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Chapter 1
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Serena Jacobs looked down at her pink bridesmaid dress and shook her head in disgust. Sure, she’d agreed to be in her best friend Kandace Davis’s wedding, but she had no idea that she’d be stuck in pink lace looking like a bottle of Pepto Bismol.

She hated the color pink. In her mind it made people think women were weak. And the last thing Serena Jacobs was a weak woman. She scowled as she fluffed her honey brown curls.

“Will you smile?” Jade Goings asked as she adjusted the bodice of her strapless dress in the mirror.

“Why would Kandace choose pink and gold for her wedding colors?” Serena asked as she smoothed her hands down the sides of her dress. “She could’ve gotten away with slinky black dresses.”

Alicia Michaels ran her fingers though her wavy black hair and shook her head. “Only you would associate black with a wedding. At least we’re part of this one,” she said, then shot a glance at Jade.

“Am I ever going to live that down? It was a spur of the moment deal,” Jade said of her Las Vegas wedding that her friends hadn’t participated in. She and her husband, James, met and got married in Las Vegas nearly two years ago. Still, her friends weren’t happy that they hadn’t been part of the ceremony.

Serena went silent, thinking back to the wedding she’d almost had that would’ve left her friends out in the cold, too. Five years ago, she’d left Atlanta to chase her dream of screenwriting. But the first person she’d met in Los Angeles, renowned filmmaker Emerson Bradford, had told her that her future wasn’t behind the scenes.

“What do you mean?” Serena had asked as she ripped her screenplay from his hands. “You haven’t even read my script.”

“I’m sure it’s good,” he’d replied with a 10,000-watt smile that made Serena’s anger go from boil to simmer. “But you have the face and body of a star.”

“What makes you an authority?” she’d asked, placing her hand on her hip. “I’ve never even heard of you. For all I know you could be some poseur hanging around UCLA hoping all the wannabe screenwriters are so desperate to get their foot in the door that we’ll just fall for the first line you offer.”

Emerson had stood there with a smile on his face. “I have the perfect role for you. Do you have your SAG card?”

“For the last time, I’m a writer. Why do I need a Screen Actors Guild card?”

“Because you’re going to star in my next movie. We can discuss it over dinner,” he’d said. And despite her apprehension at who Emerson had said he was, Serena had agreed to dinner with him. But before they’d met for dinner, she’d headed to Starbucks and did a Google search of Emerson Bradford. She’d been surprised and satisfied to find out that he was who he’d said he was. According to Variety, Emerson had just signed a deal with Warner Brothers for a sexy thriller that could be a star vehicle for the right actress. The magazine had quoted him saying he’d wanted a fresh face for the movie.

So, he’s not full of crap after all, she’d thought as she reread the article and studied the picture of Emerson Bradford.

She’d taken him as a handsome man with a honey brown complexion and an air of sophistication. His hazel eyes had seemed to sparkle in the picture, and she’d allowed her curiosity to take over. She figured even if Emerson had been trying to run that Hollywood game on her, she’d at least get a free dinner out of it.

Serena had blown off her shift at M Grill and called Emerson to get the details on his dinner offer. He’d informed her that he’d send a car to pick her up and he’d wanted her to wear the sexiest thing she had in her closet.

*  *  *
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“Hello,” Jade said, snapping Serena out of her reverie. “We have to go check on the bride.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Serena said as she retouched her lipstick, then followed her girlfriends out of the dressing room into the bridal suite.

As Serena trailed her friends, she tried to shake her mind clear of Emerson. For so many years, she’d buried those memories, not even sharing them with her dear friends. The fact that they returned in full force today bothered her.

She’d never been the type of woman who envied friends who got married.

You’re being a fool. Marriage is for women like Jade and Kandace, not you. Don’t let the wedding bells play with your head, Serena thought as Jade opened the door to the suite.

“Hello,” Jade said to Kandace, who was sitting at the vanity toying with her veil. “Are you ready?”

Kandace turned around with a nervous look on her face. “Where the hell have you all been?” she asked. “I had to put my mother out. She was just too much to deal with.”

Jade walked over to Kandace and fixed her crooked veil. “Why would you put your mother out?”

“Knowing Miss Davis, she was crying, wasn’t she?” Alicia asked as she admired Kandace’s ivory Vera Wang dress with intricate beading work across the bodice.

Kandace nodded her head. “I didn’t think you guys were ever going to come in here and save me. Oh my God, I’m so nervous. There have to be twenty cameras out there and a bunch of people I don’t even know.”

“What did you expect when you said you would marry Solomon Crawford?” Serena asked as she handed Kandace a tube of MAC lip gloss. “I’m pretty sure half of New York is out there.”

