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Chapter One
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The last thing Dana Singleton ever wanted was to find herself alone with the man who’d broken her heart two years ago. She’d put three thousand miles between them twenty-four months ago only to find that the moment she returned to Los Angeles, she was trapped with him in the middle of a brownout.

Adrian Bryant. 

God, she thought, why do you hate me?

“This is insane,” Adrian said, then looked over at Dana. And a slow smile spread across his face when he recognized her. “Long time no see.”

When he reached out to embrace her, Dana pushed back. “Don’t you dare touch me,” she said. “How dare you even look at me or expect me to be thrilled to see you?”

“Don’t act like that,” he said, offering her a sizzling smile. In the near darkness of the coffee shop, his smile damn near lit up the place. 

“Act like what? Like I can’t stand to be in the same room with you? Trust and believe, it isn’t an act,” she snapped. Oh, she hated him and the way he still made her heart flutter with a powerful yearning to fall into those strong arms and press her mouth against his while he slowly kissed her until her body melted against his. Looking away from him, she forced herself to remember being dumped by text message. It’s for the best. I’m moving on and you should do the same, the message had read. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. That night replayed in her mind like a bad movie in a broken DVD player. She’d felt stupid, confused, and disappointed. But she had taken the hint and left. If only she’d told Imani and Universal Studios no. Then she’d still be in New York and not running into Adrian on his home turf, Los Angeles.

She expelled a frustrated sigh because when she opened her eyes, he was still there. Still staring at her with that spectacular smile on his face. 

“Dana, I know I owe you a huge apology and an explanation as to why—”

“You don’t owe me a damned thing, and I definitely don’t want to hear any apology you took two years to come up with.”

Adrian stared at her, soaking up Dana’s unique beauty. The long sister locs were new and very sexy. She had caramel-colored skin that made him salivate as he thought about all the places he used to lick and how sweet she tasted between her thighs. Letting her go had been the worst thing he’d ever had to do. But it was necessary. He only wished he could come clean with her now. But his mission wasn’t complete and the last thing he wanted was to get her caught up in his plan. 

Dana snapped her fingers in Adrian’s face. “Thinking of a pretty lie to tell me?” 

“Can we talk about it over a cup of coffee?” he asked, smiling at her and making Dana snarl in response. 

“You know what, Adrian? I’ve grown a lot since the last time I saw you. Decided that I deserve someone who knows how to treat me and that isn’t you. So, hell no. I don’t want to talk to you over coffee. I don’t want to talk to your ass period.”

“I was trying to protect you, Dana,” he said, his voice low, a sexy growl that made her body twitch. The same voice that he used to whisper sweet promises in her ear. Turning her back to him, Dana tried to pretend she wasn’t affected. As long as he doesn’t touch me, I’ll be fine, she thought. Then she felt his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Sorry for what I did and the way things looked. But it was for the best.”

“It was. And when the power comes back on, we can pretend you’re still gone.”

Adrian spun her around, drinking in her delicate features. Though her eyes flashed anger and resentment, she was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. The love of his life. The only thing not touched by his need for revenge. What could he say to her to explain what his life had become? 

“What?” she snapped, locking eyes with him.

He knew the right thing to do when it came to Dana was to leave her alone, to walk away and continue his quest. But at that moment, in the silence of the darkened coffee shop, all he wanted was a sweet taste of his past. He leaned in, pressing his lips against hers. He felt her heat, passion, and want. When her lips parted and his tongue slipped inside, her sweetness nearly brought him to his knees. Closer. He had to be closer to her, and he wrapped her in his arms as if he were a blanket. She didn’t resist him, didn’t push him away. Instead, she kissed him back as if no time had passed since their lips last touched. She made him feel as if her mouth had been waiting for his. That couldn’t be the case . . . could it?

Dana’s brain clicked and she realized she wasn’t dreaming about kissing Adrian; she was kissing him. Relishing in the touch of his tongue against her lips and savoring the hint of mint that his mouth always held. She wasn’t imagining that his fingers were gliding up and down her spine; it was actually happening. The man she loved. The man who’d broken her heart with a text message. Kiss over. She pulled back, snatched away from him, and angrily eyed him. “What in the hell is wrong with you?” Dana demanded.

“Me? I didn’t kiss myself and from what I felt, you’re happy to see me.”

“You cocky son of a—” 

“I know I am. Glad you agree,” he quipped. 

