home last night waiting for Jeb to come back from his meeting with an investor when I had caught this Baby Expo infomercial on TV, which I was meaning to tell you about, by the way. But anyways, he walks in right when that infomercial was on, he notices the baby magazines on the bed, and he straight up tells me in so many words that his club’s second location is about to be his baby…yadi yah.”  
 
    I looked at my sister for her response, but all I got was a blank stare and a brief, but awkward pause. 
 
    “He totally shut me down, Kemara! I didn’t even get a chance to express to him that, yes, yes, yes! I want another baby! And with him! The man I love,” I exaggerated to my sis. 
 
     “Oh shit,” she said as her face read something along the lines of Yikes. 
 
     “I know right! He came home last night pretty stressed, I get that. He wouldn’t even tell me much about how the meeting went. You know he usually gives me the play by play, but last night he wasn’t having it. He even shut me down when I told him I’d be willing to come to the club to help out, so all I could do was tell him I would always be a listening ear,” I said all in one breath as I exhaled all that happened to Kemara. 
 
    Just as my eruption came to a close, I finally settled into the realization that Kemara’s Oh, shit, didn’t have a damn thing to do with what I was vomiting up to her. I watched her look behind me at the door and shake her head. Her face unraveled into a snarl right before my eyes. She patted my leg, and quietly instructed me.  
 
    “Look, look. Look who’s here,” she murmured.  
 
    I turned to see Melody promenade in pushing a stroller while accompanied by an attractive young couple. I instantly whipped my head back around towards Kemara, though I was about a good millisecond late.  
 
    Shit! She had definitely recognized me staring at her from across the gynecologist’s office like a mad woman. 
 
    “Oh heavens! Is she coming this way?” I whispered as I tried to capture Kemara’s attention. She was still gazing at the lady, while completely neglecting her job as my intel. 
 
    Kemara continued to pat my legs. “She’s coming; she’s walking this way. She definitely saw you, sis,” she hissed indiscreetly.  
 
    “Tameka!” I heard Melody say. I stood up and smiled and greeted my ex’s ex who always stepped to me in the fakest way she knew how. 
 
    “Hello, Melody,” I said rather lukewarmly. “I see you go to the same ob/gyn as my sis. What a small town.” 
 
    “A small town it is!” Melody replied.  
 
    I looked down at Kemara who was still sitting with the baby. I was trying to make eye contact with her so she could get the hint to stand on up and jump in this conversation too. I wasn’t a fan of small talk, so I required someone who could diffuse the situation should things have gone haywire. But, of course, my sister sat idle as if she were aloof to the message behind my eye contact. 
 
     Melody leaned down and took a look at Bryce and managed to squeeze out an “Aw, how cute.” 
 
    “Really, Melody?” I asked curiously. I couldn’t help but to question her sincerity. She never even attempted to mask her dislike of children, and yet we were at a gynecology office with her cooing over my nephew, and she was pushing Rodney’s child around in a stroller.  
 
    “Nope, still not getting what all the baby hype is about,” she quickly acknowledged. 
 
    “So I’m interested. Why get pregnant by Rodney?” I felt Kemara tug at my shirt from behind. I shooed her hand away and waited for Melody to respond. 
 
    “To be honest, having a baby by Rodney meant padding my pockets with his money for the next eighteen years,” Melody said coldly.  
 
    I don’t know why her apathy startled me. I should have been used to her by then, but before I knew it, I was ready to go off on this chick who broke up my family just because she wanted a paycheck.  
 
    Kemara caught my arm before I did something I regretted, which was smack her.  
 
    “You fucking whore,” was what I proceeded to say right as Kemara stood up with the baby and pinched me. I rushed to the aid of my arm which was now throbbing with pain that my own sister had caused. She then turned to us both and reminded us this wasn’t the place.  
 
    “We’re in a doctor’s office filled with new moms and their babies, ladies. I actually worked really hard to find an obstetrician I like, so simmer down please,” said Kemara.  
 
    I backed down and shook it off, but that didn’t stop Melody from trying to get the last word. “You can have him back!” she said. “He’s useless since that accident he had chasing your man. He doesn’t even remember me, so I know he doesn’t remember how to make any money. That’s why I needed a backup plan.” Melody turned and gestured at the couple she brought with her. “By being a good Samaritan for this lovely couple who can’t have their own child. Once I hand this baby to them, it’s pay day, bitches.” 
 
    “Bitch—” I advanced towards the heartless woman when I felt Kemara tug at my shirt.  
 
    “She’s not worth it,” Kemara growled through clenched teeth. “Plus you wouldn’t want me to beat you down if I were to lose my spot here at this office, now would you?”  
 
    Sometimes, I wished Kemara would just shut up. But at that moment, I sucked it up, flopped back onto the seat, and just shut the hell up myself. I watched as Melody flipped her long, flat, straight hair and switched back to her seat to sit beside her impending payday. My mind then raced to how that couple was going to treat my kids’ little sibling, and I started to panic while thinking about my kids living a life of not knowing their little brother or sister.  
 
    I thought about Rodney and how disillusioned he was. He didn’t believe he had been engaged to Melody, let alone that she had given birth to his baby. And she wasn’t much of a fiancée to stick around and try to convince him otherwise.  
 
     Someone needed to let Rodney know that he was about to have a child in the world without either of its’ parents. He needed to know, and I was going to get him to see that he needed to act and act fast. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    I woke up this morning feeling like complete shit. Tameka was gone to Kemara’s doctor’s appointment, and my mind was still reeling over not telling her about Rochelle’s presence in the club over the next few weeks. I saw the hurt in her eyes when I told her I didn’t need her help. And the talk about babies seemed to strike a chord with her too. Of course, I wanted us to have children, but I wanted to get everything settled with this deal first. I especially couldn’t think about our future children as long as Rochelle was lurking in the shadows.  
 
    For the first time ever, I wasn’t excited to go into the club knowing she would be there. I didn’t need this added drama in my life, but I’d be damned if I let someone like Rochelle come in between me making my dream come true.  
 
    I pulled into the empty parking lot with a lot less enthusiasm for the day. I unhurriedly found it in me to pull myself out of the car and made my way across the lot and into the club doors. Rochelle was already there with a couple of staff members going through pre-business prep. My mood was flat as I said a dry “hello” to everyone and walked to the hallway leading to my office.  
 
    “Eventful night?” she asked as she glided past me and into the bar area to pour her a glass of Henney. 
 
    “A tad bit early to be drinking, don’t you think?” I shot back. 
 
    Rochelle took a sip of the brown liquid and sighed. “It’s never too early for a drink.”  
 
    “Well, make sure you write it down on your tab,” I told her then progressed past the bar, not taking the time to chit-chat. I went into my office after hearing her gasp and make a comment about her not having a tab.  
 
    I probed my messy desk looking for my keys, so I could lock my office door behind me. I spotted them underneath a few pieces of unopened mail as I heard Rochelle walk in. She shut the door behind her and turned the lock.  
 
    “Open my door, and get the fuck out,” I declared sternly.  
 
    Being the trifling person that Rochelle was, she ignored me and promenaded towards my desk like she was auditioning for the number one spot at a strip club.  
 
    “Don’t be so rude, Jeb. I’m just here to make sure this new partnership between you and Trey gets off to a great start,” she said as she used her arm to slide my stapler, tape dispenser, and file holder over to one side, so she could plant her newly voluptuous ass on my desk.  
 
    “I don’t need you for anything, Rochelle. The deal will go through with or without you,” I said with confidence.  
 
    “Oh, but are you sure of that?” she questioned with a raised brow. “Trey’s a powerful man, but for the past year I’ve earned his trust, so my word goes a long way.” 
 
    “Does he know I used to fuck you?” I asked, testing her theory of Trey’s trust.  
 
    “No, and he doesn’t need to know that. Bringing it up at this point will make the deal sour for everyone involved.”  
 
    “You’re not as smart as you think you are, Rochelle. Do you think a man like Trey would ask you to work beside me to check out the innerworkings of this club without knowing that we used to be together? Or, better yet, do you think he won’t notice you drooling over me every time you look at me?”  
 
    For the first time ever, Rochelle looked sincerely stumped. “He doesn’t know,” she said as more of a reassurance to herself.  
 
    “I’m only allowing you to be here because Trey wants you here. But I suggest you walk a fine line and keep it professional,” I said. “I’m getting married in a few months, and my fiancée comes here a lot. Plus, I don’t need any fucking problems with Trey Cox. Do you understand that?”  
 
    “So you’re really marrying that black girl? I thought people were lying when I heard about you dating her,” she said with a look of disgust on her face.  
 
    “It’s no lie. I’m happy to make a woman who knows how to keep other men out of her panties my wife,” I said. 
 
    Rochelle slid down off my desk with a scowl on her face. “I guess it’s simply business then,” she said. “Thursday nights are soul nights featuring the singer Alise, correct?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s correct,” I said and waited for her to promenade out of my office with the same energy she walked in with. Instead, she stood there looking at me as if she were hoping for our conversation to take a different turn.  
 
    Rochelle’s presence at the club was tap dancing on my last nerve, but Trey wanted her here so he could get a better insight of how we operated. She was trouble, major trouble, and I wanted to avoid her until the end of the week.  
 
    “Come on, Jeb. You don’t miss me, even a little?” she asked, looking at me with the intense glare that used to turn my world upside down. “I missed you like hell,” she said, and her voice cracked exposing that she might’ve been being honest for once.  
 
    “No, I didn’t miss you. Not even a little,” I said firmly as I headed for the door to see her out.  
 
    She walked behind me, but when she reached the door, she touched my chin and tried to pull my face to hers like she used to do when I loved her. For the slightest bit of a moment, I went back to a place where Rochelle was the lady of my life. A wave of sadness hit me as I remembered both where I thought we would be now and her betrayal.  
 
    She held my chin in her hand looking at me with the sincerest look I’d ever seen from her. I could feel her breath and smell the Hennessey she was sipping earlier. I watched her watch me as I tried to figure out the reason I hadn’t moved from that spot since she touched me.  
 
    “Leave, Rochelle!” I said finally. “And I mean leave the building, and don’t come back! I’ll call Trey—”  
 
    There was a knock on the door that interrupted the tirade I wasn’t done having.  
 
    “Jeb, your wife is here, and she brought you lunch,” Renee said and stood in the doorway looking from me to Rochelle.  
 
    “How sweet?” Rochelle said. Her hands fell to her side as her eyes registered the hurt over hearing Renee refer to Tameka as my wife. She walked away from the door and back toward the club’s main floor. “I’ll get back to work now,” she tossed over her shoulder.  
 
    Major trouble, I thought as Renee walked away but not before looking at me with suspicious eyes. I gathered my thoughts before I headed out front to have lunch with Tameka. Something had to give. Rochelle being here was too close for comfort, and I knew she wasn’t about to give up.  
 
    *** 
 
    “That was delicious, baby. You know what would be the perfect dessert?” I asked as I leaned in to capture Tameka’s soft lips that I’d wanted to taste since I walked into the dining area and saw her setting the table for our lunch. It didn’t help that she chose an inconspicuous corner of the club that gave us a little privacy.  
 
    “Hey…” Tameka leaned away from me to avoid another kiss. “After I left the doctor’s office this morning, I ran into your father at the mall. I was shocked when he waved at me,” she said, and frankly I was shocked to hear that too. Waving was a small gesture for most people, but for my old man to wave at Tameka, it was huge, so huge that I sat in silence, not knowing what to say. “Do you think he’ll come to the wedding?” she asked, breaking the silence.  
 
    “We’ll send him an invite. If he doesn’t come, he doesn’t come. All we need is us,” I said, doubting my father would ever accept my relationship with Tameka but the hopefulness in her eyes gave me some too.  
 
    “I have no way of knowing what my father is thinking or feeling because I haven’t talked to him in months,” I admitted.  
 
    “But that has to change. I won’t feel comfortable until you and your father at least sit down and discuss this again. He’s the only parent you have left, and life is too short to not be speaking to each other,” she said adamantly.  
 
    I leaned away from her, thinking.  
 
    “It’s not that simple, Tameka. You don’t just change generations of hatred with a conversation. My father’s attitude is baked in, and while he’s a quiet, even-tempered man, he’s hardcore stubborn.” 
 
    Sadness covered Tameka’s  beautiful Nubian features. I hated to drop something like that on her, but the power of hatred was so deeply rooted in some people that even her gorgeous smile and contagious personality couldn’t pull it out.  
 
    I had witnessed men throw their children away when they wouldn’t declare white supremacy and agree to pass the torch on to future generations. Women went to their graves not speaking to their daughters who had chosen to marry black.  
 
    Our union wasn’t a small deal for my family. To them, deciding to have an interracial family was the highest form of treachery against the white race. I explained all of this to Tameka, so she would understand how my family worked, and so she wouldn’t keep having so much hope for them to come around. 
 
    “How will you feel if you never have a relationship with your father again…because of me?” she asked with sorrow in her voice.  
 
    “I love my father a lot. I also knew the day I fell in love with you that I would be worse off losing you than I would be from losing relationships with people simply because you’re black.” I tilted her chin up so that she was looking at me. “I choose you, Tameka. I choose to denounce my family’s standard of hate. I don’t want to have hate in my heart for anyone, anymore. There’s always more hate required, more people to cast aside just because of the skin they’re born in.”  
 
    “Jeb, I admire you for changing your thoughts and your life. Not many men would have had the courage,” Tameka said, and the way she looked at me made a man out of me. That look alone made every sacrifice worth it.  
 
    “I appreciate what you’re saying, but I feel like I don’t deserve any special treatment because I decided not to be hateful like my family. It’s a low bar. If you’re raised a certain way, you just go that way until you know better.”  
 
    “When you know better, you do better,” Tameka agreed with a smile.  
 
    “Yep, and I know I will love you ‘til death, Tameka. I will die doing better for you.”  
 
    “Awe, I love you too, Jeb.” Tameka pulled my face to hers and soon our lips were latched together in a caress meant for us.  
 
    “That’s the only reason I wanted to get married in Hawaii with only the people that matter around. I don’t want my father, old friends, or anyone to get in the way of our special day. But knowing how important it is to you…to us, getting married right here for all to see is the only way.” 
 
    “Yes, babe, and I dare anyone to try to mess up our special day. Do I need to get a holster sewn into my wedding gown?” she teased.  
 
    I chuckled and squeezed Tameka tight as she sat close to me. “Just leave the protection part up to me. I’ll make sure we don’t have any issues at our wedding,” I said easing Tameka onto my lap and kissing her deeply.  
 
    “Jeb, we’re at your job.” She looked around, trying to see if anyone saw us as she eased back down out of my lap.   
 
    “I’m the boss, so I can do whatever I like,” I responded and scooted closer to her in the booth and pinned her against the wall.  
 
    Tameka tapped my arm as if that would deter me, but her attempt to deny me her succulent lips only made me want them more, and her taste was worth the struggle.  
 
    “Jeb—”  
 
    “You taste so good, Tameka. Can I taste you again?” 
 
    “Can’t you see she doesn’t want you kissing her like that? Why force yourself on the woman?” Rochelle’s screeching voice cut into the sweet sound of a moan that was about to escape Tameka’s throat.  
 
    Tameka and I looked up at my ex who had appeared out of thin air and was standing over our booth with her hand on her hip scowling at us as if she were my mother.  
 
    “What do you need, Rochelle?” I growled out like a hungry lion ready to pounce on its prey. She didn’t know how close I was to chewing her head off. 
 
    “I need you to stop with the PDA. You’ve been over here for an hour, and you have a business to run. It’s inappropriate to be out here kissing…her,” she had the audacity to say nastily.  
 
    “Hey…what’s your name?” Tameka asked her, but before Rochelle could answer, she turned to me with so many questions in her eyes. “Who is this woman, Jeb?”  
 
    “I’m Rochelle, and I guess you’re Tameka,” Rochelle said in a nonchalant tone.  
 
    “You guessed right, and I think the first thing I should let you know is the kiss Jeb and I were about to share.” Tameka leaned forward and licked my top lip, and the heat from her breath both shocked and aroused me. My lips parted, and I received her tongue inside of my mouth, and we did our tongue tango until that moan did finally flow from Tameka. 
 
    My mood had gone from feeling deeply about my father’s rejection to being ready to make out with Tameka to ripping Rochelle’s head off and back to ready to take Tameka to bed. I forgot about Michelle…Rochelle, whatever her name is, and I lived in this spicy ass moment that Tameka seized upon. That was why I fucking loved her.  
 
