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Chapter One 
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Anticipation of New Year’s hung in the air like the huge diamonds around Jill Atkinson’s neck. The ballroom at the Hilton was decked out in pink, white and silver decorations, and balloons hung in the air ready to drop as the clock struck midnight. In the happy din Jill glanced around the room as the countdown. She wasn’t looking forward to another year, because she was expecting much of the same, success in the boardroom and nothing but exercise equipment in her bedroom. “Ten,” the elegant crowd yelled in unison. 

Jill wrapped her arms around herself, wishing that she was half of one of those lucky couples that filled the ballroom. When was the last time that she’d had a date? Two years ago? Unfortunately, she couldn’t hit the clubs on the weekend and troll for men. She had a reputation to uphold. She was after all, the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Everything she did, every decision she made was underneath a microscope. Too many people were waiting for her to fail.

“Nine.”

Jill looked up at the mirrored ceiling, which reflected a lonely woman dressed in a strapless powder blue Roberto Cavalli gown. Sure, she looked good, but she didn’t feel celebratory. Tonight, she was lonely. She wanted to be holding someone’s hand other than her own and waiting for the new year to roll in, be with a man who would hold her and kiss her at midnight. She wanted to be celebrating something more personal than her company’s bottom line. She wanted to be celebrating love. 

“Eight.”

Focusing on her reflection, Jill ran her fingers through her auburn tresses. The woman who had everything wanted to be like everyone else in the room, in love or falling in love. But it didn’t seem as if that was ever going to happen. Men wanted things from her, business advice, investment capital or a piece of her company but they never wanted just the woman. They never wanted her heart. Jill didn’t want to be alone all of her life, ending up a bitter old woman with no family to pass her legacy on to. What was the purpose of building an empire if it died the second she left the Earth?  But the desire to pass along what she’d built wasn’t the total story. Jill actually hungered for a family.

She peered out at the crowd from her vantage point on the round stage and then pasted a fake smile on her face. As the boss and she had to put on a front of happiness, make it look as if she had it together and nothing got to her.  No one needed to know how lonely and sad she was at that moment.

“Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one! Happy New Year!” the crowd boomed.

As silver balloons with the DVA logo began to drop from the ceiling, pooling around her feet like water and the band played a jazzy rendition of ‘Auld Lang Syne, Jill enviously watched the couples share their first kiss of the new year. It was her party, and she wanted to cry because once again she was alone on New Year’s Eve, just like last year and the year before and the year before that one. She’d never shared a midnight kiss as the new year rolled in. For some reason, this New Year’s Eve tugged at her heartstrings more than the others did. Could it be that getting older and watching other people her age settling down and starting families was actually getting to her? Or maybe that old Billy Dee Williams line from Mahogany was true: Success without someone to share it with was nothing. Jill took a deep breath and fought back her tears. Because she had no one to share her mega success with, she truly felt that she had absolutely nothing. For years, she’d said that trying to build her company into one of Atlanta’s most successful technology firms left no time for relationships. But now, Jill was making money hand over fist. She had transformed her company from an unknown to a nationwide powerhouse. When she went home at night, however, all she had was an empty bed and a stair climber.

Stop feeling sorry for yourself, she chided. Jill Atkinson, CEO and owner of DVA Inc., didn’t have time to lament her nonexistent love life. Forcing another smile to her face, she took the mike from the stand and began to deliver her traditional New Year’s speech. 

“Happy New Year,” she exclaimed with forced gaiety. “I can’t tell you how happy and blessed I am to be spending this night with you all. As you know, last year was a banner year for DVA and it wouldn’t have been without your hard work and loyalty. I’m forever in your debt.”

“We love you, Jill,” someone shouted from the floor.

Blowing a kiss like a rock star, Jill returned the love before continuing with her speech. “Tonight’s about partying and having fun but Monday, it’s back to business so that we can make the coming year even bigger and better than any year in company history. Happy New Year!”