“This may be a game to you—one kiss and I’m supposed to bend to your will and let you back between my thighs because you think you belong there? Go to hell, Adrian.”

Between her thighs . . . was that supposed to push him away? That was his place, and he would reclaim it, just as soon as he put his father where he belonged. “Dana, Dana, Dana, you wanted that kiss, needed it just as much as I did, if for nothing more than closure.”

“How about you close your mouth?” Dana snapped. Before she could say another word, the power popped on and Dana bolted out of Starbucks and away from Adrian. But the memory of that kiss haunted her and reminded her of hot LA nights on the beach when they were in love. When things between them had been easy and sunny, bright and filled with the promise of a loving future. A future that Dana thought would mean her as a fashion photographer and the wife of Adrian Bryant. The latter dream ended with a text message. Still, she wanted to know why and what changed his mind. She knew his mother’s death changed him, but the coldness she’d seen on his face the day of the funeral and later at his penthouse kept her awake at night. Was someone to blame for Mrs. Bryant’s death? 

Did Adrian believe he’d done something to cause his mother’s death? She’d wrestled with these questions for two years, and the moment she’d resolved to forget about him, there he was. Sexier and more mysterious than ever. But not this time. She was not, in no way, shape, or form, going to allow him to suck her into his atmosphere again. Not when she was about to embark on her biggest and most exciting assignment of her career—shooting publicity shots for one of the biggest film studios in America. 

Sure, part of the reason why she’d gotten the gig had been because of her best friend and current Hollywood it girl, Imani Thomas, but the fact of the matter was, Dana’s career was on the uptick and Adrian Bryant could go to hell, twice. She had her closure, even if the taste of his kiss burned in her mouth.
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Chapter Two
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Two days had passed since the blackout at Starbucks, and Adrian couldn’t get Dana off his mind. He’d been so distracted that he’d almost missed the reason why he’d come back to LA—the opening of Crawford Towers and his chance to confront his absentee father, Elliot Crawford. 

Elliot and his son Solomon Crawford were opening the chain’s first hotel on the West Coast. Adrian had followed the construction of the project, smiling at the stumbling blocks that cropped up, like the zoning dispute between the city and the contractor. Then there was the Sierra Club’s opposition to the project, which made Crawford Hotels spend an additional forty million dollars for LEED certification on the project. But the most interesting part of the project had been the public sparring between Richmond – Elliot’s oldest son –, Solomon, and Elliot, which made the building of the towers more dramatic than General Hospital. And this was his “family.” What the fuck ever.

Why had this man, with two overgrown spoiled sons, turned his back on him and his mother? Adrian hated that the last conversation he had with his mother was about that man. That piece of shit who donated sperm, because he was not a father in Adrian’s eyes. 

Pamela clinched her son's hand in hers and smiled at him. They'd always been so close and watching cancer suck the life from her made him want to cry and Adrian wasn’t an emotional man. 

"I love you, son," she said, her voice frail and quiet. The whirling of the oxygen machine filled air as Adrian kissed his mother's boney hand.

"I love you, too."

Pamela broke into a fit of coughing and Adrian reached for the nurse's call button. She grabbed his hand and shook her head. "No, no. I have to tell you."

"Mama, you need to rest."

Pamela coughed again as Adrian stared into her ashen face. He hated feeling powerless and helpless. He stroked her hand and closed his eyes. "Mama, I wish you would rest."

She shook her head. "Not until I tell you."

He wanted to tell her that it could wait, that they had time. But he knew nothing could be further from the truth, Pamela was slipping away with every breath she took. “Mama,” he said.

“Your father.”

“What about my father?” he asked, thinking about Paul Wallace, the man his mother said was his father. “He died when I was seven.”

She squeezed his hand again. “Your father’s a powerful man and I loved him very much.”

Adrian wrinkled his nose and cocked his head to the side. “Powerful?” 

“But. . .” She began coughing again, this time her body shook like a leaf and Adrian worried if she would be able to take another breath.

“Just rest, Mommy,” he said sounding like the helpless 12-year-old that he felt he was as her hand slipped from his grip. Again, he reached for the call button, but Pamela grabbed his hand again. 

“If things had been different, we would’ve been together and given you a real family,” she said. “I know he loved me. He took care of you from a far and I wish I had never agreed to her deal.”

“Mama, it doesn’t matter.” Adrian kissed her hand. “Rest.”

