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A grin slid across my face as I whipped my Denali off the interstate.

I’m back, baby!

The Army? Man, it had taken everything I had and then some. I rolled with it and did what I had to do, but those holidays away from home? Yeah, those hit differently. Two long years in Korea, and now here I was, finally touching down on U.S. soil. Six weeks of leave, no strings attached. I was ready to soak up every damn second. 

Rolling past the mall, I couldn’t help but laugh. Delaware’s finest were out there trying to untangle the mess of holiday shoppers with their whistleblowing and hand signals like they were in the middle of a championship football game. Christmas was creeping up fast, and folks were swarming the parking lot like their lives depended on it. I’d be in that mix tomorrow, trying to snag last-minute gifts like everybody else. And you know what? I wasn’t even mad about it. A brotha was actually looking forward to it for once.

I slid into Encino Estates, Wilmington’s little pocket of luxury, tucked away like a secret. The neighborhood was already doing it big for the holidays—lights strung up everywhere, wreaths on every door, Christmas trees shining through the windows. It was like I’d stepped right back into the past. Nothing had changed, and that was exactly how I wanted it. My parents’ crib? Oh, it was always the crown jewel of the block. I could already picture it—reindeers on the lawn, Santa posted on the roof like he owned the joint. As I hit their street, a chuckle slipped out. There he was, Old Saint Nick, doing his thing like always. I wondered who my mother had conned into getting up on that roof this year since Pop had retired from that game after his back went out a couple years back. As I stepped out of the truck, the cold slapped me like, Welcome home, soldier. Delaware winters? Yeah, they don’t play. But hearing that familiar laughter spilling out of the house? That was the real warmth right there. They had no clue I was back early. This little homecoming was gonna be a surprise worth more than any gift under the tree. Sure, I could’ve called ahead and gave them a heads-up, but where’s the fun in that? Seeing the look on my mom’s face when she opened the door? That was about to be priceless. 

Seconds after the doorbell rang, Kelly swung the door open, arms crossed and attitude on full display.   “Look at you,” I said, grinning down at my five-foot-three baby sis. 

My little sister might’ve grown up, but no matter how grown she thought she was, she’d always be my kid sister. Petite frame and all, she’d inherited Mom’s slim figure, but that deep mocha complexion? All Pop. And that old-school ponytail she used to rock as a kid? Gone. Now she had this fly, natural curly cut framing her face. Real grown-woman vibes. 

“Whassup, Kel?” I opened my arms, expecting the warm hug that never came.  Instead, she hit me with a look that could curdle milk. “Wow! That’s how you greet your big bro after two years?” I teased, shaking my head. Kelly just rolled her cinnamon-brown eyes and hit me with the one-two punch. 

“Be glad you’re even allowed in this house.” She spun on her heel with a dismissive wave, leaving me at the door. 

I chuckled under my breath, stepping inside and closing the door behind me. Some things never changed.

“Yo, Kel!” I called, following her into the foyer. “What’d I do now?”  Without even looking back, she shot over her shoulder, “You already know.”  

I scratched my head, genuinely confused. What did I miss? Maybe it was because I forgot to call her on her 24th birthday last month. 

Women, I thought, smirking to myself. Always a mystery. Can’t live with ’em, but I sure can’t live without ’em. And speaking of women, one fine sister had been on my mind since I landed. I needed to track her down and see what was up.

I shrugged off my leather jacket and hung it on the coat rack. The familiar warmth of home wrapped around me as I moved across the gleaming hardwood floor into the kitchen. That smell? That was homemade chili, the kind that instantly pulled me back to childhood. 

Mama was at the stove, stirring the pot, and when she heard me, she glanced over her shoulder. The surprise on her face was priceless.

“Mark, you’re home!” she said, dropping the spoon and coming over with a laugh. 

“Hey, Mama.” I grinned like a kid again.

She pulled me into one of those hugs only mamas know how to give. “Welcome back.” 

I hugged her tight, her arms always making everything feel right again. “Glad someone’s happy to see me,” I joked, kissing her cheek. 

She held me at arm’s length, taking me in with teary eyes. “Let me look at you. Still the same... maybe a little lighter,” she said with a smile.

I chuckled. “A few pounds, maybe.” 

Mama winked. “Well, we’ll fix that real quick.” 

“I know how you do.” I looked down at her, thinking she hadn’t aged a day. Big, expressive eyes, smooth skin—she was where Kelly and I got our looks from, no doubt. But that love in her eyes? That’s what really made her beautiful.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming early?” she asked, her brow furrowing.

I flashed her a bigger smile. “Wanted to surprise you for Christmas.” 

Her smile widened. “Best gift I could ask for. Wait ‘til your father hears. He’s gonna lose his mind.” 

My dad, George Saunders—retired police commissioner, still spent his days hanging around the precincts. Old habits die hard.

Mama turned to Kelly, who was now sitting at the kitchen table, side-eyeing me like she had something to say. 

“Kel, it looks like we’ll need to plan a big dinner for Christmas. Everyone’s going to be thrilled to see you, Mark.”

Kelly grunted, folding her arms. “Everyone except one person.” 

I raised an eyebrow, a little cautious now. “Like whom?” 

The whole vibe shifted. Silence hung in the air like a thick cloud.

I looked between Kelly and Mama, trying to figure out what I’d just stepped into. 