    When Tameka broke away from the kiss, she swiped her finger down my lips with a smile. Then, she looked back at Rochelle.  
 
    “Our kiss is consensual. There’s no hashtag MeToo about this moment, so I don’t need saving from my man,” she said sternly. “So back off!”  
 
    “Excuse me then!” Rochelle said with an attitude.  
 
    “You heard my woman,” I said, unable to keep my eyes off Tameka. She looked so sexy to me at that very moment that I wanted to take her to my office and bend her over and spank her. “I can’t keep my hands off my future wife, and I don’t have to,” I clarified my feelings for Tameka so that Rochelle would have no further confusion as to how Tameka felt about me or how I felt about Tameka.  
 
    “Glad you found someone you could express your feelings for in public,” she said, her voice freefalling into her throat and choking up as the words came out.  
 
    “You’re new here, so you may not know this, but we are madly in love,” Tameka said, smiling. “Still, I understand your concerns about the PDA in the club. We want his employees to respect us fully, so we’re usually professional when we’re here. We just have our moments, but usually they’re in Jeb’s office.” Tameka gave her a knowing look, and I couldn’t have enjoyed the moment of my beautiful, strong woman putting Rochelle in her place anymore.  
 
    “That’s good to hear,” Rochelle shot back. “I’ll pass that along to Trey. I’m sure he’ll be glad to know that. I guess I’ll let you two love birds get back to being professional,” Rochelle added. I could see the undeniable hurt in her eyes as she glanced at me one last time before she stormed away heading to the bar for another drink.  
 
    I refused to let her have an advantage over me, and to make sure she didn’t, I decided it was time to tell Tameka about the extent of our past relationship.  
 
    “So how long were you two together?” Tameka asked as soon as Rochelle made it to the bar. “And don’t tell me she’s not your ex, because if she’s not, then you’re giving her the D now.”  
 
    “Really, Tameka. I’m not giving her the D,” I said and laughed.  
 
    “I’m not joking. What’s up with her?”  
 
    “I was about to tell you about it, but it’s that obvious, huh?” I sighed. 
 
    Tameka looked over to where Rochelle was standing behind the bar watching us talk. “Yeah, she’s screaming for your attention and her jealousy is extremely hard to miss. I just want to know one thing. Do you still have feelings for her?”  
 
    “What? No, of course not.” I grabbed Tameka’s hand and held it.  
 
    “I believe you, but I had to ask,” she said.  
 
    “Baby, you’re the only woman I can imagine myself with. Since the first time we made love, I’ve been ruined for all other women. I look at other women differently because none of them are you,” I confessed.  
 
    “Why is she here though? She mentioned Trey; is she here because of your deal with him?” Tameka asked. 
 
    “Yes. She’s Trey’s girlfriend, and he wants her to watch the day-to-day operations and report back to him how smoothly we operate.” 
 
    “So you used to date her, and now she’s dating Trey?” 
 
    “Yeah, a recipe for disaster, I know.”  
 
    “Well, I just know you’d better stay faithful to me, Jeb. She’s walking around up in here like she owns the place and trying to start some shit with me, and I don’t want to go there with her, but you know I will. Then, the deal will be dead, and it’ll seem like I’m your crazy girlfriend that ruined the future of Club Elite.” 
 
    “It’s not going to get to that, Tameka. As soon as I talk to Trey, I’m going to let him know Rochelle is out. If he doesn’t want to work with me after that, then that’s on him. I’ll find another way to expand.”  
 
    “Don’t do that, Jeb. It’s not—”  
 
    “That’s not up for debate, Tameka. You come first. Everything else is secondary.” Tameka smiled and looked at me as if she had some doubt about her place in my life, and that made me feel like I had more to prove. “I know that when we were talking about having kids I said the business is like our child, but I didn’t mean it comes before you. While I’m still trying to grapple with my relationship with my father, work on the deal, and get ready for the wedding, I thought it would be best not to add another kid to the mix.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She smiled.  
 
    “But don’t get me wrong, baby. You will be filled with my babies soon. We’re going half on some babies. And when I get the baby fever, you’re going to want to give me Tylenol,” I let her know then leaned over to kiss her soft lips once again.  
 
    As our lips connected, a current of electricity shot through me. Tameka looked at me with slanted eyes, bitten blanched lips, and tiny dimples that were only visible when she smiled seductively. 
 
    “Keep looking at me like that and I’ll toss my business goals aside and speed up the baby making plans,” I whispered against her mouth before our lips locked together one final time.  
 
    “I should get home and let you get back to work. Besides, the kids will be home in an hour,” she said as she worked to even her breath.   
 
    “We can do a lot in an hour. Let’s go in my office right quick.”   
 
    “No. Too many people are here; they’ll hear me.” 
 
    I licked my lips. I wanted her oh so badly. But she was right. There were too many people roaming around today, and we didn’t make love quietly. I looked at Rochelle who was still seated at the bar watching us and wished she would disappear.  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I digressed. “I’ll be home for dinner tonight before I come back in for soul night.” 
 
    “Hey, I was thinking about coming to support Alise tonight.” 
 
    “That would be great! We can ride back together,” I said as I reached my hand out to help her out of her seat so that I could walk her to her car. 
 
    “Alright, see you at home,” Tameka pecked my lips. “And make sure you handle the situation with your ex. She should know that she can’t just step up to us and check us whenever she feels like it.”  
 
    “I know. I will deal with it, Tameka,” I replied, getting angry all over again.  
 
    Tameka gave me one last thoughtful look before she got in her car and left. I stalked back inside the building on a mission.  
 
    “Rochelle, I need to see you in my office!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    “Since you’ve been away, I’ve been down and lonely. Since you’ve been away, I’ve been thinking of you,” Alise bellowed out Diana Ross’s melody “Missing You,” hitting every note in her unique, smooth as satin tone. I held my hand over my heart, feeling the love and pain in my friend’s words. She sang the song frequently when she was thinking of her ex, so tonight she must’ve been feeling nostalgic.  
 
    It was throwback soul night at Club Elite, and Alise was singing her heart out as one of the featured local singers. The building was packed to capacity, so packed that people were being turned away so that we wouldn’t violate fire code.  
 
    Alise finished her set and bowed to the roaring crowd that soaked up her every word. “Thank you. I truly want to thank you all for making a girl feel like she can sing. This is why I love being at Club Elite, so don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back up later tonight for another set, and then make sure you come back Saturday for new school R & B,” she said along with her signature curtsy before she left the stage.  
 
    “I love you!” a man screamed from the crowd, causing everyone to start clapping and chanting Alise’s name. “I really love you!” the man’s voice could be heard again but this time louder than the chanting crowd.  
 
    I squealed as Alise made her way over to the table and sat in the waiting chair next to Jayne. Kemara and Channing were also hanging out with us, and Jeb joined us whenever he wasn’t putting out a fire for one of his employees or patrons.  
 
    “You were great up there,” I said to Alise when she walked over to our table.  
 
    “Thanks. Those lemons must have come through for me because I’ve had a sore throat all day and had to suck on a lemon before I got here.”  
 
    “You sounded amazing,” I assured her.  
 
    “Girl, you know you can blow,” Jayne chimed in.  
 
    Alise waved over a waitress and ordered a glass of red wine. “Can you drop in a few ice chips,” she was saying to the waitress when she was interrupted.  
 
    “Excuse me, Miss—Alise,” a tall white man touched Alise’s shoulder as he spoke. “Can I have a dance with you?” he asked with a huge, weird-looking smile plastered on his handsome face.  
 
    “Hello….no, I don’t feel like dancing right now. Just got off the stage, so I’m going to hang out with my girls for a while before I have to get back up there to sing again. Thank you though,” Alise said with a genuine smile and friendly tone.  
 
    The man tugged on her arm. “Come on, Alise. Just one dance, sweetheart.” 
 
    She tried to pull her arm away from his grasp while saying, “I don’t feel like dancing.”  
 
    The man didn’t let her go. Instead, his fingers started making a raging imprint in her arm as he gripped her tighter. Alise tried to pull away again, but it was obvious he was stronger than her and had no intention of leaving her alone.  
 
    “Let her arm go!” Janye yelled as she slid down off her barstool. 
 
    “I come here every Thursday and Saturday to see you, and this is how you treat me? Give me just a few minutes, please,” the man pleaded with Alise. “All I want is a dance.”  
 
    “But she doesn’t want to dance with you,” I spoke up for my friend who looked like she didn’t know what else to say to the man.  
 
    “Did I ask you anything, bitch? So you need to stay in your place. No one is over here for you anyway.” He turned back to Alise. “Please, I can give you everything—”  
 
    “Who the hell are you calling a bitch? You crusty little asshole,” I snapped into the old Tameka in zero point five seconds as I stood from my seat as well.  
 
    “Is there a problem here?” Jeb’s bouncer, Bruiser, walked up beside the man and stood in take down position as the muscles in his neck flexed. “Sir, would you mind taking your hand off the lady?” he said in a booming voice.  
 
     “Fuck off, and find your own girl,” the man said. He was clearly not as built as Bruiser, and his medium build standing up to Bruiser’s intrusive six-foot tall, heavyweight stature made me fear for his life. Him being smaller didn’t have an influence over the man. He stood there, poking his average-sized chest out, talking smack and standing up for his right to harass my friend. “I said get lost,” he growled at Bruiser before pushing him in the chest.  
 
    Bruiser grabbed the man and with little effort slammed him to the ground. He put his knee in his back and held him there as the man screamed, “Get off of me! Help. Someone get this man off of me!”  
 
    Jeb noticed the commotion and left the bar area where he had just went to do a cash pull and came over to kneel down beside the man. “You causing trouble tonight, buddy?” he asked as if he knew the guy.  
 
    “Jeb, I come in here every week to buy drinks. Tonight, I only wanted to meet the singer, but she was acting stuck up, and your muscle took it upon himself to floor me. I should sue this place,” the guy whined.  
 
    “He grabbed Alise and wouldn’t let her go,” I said to Jeb in Bruiser’s defense.  
 
    “Time to take out the trash.” Bruiser patted the man down then scooped him up in one quick motion. He tossed him over his shoulder like a ragdoll and started walking toward the front door.  
 
    “Put me down,” the man yelled, wiggling like a little kid as he glared at Alise. “This is your fault! I’ll get you one way or the other, so you can believe this isn’t the last of me,” he said as he glared at her with an evil look in his beady eyes.  
 
    “Bruiser’s going to toss him on his face and beat him up while he’s out there,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, I better make sure the douche makes it to his car without losing a rib or an arm.” Jeb sighed as if weighing the outcome of his paid employee beating a man to death while on the clock before he walked behind them out of the club. 
 
    Just then, Channing walked toward the table from the bathroom.  
 
    “What’s going on? What did I miss?” he asked as he looked at the stunned looks on everyone’s faces.  
 
    “A crazy man just tried to force Alise to dance, and Bruiser had to get him off of her and drag him out the club,” Jayne said.  
 
    “Did Jeb go out there with him? Because you know Bruiser is going to put a hurting on him if no one is there to stop him,” Channing stated. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, he’s out there with him.” 
 
    “Let me go see if my cuz needs my help,” Channing responded.  
 
    Kemara touched his arm. “Be careful, baby.”  
 
    “I will.” Channing pecked her cheek before he walked toward the door.  
 
    I turned to my friend who was rubbing her temples. “Are you okay, Alise?”  
 
    “I’m a little shaken up, but I will be alright,” she said.  
 
    “There’s always one that tries to mess up a good night,” Janye said.  
 
    “I bet he wishes he hadn’t after Bruiser got hold of him,” Kemara chimed in, and we laughed.  
 
    “I don’t know what I would have done if he didn’t step in when he did. That man was a lunatic,” said Alise with her voice still a little shaky.  
 
    “Hell, with that crazy motherfucker making threats to bother you again, you may need to hire Bruiser as your personal bodyguard. I know I’d love to have him personally guard me, whew,” Jayne said as she fanned herself dramatically.  
 
    “Calm down, sis. I don’t need anyone to guard me,” Alise said to Jayne. “I refuse to allow a crazy person to have me running scared.”  
 
    That sentiment didn’t quite reach Alise’s eyes, which were wide and fearful. It was natural that she was afraid this man would come back for her, hell, I was too. His eyes had a wildness in them that made it seem as if he wasn’t the type to give idle threats, but more like the kind of man to don a machine gun and wipe out a roomful of people because he had a fucked up, lonely life.  
 
    As I thought these things, Alise seemed to come to her own conclusion. “With the way the world is these days, I might look into getting some security,” she stated thoughtfully.  
 
    “I’m just saying, Bruiser is the man for the J-O-B,” Jayne repeated, dramatically spelling out the last word. 
 
    I shook my head at Jayne’s antics then turned to Alise. “You’re going out and doing more shows. You’ll be meeting more people who will try to get in your space, so you have to be more mindful of who’s around you. I mean, your brand new single is on iTunes that’s selling at number ten, right after Kane Brown. Maybe it’s time to stop acting like you’re not a big deal. You’re a big fucking deal celebrity, and you’re my friend,” I gushed.  
 
    “Listen to you being all supportive and protective,” Alise said, offering me a warm smile. “Thanks sis.” 
 
    “But you are a big deal. I would hate to have to escort you to your gigs, ready to hit someone with a beer bottle if they try to bother you, but you know I will do it.” I laughed.  
 
    “Not before I knee his ass,” Jayne said and laughed.  
 
    The rest of the crew joined in the laughter.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll check into Bruiser’s company and see if he has someone that can go with me to my events and see me home safely on those nights,” Alise agreed. 
 
    “That’s all I’m saying,” Jayne said with a wink, and we all sighed in relief to know our friend was taking measures to protect herself.  
 
    “Just think about it. If you have crazed fans at this level, wait until you hit #1 on iTunes,” I said.  
 
    “Well, let’s just drink to you hitting that number one spot soon!” Kemara chimed in, and we raised our glasses to that. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeb 
 
    “It’s a good thing we went outside with Bruiser. He would have broken the asshole in two if we hadn’t held him back,” Channing said of my friend and bouncer who was in rare form tonight. He was known as Bruiser for a reason, but since he’d been working at Club Elite he hadn’t dismantled a man the way he did the regular who tried to attack Alise. The poor guy had no clue of the danger he’d put himself in.  
 
    “I know, man. That shit was wild. It took us both to hold him back even after the man was cowering and begging for his life. I don’t know where all the extra rage came from tonight, but Bruiser was in a zone,” I said, closing the door to my office. I had already talked to Bruiser and sent him home to cool off.  
 
    “So we’re just going to pretend we didn’t see him drooling over Alise as if she were a bag of Lays the entire time she was on stage performing?” Channing asked.  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, you would have thought she was the last ham sandwich on Earth.” 
 
    “And we know how much he loves ham,” I said, laughing. “That time you got the last piece of his mother’s ham at Thanksgiving didn’t turn out well for you,” I teased Channing.  
 
    “Ha, ha, ha… Anyway, our boy is pussy whipped, and he hasn’t even gotten any yet,” Channing stated.  
 
    Bruiser peeked his head into the door. “Jeb, the front door needs smaller bills.” 
 
    “What are you doing back here, man? I told you to take the night off,” I said.  
 
    “Nah, boss man. Alise has to do her last set, and my job is to protect her on Thursday and Saturday nights when she’s here. I’m not letting a punk run me away from my job, ” he said sternly and then started to walk off.  
 
    “Bruiser?”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to work on that temper, man. Dammit. We can’t be catching lawsuits because you want to bruise people up,” I said. 
 
    “Listen, that guy was disrespectful to your singer that you hired to work at your club and told that you would provide a safe environment. You hired me to provide that safety. If you want me to do my job, you’re going to have to let me do it,” he said indignantly. “Besides, why the hell would you hire a bruiser if you only wanted a scratcher?” he mumbled.  
 
    “I’ll get the change out there in a minute, man. Just don’t kill anybody, please.” 
 
    “Gotcha, boss man,” he said and walked out. 
 
    “He’s totally going to kill someone,” Channing said, laughing as he stood up.  
 
    I dropped my head into my hands and shook it. Channing came over to where I was sitting and pat me on the shoulder.  
 
    “I’m about to grab the wife and head out,” he said. “Stay safe, cuz.”  
 
    “Alright, we’ll catch up with each other soon,” I said and watched him leave out while thinking about how I was going to deal with Bruiser’s temper. He was an old friend from the brotherhood that left because he started to evolve in his way of thinking. He wasn’t quite there yet as far as his belief about races intermixing, but he respected me and Tameka’s relationship, simply because he knew how much I cared about her. 
 
