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Chapter 1
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“I LOVE YOU, DESIREE.” 

The post-coital sweat hadn’t even dried from Desiree’s brow yet and she was already wondering how she was going to get rid of this man. 

Tobias was her man of the moment, and lately he had been talking like he wanted to be her man for life. Instant red flag. Desiree didn’t do monogamy, at least not long-term. She just had her fun and moved on. And Tobias talking about love after only two weeks was a sign that it was time to pack it in.

“Hey, come here,” Tobias ordered softly, pulling her closer. Her back was to him, but she allowed him to pull her bare body into his. The bulge against her backside let her know that he probably wanted to go another round. She would have loved how insatiable he was if only he could keep his mouth shut. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Mmm, you feel amazing.” Tobias’s hands roamed her hips and thighs as he nuzzled the back of her neck, burying his face in her hair. “What’s that scent?”

“Brown sugar and vanilla.”

“You always smell so good,” he murmured. She felt his tongue glide across her skin. “It’s one of the things I love so much about you.”

Rolling her eyes, Desiree didn’t respond. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but he was sadly mistaken if he thought they were star-crossed lovers. Far from it. She enjoyed his company, she enjoyed his body, and that was as far as it went. 

“You gonna stay with me tonight?” he asked her.

“Oh, I have some things I need to do, actually. I can’t stay tonight.”

“Aww, come on, babe...you know I hate when you leave me like that. I can order some of that chicken and sausage pizza you like and we can just watch some movies in bed. Then in the morning, I’ll fix you breakfast...”

“I can’t, Tobias.”

“Please?”

“Don’t beg. It’s unattractive.”

“What is it you have to do? It can’t wait until tomorrow?”

Her patience fading, Desiree sat up. This was just another reason she knew it was time to end things with Tobias; he was too clingy. She’d been at his house for the past three hours and he was acting like she had just gotten there ten minutes ago. 

“There’s some work I need to do for my events this weekend. The parties don’t plan themselves, you know.”

“I thought everything was set.”

“Promotion is never done. I want a full house.”

“You know I’ve been spreading the word. I’ve told all my boys about it, and they’re gonna try to bring someone.”

“Have they bought their tickets yet?”

“I don’t know. I can ask, though.”

“Let them know it’ll be twice as much at the door. And space is limited.”

“I got you. Regardless, though, you know I’m gonna be there. Those Desiree Mashburn events are epic.”

“Well, I don’t know about epic.” Desiree couldn’t resist blushing. 

“You’re good at what you do, babe. I’m just glad I took my friend up on their offer and went to your end-of-summer bash a couple of weeks ago. Or else I never would have met you.” He reached up and caressed her face.

“True.” Desiree gave him a tight smile. 

She remembered the night she and Tobias met. She threw a pool party/cookout to wind down the summer season. A pro football player that she’d grown up with agreed to let her have the bash at his mansion, with ample security, of course. So many people had shown up that they had to start turning people away. Desiree sauntered around in her iridescent pink bikini and gauzy white sarong, tending to needs and putting out proverbial fires, doing more than her fair share of flirting along the way. She even managed to sneak away for some heavy-petting action in the pool house with a hunk she’d been making eyes at all day. Her friend Lovey always teased her that she only became an event promoter so she could work and play at the same time. 

Tobias had shown up pretty late into the party, but Desiree noticed him. He was pretty hard to miss. A tall drink of caramel latte, he pretty much stayed to himself, nursing a beer and occasionally talking to someone he recognized. Desiree hadn’t been able to keep her eyes off his bulging biceps, which was one of her favorite features on a man. He had a calm aura about him. His eyes just took in everything as he stood there in his tank top and cargo shorts, not pressed to be noticed but not minding when he was. Desiree liked that.

Desiree had never been shy about approaching a man she was interested in, not bothering wasting time playing hard to get. She went over and introduced herself, and they hit it off quickly. Whenever she had to step away and deal with something, Tobias always waited patiently for her to come back. And when things started winding down, he stayed to help her get everything in order, and then saw her home. She invited him in. And now, two weeks later, here they were. 

And Desiree was over it.

Tobias sat up and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her shoulder. “I’d really like it if you stayed with me tonight. I’ll make it worth it.”

“Oh yeah? Is your dick gonna update the social media postings and send out the reminder to my email list?”

“No, but it can mellow you out for when you can take care of all of that later. Plus, you never go anywhere without your tablet. Just do all that from here.”

This man never gives up, Desiree thought to herself. The residual tinglings from the awesome bed-romping they just shared had already dissipated, replaced with an exhausting weariness. Lovey would probably find this kind of thing flattering and romantic. 

“You know I’ll take care of you,” Tobias assured, his large hand smoothly sliding towards her moderate breasts. She shuddered, not being able to help it. Weak spots were called that for a reason. “I’m always gonna take care of you, babe.” 

He turned her face towards his and pecked her lips before laying a deeper one on her, sliding his tongue into his mouth as he simultaneously fondled her brown mounds. Desiree felt herself melting into him, giving in to his hands that had shown her what they could do on their very first night together. He had a way of making her forget and lose her head, which wasn’t a good thing to Desiree. She liked being in control of things at all times. 

Despite knowing this, she turned in his arms and returned his kisses deeply, sliding her arms around his neck. He lifted her onto his lap and grabbed a handful of her highlighted brown wig, gently pulling her head back so he could get full access to her neck. Desiree moaned, hating how much she enjoyed what he was doing. She knew they were going to have to have a talk, but it could wait for now.

Plus, if we’re doing this, he’s not talking about our future and crap, she silently rationalized.

They fell onto their sides, in full devour mode. Tobias retrieved another condom from the nightstand and plunged into her; Desiree didn’t need a lot of foreplay. They went at it until their sweat was the only thing on them that could move. Tobias fell into a deep sleep, a possessive hand clamped to her thigh.

Desiree dozed off briefly, but she woke up, glancing over at her lover. He really was a good man. And if Desiree had been like most women, she would’ve been over the moon about him seemingly wanting to make her a permanent fixture in his life. But the idea of happily ever after bored her. She loved drama, and variety. And she liked being able to do as she pleased, with no one to answer to but herself.

Easing out of bed, she quickly got dressed and gathered her things. She scribbled a note on the back of their takeout receipt and left it by his side of the bed. With one last glance over her shoulder, she left.

––––––––
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A COUPLE OF DAYS LATER, Desiree was home working. She sighed as her phone chimed with yet another text from Tobias, probably with more whining about how she had left him in the middle of the night. Maybe it had been a little cold to break up with him in a note - right after sleeping together - but she didn’t want him to try to dissuade her. She just wanted to make a clean break. It was better this way. 

She was typing out an email when she heard Tupac’s voice. 

“Dear Mama...” 

Smiling, Desiree grabbed her phone, always glad to talk to her mother, Elyse. 

“What’s up, Ma?”

“Girl, I’m out here trying to find the right pair of gold heels but can’t seem to find anything satisfactory.”

“What do you need gold heels for? You going somewhere?”

“Sure am. Right up to the top floor of the house to put it on your daddy.”

“Ma!” Desiree laughed, shaking her head. She and Elyse had a very close relationship, often talking like sisters more than mother and daughter. Her parents had been happily married for over thirty-five years, and Elyse wasn’t shy about the fact that she and her husband still had a very active sex life. 

“What? Don’t act brand new. You know what it is.”

“I know too much of what it is,” Desiree chuckled.

