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      For all the Candy’s out there.  You are the Rock Star, Baby!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        I have learned not to worry about love, but to honor its coming with all my heart.

        ALICE WALKER
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      Candy opened the door leading from the garage directly into the kitchen at her Aunt and Uncle’s house.  The rich aroma of baked beans and grilled meat permeated the area causing her stomach to grumble.

      “Hey, Aunt Bee.  Hey, McKenna.”  She called out in greeting as she ushered her oldest nephew in behind her.  Hands full at the stove and bar top respectively, her aunt and cousin smiled returning the greeting.

      “Auntie, where do you want Kaden to put these drinks?”

      “Kaden baby, take those drinks outside to AJ.  He knows which coolers still need to be filled.”  Aunt Bonita tilted her head toward the glass doors leading onto the deck to indicate the direction Kaden should go.

      “Yes, ma’am.”  He replied as he used the edge of the counter to rebalance the two cases of sodas before heading outside.

      Meeting him at the door, Candy opened it and waited for him to exit before closing it behind him.  Turning back into the kitchen, she pasted a hopeful smile on her face.

      “Hey, Auntie.  Do y’all need any help?  I can do something if you need me to.”

      Before her aunt even opened her mouth, Candy knew the answer would be ‘no’.  It was always no.  Yet, she asked each and every time.

      “Thank you, but I think we’ve got it.  I appreciate the offer though.”

      “Oh…Ok.”  It was a no, but not as harsh a no as she expected.  Aunt Bonita was getting soft.  Either that, or she was in an uber good mood today.  Dejected, Candy looked around, contemplated going out to sit by the pool, then decided to park herself on a barstool to watch.

      When she’d hitched one hip up to take her seat on the tall chair, McKenna slid a large rectangular container in front of her.  Candy’s eyes flew up to meet her cousin’s amber gaze.  McKenna smirked before winking.

      “You can’t sit in the kitchen and just watch.  You have to do something.”  She smiled at Candy, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      “But Auntie said—”

      “Don’t worry about Auntie.  Come wash your hands, then cut these veggies for the salad.”  McKenna winked then shooed Candy off the stool.

      Happy to be allowed to do anything, Candy hopped from the stool and hurried around the corner of the countertop to the sink on the other side.  Internally, she shook her head. It was a damn shame that being entrusted with the small task of cutting vegetables for a salad made her feel like she’d won first place in an intense competition.

      In Aunt Bonita’s kitchen, small victories mattered.  The only other people she normally allowed near her stove were McKenna and Safara.  Mostly McKenna.  Safara, only occasionally.

      Spending extra time at the sink making sure her hands were pristinely clean, Candy watched as McKenna placed a cutting board, knife and the pre-washed selection of vegetables on the countertop where Candy could reach them.

      Ignoring the heated stare from her aunt, and the silent conversation between the two women, she dried her hands then went to stand at her new station.  Nervous butterflies fluttered in her belly now that she’d actually been given a task after asking for so long.  She was well aware of her aunt’s belief that she and her sisters couldn’t boil water.

      The belief was based partially in truth.  Candy could cook breakfast foods, and make a hell of a sandwich, but she wasn’t good with dinner—especially not on the scale required for a cookout.

      Now that she was older, she wished she’d been more insistent on staying to learn when her mom put her out of the kitchen while she was growing up.  Sherilyn Hampton didn’t like anyone in her kitchen.  She normally showed up at the cookout with whatever dish she was assigned and didn’t linger in Aunt B’s kitchen.

      Candy on the other hand, was a glutton for punishment.  She showed up with drinks, chips or paper goods, then still asked if she could help on the off chance Aunt B actually said yes.

      Tentatively, she picked up the knife and placed a cucumber on the cutting board.  She’d cut cucumbers before.  This was by far not the first time, but being given a cooking adjacent responsibility at a family gathering made her more than a bit anxious.  She hovered over it so long, McKenna bumped her side.

      “You’re overthinking it.  Just slice it.”

      Biting her lower lip, she looked over at her cousin.  “Like this?”  She said with uncertainty as she sliced the end off, being careful not to slice it too thickly.

      “I don’t have to peel it or take out the seeds?”  She asked.

      “No need.  I had Driscoll get the kind that doesn’t have big seeds and without bitter skin.”  McKenna smiled while patting Candy’s arm.  “Relax.  You’ll be fine.”

      “Thank you.”  Candy whispered.

      As if McKenna had talked him up, Driscoll walked in from the deck with an empty metal pan in one hand and a squirming little duplicate of himself tucked under his other arm.

      “Driscoll, shouldn’t there be meat in that pan?” Aunt Bonita questioned as she took the empty container from him.

      “Yes, ma’am.  I was trying to do my duty when this one turned into Usain Bolt heading for the pool.  I dropped the pan to catch him.”

      Driscoll made grumbling noises while nuzzling the toddler’s belly causing him to erupt in a fit of giggles.

      Candy watched the scene with a warm feeling.  Aunt Bonita went to the larger sink to wash the pan while McKenna turned to her husband and child.  They were so cute; the sweetness was toothache inducing.

      “DJ, daddy gets plenty of exercise.  You don’t have to get his heart rate up like that.”  McKenna joked as she reached out to take him from Driscoll’s arms.

      “No.”  Driscoll said as he turned, moving the child just out of McKenna’s reach.  The move surprised Candy; so, she stopped slicing and gave them her full attention.