    I was about to go back out to the bar area to hang out with Tameka and her friends for a while when Rochelle met me at my office door.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, touching my chest and causing me to tense up. “I just got here and wanted to let you know Trey will be here in about an hour.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me know,” I said, removing her hand and placing it back at her side.  
 
    “I heard about a fight earlier tonight. What’s the deal with that?” she asked.  
 
    I played the situation down. “It wasn’t a fight. We had a guy harassing the singer and he got put out by security.”  
 
    “Oh.” She touched my chest again, but this time slid her hand down to my stomach and started inching lower until I grabbed it firmly in my hand. 
 
    I spun her around and said, “Go back up to the front, Rochelle.”  
 
    “If that’s what you want,” she said, slowly rubbing her ass up against my crotch.  
 
    “Stop that!” I said, pushing her away just as Trey stepped up to the doorway.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here tonight, Ro? I thought I told you to stay your hot ass at home,” Trey said furiously.  
 
    “I just stopped by on my way home to make sure—”  
 
    “Make sure what? That you got a chance to rub your ass on Jeb before I got here?”  
 
    “I—I didn’t—” she started stuttering.  
 
    “You think I haven’t noticed how you’re always watching this man? See, you pulled the wool over my eyes for a long time, but when I told you to work here with Jeb, it wasn’t because I think your ass is smart. It’s because I saw the way you lit up when I first mentioned working with him. I just wanted to set you up to see what kinda shit you on.” 
 
     “Baby wait, let me explain before you start to—” 
 
    “Rochelle, I’m not Mr. Biggs. You have two point five seconds to get out of my face before I strip you out of those clothes I bought you and make you walk home.” 
 
    Rochelle put her head down and walked out of the office and up the hallway without looking back.  
 
    “And make sure you don’t go to the condo I bought you! I got my boys on the way to change the locks.” 
 
    The sounds of her sniffles could be heard as she continued to walk up the hall.  
 
    “Trey, man, I wasn’t trying to…” 
 
    “No need for any discussion, Jeb. I did my research on you two after she started giving off vibes that she was feeling you. I know what she did to you, and I also know that you’ve been turning down her advances. I think it takes a real businessman to put up with someone as dirty as Rochelle to see their dream through. We’ll talk soon about closing this deal. Let’s get to this money.” Trey dapped me up and turned to leave out.  
 
    I let out a deep breath I didn’t know I was holding then made it to the front of the club and was relieved to lock eyes with Tameka. She was questioning me with her eyes, wanting to know why Rochelle had been walking around Club Elite looking for me. I went to Tameka, took her by the hand, and led her to the dance floor. At that moment, I wanted to be close to her, to feel her body next to mine to remove the foul feeling of Rochelle touching me.  
 
    Alise had made it back to the stage, and she was singing “Make It Last Forever” by Keith Sweat. I began to sway to the music with Tameka while talking into her ear, “She’s been trying to come on to me, but I wouldn’t dare accept her advances.” 
 
    “I figured that much,” Tameka replied. “But what is she doing here? I thought you told her not to come back without Trey.” 
 
    “I did. She came into my office to tell me that he’s on the way, but he caught her trying to come on to me and told her to leave,” I said.  
 
    “Good for him! She’d better be glad I didn’t catch her raunchy tail,” Tameka said with tension in her voice.  
 
    “She won’t be a problem anymore, but I’m not concerned about her. I wanted to come tell you what happened, so you’ll know that I’m not hiding anything from you. I’ll always have an open and honest relationship with you,” I said as I massaged her back.  
 
    “Jeb,” she said, pulling back to look into my eyes. “I trust you completely. Even without you telling me what happened, I know you would never cross that line.”  
 
    I wrapped my hand around her neck lightly and pulled her to me for a kiss. Our tongues made love in a preview for what was to come later. We danced for hours until finally it was time to shut down for the night.  
 
    “This has been a long night!” Tameka said as we walked out at the end of the night.  
 
    “It sure has, but it’s going to be even longer once I get you home. Baby, I’m going to do things—” I quickly turned my attention to the sound of a man and woman arguing.  
 
    “I don’t need you standing over me like I’m a child!” the woman yelled.  
 
    “You don’t know what you need. If you keep behaving the way you do, something bad will happen to you! You need to stop acting like you’re a man, because you’re not!” a familiar voice yelled back.  
 
    “Just leave me alone. You’re acting worse than a stalker!” 
 
    “You wish I was stalking you…” 
 
    “Is that Alise and Bruiser?” I asked Tameka.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s them,” she replied, and we started walking in their direction.  
 
    “Bruise, man what’s going on now?” I yelled out. 
 
    “First of all, this man thinks he’s my daddy or something. I left my phone case at the table we were sitting at, so I drove back over here to get it, and he started hollering at me like a mad man,” Alise said as her chest heaved up and down showing her distress.  
 
    “That’s because you shouldn’t be out here in the dark by yourself. Anything could happen to you, and all of your snappy attitude, kicking and screaming wouldn’t be enough to save you,” Bruiser said, and he was inches away from her face as he argued his point.  
 
    “He does have a point, Alise, especially after that guy tried to attack you tonight,” I said, thinking about how many weirdos we’ve had to deal with lately. It was a full-time job keeping them away from Club Elite because everybody and their mother traveled here from all over the state to party.  
 
    “I don’t need saving!” Alise argued. “By anyone!” she fussed at Bruiser.  
 
    “Sis, he does have a point,” Tameka said. “It’s better to be on the safe side.”  
 
    “Not you too!” Alise said to Tameka.  
 
    “Thank you,” Bruiser said, calming a little. “I watched you and your friend to the car earlier and thought you were gone. Then, you show back up alone without anyone to look out for you. What if the guy had been lurking around and watched you leave and come back? You have to be more careful than that.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine! Just leave me alone,” Alise pouted. 
 
    Tameka nudged her, and they looked as if they were speaking in code to each other with their eyes. “Do you have a card you could give Alise so that she can hire you when she does gigs at other clubs?” Tameka asked.  
 
    Alise glared at Tameka, and her eyes were screaming, “No!”  
 
    “Here,” Bruiser said removing a card from his wallet and handing it to Alise. “It would be best if you hire a guard, and I have some qualified men that work with me.”  
 
    Alise reluctantly took the card. “If I hire you, I may not be allowed to leave my house,” she replied sarcastically.   
 
    “I’ll let you come out for air sometimes,” Bruiser said, maybe jokingly, but then again Bruiser didn’t tell a lot of jokes.  
 
    Alise started to her car, which was only a few feet away. She turned to look at Bruiser before she got in and rolled her eyes. Bruiser hopped in his truck and fired it up, taking off behind Alise in the same direction. I had no doubt that my boy was going to follow her to make sure she got into her house safely.  
 
    “What in the hell just happened?” Tameka asked unbelievingly.  
 
    “I think my boy Bruise is in love.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    “Hey, Rodney, come on in. I just told the kids to clean their rooms before they leave, so we could have time to talk,” I said as I stepped aside to invite Rodney inside.  
 
    “O-kay,” he said slowly. “Is something wrong?” He stood in the foyer looking at me as if he wasn’t sure if I was about to scold him or praise him.  
 
    “Come in here, and let’s go sit on the sofa,” I said inviting him to follow me into the living room where I sat on the love seat and he took a seat on the sofa. It felt like a full minute passed with nothing but thick silence before I asked, “Do you want anything to drink?”  
 
    “No. I’m fine.” Rodney intertwined his hands together and leaned forward as he looked at me. “Tameka, I can’t remember the last time you invited me inside of your house to sit down, and you’re letting off some weird energy that I can’t read. What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s something that’s been weighing heavy on my mind, and I’ve been meaning to talk to you about it,” I said and watched as a moment of hopefulness entered his eyes.  
 
    “You mean about us?” he asked.  
 
    “Kind of, but it’s more about the kids.” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I ran into Melody twice in the past few months.” 
 
    “Oh, her,” Rodney said, and his chest visibly deflated. His dark brown eyes lost all the light they’d had before, and now he was looking at me with a flat expression. “What about her?” he asked.  
 
    “I went to the doctor’s office with Tameka a couple weeks ago, and she was there with your baby.” 
 
    Rodney’s eyes perked up again at the mention of his child. “Did you see the baby?”  
 
    “No. She was there with a couple who she said would be adopting the child. I just want to know why you consented to something like that. Did you once think about the fact that Eva and Kevin will have a sibling out here in the world that they will never get a chance to know?”  
 
    “First of all, I didn’t know she was even thinking about giving the child up for adoption. She’s been keeping me in the dark with everything that involves the baby. Frankly, I don’t even know if it’s a girl or boy. That’s how in the dark I am.” 
 
    “Wow. Well, yeah, according to Melody, your child is up for adoption if it hasn’t already happened,” I said in a softer tone than before as I realized Rodney wasn’t as callous as I thought in this situation.  
 
    “No one is taking my child. That’s not happening, not even over my dead body,” Rodney said as fine lines began to crease his forehead. “I really can’t believe this girl has our child up for adoption. I mean, she already cleared out my bank account and took all the valuables out of the house. Now this.” Rodney’s eyes started quivering as if he were fighting back tears. His health and Melody’s treatment of him were really humbling him. 
 
    “Did you sign any paperwork at the hospital stating that you were the father? How can she do this without your consent?” I asked.  
 
    “I didn’t even know when the baby was born, so I didn’t get the opportunity to sign any paperwork. During the time she was in labor and having the child, I was still under the impression that I was your husband, and I didn’t care about what was going on with Melody, even though people kept telling me about her.”  
 
    Rodney paused and looked into my eyes as if he were searching for the old me, the one that loved him down to the sound of his footsteps after he arrived home from work each day. I was certain he would never find that Tameka again.  
 
    He continued, “I still want to fix things with us. I do, but—”  
 
    “The only thing we can fix is the way we raise our children together. We can make it the best we can, but there will never be an “us” again,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “I know, and I hate that I realized how wonderful you are too late.” Rodney blew out a deep breath and sat back in the chair. “So she told you that she was about to give my child up for adoption, huh?” he asked with sadness in his eyes.  
 
    “Yes. Sorry Rodney, but that’s not the worst part. She mentioned something about the people paying her money for the child. She said that you were her money ticket when you were married and that now she’s going to get money for the child since you can’t support her anymore.” 
 
    “Wow.” Rodney’s eyes opened wide, and I could see his thoughts swirling as that news blew him away.  
 
    “I know. I felt the same way when she told me.” 
 
    “I have to find out what I can do to stop this legally. I can’t let her do that to my child.” Rodney sprang to his feet and started pacing in front of the sofa.  
 
    “You have to get a lawyer,” I said.  
 
    “Why did I ever cheat on you and sleep with that girl?” he asked then stopped pacing and covered his mouth as if he’d slipped up and said that. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I’m over it now, but you could have chosen someone better to cheat with. Melody was a heartless little bitch then, and she is heartless now. The way she talks about the child, I don’t think she needs to keep it even if there is no adoption. And I must admit, for a while, I wondered if you would be any better than her. When you were with her, your worst qualities showed when it came to caring for our children. She brought out the worst in you,” I stated.  
 
    “Sad thing is, some of those memories have come back to me and brought me to my knees. When I have a flashback of Eva crying in her room and me not even asking her what’s wrong but instead making her clean the house, I get sad at how little I cared about her feelings. If going through this whole brain injury situation has taught me anything, it’s taught me who really cares about me and how to be better to the ones that matter,” Rodney said.  
 
    “I cared about you a lot when I was your wife, and now I care about our children and their wellbeing, which means you have to be a good man to be there for them.” 
 
    “You’re right, Tameka.” 
 
    “So fight for your other child. Show all three of your kids that you’re there for them and raise them as family,” I said.  
 
    “I will do that. Thanks for letting me know what was going on because Melody has been avoiding talking to me. It seems she’s told you more about what’s going on than she’s told me.”  
 
    “Yeah, I probably shouldn’t have gotten involved, but it devastated me when she came up to me talking about giving away your child. It was the oddest feeling to be defending a child my ex-husband had with his mistress, but that child is my children’s blood brother or sister, no matter how I feel about it.”  
 
    “You know me better than I know myself right now, Tameka, so you should have known this isn't something I would do. I've done a lot of things that were wrong, but I'm working on myself, and I hope you can see that.”  
 
    “I do see it, and I commend you.” 
 
    Rodney cracked a small smile and stood up. He walked over to stand in front of me and reached out and grabbed my hand, guiding me up out of my seat. He embraced me, but this time the embrace wasn’t an attempt at him being romantic. It was an embrace of friendship and understanding, and I accepted it. It was hard to put my guard down around Rodney, but I tried to in that moment.  
 
    “Thank you for being a great mother, Tameka.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, smiling back at him.  
 
    “And…for being a great wife,” he added. “Even though I blew it when I had you, I think you deserve to know that you were great to me. You did everything right; I just didn’t meet you halfway.”  
 
    Rodney’s innocent stare gradually morphed into an intimate glare, and he hugged me again, tighter, leaning so that his face pressed against the crook of my neck as his breathing intensified. He always had to blur the line. 
 
    “Rodney…” I said, leaning away from him.  
 
    “I’m sorry for messing up our marriage, Tameka,” he said as he took a deep breath and dipped down as if he were going to kiss me on the mouth.  
 
    I pushed back from him and yelled, “Kevin , Eva! Come on down. Your father is here!”  
 
    “I crossed the line again… I didn’t mean to…it’s just—” he started explaining. 
 
    “Rodney, that door has closed a long time ago for us. I just wanted to let you know what Melody was up to, and you can handle it accordingly.”  
 
    “I still owe you an apology.” 
 
    “Accepted.”  
 
    “Dad!” Kevin and Eva rushed into the room both with the same giddy enthusiasm over seeing their father.  
 
    Rodney hugged them, and we all talked for a while. After Rodney and the kids left, I decided to take a quick shower and get dressed. I was already late meeting Kemara, Alise and Jayne for lunch so I headed to the car, deciding to call Jeb as I pulled out of the driveway.  
 
    “The deal is done, baby! It’s official,” Jeb said as soon as he answered the call.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Trey is investing in the Atlanta location, and the new building has already been picked out.”  
 
    “Awe babe, that’s awesome! I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    “We’re celebrating tonight, so be ready!” He paused for a minute and started mumbling off instructions to someone in the background. “Look, I have to run. I’ll be home at about four for a few hours before I have to come back to the club tonight. We’re going to celebrate here.” 
 
    “Okay, see you then. And babe?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What are you thanking me for?” he asked.  
 
    “For being the man you are.” 
 
    “And thank you for being the woman by my side. See you tonight.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s about time you made it,” Jayne said as I sat down at the table where all my girls were enjoying cocktails and laughing. “We were over here making bets about how late you would get here.”  
 
    “Oh, funny.” I glared at Jayne then eyed Kemara and Alise. “I had a talk with Rodney, and that had me running late,” I said and waved the waiter over to order a glass of red wine.  
 
    “Rodney? What on Earth is he up to now?” Alise asked with a smirk on her naturally beautiful face. She never wore make up, and if she did, it was barely there.  
 
    “Nothing, except Melody’s shenanigans,” I said and sighed. 
 
    “What is she up to now?” Kemara asked.  
 
    “I just told him about her putting the baby up for adoption. He didn’t know,” I said, rolling my eyes at how trifling Melody could be. 
 
    “That trifling little bitch,” Jayne said. 
 
    “You read my mind,” I replied.  
 
    “Which one, Rodney or Melody?” Kemara chimed in.  
 
    “Melody. She knows she should’ve told that man before she put his child up for adoption. Where they do that at?” Jayne fussed.  
 
    “Well, I told him everything she’s been saying to me, and he’s going to get a lawyer to help him figure it out. Chances are he can nullify the adoption because she didn’t notify him of it. We’ll see,” I said as I accepted my glass of wine from the waiter and took a sip. “Dang, this hits the spot right.”  
 
    “Remember, we’re talking about Rodney here. Does he really want the kid?” Kemara asked.  
 
    “He said he does, and I think it’s important for our children to know their siblings too,” I stated.  
 
    “Yeah, a child should know they have siblings. What Melody is doing is selfish, but it’s no different than what she did when she started sleeping with Rodney, knowing he was your husband,” Alise said with frustration in her tone.  
 
    “Right. What more can anyone expect from her?” Kemara chimed in.  
 