Thunderous applause erupted from the crowd as Jill walked off the stage into a sea of adoring employees and friends. She shook hands with her executives and hugged other employees, like the ones who worked in the mailroom that she saw only during parties like this one. From the bottom to the top, employees respected her because she was fair and treated them with respect. She didn’t play favorites and people liked that.

Whenever anyone needed something Jill gave, whether it was a gift for a retiring employee or contributing to a fundraiser someone’s child. 

“Good speech, boss lady,” said Malik Greene, DVA’s marketing president, when he caught her alone for a moment.

Jill smiled at Malik and his wife, Shari Walker-Greene. Seeing the happy couple made her heart lurch, though. Jill loved Malik and Shari and cheered for their union because of what they’d overcome to be together. But watching them tonight—holding each other and exchanging looks of longing desire—was nothing short of torture. 

“Don’t you two look lovely,” she said as she hugged Shari. “I love that dress.”

“Thank you, but you’re the belle of the ball. Blue’s definitely your color,” Shari replied as she smoothed her golden gown.

Malik made a gagging noise. “Women. You could turn a trip to the grocery store into an episode of America’s Next Top Model.”

Shari playful smacked him on the shoulder. “You should be glad you’re surrounded by beauty.”

Taking Shari’s hand in his, Malik kissed it gently and Jill cringed inwardly. She wished she knew such a love. Her last relationship had ended because her boyfriend felt intimidated by her power, money and prestige.  Not that Jill was the type of woman to lord her status over anyone in her personal life. Unfortunately, her name was so well known in her circles that when she introduced herself, men tended to shrink away from her. Besides, most of the single businessmen she knew were more interested in winning her company than her heart. 

Jill watched Malik wrap his arms around Shari’s waist and kiss her on the neck. Why couldn’t she have someone in her life to hold her tightly and kiss her when he thought no one was looking? Stop being jealous of their happiness. One of these days the right man will walk into your life, she thought. But those words echoed in her head, not her heart. Jill knew she was going to spend the rest of her life alone. 

“All right, you two, I’m going to take off,” Jill announced, unable to take another moment of watching them express their love.

“Why? The party’s just getting started,” Malik said. “And it’s your party. How are you going to leave your own party before things get exciting?”

Jill scoffed at him. “You know I’m going into the office in the morning, but you two enjoy your night.”

After exchanging kisses with Malik and Shari and grabbing her mink wrap, Jill stepped out into the crisp night air, happy to be out of the ballroom. But as she looked around the streets of Buckhead, she saw just as many couples cavorting there as were in attendance at the party. Young, old, black, white—everybody had somebody except her. Instead of waiting for a cab or calling her car service, she decided to walk the three blocks to her empty high rise, fifteen floors above the nightclubs, traffic and crowds. Like most things in her life, she owned that building as well. Even though it was filled with tenants and people, Jill couldn’t have been more alone. A fact that sadden her tonight. Wrapping her shawl around her bare shoulders, Jill turned and headed in that direction.

Inhaling sharply, she tried to shake off the New Year’s Eve blues. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t spent New Year’s alone before. She decided that she was going to go inside, put on her favorite terrycloth robe, play some John Coltrane and get a jump on the ton of work she had to do. She was going to streamline her files, look at a few companies to bring under the DVA umbrella and organize some sort of charitable event for the coming year. Yes, she’d spend this night just like she spent most others, up to her ears in work.

Walking into her place, she kicked off her shoes in the foyer. As they thudded against the marble floor, the echo seemed to accent the emptiness of her personal life. Reaching down to massage her aching feet, Jill decided that she was definitely going to take advantage of the New Year’s Day offer at Thelma’s, a new spa on the edge of Alpharetta, maybe she’d even invite Shari along. She and Malik’s wife had become fast friends, and Jill had witnessed how Shari’s love transformed her protégé from a wanna be player into a devoted husband. Honestly, Jill hadn’t expected their marriage to last a year, but four had passed.