“I want you to know . . . know the truth. Elliot loved you. When you were a baby and he held you in his arms, I knew he would’ve been there for us, but she wouldn’t let him go, not without taking everything he’d built. I tried to stay in New York, but she let me know that you would never be accepted as Elliot’s son, not like her sons.”

“Mama, what are you talking about? Who is Elliot? What does all of this mean?”

“Elliot Crawford is your real father. I told him I’d never tell you, but I can’t go to my grave holding this secret any longer.”

“Who’s Elliot Crawford and it doesn’t matter that he’s my father. You’ve been there for me all my life, I don’t give a damn about him,” Adrian raged as his mother took a ragged breath. 

“Don’t say that. Get to know him.”

“Know him? Why would I want to get to know the loser who didn’t stick around to be a part of my life and if he loved you so much, where the hell is he now?”

Pamela’s glassy eyes searched her son’s face, and her mouth fell open. Her hand slipped from his and Adrian knew one thing; he was going to find Elliot Crawford and make him pay.

The more he’d looked into the Crawford family, he wondered if his mother had dodged a bullet by not being involved with that family. Still, as he remembered reading the journal that his mother kept about the love she felt for Elliot, he knew that he had to bring that man down for stringing his mother along for all of those years. The words that poured from Pamela’s heart had only worked to anger Adrian more and more. Why hadn’t Elliot Crawford seen that his denial of their relationship and being away from him had taken a toll on his mother. While he hid Pamela away on the West Coast, she’d watched and kept heartbreaking notes about what he was up to and how his family grew. She’d even talked about how his visits to LA stopped after Adrian was born. 

Every time he thought about his father’s cowardly actions, he wanted to light a fire to the Crawford Towers construction site. He’d even had an alleged arsonist on his speed dial. The plan would be perfect: the hotel would burn and no one would suspect Elliot’s bastard son—because no one knew about him in the first place. 

He knew the element of surprise would work in his favor, and he planned to use it to his advantage. Adrian had already gotten to Richmond, since he figured he was the weakest link. The men were scheduled to meet about a club in the hotel. His goal was to get his foot in the door so that he could have direct access to the hotel and create a lot of scandals. He had already decided to drop a nugget to any madame looking for a new hotel for client meetings. Then he’d call in the police, FBI, hell, even the CIA to make this story explode. Adrian knew there was a book in the works about the family, and he wanted to turn the tender family book into a tell-all exposé. 

But seeing Dana made him decide not to go nuclear with his revenge plan. He knew she wouldn’t approve of his scheme, especially the idea of setting anything on fire. After being apart for over two years, he was surprised that her opinion would still mean so much to him. Yes, he wanted her back and had plans to win her love again. But he’d pushed her away with the mission of bringing the Crawford family down. He didn’t want her touched by his pain and anger and need for revenge. But he did want her. 

Glancing down at his watch, Adrian realized that he had to leave now if he was going to make it to the press conference in enough time to make his presence known. 

The weather was perfect for snapping pictures, and though Dana had completed her work with the studio, she decided to drive around the city to take some shots for her personal collection. People knew of Dana’s work in glossy magazines and fashion pictorials, but her real love was to capture real people. Sort of like the work of Gordon Parks and his images of migrant workers. She’d hoped to find a buyer for her photography book. Imani was on her bandwagon and working her contacts to help Dana get a deal. Unfortunately, everyone wanted the glamour and celebrity shots. 

The deals had been lucrative, but money wasn’t everything to Dana. She wanted to publish pictures of real people living real lives. Sadly, publishers weren’t feeling that idea. But as her mother, Whitney Singleton, always told her, there will be hundreds of nos before you get that one yes. Thinking of her mother, she smiled. Whitney had been her biggest cheerleader when Dana decided she wanted to be a photographer. She’d taken Dana to the Art Institute of New York City and told her that if this was her dream, she’d have to stick to it. When Dana had told her mother that this was what she was born to do, Whitney purchased her an old camera and twelve rolls of film and told her to trust her eye. 

Dana hated that her mother never got to see her dream come true, and she hated that she’d wasted her time with Adrian. 

Where did that come from? She pulled into the parking lot of a Starbucks, grabbed her camera from the passenger seat, and walked toward the entrance. Immediately her mind returned to the last time she’d stopped for coffee and ended up with a mouthful of Adrian. 

“Stop it,” she whispered. “He threw you away when you’d been there for him and that’s how he repaid you.”

“Damn it,” a voice behind her muttered. 

Dana turned and saw a comely woman dressed in an ivory pantsuit kicking off a shoe with a broken heel. 