    “Now, she doesn’t even want his child. But she wanted him when he was out there working in corporate America making that shmoney,” Jayne said, rubbing her fingers together while mimicking Cardi B.  
 
    “Right, and now she’s looking at him sideways because he has to recover from the accident,” Alise chimed in.  
 
    “That’s how side chicks do,” Kemara added. 
 
    “Wait a minute. I don’t like the little homewrecker, but let’s not blame all of it on her. It was Rodney’s ass who was out here in these streets chasing Jeb down when he got in that wreck. What woman in their right mind would take his ass back after he was out here stalking his ex’s boyfriend?” Jayne asked. “I know like hell I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Everyone at the table raised their glass to that.  
 
    “You have a point there,” Alise said.  
 
    “And speaking of taking a man back. I guess I’m going to have to steal my security guard crush back from you. That damn Bruiser has been watching you like a hawk since you hired him, and you won’t give the man any action,” said Jayne while giving Alise a playful side-eye.  
 
    Alise sighed. “He said he was going to assign one of his men to work for me, but every time I put in a request for a guard, he shows up,” she said, frowning.  
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know why my man is there,” Jayne teased. “And besides, you keep calling back, knowing that he’s going to be the one to show up.”  
 
    Everyone at the table looked at Alise because it was true. She was always complaining about Bruiser, but yet she kept hiring him to be her security.  
 
    “You can have him back, Jayne,” Alise said. “The man is nerve wrecking.”  
 
    “I bet he can wreck something more than your damn nerves, whew chile.” Jayne took a sip of her water. “I need to cool down.” 
 
    “Yeah, cool your hot and bothered butt down,” Alise said, and we all laughed.  
 
    “Alright, so let’s just change the subject,” Kemara interjected. “Who knows what I should do for little Bryce’s earache. He’s been whining about it for a few days, and the antibiotics the doctor gave me aren’t helping it.”  
 
    “I see what you did there,” Jayne said. “You know we all love little Bryce, but Alise needs to shit or get off the pot.”  
 
    “Stop it, Jayne! You’re sounding as stalkerish as that crazy man who was the catalyst to me ‘needing’ a bodyguard,” Alise said, looking at Jayne as if she were trying to understand her intent. “If you want the man, I will hook you up.” 
 
    “I’m only kidding with you, Alise. I’m trying to push you to see what’s right in front of you. A hunk of Hulk Hogan, The Incredible Hulk-built man who’s ready and willing to give you everything you’ve been singing about,” Jayne said.  
 
    “Ah, another subject change is needed,” Alise said as she looked at Kemara to save her.  
 
    “Is that Rochelle girl still trying to get with Jeb?” Kemara asked, and everyone turned and nosily looked at me. 
 
    “No. Jeb handled that situation, and she hasn’t been at the club lately,” I informed them. “But you should’ve known the answer to that because, if she was still disrespecting me like that, I would have been locked up in somebody’s jail.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad Jeb handled it,” Kemara said.  
 
    “I’m glad you brought that up though. I have some good news!” I said and turned up my glass to drink another gulp of wine.  
 
    “Well, are you going to make us drink shots for it, or are you going to tell us?” Jayne asked.  
 
    “What is it, Tameka,” Kemara chimed in.  
 
    Alise didn’t say anything; she just sat there patiently waiting for the news.  
 
    “Well, before I left home, Jeb told me…” I paused for dramatics. “That the deal went through! He is opening another location in Atlanta!” 
 
    “Now see, that is great news that I can get down with!” Jayne said.  
 
    “I’m so glad for him. Tell my cuz congratulations,” Kemara added.  
 
    Alise raised her glass. “Okay, we finally have something to drink to.”  
 
    With that bit of news, we enjoyed drinks, light conversation, and friendship for the next few hours. When we were finally ready to leave, I was walking out of the restaurant behind Alise when in walked Jeb’s father with a big brute man.  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak to the men but thought better of it when Jeb’s father looked at me like he’d seen a ghost and then shook his head. The guy with him had his eyes glued on me, and he scowled as if he wanted to claw my eyes out.  
 
    “Your boy has lost his mind,” the brute man mumbled under his breath but clearly loud enough for me to hear.  
 
    “What did you just say?” I asked.  
 
    “Mind your own business,” the brute man said, turning to face me. “I wasn’t talking to you.” 
 
    Jeb’s father stepped forward and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Come on, Neil. Calm down.” Then, and only then, did Jeb’s father look at me with a brief sympathetic look before he quickly turned and walked to his table behind Neil.  
 
    “Come on, girl. Let’s get out of here,” Kemara said, dragging me out of the restaurant. “That guy with him is with the brotherhood. I remember seeing him at that meeting I followed Channing to when we were dating. He has the tattoo on his neck and everything.”  
 
    I knew about the brotherhood tattoo all the men got, but it was something about that tattoo being on his neck that made him look even more sinister.  
 
    “The fool acted like he wanted to eat you piece by piece,” Jayne chimed in as if she were reading my thoughts.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Alise asked as she came over to hug me, and our hug sparked a group hug where both of my friends and my sister encircled me and shielded me with their love.  
 
    “I’m okay,” I assured them, but deep down, I wasn’t. I would never be okay with my fiancé’s father and his friends treating me as if I were subhuman. I would never be okay with the hate.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Jeb 
 
    When I saw Renee walking toward my office door, I thought she was about to tell me Trey was there to see me. Her announcement, however, sent a wave of misunderstanding over me. Father?  
 
    “Jeb, your father is here to see you,” she repeated, sending my mind reeling. “Do you want to come to the front to meet him, or do you want me to send him back,” Renee asked.  
 
    “Send him back,” I said as I sat back in my chair, sighed deeply, and waited for the old man to enter the doorway. When my father appeared, walking into the room wearing a dark pair of pants and a white button up shirt, he looked relaxed, but something told me this visit would be anything but relaxing. 
 
    “Hi,” he said as he walked to the door of my office and stood there waiting for me to invite him in to sit down.  
 
    “Hi,” I said curtly.  
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    “What brings you by today, Dad? Well, unless you’re ready to apologize for the way you acted the last time I came to your house, I don’t want to waste your time with pleasantries,” I said as my father walked into the room and stood at the edge of my desk.  
 
    The slight scowl on his face let me know this would not be a reconciliation visit, so why did he come to the club?  
 
    “I’ll apologize for the way I acted when you apologize for all this talk about bringing this black woman into our family. Son, you weren’t raised this way, ” he began but I cut him off.  
 
    “She’s the woman I love, and there will be no apologies for that. The same way you loved mom, I love Tameka. There is no way around it. We’re getting married,” I said firmly.  
 
    Rising to my feet so that my father and I were eye to eye, I let it be known with my posturing that I was prepared to fight for the love I had for Tameka.  
 
    My father’s eyes fell from mine, and he sighed heavily. “I don’t understand, for the life of me, why you would go and do something like this, son. You need to give this more thought. You just watched this kind of foolishness destroy my brother’s family. Why would you jump up and get you a jigaboo, too! None of this is making sense.” He shook his head in disbelief as if the sheer thought of me marrying my beautiful girlfriend taunted his mind.  
 
    “Dad, I—” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me? What did I do to deserve this?” he said, sounding near the brink of tears. 
 
    I sank down into my desk chair and absorbed the verbal punches my father had thrown my way. He acted as if I’d dishonored the family name by committing a mass murder that was picked up by both the President of the United States and national news when my only sin was that I’d followed my heart. I became enraged over the insults he’d lobbed at Tameka while playing the victim.  
 
    “Dad, it’s simple. I love her, I’m marrying her, end of story. Your feelings about it are your feelings about it. It doesn’t matter how many names you call her. None of them are true, and it just shows how immature you are,” I said.  
 
    “So, you’re really going to force my hand like this?” he asked.  
 
    “What do you mean, force your hand?” 
 
    “You’re forcing me to distance myself from you.” 
 
    “All I’m doing is marrying the woman I love. It’s the same thing you did when you married Mom.” 
 
    “No, this is not the same thing! How dare you compare her to your mother? I just ran into her and her friends at the diner, and she is nothing like my Emmy, rest her soul. Emmy was a beautiful woman with elegance and grace, and you know it.” 
 
    “Dad, you’re closed minded. Tameka is beautiful just like Mom; she’s feisty and caring…all the things I love,” I admitted.  
 
    “But she’s a—”  
 
    “Don’t say it! I don’t know why you even bothered coming over here today, if all you’re going to do is say the same things you’ve been saying. I understand you’re not changing your position on me marrying Tameka. Fine. But I’m not changing mine either. She’s going to be my wife. Now, deal with it!”  
 
    My father stood from his seat, glaring at me before he meandered toward the doorway looking like a battle beaten soldier. “Don’t call me when her attitude kicks in and her gang banger cousins are ganging up on you about to whip your ass because you’re white.”  
 
    I almost chuckled over the absurdity of his comment, but I didn’t. Everyone I’d met in Tameka’s family was cordial and welcoming, well, except for Rodney, but he was her ex. I had gotten past the mighty blows of Tameka’s resistant attitude, and it only made me desire her more. I was battle tested and ready for whatever the future held for us.  
 
    “If I do have to deal with her cousins, I can handle them myself as a man. I don’t need your help with her family, and I never asked you for it,” I told him.  
 
    What I needed was to have my father back, but it was obvious from him turning his back on me and walking out the door that that need would unlikely be fulfilled.  
 
    “Fine. I guess this is it for us, Jeb. I did my job raising you,” he said as his last ditch effort to get me to see things his way. “Now, you have to go out here and learn things the hard way.”  
 
    “I guess so,” I said, my heart lurching out of my chest at the thought of never seeing my father again. How in the hell could this be it for me and my father? The man who taught me everything it is to be a man. The same man who was obviously devastated that his lessons of hate had been overruled by love.  
 
    “Bye, Son. Have a good life.” He walked out of my office door with his slumped shoulders making him look a clear four inches shorter than his usual six foot two stature.  
 
    “Dad—” I wanted to call out to him, but it only came out as a faint whisper before I slumped in my seat and exhaled.  
 
    It was all said and done. My relationship with my father was over. I held my head high like he taught me to do and walked out of my office and back to work.  
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as I got home from work, I looked for her. She was sitting on the sofa reading a book when I went over and sat beside her. “How was your day today?” I asked.  
 
    “It was fine. I ran into your father when I was out with the girls,” she said, and I could hear the change in her tone, which held a bit of trepidation. “The guy that was with him was rude to me, and your father pulled him away.” 
 
    I stood up from my seat, ready to head back out to find out who’d disrespected my woman. “Who was the guy?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before. He had red hair and a tattoo on his neck. Kemara said it was the brotherhood tattoo. Thank God, you got that god awful thing removed before you met me.”  
 
    “Yeah, was he a tall guy. About my height,” I probed.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I walked toward the door. Tameka sprang to her feet and ran behind me. She grabbed my arm and made me face her. 
 
    “Wait, Jeb, where are you going?”  
 
    “I’m going to talk to Dirty Neil about the way to address you the next time he sees you. He’s the only fool I know that has the tattoo on his neck, and he’s bad news. We already have that stalker that’s running around here trying to get in Alise’s house, and now this.” 
 
    “Wait, the man tried to get into Alise’s house?” 
 
    “Yeah, Bruiser told me about it right before I came home. That’s why I have to address Neil right now. You don’t know him like I do.”  
 
    “No, you can’t do that. I don’t want you getting into fights with everyone who looks at me wrong. That would only make our situation worse,” she said, tugging at my arm to try to get me to come back into the house.  
 
    I didn’t budge. “Tameka, as a man, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to sit around and allow men, who know I will beat their asses, to disrespect you? These men in the brotherhood, some of them, have been dismantled by me before, and now they think I’m soft and want to try me by mistreating you. I can’t let that happen.”  
 
    “Jeb, how do you know it was Neil? It could have been someone else,” Tameka asked, and I knew she was bringing that up again only to stall me out.  
 
    “He’s the only piece of slime that has the tattoo on his neck, and you said he has red hair and was hanging with my father. It’s him. I’ll be right back babe.” 
 
    “I’ll get married in Hawaii!” Tameka tossed out as she looked at me as if she was ready to give in. “I will. If that will stop you from going over there to fight with that man, I will do it in a heartbeat. I don’t want you to have to fight every time someone disrespects me.” 
 
    “I won’t let them hurt you. Just like I won’t let them change our wedding plans.” 
 
    “No, Jeb seriously. After looking at the hatred in that man’s eyes, I understand what you were trying to shield me from. So I’ll say it again, if you will stay home, I will marry you in Hawaii.”  
 
    “Baby.” I grabbed her face into my hands and crooked my neck to kiss her pouting lips. She tasted like her sweet vanilla lip gloss, and it coated my tongue and lips with sweetness. “Don’t change for me, and you damn sure better not change for them,” I told her.  
 
    “I’m not changing…I’m compromising,” she said.  
 
    The vulnerable look in her eyes made something shift inside of me. I was no longer concerned with dealing with Neil’s dirty ass, I wanted to make sure Tameka knew there wasn’t a damn thing she needed to compromise on when it came to our love, especially her principles.  
 
    “I can’t let you do that. I won’t do it,” I told her.  
 
    “Stay here,” she said once again.  
 
    “I can’t let it go this time, Tameka,” I said and walked out the door before she could say another word.  
 
    I rode around town looking for Dirty Neil. I knew his hangout spot was at the tavern and sometimes with my father, so I went to both places and then rode by his house but his truck wasn’t anywhere to be found. I called my father up to see if he would tell me where Neil was, but his response was to tell me not to start any more trouble than I already had.  
 
    Reluctantly, I drove back home and entered the house, frustrated. I went into my bedroom, planning to take a quick shower before I returned to the club. I found Tameka lying in the middle of the bed snoring lightly. She was holding a picture of me and her, a picture we took while in Aruba.  
 
    I stripped out of my shirt and laid down beside her, pulling her into my arms. She nestled close to me with her backside rubbing against my cock, and I didn’t know how much longer I could lay like this without sliding inside of her.  
 
    I let out a ragged moan when she rubbed against me and her gown rode up her waist revealing that she was pantyless. I pulled off my jeans and began rubbing all over her body. Tameka responded with the sound of sweet moans then she laid on her back, and I climbed on top of her. Her loud moans made my dick harden just from the sound of her voice.  
 
    “You are mine,” I whispered in her ear as I slid inside of her and began rocking to our rhythm.  
 
    “Yes!” she said as her slick pussy gripped my throbbing rod, and I began pounding into her with all I had in me. “I’m yours,” she whined. 
 
    I was close to climaxing, so I gave my all toward making her cum all over my dick. I held onto her ass cheeks pulling her as close to me as possible. We were so close that we could breathe for each other.  
 
    “Jeb!” she called out my name and chills popped up all over my flesh. My pressure point within was about to erupt, but I aimed to please her. “Jeeeebbbb. Jeb, baby,” she screamed and her orgasm began to break through as I rocked, pumped, and massage her insides.  
 
    I kissed her to let her know how much I was in love with her, and no one’s opinion could change that. That’s when I felt her body tense and her pussy gripped my dick like a vice.  
 
    “Jeeebbbb,” she yelled out my name even louder than before.  
 
    “Tameeekkaaa,” I groaned as we climaxed together.  
 
    I laid down next to her and brought her into my chest. She cuddled in next to me and interlocked her fingers with mine.  
 
    “You see this ring?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, smiling.  
 
    “It represents our circle of love. No one can get in it but us,” I said. “For better or worse.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
      
 
    One Month Later  
 
    I hung up the phone after making possibly one of the most important calls relating to my marriage with Jeb. I hoped my message was received well and that we could move forward as one family unit now that the air was clear. I didn’t even want to think about all that was said, so I dialed Kemara’s number to clear my head. It was only a few hours before my bachelorette party, and talking to my sister was always calming for me.  
 
    “Hello,” she answered weakly.  
 
    “Hey, Kemara, what time are you getting here?”   
 
    Kemara yawned. “I don’t know. What is it that I’m getting to?”  
 
    “Girl, you’ve been sleeping so much that you forgot about the party tonight, didn’t you?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, no, I didn’t,” she said as if she were remembering the party just then. “I was just taking a nap. What time is it right now?”  
 
    “It’s 6 p.m. Are you going to be there at 8:00?” 
 
    “Yeah, I will be there. I’m getting up now, about to get dressed.”  
 
    “You’ve been forgetting about a lot lately. We just talked about the party this morning,” I reminded her.  
 
    “I know. I’ve been asleep since I got off work, but I’m going to get up now and I’ll be there at eight,” she said.  
 