      “What do you mean no?”  A frown wrinkled McKenna’s brow.

      “We talked about this.  He’s too heavy.”

      Blowing out an exasperated breath, she rolled her eyes.  “He’s not.  He’s my baby.  I can hold him if I want.”

      “He’s well over thirty pounds and your limit is fifteen.”

      “First of all, the doctor said up to twenty-five pounds was fine.  Secondly, she wasn’t talking about me holding my child.”

      “Fifteen, twenty-five, either way, he’s over the limit.  So, no picking him up.  If you want to hold him, go sit. I’ll put him in your lap.”

      “I’m not a kid.  I don’t need to sit to hold the baby.”

      “Love…”  Driscoll drew out the word in a warning tone.

      “Wait…Are you pregnant?”  Candy asked the scowling McKenna.  She normally wouldn’t put herself in their conversation, but the thought hit her brain seconds before the question flew from her mouth.

      “Yes.  I am.”  McKenna turned away from Driscoll pouting.  Pointing over her shoulder at her husband, she continued.

      “He hears whatever he wants to hear and thinks the orders from the doctor to not engage in tasks that are too strenuous or lifting anything too heavy means I can’t even do normal stuff—like pick up my own child when he wants to be held.”

      Driscoll’s expression darkened, then he started to speak but was interrupted by the doorbell.  The sound garnered everyone’s attention, causing them to look at the door leading to the garage.  On the other side of the double-paned glass stood a smiling Kenneth Holmes.

      Aunt Bonita beckoned him inside with the wave of a hand and he stepped through the doorway looking like sex on a stick.  Quickly averting her eyes, Candy went back to her salad prep duties trying to ignore his lean, but muscular frame encased in a polo shirt and cargo shorts.

      Kenneth didn’t allow her to completely ignore him though.  He walked in greeting everyone by name.  Including her.

      “Hello, Candace.”

      “Hello, Kenneth.”

      She’d almost swear he put extra emphasis on the first part of her name and drew out the second part as some sort of tease.  But, when she looked into his face, his expression was placid.  Devoid of teasing or mischief of any kind.  It was more a look of expectancy, but she had no idea what to do with that, so she dropped her gaze back to the cutting board.

      “What do you have there Kenneth?  I told you that you didn’t have to bring anything.”  Aunt Bonita asked as she moved around the counter to open the box Kenneth placed on the bar top.

      Lifting the lid, she let out a squeal startling Candy, almost making her cut her finger.  Warmth wrapped around her hand holding the knife and the chatter in the room faded away.

      “Careful.”

      Kenneth’s piercing light grey eyes probed hers until she gave him a nod of acknowledgement.  Once she did, he removed his hand then straightened from the counter separating them.  Aunt Bonita’s voice cut through the fog and Candy tuned back in to the conversation.

      “Is this a Sock It To Me cake?”

      “Yes, ma’am it is.”  Kenneth’s lips stretched into a blinding smile.

      “Thank you, Kenneth.  You didn’t have to bring anything, but I appreciate it.”  Aunt Bonita gushed.

      Candy watched incredulously.  Kenneth was allowed to bring something edible to their family gathering while she was relegated to drinks and paper goods?  On Juneteenth!  What in the actual fuck? That’s all kinds of wrong.

      Frustration, mixed with a tinge of hurt colored her expression as she observed Aunt Bonita gush over Kenneth before he exited the patio doors with Driscoll holding his wiggling son while Kenneth carried the newly washed metal pan.

      Resentment bubbled up and pushed words from Candy’s mouth.  It’s the only thing she could blame for her uncharacteristic outburst.

      “Why does he get to bring something and I can’t?”  She heard the whine in her voice, but couldn’t control it.  Her feelings were hurt.  He wasn’t even family.

      “Do you really want me to answer that?”  Aunt Bonita asked with a quirk of her eyebrow.

      “Mama, stop it.”  McKenna grabbed the box and tipped it forward for Candy to see the bakery sticker affixed to the top.

      “He bought this cake, girl.”  She said tapping the logo.

      “Oh.”

      Chagrined, Candy dipped her head then grabbed the hard-boiled eggs McKenna had already peeled.  She spent the next few minutes trying to figure out the dicer she was given to make cutting the eggs easier.

      Once she finished the eggs, McKenna took over the task of putting the salad together.  By that time, other family members had arrived.  So, Candy went outside to sit by the pool and watch the kids splash around.

      Try as she might, she couldn’t stop her eyes from wandering to Kenneth standing under the deck with AJ, Driscoll, and Uncle Drew.  He seemed at ease in the group, engaging in the conversation while laughing along at whatever they discussed.

      She visually inspected him from the top of his perfectly coiffed blond hair to the tips of the boater shoes covering his feet.  She absolutely didn’t look at the size of his feet.  Nor did she note how long his fingers were as they wrapped around the drink in his hand.  She for sure didn’t study the area between his hips trying to figure out if everything was to scale.

      Splashing and giggles pulled her out of her trance.  She looked away from Kenneth with his male perfection.  Seconds later, her gaze was drawn back only to find his eyes waiting for hers.  Lifting the dark brown bottle, he tipped it in her direction, winked and pulled his sunglasses from the top of his head.  Placing them over his eyes, he gave her a knowing smirk before re-engaging in his conversation with the other men.