Kandace shook her head. “I knew we should’ve just kept it simple,” she said as she slowly rose from her seat.

Alicia pinched Serena’s arm. “You know how she is, especially after everything that happened in Charlotte. Don’t make her nervous about those cameras,” she whispered. Jade followed Kandace as she paced back and forth.

“Kandace,” Jade said as she stopped her friend from pacing. “Today is your day. The only thing that matters is that you and Solomon love each other. This is your day.”

Kandace smiled and nodded. “All right. You’re right, my day.”

“And all of those cameras are for you,” Serena added. “So, don’t worry about them.”

The three women surrounded Kandace and hugged her, being careful not to wrinkle her dress or mess up her makeup. “Let’s get you down the aisle so you can become Mrs. Crawford,” Jade said.

“Serena, are you sure you’re okay with taking over for me in Charlotte?” Kandace asked once the women stopped hugging.

She smiled at her friend. “I’m fine with it. I have some unfinished business in the Queen City.”

“Antonio Billups?” Alicia questioned.

“Hello, let’s focus on the bride,” Jade said. “Then we’ll talk about Serena and our contractor.”

Despite the fact that Kandace had been nervous before walking down the aisle, she was the picture of grace and love when she and hotel mogul Solomon Crawford exchanged their vows. Serena had to admit the ceremony was beautiful. She even felt a lone tear slide down her cheek as Kandace and Solomon kissed for the first time as husband and wife. As she linked arms with the groomsman she’d been paired with, all she could think about was the last conversation she’d had with Antonio Billups, the contractor who was going to revamp Hometown Delights after the horror that had occurred there last November.

Carmen De La Croix, or rather Chelsea Washington, had been obsessed with Solomon. When she’d seen that Solomon had fallen in love with Kandace, she’d stalked the couple and tried to kill Kandace in the restaurant. It was a messy scene and brought the wrong kind of attention from the media.

After Thanksgiving dinner, the women decided to redo the restaurant, which brought contractor Antonio Billups back into Serena’s life since he’d been hired again, to oversee the renovations. Antonio intrigued her ever since they’d shared hot kisses in a room at the Westin hotel nearly two years ago. When he’d begun the initial work on the restaurant, Serena had thought she would’ve ended up in his bed by now, but Antonio pulled back. She felt as if he was hot and cold. Serena had done what she normally does when she doesn’t get her way, tuned out emotionally—still, she wanted him and wondered what it would feel like to be wrapped up with Antonio.

Now that she would be in town she was going to get what she wanted from the sexy Mr. Billups. The thought of his naked body entwined with hers made her smile brightly as the photographer snapped a picture of the wedding party. She was definitely ready to head to Charlotte and oversee the renovation of the restaurant.

Antonio Billups yawned as he looked over the specs for Hometown Delights. He was set to start work on the restaurant when the owners returned from New York. Smiling, he thought about one of the owners in particular—Serena Jacobs. She had a killer body and lips that were soft like rose petals. But would she really fit into the life he had? He was a father first. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a hot-blooded man who needed the comforts of a woman.

Could Serena offer him what he needed?

Looking out the window of his home office, Antonio thought back to the first moment he’d laid eyes on her.

She and Jade had met him at the property to talk about what renovations were needed before the restaurant could open. When Jade had gotten sick, Serena handled the meeting with him and Norman Engles, his business partner. Her deep brown eyes had struck him first. Then she’d smiled at him with a mix of seduction and desire dancing on her face as she’d extended her well-manicured hand and said, “I’m Serena Jacobs and I look forward to doing business with you gentlemen.” Her voice had been melodic to his ears and his instant attraction to Serena had shocked him. It had been three years since he looked at a woman with lustful thoughts swirling in his head. Three years since his wife, Marian, had been killed in a collision with a drunk driver who was heading up the interstate going the wrong way.

But something in the way Serena Jacobs had looked at him awakened a dormant need. It had been a struggle for him to focus on business when he hadn’t been able to tear his eyes away from her long shapely legs. It was as if something else had taken control of him when he’d said, “I can bring you the contracts for the project this evening and we can discuss them over a drink.”

Norman had shot Antonio a stunned look. Asking a potential client out wasn’t his partner’s style, but he’d nodded approvingly at him when Serena had been talking to Jade on her cell phone.

“I was two seconds from doing that myself,” Norman had whispered to Antonio. “She’s a stone cold fox.”

“And about twenty years younger than you,” he’d replied to his partner as he patted the man’s beer belly.

Norman sucked his teeth. “Just because it’s snow on the roof don’t mean the fireplace doesn’t get hot. Just takes a little more time. I’m glad to see you coming out of the exile you put yourself in.”

Antonio had shrugged his shoulders. “All I did was ask the woman out for a drink.”