Good for them but I wish it was me, she thought as she headed for the kitchen. 

It wasn’t often that Jill allowed herself to wallow in self-pity but tonight was a good night to do it. Jill made her way to the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee for her night of work. Standing in the middle of the kitchen, she could have sworn she smelled smoke, but she shrugged it off and began to brew a pot of Colombian coffee. While the coffee perked, Jill headed to her home office to boot up the computer. The minute she walked in, she saw curls of black smoke seeping from the vents. Without a second thought, she grabbed her laptop and rushed out the door and down the emergency staircase, running down twelve flights of stairs, clad in her stocked feet and designer dress, only to run into a wall of flames on the third floor. Blinded by the black smoke, her lungs burning as she tried to breathe, she clutched her laptop to her chest as if were the one thing that could save her life. 

“Oh God, don’t let me die tonight!” she exclaimed before collapsing.

* * *
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ATLANTA FIRE CAPTAIN Darren Alexander had seen a lot of things in his fifteen-year career as a firefighter, but never had he seen a woman cling to a laptop computer with such zeal, as if her life depended on saving the machine. Darren scooped her up into his arms.

“I have a victim in the stairwell,” he said into the radio on his shoulder. “Ready an EMT.  It looks as if she’s inhaled a lot of smoke.”

Rushing down the stairs, Darren took the woman outside to the waiting emergency medical technicians. 

“Is everybody out of the building?” he yelled as he came out. 

“Yes, sir. The fire’s under control as well,” another fireman answered.

Nodding, Darren then turned his attention to the unconscious woman in his arms. He could tell she was someone who was well kept. Her café au lait skin looked as smooth as Norman Brown’s latest jam, her plump lips looked ripe for kissing and despite the fact that it was disheveled, he could tell her hair was soft and silky.

He wondered what her story was. What her name was. Where was her man? Why was she home alone on New Year’s Eve?  And what was so damned important about that laptop? 

Handing her over to an EMT, he watched as the technician placed an oxygen mask over her mouth and her eyes fluttered open, revealing a set of brown eyes that would melt an iceman’s heart. Knowing that he should go and investigate the cause of the fire, Darren tried to walk away but his feet remained rooted in place.

“My files,” he heard her say as she pulled the oxygen mask from her face.

“Ma’am, don’t do that,” Darren said, grabbing her hand. Her skin was just as soft as it looked. “You inhaled a lot of smoke.”

She turned her eyes upward at him, causing a chill to run up and down his spine. What was it about this woman that heightened his awareness? He didn’t know, but he was intrigued, and he wanted to make sure she was all right, see her to the hospital and protect that laptop.

“But I have to get my . . .” She began to cough uncontrollably.

Darren placed the mask back on her face. “Breathe slowly.”

She rolled her eyes but did as she was told. Darren smiled, lighting up his grey eyes. 

“You don’t take orders well, do you?”

She shook her head.

Wiping his smudge-covered face with the back of his hand, he leaned down closer to her. “Relax and let someone take care of you for a change.” Placing his hand on top of hers, he attempted to pull the laptop from her grip. “And that means letting this go. I’ll hold on to it for you.”

She was slow to let it go, but Darren gently pried it away. As the woman was loaded into the ambulance, Darren walked to his car and locked the computer inside. Now he was guaranteed to see her again.

* * *
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JILL TRIED TO WRAP her mind around what was going on. She was in the hospital; her building was on fire and her laptop—where was it? She sat up in the bed and frantically pressed the call button.

A nurse rushed into the room. “Yes, Miss Atkinson?” she asked breathlessly.

“I had a computer with me, where is it?” Her voice was hoarse because of the smoke she’d inhaled, and her throat burned with every word she spoke. 

“Right here,” a rich male voice said from the doorway.