      Mortified that she’d been caught ogling him, Candy stood moving to a seat without a clear view of the shaded area under the deck.  She didn’t want to give Kenneth the wrong idea.  She wasn’t in to him or anything.  She just enjoyed looking at a nice piece of man candy.  He was the only non-relative present; so, of course he was an easy target.

      Her bestie/cousin Kari dropped into the seat next to her garnering her attention and giving her the perfect distraction.  Grateful for the diversion, Candy fell into their normal banter, catching up even though they talked daily.  She was able to completely block Kenneth’s presence from her mind.  Almost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          IS THIS PIE?

        

      

    

    
      Kenneth swiped his badge and walked into the air-conditioned office space.  It was barely eight a.m.; yet, it was already ninety degrees outside.  Nodding to his co-workers already seated at their cubical desks as he walked through, he made his way to his office to the left side of Driscoll’s.

      One of the perks of sharing the number two position in the unit was not having to contend with office noise when he needed to concentrate.  Opening the door, he placed his leather case down and dug into his thermal cooler to pull out the clear plastic containers.

      Setting the containers on the table beside his coffee machine, he rounded his desk then lifted the lid of his laptop.  Before he could get logged into the system, Scott poked his head in the open doorway.

      “Is this pie?”  His eyes gleamed as he stepped inside picking up one of the containers.

      “Yes.  Have a slice.”  Kenneth said drily.

      Scott hadn’t waited for an offer.  He’d already popped the container open and grabbed a plastic fork from the caddy on the same table which housed the coffee maker.

      “Thanks.  Don’t mind if I do.”  Scott grinned before shoving a huge bite into his mouth.

      “Mmmm.  So good.”  He shut his eyes savoring the flavor of the treat.

      Closing the lid and placing the dessert back on the table, he lied to himself about saving the rest for later.  Kenneth was certain he was lying because Scott had a horrible sweet tooth.  Anytime anything sweet crossed the threshold of the office, Scott sniffed it out in seconds.  Granted, he didn’t eat just anyone’s food.  He’d still investigate to see if it was safe to indulge.

      Kenneth could relate to his friend’s reluctance to participate in pot lucks and the like.  Being raised by an uncle who was a chef, he’d had kitchen cleanliness drilled into his head from a young age.  Everyone didn’t subscribe to that level of care, so he didn’t blame Scott for being cautious.

      Dropping into one of the chairs in front of Kenneth’s desk, Scott started their usual morning routine.  Depending on which of them arrived first, they would go to the other’s office to discuss plans for the day and any new assignments they needed to review with Driscoll.

      Once they’d finished going over the schedules and assignments, they moved on to personal conversation.

      “What did you get up to this weekend?”  Scott asked as he reached for his pie.  The pieces were generously cut, so there was still plenty left in the container.

      “Not a whole lot.  Uncle Ray came to town for a visit.  So, I hung out with him.”

      “Oh yeah?  If he’d come last week, y’all could’ve celebrated the holiday together.”  Scott made the comment with a sly smile on his face as if the thought of two Caucasian men celebrating a holiday centered around the freedom of African Americans was comical.

      “You forget who my Uncle Ray is, man.  We were celebrating Juneteenth in the park long before it was a national holiday.  I’m from Brooklyn.  It’s a cultural melting pot.  Uncle Ray and I participated in just about everything—especially if it involved food.”

      “Yeah… Aight.  Your uncle is cool people.  So, I give you that.  You could have taken him with you to Driscoll’s in-laws.  He could have charmed the aunties.”

      Chuckling, Kenneth shook his head.  “He’d charm the aunties alright.  He’d go through their social media letting them know which of their friends’ significant others would swing his way.”

      Kenneth and Scott were laughing at the imagined antics of his favorite uncle when Driscoll walked past his glass wall.  Lifting his free hand, Driscoll waved, but kept walking.  A few moments later, he came back to lean against the doorframe.

      “What has the two of you in here cackling like two hens?”  He asked before taking a sip from his thermal mug.

      “Your boy was just telling me how Uncle Ray would have no problem hipping your wife’s aunties to which of their friends’ husbands would swing his way.”

      Frowning over the top of his cup, Driscoll pierced Kenneth with a stern look.

      “Never.  Ever.  Let your uncle get together with my mother-in-law and her sisters-in-law.  They’re enough on their own.  They’d have him into things he’s never heard of, trust me.  You don’t want that.”

      “Don’t talk about Miss Bonita, Miss Sherilyn and Miss Tami like that.  They’re sweet ladies.”  Kenneth said with a grin.

      Driscoll scoffed.  “Yeah.  That’s what they want you to think.  Those three are hell on wheels when they get together.  And don’t let Mama Bee’s sisters come into town.”

      He puffed his cheeks mimicking the sound of an explosion.  “Like.  Big.”

      Laughing at Driscoll’s exaggerated expression, the three moved on to discuss work topics.  Scott and Kenneth reviewed the information they’d already discussed to get his final approval before they each branched off to officially start their day.

      Kenneth continued with his day as usual until he received a text from Carolyn, the Director of Operations at Gentle Hands.  He volunteered there a few times a month and went over on an as needed basis in emergency situations.

      She texted to confirm his visit later to help them finish the update to their security system.  Even as a trusted volunteer, he couldn’t simply drop into the facility unannounced.  It was a shelter for battered and abused spouses and domestic partners which accepted all genders.  The inclusivity of the facility was one of the primary reasons he chose to volunteer there.