“I saw those looks you were giving her. This ain’t about contracts or a drink,” Norman had said.

Antonio had been about to deny what Norman had observed when Serena sauntered over to them and said, “I’ll be ready at eight to discuss the contracts and have that drink.” Her smile had caused an ache in his pants and swelling in his boxers.

“I look forward to it, Mrs. Jacobs,” he’d said.

“Please, call me Serena. Mrs. Jacobs was my grandmother,” she’d replied in a flirty tone.

Smiling, Antonio had nodded in reply. “All right, Serena. Where are we meeting?”

“I’m staying at the Westin down—I mean—Uptown. I hear they have a nice bar there,” Serena had said.

“Then I’ll see you at eight.” After they left, Antonio had headed home and called his sister-in-law, Casey, to watch A.J.

“What’s going on?” she’d asked him after agreeing to watch her nephew.

“I’m meeting with a client,” he’d replied, not wanting to tell his sister-in-law that he was meeting a woman. Though his wife had been dead for three years, he hadn’t been sure Casey would agree with him returning to the dating world.

Maybe she’d think he was betraying her sister, and he hadn’t wanted to have that conversation with her.

“I’d love to watch A.J. Should I come over there?” she’d inquired.

“Sure, he’s getting ready to watch a movie on the Disney Channel. He’s had his dinner and don’t let him fool you into feeding him a bunch of ice cream before I get back.”

“All right.”

When Casey had arrived at his house, Antonio barely had said good-bye to her before he was out the door. His anticipation to see Serena had rendered him temporarily thoughtless. He’d sped from his northeast Charlotte home and arrived at The Westin in record time. The moment he’d stepped into the bar, Serena had met him, looking even more delicious in her black bandeau dress that skimmed her knees.

“It’s pretty loud in here,” she’d said. “Why don’t we head up to my room and look over those contracts?”

“Are you sure?” he’d asked, not certain he’d be able to go into Serena’s room and concentrate on business. Not the way she’d looked in that dress.

“Well, we can’t talk over that music, nor can we worry about spilling drinks on those important papers,” she’d said, then ran her finger down his arm. Antonio had known Serena wanted to do more than talk business. Still, he’d followed her up to her room. Sure, they’d gone over the contracts, but that took about twenty minutes, then she’d ordered drinks from room service and sat on the bed beside him. Their conversation had been light, talking about Charlotte’s downtown area being called Uptown and how she got into the restaurant business.

She’d inched closer to him as he talked about how his company had worked on the Le Meridian Hotel and helped turn the place into a boutique hotel that offered something different in the city. Serena had turned her head, and their lips were inches from each other’s. Antonio had expected her to turn her head away, but she’d pressed her lips against his and kissed him with a scorching passion that sent chills up and down his spine. He’d returned the kiss with fervor and zest that had allowed him to release years of pent up emotions, pent up desire and passion. She had melted against his chest and deepened the kiss. Their tongues danced against each other as Antonio had slipped his hand between her thighs.

Abruptly, he’d pulled back from her. “Whoa,” he’d said, feeling like a teenager sneaking around with a girl. “This can’t happen.”

She’d raised her eyebrow and asked, “Why not? We’re both adults.”

“I can’t do this. We’re about to start working together.”

Serena had risen to her feet and paced back and forth. “And? You’re married, aren’t you?”

Antonio held up his left hand. “I’m not married. But, like I said, we’re about to start working together and I don’t want to complicate matters with sex.” He’d stood up and closed the space between them. He’d wanted to have sex with her, wanted to lift that little black dress above her head and see the splendor of her naked body.

Serena had seemed to notice his desire as she glanced down at the fly of his slacks. “I’m not a woman who plays games and I go after what I want,” she’d said. “Since I know for sure this isn’t one-sided, I’m telling you, again, we’re adults.”

“I know this,” he’d replied. “But I have to try and be professional.”

Serena had offered him a sly smile and pressed her body against his. “But I don’t,” she’d said and leaned in to kiss him again. Unable to resist, he’d cupped her taut ass and started to inch up her dress. Before anything else could happen, the door had opened and Jade had walked in, causing them to break off the kiss.

That kiss still kept him up at night, even after all the time that had passed. It kept him yearning for more from Serena, but he couldn’t get caught in her sexy web when he had A.J. and his business to run. Still, how much longer could he deny what he wanted?
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Chapter 2
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Two days after Kandace and Solomon headed to Dundret in Sweden for their snow-filled honeymoon, Serena stood in the townhouse that Kandace used to rent, unpacking her things, since she was going to staying in Charlotte until the restaurant was redesigned. She was happy that she’d allowed movers to bring in all of the heavy items like her bedroom suite, her leather living room sectional, and her heavy bookcases.   Had she been smarter, she would’ve allowed them to unpack her books and set up the entertainment center. “Why did I bring all this crap?” she muttered as she looked around the maze of boxes. “It’s not as if I’m going to live here forever.” 