    “Has Channing already met up with Jeb?” I tried to get some insight on what the men were up to.  
 
    “Channing is excited about that party tonight. He got off work at noon and has been out picking up stuff for it, and he’s already there now.”  
 
    I laughed. “Get your butt up and get over here then, and let’s get our party started,” I said excitedly. “This is my last night single!” Again… I giggled.  
 
    “Okay. I’m coming. I’m getting up…” Kemara said sluggishly. 
 
    “Hey, sis,” I said and paused.  
 
    “Yeah, what is it?”  
 
    I told her about the phone call I made before I called her, and it felt good getting it off my chest to someone. I wasn’t ready to tell Jeb about it just yet. I wanted to see if it would do any good first. Kemara encouraged me and told me I did the right thing. She still sounded sleepy, but she was there for me and that was what mattered.  
 
    Kemara had been sleeping more and more lately. At first, I figured it was because of all of the trying she and Channing were doing for a second baby, but now I was convinced their tries had been successful.  
 
    After dressing in a flattering pink jumpsuit and black sandals that showed off my glittering pink toenails that matched my bouquet, I picked up my jacket and headed to the clubhouse to make sure everything was in order for the party. Alise and Jayne were there when I arrived, and they had fully decorated the place and had it looking fabulous. I wanted a gold and black color scheme with pink scattered in, oh and lots of balloons. We had lots of bachelorette games to play, including a batch of male dancers that would be here later.  
 
    I only had a small group of about twenty friends, family, and coworkers gathered for the party. I couldn’t wait until Jeb and I said our vows tomorrow, so I could get all of this hoopla, as fun as it had been, over and done with.  
 
    Kemara turned down alcoholic beverages all night, which affirmed my suspicion. She was pregnant! I knew it, I thought to myself as I watched my sister carefully. She definitely had the pregnancy look, and I was excited about the thought of a new addition to our family.  
 
    Alise, on the other hand, was doing everything she could to act as if she didn’t notice Bruiser, who had decided to skip the men’s party and guard her all night long. The man wouldn’t take his eyes off Alise, and Jayne was right there to egg Alise on about it.  
 
    “Can you at least go outside and let us ladies have some privacy?” Alise asked  Bruiser as he stood in the corner scoping out the room like he was the Secret Service.  
 
    “No,” Bruiser said plainly and went back to scanning the room as if he wasn’t bothered in the least by Alise’s outburst.  
 
    “Ugh, he is so fucking annoying,” she said on a long sigh. 
 
    “Girl, with all that your stalker has been doing over the past month, you need to sit your tail down somewhere, and let that man protect you,” Jayne said. “Besides, I feel better having him here.” 
 
    “I told you that you can have him,” Alise said and huffed as she got up and started walking toward the door. “I’m going to get some air. I need it.” 
 
    We gave each other the side eye when Bruiser trekked behind her, knowing another one of their tiffs were about to go down.  
 
    Jayne loudly clasped her hands together and asked, “When are the dancers coming?”  
 
    “Dancers? I thought you said there weren’t going to be any dancers,” Kemara whined and glared at me with a warning that said, ‘no nasty man better come in here dancing on me.’ 
 
    I assured her, “No one will dance on you unless you want it.”  
 
    “Awe girl, we know you’re sprung on Channing. We already told the dancers to only dance with the girls that we guide them to,” Jayne said to Kemara as she counted the dollars she pulled out of her purse. “We’re good on tips,” she hollered with a big grin on her face.  
 
    “I think that’s them now,” I said as a wave of male energy entered the room in the form of five muscular men of all shades and body types from tall, slender and vanilla… to medium height, tanned with stocky muscles… to super tall, rippling muscles and dark chocolate.  
 
    Jayne went over to the men and, of course, she had to sample them all by rubbing their muscles and making sure they were aware of the rules of not engaging the women who weren’t interested in it. I overheard them agreeing to get permission before they touched anyone, but that they could dance in front of anyone as long as there was no contact.  
 
    I was a good sport and allowed one of my old coworkers, Joanie, to put me in a chair in the middle of the room and blindfold me.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” I said anxiously anticipating what would happen next as I waited for the dancers to begin.  
 
    “Tameka, are you okay with this?” Kemara checked.  
 
    I nodded slowly, and the music switched over to Ginuwine’s “Pony.” Before I knew anything, I was whisked out of my chair with my legs wrapped around a very tall man’s waist, and his sensual movements had me simulating riding his pony. His rippling muscles could be felt grinding against my stomach as he wrapped my legs around him and took off the blindfold. He was indeed the super tall, dark chocolate guy, and his handsome face, complimented by piercing grey eyes, made him look absolutely yummy.  
 
    “Owww!” I yelled as he rotated my body around until my hands were on his legs and my bottom was in the air. “No!!” I screamed for him to stop as he pretended to kiss my backside before sliding me to the floor where Mr. Vanilla caught me and flipped me to my feet. He helped me back to my chair and started a strip tease that had all of the women, minus Kemara, calling for him to come their way. Well, all of the women that weren’t occupied by the other four dancers.  
 
    Alise walked back in the room, looking as if she’d seen a ghost when she saw what was going on with the dancers. I scanned the room for Bruiser, and he was back in the corner adjusting his collar as he bit down on his bottom lip and watched Alise. I didn’t get a chance to ask her what happened outside, but their energy left little unsaid. It was a high-key energy that obviously wasn’t picked up on by Mr. Vanilla who laid eyes on Alise, and she immediately became his target.  
 
    Mr. Vanilla started rolling his hips filled with seduction as he made his way over to Alise. She tried to look away, so he wouldn’t come her way, but it was too late. He had her in his crosshairs.  
 
    Alise glanced at the man and giggled at his dance moves, and he took her laughter as an invitation to get closer to her. The music switched over to “Mine” by Bazzi, and I couldn’t help but notice the shift between Alise and Mr. Vanilla. They were giving each other all types of sexual energy.  
 
    My attention was swept away to Mr. Stocky as he lay flat on his stomach, snaking toward me. When he reached me, he slid my sandals off and began rubbing my feet, giving me a foot massage that was good enough to give him my next paycheck.  
 
    I relaxed in my seat and began to think about Jeb as Tank’s “When We…” started wafting from the speakers. Mr. Stocky looked up at me and smiled as he caressed my feet, and I closed my eyes to remember Jeb’s smile just as a commotion broke out. 
 
    “That’s enough of that! Back away from her,” Bruiser’s voice boomed through the room and the music halted. “What do you think you’re doing, Alise?” he growled, turning his ire to Alise. 
 
    I looked over to see one of Mr. Vanilla’s hands on Alise’s leg that was raised in the air as she sat on the chair. Thankfully, she was wearing jeans, or all of her goodies would have been exposed in the position he had her in.  
 
    “You need to back off Bru—” Alise started talking to Bruiser, but Mr. Vanilla stood up and butted in.  
 
    “Who are you, her bodyguard?”  
 
    “Actually, he is a party pooper,” Alise said.  
 
    “Let’s go, Alise. You’re trying to piss me off,” Bruiser said as he took her by the hand and guided her out of the seat. 
 
    “I don’t need you to stand up! My legs work fine on their own!” She rose out of her seat and marched toward the door as if she were a child on punishment being pulled out of a party by their parents.  
 
    I walked after her. “Alise, are you okay? What’s going on? Why is Bruiser acting like that about the dancer?” I would have asked Bruiser, but with the way they’d been acting toward each other, it felt like this was more than a bodyguard vs. client situation. “Are you two…?”  
 
    “No! We’re not involved in that way.” 
 
    “We’re not?” Bruiser asked, stepping in front of her and grabbing her by the neck before he lowered his mouth onto hers, and his lips were all over hers with enough force to leave them bruised.  
 
    I gasped, feeling as if I should do something to help her get him off of her, until her hands grasped at his shirt and pulled him closer. She kissed him back, opening her mouth to deepen their tongue embrace. They stood there kissing as I walked back inside, now looking as if I was the one who’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “What was that about?” Jayne asked after fighting her way away from Mr. Vanilla who obviously had moved on and found another victim for his sensual assaults.  
 
    “Bruiser. Alise… They’re…” 
 
    “You don’t even have to say it. Those two are definitely getting it on,” Jayne said and turned around looking for one of the dancers. “Mr. Vanilla, get back over here and finish what you started,” she yelled over the music that had restarted with another Tank hit, “Dirty.”  
 
    I laughed as I watched everyone enjoy themselves. Kemara had made it clear she didn’t want anyone to touch her, but she did look as if she was amused by the festivities. I went to sit beside Kemara, taking her hand into mine to appreciate the moment with my sister. I thought about how much I loved her and all of my closest friends who seemed to be enjoying themselves to the fullest, and the fact that they were happy about my happiness made the night even sweeter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeb 
 
    One More Night 
 
    I sat in my hotel room after a full night of celebrating. Channing and Bruiser really outdid themselves for my bachelor party, though Bruiser left right before the party kicked off saying he had to go check on Alise to make sure she was safe.  
 
    During the party, there was a moment when one of my high school buddies, Xander, attempted to get me one final lap dance before I entered the married life. A beautiful brunette shimmied in front of me for a few seconds and dropped her bottom on me, gyrating as if she invented seduction.  
 
    All of the guys were going wild for this moment. Some even thought I would take one last ride in the sack as a single man, but after the song was over, I said, “Thanks for the dance, sweetheart,” and helped the beauty out of my lap.  
 
    “Awe man, do you have to be a party pooper,” Xander said, looking deflated.  
 
    “I’m afraid I have to be just that. I’m here to have fun, not fuck a random woman. Tameka will hand me my balls if she finds out I’m out here getting with strippers,” I said. “Where’s the rest of the beer?”  
 
    Channing pointed to the cooler on the floor by the refrigerator. “The beer’s in the cooler in the kitchen.”  
 
    “You really have gotten soft on me, bro,” Xander said. “What do you think she’s doing tonight?”  
 
    Channing’s hand came down on Xander’s shoulder. “Xan, my wife and his future wife are being faithful. I can guarantee you that.” He paused for a second. “At least they better be,” Channing added and laughed.  
 
    “Man, look at the sweet little bottom on that girl. Tell me you don’t want her,” Xander said to me as his eyes squinted, and he licked his lips.  
 
    “He doesn’t want to bang her, Xan. Why don’t you go let her dance with you and see where it goes?” Channing replied.  
 
    “Suit yourself, man.” Xander walked off in the direction of the dancer. “Come on, baby, I got a place for us to go for privacy…” he began talking to her as they walked away toward the back of the hotel’s ballroom.  
 
    “Thanks, man,” I said to Channing. “Ever since I reconnected with Xander today, he’s been on me about getting my last dip in the ocean of women. I’m definitely not interested.”  
 
    “I know, and anytime,” Channing said, patting me on the back. “So tomorrow is the big day.” 
 
    “Yes, the best day of my life is only a few hours away,” I said.  
 
    Channing and I sat by the bar talking with a few friends. We were laughing at a joke about me kissing Amy Batts when we were six years old.  
 
    “Yeah, her father came out of the house to lecture me for hours about touching his daughter,” I was saying when someone roughly clasped my shoulder. 
 
    “I had to come see this shit for myself since no one invited me to this bullshit bachelor party,” Dirty Neil said as he sloshed some tobacco around in his mouth. “I heard you been looking for me, Jeb,” he said, and his voice came off as a loud roar that was far louder than the music playing.   
 
    Channing stepped up beside me and said, “You must be drunk, Neil. It’s best you leave before you get your ass whipped.” 
 
    “No, I got this,” I told Channing then turned to Neil. “You got some nerve to bring your crusty ass in here after you stepped to my woman the way you did.” 
 
    Neil raised his hand to punch me, but before he could land it, I hit him with a blow so hard that he dropped on the first punch.  
 
    “Stay away from me! And you’d better not even think of coming near Tameka again!” I said as I kneeled down over him, ready to pounce.  
 
    Channing pulled me back while Xander and a few of the other men grabbed Neil and dragged him to the door. “You’re fucking up my night,” Xander said as he took him away.  
 
    I grabbed my beer, downed it, and left the party heading to my hotel where Tameka had me housed for the night out of tradition. I wanted to go home, but I also needed to clear my head in silence.   
 
    I sat in the room reflecting on the night. I was celebrating my last night as a single man, so it was fitting that I ended it defending my wife.  
 
    The sound of someone knocking on my hotel room door pulled me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “Coming!” I shouted as I trotted to the door. When I peeped through the hole, 
 
    I jerked my head back and wondered what he, of all people, was doing here. I flung the door open and said, “Dad?” 
 
    “Hi, Son, I know I’m the last person you expected to show up here.”  
 
    “Actually, you are.”  
 
    Dad appeared to have aged a few years since the last time I saw him at the bar, making me momentarily forget about all of the issues we had with each other as I became concerned about his wellbeing.  
 
    “Are you okay, Dad?” I asked.  
 
    “Son, I’m fine. I just haven’t been sleeping much lately.”  
 
    “Well, what’s going on? What brings you here?” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “Yeah, us. I’ve been thinking a lot since we last talked, a lot, and what keeps coming up in my mind is how my brother is in jail for hurting Channing’s wife because she is a black woman. I’ve always been a firm believer that races should keep to their own with no intermixing, so it’s going to be hard for me to turn away from my beliefs.” 
 
    “Dad, I’m not asking you to do anything you don’t want to do.” 
 
    “Wait…” He raised his hand to halt me from speaking any further. “Hear me out. I never had the kind of hatred in my heart that my big brother had toward other races. I don’t wish to harm anyone; I just think people should marry their own kind. But maybe I could work on looking at it the way you have.” He looked at me, and I saw a tiny piece of him opening up to the possibility of change.  
 
    “Are you serious, Dad?” I had to know. 
 
    “It’s not like I’m getting any younger, and you’re all I have.” I saw the pride in his eyes that I saw the first time I changed a tire, the first homerun I hit, and the first time I got in a street brawl and won. “And besides, there is no denying that the girl makes you happy,” he said, cracking the tiniest of a smile.   
 
    “She does make me happy. She’s more than her skin color, you know? She’s a beautiful woman who would give her last to a perfect stranger. She would give the best advice to her friends and her enemies. She is a lover and a fighter. Actually, you’d be surprised to find out how much you two are alike.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, for one, she didn’t want to date me at first because of my race.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dad said, looking amused to know Tameka had reservations about dating a white man.  
 
    “Yeah, she almost didn’t give me a chance because I was white, but I convinced her that we belong together, because in my heart I know we do,” I said, smiling.  
 
    “Son, I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I want you and Tameka to come to the house for dinner, so I can try to get to know her,” he said.  
 
    “Are you sure about that, Dad? I refuse to bring her over there to be insulted. If you want her to come, you have to promise to be on your best behavior because as her husband I will protect her in every way.” 
 
    “Son, you know better than anyone that my house is my sanctuary, so I wouldn’t invite a black person there unless I had good intentions. The thing is, I have given this a lot of thought and prayer, and I don’t want my heart to sour like my brother who is rotting away in a jail cell.” He looked as if he had more to say but was reluctant to do so. “Besides, Tameka called and talked to me earlier today.” 
 
    “She did what?” My mouth dropped open in shock, and I couldn’t believe Tameka had taken it upon herself to call my father, while at the same time, it had her name written all over it. For my woman, taking charge and trying to fix a broken situation was her nature.  
 
    “Yes, and I’m going to be honest and say I’m not one hundred percent sure you getting married to her is a good idea, but I can see why you love her. She’s fearless, and she loves you. No man can turn down a love like that.” Dad paused and stared at me, and the unspoken message was clear. He wished Mom was here, and so did I.  
 
    “I definitely couldn’t. If you understood how much she meant to me, you would never speak an ill word about her. She brings me life, and her kids are just as wonderful as she is.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t remind me about the kids,” Dad said with an exhausted look covering his worn face. “I can only have one breakthrough at a time.” He chuckled awkwardly.  
 
    “Well, little Kevin and Eva are a package deal with Tameka. I will be their stepfather officially tomorrow. And I would love for you to be there, but only if you’re ready. Our wedding day will be filled with nothing but positivity, so if you’re not ready I’ll respect it if you stay home.” 
 
    “It’s over at Oak Bowery, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yeah, Channing told me that.” He paused for a moment and started fiddling with his shirt button. “How do her parents and friends feel about all of this?” Dad asked as if he were searching for at least one ally in his mixed feelings about me and Tameka getting married.  
 