Jill looked into the eyes of her sexy angel. “You saved me.” Her eyes roamed his tight body, drinking in the man before her. His body was clad in black pants and a white, long sleeved tee-shirt and she could see the outline of his muscular frame. He held her computer out to her. “And I saved this too. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone hold on to a computer so tightly.”

“Well, I just—uh, I’ve never been in a situation like this before. I just grabbed what was in front of me and held on. By the way, what’s your name?”

“Darren Alexander,” he said then sat on the edge of Jill’s bed.

It was not often that she thought of a man as beautiful, but that was an accurate description of Darren Alexander. He had piercing grey eyes, smooth caramel skin and the biggest hands she’d ever seen. 

She wondered what they would feel like stroking her in the middle of the night, spreading her thighs and...

“Are you all right?” he asked, breaking into Jill’s thoughts.

“I guess I’m still in shock. Thank you for everything, saving me and my computer.”

A smile tugged at Darren’s lips. “Just what’s so important about that computer? Vital government secrets? Are you a spy?”

“No,” she said through laughter. “It’s just work. I was about to sit down and go over some things before the smoke started coming though my vents.”

“What do you do?”

“Marketing research,” she said. 

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those career first, everything else second, women?” he asked. “It was New Year’s Eve. Why weren’t you out partying with your husband or boyfriend?”

She smiled but didn’t reply. Darren reached out and gently stroked her left hand. 

“You’re not married?” he asked.

Jill shook her head. 

“Seeing someone?”

“No.”

“Are you serious? A beautiful woman like you is single in this city? This is a joke, right?”

“Why do you find that so shocking?” she asked, then coughed again.

Darren shrugged his shoulders. “Because as Prince said, the beautiful ones are always taken.”

Jill blushed. “Thank you for bringing me my computer.”

“I still can’t believe you were working on a holiday. When was the last time you’ve had some good old-fashioned fun?”

“I went to a New Year’s Eve party tonight and...” Jill stopped talking because the truth was she hadn’t had fun in a long time. Not since she was a carefree college freshman at Spelman College many years ago. From the moment she started DVA, her life had revolved around work, work and more work.

Raising his eyebrow at her silence, Darren replied, “That’s just what I thought. I don’t usually do this, but you should let me show you a good—no, a great time—when you get out of here.”

Sitting up in the bed, wishing she was dressed in something more alluring than a puke green and white hospital gown, she asked, “Can you do that?”

Darren ran his hand over his smooth head. “Unless you have husband that’s about to burst through the door, there’s nothing stopping me from asking a beautiful woman out on a date.”

Had she been a few shades lighter, Darren would have seen her cheeks turn rose red. He handed her his business card with his cell phone number scribbled on the back. 

“When you’re up to it, give me a call.” Darren stood up and headed for the door, leaving Jill sitting in the middle of the bed with a wide smile on her face. “Take care, beautiful,” he said before closing the door behind him.

Maybe it was going to be a happy new year after all.
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Chapter Two
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The next morning, Jill was released from the hospital with a clean bill of health. She’d only suffered minor smoke inhalation. Though it had only been overnight, she was more excited about going home than a child anticipating opening Christmas gifts. Jill hated being confined and not being able to control the situation. Now that the unpleasantness of the fire was over, she could return home and relax.

And it was a good thing that she didn’t have to deal with a messy clean up in her penthouse. The fire and water damage was contained to the lower three floors and from her hospital bed she’d already got a restoration company on the job of cleaning up the lower floors.

As it turned out, the fire had been started by an electrical short in a first floor laundry room. No one was seriously hurt, which was a good thing, but Jill was going to make sure the maintenance company was fired.

Sighing, because this wasn’t the way that she wanted to start her new year, she walked into her penthouse and checked her voice mail. There were three messages from Malik and Shari. They’d seen the fire on the news and were worried about her. 

Pressing the speaker button on the phone, she dialed Malik and Shari.

“Hello?” Shari said.

“Shari, it’s Jill and I’m fine.”

“Great, Malik and I were worried about you. Did your place get damaged?”