Serena plopped down on the edge of the sofa and reached for her cell phone to call Alicia and Jade. They could at least come over and help her unpack since they suggested she move into the townhouse, rather than take a suite at a hotel. Honestly, Serena knew she needed a place of her own if she was going to enact her plan of cracking Antonio Billups.

Since the wedding, she’d only gotten a glimpse of him as he worked gutting the dining room of the restaurant. So far, Alicia and Jade had handled most of the business meetings because she’d been wrapping up her business in Atlanta. Now that she was in Charlotte she was ready to mix a lot of pleasure with a little business.

“Hello,” Jade said when she picked up the phone.

“What are you doing?” Serena asked.

“I just tucked my son in for a nap. Are the movers done with you?”

“Yes. I’m calling so you and Alicia can come and help me unpack.”

“Alicia’s on her way back to Atlanta and Jaden just went to sleep, so it looks as if you’re on your own right now,” Jade said. “I’m actually surprised you’re not at the restaurant.”

Serena smiled. “You know, I will go over there and take a look at what’s going on. By the time I get home, your son should be awake, and you can come over.”

“Serena, what’s so special about Antonio Billups? I’ve never seen you go out of your way for a man. Hell, they normally fall at your feet. This is more than about you wanting to sleep with him.”

“No, it isn’t,” Serena said. “Don’t make it seem like I’m some man eater. He’s different. I just can’t put my finger on it right now. But I’m going to have fun trying to figure out just what’s going on.”

“Please be careful. He’s the best contractor in town and the last thing we need is for you to give him a reason to quit on us,” Jade cautioned.

“Trust me, what I want from Mr. Billups has nothing to do with our business,” Serena said. “And since you’re watching your sleeping baby, I’m going to the restaurant.”

“What happens when a man sweeps you off your feet and you fall in love?”

“I don’t believe in the whole fairy tale thing,” Serena said. “I can stand on my own and I like my feet just where they are, firmly planted on the ground.”

“That’s what you say now,” Jade said. “Maybe Antonio is what you need—a challenge.”

“A challenge? What are you talking about? He’s a man and soon enough, we’ll do what both of us want to do. Had it not been for you, it would’ve happened already.”

“How is your quasi-obsession with this man my fault?” Jade asked.

“We were close to sealing the deal that night when you walked in at the Westin,” Serena said, closing her eyes and reliving that kiss.

“There have been other times for you to seal the deal. I swear, talking to you is just like talking to a man sometimes,” Jade said in an exasperated tone.

“Please, I’m not as stupid as those so-called players you’re always comparing me to. I don’t believe in stringing people along,” she said.

Been on the other end of that and I’m not trying do that to anyone else.

“Just be careful and don’t mess things up until we get the restaurant done,” Jade said.

Serena sucked her teeth, then told her friend she’d see her later. After hanging up, she maneuvered through the boxes and headed upstairs to change into a pair of dark blue jeans, a fitted white T-shirt and a pair of red stilettos. She glanced at herself in the mirror and fluffed her hair.   Serena knew her shoes weren’t exactly the best ones to wear to a construction site, but she wasn’t trying to be Miss Safety, she was trying to turn Antonio Billups into mush. Smiling, she grabbed her purse from the cluttered bed and headed downstairs.

“This was a perfectly good dining room,” Norman complained as he loaded pieces of the stripped floor into the metal waste can. “Why are these women redoing it already?”

“They want a new start after everything that happened here,” Antonio replied as he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. Part of him wondered if Serena would be involved in this renovation project. He looked for her every day he came to work, but he hadn’t seen her yet.   Since they’d already been at the restaurant for about six hours, he’d given up seeing her today.

“So, a beer after we finish up here?” Norman asked.

“No, I got to take A.J. out to dinner since I missed his football practice yesterday,” Antonio said, reaching down and grabbing another pile of debris. As he rose to his feet, he saw a pair of red shoes walking into the restaurant. When he saw those shoes were attached to curvy legs in tight jeans, his breath caught in his chest, and he nearly dropped the debris from his hands.

“Hello, gentlemen,” Serena said. The sound of her voice sent chills throughout his body. It had a husky quality he imagined was like that of the mythical sirens who seduced the sailors of ancient Greece.

Norman smiled at Serena like a Cheshire cat. “Well, hello,” he said. “You’d better be careful walking in here in those shoes.”

Looking at Antonio, she said, “I’m sure you guys can take care of me if I fall.”

“That’s a chance we don’t want to take,” Antonio said as he dropped the trash in the metal container. “Don’t come any further. The floor is uneven.”