“Are you okay?” Dana asked, wanting to snap a picture but refraining.

The woman smiled at Dana, and she shook her head. “Unless you have a pair of shoes on you, I’m pretty much out of luck.”

Dana held up her camera and asked, “Do you mind?”

The woman eyed her as if she’d asked her for a million dollars. “Why?”

“Because the typical Hollywood woman would be whining and you have a broken expensive shoe in your hand and a slight smile on your face,” Dana said. 

“That’s because I’m a New York Southerner,” she said, then held up her shoe while Dana took a couple of shots. 

“A New York Southerner in California?” she asked when she put her camera down. “Interesting.”

The woman frowned. “No, it really isn’t.”

Dana held the door open as she and her subject entered the coffee shop. “So, are you from LA?” she asked Dana.

“No, I’m a New Yorker working for Universal.”

“I’m Kandace,” the woman said as she extended her hand to Dana.  

“Dana Singleton,” she replied. The women took a seat near the front window after they ordered a couple of lattes and slices of banana bread. 

“People in LA love Starbucks more than New Yorkers, for sure,” Kandace said. “I think I know you or at least your work. Didn’t you shoot a spread in Elle?”

“I did.” Dana smiled, excited that someone noticed her work.

“Black girl in Paris. I’m keeping that magazine for my daughter. The layout was so tastefully done and I’m now a fan of Imani Thomas.”

“She’s good people,” Dana said as she sipped her drink. 

“Not one of those Hollywood types? Since my husband and I have been here, I’ve met more phony people than the law should allow.” Kandace broke off a piece of her bread and popped it into her mouth. 

“And no one around here eats,” Dana laughed. Then she glanced down at her latte. She remembered the first time she and Adrian had met for Starbucks and how he’d told her that he knew she wasn’t from LA when she had ordered a pastry with her coffee. Why did that man keep creeping into her thoughts? That kiss. She knew better than to think she could’ve been unaffected by having his lips pressed against hers and tasting the tongue that had brought her so much pleasure. 

“Dana?” Kandace asked. “Are you all right?”

“I’m sorry, just a little preoccupied. That’s why I decided to get out and shoot some photos.”

Kandace nodded. “I had to get away from my husband and his family. I’ve never met three men who are so pigheaded and have to be right all the time.”

Dana snorted. “I can relate to that.” Shaking her head, she wondered why pigheaded men always captured seemingly smart women by the heart and never let go. 

“Honey,” Kandace said, exposing her Southern roots, “these people have more issues than the archives of Ebony, Jet, and Essence. But I love them anyway. I hope there isn’t another family out there like these guys.”

Dana shrugged, thinking that Adrian could probably give them a run for their money. “Thanks for letting me shoot you,” Dana said, then reached into her bag and handed Kandace one of her business cards. “Send me an e-mail and I’ll send you a copy of the picture. One day a publisher will understand that women want to see something other than high fashion and glamour shots.”

“If my broken shoe makes it into your book, I’d be so honored,” Kandace said. “And I’ll throw you a hell of a party in Charlotte and New York.”

“Charlotte? Oh, right, New York Southerner.”

“My friends and I own a restaurant down there, Hometown Delights.”

“Wait, not the restaurant where Emerson Bradford tried to kill his ex?” Dana bit down on her bottom lip. 

“One in the same. Sometimes I wonder if it’s better to be famous or infamous. When people think of Hometown Delights, no one ever thinks of the world-class chef who created our menu.”

Though Dana heard annoyance in Kandace’s voice, she could tell this was a conversation she’d had before. “But,” Kandace said, “we have had a run of bad luck.”

Dana nodded and decided not to say anything about the murder Kandace had been a party to at that same restaurant. It had been big news in New York because of Solomon Crawford’s involvement and subsequent marriage to Kandace. She and Kandace locked eyes. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Kandace said. 

“But I don’t know you well enough to ask, so let’s get more coffee.”

Kandace laughed and drained the rest of her drink. “As much as I’d love to sit in here and pretend that whatever is going on at the Crawford Towers construction site has nothing to do with me, I’d better go and play the role of referee.” She held up her broken shoe. “And find another pair of shoes.”

“There is a shoe store two blocks over. So at least one problem is solved.”

Kandace nodded at her. “Well, let’s hope the rest of my problems today are solved this easily.” As Kandace headed for the door, Dana drained the rest of her cold latte. 