“Somebody wanna fill me in?” I asked, frustrated.

Kelly sucked her teeth, her eyes narrowing like she was ready to swing. “How could you treat Essence like that?”

Essence? 

Damn, just hearing her name sent a rush of memories through me. Sweet, sexy Essence Monroe. What did any of this have to do with her?

“I haven’t spoken to her since I left,” I said, trying to connect the dots.

Kelly leaned forward, her voice sharp. “Exactly. She told me.” She paused, then pointed at me like she was reading me my rights. “I told you to leave her alone if you weren’t serious. But you did what you always do. You had her, then left her high and dry. And you broke her heart.” 

I blinked, completely thrown off. “Broke her heart?” I laughed nervously, pulling out a chair and dropping into it. “Where is all this coming from? What did she tell you?”

Kelly gave me that look she always gave when she was about to share some knowledge. “You seriously don’t know?” she asked, her tone skeptical. “Essence has a son. Your son.” 

My heart stopped.

I leaned back in the chair, feeling like I’d just been hit by a freight train. “A son?” My voice cracked.  

Mama stepped forward, eyes serious. “Tyler looks just like you.”

A son. The words knocked the wind out of me. Essence had a son, my son, and I didn’t know? 

I dropped my head into my hands, trying to breathe through the confusion, the anger, the betrayal. How could she keep that from me? 

I lifted my head, my voice strained. “Why didn’t she tell me?” 

Kelly held my gaze momentarily, studying me, maybe looking for a sign that I knew more than I was letting on. But I didn’t.

“I didn’t know,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

Kelly’s voice softened. “You didn’t know?”

“No,” I snapped, my voice laced with frustration. “You think I’d just ignore my own kid? I never wanted a wife, but I wouldn’t walk away from my responsibilities.”

Mama stepped in, her voice calm but firm. “Mark, she said she wrote to you. Several times. But you never responded.”

“I never got any letters!” I barked. “I would’ve been there, no question. When I didn’t hear from her, I thought she moved on.” My heart pounded as I turned to Kelly. “Where is she?” 

Kelly sighed, reluctant to speak. “She’s in Dover. But Essence doesn’t want to see you, Mark.” 

“Too bad,” I shot back. “Where is she?” 

After a long pause, Kelly said quietly, “She teaches at Dover Elementary.”

I was already on my feet, grabbing my jacket. “I’ll be back.” 

There was no way I was leaving this alone. Time to find out the truth.

* * *
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I ADJUSTED THE LAST of the small chairs around the table, making sure each one was lined up just right. Yeah, it was a small thing, but details mattered, and I wasn’t about to half-step when it came to my classroom. This was the space where I put my heart into shaping young minds. As chaotic as it got, seeing those kids light up when they learned something new? That made it all worth it.

I leaned back for a moment, letting the peace of the empty room settle over me. But then I heard footsteps, heavy ones. My mind went to the custodian making his rounds, but when I looked up, the sight in the doorway caught my breath. Mark Saunders.

The air seemed to shift, growing thick and heavy. My hands shook a little as I stood frozen, staring at him. Kelly told me Mark wasn’t supposed to be back until the spring, but there he was, filling the doorway like he owned the place. Tall, commanding, with that same presence I’d tried so hard to forget. “Hello, Essence.” His voice was low, smooth as silk, with that familiar pull. His eyes moved over me slowly, taking their time, lingering like they had all the time in the world.

“Hello, Mark.” I tried to keep my cool, but my pulse was racing, betraying me. Two years and the man still had this effect on me. Dammit. I willed myself to stay calm, to keep it together, but I couldn’t deny the truth—he was just as magnetic as ever. 

He stepped into the classroom with that confidence he always carried, like he knew the room would bend to him. That swagger had drawn me in before when I was too naive to see what was coming. Now, it just felt like a warning.

“You don’t look happy to see me,” he said, almost like it was a challenge.

“Happy?” I forced a bitter laugh. “You thought I’d run into your arms?”

That damn smirk tugged at the corner of his lips, just cocky enough to remind me why I needed to stay away. “Wouldn’t have minded if you did,” he shot back.

Of course, he wouldn’t. Mark thought he could just waltz in like nothing had changed. But everything had. I wasn’t about to feed that ego, so I moved past him, taking the long way around to avoid getting too close.

“How’ve you been?” he asked, his tone casual, but I knew him well enough to catch the edge beneath it.

“I’ve been good. And you?” I kept my voice light, playing the game.

“Better now that I know I have a son,” Mark said, and just like that, all pretense dropped. His voice cut through the tension, his words hitting like a punch. He was coming for me, for Tyler. His jaw clenched, frustration rippling off him in waves.

“If you’d bothered to answer my letters, you might’ve known sooner,” I snapped, my voice sharper than I meant.

His face twisted into a frown. “I never got any letters,” he said, sounding like he believed it. Like he actually believed it.

“Yeah, okay,” I muttered, shrugging as I lowered myself into the chair behind my desk. “Doesn’t matter now. I went through nine months and eighteen hours of labor without you. I got this.”

Mark looked away, pacing with that restless energy I remembered all too well. His fist clenched and unclenched as he moved across the room. It was all too much, the anger, the confusion, the overwhelming urge to take back the last two years. But that wasn’t an option. 