      The other reason he felt compelled to volunteer was his experience growing up with his Uncle Ray.  Against the wishes of a few of his family members, his parents had chosen Uncle Ray as his guardian in the event of their deaths.  They didn’t expect that they would be taken so young nor at the same time, but as law enforcement, they planned for the eventuality.

      Kenneth sat back in the chair at his desk as the memories washed over him of being a ten-year-old boy who’d just lost his parents.  His uncle was in his mid-twenties and living with his partner as well as working for him at his restaurant.

      Turning his chair toward the window, Kenneth allowed himself to be transported to the past.

      Kenneth startled awake at the hand on his shoulder shaking him from his slumber.  Eyes wide, he peered into the shadowy face of his Uncle Ray hovering over his twin bed.

      “Come on, KG.  Time to get dressed.  We have to go.”

      Uncle Ray whispered to Kenneth.  Shushing his complaints about being awakened at such a late hour, he rushed Kenneth through the process of slipping pants and a sweater on over his pajamas then bundling him up.

      In minutes, they descended the seldom used back stairs of their building with heavily stuffed backpacks strapped to their backs and two duffle bags filled to capacity.  After his initial confusion, Kenneth silently followed his uncle’s instructions.

      His heart raced anxiously wondering if they would make it out of the building before Horatio returned.  Uncle Ray told him Horatio received a call.  He went to check on a problem at the restaurant.  The restaurant closed at ten p.m.; so, Kenneth’s young mind couldn’t fathom what reason would warrant a phone call and require him to leave at such a late hour.

      Stepping out of the building, a brisk wind whipped through Kenneth’s already disheveled blond hair, briefly blowing it into his face.  He didn’t complain.  Especially not once they stepped under the illumination of the streetlight and he saw the swelling around his uncle’s left eye along with the red marks beneath his chin.

      This wasn’t the first time his uncle’s face and body showed the evidence of Horatio’s anger.  When he’d first come to live with them almost a year ago, Horatio had been kind and welcoming to Kenneth.  It wasn’t until a few months had passed that Kenneth started to see glimpses of the real man.

      Horatio never went so far as to lash out at Kenneth, but he’d seen him do things to Uncle Ray which made Kenneth wish he was bigger and stronger to stop the older man.  When Horatio went into his rages, Kenneth was usually sent to his room—no matter what time of day it was.

      “This way.”

      His uncle nudged him to the right, in the direction of the subway and away from the parking garage where Horatio kept his coveted Mercedes 500E.  He barely let either of them ride in the vehicle he ordered special from the dealership so he could have it as soon as it became available.

      Kenneth hated that shiny black car.  Almost as much as he hated Horatio.  The older man used the car as a status symbol to lord over them the kind of life he provided for them to enjoy.  Except Kenneth couldn’t tell where he was doing more than allowing them to live in his Manhattan apartment which sat right on the edge of the higher-end condos.

      “Where are we going, Uncle Ray?”

      He didn’t want to be a bother, but his young brain wouldn’t stop firing off questions to which he had no answers himself.  Still somewhat groggy from sleep, he really wanted to crawl back into his warm bed.

      “We’re going to visit Aunt Chrissy for a few days.”

      His uncle hustled him through the turnstile sticking coins in the slot.  Knowing his destination quieted at least one of the questions in Kenneth’s mind.  Aunt Chrissy had two kids around Kenneth’s age, but she had a large apartment in the Bronx with an extra bedroom.

      Even though he wanted to, Kenneth didn’t ask his uncle why they were leaving in the dead of night.  He only hoped they never had to come back to live with Horatio.  They’d left one time before and stayed with one of Uncle Ray’s friends, but Horatio was there early the next morning to pick them up.  Uncle Ray never talked about his friend after that.

      Arriving at Aunt Chrissy’s an hour later, Kenneth drowned out the sounds of his uncle and aunt’s conversation as he trudged to the spare room, stripped off the top layer of his clothing, and slipped beneath the heavy quilt on the guest room bed.

      Sleep took him quickly; he didn’t wake until mid-morning.  Opening his eyes, he surveyed the room.  The teal-colored walls with the floral border reminded him of his location.  The smell of food triggered rumbling in his belly and he hopped out of bed in anticipation.  Quickly washing up in the hall bathroom, he put on his jeans and sweater then wandered into the living room just in time to hear his aunt and uncle in a heated discussion in the eat-in kitchen.

      “No, Chrissy!  Absolutely not! Will and Linda wanted him with me.  I’m not leaving him here.”  Uncle Ray said in a harsh whisper.

      “Why not, Ray?  It’s not like you can take care of him right now.  Look at you.  You have a black eye, with bruises all over your body.  You showed up on my doorstep with nothing but a couple of backpacks and duffle bags to your name.  How can you take care of him like this?”

      “I’ll figure it out.  I won’t abandon him.”

      “Ray…Be reasonable.  The boy would be better off here with me and Bradley.  We could put him in the same school the boys go to; he would have built-in friends in his cousins.”

      “I said no, Chrissy.  I’m done talking about it.”

      “Well, I’m not done.  I don’t know what William and Linda were thinking when they designated you as guardian.  You’re too young for this type of responsibility.  You’re barely twenty-five.  Besides, living the lifestyle you live isn’t good for an impressionable child.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard what I said.  I look over a lot because you’re my baby brother, but I can’t sit back and watch you ruin this child’s life.  I’ll take you to court if I have to.  I’ve already discussed it with Bradley.”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have come here.”