“Luckily no, but I had to spend the night in the hospital. Everything is fine, though, and I even got a date out of the whole ordeal.”

“Really? Tell me about it?”

Jill absentmindedly twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “Why don’t we talk about it at Thelma’s? The spa is having a new you, New Year’s Day special. I was going to go there after leaving the office anyway. Now, I’m just going to go straight there. The work will hold until the office officially opens tomorrow.”

“All right, that sounds like a plan,” Shari said. “Jill, Malik wants to speak with you.”

Jill could imagine Malik standing next to the phone bouncing up and down like an impatient child waiting to ride a pony at the state fair. She valued the friendship she and Malik had, even though his love of sex and women had almost gotten the company in a world of trouble a few years back. 

Malik had an affair with Greta DeVine, a former employee at the company. She wanted Malik to be her man and when she saw the commitment he’d made to Shari, she’d lashed out at him with a bogus sexual harassment lawsuit. Because the company was owned by a woman, the lawsuit made national headlines. Jill had tired to protect her company and at the same time support Malik. However, she would have fired him if it had been necessary. The only time she ever wanted DVA in the news was for something positive. That was one of the reasons the company did so much charity work in the city of Atlanta. Jill wanted DVA’s name linked to everything positive it could be. 

No one was happier than she was when the allegations against Malik were proven false. Not only did her company keep its stellar reputation, but she hadn’t been forced to fire one of her best employees and closest associates. 

“Boss, why didn’t you call me? Is everything all right?” he asked.

“Malik, I’m fine, nothing was damaged in my place, and no one was hurt on the lower floors that took the brunt of the fire, smoke and water damage. Besides, I didn’t want to disturb you and Shari. Married people celebrate New Year’s in bed, you know.”

“Jill, we’re friends,” he said. “I would’ve been happy to do whatever you needed. I’m glad you’re all right, though. Please tell me that you’re not going into the office today.”

Laughing, she said, “No, I think I need some pampering and so does your wife. I can only imagine what being married to you is like.”

“Funny,” Malik replied. “But seriously, you deserve some R&R. Is there anything pressing you need me to do at the office?”

Sighing, Jill knew she needed more than rest and relaxation. She needed a little romance and renewal. Maybe she would get some of that with Darren. She pulled his card from her pocket and looked at it for a moment. Should she call him? And what would she say if she did call? 

“Jill, you there?” Malik broke into her thoughts. “Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, yeah, tell Shari I’ll meet her at the spa in about an hour,” she said. “And there’s no need for you to go into the office. Enjoy your weekend.”

After hanging up with Malik, Jill poured herself a glass of water, still pondering whether she should call the fire captain. Though she took business risks routinely, when it came to matters of the heart, she wasn’t as bold. The last thing she wanted was to end up broken and lonely, like the last time she’d given her heart away. 

Jill had to wondered if those people who said it was better to have loved and lost than to never had loved at all had ever had their hearts trampled on.

Her heart crusher, David Branton, was an up and coming businessman in his own right. He had been making strides at Concurrent Computer Corporation, one of Atlanta’s fastest growing companies. DVA, at the time, was on the cusp of its mega success and many on the outside looking in saw it as wide open for a takeover. At the time, no one knew just how brilliant Jill Atkinson was when it came to business. 

Jill met David at a technology mixer in Buckhead when she received her Business Person of the Year award. David was every woman’s dream, six feet of pure satisfaction. He was the color of ebony wood and looked as if he belonged on the cover of Esquire Magazine with his sharp Armani suits and polished alligator shoes. His smile lit up a room and made women swoon as if he were the second coming of Morris Chestnut.

He immediately took Jill’s breath away when he walked over to her and congratulated her. When he took her hand in his to shake it, neither of them wanted to let go. She had hoped that he would kiss her hand like an English gentleman just so she could feel the softness of his lips on her skin.

