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Chapter One

If she heard
that song on the radio one
more time, Ingrid Harrington was going to scream and toss her
stereo out of the restaurant. In her
mind, Ingrid saw his face and lean body
dancing across the stage, his loose locks swinging to the rhythm of
the music. She remembered how they’d kissed and how he’d made love
to her. The memories of his touch made her body tingle and her
mouth water. The thought of his lips pressed against hers and his
tongue dancing with hers nearly made her knees buckle. It was a
shame what his voice did to her body and soul. Quickly, she snapped
the radio off.

“Ingrid, why did you turn the radio
off?” Damien Richards, one of her regular customers asked as he bit
into a piece of crispy fried chicken. “That song is the bomb and
Jay Slade is from here.

“I know that,” she said as she placed a
freshly baked apple pie in the display case. “I guess that’s why
the radio station plays that stupid song every hour on the
hour.”

She shook her head and wiped
her sweaty palms on her apron. She’d remembered when Jay
wrote Twisted Dreams. She was the one who suggested the chorus for the song. But
did she get any credit? No! She’d just been tossed aside like
discarded chicken bones.

“You act as if you don’t like Jay,”
Damien said with a mouthful of juicy chicken. As he savored the
taste of Ingrid’s cooking, she turned the radio on
again.

“That was homeboy done good, Jay Slade.
And guess what people, he’s coming to town to put on a show where
it all began and we’re going to have an exclusive interview with
our man Jay when we get back on the other side of the break,” the
disc jockey announced excitedly.

Ingrid’s knees buckled again. Jay Slade
was in town? As small as Elmore, South Carolina was, she’d run into
him and what if he found out the truth that she’d been hiding for
more than three years?

“Ingrid, girl, are you all right?”
Damien asked when he noticed that all of the color had drained from
her round, caramel-colored face. For a moment, it looked as if
Ingrid was going to pass out.

She ran her hand over her thighs and
took a cleansing deep breath. “Guess I’m a little more tired than I
thought,” she covered. “If Yolanda ever gets here, I can take a
break.” Even when Yolanda arrived, Ingrid knew that she wasn’t
going to feel any better. Just knowing that Jason was back in town
had frazzled her senses.

“You do work hard. We were surprised,
but happy that you decided to keep this place open after Mr. Louis
passed. How is little DeShawn dealing with it?”

“He’s fine, misses his father but my
mother and his godmother have been a huge help,” she said, her
tongue burning as she spoke the half-truth. Yes, DeShawn was fine,
yes, he missed Louis and yes, her family had been a great help, but
his father wasn’t dead at all. Ingrid fixed herself a glass of iced
tea just as the front door open and the evening waitress, Yolanda
Thomas rushed inside.

“Miss Ingrid, I am so
sorry that I’m late, but I
won tickets to the Jay Slade show. He’s about to be on the radio
right now!” Yolanda dashed behind the counter and turned to radio
up as loud as it would go. When Ingrid heard Jay’s smooth baritone
travel over the airwaves, she nearly
dropped her glass of tea.






“What’s up Elmore, I’m home again and I
want to celebrate with my people,” Jay Slade said excitedly. What
the listeners didn’t know was that he was home for one reason and
one reason only, to correct the biggest mistake that he’d ever made
-- letting Ingrid Russell go.

Despite the fact that he had a
successful career, millions of dollars in the bank and his choice
of women, she was all he wanted. Her love and a normal life would
make him happier than every number one single in the world. Jay
Slade wanted to be Jason Campbell again. He wanted to come to
Elmore, head to Soul To The Bone and eat without having a camera
and a microphone shoved in his face. He was about to release his
final album on his Def Jam contract and he couldn’t be happier.
Over the past few months, Jason Campbell, had been building his
reputation as a stellar songwriter. Campbell penned Beyoncé’s
current hit. He’d even written a comeback song for Michael Jackson.
His greatest challenge as a songwriter was working with new
artists. Def Jam had teamed him with Megan Kelly, the pop
songstress who everyone had dubbed the next big thing. The gossip
columns had linked Jay Slade and Megan romantically -- a rumor that
the record company did little to quash. If he were the average
singer, he’d milk the rumor and probably have an affair with the
sexy Megan Kelly, but Jay was trying to get away from that image of
him. He wanted something real, something that he and Ingrid had
once shared.

“So, Jay, tell us what’s been going on
with you and what’s up with you and singer Megan Kelly?” the DJ
asked making Jay cringe.

“First, I’m going to say this, I am
single as a man can be. Megan and I have been working on her new
album. It’s going to be fire and not because I wrote eight songs on
it.”

“So, you’re writing for other artists
now?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve always liked to
put songs together and some of the stuff I write, I can’t sing.
Take Beyoncé’s latest, how would those words sound coming out of my
mouth? To be honest with you, I need a break from the touring and
promoting, but music is still one of my first loves.”

“One of your first loves? What’s
another one?” she asked, leaning in to Jay as if he was about to
reveal a secret.