    “They are accepting. I hang out with them all the time, and there are no issues. The only issue we have right now is you.” 
 
    “Have you run into any of the guys from the brotherhood? Have any of them said anything to you?” he asked as is face tensed, and his brow raised in curiosity.  
 
    “Dirty Neil came to my bachelor party tonight, and we exchanged a few blows. Other than that, no one has said anything to me.” 
 
    “God! I told him to leave you alone. He’s one crazy bastard,” Dad said. “At least the other ones know to stay away because you’d beat their ass.”  
 
    “That could be the reason.” I laughed. “Or it could be that they don’t want to get involved. I told everyone why I was leaving when I left, so there is absolutely no reason they should bother me now. I don’t want to be a part of a group that would condone kidnapping a woman and attempting to murder her, simply because someone close to us was in love with her.”  
 
    “Son, there are a lot of things you just won’t understand, and neither will I.”  
 
    “Well, do you understand how your behavior toward Tameka is just a watered down version of Uncle Chad? It’s still hate; you’re just not physically violent.” 
 
    “I understand, and I want to change it.” 
 
    “Really, you’re not just saying that?”  
 
    “I had my day of doing things I’ve had to atone for. God knows all the wrong I’ve done, but after a certain point, I didn’t want to do harm to others anymore. I still hold my beliefs about races sticking together because I feel it’s the only way we will survive; the only way to preserve the white race. But—” He clasped his hands together and took a deep breath. “I’m willing to try to see it another way.” 
 
    “It’s not the only way to survive, Dad. The world is going to get browner.” Especially when I get my seed inside of Tameka. I smiled as my thoughts ran away from me. “We all have to learn to live together without judging people by their skin color,” I added.  
 
    “You’re smiling, so I assume you think that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “It’ll be a damn good thing when we can all get along without being concerned with what color is doing what. That’s what I know.” 
 
    “Where did I go wrong with you?” Dad asked as he smiled.  
 
    “I searched out the truth and did right, Dad. So think about whether you really want to be a part of me and Tameka’s life, and when you make your decision let me know. I hope you decide to have an open mind because nothing would make me happier than to have you at my wedding tomorrow, but I understand if you need more time.”  
 
    Dad stood up and walked toward the door, avoiding eye contact with me. Then, he turned around and faced me. “You have my blessings, Son. If you still will have me, I’d like to come to the wedding.”  
 
    “You’re still invited. There’s always a seat for you in your rightful place as my father.”  
 
    “Thanks, Son.” He reached out a hand to shake mine, but I pulled him in for a good and long hug. It felt good to know there was a possibility of having a relationship with him, my new wife, and kids as one. 
 
    “No, thank you, Dad. For trying. I know this will be hard for you.” 
 
    He nodded and walked out of the door. I plopped down on the bed and thought about Tameka calling my father and how that conversation might have gone. She never ceased to amaze me. Then, I thought about Mom and how she would feel about Tameka. Surely, she too would have come around after she got to know her.  
 
    Thoughts of my beautiful wife crossed my mind. Her oval-shaped brown eyes, round face and soul-piercing smile helped me settle into bed. I closed my eyes with one thing on my mind—tomorrow.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
    Weddings have a way of making people believe in the magic of love and romance. So as I sat at the bridal vanity staring into the mirror, why did I feel like tossing the makeup artist off the premises, firing my wedding director, and screaming at the caterer?  
 
    “Breathe, Tameka. Everything is going to be alright,” Kemara said as I obsessed over whether Shaniqua had applied too much makeup to my face.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I look like a clown!” I said, and the more I looked at it, the worse it got.  
 
    When Shaniqua had finished applying it, I just sat in the mirror trying to figure out what the deal was with the makeup. I had gone to her salon last week for her to test out the look I wanted, and she had done it perfectly. Sitting here with only a few hours before the wedding, I didn’t know if my eyes were playing tricks on me, or if I was just losing it. 
 
    “You don’t look like a clown,” Kemara said, sighing.  
 
    “I don’t care. I don’t want this much makeup on my face. It was supposed to be a natural look to match my nude colored gown,” I said, attempting to speak civilly, but really, I was going into a tailspin.  
 
    The things that had gone awry included my wedding director being an hour late for final rehearsal this morning, and the caterer calling to let me know that she also would be running late. What was the point of planning an event, if everyone’s just going to come when they get ready anyway?  
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Alise’s voice called out, “Can I come in?”  
 
    “Come on,” I answered.  
 
    “Hey, what can I do to help?” she asked as she walked in looking like a true beauty.  
 
    Her hair was pulled up in a bun, and the gold sequin maxi dress glittered with shimmer and hugged every curve on her body, making her look like the star she was. Her golden pumps set her look off, and I was pleased at how the color contrasted with her barely-there makeup with gold accents. Her look went well with Kemara’s long and slightly loose-fitting pink maxi dress, and Jayne’s mermaid, lace midriff black gown.   
 
    “You look beautiful, Alise, while your girl has me in here looking like a clown,” I fussed, crossing my arms and pouting. I had yet to start getting dressed because I was still stuck on my makeup.  
 
    “Tameka, you look absolutely stunning. Trust me, it’s just your nerves. But I did talk to Shaniqua, and she said she’ll come back to redo your face,” Alise said, and I was sure then that everyone knew about me griping.   
 
    “Good. We have plenty of time to remove the makeup and redo it,” Kemara said with so much relief in her tone.  
 
    The door flung open and in walked Jayne. “I hear you’re up in here being a bridezilla!”  
 
    “I’m not a bridezilla!” I said as I looked into the mirror in front of me and started wiping off one hour worth of makeup with a facial wipe. “I just know what I want. Any other day this look would have been perfectly fine, but today it has to be on point.”  
 
    “I hear you, sis,” Jayne said as she applied more gloss to her lips.  
 
    “I’ll go get Shaniqua, so she can come back and redo your makeup since she’s finished with Jayne,” Alise said.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Kemara. 
 
    Within minutes, Shaniqua came back into the room with a little tension in her demeaner. All I wanted was for her to do the same thing she showed me last week, and I told her that much.   
 
    An hour later, I looked into the mirror, and tears welled up in my eyes.  
 
    “Thank you!” I said as I hugged her neck. “This is exactly what I wanted.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, Tameka. I’m glad you like it,” Shaniqua said, relieved.  
 
    “I do, and I’m sorry for getting so emotional earlier.” 
 
    Jayne coughed and disguised the word “bridezilla” in with her cough.  Alise and Kemara giggled with her.  
 
    “Girl, I work with brides all the time, and trust me, it gets worse than this,” Shaniqua said to Jayne. “She’s nowhere near a real bridezilla.”  
 
    Shaniqua, Alise and Jayne left out so Kemara could finish helping me get dressed. My nerves were wadded up in a bundle, but somehow having my sister there was soothing to me.  
 
    Mom peeked her head into the room once I was dressed, and awe was written all over her face. “Oh, Tameka! You look absolutely stunning.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” I smiled at my mother who looked stunning in her knee-length pink dress that had a long, beaded jacket to match.  
 
    “Are you nervous?” she asked. 
 
    “A little, but I should be used to this by now right?” 
 
    “This is a big leap that I suppose no one gets used to, Tameka.” She put her hands up to her mouth as if she were trying to hold back her tears. “Oh, you look so stunning, baby. I hope you feel beautiful, and that you’re happy,” Mom said.  
 
    “Mom, we’re not even going to get into how she’s been acting,” Kemara chimed in.  
 
    Mom laughed. “I know my child.”   
 
    “I do feel beautiful, now that my makeup is right,” I said, including Mom and Kemara in my smile.  
 
    I opted for an old-fashioned look that leaned more toward regal and classy than modern and glamorous. The lace dress I wore hugged my body and flared out just below my knees to give a beautiful mermaid look. An antique-style bowknot draped the middle of my stomach, and my arms were covered in a lace design that matched the silver broach and crown Mom had given me. Yes, indeed, I felt beautiful in this moment.  
 
    “Is Dad ready?” I asked.  
 
    Mom took my hand and guided me out of the dressing room. “Yes, he’s out by the door waiting for you. That’s why I came to get you. The wedding director was too scared to come in here and tell you it’s time to start.”  
 
    When we reached the door where Dad was standing, he took my hand from Mom and held it in his. “Ready?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” I said near the brink of tears. Seeing him all dressed up in his black suit for my second chance at love made me emotional. We’d done this walk before, but this time it felt different, more meaningful.  
 
    “Chin up, baby girl. This is your day to shine,” he said as he opened the door and guided me out onto the porch, supporting me as we walked down the steps and out onto the grassy lawn toward the ceremony. 
 
    The wedding party had already started moving with Jayne first, Alise, then Kemara, who was my matron of honor. It was the perfect sunny day for the one hundred and eighty or so guests seated in white lawn chairs facing Oak Bowery’s sacred rock that was illuminated by candles and draped by gold and pink satin.  
 
    Eva’s nude-colored flower-girl dress was similar to mine with a sweeping lace train. She went ahead of me with a big smile as she sprinkled pink rose petals on the grass. As soon as my feet touched the grass and flowers, the wedding song started playing, and I made my way down the aisle with my father.  
 
    The music halted once we reached the rest of the wedding party gathered around the rock. The reverend said, “Marriage is in itself a blessing. But doubly blessed is the couple who comes to the marriage altar with the approval and love of their families and friends. Who has the honor of presenting this woman to be married to this man?” 
 
    “I do,” Dad said, and kissed me on the cheek. “I love you, baby girl.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeb 
 
    She didn’t walk down the aisle, she glided to me. And by the time her father had given her away, I was rendered speechless as I stood there in awe of her beauty.  
 
    Tameka had chosen every detail for our wedding from the historic location to the regal gown that hugged the hell out of her curves. I had to pinch myself to know that this was real. We made it to this day. I was indeed marrying her right here in Lafayette, Alabama, and with my father’s blessing. I had Channing by my side as my best man. Bruiser and Xander were groomsmen, and little Kevin stood beside me looking dapper as our ringbearer.  
 
    As the reverend went through the customary parts of the ceremony, I stared at Tameka. I simply was unable to take my eyes off of her. She was soooo beautiful that all I could do was keep taking mental snapshots of her so that I could remember her like this always.  
 
    “The bride and groom have prepared their own vows,” was the only thing I heard the reverend say. It was time for me to profess what I felt in my heart in front of everyone, and I’d been waiting all day to do it. 
 
    “Tameka, you are the woman I have dreamed of, and I love you with every bone in my body and every breath I take. That’s how I know that you were born to be my wife. I am committed to living my life loving and protecting you, Kevin, and Eva. For better or worse, through all of life’s obstacles and all of life’s joys, I will be by your side. I will live the rest of my life honoring the commitments of loving you through sickness and health, putting you first, and forsaking all others for as long as I shall live.” 
 
    A few sniffles could be heard from our guests, but I was tuned into Tameka. The reverend gave her the cue to begin her vows, and she did, with tears in her eyes.  
 
    “Jeb, I knew everything would be alright the moment I decided to give my heart to you. I knew I was safe with you. I am safe with you. Now, as we unite in marriage, I want you to know that your heart is safe with me. I will do everything in my power to help you and to have your back. I vow to continue to communicate with you, be open and honest, to love you as you deserve, definitely forsaking all others, and cherishing you through sickness and in health, and never leaving your side. Not out of duty, but because I desire to, now and forever.”  
 
    The reverend completed the rest of his customary speech before pronouncing us man and wife. “You may now kiss your bride,” he announced. 
 
    I slid one arm around Tameka’s waist slowly while looking into her eyes. My other hand came up around her neck and pulled her gently to me. She was so glammed up that I almost didn’t feel worthy of touching her, but my desire to connect with her won, and my lips came crashing down on hers. Tameka whimpered against my lips, and I almost forgot where we were as I pulled her closer to me and dipped her down kissing her insanely.  
 
    The crowd roared as we stood there as if we were the only two people on that lawn.  The wedding song played again, which was our cue to make it back down the aisle. I steadied my wife on her feet, took her hand in mine, and we walked down the aisle followed by Channing and Kemara, Bruiser and Alise, and Xander and Jayne, exiting as couples.  
 
    As I passed the second row, my father’s hand reached out and patted my back.  
 
    “Congratulations, Son,” I heard him say, and I stopped and hugged him tightly.  
 
    “Thanks, Dad. Thank you.” 
 
    Moments later, Tameka and I were whisked down the aisle and to the wooded area to take our first set of pictures as husband and wife with nature as our backdrop.  
 
    At the reception, I only had one moment I was anticipating. When it came, the DJ put on Mint Condition’s “Pretty Brown Eyes,” and I pulled Tameka out onto the floor for our official dance as husband and wife.  
 
    I wrapped my arm around Tameka’s waist and started dancing with her, and the DJ said, “Let’s roll that back…”  
 
    This time, he only played the instrumental that had the first three words of the song on it. Tameka didn’t know that I was going to be singing my own version of the rest of the song.  
 
    “Pretty…”  
 
    Bruiser slid onto the dancefloor with one of his stiff dance moves and pointed at Tameka.  
 
    “Brown…”  
 
    Xander jumped onto the dancefloor in a dramatic move and did a two-step before he pointed at Tameka.  
 
    “Eyes…”  
 
    Channing moonwalked onto the dancefloor and did a hard turn and pointed to Tameka.  
 
    Then, I took over dancing smoothly, now holding the mic the DJ had sneaked into my hand. “Pretty brown eyes…you know…” I began singing my version of the lyrics from the pit of my soul. Instead of singing this song as a song of heartbreak, I changed the words to tell Tameka how much she meant to me.  
 
    “You’re saving my heart…Yeah. You’re saving my heart….sugar. Yeah…Yeah.” I went on and on singing to her with Channing, Xander and Bruiser as my backup dancers. It took a whole hell of a lot of bribing to get Bruiser to stand back there with his stiff dance moves, but he eventually signed on for the fun of it.  
 
    Our guests were going wild with “ohs, aws,” and “OMG look at Jeb!” or “Go Bruise!” The kids were giggling their hearts out because I hadn’t even told them about this surprise performance. The cheers and chatter was relentless, but I only had one person in my crosshairs and that was Tameka as I sang to her.  
 
    Midway through the song, I stopped serenading her and took her into my arms. I continued the rest of the song dancing with her, and the guys eased back to their seats.  
 
    I was ready to ditch the reception so that I could have my wife to myself, but I could see no way out. We would surely be recognized since there was no door to sneak out. We would have to wade through hundreds of guests and someone would definitely spot us trekking across the grassy field heading to our car.  
 
    As I thought about our inability to escape the party, I also remembered the times Tameka had slipped through my fingers when we danced. Now, I had her right where I wanted her.  
 
    “You can’t run from me now. You’re mine,” I said against her ear as the song was coming to an end.   
 
    “And I don’t want to run from you. Ever,” she said close to my ear as the song ended, and we remained glued to that spot, exchanging souls as we would from this day forward.  
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Tameka 
 
      
 
    “Rodney, where are the kids?” I asked again.  
 
    I’d just pulled up to pick Kevin and Eva up after my weeklong honeymoon. Instead of going to get them, their father stood in the doorway looking at me as if he had something deep going on inside of his mind. His rugged brown skin looked to be of a man in his sixties, instead of the forty year old man he was. He looked beat up by life. 
 
    I knew he was still dealing with on again and off again memory loss and all the stress that comes along with it. Yet all I wanted to do was have a peaceful pick up of my children. He must have picked up on my mood. He snapped out of the trance he was in and said, “Stay right here, and I’ll go get them.” 
 
    I was taken aback by the quiver in his voice and the weird way he was acting, but again, this was Rodney. His constantly changing behavior was something I’d gotten used to over the years. Who knew who he would be tomorrow, or what he would be up to? I shook my head and waited for him to return.  
 
    A few minutes later, two people could be heard arguing. I was able to make out Melody’s voice. Wow, she’s back, I thought. Maybe that’s what Rodney was trying to hide. He was so full of it, and so was Melody who was barging toward the door with pressured speech and looking like she was high on something.  
 
    “Rodney, I’m not going to be rude to her. I’m just going to tell her about the baby,” Melody yelled as she stormed toward me.  
 
    “You don’t have to say anything to her. Mel—” Rodney said.  
 
    Melody stared me in the eye, assessing me as if I were her competition. If only she knew, I was the last person she had to worry about wanting Rodney.  
 
    “Well, hello again, Tameka,” she said nastily. “I just wanted to let you know I decided not to go through with the adoption, so my child is going to grow up with Kevin and Eva like you wanted him to.” 
 