Morbid curiosity tugged at her otherwise logical mind. She’d moved on with her life, sort of . . . It wasn’t as if she were pining away for Adrian Bryant. Granted, her career kept her too busy to have a serious relationship, but she dated. Secretly, she hoped to find someone like Imani’s husband, Raymond. Kind, sweet, considerate, and understanding. 

If Dana was honest with herself, she’d admit that Adrian really was nothing like Dr. Raymond Thomas. Her best friend’s husband ran a free clinic in Harlem. Adrian was a club owner and promoter. He’d been the co-owner of several nightclubs, including Crimson. Dana hated that place, with all of the half-naked girls vying for A-list attention. Adrian had been on the receiving end of that attention, though he’d sworn to Dana that he’d never cheated. But she believed that their text message breakup had something to do with activities going on in the club. Dana wanted to believe that she was wrong about that, but she thought she was proven right the night she’d shown up at his penthouse following his mother’s funeral. 

“Dana?” Imani asked. “Are you all right? I’ve been calling your name since I walked in here.”

“Oh, yes. I’m sorry, I’m a little distracted.”

Imani raised her right eyebrow. “Are you getting stressed out by the studio? I know Willard Maines, the director of public relations, is getting on my last nerve!”

Dana waved her hand and psst at Imani. “Willard and I have already had our come-to-Jesus meeting about these shots. He, of course, blames you actors and your unrelenting schedules for the reason why things have fallen behind. I was just thinking about something that happened in another Starbucks a few days ago.” 

“You’ve been holding out on me,” Imani said as she waved for the barista and ordered a skinny vanilla latte with soy milk and no whipped cream. Dana shook her head, ready to tell her friend that she’d taken the fun and taste out of the drink. 

“You’ve been busy, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

“It’s that guy, isn’t it?”

“What guy?”

“The fool who dumped you by text message.” 

Dana waited for the barista to finish making their drinks before she answered Imani. “It’s not that serious, all right?”

Imani rolled her eyes and placed her hand on Dana’s shoulder. “Girl, if he’s on your mind, then it is that serious. I know you, D. You have the tendency to obsess and hop inside your camera to forget that there’s a big world out there you should be a part of.”

“Been doing yoga and talking karma with some of your Hollywood friends? I need to talk to Imani from Brooklyn.”

“No, you need to talk to Imani from Harlem. Because if you’re considering talking to that ass again, I need to slap you.”

“Did I say that? But how weird is it that we run into each other at Starbucks during a blackout?”

“Maybe the blackout was a sign?” Imani shrugged. “Listen, if this guy was dumb enough to let you go, then let it be.”

“Maybe I need closure, a period at the end of all this so that I—”

“Closure? You know that’s just an excuse for you two to fuck one more time.”

“Whatever.”

“I’m just saying, you’re better than this and you shouldn’t—”

“I get it,” Dana said, stopping what was surely going to be an infamous Imani rant. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, her friend was right. Adrian had gone dark on her, evident by his cruel breakup. But his kiss made her wonder if he’d finished fighting his demons and could be the man she loved again.

“Dana?” 

“Yeah?”

“I said I’m going back to New York for a few days. Why don’t you come back with me and get your mind off that dude?”

“I’m not running away from Adrian, and I have a schedule that I have to keep.”

“Speaking of schedules,” Imani said. “Edward said if I can get the studio to sign off on it, the producers of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof want me to do a week’s run as Maggie.”

“That’s big! Congratulations.”

“I know and I get to spend a week with my husband. God, I miss that man so much.”

“I bet you do. He’s coming out here for the premiere of the movie, right?”

“You know it,” Imani said with a gleam in her eye. 

Dana couldn’t help but smile at her friend’s happiness. She glanced at her watch. “Playtime is over. I have to head back to Culver City. Lawrence Miller is supposed to actually show up today.”

Imani rolled her eyes. “He puts the D in diva.”

Dana nodded. “Tell me about it. Maybe I should start taking notes and write a tell-all book.”

“No way! Then I’d have to disassociate myself from you.”

“The first ten chapters would be all about you,” Dana quipped. 

Imani narrowed her eyes at her and pretended to be appalled. “At least the pictures would look good.”

The two women finished their coffees and headed outside. Dana tried to focus on her upcoming photo shoot with megastar Lawrence Miller, but as she headed for her car, Adrian was front and center in her mind. 

––––––––
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ADRIAN SHOOK HANDS with Richmond Crawford. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Bryant,” Richmond said. “I went over the proposal about the nightclub for Crawford Tower. Impressive.”