“Hell, you’re thirty-two years old. I’m sure you’ve done everything you’ve heard me talk about and more. Speaking of that, how’s Tobias?”

“Tobias is over.”

“Damn, already?” Elyse was well aware of her daughter’s short attention span when it came to men.

“You know how I am, Ma. Once your time is up, that’s it. He doesn’t seem to want to accept it, though. He’s been blowing up my phone ever since I left his house the other night.”

“Well, how did you leave things? You were polite to him, at least, right? You said he was a nice guy.”

“Yeah, he is. And I admit I probably could have done better than leaving him a note and dipping out while he was asleep...”

“Desiree.”

“Well! I had tried to tell him earlier than I needed to leave but he was being all clingy and stuff. That was the only way I could leave unbothered. You know he was already talking about our future together and stuff after two weeks?”

“So what’s the problem? Hell, me and your father were planning our wedding on our first date.”

“Your kind of relationship is rare, Ma, you know that. You and Daddy are some kind of anomaly.”

“And what about your sisters? Dana, Diamond, and Dori are all in happy marriages with the men they knew were ‘the one’ immediately.”

“Okay, well maybe I’m the anomaly, then. At least as far as this family goes. You know I’ve always been the rebel.”

“Oh, I know. I just hope you don’t miss out on something just because you want to be different. There’s nothing wrong with being in love, baby.”

“I know. For the people that want that. Super-serious relationships just aren’t my thing. That doesn’t mean I don’t care about the men I date; I just don’t want to get married or have their babies.”

“Who said anything about babies? Diamond doesn’t have any kids.”

“It’s the social expectancy. You know, ‘first comes love, then comes marriage, then comes Desiree with the baby carriage.’ Barf.”

“For the life of me, I will never understand how you and Lovey got to be friends. You all are almost total opposites.”

“In a lot of ways, yes.” Desiree took a huge bite out of the honeybun that was sitting by her laptop. “If I had known he was going to turn out to be such a cling-on, I’d have introduced Tobias to Lovey first. She’d be on cloud nine right now.”

“I do hope she finds someone, though; she’s such a sweetheart.”

“Well you know she’s been dating that dude Evan. Things are going pretty well, from what she says. Hopefully this one sticks.”

“I hope so. She deserves it.”

“She really does.”

“You do too, you know.” 

“I’m good, Ma. Really. I don’t feel like I’m missing out on anything at all.”

“Yeah, okay. The right man will change your mind. Watch what I tell you.”

Chapter 2

––––––––
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THE PHONE HADN’T LEFT Lovey’s hand for the past three hours. She and Evan had only been on a couple of dates, but Lovey’s hopes were already embarrassingly high. The fantasizing and doodling of his last name on hers had already started. 

She knew she had a tendency to fall hard and fast when she really liked someone, and this time was no exception. Ever since Evan had approached her at the grocery store, asking if she knew the difference between parsley and cilantro (because he didn’t), Lovey had been smitten. And he seemed smitten with her. 

So why hadn’t he contacted her today?

Trying not to think the worst, she curled up on the couch and tried to focus on the latest episode of Black-ish. She laid her Samsung phone next to her, resisting the urge to check the ringer. It was driving her crazy, this waiting. 

Her mind wandered to their first date. He had taken her bowling, and didn’t seem to mind when she beat him two out of three games. They hung out, eating turkey burgers and beer, trading stories about their college days and laughing at each other’s exploits. Lovey had never felt so comfortable with someone so soon, and had taken it as a good sign. They’d gotten so caught up in their conversation that they hadn’t realized everyone around them had left; the employees were giving them that get-up-and-get-out glare. Not wanting to leave each other yet, they went and sat in Evan’s car, picking right up where they left off. Pretty soon they were the only ones in the parking lot, talking (and eventually kissing and necking) well into the night. 

Lovey smiled at the memory. 

He’ll call, she assured herself. You can’t fake the kind of connection we had. 

Feeling slightly better, Lovey turned her attention back to the television, laughing at the antics of her favorite actress, Tracee Ellis Ross. When her phone rang, she immediately snatched it up, only partially disappointed that it was her best friend, Desiree. 

“Hey, girl.”

“I think I need a restraining order,” Desiree barked. 

“What??”

“Girl, Tobias has been straight blowing my phone up. Ever since I broke up with him-”

“In a note...”

“Whatever! I never made the man any promises. We weren’t in a real relationship. Hell, I just met him two weeks ago! What did he expect??”

“Um, maybe to be told to his face that you were no longer interested instead of you putting him to sleep with your punanny and then sneaking out.”

“Well, I did try to tell him that I needed to go and he wasn’t trying to hear it. So I don’t know what else I was supposed to do.”

“I’m saying, Desiree...did you tell him that you wanted to end things?”

Pause. “No. Not in so many words.”

“Why not? It’s not like you to bite your tongue.”

“I guess I can admit I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. It’s not like I don’t like him. If he hadn’t started talking about forever, I’d probably be over there right now. But he’s trying to jump the gun so I had to get out.”

“Still. You should’ve just been honest.”

“Okay, I acknowledge I could have handled it better.”

“Just talk to him and explain yourself. At least give him that.”

“He’ll just try to convince me to change my mind. I wouldn’t put it past him to pull the L-word out again. I just don’t wanna go there.”

“Or, maybe he’ll respect your wishes and go away gracefully.”

“I doubt it.”

“It’s almost not even fair. Here I am waiting on Evan to call me and you’re complaining about a perfectly good man who apparently won’t stop until he talks to you.”

“You haven’t talked to Evan today?”

“No. I sent a couple of texts this morning but he hasn’t responded. I called once; no answer. I didn’t want to seem pushy so I left it at that. But I can’t help but wonder what’s going on.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing. You two hit it off really well; I bet there’s a perfectly good reason why he hasn’t called yet.”

Lovey bit her lip as she played with the hem of her sweatshirt. “You don’t think he’s fading to black, do you?” she asked, referring to their term for when a man’s calls and availability steadily declined to nothing. It had happened to Lovey more times than she cared to admit.

“Nooo. I think he’s just busy. He’s not fading to black.”

“I hope not.”

“Why don’t you go surprise him? You know where he lives, right?”

“Yeah, but I don’t wanna freak him out. I’ve never been one for showing up at someone’s place unannounced.”

“Hell, I would,” Desiree scoffed. “Throw on something sexy and show up at his door. I bet you money he won’t turn you away.”

“I don’t know. I think I’m gonna just wait it out. I’m sure I’ll hear from him soon enough.”

“You will. In the meantime, though, quit waiting by the phone. Get up out of those raggedy gray sweats I’m sure you have on and go do something to take your mind off it. Don’t let your whole existence be about waiting for some man.”

Giggling, Lovey looked down at the sweats she loved to wear around the house. Desiree knew her too well. “I wouldn’t say all that. But you have a point. There are other things I could be doing.”

“There you go.”

Feeling a little better, Lovey hopped off the couch and made herself keep busy by washing the neglected dishes in the sink, vacuuming her living room, and ironing her clothes for work the next day. She wrapped her long light brown hair before going to bed, not being able to resist sending a simple good night text to Evan before doing so. Lying down with a content sigh, she just knew she would have a message from him by the time she woke up. 

She didn’t, though. Lovey grabbed her phone and checked it as soon as she turned off her alarm the next morning, and there was still nothing from Evan. Worry was starting to creep in. They had only been dating a short while, but he usually at least texted her, if he couldn’t call. It had now been a full twenty-four hours since she had heard from him, and Lovey was starting to get that bad feeling again.