    So it’s a boy? “That’s good news,” I said softly. Still trying to figure out what was going on with Rodney and this woman.  
 
    “The first family I chose decided not to adopt, and thankfully so because Rodney has gotten his full memory back, and now he can take care of me and the baby,” she said with a smirk.  
 
    I looked at Rodney, and he had a sad look in his eyes. “I wanted to be the one to tell you,” he said.  
 
    “Well, now she’s told,” Melody said, and she stepped up beside Rodney and entangled her hand into his.  
 
    Same ole Melody different lyrics, I thought as she and Rodney stood side by side bombarding me with their business, and at this point, all I wanted was my kids.  
 
    Melody was in it for the money, and Rodney got what he bargained for when he left our home looking for something more.  
 
    “She’s right, Tameka. I have my memory back, but I didn’t want to tell you like this. Can I speak to my children’s mother for a moment?” he asked Melody with a pleading look.  
 
    Melody stood there as if hell would freeze over before she abandoned her post beside Rodney again. The sound of a baby caused her to glance to a room toward the back of the house, and she reluctantly walked away.  
 
    “We’re back together and we’re happy, Tameka,” she said as her parting words.  
 
    “I’m glad you remember everything, Rodney. I truly am. But don’t forget that you have three children. Do not let her get in the way of your relationship with Eva and Kevin.” 
 
    Fine lines spread across his face as he looked at me. “Tameka, I’m sorry for the way that I treated you. You didn’t deserve it. You gave me all that a man could ask for in a wife, and I squandered it away being unfaithful and selfish.”  
 
    “Rodney, it’s behind us now. I’ve moved on. I have a husband, and you have a wife.”  
 
    “Don’t remind me,” he blew out in a whisper. “You know, it’s funny how life works. I had it all, and I thought it wasn’t enough. Now,” he looked back at his empty living room to make sure we were still alone. “Now, I have no one to love me except the two kids you’ve given me. I don’t even know if her kid is mine yet, but I had to talk her into coming here to make sure she didn’t go through with an adoption.” He sounded weak and dismayed discussing Melody’s possible betrayal.  
 
    I reached for Rodney’s hand and squeezed it tightly. For the first time in a while, I truly felt for him.  
 
    “Rodney, we all get the Karma we deserve in life. Now, it’s time to start putting good karma out in the world so that it will come back to you. When you do good to people, good comes back to you. I can honestly say this is true. So do good by our kids. That’s all I ask of you.” I let go of his hand and smiled.  
 
    “I will continue to do that, Tameka. I promise.” 
 
    “Good. Did you tell them I’m here?” 
 
    “No, Melody started tripping before I got the chance to tell them. I’ll go get them now.” Rodney backed away from me with a look of relief on his face, and we exchanged a smile.  
 
    When he returned, he had Kevin and Eva by his side. Eva ran over to hug my waist. “Mom, I missed you!”  
 
    “Hey, Mom,” Kevin said as if he wasn’t ready to leave.  
 
    “See you guys in two weeks,” Rodney chimed in. “Come here.” He pulled our children in for a hug.  
 
    “You guys go ahead to the car,” I said, and they went racing off to see who would make it to the front seat first. “Bye, Rodney,” I said, hugging his neck quickly. “I wish you the best.”  
 
    “Tameka?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m going to do better with building a relationship with you and Jeb, so we can raise our children in a healthier environment. From now on, we are in this together.”  
 
    “I would like that Rodney,” I said. Being cordial and respectful was all I’d ever asked of him since we divorced. Finally, we were having a breakthrough. Hopefully, it would last with that witch Melody lurking around.  
 
    I drove home listening to the stories of the kid’s wonderful weekend with their father. These were the types of tales I wanted to hear, the magical ones they would remember for a lifetime and cherish forever. Eva’s bright smile as she talked about the time she spent with her father was enough to bring a tear to the corners of my eyes.  
 
    “When we went to the Dad and Daughter Paint Night, Dad’s picture of a peacock was so funny, Mama. He painted the feathers in three different colors, and it looked like a baby painted it,” Eva laughed.  
 
    “Rodney has never been into the arts,” I said and laughed along with Eva. The moment was innocent, and it was what she needed from her father. “You guys really had a good time with your father, huh?” I asked.  
 
    “We really did,” Eva said, smiling.  
 
    I looked back at Kevin, and he was sticking his finger in his mouth as if he were pretending to vomit about the paintings. “What about you, Kevin?”  
 
    “Well, when Dad wasn’t doing all of that girly stuff with Eva, we got to play the game and go fishing. I had fun learning how to fish.” His little brown cheeks perked up into a smile when he talked about his time with Rodney.  
 
    Thank you, Rodney. It’s about time you gave our kids what they deserved, I thought and made it up in my mind that I would call him and thank him and tell him what an impression he’d made upon the kids. 
 
    “See, he did something for both of you. And you have to let Eva have her time with him too,” I said, knowing Kevin wasn’t used to sharing when it came to his time with his father. Instead of making an effort to reach Eva, his father usually casted Eva aside because of her attitude toward him. Now, that had changed, and I was happy for my daughter because she deserved a father who understood her needs too. I could only hope that the past year had changed Rodney forever.  
 
    When I pulled into the driveway, I turned the car off, and the kids jumped out running full speed to the front door.  
 
    “I got the TV first,” yelled Kevin.  
 
    “You always get it… Mama!” Eva turned to me for help as her brother sped past her and reached the door first.  
 
    “Listen to me, guys. Before you whack each other’s heads off trying to get inside, why don’t you go to your rooms and look at the surprise Jeb and I have for you.” I used my key to unlock the door, and they bounded up the steps, heading to their rooms.  
 
    Jeb walked out of the den and over to me. His arms wrapped around me, but before I could return the hug, the excitement from Kevin’s voice made me look up at him.  
 
    He was at the top of the stairway, yelling down, “Wow! This is so cool, Mom. I can play my game without Eva bothering me!” 
 
    “Mom, I can watch my Disney shows without the big baby having a temper tantrum,” Eva said to annoy her brother.  
 
    They both ran down the stairs. “Thank you, Mom,” they said in unison.  
 
    “You’re welcome sweetheart, and so are you Kevin, but it was Jeb’s idea to give you each your own TV, so he deserves the credit.”  
 
    Eva smiled at Jeb, and Kevin gave him a thumbs up.  
 
    “I’m about to go play the game,” said Kevin.  
 
    “And I’m about to watch my Disney shows,” added Eva. Her golden brown cheeks, which were a few shades lighter than her brother’s, perked up into a smile.  
 
    Kevin ran halfway up the steps then turned around and looked at Jeb. “Thanks, Pops.”  
 
    Jeb’s smile widened as Kevin ran down and hugged him. Eva slowly meandered over to her brother and Jeb and joined the group hug.  
 
    “Anything to make my little ones smile,” Jeb said.  
 
    After their tender moment, the kids took off to their rooms.  
 
    “Babe, something happened when I went to pick the kids up. I’m afraid to pinch myself for fear I’ll wake up and everything will go back to normal with Rodney,” I began.  
 
    “Oh yeah? What happened?” Jeb asked and appeared to brace himself as if he were preparing for a new episode of Rodney’s never-ending drama.  
 
    “For starters, Melody has moved back in with him. So we talked about his effect on the kids when they spend time with him.” 
 
    “And how did that go?”  
 
    “He apologized for the way he treated me and the kids in the past. He says he wants to build a relationship with you so that we can co-parent in a healthy way.”  
 
    “Wow. Are you sure this is the same man I met before?” Jeb laughed.  
 
    “Something about him was different. It’s like he’s matured over these past few months.”  
 
    “Could it be that he has bumped his head again?” 
 
    “Stop it, Jeb. I’m trying to be serious.” 
 
    “I am, too, baby. The Rodney I know is a long way from mature, so we just have to watch out for the other shoe to drop,” Jeb replied.  
 
    “I guess all we can do is wait and see,” I said, knowing only time would tell if Rodney was telling the truth. 
 
    Jeb inched closer to me. “I will do anything it takes for us to have a family unit that works. You, Eva, and Kevin mean the world to me, and I want you to be happy. It would be great if Rodney cuts out the unnecessary drama. If that means us meeting to talk things out, I’m all for it. But if he gets out of line—” 
 
    “I’ll be the first to cut him off,” I finished his sentence. 
 
    Jeb enveloped me in his arms. “Enough about him…” He began to rock me in his arms and whisper sweet things close to my ear. The heat from his breath sent me reeling into another universe as I inhaled his distinct and intoxicating scent into my lungs. “Can I keep you forever?” he asked as he breathed in the sugary scent of my hair.  
 
    I smiled. “Do you even have to ask?”  
 
    He tightened his hold on me, kissing my neck, and I became stiff in his grasp. He loosened his arms and leaned back to look me in the eyes, brushing a stray lock of hair behind my ear. He caressed my face and held it in his hands, looking into my eyes with the purest affection.  
 
    When he inched his face closer to mine, so sooo slowly, I thought I might die with the anticipation of reuniting with him. I shut my eyes, awaiting the unison. His soft lips met mine, and I was in bliss.  
 
    Only in my fantasies had I dreamt of having someone to love so deeply. He pressed soft, quick kisses, and nibbled on my bottom lip, demanding entrance. And I let him in, and it felt…heavenly.  
 
     “Are you really ready for forever?” he asked, and his breath blew against my earlobe sensually.  
 
    “Yes. I’m yours,” I submitted, fully and eternally in love with Jeb—the man who overcame the hate planted inside of him and exhibited undying love to me and my children.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I have written an alternate ending to the Safe Place Series that wraps up Jeb and Tameka’s love story but ends in a cliffhanger on what happens next for Bruiser and Alise.  
 
    If you would like to receive this alternate ending free, sign up to my newsletter, then email me at shanibooks@gmail.com to request it be emailed to you.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Yes, this is really the end of Jeb and Tameka’s story. But they will return, along with Kemara and Channing, in Bruiser and Alise’s story— 
 
   
  
 

 A Dangerous Way to Love 
 
    (Coming in November) 
 
    *Now Available for preorder on Amazon* 
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    Chapter 1  
 
      
 
      
 
   L ast night’s hangover was still evident. His eyes were bloodshot. His lips were crusty and white. A shower would fix it, he thought. He moved as quickly as his pounding headache would let him. Then, he showered and dressed for work.  
 
    “I got to stop drinking,” he said as he looked at his haggard reflection in the mirror. It’d been over a year, and it was time to move on.  
 
    On his way to work, he stopped by McDonald’s for coffee and a biscuit. He still made it to work with time to spare. As soon as he got into the building, he knew something was wrong. People were speaking in harsh tones and rushing about. There were shocked expressions and dazed people wandering aimlessly.  
 
    Downsizing was the word they used. He, along with about three hundred other people in his department, was let go. Slim had expected something like this to happen, so he was prepared. He’d already accepted an offer elsewhere. Today, he was planning to turn in his notice. He smiled because now he had the day off. Brendan “Slim” McNair always landed on his feet.  
 
     He didn’t want to go home but didn’t have anywhere to go. Everyone he knew was at work. He decided to go home to clean his apartment and do his laundry. After giving his apartment a thorough cleaning, he loaded every scrap of laundry into his truck. He was determined to make this week count. He planned to finish up the many household projects he’d started. Armed with about forty dollars in quarters, he drove the two miles to the nearest laundromat. As he unloaded his truck, he swore for the umpteenth time that he would invest in a washer and dryer soon.  
 
    Arriving before noon on a Monday gave him access to all the washers he needed. He got the clothes loaded and sat down. His stomach growled angrily, reminding him that a breakfast sandwich was all he’d eaten. He looked over at the vending machine and saw an “out of order” sign posted across the glass. He turned around just as a young girl walked in with a young child happily snacking on a bag of chips.  
 
     “If you want a snack, the hotel next door has a vending machine right inside the lobby,” she said as she plopped down in a chair.  
 
    “Thanks,” Slim said with a nod and headed out the door, lighting up a cigarette as he went. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to reach the hotel. Seeing the side entrance, he pulled on the door, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    “You have to use your room key,” said a feminine voice behind him.  
 
    He turned at the sound of her voice and was unable to move or speak. She was just that beautiful. Unlike the women he usually dated, this woman was obviously more mature. She was well dressed in a burgundy business suit with her hair pulled up into a stylish bun. The lady pulled a key out of her pocket and slid it through the slot. She tapped her nail on the “no smoking” sign before walking in.  
 
    Slim grabbed the door and put out the cigarette in the nearby ashtray. By the time he got through the door, she was gone. He walked through the lobby in hopes of finding the lady. After a few minutes, he gave up and went over to the vending machine to grab a few snacks to tide him over until later.  
 
    He walked back to the laundromat to find the young mother bopping her head to something on her iPod while her kid ran top speed up and down the aisles. The woman looked up and smiled at him. He noted she was cute. Her braided extensions swung as she moved. She had a pretty face and banging body—a combination that usually spelled trouble. He didn’t need any more trouble.  
 
    He walked over to a chair and sat down. He still had a while before his clothes would be ready for the dryer. Slim scanned the magazines left on the table, finding them all boring. He selected a book from the pile of dusty books and began to read. Other people filed into the laundromat bringing the noise level up about seven notches.  
 
    He got up and transferred his clothes to the dryer and went to sit back down. About twenty minutes later, the cute girl from earlier sat down across from him and smiled, showing off a gold tooth and dimples. He nodded and went back to his book. He didn’t want anything to do with her, so he turned slightly and started reading again. Obviously, she didn’t understand his body language. 
 
    “Hi, my name is Rasheeda,” she said extending her hand.  
 
    “Slim,” was all he said and tried to get back into his book. Luckily, her kid needed attention, so she took him into the bathroom. 
 
    Slim got up and began loading his baskets and transporting them to the truck. Gathering the last two baskets, he looked over at Rasheeda, and she gave him a smile that said a lot. He knew that smile, and he knew that look. This time last year, he might have taken her up on her apparent offer. Every man had a type. She was definitely his.  
 
    Older and wiser now, he just shook his head as he looked at her one last time as he walked out the door. He had got burnt before by fooling around with a young chick. Never again. He was no longer looking for that type of woman.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Joy closed the door to her office, sat down, and leaned back in the leather office chair and tried to focus. Mondays were always busy. Weekend reports, as well as the day’s reports, had to be done. Once she finished that, the schedules for next week had to be written. She didn’t want her daydreaming about the man at the door to cause her to lose time. She tried to get the man out of her mind when suddenly the head housekeeper barged into her office waving her hands as she spoke. She was going a mile a minute, gushing over a man she saw walking towards the laundromat.  
 
    Joy’s lips curled up into a smile as she remembered the guy she saw at the door. She knew from Sydney’s description that she was talking about him. He was very nice to look at. The man had to be over six feet tall. He almost towered over her five foot seven inches. He was dark with a close-cropped haircut. Chocolate had always been her favorite flavor for men. ‘A tall drink of water’ as her mom would say.  
 
     Thinking about her workload, she shooed the young lady from her office. She had too much paperwork to do. The general manager was on vacation again, which meant not only did she have her own work to do but hers as well.  
 
    Even though the encounter was brief, it had left an impression. She thought about how he just stood there with a goofy look on his face. She knew he was checking her out. Her double Ds always demanded attention. She allowed herself to daydream for only a few minutes, then she drove him out of her mind. One disastrous marriage was enough. She looked down at her left hand and gazed at the huge rock she still wore. There was no man attached to the ring anymore. He had moved on and left her without so much as a backward glance. She called the ring her blocker since it made men think twice about asking her out. 
 
    Her best friend and one-time lover, Tristan, begged her to sell the ring and move on. She knew he was right, but she wasn’t ready to even consider another man. She knew dating didn’t have to lead to marriage, but even dating was scary right now. The good-looking man at the door made her second guess her decision. He was tall, dark and handsome just the way she liked them. She hadn’t heard his voice but thought it would be deep and rich just like is skin. However, she didn’t have time to agonize over it. She had work to do. 
 
    Joy worked steadily, and the time passed quickly. She let her mind drift a few times, and he was in her thoughts. Never had the sight of a man made her consider a relationship since her ex-husband. Just seeing this man made her want to run after him. That piece of eye candy made her think about all she had been missing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Slim put the last of the laundry up and walked into the kitchen to start dinner. Thanks to his mother and grandmother, he was a great cook. He soon had the apartment smelling great. He turned on the radio and enjoyed a glass of wine. As soon as he got comfortable, there was a knock at the door.  
 