“I’m not going to get into that, but I
hope I can find what I’m looking for here,” he said.

“And now, we’re going to pay some bills
and we’ll be back with more from Jay Slade and a few of his
greatest hits.”

Jay took a deep breath as
the DJ played a few commercials. Radio interviews were nothing new
to him, but knowing—rather hoping—that Ingrid was listening made
him choose his words carefully and pray
that he didn’t say something more to push her away. He wanted this
interview to be over so that he could go out and find Ingrid. The
last three years without her had been hard. Even though people
thought he was living “the life,” walking down red carpets with
‘it’ girls on his arm; driving cars that people in Elmore had only
seen in movies and videos; the one thing he wanted was the woman
he’d given up three years ago at the urging of his A/R
representative.

“Are you having fun being back at
home?” the DJ asked while they were off the air.

Jay ran his fingers through his thick
shoulder length, ebony locks. Some people said his locks gave him
the look that Eric Benet had when he was at the height of his fame.
“I’ve only been here for about three hours,” he said. “But I’m
looking forward to relaxing and getting some song writing done
while I’m here.”

She nodded as she pressed some buttons
on the computer to set up the next song. “Didn’t you take your old
girlfriend with you when you left in the beginning?” she asked.
“Are you going to look her up while you’re here?”

“Off the record?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“She’s the entire reason why I’m
here.”

“Wow,” she replied. “She must be a hell
of a woman.”

Jay smiled and said
silently, She is.

“Back with Jay Slade on the number one
hit music station. Jay Slade, you’ve been working with other
artists and writing hits, but what’s new for you?”

Jay cleared his throat. “I’m
doing an album of covers; some of my favorite songs that I listened
to growing up in Elmore. The title of the CD is If It Isn’t Love. That’s one of my
favorite songs ever and it’s really special to me.”






Ingrid marched out of the
restaurant, unable to listen to another word coming out of Jason’s
mouth. That New Edition song had been their song. He’d sing that
song to her, changing the words telling her that he’d never leave
her. But that’s just what he did,
she thought bitterly. He
left me for the fame and fortune. The day
in New York, when things started going badly, was burned into her
subconscious and haunted her.

Jason had just started his promotional
tour for his first album and the record company had put them up in
the Marriott Marquis because his first performance would be in
Times Square. Ingrid had walked into the room and her mouth
dropped. It was luxurious and bigger than her mother’s house in
Elmore.

“I can’t believe this,” she’d said
excitedly as Jason encircled her waist. “This is a
palace.”

“And this is only the beginning,” he’d
said. “People are going to love my music and we’re going to be
staying in places like this all the time. Then we’re going to get
our own house and it’s going to make this place look like a shack
in the woods.”

Ingrid had leaned against
him and they swayed back and forth while he’d hummed
Twisted Dreams. Jason
kissed her on the neck. “I love you so much.”

“Me too,” she’d replied then turned
around to face him. “I have to tell you something.”

Before she’d been able to say another
word, the door opened. “Hey, hey,” Ruby Miller, the A/R
representative said as she walked into the room as if it were hers.
Ingrid hated that woman. She didn’t have any respect for Jason’s
private life and she made it clear that she wasn’t a big fan of
Ingrid either. Ingrid shot an angry glance in Ruby’s direction as
Jason dropped his arms.

“You could’ve knocked,” he
said.

“Well,” Ruby said, “you have to get
downstairs for sound check and I wanted to make sure Ingrid was
settled in. I’m here for you guys.” The fake smile on Ruby’s lips
may have put Jason at ease, but Ingrid hadn’t trusted her and
didn’t believe for one second that she gave a damn about how she
was settling in to the hotel room.

Jason gave Ingrid a quick kiss before
dashing out of the room for his sound check. When Ingrid and Ruby
were left in the room alone, the smile vanished from Ruby’s
face.

“We need to talk,” she said, motioning
for Ingrid to sit down.

“Talk? I have to get ready for the
show,” Ingrid replied.

“Actually, you don’t. Jason, or Jay
Slade, as he’s going to be known as from now on needs to be free to
explore his career.”

Ingrid folded her arms
across her ample bosom. “Jason
is free to do whatever he needs to do. I have
never stood in his way.”

Ruby waved her hand in the air as if
she were swatting annoying gnats. “That was fine in Hicksville,
South Carolina. But this is the big time. Have you looked at your
man? He’s going to be a sex symbol like Usher; he has a voice that
rivals Teddy Pendergrass. Every woman in the world is going to want
him.”

Cocking her head to the side, Ingrid
glared at Ruby. On the tip of her tongue was an ugly word she’d
never used before. Instead of saying it, she swallowed it and
mumbled a prayer for the strength not the snatch the blonde weave
out of that butt pad wearing Beyoncé Knowles wanna-be’s
head.

“Jay Slade is mine to create. I’m
making an image for him and you just don’t fit it. Can you imagine
how you two are going to look walking down the red carpet together?
He’s a physical specimen and you look as if you really love fried
chicken and biscuits.”