Though Jill didn’t set out to make David her man,  he definitely had her in his sights to be his woman. At least that’s the way it had seemed as he wooed her with flowers, poetry and late night dinners at the office. David was in and out of her office so much that her assistant, Madison, joked that he should he on the payroll. 

But Jill soon found that David had a hidden agenda. 

He was trying to gather as much information as he could about the company so that Concurrent could bring DVA under its vast umbrella. One night when David brought her dinner, Jill went to the bathroom, and he seized the opportunity to try to hack into her computer. 

Jill had planned to emerge from the bathroom dressed in sexy black lingerie and five inch spiked heels, but she had left her bag with her clothes in it at her desk. When she walked into her office, she found him hunched over her computer, looking like Quasimodo’s evil twin brother, with a USB drive in his hand. 

“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded.

“Uh-uh,” he stammered. “I was just...”

Jill closed the space between them and slapped him with all of the fury inside her. “How could you do this to me? Was this all our relationship was about? You wanted to get your foot in the door so you could find out my company secrets? Son of a bitch!”

David stood up, dropping the drive on the floor. “Jill, I was just doing my job.”

She shook with anger. “Your job? Was sleeping with me and professing your love to me part of your job? If you don’t get out of here, you’re going to be leaving in a body bag.” Jill snatched the drive from the floor and crushed it in her hands. “You tell your bosses at Concurrent you deserve a raise because you did a good job of fooling me. But those bastards will not get their hands on my company, no matter how many Uncle Tom assholes they send my way.”

Heartbroken and disillusioned by David’s betrayal, Jill vowed to make him pay. 

She turned the tables on him by raising enough money to initiate a hostile takeover of Concurrent. To raise capital, Concurrent had released shares to the public, hoping to increase the revenues before buying the outstanding shares back. 

As an avid stock market watcher, Jill knew she had to do what she had to do. Putting up some of her personal money, she bought the outstanding shares. 

Once DVA owned 51 percent of the stocks, Jill fired all of Concurrent’s top executives, including David, earning her reputation as someone not to be messed with.

Concurrent proved to be a good buy, DVA’s client base doubled, their reach expanded to firms in Canada and unlocked doors that might have taken years for to open DVA alone.

Ironically the biggest business deal of Jill’s life had been motivated by a broken heart. She resolved not to mix business and pleasure again.  Usually, every man she met seemed to have some sort of issue with her status. If he didn’t give her the “I’m so not on your level speech,” then he was hitting her up for a loan to fund a business venture that Jill knew didn’t have a chance in hell of being profitable. She wasn’t a woman to these men, at least in her mind. She was just a means to an end. 

God, please let this be different this time. Let Darren at least be a good friend, she thought as she poured herself another glass of water. Hopefully, he wasn’t a big business page reader. Maybe this is what she needed to do, date someone outside of her circle. If she was lucky, her business and everything else that normally got in the way of her relationships wouldn’t matter with Darren.

Jill promised herself if things got serious with Darren, she would tell him the truth and maybe by that time it wouldn’t even matter. Deciding that she was getting ahead of herself, Jill shook off the thoughts of Darren and ran upstairs to change into her spa attire––black yoga pants, a fitted tank top and matching track jacket. 

About thirty minutes later, Jill and Shari were sitting in Corinthian leather spa chairs, soaking their feet in tangerine oil and sea salt with avocado masks covering their faces. 

Reaching for her protein shake, Jill released a satisfied sigh. “I really needed this.”

Shari nodded. “I know that’s right. What a way to start the new year.” 

Jill took a sip of the shake. “Yeah, nearly burning in a fire and spending the night in the hospital.”

“Uh, didn’t you say met an incredibly sexy man?” She turned on her side and faced Jill. The blue mask on her face gave her a comical look. “For you to be excited about the brother, he has to be something special.”

“I don’t think anything is going to come from it. We meet people every day that we aren’t meant to see again.” She silently prayed that this wasn’t the case with Darren because Shari had hit the nail on the head, she was excited about the possibility of seeing him again.