    His ex-wife, Tiffany, stood at the door wearing a spaghetti-strapped sundress and heels. Her hair was down the way he liked it. She had it parted down the middle framing her face. She gave him a sweet smile, and he remembered why he wanted her in the first place. Tiffany was naturally pretty. Her skin was the color of smooth cocoa. She even sported dimples. She was as they say a ‘brick house.’ She smiled seductively, letting him know she definitely wanted something.  
 
    “Is it true? Did you guys get laid off?” she asked as she walked into the room uninvited. “I have a trip planned this weekend,” she continued. 
 
    “You will get your check,” he said evenly. 
 
    “That’s not what I want. I want to know if you can watch the kids. My mom can’t babysit, and since you off I was wondering…” 
 
    The look on his face silenced her. Slim opened the door and looked back at her without saying a word. She took the hint and walked silently out of the apartment, knowing what it meant when Slim motioned for her to leave.  
 
    That’s cool, Slim, she thought as she walked back to the car she’d borrowed. Throw me out. I got something for your ass, she mused bitterly.  
 
    Tiffany had another card to play. The girls’ trip would have to wait. She knew how much Slim loved her son and thought she would be able to play on his emotions. Maybe she didn’t have any more influence over him.  
 
    On the drive back, Tiffany thought about the past few years. Slim was good to her. He married her when she told him about the baby. He paid the bills and gave her money when she needed it. He was loyal and dependable. 
 
    Reggie, on the other hand, was not. She had a thing for him ever since high school. Even though he was with someone else, they would sneak around together the majority of their high school years. After high school, she wanted more, but he didn’t. She thought she was over him until she ran into him at a party. She was dating Slim at the time. She felt Slim was more of a sugar daddy than a boyfriend.  
 
    After the party, she spent the night with Reggie with no feelings of guilt. They began seeing each other regularly shortly after that. When she got pregnant, she didn’t know what to do. Reggie was fresh out of jail with no job, and she knew things would be rough. When Slim found out she was pregnant and asked her to marry him, she said yes. Now, she was stuck with two kids and a man that could barely keep the lights on.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Slim’s evening was officially ruined. How dare she come and ask him to watch her kids? Kids that he once believed to be his. If you ever want to see a grown man cry, tell him that lie. Slim turned off the oven and took out his casserole. He grabbed his glass of wine then walked over to his easy chair and sat down. Then, he let the events of that dreadful day when he found out the truth replay in his mind.  
 
    Slim had gotten off early and went straight home. He opened the door expecting his toddler son to greet him with outstretched arms. Silence met him at the door. Confused, he walked through each room in the apartment. Tiffany’s car was outside, so where could she be?  
 
    Assuming she was at a neighbor’s, he started on dinner. The phone rang, but his hands were full, so the machine caught the call. Her friend, Trish’s, voice filled the room. She wanted to know how long it would be before she came to get the baby. Suspicion took over Slim’s emotions as he slid into a kitchen chair. Why would she need a sitter? She’s not working due to being in her final six weeks of pregnancy, and why is her car here if our child is somewhere else? he wondered. He jumped up and went outside to move his truck to the back of the apartment complex. He came in the back door and walked over to the couch and sat down.  
 
    Tiffany came through the door smiling. She was talking to someone behind her. She turned around and came face to face with her husband. The look of guilt on her face said it all. Before she could speak or close the door, her lover came up behind her. Tiffany had left her purse in his car. They stared at each other for about a minute. Words were not necessary.  
 
    Slim left Tiffany that night. It was in court that he found out his son was not his. The child she was carrying came out looking so much like the other man that Slim didn’t even bother to take a DNA test.  
 
    No need to dwell on it, he thought. What’s done is done. 
 
    He couldn’t change the past, but in the future, he would choose wisely. That beautiful woman he saw earlier had piqued more than his interest. Maybe that’s what he needed. A nice, mature woman. He put Tiffany out of his mind and ate his dinner. After dinner, he loaded the dishwasher and called it a night. 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    EVAN 
 
      
 
    I hated moving. It was something I had done enough of as a little girl. But this move was different. This move was for the one woman who I would do anything for. I owed her that. She had done the same for me when she was still in her right mind.  
 
    My Aunt Polly was an amazing woman whom I adored, so when I got a call from her home care nurse telling me my aunt didn't want her to care for her anymore, I knew it was time. Actually, the timing couldn't have been better. I had lost my teaching job when the school levies didn't pass, and I hadn't found another school to teach at. Maybe the timing was too perfect. Aunt Polly had always been sly, so I wondered if she had a moment of clarity and fired her nurse knowing I would come take care of her. 
 
    That was a good possibility. 
 
    I packed up my apartment, selling a chunk of my furniture on Craigslist. Why was it that most of the people who answered Craigslist ads were people you would normally avoid on the street if they were walking towards you? I think my favorite was the stinky woman with the rusted minivan loaded down with her 'treasures' that may or may not have been hiding some sort of dead body.  
 
    Once I had sold enough of my belongings so that all I was taking with me on the five-hour car ride was my clothing and mementos I couldn't replace, I put what hadn't sold in a box on the curb with a cardboard sign that said 'FREE.' I was sure someone wanted mismatched dishes and Tupperware that had more lids than containers. 
 
    I didn't look back as I drove away from the place I had called home for the last six years. I was happy to be heading to the small farm town in rural Pennsylvania where I had so many good memories, and one not so good one. That not so good one was the reason I hadn't been there in almost twenty years. Aunt Polly never got upset that I wouldn't visit; she made the trip to see me multiple times saying she liked visiting the big city. I knew she hated it, but I appreciated her lie. 
 
    I drove into the town of Kendrick, Pennsylvania as the sky started turning those shades of orange and pink that reminded you summer was right around the corner. I had spent so many of my summers there as a kid, it seemed fitting that I would arrive there just as spring was ending. I was looking forward to spending the long, humid days out on Aunt Polly's front porch, lazily swinging on her porch swing watching the summer sunsets and the fireflies come out for the evening.  
 
    The town hadn't changed much since I had last been there except for the small coffee stand next to the farmers’ market. Main Street was deserted, businesses closed for the night, all but Andy's, the local bar. The door to the dingy building was open, the interior lit in red, green, and blue lights. People hung out front, standing on the sidewalk smoking cigarettes near a row of motorcycles. At least there was some sort of nightlife. It looked interesting, to say the least.  
 
    I turned down the gravel road that led to the old farmhouse I used to love so much. Rolling down my window, I listened as the locusts and crickets sang their lullabies, the sound of an old friend. The smells and sounds of the quiet made me realize how much this place meant to me.  
 
    The house was lit when I pulled in, the front door open with the screen door shut. Just as I remembered. It was almost as if time had stopped. That was until I saw Aunt Polly come to the door. She stepped onto the porch, and the first thing I noticed was how much she had aged since I last saw her. Her once shiny, lush hair was dull and stringy. It had been silver for years, but now it was gray. Her face was still beautiful, but she looked tired, the bags under her eyes gave her the appearance of a woman who didn't get the rest she needed. Her eyes were still bright, and when she saw me, they lit up even more.  
 
    "Evan!" she squealed, coming down the porch steps one at a time. 
 
    "Hi, Aunt Polly!" I replied, the tears starting to form in my eyes. I didn't want her to see me cry. I stood a little straighter and willed my eyes to stop burning. It was time for me to be strong for her, not the other way around like it had been for so many years. 
 
    I walked towards her to meet her, and we embraced. Her frame was so small. Why do we have to age? Aunt Polly had been strong, fit, and active. But now? She was a frail, old woman, and I hated it.  
 
    "I am so happy you are here, sweetheart. I have been waiting and waiting for you!" she said as she grabbed my hand to drag me up the creaky steps.  
 
    The house was exactly as I remembered it, the ceilings tall and the rooms large. The entryway still had the bench with shoes lined up under it, some of them may have even been shoes that were lined there the last time I was there. The dining room to the right had the large dinner table we had never used, and it still hadn't been used judging by the coat of dust on it. The living room on the left earned its name because it was definitely lived in. The TV had Jeopardy on, the sound low, and Lucy, Aunt Polly's home care nurse, sat on the loveseat across from where Aunt Polly must have been sitting. 
 
     Lucy was a pleasant woman in her early fifties, a little on the plump side with an infectious smile. We’d never met in person but had spoken many times over the phone and video chatted. She seemed to truly care about my aunt, and I had no intentions of letting her go; I had hired her, after all. I did plan on cutting back on her services. She wouldn't need to be a live-in nurse with me there. 
 
    "Hey there, Lucy," I greeted as I entered the room. She put down the magazine she had been thumbing through and looked up, that infectious smile taking over when she saw me. 
 
    "Evan!" she exclaimed as she jumped off the loveseat and came over to me, engulfing me in a hug. Even over video chat, she came off as a hugger. I was not much of one, only with a few people, Aunt Polly being that few people. But, I let Lucy hug me. I even hugged her back. 
 
    "I didn't think you would be here until tomorrow," Lucy said as she pulled back from me. "I would have cleaned up a little better." 
 
    "No worries, Lucy." I smiled as I looked around. The place wasn't messy or dirty; it was lived in. It had always been lived in, and that was how I liked it. 
 
    Aunt Polly sat in her recliner across from the loveseat, turning up the TV and settling in. Her eyes seemed a little unfocused, and that was how I knew she was slipping away for the moment. I looked at Lucy and nodded towards the kitchen, letting her know I wanted to talk. 
 
    "Polly?" Lucy said, getting my aunt's attention. "You okay for a few? I’m going to get Evan settled in." 
 
    "Sure, Lynette, I’m going to be just fine," she answered.  
 
    Lucy and I exchanged looks before we left the room. 
 
    "Lynette is close," Lucy said as we entered the kitchen. "Last week she called me Louis." 
 
    I cringed at the mention of that name.  
 
    Shaking it off, I smiled at Lucy. 
 
    "So, you are okay with your hours being cut back?" I asked her. 
 
    "Oh yeah, it will be nice to be home every night. But, I don't want you to get overwhelmed, so if you feel like you are going that route, you call me, you hear?" 
 
    I promised her I would.  
 
    Lucy showed me where all of Aunt Polly's medications were and the schedule of when she needed to take them. She gave me a small list of phone numbers she liked to keep on hand. I looked them over, the main number for the home care service, the number for Aunt Polly's doctor, my cell, the pharmacy, a few others and two names I didn't recognize. 
 
    "Hey, who are Levi and Rex?" I asked, looking up from the list. 
 
    "Oh, Levi is Polly's neighbor. He's been a huge help, coming over to stay with Polly if I need to run somewhere. He dug out her new garden and helped her plant a few weeks ago. Just a nice guy. I'm sure he will come over soon to introduce himself. Polly just adores him," Lucy replied. 
 
    "And Rex?" 
 
    "He's Levi's buddy. Equally as nice, although his face doesn't agree. He looks scary but has a big heart." 
 
    Aunt Polly had never mentioned either of these guys, and now I was curious. 
 
    "Which house is his?" 
 
    "Who? Levi?" Lucy asked. When I nodded yes she smiled. "He bought the Richardson's house about six years ago. He came over and introduced himself to Polly, and they have been friends ever since. You will love him." 
 
    Lucy and I went over everything from what time Aunt Polly went to bed and woke up to how warm she liked her bath water. I was grateful for Lucy. She told me she wasn't going to just throw me to the wolves. She would be staying the night and helping me settle in for the next day but didn’t think she would need to be there in the evenings for long.  
 
    "Remember, nights are easy," she reassured. "Polly sleeps hard, and she goes to bed early and sleeps somewhat late. Set your alarm for seven every morning, and you'll be up before her. Honestly, this is the easiest job I have ever had." 
 
    We went back to the living room and found Aunt Polly snoozing in her recliner. Lucy woke her up, helping her out of the chair and up the stairs. I followed them carrying my bag with me. Once we reached the top stair, I dropped my bag and continued down the hall to Aunt Polly's room. She went into the adjoining bathroom and shut the door. 
 
    "You can put your stuff in your room," Lucy said. "She usually takes a few minutes." 
 
    I walked down the hall, stopping in front of the guest bedroom. The room that had been mine was occupied by Lucy, and I was fine with it. That room was not one I wanted to sleep in ever again. I opened the door to the guest room and turned on the light. Aunt Polly had updated it since I was last here. The beautiful white, wrought iron bed centered against the wall was a bed I had always wanted as a little girl. She must have bought it just for me. The sight of it brought tears to my eyes.  
 
    The room was painted a crisp white with white lace curtains hanging from the window. Antique looking nightstands were on each side of the bed with delicate looking lamps, also white. The bedding was a fluffy, soft mint green, and I couldn't wait to crawl into it. The closet had no door and was empty, so I placed my bag in it and turned to leave the room.  
 
    As I walked by the nightstand closest to the door, I noticed a framed photo sitting on it. Picking it up, I saw it was a picture of Aunt Polly with twelve-year-old me on the day of her wedding. We were both smiling wide with the sun setting behind us. Aunt Polly looked so lovely, her cream-colored dress flowing in the breeze. She was happy. She had been single for so long, and when she met the new town sheriff, things changed for her. 
 
    "Oh sweetie, I'm so glad you are here!" Aunt Polly gushed when she picked me up at the train station. School was out, and I was getting ready to spend another summer with her at her house in Pennsylvania, just as I had for the last four summers. I loved coming to her house, it was so peaceful and quiet.  
 
    "Mom said you met someone?" I asked, a little jealous that I wouldn't have my aunt's undivided attention. 
 
    "I did. His name is Louis, and he is our new town sheriff. And guess what?" she exclaimed.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "We are getting married this summer while you are here! I told him we had to wait for you to get here. I needed you to be a part of all of it, and he agreed. He cannot wait to meet you!" 
 
    Married? My mom hadn't said anything about her getting married.  
 
    "Does my mom know?" I wondered.  
 
    "Yep, and she will be here for it! Isn't this exciting?" 
 
    I smiled and told her it was. I told her I was happy for her, but I really wasn't. I didn't want to share her, especially with some guy named Louis. I already hated him. 
 
    When we pulled up to the farmhouse, I saw the sheriff's car sitting in the driveway. He was here?  
 
    The screen door opened and a large, potbellied man stepped onto the porch. He was older, probably in his fifties, and wore a pair of glasses. He had a receding hairline and pants pulled too far up. He smiled and waved as he took a drink from the can of beer in his hand. What in the world did my aunt see in this guy?  
 
    He came down the steps and helped get my suitcase out of the back of Aunt Polly's Jeep Cherokee, kissing her on the cheek before he closed the hatch. I glared at him, the man who stole my aunt from me. 
 
    "Hi Evan," he said as he smiled down at me. He smelled like drugstore aftershave. 
 
    "Hi," I replied, not wanting to talk to him. 
 
    "Your aunt has told me everything about you. I feel like we're old friends." 
 
    "Oh." That was all I could bring myself to say. 
 
    Louis looked to my aunt, obviously not sure what else to say or do. 
 
    "Let's get inside before these mosquitos eat us alive," Louis said, and he turned and walked towards the house. 
 
    I felt Aunt Polly take my hand and pull me back. I looked up at her. 
 
    "Evan, what's wrong? I promise you will love Louis. You have to give him a chance." 
 
    "I am just tired," I lied. 
 
    "Okay then, let's get you inside and settled into your room," Aunt Polly told me as she started towards the house. I followed behind her. 
 
    Once we were inside, I went upstairs and saw that Louis had put my bag in my room for me. I opened it up and found my pajamas. I turned around to head to the bathroom and was startled by Louis standing in my doorway. 
 
    "Sorry!" he said as he put his hands in the air in surrender. "I didn't mean to scare you." 
 
    "It's okay," I said as my heart tried to slow itself. I hadn't even heard him come to the door. 
 
    "I wanted to tell you I put a tire swing on the back of the property on the old sycamore tree. Polly says you go out there a lot when you’re here." 
 
    I loved going out to that old tree. I would take a book with me and read, or a blanket and fall asleep listening to the locusts. Sometimes, Aunt Polly would go with me. We would stay until dusk, just as the fireflies came out, and we would catch them in our hands.  
 
    I didn't want Louis to go out there. 
 
    "Thanks," I replied. I grabbed my toothbrush and toothpaste out of my bag and excused myself. He let me walk by, and as I reached the door to the bathroom, I turned. Louis was still standing there watching me, his face expressionless. I walked into the bathroom and shut the door, and for the first time ever, I locked the door to my aunt's bathroom. 
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