“I know what makes LA tick, and I can make your hotel the hottest spot in the city,” Adrian said as he searched Richmond’s face for any similarities. After all, this stiff, buttoned-up New Yorker was his brother. They had comparable hazel eyes. Richmond caught Adrian’s intense gaze. He shot him a look that asked, what’s that all about?

“You know, our other hotels don’t have anything like a nightclub. Why should this one be any different?”

“Because it’s LA. People don’t just come to hotels because they’re visiting an area. They come for dinner, for parties, and for hooking up.”

Richmond uncomfortably tugged at his tie. “I’m not really sure if that’s the—”

“What’s going on back here?” a deep voice boomed. 

Richmond and Adrian turned around and watched Solomon cross the construction site and approach them. His eyes held untold accusations and questions. Without a doubt, Adrian recognized himself in his younger brother. Younger by four months. Solomon sized him up as Richmond made the introductions. 

“Why is this the first time that I’m hearing about a nightclub in the tower?” Solomon demanded, ignoring Adrian’s outstretched hand. 

Pompous jackass, Adrian thought. He must take after his mother. Hell, he could be just like our sperm donor.

“Because the decision hasn’t been finalized. Get over yourself, Solomon,” Richmond snapped. 

“Gentlemen,” Adrian said, reminding the bickering brothers of his presence. “I don’t think this is the time or the place. We can meet after the presser and have a drink. Relax, we’re in California, not Manhattan.”

Solomon raised his eyebrow at Adrian. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“That you East Coast types need to mellow out.”

“And that’s supposed to make me want to do business with you?” Solomon sniped. 

“It’s not your decision to make alone. This isn’t the Solomon Show,” Richmond retorted. “And I’m getting pretty sick of you—”

“Why is it always an argument with you two?” Elliot Crawford said as he walked over to his sons. He didn’t give Adrian a second look as he stepped between Solomon and Richmond. The man with an ebony cane; caramel-brown skin, which was slightly wrinkled; and a bald head was the man who had ruined his mother’s life. This man, with a slight curve in his spine and bass voice, was his father. The man who had just walked away from him and his mother, the man he was going to make pay for breaking his mom’s heart. While the Crawford men argued, Adrian slipped away, not ready to come face-to-face with Elliot. 

Part of him wondered if the man would’ve recognized him anyway. Had he ever visited him or requested pictures of him? Adrian knew from reading his mother’s words that New York had been a dream for her. But she left because of this bastard.  Maybe Elliot figured throwing enough money at him and his mother would make them disappear. Deep inside, though, the little boy who wanted a father still yearned to know Elliot Crawford. 

Walking out of the construction area, Adrian bumped into the woman he knew from his research was Solomon Crawford’s wife, Kandace. He smiled at the comely woman and who he assumed was her assistant as he nearly collided into them. Placing his hand on Kandace’s shoulder, he smiled at her. “Excuse me,” he said. She looked up at him and blanched a bit. 

“I didn’t see you there,” she said. 

“No problem,” he said, then extended his hand to her. “I’m Adrian Bryant.” 

“Bryant? I swear you wouldn’t have surprised me at all if you’d said your last name was Crawford,” she replied as she shook his hand and smiled. “I’m Kandace Crawford, by the way.” 

The irony of Kandace’s recognition of the family resemblance and the fact that his father and brothers didn’t seem to get it at all wasn’t lost on him. 

“I’ve just had a conversation with the Crawfords . . . I’m pretty sure they don’t want to claim me as a family member,” Adrian said, chuckling. 

The other woman pointed toward Solomon, who was scowling at the trio. “I think Mr. Crawford is ready to get this press conference over with.”

“You’re right, Nadia. I know that look.” Kandace turned to Adrian. “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Bryant.” 

Adrian nodded in her direction and then gave Solomon an arrogant wink. He could nearly see the steam puffing from his brother’s ears. Watching the interaction between Solomon and Kandace did something unexpected to Adrian. It made him yearn for Dana. He didn’t know how long he stood there watching the subtle touches and sly smiles between them as if they knew a secret that they weren’t going to share with the rest of the world.

He and Dana had had a connection like that once. He remembered the night she’d come to his club opening to take pictures for the LA Weekly. An hour earlier, they’d made love and joked about the groupies Atlanta rapper TI would attract. When she’d arrived and found Adrian and TI surrounded by half-naked women vying for a chance to get in VIP, they’d shared a smile that had meaning to them, and the rest of the world just wondered why they were so happy. He missed that more than he ever thought he would. 