“No, he wouldn’t do this to me,” she assured herself. “Maybe his phone broke or somebody in his family died. I’m not gonna think the worst.”

Going on to work, Lovey tried to put Evan out of her mind, but it was futile. She could hardly concentrate on the numbers in front of her because her mind kept leaping to other conclusions about Evan’s whereabouts. What if he had been in an accident? What if he lost all the contacts in his phone and hadn’t memorized her number? What if he had met someone else?

That last one caused Lovey to gasp. What if he had met somebody else? For all Lovey knew, he could have been dating other women this whole time; they never discussed being exclusive. Lovey had kept all her attention on Evan since she met him, and the thought of him not doing the same to her was a little jarring. 

“But that doesn’t really explain him not getting back to me, though,” she reminded herself. “How much time does it take to respond to a simple text?”

Lovey knew she was going to drive herself crazy if she didn’t get some answers. Pushing her work aside, she closed the door to her office before logging on to Facebook. She frowned when she saw Evan had been active on there, posting a few times since she had last spoken to him. 

“So he can get on Facebook but can’t talk to me?”

She continued to peruse his timeline, her confusion multiplying with each passing minute. Why was he ignoring her? What had she done wrong? Had she been too pushy, too needy, too something? Evan had never given the impression that he was unhappy with her or their budding relationship; in fact, just the other day he told her that he liked her more than he had any woman in a long time. Why would he say something like that and then do this?

Clicking on his photo album, Lovey put her chin in her hand as she perused his pictures. She couldn’t help but smile at how cute he was, with his reddish-brown hair and freckles splayed across his light brown skin. He seemed so adorable to her when they first met. And with each picture she clicked on, she felt that warm sensation she always felt when she was crushing on someone take over her. It happened every time; it felt like someone was slowly pouring warm liquid into her body, filling her from the bottom to the top. It’s how Lovey always knew she was really into someone. 

There was a knock on her door. 

“Yes?” Lovey called out, quickly closing Facebook.

The receptionist, Tara, poked her head in. “Your next appointment is here.”

“Okay thanks. You can send them in.” 

Lovey managed to keep her mind on work for the rest of the day. When her last client left, she logged on to Facebook again and noticed that Evan had checked in at the gym. Chewing her lip thoughtfully, she wondered if she should go by there and see him. She had to know what was going on; all this speculating was only going to drive her crazy. 

Her sister, Liz, appeared in her doorway. “Hey, girl. You about done for the day?”

Lovey jumped slightly, having been lost in her own thoughts. “Huh? Oh...yeah, I’m done. I didn’t know you were coming by.”

“I was over this way running some errands and thought I’d stop by and see you, that’s all.” Liz entered the small office and took a seat in front of Lovey’s desk. Her short black hair was shiny and chic, as usual. “You have a good day?”

“It was okay.”

Liz eyed her. “Just okay?”

“I’m an accountant. It’s not exactly exciting work.”

“But you love it.”

“Yeah, I do. I’m sorry, I just...I have some other stuff on my mind right now.”

“I could tell. What’s wrong?”

“It’s Evan. I haven’t heard from him in over a day. Something’s wrong.”

“Oh, honey, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything’s wrong...maybe he lost his phone or something.”

“Maybe. But I saw he’s been posting on Facebook pretty regularly. He could have at least sent me a message on there to let me know, if that was all it was.”

Liz, having always been the more practical of the two, pursed her lips. She knew her little sister’s tendency to dive in headfirst when she liked someone. Lovey was probably already picking out china patterns and wondering what she and Evan were going to name their kids. She was a huge romantic who wore her heart on her sleeve, and unfortunately it usually ended with her being heartbroken when the men didn’t share her enthusiasm. 

“Well, I’m not gonna try to sugarcoat it for you, then...it does sound a little shady,” Liz gently agreed. “You’ve tried to contact him, I take it?”

“Yeah. I sent a few texts and called once yesterday.”

“And he didn’t acknowledge any of it?”

Lovey shook her head, her eyes still scanning Evan’s Facebook page. 

“Then he’s avoiding you, it sounds like.”

“But why would he do that? Everything was fine day before yesterday.”

“If you ask me, it doesn’t matter. There’s really no excuse he could give that would be good enough. He’s inconsiderate, ignoring you like that. Forget his ass.”

“You know I can’t do that. I really like Evan, Liz. Part of me still wants to believe there’s a good reason I haven’t heard from him.”

“I hope the other part of you is the one with the common sense. Because, I hate to say it, but you’ve been down this road before. And it never ends well.”

“Thank you, for reminding me of that.” Lovey rolled her eyes and grabbed her purse out of her desk drawer. She took one last glance at Evan’s profile picture before shutting down her computer. 

“I’m not trying to be mean; I’m just saying...after a while, you need to start recognizing the signs. A man that was really into you wouldn’t ignore you, Lovey.”

Lovey knew her sister had a point. This certainly wasn’t the first time a man had disappeared on her, and it usually meant that he had moved on. 

But she was determined to stay optimistic. There was a first time for everything, after all.

“I have to go,” she muttered, slinging her purse over her shoulder. 

“Where?”

“L.A. Fitness.”

“Really? I didn’t know you had a membership there.”

“I don’t.” Lovey looked at her sister pointedly.

“Oh no...” Liz stood up from her seat. She knew full well what her sister was planning to do. “Do not go over there trying to confront that man.”

“It’s not going to be a confrontation. You know I’m not into causing scenes. I simply want to know what’s going on so I can stop driving myself crazy.”

“Lovey, girl, you know what’s going on...you just don’t want to admit it. If he doesn’t have enough respect and consideration for you to be honest, then you don’t need him. Just put him out of your mind.”

Lovey knew she would never be able to do that, just like she knew her sister would never be able to understand why. So she just gave her a quick hug and scooted past her towards the door. 

“I’ll call you later,” she promised. 

Liz just looked after her helplessly, hating that her sweet sister kept falling for these jerks. She wanted to hold out hope that Evan was different, but Liz knew this was just another fade-to-black fatality. 

“Better go stock up on the ice cream,” she muttered to herself, heading out of the office. 

––––––––
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LOVEY SAT IN HER CAR in the L.A. Fitness parking lot, waiting nervously. She had been sitting there for close to an hour after driving around and making sure Evan’s car was still there. Making sure she parked where she could see the front entrance, she tried to prepare what she was going to say when she saw him. Should she act like this was a chance meeting or be honest about waiting for him? 

Unfortunately, since they hadn’t been dating that long, she couldn’t really predict how he might react upon seeing her. Would he get angry at her for ambushing him? She worried that he’d be so put off by the surprise visit that he wouldn’t want to talk to her. Lovey started to rethink her plan, but knew she had to stick with it. Even though it had only been less than two days, and Evan never made any promises to her, she had to have some answers. 

Desiree and Liz were always getting onto Lovey about her tendency to always think every man she met was ‘the one.’ She would be fantasizing about marriage and babies before either of them had even said ‘I love you.’ Lovey knew that she often let her heart run away with her, but she couldn’t help it. Ever since she was a little girl, she dreamed about having the kind of long, loving marriage that she always saw in old movies. She imagined the perfect wedding, getting married to her dream man in a wedding dress so beautiful every woman would be asking where she got it, professing their love and devotion in front of God and all her friends and family. It was a fantasy she could never imagine letting go of. Her own parents had a wonderful marriage, having gotten married straight out of high school and staying married until they were both killed in a car crash when Lovey was almost thirty. 