A chill ran up Ingrid’s
spine. She’d never been a skinny girl and she was fine with that.
Jason never seemed to mind it when they were in Elmore.
Don’t be silly, this is Ruby talking not Jason.
Jason loves you and he’s going to tell her where she can go with
this rubbish.

“Ruby, I think you should leave before
I slap the blonde out of your wig,” Ingrid snapped. “I don’t give a
damn what you think about me, Jason and I love each other and you
can just go find another relationship to try and ruin.”

Ruby shook her head in disgust. “Jay
Slade wants to be a star and I can guarantee you that he’s going to
choose stardom over this relationship that you think is so strong.”
She stormed out of the room and Ingrid plopped down on the soft
king sized bed. Ingrid ran her hand across her thick waist. For the
most part, she was happy with her size fourteen figure. There had
been times when she thought about losing weight to look like the
models in magazines, but she was healthy and active. Starving
herself to make someone else happy wasn’t in her DNA. Besides,
Jason had never said anything about her losing weight or that she
was standing in the way of his fame.

I’m not going to become some
damn anorexic because Ruby thinks I don’t fit Jason’s image! We
love each other and that’s all that matters, Ingrid thought as she’d rushed into the bathroom to get ready
for Jason’s first big show. He’d already given her an all access
pass and she was glad of it because she knew that Ruby wouldn’t
have given her one.

About an hour later, Ingrid was dressed
in a pair of black jeans and yellow silk blouse with her pass
around her neck. She’s brushed her hair back in a sleek ponytail
and dusted a bit of foundation on her caramel face. She smoothed a
bit of lip gloss on her full lips and smiled at her reflection in
the mirror. “To hell with Ruby, I look good.”

With that, Ingrid headed out to Times
Square to join Jason as he’d prepared to take the stage for his
show. She had been so excited that his dreams were coming true. All
his life he’d wanted to sing, ever since his first solo at Elmore
Baptist Church. It had pained Ingrid that no one, not even Jason’s
father, had believed in him. When Jason had decided to follow his
dream and dropped out of school at The University of South
Carolina, his dad tossed him out of the house. Ingrid had taken the
semester off to travel with Jason and if he’d decided to move to
New York, she’d planned to transfer so that they could begin their
life together. Smiling, she walked through the crowded staging
area, proudly flashing her pass to the security guard. Her smile
fell from her lips when she’d spotted Jason with his arm around
R&B singer Debony Blair. A photographer snapped pictures of the
couple and reporters mulled around them with recorders and
microphones. “Are you two dating?” a reporter called
out.

“No,” Jason said.

Debony winked at the reporter. “We’re
just making beautiful music together, for now,” she
replied.

Ingrid seethed with anger. Who did she
think she was? Jason was her man and this Debony chick was flirting
with him for all of the media to see. And to make matters worse,
Jason had simply smiled as she kissed him on his neck while the
flashbulbs went off.

“I told you,” Ruby said as she walked
up behind Ingrid.

“Ruby, get away from me,” Ingrid said
as she swallowed down her anger and disappointment.

Ruby smiled as she walked away from
Ingrid and over to Jason and Debony. Ingrid followed when she saw
Debony and Ruby walk away. “What was that?” she asked.

“Publicity shots,” he said, giving her
a quick hug. “Ruby told me that attaching myself to Debony would
help with record sales.”

“Debony looked like she wanted to be
attached to more than your music.” Ingrid poked her lip out and
shook her head.

Jason spun her around and kissed her on
the forehead. “I don’t care what she wants. You’re all I need and
want.”

Why hadn’t she taken in the warning
signs? Ingrid questioned as her thoughts returned to the
present.

“Ingrid!” Christina Kyle called from
across the parking lot. “I know you heard him on the
radio.”

“Where’s my son?” Ingrid asked. Looking
at her best friend, a short spit fire with short auburn hair and
petite figure, the last thing she wanted was to hear about Jason
from her. Christina knew her history with him and thought the two
of them belonged together.

“In the car,” she said pointing toward
her black Honda Accord. “He was at Celina Hart’s art class today
and he made you something special. But he wants to take it home and
surprise you.”

“You have a key and you’re about three
blocks from my house,” Ingrid said. “I know you didn’t come here
just to ask me if I heard Jason on the radio.”

Christina patted her hip, “I sure did
and I was just wondering if you’re going to come clean.”

“What?” Ingrid asked.

“DeShawn reminds me of Jason when we
were little.”

Ingrid rolled her eyes. Since the day
her son was born, Christina had questioned Ingrid about the true
paternity of her son.

“I know that Louis Harrington isn’t
this boy’s father,” she’d said a mere hour after DeShawn was
born.

“I’m so tired, please don’t do this to
me,” Ingrid had replied in a soft voice.

“Then tell me the truth.”