      Kenneth heard scrapping noises, then his rounded the corner to see him frozen in the middle of the living room, his eyes wide with fear.  Unable to control it, Kenneth’s lower lip began to tremble. His Uncle Ray to gathered him into his arms, hugging him tightly.  The embrace broke the dam of Kenneth’s emotions and tears streamed down his face.

      “Shhh…It’s okay.  No one is going to take you from me.  We’re going to be ok.  I promise.”

      “You shouldn’t lie to the boy.”  His aunt’s biting comment caused Kenneth to grab onto his uncle’s shirt, sobbing even harder.

      The past year had been rough for him.  Losing both parents at once to gun violence, then he was thrust into an entirely new environment.  Just when he’d begun to adjust, the real Horatio appeared bringing chaos and anxiety that he’d never had to deal with before.

      Now, his aunt wanted to tear him away from the only constant in his life.  Even before his parent’s death, his Uncle Ray was a big part of Kenneth’s life.  He saw him at least twice a month.  He’d only seen his Aunt Chrissy around the holidays.  The instant friends she’d mentioned were two bullies who happened to be related to him.

      To the background of his aunt’s protests and threats, his uncle gathered Kenneth and their belongings.  They left the apartment in search of other shelter.  Unaware of his uncle’s inner turmoil, Kenneth happily left his aunt’s home without eating so much as one bite of the food she’d prepared.

      Knocking against the metal doorframe pulled Kenneth from his memories.  Rotating toward the door, he discovered Scott leaning into his office once again.

      “Hey.  It’s almost time to knock off.  Wanna grab dinner and a drink?”  Scott asked with a hopeful expression.

      Shaking his head, Kenneth went about locking his workstation and stuffing his leather messenger bag.  “Can’t today.  Gotta go to the shelter.  I told them I’d help with the security upgrade.”

      “Ah.  Ok.”

      “Aren’t you going to be tied up with your coaching duties?”  Scott normally practiced with his junior football players on Mondays; so, Kenneth was surprised he offered.

      “Nah.  I don’t do summer league.  My league doesn’t start up again until August.  I have a few weeks before I have to shape young athletes.”

      “Oh.  Ok.  Well, if I hadn’t already promised to go by the Gentle Hands, I’d definitely take you up on the offer.”

      “No worries man.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Scott waved and walked away, nodding to their co-workers on his way out.

      Kenneth was happy for the interruption.  Exiting the building, he got into his car, pressed the ignition button then pointed the vehicle in the direction of the shelter, with thoughts of he and his uncle’s situation all those years ago still on his mind.  Had Scott not pulled him away, one could only guess how long he would’ve been trapped inside his remembrances.

      The following four to six months after they left Horatio’s condo had been difficult to say the least.  Word had spread in the restaurant community and his Uncle Ray was ostracized.  He couldn’t even find a job as a line cook, despite being a graduate of the prestigious Culinary Academy of New York.

      His money soon ran out, so they had to leave their hotel, but finding a shelter to take the two of them was nearly impossible.  His uncle didn’t want to risk someone calling children’s services, so he tried domestic abuse shelters all over, but none accepted men.  Let alone men with children.  By a stroke of luck, his Uncle Ray reconnected with a classmate from culinary school.  Someone he knew before he got involved with Horatio.

      Miss Toni had been a literal life saver.  She had a tiny apartment in Brooklyn, but she welcomed them with open arms and even helped his uncle find a job away from Horatio’s toxic reach.  It took another six months for his uncle to get promoted earning a salary which would allow them to move out of Miss Toni’s apartment into a home of their own.

      Neither he nor his uncle ever forgot Miss Toni’s kindness.  She and Uncle Ray were now the best of friends.  Kenneth considered her his aunt. Despite her having a family with children of her own, he regularly touched base to make sure everything was okay in her world.  Just as he would his biological aunt—if he still spoke to her.

      Not many people knew about that part of his life.  It wasn’t because he was ashamed, but he’d realized everyone couldn’t be trusted to know everything.  He learned that lesson the hard way.

      Reaching his destination, he pressed the trunk release and exited the vehicle.  He closed the hatch, after he gathered what he needed, then walked up the sidewalk leading to the non-descript building with mirrored glass obscuring the inside from view.  Standing on the mat, he didn’t need to request entry.

      Since they expected him, Miss Carolyn had obviously had someone on the lookout.  There was a buzzing noise, then the door unlocked allowing him entry.  He’d have to talk to them about automatically opening the door for people.  Including him. Security should verify the person was who they said they were and they hadn’t been compromised.

      He entered the building making a beeline to Miss Carolyn’s office.  After he mentioned the lapse in security protocol they discussed what remained of the system upgrade.  Once again, he assured her the people coming in had been thoroughly vetted.  As they completed their conversation, the crew in question arrived and he focused his mind on the task at hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          DEAR GOD NO

        

      

    

    
      “I’m just saying, they act like I’m completely without skill in the kitchen.  I got so freaking nervous, I forgot how to do simple shit.”  Candy complained to Kari as she entered the tiny mudroom and took off her shoes.

      “I don’t know why you let Auntie get to you.  I know I can cook.  She knows I can cook, but I don’t say boo about her not asking me to bring anything for the cookout.  I like being able to show up, eat and go home.”

      “You said the operative words.  Both of you know you can cook, so you see it as less work for you that she never asks.  Whenever you do decide to show up with something, it doesn’t mysteriously disappear like the time Natalie showed up with an unrequested side dish.”