When Solomon caught Adrian’s stare, he turned away and headed for his car. He didn’t have time to be nostalgic. He had to plan for his meeting with his brothers. 

Reaching into his pocket, Adrian retrieved his phone and called Louise Kilpatrick, an underground madam one of his employees had told him about. The plan was to get pictures of Richmond in a compromising position with a call girl. That would definitely puncture the good family image the Crawfords were trying to convey. 

“Yes?” the woman said when she answered the phone.

“This is Easterling,” Adrian said. “Are we still on for tonight?”

“I just checked the wire transfer and the money’s there. In other words, the answer is yes.”

“Like I said when we talked before, this is a surprise gift for my boy, so she needs to pretend she’s happy to meet him.”

“Look, Mr. Easterling, my girls are professionals, and they know how to provide a surprise. But if there are any kinky extras, then expect a bill.”

“I’ll be happy to pay any additional costs,” he said as he crossed the lot to his car. Looking up, he saw a car speeding his way. Just as he was about to curse at the driver, he saw it was Dana. Hanging up the phone, he flagged her down. Adrian half expected Dana to keep going or drive over him, so when she stopped, he was shocked. 

“Are you stalking me?” she asked after rolling her window down. 

“Glad to see you in a car,” he said. “I think we should talk.”

“I have to go to Culver City, and I’m not sure that we have anything to talk about.”

Adrian wanted to reach inside the car and kiss her again. Wanted to tell her that they had a lot to talk about, and he had a lot to atone for. 

“Dana, this is the second time we’ve run into each other by chance. Maybe somebody upstairs wants us to work this thing out.”

“You’re really bringing God into this?” She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I don’t think Jesus would’ve dumped me by text message. There would’ve been a bolt of lightning or an explanation.” 

Adrian winked at Dana, then pulled a business card from his pocket. “Dana, why don’t we talk about that later?” He held the card out to her, and she looked at it as if it were the forbidden fruit that the serpent in the Garden of Eden offered to Eve. And just like Eve, she wanted to take it. However, she knew she wouldn’t be able to handle the consequences. Ignore him and this stupid heart of yours, Dana thought. Still, she took the card. 
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Chapter Three
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On the drive to Culver City, Dana glanced at the business card in the passenger seat. Why had she stopped? Why had she fooled herself into believing she needed closure with Adrian? 

“Pandora’s box,” she muttered as she turned her attention back to the road. Dana knew she had to clear her mind before she dealt with Lawrence and his photo shoot. He may have been a great actor, but he was a horrible man. If she heard the words Get my good side again, she would bash him with her camera lens. Besides, the man had had so many Botox injections that his fifty-five-year-old face looked like plastic. Shaking her head, Dana decided that she was going to put her foot down and get this shoot done at a decent hour. There would be no diva attitude today, and if Lawrence and the studio didn’t adhere to her schedule, she was going to walk. After all, Imani and hottie Ian Kelly were the stars of the film, not Lawrence. 

As she pulled onto the lot of the Sony studio, she looked at Adrian’s card once again. Lifting it from the seat, she tucked it in her pocket. She needed to try this foolish notion of closure and get an explanation for why Adrian walked when he’d supposedly loved her. Granted, she had moved on, dated again, but a piece of her never allowed herself to open up and give her everything to a man. 

Her reasoning was self-preservation. Yes, it was the easy way out—the punk way. But Dana never again wanted to feel the pain that she felt after Adrian walked out of her life. Some people called it serial dating, but she didn’t care. Even if Imani had taken to calling her a New York player. 

When she walked into the studio, Dana wasn’t surprised to see that Lawrence wasn’t there, but his staff was. Sighing, she walked over to the set and pulled out her camera. 

“Dana, glad you’re here,” Sasha Mitchell, Lawrence’s overworked and underpaid assistant, said. “L is on his way. He’s having a bad day.”

“When is he not having a bad day?” Dana snipped as she set up her equipment.

“That’s funny,” she replied with a nervous laugh. “Please don’t mention his hair, though.”

“Are you kidding me?” Dana snapped. “He’s holding up this photo shoot because he’s having a bad hair day?”

Sasha held her index finger up to her lips. “You know L is very sensitive about—”

“Are we ready to get this over with?” a thunderous voice boomed from the doorway. Dana held back a laugh as Lawrence walked into the studio wearing an ill-fitting toupee. It was shaped like a box and reminded her of Steve Harvey’s old do, which Dana always believed was a bad toupee. 