Ingrid had closed her eyes, unwilling
to admit the truth to her best friend. She had no intentions to
tell anyone that DeShawn Harrington was Jason Campbell’s son.
Ingrid had been side stepping the question of DeShawn’s paternity
since he was born. The older he got, the more he looked like Jason.
She had to keep them apart or the truth would be out. Who was she
fooling? It wasn’t as if Jason cared about her. Three years had
passed and she hadn’t heard one word from him. She’d seen his star
rise in magazines and on MTV and BET. Jason hadn’t even reached out
to her to see how she’d been since that day. The day she told him
to make a choice and he chose his career, without even looking back
or noticing that Ingrid’s expanding waist had nothing to do with
their late night meals at fancy restaurants on the road or the
greasy take out on the tour bus. She’d tried to tell him that she
was pregnant, but as his first single began to climb the charts,
Jason had become Jay Slade and didn’t have time for her.

“Ingrid,” Christina snapped, bringing
her friend back to reality. “What are you going to do when you run
into Jason?”

“That’s not going to happen. Please
take my son home,” Ingrid said as she walked over to Christina’s
car to look in on DeShawn. He was lying in the backseat sleeping
soundly.

“Are you bringing something home for
dinner? Chicken, perhaps?” Christina asked.

“If that’s your way of inviting
yourself over for dinner, today’s special was meatloaf, mashed
potatoes and cabbage,” she said.

“And dessert?”

“I’ll surprise you,” Ingrid said. “I’ve
got to get back inside.”

Christina offered her friend a mock
salute and got into the car. As she peeled out of the parking lot,
Ingrid shook her head and laughed to herself. No matter how much of
a pain Christina could be, she was glad to have her no nonsense
friend in her life. Even if she did ask too many questions and
forced her to face her biggest fear — telling Jason the
truth.


Chapter Two

Jason left the radio station with one
thought in his mind, a chicken dinner from the best and only soul
food restaurant in town, Soul To The Bone. Once when he had been on
a promotional tour, his bus passed through Elmore on the way to
Columbia, South Carolina and they made a stop at the restaurant.
The food had been amazing. He was so happy when the restaurant
started a web site and he could order his favorite down home meals.
Since he was the brightest star in the record company’s universe,
they did everything they could to keep him happy, including paying
the cost to have food shipped from South Carolina to everywhere Jay
Slade was. Though his favorite meals were calorie laden dishes that
could add ten pounds to any man, Jason was blessed to have a high
metabolism and a healthy obsession (read: Def Jam mandated) with
working out. His abs was the stuff of legends, which is probably
why he hadn’t taken a picture with a shirt on in nearly two years.
He’d been tapped by Madison Avenue to model for Ed Hardy’s urban
campaign for the company’s underwear line. Ruby had told him that
he should write a fitness book like L.L. Cool J. Jay had balked. He
didn’t want to copy the hip-hop legend, especially since music was
his true love and not physical fitness. Besides, how was he going
to tell people to stay away from the foods he loved? All he needed
was to write that book and have some paparazzo to catch him
munching on a hunk of red velvet cake.

As he approached the
restaurant, he smiled at the small building. It fit Elmore’s
downtown area perfectly. The black and white building had huge
windows and you could see everything going on inside the bustling
restaurant. Jason watched for a moment, looking at the people
enjoying their meals, talking and smiling with each other. It felt
good to be home. Wait a minute. Was that her behind the counter? Of
course it was her and God was she beautiful. The years had been
kind to Ingrid and her body was still curvy
and voluptuous, even if she was wearing an oversized white shirt
and black knit pants. She had her long brown hair pulled back in a
pony tail that showed the brightness of her caramel complexion and
sparkling brown eyes. As she talked to one of the restaurant
patrons, she smiled and touched his shoulder. For some reason, that
move made him heat with jealousy. What if that man was more than a
customer? Was that the man she’d married?

Shaking his head, Jason couldn’t
believe that Ingrid was married. When he heard that she’d gotten
married, he’d thought it was a joke. They hadn’t even been broken
up that long and he’d had every intention of returning to Elmore to
reclaim her heart. But every time he tried to make the trip home,
something got in the way. First, it was the tour with Debony. Then
when he’d decided to make his second trip to Elmore, he’d heard
that she had married Louis Harrington and was pregnant. Part of him
had hoped to be the man that would father any of Ingrid’s children
but she had moved on and created a family with another man. He was
heartbroken and wanted to hate the man who had moved him out of
Ingrid’s heart. Maybe that’s who she was talking to in the
restaurant and if that were the case, he wasn’t sure if he wanted
to go in there and be a part of that. What would he say to Ingrid
and her husband? Hello, I’m here to make your wife love me again?
Still, Jason was starving and he was going to go into the
restaurant and get something to eat. He parked his red 1967 Mustang
Fastback and got out of the car. Since the crowd in the restaurant
was light and most of the people were older, Jason wasn’t worried
about being accosted by rabid fans wanting his
autograph.