“I’m sorry, Essence. I didn’t know,” Mark said, his voice softer now. Maybe he was trying to sound sincere. But this apology? Too little, too late.

“No apology needed.” I laughed, grabbing my briefcase. “I’ve been doing fine without you.”

“I’m going to be in my son’s life,” he said, his tone firm, making it clear this wasn’t a request.

I stood up, meeting his gaze. “How long do you plan on playing the father role, Mark? Until you get bored? Until the Army calls you back?”

His jaw tightened, and we just stood there for a moment, locked in a silent standoff. 

“I would never walk out on my son,” he said, his voice carrying that hard, undeniable edge.

I raised an eyebrow. “How do I know that? I haven’t seen you in two years. You disappeared. You didn’t even check.”

He stepped closer, his eyes burning with intensity. “That’s not on me. You should’ve told me.” 

“I tried,” I said, my voice breaking for a split second. “I wrote you. I reached out. But you didn’t answer.”

The silence between us felt like it could snap at any moment. There was too much left unsaid, too much pain in the air.

“Fatherhood wasn’t in your plan, Mark. So why don’t you go back to playing soldier and leave us out of it?” The words came out before I could stop them, my voice tight with frustration. I didn’t want to need him. I didn’t want to rely on anyone but myself.

His expression hardened, his voice flat. “You decided to bring my son into this world. That makes me part of his life, whether you like it or not.”

My chest tightened, and panic started to rise. I wasn’t ready for this—for Mark.

Footsteps echoed down the hallway, snapping me back to reality. I glanced at the clock, seizing my chance to escape.

“Well, as much as I’d love to keep this conversation going, I’ve got somewhere to be.” I grabbed the case and moved toward the door.

Mark stepped in front of me, blocking my path. “Give me your address. I’ll be by around six to see my son.”

The finality in his tone made it clear—there was no getting around this.

“This evening’s not a good time,” I tried, hoping he’d back down.

He leaned in, eyes blazing. “Essence, I’m home for a month and gonna spend every minute with my son. Starting tonight. Get used to it.”

Our eyes locked in a battle of wills, and I realized Mark wasn’t backing down. 
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I rolled up the gravel driveway, the crunch of rocks under my tires the only sound breaking the stillness of the evening. The ranch-style house stood there, looking like something out of a postcard with tall trees looming over it, their leaves scattered like a blanket across the lawn. I parked and stepped out, the cold December air hitting me harder than I expected—as it reminded me of everything I was about to walk into. 

As I approached the house, my eyes locked on Essence’s blue Honda Civic parked in the driveway. That car seat in the back? Man, that hit different. Like a punch straight to the gut. My child had been born, taken his first breath, learned to walk, and I had missed it all. All those milestones played like a loop in my head, reminding me of moments I’d never get back.

I was a father. And behind those walls was my son—a son I might never have known about if Kelly hadn’t bumped into them at the mall. The thought burned me up inside. Had Essence really planned to keep my child from me? 

There was only one way to find out.

I pulled my jacket tighter against the chill and stepped toward the front door. The doorbell echoed through the quiet, the sound settling like an omen of what was about to go down.

And then she opened the door. 

Damn. Whatever anger or resentment had been building inside me took a backseat the second I saw her. Essence was even more stunning than I remembered. Gone was the teacher look—today, it was jeans that hugged her curves like they were custom-made and a T-shirt that made casual look sexy as hell. Her auburn-colored curls hung loose now, falling over her shoulders, framing those big, sienna-brown eyes. And that mole by her lips—now glossed with a hint of strawberry? Yeah, I’d missed that detail more than I realized.

I swallowed hard, trying to keep my cool, pushing down the heat rising in my gut. I wasn’t here to focus on how good she looked. But it was hard to shake the memory of what it felt like to have her close. Too hard.

“Are you gonna invite me in, or you just gonna stand there?” I asked, my voice rougher than I meant it to be.

Essence tilted her head, giving me that look—half-amused, half-annoyed. “Depends. You going to stop frowning like that?”

I stepped closer, catching a whiff of her scent—soft, sweet, and damn near intoxicating. She smelled like home, like everything I’d been trying not to remember. “I just found out I got a son, Essence. How do you think I feel?” I asked, the frustration slipping into my tone.

Her gaze softened just a little. “I’m not sure,” she admitted, her voice dropping, almost vulnerable. 

I held her eyes, searching for something. “Did you forget about me?” I asked, the weight of those few weeks hanging between us.

“Did you forget about me?” she shot back, her stance solid, eyes still locked on mine, unflinching.

“I haven’t forgotten a damn thing,” I said, my voice low. Not the fire in her eyes when things heated, nor how her stubbornness turned into passion in a heartbeat. That fire was still there, burning just as bright as the day I left.

Her chin lifted, stubborn as always. “You might not believe it, but I intended to tell you.”

I wanted to believe her. God, I wanted to, but trust? That was something I couldn’t hand out easily anymore. I’d been burned too many times by too many people. But looking at Essence, seeing the mix of defiance and something close to honesty in her eyes, that doubt crept in. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe not. But the sting of her keeping something like this from me cut deep.

“It’s cold out here. Are you gonna let me in, or we doing this on the porch?” I asked, the tension in the air thick enough to cut through.