      Once she mentioned it, even she had to chuckle at their aunt’s antics that day.  Kari’s giggles weren’t far behind as they both remembered the look on their aunt’s face when Natalie came to the gathering with stuff she claimed was broccoli casserole.

      Even Candy admitted the concoction didn’t look appetizing.  But the frozen grin on Aunt Bee’s face as she accepted the container was a disturbing mix of horror poorly camouflaged by a smile.  In her defense, Aunt Bee really did try to be nice about it.  She deflected quite craftily every time Natalie asked what happened to it.

      First, she said it must have been in the fridge.  The next time Natalie asked, she replied that she could have sworn it was out on the table.  Still her cousin wouldn’t let up.  So, Aunt Bee pointed to an empty container and said it looked like it was all gone.  Finally, she got tired of Natalie asking and told her nobody wanted to eat the mayonnaise filled jumble of indeterminate vegetables.

      Giggling to the point of cackling, Kari laughed harder than Candy at the shared memory.  “Why couldn’t she just let it go?  Oh Lawd!  I won’t ever forget that.  Aunt Bee is a whole mess, but she was right about Natalie’s salad, casserole, whatever it was.  It looked nasty.  Natalie knew better.  But you know her lil feelings were hurt so Uncle Drew made Auntie apologize even though she was one hundred percent correct.”

      “I’m with you when you’re right.” Candy’s amusement tapered off as she walked into her small kitchen looking around trying to decide what she wanted for dinner.

      Wishing she’d stopped to pick up take out, she washed her hands, then went to the fridge and started pulling out deli meats and cheeses to make a sandwich.  Once she decided which meat she wanted to use, she reached into the breadbox taking out a small rounded loaf of challah covered in black and white sesame seeds.

      “I hear banging around.  What are you doing?”  Kari asked.

      “Making a sandwich.”

      “Ooo… I love your sandwiches!  What kind?”

      “Nothing fancy, just hot pastrami on Challah bread with pickled onions and Swiss cheese.”  Putting away the items she didn’t plan to use, she pulled out two types of sandwich spread.

      “See…This is what I’m saying.  It’s not that you lack skill in the kitchen.  You just don’t use your skills to make the kinds of things people are used to at large gatherings.”

      “Girl, it’s a sandwich.  Don’t get me wrong.  I make delicious sandwiches, but it’s hard to mess it up.”

      “The hell you preach.  I’ve had plenty of sandwiches that I regret wasting calories on.  Your version of a sandwich has my mouth watering just thinking about having a bite.  I’d willingly run suicides to burn off however many calories are in those things.”

      Blushing at the compliment, Candy ducked her head even though Kari couldn’t see her.  She was comfortable issuing praise, but not great at receiving it.  Re-focusing on her dinner, she kept her hands busy slicing the bread and prepping the meat.

      “While I appreciate the compliment, no matter how bomb my sandwiches are, making a sandwich isn’t real cooking.”

      “Lies.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Ok.  Fine, if that’s what you believe, and you’re tired of feeling like you’re at a disadvantage in the cooking department, carve out some time to learn.  That’s what I’m doing.”

      “Since when?  And why do you need lessons?”

      “A few months now.  I wanted to cook traditional Japanese meals, but I couldn’t get the hang of it from videos on the internet.  So, I asked Daisuke’s mom; she’s been teaching me some of her families’ recipes.

      It’s actually brought us closer together.  I mean, she’s always been friendly, but I think me actively trying to preserve part of their culture makes her happy.  It’s a win-win.  You should try it.”

      “With who?  You don’t have time to come to my house showing me things I should already know.  I wouldn’t want to infringe on you and Daisuke’s time by coming to your place too often.  Same goes for McKenna.

      Not Aunt Bee, because… reasons.  And as much as I love my mama, she’s not very patient with other people in her kitchen.  Besides, I don’t want to hear her mouth about waiting until I’m damn near forty to learn to cook.”

      “First of all, thirty-four isn’t forty.  Second, you don’t have to deal with your mama; there are other options.  You could take a class at the culinary academy.”

      “I have no desire to be a chef, Queenie.”

      “For your information, they offer adult cooking classes as part of a community outreach program.  There’s a fee, but it’s not a lot.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Google is free.  I looked it up just now while you were ranting about your lack of options to learn.”

      Candy’s phone buzzed on the counter and she wiped her hands before swiping the screen to look at the message.

      “I just sent you the link.  Why don’t you look at the times they offer the class and see what works with your schedule?  Since you mostly work for yourself, I’m sure you can manage to carve out at least a couple of nights a week.

      It looks like they have three class levels, each lasting for eight weeks.  If you like the first one, then you can pick up the others.”

      Biting her lip in thought, Candy scrolled through the options.  “I don’t know, Queenie.  I’ll look into it though.”

      “I can’t ask for anything more.”

      After a few more minutes of general conversation, they ended the call.  By that time, Candy’s dinner was ready to place in the toaster oven for the final step.  Turning the dial, she slid the halved, open-faced pieces onto the rack and closed the door.

      While she waited for the cheese to melt, she picked up her phone. She perused the course offerings with more intent than she did when Kari first made the suggestion.  Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea.  They offered more than the one-night events she’d heard about in the past.  Not much could be learned in one night unless a person already had a good foundation.
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        * * *

      

      Candy sat in her vehicle gripping the steering wheel trying to decide whether to go inside or go home and consider the fee she paid as a donation to the school.  It wasn’t fear of the unknown which had her butt glued to the seat with her fingers locked in place around the steering wheel.  It was the uncertainty.