He opened the door to the restaurant
and the bell above the door chimed. Ingrid’s head shot up and their
eyes met. Something, an emotion he couldn’t read, washed over her
face. Jason crossed over to the counter; some of the other diners
looked at him and smiled.

“Ingrid Russell, it’s so good to see
you,” Jason said as he reached the counter and held his hand out to
her.

Ingrid folded her arms across her full
bosom, causing him to make an effort to keep his eyes on her
beautiful face. “It’s Harrington now,” she said, not taking his
hand and speaking in a tone so cold, even her customer
shivered.

Jason smiled and pressed on. “I know or
I heard and couldn’t believe it,” he said.

Ingrid didn’t try to smile
or keep up the appearance of business as usual. “What did you
think, Jay Slade,
that my life was going end because we broke up?”

At the mention of the name Jay Slade,
all of the heads in the restaurant turned to catch a glimpse of
their favorite son. “Ingrid, I never thought. . .”

“What did you think, Jason? That I was
going to sit around and wait for the day that you would come back
and maybe do what Ruby suggested and lose fifty pounds? I found
someone who loved me for who I was and accepted every part of
me.”

“Ingrid,” Jason said in a low voice, “I
wish I could make up for everything that happened between us. I
messed up.”

“Yes, you did.”

Jason nodded and reached out for her
hand but Ingrid didn’t return the gesture and he dropped his hand.
“I’m sorry.”

Ingrid smirked. “Am I supposed to just
fall into your arms and say I forgive you? Whatever,” she said then
walked into the kitchen. A couple of waitresses rushed up to Jason,
screaming and begging for an autograph. He signed their aprons
quickly and then hopped over the counter and dashed into the
kitchen.

“Ingrid,” he said.

Startled, she turned around and tried
to hide the water in her eyes. Jason saw the pain in her face and
he remembered the last time he caused her to cry. He closed the
space between them and awkwardly drew her into his arms. For a
second, Ingrid didn’t protest him holding her. She leaned against
his hard chest and relaxed. Then, as if she’s been sitting on a hot
stove top, she pushed away from him. “Why are you back here? This
isn’t a public area,” she said.

“I know it isn’t public and if I’m
overstepping my boundaries, then I’m sorry and I’ll apologize to
your husband, but I had to see you. You’re the whole reason I’m
doing this concert here.”

Ingrid wiped her eyes with the tips of
her fingers as she turned her back to him. “My husband really
wouldn’t appreciate you being here,” she said.

Jason closed his hand around her
shoulder. “Then why isn’t he in here working with you? If you were
my woman, there’s no way I’d have you out here working like
this.”

Ingrid shrugged his hand from her
shoulder. “I was your woman, remember. I just didn’t fit your
image. You chose your career over what we had and now you’re
standing here pretending that . . What, did you get dropped from
your label? Is that really why you’re here?”

Jason shook his head, his lips curved
into a slight smile. “I’m here for two reasons, for dinner and to
tell you I’m sorry.”

“That’s not a news flash, I know you’re
sorry, Jason,” she snapped as she whirled around to face him. An
avalanche of emotions cascaded down over her and her heart skipped
several beats as she looked into his dazzling black eyes. How did
he become more handsome, yet keep the same qualities that she fell
in love with? It was a struggle for her to keep her anger flashing
in her eyes because she desperately wanted to fall into his arms
and run her fingers through his thick locs.

“Ingrid," Jason intoned. “I was wrong.
But you seemed to get over it pretty quickly. Congratulations on
your wedding.”

She didn’t have to struggle to be mad
anymore. Ingrid fixed her mouth to curse Jason for everything he
was worth when her cell phone rang. She pulled the small silver
phone from her apron pocket. “Hello?” she breathed.

Jason watched her as she talked,
focusing squarely on her full lips. All he could think about was
kissing them. Husband or not, he wanted this woman back.

But when he heard her say, “Yes, baby,
I love you too and I’ll be home soon.” His heart was crushed. Then
his blood heated, a real man would work at night and allow his wife
to stay home. Anything could happen to Ingrid as she drove home and
worked in the evenings. Elmore was a small town but it didn’t mean
that it was immune from crime.

Jason crossed over to Ingrid as she
hung up the phone. “What are you . . .”

He cut her off with a soul stirring
kiss, not giving a damn about the husband she was going home to.
The warmth of her mouth and the sweetness of her tongue made him
weak. He’d missed her so much. No other woman tasted like Ingrid.
She was sweet like fresh berries, she was tangy like life. Her kiss
told a story. Most women just kiss with reckless abandon. Ingrid
kissed with a purpose, fire, desire and yearning. Jason felt as if
she hadn't been kissed properly in years. He enveloped her in his
arms savoring the feel of her ample curves against him. She felt
like a real woman, no silicone, no injections to make her lips
plump. She was all natural and he wanted her to be all
his--again.