“Okay,” she said, then smiled at him. “It looks as if you guys are going to finish on schedule. That’s good for our business.”

“We aim to please,” Norman said. “I’m going to step outside for a cigarette.”

Antonio shot him a questioning look but kept quiet. Norman didn’t smoke.

When Norman was outside, Serena cautiously crossed over to Antonio. “It’s good to see you again,” she said.

“Good to see you, too,” he replied as he inhaled her scent. She smelled like roses and jasmine, intoxicating. “How was the wedding?”

Serena shrugged. “Good, if you’re into those big affairs,” she said.

Antonio folded his arms and shook his head. “Come on. You mean to tell me you’re not one of those women who attends a wedding and starts dreaming of her own?”

She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Not at all. Maybe when you’re finished here, you can help me in my townhouse,” she said. “I could use a good pair of hands.”

“Wish I could, but I have plans tonight,” he said.

“Well, the entertainment center will hold, if you don’t mind putting it together for me.” Serena pouted and her lips looked so sexy.

His mind instantly flashed back to their kiss, and he felt his desire growing in his pants. “So, you’ve moved to Charlotte?”

“For now. Jade isn’t going to be able to be hands-on during the renovation, Kandace is on her honeymoon, and Alicia is putting together these business seminars trying to get Oprah’s attention or something,” she said. “So, you’re stuck with me looking over your shoulder.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” he replied with a smile. “Why don’t you greet us with breakfast in the morning?”

“I could always serve you breakfast in bed,” Serena said.

“Is that so?” he said with a smirk on his face. “I’m going to take you up on that one day.”

“Can I get a specific date on that?” Serena asked as she ran her index finger down his bare arm. Antonio took her hand in his and lifted it to his lips. Her skin was so soft. Silk had nothing on her.

“Make sure you wear sensible shoes in the morning,” he said after letting her hand go. “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

“Yes, sir. What time do you and your crew get here tomorrow?”

“Around six. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day because we’re laying the floor,” he said.

Serena took a step toward the door. “Then I’ll see you at six,” she said.

“All right, Miss Serena,” he said as she walked out the door.

It wasn’t until Serena was in her car that her breathing returned to normal. Antonio was now bald, and his head would look perfect in her hands as he buried his face between her thighs.

Stop it, she thought. For all you know, his plans tonight could be with his girlfriend. I find it hard to believe that man is single.

Serena started the car and headed back to her townhouse. As she pulled up, she saw Jade’s car at the curb. “I’m going to have to get the key back from her,” Serena said as she placed the car in park and hopped out.   When she walked in, Jade was sitting on the cluttered sofa.

“Where’s Jaden?” Serena asked.

“At home with his father,” Jade said. “You obviously need a lot of help. Are you planning on leaving Atlanta for Charlotte?”

“Maybe,” Serena said with a slick smile. “The restaurant is coming along great. They took the floor up today and the new one goes down tomorrow.”

“And you walked in there in those shoes?” Jade said as she rose from the sofa and grabbed a box marked MOVIES.

“I was sure Antonio would’ve caught me if I had fallen,” Serena replied, then took the box from Jade’s hands. “My entertainment system isn’t ready.”

“So, what am I here to unpack?” She looked around at the boxes and shook her head. “Serena, what if you don’t get what you want and have to go back to Atlanta?”

“Jade, darling, I’m going to get what I want. The first thing I want is your key,” she said as she extended her hand to her friend. “Can’t have you walking in when I get Mr. Billups in here to put my entertainment center together.”

“Damn, you’re fast,” Jade said as she pulled the house key out of her pocket. “I hope he turns out to be the man to tame you.”

“I’m not a horse and if I were, no man could tame me,” she said. “Let’s get busy.” 

As the women opened boxes containing art, knickknacks, and books, Jade looked at her friend and shook her head.

“What’s that look for?” Serena asked.

Jade sighed and Serena knew what her friend was going to bring up. “Five years ago, you weren’t this bad,” she said.

“Well, I’m a lot older and wiser. After seeing what all you guys have been through with men, why would I sign up for that?” Serena said, masking the real reason she’d closed her heart to love.

“Let’s see, I’m happily married, Kandace is honeymooning with a man who loves her more than anything and—”

“And what? Two out of four aren’t very good odds of love. I’d rather not take the chance,” Serena said with finality in her voice.

“Sounds like someone has been hurt,” Jade said as she placed an arrangement of pictures on the mantel above the fireplace.

“Whatever, Jade,” Serena said as she began placing her books on the bookshelf. Even though she was over any feelings of love for Emerson Bradford, she didn’t want to relive the way he crushed her heart as she stood at the altar waiting for him and he never showed up.