      She was confident in her skills as a make-up artist, because she knew she wasn’t just kick-ass at beating faces, she could also make monsters look so realistic digital effects weren’t needed.  The steps she went through to learn her craft weren’t easy, but the skills came to her naturally.

      This…This she wasn’t sure was an innate skill she possessed.  Truthfully, cooking on the scale some people in her family did it hadn’t interested her very much.  But, if you put her in a deli, she could rattle off which meats were the saltiest, which broke down best in heat and which ones should only be served hot.  That’s why sandwiches were her jam.

      Her phone dinged.  She took one hand off the steering wheel to slide a finger across the screen to read the message.

      Kari: Get out of the car and go inside.

      Candy: What makes you think I’m still in the car?

      Kari: Are you saying you aren’t still sitting in your car staring at the building?

      Candy gritted her teeth in frustration.  This is what she gets for telling Kari she’d signed up for the level one class offered on Tuesdays and Thursdays at seven p.m.  Looking at the time on her phone, she saw that she had ten minutes to make it across the parking lot, into the facility and find the right classroom.

      Candy: Ugh!  Fine!  I’m going.

      Kari: Great!  Call me after.

      Candy: Mhmm

      Slipping the device into her purse, she zipped the pocket, draped the strap across her chest and exited the vehicle.  Even though the sun still shone brightly, she’d planned for darkness at the end of the class by parking under a light not too far from the entrance.

      Nodding to the few people coming and going along the same walkway, she made her way through the doors.  After a brief discussion with the security guard at the front desk, she was on her way to her first session.

      Her senses were assailed by the smells emanating from the classrooms, making her mouth water as she traversed the corridor.  It probably wasn’t the best idea for her to work through lunch, but it was the only way to guarantee she’d be done with her client in time to make it out of the city to get to class without being late.

      Checking the numbers on the placards outside each room, she finally reached the correct one.  The slight buzz of conversation drifted through the open doorway.  Stepping inside, her gaze roamed over the classroom set up.  As this was her first time in such a setting, she was surprised to see the stations were arranged in a semi-circle with the largest station—presumably for the instructor—placed at the top center of the arrangement.

      The way the ten cooking areas were set up gave each student an unobstructed view of the instructor and the other students.  There’d be no complaints from anyone about someone taller preventing them from seeing everything that happened anywhere in the room.  Six of the ten stations were already taken.

      So, Candy walked to the first available station farthest from the door.  She didn’t want the distraction of seeing or hearing what happened in the hallway any time someone wandered by.    At least, that’s what she thought.

      Just as she placed her purse into an open cubby at her station and stood up, a figure appeared in the open doorway.  Well…Fuck..  It was Kenneth.  As in Kenneth Holmes, her new cousin’s co-worker.  What was he doing here?  He had a messenger bag slung over his shoulder making her wonder if he was a student or simply in the wrong place.

      Scanning the room with those captivating grey eyes of his, he stopped when he reached her shocked face.  One side of his lips tipped upwards in a crooked half-grin and he gave her a quick nod before stepping fully into the room then walking directly to the larger cook top in the center of the semi-circle.

      Dear God no.  Candy prayed internally that she wasn’t really seeing what she was seeing.  She wasn’t ashamed of trying to learn new skills, but she also wasn’t broadcasting the information.  Now, she stood behind a countertop looking at the man who made her insides perform acrobatics and who was close enough to her family to receive cookout invitations.

      “Good evening, class.”  Kenneth’s deep voice flowed like honey from, what she considered, his entirely too perfect face.

      “My name is Kenneth Holmes.  This is Introduction to Cooking – Level I.  I’ll be your instructor for the next eight weeks, during which time we’ll cover topics from spices to flavor combinations, ending with each of you preparing a basic meal from start to finish.  How does that sound?”

      Blinding everyone with his bright, toothy smile, he walked to the front of the instructor’s post and leaned back against the counter.

      “Before we get started, let’s go around the room to allow me to put names to the faces on the roster.  How about we start over here?”  He asked pointing to the forty-ish looking man with the salt and pepper beard closest to the door.

      Starting on the other side of the room, meant Candy would be last.  She gripped the edge of the counter, mentally preparing herself for what she hoped was a very brief moment in the spotlight.  The guy with the beard was Clive.  Next to him was a blonde with a pixie cut named Kelsey.

      By the time Wynter, Penny, Rachel and Jack introduced themselves, her palms had begun to sweat.  It wasn’t fear, it was proximity.  Something about Kenneth made her nervous.  That’s why the few times she’d been in his presence she’d made sure to put distance between them.  Unfortunately, unless she ditched the rest of the sessions, she’d see him up close and personal for the next eight weeks.

      “And last, but not least…” Kenneth smirked as he prompted Candy to tell everyone her name.

      “Hello everyone.  My name is Candace Hampton.”

      Avoiding Kenneth’s probing stare, she made brief eye contact with her potential classmates.  Potential, because the verdict was still out on whether she’d come back for the remaining classes.

      “Thank you all for indulging me in that little exercise.  If I can press my luck a bit more, I need to get an idea of everyone’s comfort level in the kitchen environment.”

      Reaching into the leather bag, he pulled out a short stack of papers and a handful of ink pens.  Starting with Clive, he gave each person a piece of paper then a pen.