“I guess I’ll have to since you’re not giving me much of a choice,” she said, her tone softening, though I could hear the reluctance.

“You’ve always had a choice,” I said, holding her gaze, not letting up. “Invite me in.”

For a second, the air between us was buzzing with everything unsaid. The kind of tension that had you rethinking your next move. Then she dropped her eyes and stepped aside, letting me in. 

I shrugged off my jacket as I entered her house. The warmth hit me first, but I barely noticed it. Essence took my jacket and hung it in the closet, moving slow like she was trying to delay what was coming next. She gestured for me to follow her. My eyes couldn’t help but catch the sway of her hips as she walked. I quickly looked away, forcing myself to focus on the living room.

The space was cozy. White walls, hardwood floors, and neutral furniture. It didn’t just look like a house—it felt like a home. But what grabbed my attention wasn’t the fireplace or the modest Christmas tree. It was the toys scattered in the corner. That right there? That was a knife to the heart. Those toys belonged to my son; I hadn’t even known he existed.

“I need to know why?” I asked, the words sharp as they left my mouth.

Essence stiffened, the warmth from earlier fading. “Didn’t we already have this conversation?”

We did. But until I get the truth, we’re gonna keep having it,” I shot back, my patience wearing thin, frustration bubbling over.

She let out a sigh, long and heavy. “I told you, Mark. I called. I sent three letters. You never responded to a single one.”

I am a military intelligence officer. When I left Delaware, I hopped on a military aircraft for a top-secret mission where they don’t play—no personal cell phones allowed. “Then you should have contacted my unit.” 

Essence crossed her arms, her jaw tightening like she was bracing herself for battle. “Just pick up the phone, call your unit, and what? Have them patch me—a four-week fling—through to you? You weren’t exactly reachable, Mark.”

Her words hit me like a slap, but I wasn’t backing down. “I deserved to know about my son.”

She stepped closer, eyes blazing with the fire I remembered all too well. “You think I didn’t try? You were off doing your thing, living your life, and I was here, trying to figure out mine. I called you. No answer. I sent those letters. No response. I waited for weeks. Nothing. So, yeah, I stopped trying. I had to think about my son.”

Her voice softened when she said, "My son," and something in my chest tightened. Tyler wasn’t just her son. He was ours, and the fact that I had missed the beginning of his life, the chance to hold and watch him grow, tore me up inside.

“You could’ve tried harder,” I muttered, the anger simmering under my skin.

Essence’s lips pressed into a thin line, her patience clearly wearing thin. “Tried harder? I was pregnant and confused, Mark. I didn’t have time to sit around waiting for you to return. I had to survive, to prepare for a child without knowing what the hell was going on with you.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words stuck. She wasn’t wrong. While I was halfway across the world, serving our country, Essence had been fighting hers alone. And now, I had the nerve to be angry? The frustration I felt toward her started to twist into something else, something heavier.

She shook her head, her voice dropping. “Do you think I wanted it to be this way? Do you think I enjoyed keeping that secret, carrying that weight? You weren’t here, Mark. You walked out of my life.”

* * *
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I WANTED YOU TO CONTACT me because you missed me, not because I was pregnant.

Of course, there was no way I would say that, so instead, I met his gaze with quiet defiance.

“Essence, I asked you a question,” Mark’s voice was deep and commanding, like he was trying to pull rank. “Regardless of the circumstances, you should have told me.”

The nerve of him, coming in here with that energy like he had any right to demand answers after all this time. I rolled my eyes, trying to keep my cool, but the audacity was getting to me.

“If I remember correctly, you made it crystal clear you weren’t looking for any type of commitment.”

“Commitment?” he repeated, his voice rising like he couldn’t believe what I was saying. “We’re not talking about a commitment, Essence. We’re talking about my son!”

“Can you lower your voice before you wake him?” I hissed, my patience hanging by a thread.

“Where is he?” Mark’s voice dropped to a whisper, his eyes darting past me like he could somehow see Tyler if he looked hard enough.

“He’s asleep,” I said, a mix of pride and warning in my voice.

His eyes locked on mine again, and even though I tried to play it cool, I felt my heart skip a beat. “I want to see him,” he said, his voice raw with a kind of vulnerability I wasn’t expecting.

“He spent the day with my parents—they took him to see Santa at the mall.” I couldn’t help but smile, remembering how cute Tyler had looked in his little holiday outfit. “He’s probably down for the night. Why don’t you come back tomorrow?”

But Mark was always stubborn, and I could see it in his eyes now. “Nah, not happening. I’ll wait,” he said, dropping down on my sofa. Arms crossed, his posture screamed he had no plans to move. I sighed to myself. As much as I wanted him out of my space, a tiny part of me couldn’t help but feel something warm seeing him care this much.

“What did you tell your parents?” he asked suddenly, tension creeping into his voice.

I blinked, thrown off by the change in subject. “About what?”

“About Tyler’s father,” he ground out like the words left a bad taste in his mouth.

I shrugged, playing it cool even though his questions started unraveling my nerves. “I told them what they needed to know. I’m grown, or did you forget that?”

“I didn’t forget,” he muttered, his eyes tracing over me too slowly before they landed back on my face. “But I also didn’t forget your father is a Baptist minister.”