She smiled wistfully at the memory of her parents, as she always did. It had been almost five years, but Lovey knew that pain from losing them would never fully go away. They were her examples, in every way. Her mother, Stella, had been a romantic just like she was, and Lovey missed the talks they used to have. At times, Lovey felt like her mother was the only one who truly understood her desire to have the husband and family she dreamed of. To her, it represented beauty, security, and warmth. Stella had just been fortunate to find her knight early; Lovey sometimes wondered if she would ever find hers.

Lovey was so deep in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice Evan when he emerged from the building. She jumped, sitting up straight in her seat as she watched him pause for a moment to check something on his phone. Perking up slightly, she bit her lip.

Maybe he’s just now seeing my messages, she tried to tell herself. Maybe he’s about to call me back right now.

Her phone never rang or buzzed, though, and Lovey felt her heart sink just a little. She was trying her best to give Evan the benefit of the doubt, but she was starting to think that Liz might’ve been right. 

Her nerves kicking into overdrive, Lovey quickly checked her appearance in the mirror and got out of the car, making sure not to lose Evan in the stream of people leaving the gym. She hurried over to him, waiting until she was fairly close before making herself known.

“Evan!”

He turned around, and she could almost see the color drain from his face. He glanced towards the gym before walking towards her.

“Lovey, what are you doing here?” he asked.

Lovey wanted to hug him but resisted; he didn’t seem all that thrilled to see her. “I’m sorry to just show up like this but I was worried; I’ve left you messages and you haven’t responded to any of them.”

“Look, let’s talk later, okay? I can’t do this now,” Evan suggested, his voice urgent. He glanced toward the gym again.

“You can’t do what now? I’m not trying to cause any drama, Evan...I just want to know what’s going on with you. It’s not really like you to ignore me like that.”

“I’m sorry about that, Lovey...I-I’ll have to explain it to you later, though. Just go home and I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Will you, really?”

“Yes, I promise.”

“All right, but can I at least get a hug first? I haven’t seen you in a few days and I’ve missed you.”

Evan hesitated before giving her the lightest, quickest hug she’d ever experienced. “Okay, you get home safe and I’ll talk to you later,” he hurried, pushing away from her. “Where’d you park?”

“Over there. What’s the rush?”

“No rush.”

“Then why are you literally pushing me towards my car?”

“I told you I can’t talk now.”

“If you have somewhere to be, just say so. But you don’t have to-”

“Evan?” 

Lovey’s head whipped around towards the woman’s voice calling her man’s name. Evan cursed under his breath before stepping over to the brown beauty who was looking at them curiously.

“Hey, I was wondering when you were gonna come on out,” he said to her, kissing her cheek. “I was just walking my friend here to her car.”

“Well, aren’t you a gentleman?” the woman smiled, tweaking his chin. She held her hand out to Lovey, her dimpled smile flashing under the parking lot lights. “I’m Alexis, and you are? I love your hair, by the way.”

“Oh, thank you...I’m Lovey.”

“Yeah, Lovey is...she’s an old friend of mine,” Evan introduced, looking at Lovey pointedly. His eyes pleaded with her to play along. “She was over this way meeting a client and we ran into each other.”

“Yeah? What kind of business are you in?” Alexis asked her.

Lovey wondered if her face was as red as she felt it was. It was times like this she wished her fair brown skin was darker. “I’m an accountant.”

“Really? I need to get your card, myself. I’m kind of an airhead when it comes to numbers.”

“Come on now, babe, you’re not that bad,” Evan said, putting his arm around her. “And anyway, I think Lovey has a full deck right now, anyway. Isn’t that what you said the other day, Lovey? Got more business than you can handle, right?”

Babe?? 

The tears were already starting to tickle her eyes but Lovey knew she couldn’t dare let them fall in front of them. She was humiliated enough. Finding her voice, she managed to say, “Yeah. I couldn’t take any more right now if I wanted to.” She shot Evan a look, and he turned his eyes away. 

“Well, that’s good that business is going so well for you, then,” Alexis commented, not seeming to notice the tension around her. Her slightly messy high bun, makeup-free dewy skin and curvy body that was evident even through her blue tracksuit made Lovey feel slightly inferior, even though she knew that was just her hurt clouding her judgment. “I love seeing a smart sistah doing so well for herself. And here I am just a personal trainer. That’s how I met Evan, here.”

“Oh?” Lovey didn’t want to ask, but she knew she needed to. “Are you two dating?”

“For a few weeks, yeah. But as of yesterday, I’m upgraded to ‘official’ status.” She smiled up at Evan.

Lovey felt like she was going to faint. “Just yesterday, huh?”

“Yeah, we spent the day together and he went ahead and locked me down. Now he’s all mine.” She grinned. “Asked me to be his girlfriend while we were making out in the car at the bowling alley, girl.”

“Alexis!” Evan chided. “I’m sure she doesn’t want to hear all that.”

“I don’t see why not. Y’all are friends, right? Plus, I’m just so damn happy about it!”

Evan still wouldn’t look at Lovey. So this was why he hadn’t gotten back to her; he was too busy making things official with someone else. Lovey could tell Alexis had no idea that she was someone Evan had been seeing simultaneously. She figured he hadn’t mentioned her to Alexis at all, since there was no sense of recognition when he introduced them earlier. 

I can’t take any more of this. 

“Well, that’s wonderful...I hope you two have the kind of relationship you each deserve. I need to get going...it was nice meeting you, Alexis.”

“You too!”

Not having the stomach to say anything to Evan, Lovey turned on her heel and hurried back to her car, resisting the urge to run. Tears were already starting to stream down her face, and her body was burning with embarrassment. She got into her car and slammed the door, wasting no time backing out of her parking space. When she dared to look in the direction of Evan’s car, she saw Alexis pull his face down to hers for a passionate kiss. 

Feeling like the biggest fool, Lovey stepped on the gas, peeling out of the parking lot. 

Chapter 3

––––––––
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DESIREE LOVED HER NIECES and nephew, but every time she babysat them it only reminded her that she didn’t want to have any children of her own.

Her sisters and their husbands were all going to a Charlie Wilson concert and had roped Desiree into watching the kids. She made sure to wrap up her work early so she could devote all of her time and attention to them.

“When is the pizza gonna get here, Auntie?” Simon, her sole nephew, asked her.

“It’ll be here soon, baby. The tracker says it’s out of the oven so they’re just checking it to make sure it’s right before they bring it.”

“You remembered to get extra pepperoni, right?”

“Sure did. I know what you like.”

“Thanks, Auntie.” Simon headed back to the game he had been playing. Her nieces, Candace and Roxy, were huddled over their tablets trying to beat each other’s scores in Candy Crush.

Desiree checked some emails until the pizza arrived, and then they all sat down on the floor in front of the TV and pigged out. Candace and Roxy, her sister Dana’s daughters, were within a year in age and often mistaken for twins. Simon was Dori’s son, his lighter skin and curlier hair thanks to his Caucasian father, and he often stayed to himself. Desiree knew he wished he had a brother or some male cousins he could play with at times. 

“You have a boyfriend, Auntie?” Roxy asked, her mouth full of pizza. 

“Nope. And you know better than to talk with your mouth full.”

“Why don’t you have one?” Candace asked as her sister finished chewing.