      “Don’t worry.  This isn’t a test.  It’s a short survey.  It’ll help me to understand how much or little help each of you will need in the coming weeks to assist you in meeting your goal.  There are no right or wrong answers.  So, please be as honest as possible.”

      By the time he’d finished his explanation, he stood in front of Candace.  When she reached for the paper, he held onto it for the slightest bit longer than required before releasing it and offering her a pen.

      The ensuing tug-of-war with the pen almost made her reach into her purse for her own.  Letting go under the heat of her glare, Kenneth smirked again before strolling back to the instructor’s area.

      “The survey is relatively short; so, it shouldn’t take long to fill it out.  I’ll give you five minutes, starting now.”

      Tapping the face of his watch, Candy figured he started a timer when she heard the beeping noise.  Affixing her eyes to the page in front of her, she read the questions and checked the appropriate boxes answering honestly as requested.  Even if she wasn’t sure she’d be back, it didn’t cross her mind to pencil whip the form to hurry through the process.

      Three sharp beeps broke the silence, indicating the end of the five minutes.

      “Okay.  Time.  Everyone, please pass your papers to the left.  Feel free to keep the pens.”

      Once all of the surveys were placed in front of Candy, Kenneth strode over.  Actually, it was more of a prowl.  Not that she was looking very closely.  Stacking them neatly, she slid the papers to the edge of the counter and pulled her hands back before he stopped in front of her.

      “Thank you, Miss Hampton.  I appreciate it.”

      His words weren’t out of line.  Neither was his tone, but something about his eyes made her catch her breath and look away.  He really, really, needed to take his fine ass back to the other side of the island doubling as the teacher's desk.

      Chuckling, he picked up the papers granting Candy her wish.  He went back to his work area, clipped the sheets together then dropped them next to his messenger bag.

      “Ok.  Next we’ll have a tour of the kitchen which will become your second home for the next eight weeks.  While I don’t expect you to learn everything there is to know during such a short timeframe, be warned…I will challenge and push to pull out the very best in each and every one of you.”

      A shiver raced down Candy’s spine at the emphasis he placed on the handful of words at the end.  Against her will, her mind dropped into the various ways that statement could be taken.  She didn’t dare look at him, but she felt the heat of his gaze as she stared blankly at the empty marble surface in front of her.

      Moving behind his work station, he instructed each of them to pull open the corresponding drawers and cabinets in their areas while explaining the importance of putting things back in their proper place in the kitchen.

      “I’ve discovered that a large part of the nervousness people feel related to cooking stems from them not being comfortable in the space.  It comes from not orienting their tools in a way that is logical for how they will be used and in places those tools will be needed.”

      He made his statement while pointing out why the cutting and chopping knives were located near the cutting board which was strategically placed between the sink and the cooktop.  He moved on from the utensils and cookware to the refrigerators lining the back of the room to store the perishable food items that the school supplied for each class.

      The only exception to what the school supplied would be in regards to the class where they’d select their own meal and bring the necessary materials.

      He ended the visual tour by walking to a door flanked by a refrigerator on either side.  Motioning for them to follow him, he led them into a vast pantry area. Every available piece of wall space was utilized for shelving with the things inside divided into logical sections depending on the item and its potential use.

      Once he was done explaining the contents of the space, they filed back into the classroom returning to their workstations.  He spent the remainder of their allotted time performing a demonstration at his work area while firing questions at the group getting them to participate in the process so they weren’t simply watching as he cooked what he called a simple meal of alfredo pasta with grilled chicken.

      At the close of the class, Candy grabbed her purse and hightailed it out of the classroom quickly leaving the building.  Once she was in her car, she considered texting Kari, but decided against it.  Starting the vehicle, she pulled away from the parking space with her mind made up.

      She couldn’t come back.  Nope.  That man was dangerous enough to look at without adding in how utterly sexy it was to listen to him discuss food as if it were the key to life.  She’d figure out later what to tell her bestie.  Maybe she could switch to another section.  For the sake of her sanity and starving libido, she needed a plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          THESE ARE NOT SPICES

        

      

    

    
      Striding down the corridor the following Thursday, Kenneth approached the classroom for the Level I Adult cooking class.  Most people had no clue about this part of his life.  Those closest to him knew of his degree in the Culinary Arts, but even they weren’t aware he’d taken up teaching at the Logan City Culinary Academy.

      That’s why when he saw Candace’s name on the roster, he knew she was in for a shock.  He wondered if she would come back for the second class.  He hoped she did.  They’d met enough times to be acquainted, but she always appeared a bit skittish around him.

      He’d contemplated asking her out, but thought maybe she wasn’t into him the same way.  Their interaction at the cookout caused him to revise his line of thinking.  When she almost cut herself and he touched her hand, he felt the way her pulse quickened. He saw the flush creep into her cheeks beneath her golden-brown skin.

      Then, he caught her staring at him while she sat beside the pool.  Yeah… Candace Hampton, at a minimum, found him attractive.  Having her show up in his classroom was like Christmas came six months early.  It took everything in him not to show all thirty-two of his teeth when he crossed the threshold and saw her perched primly on the stool at her workstation.

      Even with the counter and range top blocking his view of her lower half, his eyes greedily scanned the parts of her luscious frame he could see.  The memory of her curvaceous body outfitted in a simple crimson red polo with black slacks made him groan.  The monogram initials CH overlaid with a two brushes sat just above her left breast, drawing his eyes to the rounded globes.
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