His words made me squirm. The intensity of his gaze and the way he was getting under my skin was too much. I hated that he could still make me feel this vulnerable. “I told them the truth,” I said, my voice shaky. “I told them I’d try again to find you when it was time.”

“When would that have been, Essence? After he started college?”

I clenched my jaw, my frustration rising. “Before Tyler started asking questions. That’s when.”

“I plan to provide for my child,” Mark announced, his voice low but intense, his eyes boring into mine like he was challenging me to argue.

“I don’t need your help,” I snapped, standing my ground, trying to hold onto some control in this conversation.

“What about what I need?” he shot back, his tone sharp. 

“And what’s that?” I asked, crossing my arms, still trying to keep that edge in my voice even though I knew where this was heading.

“I need to be a father to my son,” he said, and this time, there was no room for argument in his voice. “If it was up to you, I wouldn’t even know he existed.”

Those words stung because they held a truth I didn’t want to admit. Mark had a right to be here, to know his child. But the idea of him being a permanent part of our lives scared the hell out of me.

Mark leaned in, closing the distance between us. His voice softened, almost pleading. “Talk to me, Essence. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I tried,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew they were only half true.

“No, you didn’t,” he said, shaking his head. “Even if those letters didn’t reach me—which they didn’t—you could’ve contacted my unit. They would’ve made sure I knew I had a son.”

“And then what, Mark?” I snapped, my patience finally cracking. “You would’ve what? Called on Christmas?”

“I would’ve been here, Essence,” he said, his voice steady but laced with hurt. “I would’ve been there when he was born.”

Those words landed hard, and I couldn’t breathe for a moment. Mark was right. He wasn’t heartless. When he left Delaware, he had no intentions of returning to me. Tyler changed everything, and we both knew it.

“You’re right,” I whispered, my guard dropping just enough to let the truth slip through. “You have a right to be in his life. I was scared... scared you wouldn’t care.”

Mark shook his head slowly, disappointment written all over his face. “That’s what you think of me?”

“I didn’t know what to think,” I admitted, my voice small. But deep down, I knew better. I knew Mark wasn’t some heartless man. Even in the short time we were together, I saw the goodness in him. I didn’t want to get hurt again.

“You think I didn’t care?” he asked, his voice low, eyes searching mine. “You think I forgot about you? Forgot about us?”

I looked away, my anger and pain swirling together. “That’s what I thought.”

He leaned in closer, his voice a husky whisper. “You’re wrong. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about you, Essence. Those weeks we shared weren’t just a fling to me.” He licked his lips, and I felt the heat between us rising. “I still remember the way you sound calling my name. I remember how you taste..., the way it feels inside you.”

My breath caught as he spoke, every word pulling me back to memories I had tried to bury. His eyes were locked on mine, and for a second, I felt like I was falling back into something I wasn’t ready for.

I jumped up from the chair, needing space. “All that’s in the past, Mark,” I said, my voice shaky as I tried to regain control. 

He watched me with that same fire in his eyes, but I wasn’t about to get pulled in. I handed him the remote, avoiding his gaze. “While you wait, make yourself at home,” I mumbled before fleeing to the kitchen, needing to put distance between me and the man who still knew how to shake my whole world.

* * *
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WHEN ESSENCE RETURNED to the room, I couldn’t help but watch how her hips moved. Those yoga pants were doing the most, hugging every curve like they were tailor-made for her. That pert ass, those slim thighs... man, she had my mouth watering. It was like time hadn’t touched a thing about her. My hands practically itched, wanting to trace the smooth curves I knew all too well. She moved around, picking up a stack of mail on the coffee table. I saw the everyday chaos in her world—laundry piled up in the corner, toys all over the floor. With a toddler running around, I couldn’t imagine how she found time for herself. Sleep? Yeah, that probably felt like a luxury to her now.

Looking closer, I could see the toll it was taking on her. She still had that beauty that stopped me, but the puffiness under her eyes? That was new. The strain of doing this solo was written all over her face.

I tossed the remote back on the coffee table and stood up. “Let me help,” I said, meaning it.

Essence glanced over her shoulder, shaking her head like she wasn’t trying to hear it. “Nah, I’m good. I don’t need any help.”

I wasn’t about to take no for an answer. “I insist.” Before she could argue, I grabbed the basket of clothes sitting by the TV and started folding them, laying out neat stacks on the couch like it was no big deal.

She paused, watching me for a second before asking, “You want something to eat?” She was stepping back, trying to keep some space between us, but her eyes were giving her away.

I smirked, then turned around, holding a pair of her silky, lace-trimmed panties. “Oh, what’s this?” I teased, holding them up like they were a prize.

“Give me those,” she muttered, her lips twitching like she was fighting back a smile. She snatched them out of my hand, but not fast enough to miss the glint in my eye.

I chuckled, enjoying how I was getting under her skin. “Still rocking blue, huh? Some things never change.”

Essence shot me a look, caught between laughing and playing it safe. She grabbed the laundry basket from me like she was cutting off the fun. “You want to help? Then pick up your son’s toys,” she said, rolling her eyes before turning on her heels and walking out of the room. 

And there it was—that sway. That walk. The wolf inside me howled, heat shooting straight down to my groin. Damn! I quickly dropped back down on the couch, ensuring she didn’t catch what was happening below the belt.