“I don’t really want one right now, that’s all.”

“Why not? You’re pretty.”

“Thank you, baby. But I’m just dating right now; don’t want a boyfriend.”

“Then how are you gonna get married? Aren’t you over thirty?”

Desiree couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yeah. So?”

“You’re gonna be too old to have kids, if you wait too long,” Roxy advised. “We want some more kids to play with. Mama already said she’s not having any more.”

Simon, as usual, just listened quietly while he ate.

Desiree tried to think of a tactful way to tell them that she had no plans of ever getting married or having kids. She didn’t want to sour their ideas of what they considered to be happiness. 

“People shouldn’t have kids until they’re ready,” she finally said. “And I’m not ready for all that. Being a parent is a big responsibility.”

“Is that why Mama said we should keep our legs closed until marriage?”

Desiree almost spit out her soda. She tried, somewhat unsuccessfully, to straighten her face as she grabbed a napkin and wiped her chin. 

“Yeah, that’s one of the reasons,” she replied. “There are other ones too, though.”

“Like what?” 

“Well...getting pregnant isn’t the only thing that can happen when you have sex. Sometimes you might end up with an STD.”

“What’s an STD?” Candace asked.

“Sexually Transmitted Disease. Someone could be infected and pass it along to you.”

“Like AIDS?” Simon finally spoke up.

“Yeah, that’s one of them. There are plenty others.”

“So if you get an STD, does that automatically mean you’re gonna die? I saw a movie where somebody had AIDS and they died,” Roxy commented.

“No, baby, you don’t die from all of them. Some of them can be cured. Some can’t, but that doesn’t necessarily mean you’re gonna die right away...they have medication you can take to help you live longer.”

“Like that basketball player? I saw on TV how he got infected a whole bunch of years ago and he’s still alive,” Simon said, popping a piece of pepperoni into his mouth. 

“But he’s rich, though,” Candace jumped in. “He can buy a bunch of medicine. I bet if he wasn’t rich he’d be dead by now.”

“Okay,” Desiree clapped her hands, wanting to change the subject. “Enough about that. Let’s finish eating so I can whoop y’all’s behinds in some Uno. I need to get you two back for cheating last time,” she added, pointing at the girls. 

“We didn’t cheat!” they protested in unison. 

“Uh-huh.” Desiree winked at them as they all turned their attention to the television. Desiree was just glad they were no longer talking about dating, diseases, and death. 

Desiree actually didn’t have anything against marriage. She had seen firsthand how it could be a beautiful thing when you married the right person; her parents, her sisters, and even Lovey’s parents before they died had all been great examples of how great marriage could be. But it just wasn’t for her. Desiree didn’t like the idea of being tied down to anything, no matter what it was. That’s why she went into business for herself, that’s why she rented instead of bought, and that’s why none of her relationships ever lasted more than a few months. 

And she definitely didn’t want any kids; at least with marriage you could get a divorce. Kids were for life. 

After they all played a few spirited rounds of Uno, the kids went back to entertaining themselves and Desiree decided to cruise around on social media. She curled up in the corner of the couch with her tablet, scrolling through Facebook, and was just about to respond to one of her friend’s crazy updates when an instant messenger box popped up on her screen. When she saw it was from Cornell, she grinned.

What up, sexy

Grinning harder, Desiree glanced at the kids before typing her response. 

Everything is everything, handsome. Good to hear from you

You know I’m gonna check on you. U busy?

Babysitting

Damn. Guess you can’t give me a show like you did the other night then, huh?

Stifling a giggle, Desiree rubbed her legs together as she typed her response. 

Check back with me later on

And you know I will

Cornell was someone she met in a Facebook group about a year before. They had hit it off and flirted heavily, but that was as far as it went. Cornell lived across the country, and neither of them had ever expressed any interest in getting on a plane to see each other in person. The instant messages and occasional erotic video chats were good enough for them. 

Desiree continued to chat with Cornell while the kids played, only stopping whenever Candace and Roxy would get into one of their intermittent spats. When her phone chimed and she saw it was a text from Tobias, she sucked her teeth and dropped it back on the couch, ignoring it. She didn’t know what else she could tell that man to make it clear to him that their little fling was over. 

There was a knock on the door. Desiree checked her watch and put down her tablet, standing up from the couch and stretching. 

“Who is that, Auntie?” Roxy asked.

“It’s probably Auntie Lovey. I asked her to come by.”

“Oh good. I haven’t seen her in a while.”

“I’ll go with you to the door,” Simon offered, popping up. Desiree smiled as he accompanied her, her hand playing with a few of his dark curls as they walked. 

Desiree checked the peephole before swinging open the door, automatically smiling at the sight of her friend. “Hey girl!”

“Hey,” Lovey droned with a half-wave. She hadn’t wanted to come but Desiree persisted until she agreed, feeling she needed to get out of the house and stop crying over Evan. Desiree knew how much Lovey loved kids, and figured some time with her nieces and nephew would do her some good and take her mind off things, at least for a while. 

“Hey, Auntie Lovey,” Simon greeted her, stepping from behind Desiree. 

Not being able to resist, Lovey smiled and opened her arms to him. He ran to her. She and Desiree had been friends for so long and were so close that she considered Desiree’s nieces and nephew her own. And they loved her as much as they loved Desiree. 

The three of them went to rejoin Candace and Roxy in the living room, and the girls were just as happy to see Lovey as Simon was. They almost forgot Desiree was there as Roxy started telling Lovey all about some boy she liked at school, while Candace played in Lovey’s long hair, something she always loved to do. Simon just curled up under her arm on the couch, snuggling up to her like he always did.

“Dang, give her some room to breathe, Simon,” Desiree joked. 

“Hush; he’s fine right where he is,” Lovey replied, giving Simon a little squeeze. He smiled and buried his face in her arm, trying to hide his blushing cheeks. 

“Auntie Lovey, you tell me what you think I should do,” Roxy chattered on. “Should I sneak a note into Eric’s backpack or send something to him on Snapchat? Snapchat, right?”

“I don’t know...a note is more personal,” Lovey replied. “Plus it’s something he can keep.”

“But it’s something he can show other people, too,” Roxy countered. “I don’t want everybody in my business.”

Desiree laughed. “Girl, you are twelve years old; you’re not old enough to have any business.”

“Mama always says that same thing,” Roxy sucked her teeth. “Still, though. What you think, Auntie Lovey?”

“Hmm. What kind of stuff does he like?”

“He really likes football. That’s all he talks about.”

“Do you like football?”

Roxy shrugged. “It’s okay. I don’t know a whole lot about it.”

“Well, why don’t you ask him if he can teach you a few things about the game? Boys tend to like it when you show an interest in what they’re into.”

“Hmmm...” Roxy contemplated the suggestion, actually tapping her chin. “That’s not bad. I could even cheer for him when he’s playing after school, with his friends.”

“Sure. But if you do that, though, everyone is gonna know you like him. So think about that part of it, too, since you’re worried about people being in your business.” Lovey looked at Desiree and winked, who just chuckled. 

“Good point,” Roxy mused. “So I’ll just give him a note asking him to teach me about football. I’ll make sure he follows me on Snapchat, too.”

“Eric isn’t even all that cute,” Candace commented as she tried to pile all of Lovey’s hair on top of her head. “He’s got big ears.”

“I like his ears. And nobody asked you, anyway.”