Ingrid placed her hand against his
chest, lost in time as they kissed. Gone were all of the bad
memories, the lies and the heartache. But her mind returned to the
present and she pulled away from him then slapped him as hard as
she could. “Don’t you ever touch me again,” she shouted, not
worrying or caring if the patrons in the restaurant heard her. “Get
out of here, Jason.”

“I’ll leave now, but I’ll be
back.” Jason walked out of the kitchen and back into the dining
room. He was about to leave when he remembered his real reason for
coming there. He was hungry, though kissing Ingrid had temporarily
fulfilled one need. As he waved down a waitress to take his order,
he licked his lips reliving the kiss in the kitchen. He could still
taste her essence on his bottom lip and he wanted more. Husband or
not. How much of a relationship do they
have if she kissed me like that? he thought
before ordering a fried chicken dinner with a side of mashed
potatoes and cornbread.

While waiting for his order, Ingrid
walked into the dining room. “Why are you still here?” she
demanded.

“Waiting for my dinner. I can eat here,
can’t I?”

She rolled her eyes. “Dina,” she called
out. “I’m going home. I’ll be back to close up.” Ingrid turned on
her heels and stormed out of the restaurant.






Ingrid hopped in her car and exhaled
loudly feeling as if she hadn't taken a breath since she laid eyes
on Jason. Why did he have to show up tonight? Was this fate’s way
of stepping in and showing her that she couldn't hide from him?
Sighing, she started her engine and headed home to hug her son. She
needed to see DeShawn because he was the one thing in her life that
wasn't complicated. Her little boy was her life. Raising him in
Elmore gave him a chance to have a simple life, just as hers had
been when she was a child and before she’d fallen in love with
Jason Campbell.

Love would never be something DeShawn
would have to worry about. He was surrounded by it because his
smile and chubby cheeks made the whole town fall in love with him.
Her mother, Lois Russell, did everything in her power to spoil
DeShawn. Ingrid always wondered if her mother would be so loving to
her son if she knew the truth about his parentage. Lois Russell
hadn’t believed that Jason Campbell would make it as a singer and
she felt as if he would bring her daughter down by dragging her all
over the country while he chased his dreams. She had told Ingrid
that Jason was selfish and would do nothing but break her heart.
Ingrid always hated it when her mother was right. Because Jason
hurt her as deeply as he had, she didn’t want to open DeShawn up to
that pain. That’s why he and the whole town thought Louis
Harrington was DeShawn’s father. She’d shielded him from the truth
for three years and she was going to continue to do so. Louis
Harrington was the only father DeShawn needed--even if he was dead.
Ingrid pulled into the driveway of the two story brick house Louis
left her and DeShawn. Dragging herself from her car, Ingrid walked
slowly into the house, not wanting to hear Christina’s mouth about
Jason.

“I’m home,” Ingrid said as she walked
into the house.

“Mommy,” DeShawn yelled from the
kitchen, then he ran into the living room to meet his mother and
hug her.

Ingrid knelt down and hugged him
tightly. “What did aunt Chrissy get you for dinner?” she asked when
she let him go.

“We had hamburgers and apple fries,” he
said. “They were raw!”

Ingrid looked up at Christina and
nodded thanks for incorporating fresh fruit into DeShawn’s dinner.
“I forgot to pack something from the restaurant, so I’ll cook if
you’re still hungry,” she said to her friend.

“I guess all of the excitement that
happened would cause you to forget that you had a best friend to
feed.”

“What excitement?” Ingrid asked as she
kissed DeShawn on the cheek.

“You are a L-I-A-R,” she
replied.

“Mommy, why is Auntie calling you a
liar?” DeShawn asked.

Ingrid and Christina laughed. “Boy, you
are too smart,” Christina said. “Why don’t you go and get your
surprise for Mommy?”

He dashed upstairs to his bedroom and
Christina turned to her friend with a smirk on her face. “I got a
call from Dina; seems as though a certain R&B singer was all up
in your face before you left.”

Ingrid rolled her eyes. “People around
here just talk too damned much,” she snapped.

“How was it?”

“How was what?” Ingrid asked, trying to
sound unaffected.

Christina folded her arms across her
chest. “You know what the hell I mean. How was seeing him
again?”

Before Ingrid could tell her friend
that seeing Jason meant nothing to her, DeShawn came downstairs
holding his painting. “Look, Mommy.”

Ingrid took the canvas from his hands
and smiled. She had no idea what she was looking at but it was
beautiful because DeShawn made it. The paper was streaked with
green, red, blue and brown paint. There was a drawing in the center
of what she thought was a woman. “This is beautiful,” she
exclaimed.

“It’s you,” he said.

“I’m going to hang this in the
kitchen,” she said then bent down and kissed DeShawn on the
forehead. “Thank you.”

He smiled and wrapped his little arms
around his mother’s neck. “May I have some ice cream?”

“Sure,” Ingrid said, suddenly feeling
the need for something cool to calm her down. She hadn’t even
wanted to tell Christina that she saw Jason and she didn’t want to
think about that kiss again. But she couldn’t help it, couldn’t
think about anything else. It had been a long time since she was
kissed so thoroughly and passionately. She hadn’t made love to a
man since the last night she and Jason spent together. That was
more than three years ago and until today; she’d been fine with
that.