Down, boy, I told myself, trying to get it together. But it wasn’t easy. I closed my eyes for a second, and there she was, standing in front of me like she used to—those blue panties hugging her curves, teasing me. I had to breathe, trying to calm the fire inside me. Essence always had that effect on me. Even now, after all this time. As I closed my eyes, memories rushed in like a flood...

––––––––
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I WAS LYING ACROSS the bed, my eyes on the bathroom door. Essence stepped out, her presence instantly filling the room. 

“What do you think?” she asked, leaning against the doorframe like she owned the space—and at that moment, she did. 

She stood there, looking like a dream wrapped in blue lace. A matching bra and panties clung to her curves, showing off everything that had me losing my mind. My breath caught in my throat as I let my gaze trail over her body, taking in every inch of her, the thin fabric barely covering what I knew by heart. For a stolen moment, it was just us, and nothing else mattered.

“C’mere,” I whispered, my voice low but filled with that hunger that was clawing its way to the surface.

Essence didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. She sauntered to the bed with that slow, confident stride that had my pulse kicking into overdrive. Her hips swayed with each step, pulling me deeper under her spell. When she reached the edge of the bed, she paused, her eyes locking onto mine, and in that moment, everything else faded. 

She reached up, pulling the pins from her hair, letting those thick, natural strands cascade down over her bare shoulders. My breath hitched as she stood there, her hair framing her face and flowing like a halo of temptation. But it was her eyes—those deep, intense eyes—that had me. They were filled with the same fire and smoldering need that had been building up between us since I walked into her life. I could feel the heat between us, thick and undeniable, making it hard to think straight. All I could do was gaze up at her, letting that hunger take over, wiping out every rational thought I might’ve had. I reached for her, my fingers brushing against the soft skin of her waist, my body reacting to the warmth of her skin.

Essence leaned down, close enough for me to smell the faint hint of her perfume—sweet and intoxicating. Her breath was warm against my skin, and I could feel the tension crackling like a live wire, ready to snap. 

“Are you sure you can handle this?” she teased, her voice soft but laced with a challenge. A slow grin spread across my face, my eyes locking with hers, pulling her closer. 

“I’ve never backed down before, and I’m not about to start now.” 

Essence’s lips curled into a smirk as she slid onto the bed, her body pressing against mine. The feel of her skin. The warmth of her breath. The heat of our connection was impossible to ignore. She was dangerous, and I was ready to fall headfirst into the fire. And just like that, we were lost. 

“Damn,” I hissed. I stared down into the intense desire burning in her depths. A soft sigh escaped her lips.  “You’re so sexy,” I murmured, then swooped in and covered her mouth with mine.  The kiss was greedy and demanding. Her lips were warm and persuasive. Our tongues twined and merged in a hot, wet assault. As passion ignited, mine grew wild and wicked. I moved down the smooth line of her neck to her collarbone and then to her breasts, teasing her nipples to tingling peaks beneath the thin, silky fabric. A moan slipped from her lips. I unhooked her bra. Essence’s breasts spilled into my hands. Eyes locked, I lifted one to my mouth, my lips suckling and teasing her nipple possessively. 

“Mark,” she moaned, arching into my hand.

Reached down, I slipped my hand inside her panties, then slid them down off her hips and down around her ankles...

A child’s cries yanked me back to reality. My mind had been clouded with old memories and desires, but all that vanished when I heard the soft sounds of a child crying.

Essence reappeared in the doorway, her voice calm and soft, slicing through the tension in the room like a gentle breeze. “Your son is awake.”

In an instant, the vibe shifted. The unspoken heat between us evaporated, replaced with something heavier, something real. I followed her down the hallway, my chest tight with anticipation, fear, and something I hadn’t expected. Hope. Each step made it harder to breathe, knowing that on the other side of that door was the boy who would change everything.

We stopped in front of a bedroom, and all I could see was Essence’s hand on the doorknob, steady and sure. She pushed it open to reveal a room decked out in bright Mickey Mouse colors, but I barely noticed the decorations. My focus was locked on the crib in the corner and the small body stirring inside.

Essence moved with the kind of grace and ease that came from practice. She leaned over the crib’s wooden bars with a tenderness that made my chest tighten in a way I wasn’t ready for. Her smile lit up her whole face as she lifted a chubby-legged little boy into her arms. His giggles were instant, filling the room with pure joy. Essence turned to me, her eyes glowing with pride. “Meet your son, Tyler.”

Those words hit me like a tidal wave. My breath caught in my throat as I stepped forward, my eyes locking onto him. Your son. He had a round, cherubic face, full of life, with dark curls sprouting from his head, just like mine. And those eyes—wide, golden-brown eyes that looked up at me with curiosity and innocence- hit me deep. They were my mother’s eyes, no doubt about it. The resemblance was undeniable, just like Kelly had said.

My son.

“Hey, Lil’ man,” I whispered, my voice rough, thick with everything I was feeling—love, fear, joy, and a whole lot of damn, this is real.

Essence watched me, her face softening in a way I hadn’t seen before. Her pride was unmistakable, but there was something else in her eyes—something that reminded me she had done this alone. She could’ve made a different choice, but she didn’t. She brought my son into this world, raised him without me, and that hit harder than anything I’d ever experienced. 