They’d wrapped filming on the movie the night before and Serena’s final scene had been one where she was intimate with the lead character and his wife. It had been a sensual scene, once it was edited. Watching herself on screen had turned her on so much that when the crew had left the set, she’d planted herself in Emerson’s lap.

“Who knew it took that much to get great sex on the big screen,” she’d said as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

“I just hope the scene actually stays in the movie,” he’d replied as she’d untied her robe. “You’re going to be a star, you know that.”

Serena bit her bottom lip. “This was never my intention,” she’d said. “I wanted to write scripts and let someone like you bring them to life.”

“But I knew where you belonged,” he’d said before taking her swollen nipples between his lips.

She’d moaned, ready to have some actual sex with her future husband, but Emerson had stopped teasing her taut nipples and gently removed her from his lap. “As much as I want you, I have to get this rough cut to the studio heads tonight. But after tomorrow we will have the rest of our lives to make love and hit movies,” he’d said. “My beautiful muse.”

“But Emerson,” she’d protested, her voice sounding like a purr. “They don’t need that movie right this second and I need you.” Serena had dropped her robe and pressed her body against Emerson’s. “And you need me.”

The sound of glass breaking brought Serena back to reality. “Damn it,” she muttered as she looked at the Tiffany lamp she’d smashed.

“Are you all right over there?” Jade asked.

“I need to pay more attention,” she said. “I’ll get the broom from the kitchen and clean this up.”

“Stop thinking about seducing that man and maybe you’ll stop breaking things,” Jade called out after her friend.

Antonio kicked off his boots at the front door then shook his head.

Some habits die hard, he thought. Marian had always fussed about him tracking dust and dirt in the house, so to stave off an argument, Antonio just took his shoes off before walking inside. Though it had been three years since her death, he still did it.

“Daddy,” A.J. called out when he heard the door close behind his father. “Are we going to have pizza? Aunt Casey said you were taking us for pizza. I want pepperoni and cheese.”

“No on the pepperoni,” Antonio said as he enveloped his son in his arms. “How about we get cheese, chicken, and green peppers?”

“All right,” the boy said as he pouted. “But Aunt Casey said—”

“Aunt Casey didn’t promise you anything,” Casey Wallace said as she walked into the foyer. “You know your dad doesn’t eat pork.”

Antonio let his son go and told him to wash up so that he’d be ready to eat when the pizza arrived. “Thanks for staying with him today, Case,” Antonio said.

“You know I don’t mind,” she said. “I thought you were going to take the boy out, though.”

Antonio shook his head. “I’m wiped. The only person who showed up to work today was Norman and we had to take up the floor.”

“Do you want me to keep A.J. overnight so you can get some rest?” she asked.

“Nah, I need to spend some time with my boy. You’re welcomed to join us for dinner,” he offered out of obligation, though part of him hoped Casey would go home. As much as he loved and appreciated her, he needed some quiet time with his son.

“Thanks,” she said. “Why don’t I find something for us to watch on Disney Plus?”

“I think there’s a baseball game on tonight, we’re good on the movie,” he said. “But you can order the pizza while I go take a shower.”

“All right,” she said with a smile.

Antonio dashed upstairs, shaking his head. Sometimes he wasn’t sure if his sister-in-law was looking out for him and A.J. or if she was trying to move in. Casey had been devastated when Marian died and for six months, she didn’t leave her sister’s house. Antonio had moved out of the master bedroom so Casey could be closer to her sister’s things.   Norman had told him that Casey wasn’t simply mourning the loss of her sister; she’d also been trying to take her sister’s place in Antonio’s life.

At first Antonio had just laughed it off, but he’d seen how Casey had been trying to do more things that his wife should’ve been doing before her death. He’d told her that she had to go home and give him and A.J. a chance to grieve their loss without worrying about how she would react. Her constant crying and sadness had scared A.J., and she hadn’t been getting any better by living in a world of sorrow.

What he hadn’t told Casey, or anyone, had been the fact that his marriage was over. Hidden in the footlocker that Marian had kept in the closet were divorce papers that she’d had drawn up two days before the accident. Antonio had known Marian had been unhappy. He’d been feeling the same way, but Antonio had kept his wedding vows. Marian had not. On the night of her accident, she’d been on her way to meet with the man she’d planned to leave Antonio for.

He shook his head and turned the shower spray off. He hated thinking about that night. Hated the fact that his son was without his mother and hated the guilt that he felt for not trying harder to make his marriage work.

Antonio knew he couldn’t change the past, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to move forward into the future.

With Serena?

“Where did that come from?” he mumbled as he toweled his body dry. Antonio wrapped the towel around his waist and headed into the bedroom to slip into a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. By the time he’d arrived downstairs, Casey was opening the door for the pizza delivery man.