“Good afternoon, Lawrence,” Dana said, still trying not to laugh as she got a closer look at the hair. “I’m ready when you are.”

“I’m here, aren’t I? Where’s the little reality TV star? Aren’t you two joined at the hip or something?”

Dana shook her head and lifted her camera to her shoulder. “Today is all about you. If you would kindly head over here to the backdrop, we can start and finish.”

He rolled his eyes, mumbling about how every day should be about him and that without his name, this movie would head straight to Tubi. As much as Dana wanted to tell him that his five scenes didn’t make him the star of the movie and that his hair was ridiculous, she didn’t. She simply held up her camera to evoke a big smile from his plastic face. 

“Wait, wait, wait,” he said after Dana had fired off a few test shots. “Make sure you get me from my best side.”

Dana gritted her teeth and made a mental note to shoot him from his right side just on general principle. After three wardrobe changes, one straightening of the toupee, and a shouting match, the photo shoot was done. Dana was tired, hungry, and happy to see Lawrence go. Packing her camera equipment, she grabbed her memory card and started to stick it into her jacket pocket. That’s when she felt Adrian’s card. Pulling it out, she was tempted to toss it. But she knew she had to call him, because if she didn’t, it was going to eat away at her. 

Dana plucked her phone from her camera bag and dialed his number. 

“Bryant.”

“Adrian,” she said, then sighed. “It’s Dana.”

“I’m glad you called. Really didn’t think you were going to.”

“Don’t make me regret it. What do you want?” No need to beat around the bush, she thought as she waited for his reply. 

“We need to talk. I need to talk and I hope you’ll listen,” he said. 

Dana rolled her eyes and blew into the phone. “Talk about what, Adrian? Those two women you flaunted in my face after texting me that I should move on? Or are we going to talk about how you went from loving me to being a block of ice?”

“I know you don’t believe this, but I was trying to protect you. There was a lot going on in my life at that time and I wanted to keep you away from the bullshit.”

“And I was trying to support you and be there for you,” she snapped. “Don’t you think I know how much it hurt you to lose your mother? I was trying to be there for you, and you shut me out as if I’d done something wrong to you.”

“Can we talk about this at Starbucks? Better yet, the least I can do is buy you a nice dinner and show you a good time.”

“Whatever,” she said. “Starbucks is fine.”

“Dana. Dinner and a movie premiere is all I’m talking about,” he replied, then laughed. “Unless you—”

“That. Is. Not. Going. To. Happen!”

“And just what is that?”

“If I decide to go to dinner with you, I’ll call you back. You should be thankful that I’m willing to meet you at Starbucks,” she said, then ended the call. What had she gotten herself into? Why did she fall for that closure bull? All she’d really done was open an old wound. 

––––––––
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ADRIAN GLANCED AT HIS phone and smiled. Hearing Dana’s voice almost took his mind off his plans for Richmond Crawford and the call girl. Hearing her voice almost made him forget that his sole purpose in Los Angeles right now was to bring down his father and those sons of his. For that reason, he should’ve walked away and left Dana the hell alone. He didn’t want her involved in this, and he didn’t want her to be touched by any of this family war that he was about wage. That’s why he’d ended their relationship and watched her walk out of his life and go back to New York. Having her back in Los Angeles couldn’t change his plans; he wanted revenge, and he would get it no matter what. But he wanted Dana back in his life in the worst way. He wanted and needed her softness around him more than ever. He’d never loved anyone the way he loved her. He craved her touch, her kisses, and her taste. He hadn’t thought about her much while developing his plan to bring the Crawfords down, but just one kiss from her rerouted his train of thought. How could he not yearn for this woman, though? She was sensual, independent, and sexy as hell. When he held Dana in his arms, her sweet kisses and tender touches made him feel alive and needed. Why in the hell did he force her out of his life? Would he be able to convince her to fall in love with him again while he was trying to bring his family down? Would she ever forgive him for that night? Adrian hadn’t thought about the hurt he saw etched across Dana’s face that night, because thinking about it reminded him of what an asshole he’d been. Sighing, he sat on the edge of his desk and squeezed the bridge of his nose. He couldn’t get off track. Richmond, he believed, was his key to getting the inside track to the man who ruined his mother’s life, and once he had the information he needed, he’d rip Elliot’s mask right off. 
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