Tyler yawned, his little fist rubbing his eyes in that sleepy, innocent way that made me want to scoop him up and never let go. Slowly, I reached out, my hand trembling just a little, needed to touch him to make sure he was real. And then, without hesitation, Tyler grabbed my finger, his tiny hand gripping me like he knew who I was. At that moment, I was done. My heart caved, and I fell in love. 

Essence didn’t say a word. She didn’t need to. The look on her face told me she had been waiting for this moment, for me to see what I had missed. As I stood there, my finger locked in my son’s grip, I knew nothing in my life would ever be the same.

Mark looked so nervous that it was almost cute. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, totally thrown by how he was handling this moment. I’d expected many things from him, but seeing him like this wasn’t one of them.  For goodness’ sake, this man was an officer in the United States Army! Soldiers were trained to be tough and face fear head-on, but he was hesitant, standing before his son like he was stepping into the unknown. It touched me in ways I hadn’t anticipated.

“He’s handsome,” Mark finally said, his voice soft as his eyes stayed glued to Tyler.

“Yeah, he is,” I agreed, watching him gently trace a finger along Tyler’s tiny arm. My baby stared at his father like he knew who he was. 

“Just like his father.”

Mark’s eyes flicked up to meet mine, and in that moment, we shared something words couldn’t touch. It was like a silent acknowledgment of everything that had happened between us and everything that was still ahead.

“We did this,” he whispered, and I could feel my heart swell a little more.

“You want to hold him?” I asked, my voice softer than I intended, the vulnerability at the moment sneaking up on me.

The corner of Mark’s mouth twitched into a smile. “You know I do.”

As Mark held out his arms, Tyler leaned over with his tiny hands reaching out, and I couldn’t help but gasp. Tyler had never gone to anyone so quickly before. 

Mark scooped him up, cradling him close, and I just stood there, watching. Watching as my son stared up at his father, and his father stared right back, completely mesmerized. It was like Tyler knew who this man was to him, who we were. His parents.

“He’s perfect,” Mark murmured, leaning down to press a kiss on top of Tyler’s head. “From his curly hair to his little toes.”

“Yes,” I nodded, feeling that familiar tug in my chest. “He’s my whole world.” Tyler could have had nine fingers or two heads, and I’d still love him with everything I had.

Tyler started to get fussy, squirming in Mark’s arms, a tiny whimper escaping his lips. He leaned back toward me, reaching out for his mama. I could tell Mark wasn’t ready to let him go, but he handed him over, their moment ending. As he passed Tyler back, our fingers brushed—just a light touch—but the heat that shot through me was instant. I knew Mark felt it, too; the way my breath caught didn’t go unnoticed. When I glanced up, he looked at me with the same intensity he had for our son.

“I’m gonna be in my son’s life,” Mark said, his voice low, but its firmness was undeniable. “Do you have any objections?” 

His nearness, the fire in his eyes, had me stumbling over my words. “Do you have any objections?”

I barely managed to get out, “I’ll get used to it.”

Mark nodded, his hand gently stroking the top of Tyler’s head. “I can’t believe how much he looks like me,” he said, almost in awe.

“I guess you don’t need a blood test,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood before things got too heavy.

Mark raised an eyebrow, giving me that look. “Hell no. This is my son,” he said, his tone firm, no hesitation. “Or do I have a reason to think otherwise?”

I quickly shook my head. “No, of course not.”

Mark’s hand slid under my chin, lifting my face to meet his gaze again. His eyes held mine for a beat before he murmured, “Good answer.”

And just like that, he leaned in, pressing a soft kiss at the corner of my mouth. It was like time stood still. My breath hitched, my heart pounded, and all the air seemed to evaporate from the room. He didn’t push, didn’t try to make it more than what it was, but that kiss carried weight—memories, unsaid words, unresolved feelings. All of it flooded back in that instant. The kiss wasn’t demanding but lingered, filled with something deeper. Something that had never really gone away. What was it about him that made me weak when he touched me? Mark then changed the tempo of the kiss, devouring my mouth like a thirsty man taking his first drink of water after being denied for days. I gripped the crib rail because my knees threatened to give out. I tried to retreat, but Mark wrapped his arms around me and our son and held tight. Tyler fussed, then reached up and touched my face. The instant I felt his small hand, I pulled back slightly, feeling Mark’s warm breath still lingering on my skin. The space between us was charged, electric, but I couldn’t let myself fall into it. Not again.

“Mark...” I started, trying to sound firm, but the way my voice wavered gave me away. I had to look away, focus on Tyler in my arms, anything to break the tension growing between us. “This is about our son, not us.”

“I know,” he said quietly, his voice calm, but I could hear the pull in it, like he was still holding on to something more. “But don’t act like there’s nothing still between us, Essence. That kiss didn’t come from nowhere.”

I swallowed hard, shifting Tyler in my arms to distract myself. I looked at the adorable grin on his face, smiled, and squeezed his little fingers before allowing my gaze to shift back to Mark. There was something in his gaze that scattered my thoughts and induced an instant fluttering sensation that reached everything within me. Being around him was going to be the challenge of my life. Keep your distance, a lethal voice in my head whispered. Yes, I had to be smarter and make wiser decisions. I didn’t mean to let him kiss me, but curiosity had taken over. I had wondered if I would have the same gut-level reaction if he kissed me again.

And I had.

“A kiss doesn’t change the fact that two years went by, Mark.”