“Hey, I got that,” Antonio said as he reached for his wallet from the coffee table.

Casey shook her head. “That’s all right, Tonio, I’ll pay for dinner,” she said as she handed the young man a few bills. “Keep the change.”

When the pizza man left, Casey ushered A.J. into the kitchen so he could eat. Antonio followed them and stood in the doorway and watched his son sit at the table while his aunt placed paper plates on the table.   “Casey,” he said. “You’re doing too much. We’re just going to eat in front of the TV.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “He’s been watching TV all day.”

“Watching what you wanted to watch, Aunt Casey,” A.J. said.

“Well, I’m the adult,” she said as she placed a slice of pizza on A.J.’s plate. Antonio walked over to the table and picked up his son’s plate and one of his own and grabbed two slices of pizza. “Go ahead and turn on the Justice League before the Braves’ game,” he told his son as he handed him his food. A.J. dashed into the den while taking bites of his food.

“Casey,” Antonio said. “Thanks for dinner and everything, but you have to relax. A.J. and I have a routine.”

“I’m not trying to interrupt your routine,” she said.

“Just so we’re clear,” Antonio said.

“I guess I should leave, then,” Casey said. “I was just trying to make sure we had a family meal.”

“We do that on Sundays,” he said. “Just ease up a little bit.”

She folded her arms across her chest and glared at him. “So, what am I, just the babysitter you call when you’re in a pinch?”

“Remember, you volunteered for this. I don’t want to argue with you, but I don’t need you coming in here second-guessing how I raise my son.”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” she protested.

“I can’t tell,” he said. “Casey, let’s just agree to disagree, but this is my ship and I’m running it.”

“Fine,” Casey snapped. “I think I’m going to head home. I know when I’m not wanted.” She turned swiftly on her heels, but Antonio stopped her.

“I don’t want you to leave,” he said. “A.J. expects you to stay for dinner and I’d appreciate it if you did.”

She looked up at him and smiled dimly. “Thanks,” Casey said as she turned to the table and picked up a slice of pizza. “I’m going to eat in here because I’m not interested in watching the Justice League or the Atlanta Braves.”

Antonio gave Casey a smile and headed into the living room with his son.
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Chapter 3
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Serena woke up at five A.M. and didn’t want to get out of her bed. She looked at the tangled sheets and wished they were evidence of a night with Antonio and not just her overactive imagination. All night she’d dreamed of him—his lips pressed against hers, his dick buried deep in her hot, wet valley—giving her pleasure and passion she’d never felt before.   Though it had just been a dream, Serena throbbed between her thighs as if she could feel the aftereffects of their lovemaking.

Groaning, she pounded her fist into the mattress, then threw her blanket off and crawled out of bed. Sure, she could’ve simply headed to Starbucks, picked up the coffee and muffins without dressing up in her typical fashion, but Serena wanted Antonio to see what he could’ve been waking up to. She took a quick shower, sprayed on her favorite jasmine body spray, and dressed in a pair of leggings, a fitted tunic, and a pair of four-inch black gladiator sandals that offered just enough of a glimpse of her toes to spark a foot fetish. Pulling her curly hair into a fluffy ponytail, she grabbed her keys and purse then headed for her baby blue Ford Mustang convertible.

It had taken her thirty minutes to get ready but only fifteen to collect a travel box of coffee from Starbucks, a dozen muffins, and cups for the coffee. She arrived at Hometown Delights at the same time as Antonio and his six-man crew.

The men walked into the restaurant and Antonio crossed over to Serena. “I can’t believe you actually showed up,” he said with a smirk on his luscious lips.

She sucked in a deep breath as she pulled out the box of muffins. “I’m a woman of my word,” she said as she pressed the box against Antonio’s chest. “I told you that I was going to bring you guys breakfast.”

“I know they are going to appreciate this. Most of our employers only show up when they have a problem,” he said as he took a peek in the box. “Looks good.”

“The muffins?” she asked when she lifted the coffee and set it on the hood of the car. “Or something else?”

Antonio smiled and shook his head. “I don’t know what to make of you,” he said. “You know you look good.”

“Just making sure you know,” she said, then reached for the coffee.

Antonio beat her to it. “Wouldn’t want you to break a nail,” he quipped.

“My kind of man. Aware of the power of a manicure,” she said, then sauntered ahead of him, giving Antonio a prime look at her shapely backside. 

When Serena entered the restaurant, all of the men stopped talking and stared at her as she set the coffee cups down on a table. One of the men started to say something, but stopped when Antonio walked in.

“Hey guys, Miss Jacobs brought us breakfast,” he called out as he placed the muffins and coffee on the table next to the cups.