“You know what, sista, it’s a new year and you need to stop hiding behind your career and take a chance on love,” Shari said. 

Jill scoffed. “I don’t hide behind my business.”  But the words were hollow because Jill knew that she did hide behind DVA. She just didn’t know it was that obvious. 

“Really? When was the last time you went out on a date? A real date and not a business dinner? I know you haven’t even accepted a date since I’ve known you. Do I need to tell you how many years that’s been?”

Rolling her eyes back in her head, Jill didn’t answer. 

“That’s just what I thought. Call that man,” Shari said. 

Jill smiled. “I don’t think I’m going to call him. I’ve got too much work to do.”

Placing her hand over Jill’s, Shari said, “Last time I checked, you owned the company. Delegate some work to someone else. If you don’t call him, you’re going to be wondering what could have been. But I know how you feel, though. When you get off the dating train, it’s hard to get back on it. I told Malik ‘no’ more times than I can count before I relented and went out with him. Look at us now. I can blow some of my marriage dust on you if you want me to and see what happens.”

Jill smiled. “Maybe I should throw caution to the wind and call him. What do I have to lose?”

Before Shari could respond, a massage therapist came in and whisked her away, leaving Jill alone with her thoughts and her cell phone. Part of her wanted to call Darren; she had already saved his number in her phone. But would she come off as desperate? 

What happened to the days of men making the first move, she wondered as she slipped her feet into a pair of terry cloth slippers. Jill crossed over to huge bay window overlooking the quiet garden and its lush greenery. Some of the evergreens still had Christmas decorations on them. Christmas, like most holidays, had just been another workday for Jill and she was tired of it. She wanted a chance to have someone that she could relax with on holidays, someone to dash off to Jamaica with, and someone to share that all-important New Year’s kiss with. 

Maybe Darren could give her some toe-curling sex that would end her self-imposed love drought. Shaking her head, Jill decided to take things slow. As she listened to the phone ringing, she almost hoped that Darren wouldn’t answer. 

But he did. His sexy baritone sent a chill down her spine when he said hello.

“Hi, Darren, it’s Jill Atkinson, the lady from the fire.”

“Oh yeah, as if I would forget. How are you?” 

“Great. I got a clean bill of health, thanks to you,” she said. Listening intently, Jill waited to see if he would recognize her name. But the conversation continued without a hitch.

“That’s good to hear and I’m really glad that you called.”

Closing her eyes and holding back a schoolgirl squeal, Jill replied, “Really?”

“Yes, I have tickets to a concert at the Fox tonight. Snarky Puppy is playing with some other local jazz artist. You do like jazz, don’t you?”

“I love it. What time does the show start?” She fanned herself excitedly with her free hand. She had a bona fied date.

“Eight, but I was thinking we could meet for drinks first,” he said. “Maybe we can go to the Shark Bar before the show?”

“Maybe not,” Jill said, knowing that she would be instantly recognized by the patrons who worked in her world. “Why don’t we go to Mick’s?”

“That works for me because I was just trying to impress you. The Shark Bar isn’t my scene. Too many stuffy business types passing out cards and dangling BMW key chains trying to pretend that they’re the most important person in the world.”

She laughed at his honesty because she definitely knew those types. “You saved my life. I think it’s time for me to impress you.”

“What time do you want me to pick you up?”

“Uh, why don’t we meet at the Buckhead Marta station? You know how crazy traffic is and how much it costs to park downtown when there’s an event going on.”

“All right, that’s fine with me. Why don’t we link up around five-thirty, have an early dinner and a few drinks?”

“Sure, that sounds like a plan,” she replied. Once Jill hung up, she took her first real breath since Darren answered his phone

She had a date.

* * *
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HANGING UP THE PHONE, Darren was all smiles. Jill’s call had surprised him because he hadn’t thought the beautiful woman was going call him.

“Who put that smile on your face?” his brother, Cleveland, asked.