They continued to plot Roxy’s route to Eric’s attention and play beauty salon until Desiree sent the kids to go lay down in her room until their parents got there. They dozed off almost as soon as their heads hit the pillows. Desiree and Lovey retreated to the kitchen, where they shared the rest of a carton of butter pecan ice cream. 

“You know I don’t need to be eating this stuff,” Lovey mumbled, digging her spoon in for another bite. “No need in me being lonely and fat.”

“You are nowhere near fat, and you don’t have to be lonely, either. You have me, Liz, the rest of the fam...”

“You know what I mean. I love y’all but you can’t do for me what a man does.”

“Guess I can’t argue with you there. But I keep telling you, you’ll find somebody.”

“When?” Lovey challenged, looking intently at her friend. “D, I’m really starting to feel like I’m going to spend the rest of my life by myself. I want a husband and a house full of kids...and I’m not getting any younger. Maybe it’s just not meant to happen for me.”

“Stop talking like that, Lovey. Don’t speak it into existence.”

“It’s already existing, Desiree. My love life is a joke and you know it. I really thought Evan and I had something and he played me like all the others do. I just wish I knew what I was doing wrong.”

“Who says you’re doing anything wrong? Girl, men nowadays ain’t shit. There are so many desperate women out here that they know they can get away with pretty much anything, because most women will put up with it just to have somebody. At least you’re not like that.”

Lovey shrugged. “I guess.”

“Girl, believe me, there is nothing wrong with you. You’re beautiful, intelligent, and you have a heart of gold. If they’re too blind or immature to see and appreciate that, to hell with ‘em. Including Evan’s ass. I didn’t like him, no way.”

Lovey couldn’t resist a chuckle as she looked at her friend appreciatively. “You always say that.”

“Well. When they mistreat my girl, they’re automatically on my shit list. Evan better hope I never see him walking these streets ‘cause I will try my best to go Vin Diesel on him and run him down with my car. You know I can be fast and furious.”

Lovey laughed, covering her mouth with one hand and hitting Desiree on the arm with the other. “Girl, you are a fool!”

“I meant it, though,” Desiree said with a grin, happy to see her friend smiling. She hated when these men screwed Lovey over and left her doubting herself. Lovey had to be one of the most genuine, loving, give-you-the-shirt-off-her-back people Desiree had ever met. She didn’t deserve to keep getting treated like she had been. Desiree had offered to set her up with someone several times, but Lovey always declined, claiming they didn’t have the same taste in men. Desiree just didn’t want her friend ending up with any more losers and figured she would be objective enough to make a good selection. When Lovey fell, she fell hard, and her rose-colored glasses stayed locked in place until they were knocked off. 

They were just polishing off the rest of the ice cream when there was a faint knock at the door. Desiree checked her watch, frowning curiously. 

“Is that your sisters to come get the kids?” Lovey asked. 

“Shouldn’t be; they texted me a little while ago saying they were just leaving the concert. There’s no way they could be here that fast.”

“Are you expecting someone else?” Lovey followed Desiree to the door. 

“Nope. And could you fix your hair, please? I don’t know what Candace was trying to do to it but I can’t look at that anymore.”

“Hush; my baby did this and I’m proud to wear it.” Lovey lifted her chin and stuck out her chest. 

“Whatever.” Desiree checked the peephole, then cursed under her breath. “No this negro didn’t...”

“Who is it?”

“It’s mister can’t-get-the-damn-message.” Desiree yanked open the door, attitude all over her face and a hand on her hip. “Tobias, what the hell are you doing here?”

Tobias stood in front of them, looking contrite. He briefly nodded acknowledgement to Lovey before turning his eyes back to Desiree, the longing in them obvious.

“I’m sorry for just showing up like this,” he began. “But you wouldn’t respond to any of my messages...”

“Gee, most people would take that as some kind of hint,” Desiree snapped. 

“Desiree, come on...you left a note and dipped out on me in the middle of the night. That’s no way to end a relationship. Can we just talk for a minute, please?”

“What relationship? We slept together for two weeks. Never once did we discuss anything other than that.”

Feeling like she was intruding, Lovey gently cleared her throat and inched away. “Um, I’m gonna go check on the kids.”

“You don’t have to go anywhere. This won’t take long.” Desiree grabbed her arm. 

“No, you two should talk. And I don’t need to be here for that.” Lovey leaned in and muttered where only Desiree could hear, “It’s not gonna hurt you to talk to him. And be nice.”

Sucking her teeth, Desiree sighed as Lovey walked off. When they were alone, Desiree looked at Tobias pointedly. “Okay. What is so important that you just had to come over here this time of night? I’m listening.”

“Can I at least come in?” 

“I’m babysitting my nieces and nephew. They don’t need to hear our mess.”

“I’m not trying to start any mess, Desiree. But I don’t want to stand in your doorway, either.”

Desiree wanted to tell him to kick rocks, but she remembered Lovey’s directive to be nice. And she knew she should be, anyway...Tobias had always been good to her. And it was kind of messed up how she ended things. He deserved an actual explanation.

“Okay, fine,” she finally acquiesced, stepping aside. “We can go in the kitchen.”

“Thank you,” Tobias replied, relieved. He stepped inside and followed her to the kitchen. Just as they were sitting down at the small kitchen table, there was another knock on the door. 

“That’s probably my sisters coming to get the kids,” Desiree said, standing. “I’ll be right back. Help yourself to something to drink, if you want it.”

After quickly rounding up the kids and having a quick chat with her sisters Dori and Dana, Desiree trudged back to the kitchen. Lovey was in the spare bedroom Desiree used as an office, browsing on the computer.

“Thought you were gonna ditch me or something,” Tobias admitted when Desiree rejoined him at the table. 

“No. I know you don’t deserve that.”

“I didn’t deserve that note and late-night skip-out, either.”

Desiree sighed. “I know.”

“So what was up with that?”

“Things...things were just getting a little too heavy for me, Tobias.” 

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t really do relationships. Maybe I should have told you that up front, but I thought we were just gonna hang and enjoy each other...you started getting really clingy, wanting to be up under me all the time, and that’s always a big red flag for me.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

“I don’t know...I don’t really do this kind of drama, either. Didn’t want it to be a big unnecessary scene.”

“So you just knew what I was gonna say and do, huh?” When Desiree just lightly shrugged and looked at the floor, Tobias sat forward and looked at her, leaning his muscular arms on the table. “Desiree, I like you. Like you a lot. But give me a little credit. The only reason I’ve been reaching out to you so much recently is because I wanted to know why you left the way you did. And the only reason I even give a damn is because of how much I like you. But if you had just been straight up with me, we could have avoided all of this.”

Desiree knew he was right. She should have just been honest instead of expecting him to read her mind, and then just accept that she was done without explanation. 

Holding her hands up in surrender, Desiree looked at him apologetically. “Okay. You’re right. I could have handled this way better. My bad.”

“Thank you for saying that.” Tobias looked at her. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

Not being able to resist, Desiree blushed. “Thank you.”

Lovey sat in the office, the door only slightly ajar, reading articles on MSN and browsing around on Facebook. She could faintly hear Desiree and Tobias’ voices in the kitchen, though not well enough to make out what they were saying. She just hoped Desiree was being nice to the man. 

For the life of her, Lovey couldn’t figure out how Desiree could treat men like that...a good man who treated her well and genuinely liked her, and who wasn’t willing to give up on her so easily, and Desiree just tossed him out like he was nothing. Lovey would love to have someone be that into her. Most of the men she met lately didn’t have the courtesy to let her know they were no longer into her...they treated her like Desiree treated Tobias. 