“That’s really nice of you, Miss Jacobs,” Norman said. Then he turned to the crew and said, “Why don’t we go eat in the back, away from the dust.”

Serena made a mental note of how much she liked Norman. He always made himself scarce when she and Antonio had a chance to be alone together. Antonio picked up a muffin and broke it in half. “Want a bite?” he asked.

“Not of that muffin,” she said. “Tell me something, Antonio. What’s your deal?”

“What do you mean?”

Serena sighed and folded her arms across her chest as she watched him eat.

“My deal?” he said after he swallowed.

“Don’t play coy with me,” she said. “You know I want you, but you’re sending mixed signals. If you’re not married, then what’s the problem?”

Antonio placed the other half of his muffin on top of the box and wiped his hands on his snug-fitting jeans.

Serena’s eyes were drawn to his thighs. They looked so powerful and strong. She wanted to feel them on top of hers, wondered if he’d squeeze them around her. Blinking, she looked into his coffee brown eyes and swallowed.

“I haven’t been dating since my wife died. I was married for eight years, so I don’t know how this dating thing works now, and I have a lot of responsibilities. Believe me when I say this. I want you too.”

“Well, what’s the problem? How about we have dinner tonight and I can explain the whole dating thing to you?” she said with a seductive tilt to her voice.

Antonio took a step closer to her and Serena inhaled his scent of soap and masculinity. Her lips trembled as he brushed his fingertips across her cheek. “Serena,” he groaned. “There are some things that you should know about me and when you find them out, you might—”

She tilted her head up and planted a wet kiss on his lips. As she pressed her body against his, she didn’t care what he needed to tell her. She needed to taste his lips. Needed to feel the hardness of his body pressed against hers. Antonio pulled her closer and Serena gasped as she felt his erection pressing against her thighs. Her tongue explored the sweetness of his mouth just as his did the same to her. She could’ve kissed him all day, would’ve kissed him all day had they not heard a crash behind them. 

Antonio pulled back from Serena. “Let me go check that out,” he said. “What are you doing for lunch?”

“I’ll be at home.”

“Text me your address and I’ll come over,” he said.

Serena smiled and nodded. As she walked out to her car, she couldn’t wait for lunch and thought about Jade’s warning that Antonio could be different. The one who could make her fall in love.

Not going to happen, she thought. He wants the same thing I want. Hot sex.

When Antonio found out the crash in the back of the restaurant had been a box of pots falling over and not something serious he wished he’d asked Serena to wait. He needed to tell her about his son, his wife, and how their marriage had been falling apart before her death. Then maybe she’d understand that as much as he wanted her, he wasn’t sure he had enough of himself to give.

“That sure was nice of Serena to bring breakfast over,” Norman said as the men began to work. “You know that woman wants you.”

“She told me,” Antonio said as he lifted a bundle of flooring.

“What are you waiting on? Get her,” he said. “She’s a woman who’s sending out all the right signals and you need to get back out there. How many dates have you turned down in the last three years?”

“I have a son to consider,” Antonio said. “Most of the women around here want to jump directly into motherhood or don’t want to be with me because I have A.J.”

“Where does Serena rank on that scale?”

Antonio pulled his box cutter from his pocket and sliced open the flooring. “Well, she doesn’t know about A.J.”

“Why haven’t you told her?” Norman asked.

Antonio began laying out the marble tiles and shook his head. “I don’t know. It really hasn’t come up and she doesn’t seem like the motherly type.”

“So, you like her, but you’re afraid to let her in your life. What kind of sense does that make?” Norman said as he knelt down and started laying out the flooring. “No one said you have to marry her.”

“I’m not afraid, but I’m too old for a meaningless fling and I don’t want to teach my son to treat women as interchangeable bed buddies.”

“See, you’re a good man, too much of a good man. No one’s saying invite your son on your dates or into your bedroom when it goes there. Who knows, Serena might be everything you’ve been looking for. More than anything else, you need to get some.”

Antonio looked at his older friend, “What makes you think I’m not getting any?”

Norman shot him a knowing look and shook his head. “Please. The way you look at that woman whenever she’s around proves you’re longing. Stop overthinking it and get what you want. When the time comes, if you feel like she should meet your son, deal with it then. Right now, have some adult time with that sexy-ass woman. If I was five years younger, I would.”

Antonio raised his eyebrow at Norman, who was easily knocking on sixty’s door. “Five years?”

“Yes, five years,” Norman said with a laugh. “But man, come on. Your wife would want you to move on with your life.”

Inside Antonio bristled. His wife wouldn’t have cared about his happiness. She certainly hadn’t the last few years of the marriage. But that had been a secret Antonio had held close to his chest. Everyone had believed Antonio and Marian had been in love and their relationship would last forever.
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