“My date for the concert, so that means you give me my ticket back.”

Cleveland pretended to stumble backward as he handed Darren the concert ticket. “You have a date, Mr. I’m-Through-with-Women?”

Darren pushed his brother. “She seems different. Remember the fire in Buckhead on New Year’s Eve? She was in the fire, and I saved her.”

Cleveland shook his head, causing his shoulder length Nubian locs to swing. “This is a sympathy date. Don’t get too caught up. Once the whole hero thing wears off, she’ll her merry little way.”

Darren looked at his brother, who was the spitting image of their father, except for the hair.  His little brother had inherited his father’s honey brown complexion, grey eyes and suspicious nature. Who knew what the future held for him and Jill? Regardless, he was looking forward to finding out.

When it came to risking his life to save another, Darren was gung-ho. He didn’t mind running through flames to carry a trapped person to safety, but when it came to giving a woman his heart, well, that was another story. 

He’d always believed that everyone has one great love of their life, and he thought he’d found his in Rita Williams, who was the Atlanta Police Department’s DARE officer. Many times, Darren and Rita had run into each other at events at local schools. 

He had been taken with her beauty and her gentle way with the children. While he was working up the nerve to ask her out on a date, she beat him to the punch, inviting him to dinner and a movie on the next Friday night that he didn’t have to work.

After three months of dating, Darren knew he’d found his soul mate. Rita had moved into his house, and they’d begun planning their future. The next step had been to ask her to marry him.

Cleveland had warned Darren not to marry her. There was just something about Rita that he didn’t trust. But Darren was in love, and he even ignored his own internal warnings, telling him that he was moving too fast in this relationship. 

They had been married less than three months when Rita told him that she was pregnant and Darren was overjoyed. Being a father was one of Darren’s biggest dreams. He wanted a son who he could teach to be a firefighter like his father had done with him and Cleveland. 

But it wasn’t going to happen. Rita told him that she didn’t want a child because she wanted to further her career at the police department. She was due to take the sergeant’s exam, and she had a good chance of moving up in rank. When she told Darren that she wanted to have an abortion, his heart had dropped to his stomach. How could she not want to start a family? Wasn’t that what married people did? 

Darren told her there was no way he would consent to her having an abortion. He wanted the child whether she did or not. After weeks of arguing, Rita took off for a few days. Darren had assumed she went to her mother’s house in Savannah, but that wasn’t the case.

When she returned home, Rita announced that she’d had a miscarriage. Darren was devastated but tried to be strong for his wife. It wasn’t long before he found out that his wife had lied to him. Rita had not had a miscarriage. She’d gone to Savannah for an abortion. Even though she had told the people at the clinic that she was single, she had given them her Atlanta address. When the notice from the clinic came, Darren opened it, and fury ran through his system like the rushing waters of an angry ocean. She’d lied to him!

“Rita!” he yelled, slamming into the kitchen where she was cooking dinner.

“Darren, why are you yelling?”

He shoved the letter under her nose. “Care to explain your miscarriage? Looks like you had an abortion while you were in Savannah!”

Rita turned the stove off. “Darren, please let me...”

“Being a father meant the world to me, and you knew that. I told you I wanted this baby.”

“It wasn’t your body! I was going to have to carry this baby for nine months.”

Darren ran upstairs and began packing her things to throw her out of his house. 

Rita was hot on his heels. “We can work this out. That baby wasn’t right for us. We have time to have children, we’re young.”

He whirled around. “How can you say our child wasn’t right for us? We’re not teenagers, we made that child in our marital bed.”

Tears streamed down Rita’s cheeks. “It wasn’t yours,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. 

Darren gripped her shoulders. “What did you say?”

“The baby wasn’t yours. I-I made a stupid mistake a few months ago while you were away training and...”

Darren threw his hands up. He didn’t need to hear any more. Once her bags were packed, he tossed them and Rita out of his house. 
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