“I know,” he said again, more firmly this time. “And now I’m not going anywhere,” he added, stepping closer. His hand reached Tyler’s head again, stroking those soft curls with a tenderness that melted and scared me. “I’m going to be here. For him and for you.”

There it was, laid out plain and simple. Mark wasn’t just talking about being Tyler’s father. He was talking about us, about trying to pick up the pieces of something that had been broken for too long. My protective walls shot up instantly, but at the same time, I couldn’t deny the flicker of warmth in my chest. 

“You don’t get to just come back and fix everything, Mark,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady and remind myself of all the nights I spent crying, feeling abandoned, wondering where I stood in his world. “It’s not that simple.”

He nodded as if he’d expected that. “I’m not asking for simple. I’m asking for a chance.” He stepped even closer, his presence making it impossible to focus on anything but him. 

“Expect me in your life, Essence,” he warned, his tone serious, a promise lingering in his words. An intimate warmth traveled up my arm and spread through my body, leaving me momentarily unsure how we would make this work.

He caressed my cheek, and I was ridiculously weakened by his touch. Mark looked down at me, and I instantly studied his mouth, still feeling those full lips moving confidently over mine. I needed to get away fast.

Mark pressed his lips to Tyler’s soft cheek and then mine before whispering softly, “See you tomorrow.” 

I nodded, feeling the weight of his words hanging in the air. “Tomorrow.”

Hearing the front door open and close, I exhaled and realized I had been holding my breath. I kissed Tyler’s cheek, then lowered him back into his crib.

“Well, Tyler, that was your Daddy. What do you think?”

Tyler began gurgling and blowing bubbles all at once.

“Yeah, he has that type of effect.” Even on me. I still felt his touch clear down to the bone. Mark Saunders was back, stirring up all kinds of thoughts and ‘what if’s I rarely allowed myself to dwell on anymore. Nevertheless, I had asked myself several times during the evening if I had told him two years ago that I was pregnant, would things have been different?

I scowled at my thoughts. Why am I even pondering that possibility? I made what I thought was the right decision. Mark had never told me he loved me. He had never promised to keep in touch. Instead, he left and never once looked back.

Then why do you feel so guilty?

Tyler laughed, drawing my attention. He was fascinated by his new Elmo doll. 

It was only on nights like tonight when I looked down at Tyler’s smile so strikingly like Mark’s that I found myself contemplating the choice I had made. I genuinely believed that raising Tyler as a single parent was the right decision, despite my older sister Tamara’s numerous lectures to reach out to Mark.

“He has a right to know,” Tamara would insist.

“I know...I know,” I would say.

With that in mind, I had written him three letters. When I never heard back, I felt confident I had made the right choice and never tried to contact him again. 

Tyler tossed the toy aside and began to whine. I carried him into the bathroom, preparing for his bath. I didn’t need any distractions. Tyler was my world. My attention had to be devoted to him. Anything else would be a waste of time. And the only way to keep my attention focused was to keep my distance from Mark. However, now that he knew about his son, that would be virtually impossible.

“What are we going to do?” I whispered.

My son didn’t offer any solutions, and I didn’t have any. All I knew was that Mark Saunders could turn my life upside down with a glance, and after that kiss... I knew I was headed for trouble. 
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Chapter 3
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After guiding my class to the gym for physical education, I strolled down the hall toward the teacher’s lounge, where the usual crew was gathered, clutching their morning coffee like it was life itself.

“Speak of the devil. Here’s the lucky lady!” Gretchen's green eyes sparkled with mischief as soon as I walked in.

I scanned the room and felt six pairs of eyes zero in on me, curiosity practically oozing from every corner. I couldn’t help but smile. “No wonder my ears were burning. What’s the scoop?” I asked, going to the cabinet to grab my favorite mug.

Tiffany, our always-adorable first-grade teacher who couldn’t let a moment pass without a laugh, let out a playful snort. “We should be asking you that question. Look what someone left for you.”

I followed her finger to a stunning floral arrangement sitting on the table. “Oh, wow,” I murmured, pouring myself some coffee before drifting over to the table, my curiosity officially piqued.

“The card’s right there,” Sandra added, her big, dark eyes locked onto a small pink card nestled behind a delicate sprig of baby’s breath.

I sighed inwardly, aware they’d probably all taken a peek already. I reached for the small envelope, feeling the weight of their anticipation as I opened it and read the words inside.

I want the total package. Mark

A rush of warmth spread through me—a mix of excitement and something else I wasn’t quite ready to name. The thought that Mark always knew how to push my buttons thrilled and terrified me. My heart pounded like it had suddenly decided to start its own drumline. If a note had me feeling like this, what would the real thing be like?

“So, who’s Mark?” Gretchen’s voice cut through my thoughts, curiosity dripping from every word. “I thought your boyfriend’s name was Malcolm?”

Oh hell.

In all the whirlwind of Mark’s return, Malcolm Cole—good old reliable Malcolm—had completely slipped my mind. We’d met at a Labor Day barbecue Tamara hosted. He turned out to be a friend of my brother-in-law Dennis and a junior partner at their law firm. Intelligent, charming, solid—Malcolm was the kind of man any woman would be lucky to have. We’d been seeing each other casually for nearly three months. Still, Malcolm was starting to hint at something more, something serious.
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