As she scooped chocolate ice cream into
a bowl for DeShawn, Christina sat at a bar stool and stared at her
friend. “You know I’m not leaving until you tell me what happened,”
she said. “So, you might as well fix me a bowl of the good
stuff.”

Ingrid laughed and reached into the
freezer and pulled out a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Cherry Garcia. “Is
this what you’re talking about?” she asked as she waved the
container.

“You know it.”

Ingrid filled a bowl for herself and
friend and the three of them ate in silence until DeShawn hollered
out, “I’m finished.”

“All right, little man, it’s time for
bed,” Ingrid said as she placed his bowl and hers in the sink.
Christina was munching on a second helping of ice cream.

“I’ll be right here when you finish
washing him up,” Christina said. “Do you have any nuts?”

“Just you,” Ingrid said as she and
DeShawn headed upstairs.


Chapter Three

It took two hours for Jason to leave
the restaurant and not because the service was slow. The word had
gotten out that he was at Soul to The Bone and it seemed the entire
town showed up seeking autographs and pictures. Although he was
tired and wanted to go to the hotel and rest, he took pictures and
signed CDs until Dina ran everyone out of the
restaurant.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said when
the last fan left.

“That’s all right,” he replied. “Is
Ingrid coming back?”

Dina shrugged. “She usually does. But
it’s after she puts Shawn to bed and everything.”

“Shawn? That’s her husband?”

Dina laughed. “No, that’s her little
boy. He’s so cute and funny. He’s about three now, I think. Smart
as a whip but with parents like his, he doesn’t have a choice. It’s
a shame that Mr. H isn’t around to see his boy grow up and see what
Miss Ingrid is doing with this restaurant. She’s a genius, you
know.”

“He’s not around?” Jason
asked. He was certain that Ingrid had said she was still married
and wasn’t she talking to her husband on the phone? He still
couldn’t believe Ingrid was a mother; but not the mother of his
child. Jason wanted a wife and children but he wanted that woman to
be Ingrid, not someone who wanted to marry Jay Slade. She knew him
before the fame and loved him. But will she
love you again? Jason shook his head and
focused on what Dina was telling him.

“It was a horrible accident. He was on
his way back from Atlanta and they say he fell asleep at the wheel.
Some people say he was down there doing something he didn’t have no
business doing. But Miss Ingrid doesn’t say nothing bad about him.
He took care of his family.”

“What did people say he was
doing?” Jason asked, even though he knew people in Elmore gossiped
about everybody, true or not. Still, he had to know if Ingrid’s
husband had been cheating on her or doing anything to hurt
her. Like you have room to be
angry.

“Well, I don’t want to say because it’s
just gossip,” Dina said as she began to wipe the counter down.
“Didn’t you and Miss Ingrid grow up together?”

“Yes we did,” he said.

“Wow,” she said. “She never talks about
knowing you, but everybody else in town does.”

“Well, Ingrid has always
been a quiet person, you know,” he said as he rose to his feet.
“Miss Dina, thank you for taking care of me this evening.” Jason
reached into his wallet and pulled out a one-hundred dollar bill.
“For your troubles.” And for the juicy
information you gave me.

“Thank you so much!” she
exclaimed.

Jason headed for the door and as he
opened it to walk out, he collided with Ingrid. She’d changed into
a pair of jeans and a tank top and looked stunning. “Wow,” he
breathed.

“Why are you still here?” she snapped.
“We’re closed. Dina, I’ve asked you not to have people in here
after we close.”

The young waitress, who’d been wiping
down the counter, dropped her rag. “I’m sorry, Miss Ingrid, but
someone told everybody in town that Jay Slade was here and the
whole town showed up for pictures and autographs.”

“I hope you sold some food too,” Ingrid
said as she side stepped Jason. The angry look in Ingrid’s eyes
should’ve forced him out the door and the fact that he was
extremely tired should’ve been all the urging he needed to go to
his hotel room. But he was a glutton for punishment.

“Ingrid, since it’s my fault that Dina
had to close up later, why don’t I stay here and help you close
up?” he asked.

“I don’t need anything from you,”
Ingrid said then she turned Dina. “You can go home and I’m sorry I
snapped at you.”

Dina reached underneath the counter and
pulled out her purse. “It’s okay, Miss Ingrid,” she said then
dashed out of the restaurant as if she knew something was brewing
between Jason and Ingrid.

Once they were alone, he braced himself
for a sharp retort from Ingrid, but she didn’t say a word. She just
counted the till and pretended he wasn’t there. “Why didn’t you
tell me your husband was dead?” Jason asked after moments of tense
silence.

“It’s none of your
business.”

“I guess you’re right. Still, I’m sorry
for your loss. You must have really loved him,” Jason
said.