Shaking her head, Lovey sighed. This was just another area where she and her best friend were complete opposites. 

Lovey was looking forward to hearing how things turned out; she kept waiting for Desiree to come in and give her the rundown. But when she heard Desiree’s bedroom door close, then very distinct moans and whispers shortly after, Lovey knew she would have to wait until the next day to get the details. Desiree and Tobias had apparently patched things up, and would probably be ‘patching’ the rest of the night.

Trying to block out the sound of Desiree and Tobias’ bed-rocking and ignore the unexplained tears stinging her eyes, Lovey grabbed her purse and tiptoed out of the apartment.

Chapter 4

––––––––
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DESIREE SAT IN HER car in front of Barfly, a local club she was hoping to do business with. She had a meeting with the club owners in a half hour, and her head was killing her. Digging in her purse, she hoped she had some aspirin or something that would quell her throbbing headache. 

She didn’t know what she’d been thinking, allowing Tobias back into her bed. The night he showed up at her apartment and they finally talked, she started to feel herself like him again, and they ended up naked in her bed. Then naked in his bed the next night, after gorging on her favorite chicken and sausage pizza and throwing back Patron shots like they were water.

Now she was kicking herself, because Tobias was blowing up her phone again, now with messages of how much he can’t wait to get between her legs again and what he plans to do to her during their next tryst. When her phone chimed with another message from him, Desiree rolled her eyes and ignored it. He seemed to accept that she didn’t want a relationship, but now he was just acting like she was his personal booty call. It was just from one extreme to another.

“Uuuggghhhh...” Desiree groaned, letting her head fall against the headrest. She should have known better to drink like that and be up so late the night before a meeting, but Tobias’ body could be addictive, despite herself. Regardless, she knew she had to get herself together or else she was going to blow this meeting. She was hoping to secure a contract with them to promote weekly parties in their facility, and with their club being relatively new and her popularity growing by the event, it could be very beneficial for everyone. 

Checking her watch, she picked up her phone and tried to call Lovey. She hadn’t spoken to her since she had come and hung with her and the kids at her apartment, and Lovey had been gone when Desiree emerged from her bedroom later that night. She hadn’t been able to get in touch with Lovey since then, and Desiree was worried about her. She knew she was still bummed about Evan, and her love life in general, and Desiree hoped Lovey didn’t do anything silly. Lovey was someone who loved hard, and needed someone to love her back. She craved it. Not having anyone to provide that for her was like a plant that wasn’t getting any water; eventually it just withered and died. And Desiree could only hope that Lovey’s heart hadn’t reached that point yet.

Her call to Lovey went right to voicemail, and Desiree frowned. She left a message asking her to call her back, then checked her watch again before giving herself a quick-once over in the visor mirror. Taking a few moments to give herself a pep talk like she always did before doing business, she finally opened the door and got out, steeling her spine before strutting confidently into the building. 

There were just a couple of people milling around when Desiree walked inside. One of them noticed her and walked over with a smile on her face.

“Hi, can I help you?” 

“Yes, I’m Desiree Mashburn. I have a meeting with Mr. Bell.”

“Oh, okay. Would that be E.J. or Roland?”

Desiree was stumped. She hadn’t even been aware there was more than one, and that fact embarrassed her. When she spoke with the owner over the phone, he never mentioned his first name, since she had only addressed him as Mr. Bell. 

Taking a guess, she just said, “E.J.”

“Okay, he’s in the back. I’ll go get him. Would you like a bottle of water or something?”

“Oh no, I’m good, thank you.”

“No problem. Be right back.”

Desiree slowly paced around as she waited, taking advantage of being able to get a good look at the club while it was empty and well-lit. Her mind was already racing with the ideas for the parties she could throw there. She loved the exposed brick walls, the clusters of colorful couches, the exposed beams with attached platforms where people could place their drinks, and the vast wooden dance floor. She wandered over to the bar area, nodding her approval at the glass shelving holding the wide array of liquors and spirits, the shiny curved bar, and the cushioned wrought-iron stools. 

“Ms. Mashburn?” 

Desiree whirled around to greet the masculine voice behind her. A tall man the color of a Hershey bar stood before her, smiling. 

“E. J. Bell?” Desiree confirmed, holding out her hand. 

“That’s me.” He shook her hand firmly. “Sorry to have kept you waiting; I was wrapping up a phone call.”

“No problem at all.”

“Let’s head on back to my office,” he suggested. “Did Casey offer you something to drink?”

Assuming that was the young lady that greeted her when she came in, Desiree nodded. “She did. I’m good.”

“Follow me, then.”

Desiree tried not to notice how fine he was as she followed him to his office. He was dressed casually in a white Polo shirt and black slacks, and Desiree could tell that he spent a good amount of time in the gym. But she didn’t need to lust after someone she was trying to do business with. And when he stepped aside and ushered her into his small office, she saw the flash of his gold wedding band. Even more incentive, since she absolutely didn’t mess with married men. 

“Have a seat, Ms. Mashburn,” E. J. invited, rounding his slightly-cluttered black desk. 

“You can just call me Desiree.”

“All right, Desiree. I was intrigued by the proposal you sent over and your ideas when we spoke on the phone. I was talking it over with my brother and we both like what we’ve heard so far.”

“I’m glad. Will Roland be joining us today?”

“He will, yeah. Should be here any minute, actually. I handle more of the business side of things, while he generally takes care of the front-end stuff. If we come to an agreement, you’ll mostly be dealing with him, after we get the numbers portion squared away.”

“Sounds great. Are you currently working with any other promoters, if I may ask?”

“We have here and there, but no one on an ongoing basis. We’ve only been open a little under a year, which is why we think partnering with you would be great to get more people in the door. I’ve been checking you out and you have an impressive following, for someone who’s primarily working solo. Judging from the photos on your site and social media, not to mention the feedback I’ve gotten from the few people I’ve taken the liberty of reaching out to, your events are generally successes and very well-run.”

Desiree grinned proudly. She had worked very hard at building her business, ever since she discovered her knack for putting together parties back in college. She was definitely a people person, and loved putting on events where people could just enjoy themselves and have a good time, and where she could have a good time, as well. Being a party promotor wasn’t easy, but she loved it so much that it didn’t feel like work to her. 

“I appreciate that. I take a lot of pride in what I do,” she responded.

“As do we. So what niche do you primarily cater to?”

“All of my events are for the over-30 crowd, grown and sexy, fun but still classy. Far from ghetto or hood while still not being bougie.” 

“Sounds like that will fit very well with the vibe we’ve tried to establish. We play some current stuff but our DJ primarily sticks to ‘90s and old-school R&B. It still amazes me how hyped people get when certain songs come on.”

Desiree chucked. She could tell already that she liked E.J. “I know, right? Whenever E.U.’s ‘Da Butt’ comes on, that’s an instant packed dance floor, right there.”

“I’m sayin’. So you want to propose a weekly arrangement?”

“I do. Based off of feedback I’ve gotten from my regulars and followers on social media, as well as what I’ve seen when I’ve visited your club myself, I believe having a standing weekly event would be a great way to go.  Something people can look forward to after work. And it would get them more familiar with your club, too.”

“What day of the week were you thinking about?”

“Wednesday or Thursday, for the standing promotion. I have other ideas in mind for weekend events, should we get that far.”

“Thinking ahead, huh?” E.J. stroked his chin, smiling. 

“Always.”

Just then, there was a knock on the door. Desiree turned to see another milk chocolate cutie walk in, eyes on her. Her breath hitched in her throat, and she hoped to high heaven it wasn’t obvious. Every pore in her body started to sizzle with attraction. Even more so when she subtly glanced down and didn’t notice a wedding ring.

“I’m sorry I’m late; there was an accident on 285.” He reached out to bump fists with E.J. before turning his eyes back to her. “Roland Bell. You must be Ms. Mashburn.”

It took a second for Desiree to realize he was holding his hand out to her. Get it together, girl, she silently admonished herself as she put her hand in his. “Yes. But you can call me Desiree.”

“Desiree.” His eyes lingered on hers, and she noticed that he didn’t immediately let go of her hand. Not that she minded. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You, as well.”

E.J. eyed them both for a moment, clearly noticing the electricity between them. He cleared his throat. “Have a seat, man. Desiree was just telling me about her proposal for a weekly event here.”

“You have the pull for that, getting people in here every week?” Roland asked, taking the seat next to her.

“Well, I can’t guarantee anything or force people to come in, of course, but I have a successful track record with these kinds of things. I maintained weekly contracts with Club Vibe and The Mocha Room, each for the better part of a year.” Desiree pulled some papers out of the leather binder she had brought in, handing them to Roland. “These are the numbers for each agreement, as far as average head count, bar and concession numbers, and admission sales, both online and at the door. As you can see, even on the months where the numbers are lower, they’re still better than average.”

Roland perused the paperwork with an intrigued brow, before glancing at Desiree and handing them to his brother. “I’m impressed.”

“Thank you. I’ve been here several times and I noticed Wednesdays and Thursdays are your lightest nights. We could target the after-work crowd, maybe provide them with foods like sliders, eggrolls, maybe some kind of kabob...something that will satisfy them enough to where they won’t feel the need to go elsewhere to eat first but light enough to where they’ll still be willing to stay and party afterwards.”

E.J. was scanning the paperwork, nodding slowly. She could tell he was interested. 

“For me, promotion is everything. If we do a good ramp-up, about a month or so out, that’ll give us time to spread the word and get people interested. And there might even be some weeks where I can cajole a celebrity appearance, since I know some people in the NFL and in the music industry. That always gets more people in the door.” She pulled more papers out of her binder and handed one to each of them. “Here is a business plan I’ve come up with that includes what we’ve already discussed as well as some other things; budget and pricing techniques, financial breakdowns of my target goals, promotion strategies, and risk assessments. If I’ve left off anything or if you have any questions, please feel free to let me know.”

E.J. and Roland exchanged a look, and Desiree could tell they were having a silent conversation right there. She felt like she had presented herself well, but there was still no guarantee they would want to do business with her. She waited patiently, hoping she didn’t appear as anxious as she felt.

“Well, I definitely like what I’ve seen and heard,” E.J. finally said, thumping the paperwork in his hand. “You’ve got your act together, Desiree, I must say.”

“You definitely do,” Roland agreed. Desiree could feel his eyes on her, and she tried not to squirm in her seat. His cologne was already making her want to bury her face in his neck. 

“Could you give us a few minutes to look this over and discuss a few things?” E.J. requested.

“Of course.” Desiree stood and couldn’t help sauntering towards the door, in case Roland might be admiring the view. She stepped out into the hallway and closed the door behind her, taking a deep breath. She felt the meeting had gone well, and knew it was likely out of her hands now. She just hoped they were willing to take a chance on her.

While she waited, she pulled out her phone and checked to see if Lovey had called or texted her back. She frowned when there were no messages from her friend, but three new ones from Tobias. She was scrolling through some emails when Roland popped his head out.

“You can come on back in, Desiree.”

Taking a deep breath, Desiree went back into the office and retook her seat. “So what’s the verdict?” she made herself ask. 

With a nod to his brother, E.J. said, “Let’s make this happen, I say.”

Not being able to help it, Desiree grinned. “Excellent!”

“Now let’s get the fun stuff out of the way, and then we can talk about a preliminary schedule,” E.J. announced, pressing a button on his laptop. 

“Let’s do it.”

After they had discussed the financial particulars, they agreed to do an initial event in the next couple of weeks, with their weekly agreement beginning a month later. When their meeting was over, Desiree was as giddy as could be, her mind already running over with ideas.

Roland offered to give her an in-depth tour of the facility before walking her out to her car. They flirted mildly...giving each other lingering looks, walking or standing close enough to where their arms touched, smiles for no real reason that neither of them could seem to help. Desiree's body felt electric the entire time she was around Roland; she ached to touch him, or have him touch her. Several times her gaze fell to his lips, and she became consumed with how it would feel to kiss them. She was definitely attracted to this man. And she didn't think she was off base to think that he was attracted to her, as well. She saw the looks he was giving her, also, and the fact that he didn't seem to be in a hurry when they were touring the club. He took his time explaining everything, and Desiree's mind wandered to if he also took his time in the bedroom. She couldn't help it. 

"Thank you for coming in," he finally said, as he walked her out to her car. His hands were in his pockets, as if he wanted to keep himself from doing anything inappropriate with them. His eyes roamed her face, like he was memorizing it. "I'm glad we were able to work something out. This is gonna be a good relationship, I think."

Oh, I'm sure it is. "I agree. I'm already so excited and can't wait to dive in."

"Me either. We're gonna be good together."

"We're gonna be amazing together."

The subtle double entendre wasn't lost on either of them. Desiree was actually surprised at how openly flirtatious she was being; she was usually very firm on not mixing business and pleasure. But there was something about Roland that grabbed her and held her in some kind of heart-stopping vice grip. All of her rules and good sense seemed to fly right out of the window. She almost didn't care about what effect it would have on their new working relationship; right then, all she could think about was just how much she wanted this man to grab her and kiss her until her lips went numb. 

They gazed at each other for several moments, almost as if they were each waiting on the other to make a move, before Roland finally cleared his throat. 

"So...we'll talk in the next couple of days about the first event, yes?" 

"Um, yes...I'll be contacting you soon. Once I get the details of what's bouncing around in my head together, I'll send them over to you and E.J. In the meantime, I'll start announcing on my social media that I'm partnering with you to get some buzz going."

"Sounds good." He pulled out his wallet and pulled out a business card. "Call me if you need anything." His eyes bore into hers. "Anything at all."

Biting her lip, Desiree took the card without taking her eyes from his. "I'll definitely keep that in mind, Mr. Bell."

With that, Desiree made herself slide into her car and close the door, because with every second she stood in front of him, she felt her restraint weaken. He was getting to her without even touching her, and she knew she needed to make her retreat before she made a fool of herself in the Barfly parking lot.

"Lord, help me," she whispered to herself as she drove away, watching Roland as he watched her. 

––––––––
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DESIREE ALWAYS ENJOYED visiting her parents; she tried to get over to their house at least once a week. By now they were like her buddies as well as her parents, and she loved their relationship. She always made sure to knock, though, because they weren't above having spontaneous quickies in random parts of the house, and catching her father bending her mother over the back of the couch once was enough to make her put away her key. 

"Where's Daddy?" Desiree asked, after her mother let her in.

"Upstairs, knocked out." Elyse smirked at her daughter.

Not missing the implication, Desiree shook her head. "I swear...are y'all on something?"
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