Ingrid glared at Jason and continued
counting the restaurant’s take for the evening. “Are you going to
just ignore me?” he asked as he stepped closer to her.

“Isn’t that what you did to me the last
three years?” she asked as she placed the money in bank deposit
bag.

“I wanted to reach out to you and
tried, up until I heard that you were married.”

She placed her hands on her round hips
and glared at him. “If you wanted to talk to me, you could have
because I’m pretty sure you’ve done everything else you damn well
pleased. Jason—Jay Slade—or whatever the hell you call yourself,
get out and don’t come back.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he
said.

Ingrid zipped the bag and stuffed it in
her purse. “I’m out of here and you are too, unless you want to
spend the night in this diner.” She stomped toward the door not
looking at him, but Jason got a lovely view of the way Ingrid
filled out those blue jeans.

“I’ll see you tomorrow for breakfast,”
Jason said after they made it outside to their cars.

“I can’t stop you from coming here, but
leave me alone. You made your choice a long time ago and this isn’t
the time to go back and try to make things right.”

“Then when is the time, because I’m
going to be here until you change your mind,” he said as he slipped
into his Mustang.






Ingrid waited for about ten minutes
before she started her car. Jason couldn’t mean what he said about
staying until she changed her mind. How could he do that and keep
his career going? He’d chosen his career over her before and what
had changed? Shaking her head, she drove home not wanting to
entertain the fantasy that she and Jason could be together. The
house was quiet when Ingrid arrived at home and she plopped down on
the sofa not feeling like dragging herself upstairs to her bedroom.
Kicking her feet up on the coffee table, she grabbed her remote and
turned the television on. Moments later, Christina came bounding
down the stairs.

“I thought I was going to have to call
the sheriff,” she said when she spotted Ingrid on the
sofa.

“I’m tired.”

Christina stretched out on the love
seat and looked at her friend. “So, did you see him
again?”

“Did you hear me when I said I was
tired?” Ingrid asked, her voice peppered with annoyance.

“And I did you a favor by staying here
with my godson and not eating the Ben and Jerry’s in the freezer.
The least you can do is humor me and tell me that seeing Jason
didn’t make your heart flutter and your pulse race.”

“First of all, this is not a Lifetime
movie and my heart doesn’t flutter nor does my pulse race when I
see that jackass,” Ingrid lied.

Christina rolled her eyes. “Sure. I
take it that he was still at the restaurant when you made it
back?”

Ingrid sighed. “Yes, he was there. And
Dina, with her sweet self, told him all of my business.”

“That girl is talkative,” Christina
said with a laugh. “She’s Elmore’s version of CNN.”

Ingrid sighed and ran her fingers
through her hair. It was at that moment when she realized that her
hair had been a bushy mess all day and Jason had seen her looking a
hot mess. “I need to go see Harriet tomorrow,” she said, referring
to her hair dresser.

“Why? You obviously haven’t been in
weeks,” Christina said, eyeing Ingrid’s frizzy ponytail. “Could it
be that someone is all ‘twisted up in love, love,
love.’”

“Shut up and go home.”

Christina yawned. “Nope, you have to
open the restaurant in the morning and your son invited me to spend
the night.”

Ingrid shook her head and snorted. “I
ought to call Dina and let her talkative ass open up.”

“What did she tell him?”

“That my husband was dead, that I had a
son. For all I know, she could’ve given him the code to the
restaurant’s alarm system.” Ingrid laughed nervously.

Christina sat up and swung her legs
over the side of the chair. “I know you hate to hear this, but you
know you and Louis didn’t have a real marriage.”

Ingrid dropped her feet from the table
and glared at her friend. “We loved each other and that was
enough.”

Christina shook her head. Though she
wanted to tell her friend that the only man she’d ever loved was
Jason, she held her tongue. “All right, I don’t want to argue with
you tonight.”

“Good,” Ingrid said as she rose to her
feet. “I’m going to bed.” She headed upstairs to her bedroom. The
last thing she wanted to talk about was her marriage to Louis. It
was true that she loved him and he’d loved her but it was far from
a romantic love. They were more like brother and sister. But when
Ingrid had returned to Elmore pregnant and alone, she needed
someone and Louis helped her. Even if it was the new millennium,
there were some things in Elmore that didn’t change. Some people
still wanted to brand single mothers with a scarlet letter. After
the humiliation she’d suffered in New York, she hadn't wanted to
come back home to face more.

Ingrid crawled into her bed and pulled
the covers up to her chin. Much of her life in Elmore since she’d
returned from New York three years ago had been a lie. Was it time
for her to come clean?






When Jason walked into his hotel room
at the Elmore Inn, he was happy to be alone. But the moment he
plopped down on the king sized bed, he realized being alone in the
same town where Ingrid lived wasn’t a good thing. Smiling, he
recalled the last night they’d been alone together on a king sized
bed in a hotel room. Ingrid had been wearing a black lace gown that
skimmed her knees and she’d surrounded herself with red rose
petals.
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