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        To all those who have been falsely accused. You are so much more than they try to make you. Head up. Rock it! You got this!!
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        Four women, strangers to one another.

        Each unique and special in her own way.

        A mistake one night unites them and a sisterhood is born.

        Their stories are as different the card suits.

        A club.

        A diamond.

        A spade.

        And a heart.

        They are tied together by that unbreakable bond of friendship.
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      Late 1980’s

      

      Guilty. Well this is it. Is there some divine plan for me here, Lord? ’Cause I am feeling a bit left out of it. The young woman remained stoic as she digested the verdict. Her life was officially over. She was officially a felon.

      “Very well. Sentencing will begin nine o’clock on Monday.” The judge’s gavel hit and it was final.

      Her lawyer turned to her and shrugged. “Sorry about that.”

      Sorry? That was all he could say? Sorry? Pitiful excuse for a lawyer. Charging all that money for such a weak defense. He didn’t even seem to care. Rising with a calm she far from felt, Sanura McKie nodded once to her lawyer and followed him out of the courtroom.

      “We need to meet and discuss what you want to do next,” the attorney said.

      His beady little eyes basically had dollar signs flashing in them as they racked up her expenses for whatever came next. Sanura followed him into a small room and shut the door behind her. After he sat she did too. She waited for him to say something.

      Anything.

      She was on autopilot as she could hardly believe the verdict.

      “We need to decide if you want to file an appeal or not.”

      Sanura swung her eyes towards the pale man sitting across from her. He was more overweight than stocky and didn’t have much of a neck. She sat in silence as she watched a bead of sweat run down his face and disappear into the expensive fabric of his suit. At that single moment she despised every single white person in the world.

      Every solitary one.

      And that hate included even her birth mother, whom she hadn’t seen since she was six years old. For that one flash of a moment Sanura even hated the part of herself that was white. Not like she was considered white, for she had way more than a drop of black blood in her, and for society all it took was a single drop. One single drop of blood from a black person in your lineage and you were branded as being black.

      Don’t get me wrong, Lord, I don’t have a problem with who I am. Even though life doesn’t always treat me fair, I have learned to roll with the punches and appreciate the woman I was allowed to become. But some days I would like to know what it is like to not be judged by the color of one’s skin. Particularly mine.

      She should have trusted her gut. Should have gone with a different lawyer. Should have taken the stand. Should have never worked for that damn job.

      How in the hell could a bunch of reasonable people find her guilty? The videotape they claimed to have used to see her doing this so-called offense had gone missing. That was, of course, after it had gotten distorted and finally had been declared “all shadow,” so nothing could be made out of it. Her old boss had changed her story so much it gave Sanura whiplash trying to keep up.

      Then there were the documents. They were all forged with her signature and her boss even admitted doing it. This in itself was a felony, not that they seemed to care. Not that it mattered. No matter what the year, as long as a black defendant sat before a lily-white jury the verdict would be the same. Guilty.

      Her eyes watched the man she had grown to despise for his lack of motivation to clear her name. “I am done. No appeals, no nothing. Get it over with.”

      The light dimmed in his eyes as the lawyer realized his money was coming to an end with her. His voice was almost scornful when he said, “Very well. Sign this. Hopefully the judge won’t be too hard on you. You haven’t been in trouble before, have you?”

      That scum. He knew the answer. Nonetheless, her tone stayed modulated as she answered, “No. I have no record.” Until now. Now she was a bloody flippin’ felon.

      “Well, I will need to work on an argument for the judge. Don’t leave town and be here about thirty minutes early on Monday morning.”

      What did he take her for? An idiot? Of course she wouldn’t leave town. “Fine. I will see you Monday.” Sanura rose and walked out the door, with her head high even though on the inside she was screaming with pain and fury.
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      Seven years later, along the Georgia coastline

      

      “The meeting starts in ten minutes, Mr. Rawlins,” Janice Waters spoke quickly as he blurred past in his usual hurry.

      “Fine.” That was it and he was gone. Gavin Montgomery Rawlins sped past his blonde secretary without any personal acknowledgement or morning greeting. Not unusual, for he rarely spoke to anyone around the architectural firm.

      He knew what they said about him. Knew also what they saw when they looked at him. He was tall, standing well over six feet. His hair was blondish-brown, as if it couldn’t decide which color it desired to be. Usually a lock fell forward over his eyes. Eyes colored a startling aqua blue which had made many hearts skip a beat or two, not that he ever looked most in the eyes, unless it was to intimidate. Something he was very good at doing.

      His body was fit from all his hours of working out. Even when he was dressed in immaculate suits, people could see his shoulders were wide, stomach flat and arms and legs strong. His face rang full of strength and determination. He wasn’t pompous, it was a fact he had great genes.

      But, he knew how they viewed him. He was a crab. Grouch. Scrooge. Arrogant jerk. You name it, if it was negative, it was him. He didn’t have many friends in the firm, only one actually. No one knew if he had a girlfriend, for he kept his private life just that. Private. He’d heard the rumors that with his looks and the attention and money he paid to and for his clothes, he was probably gay. “More’s the pity,” women at the firm said.

      He was an architectural genius. And filthy rich as well, for his mother was a billionaire, making him the most eligible bachelor for miles around, if not in the country.

      “Sir? Will you need me at the meeting today?” Janice questioned softly after she entered his spacious office after knocking.

      “No.”

      That was it. No “thanks for asking,” no nothing.

      “Very well.” She walked back to the door when he called out to her. Janice spun back, the expression on her face telling of her desire for him before she could mask it. Again, something he ignored.

      “Wait. Lunch?”

      Two words, the minimum amount of speaking. Even then he wasn’t asking if she would like to go to lunch with him, but when was it coming and did she do her job.

      “Yes. It will be delivered about thirty minutes after your meeting starts.”

      “Good. Same place?” Gavin snapped. He was in a bad mood and wanted to get out of here. He couldn’t, though, for there was a long day of work ahead of him.

      “No, sir. That place doesn’t deliver lunch anymore.”

      “Then where from?” He was a bit perturbed, for he was not a man who liked disruption; he had his routine and liked it that way.

      “The place across the street. The one we get the morning muffins and donuts from. A Little Taste of Home, it’s called.”

      “Very well, make sure the orders are right.”

      “Of course, sir.” She shut the door behind her.

      Exactly six and a half minutes later he flew out of his office and headed to the room for the meeting. Again without a word to her. Or to the frightened intern he almost ran over.

      As he sat at the meeting, idle thoughts ran through his head.

      This was the definition of insanity. Why didn’t he begin his own firm? What was the point in kissing the asses of these partners when all he really wanted to do was beat them all and their backwoods ideas about people? He was filthy rich and could do so, but he wanted to do so based on merit, not because he was rich. He wanted to build up his own firm from scratch.

      “So, we think we should not take the offer from Harris and get the account from Morris instead. Rawlins, what do you think?” Boyle Dorgan, the head of the firm—a stout man with thinning hair, lots of money and a neck as red and thick as Georgia clay—asked.

      What do I think? I think you are idiots for turning down Harris’ request and taking Morris’ instead.

      Harris would pay much better and it was for a better cause. Not that it would matter to them. The Morris account was for wealthier people and would give them a better reach to the muckity-mucks. And keep them farther from people of color. The Harris account was ultimately for helping those less fortunate which meant mostly minorities. Gavin would not be the least bit surprised to find his boss had a huge swastika tattooed on his chest.

      But, can’t say that to the boss no matter how much he wanted to. Not yet.

      “I think either account would be fine.”

      Brown eyes cut towards him as he could hear his boss asking why he said that. The man next to him, David Kitridge, took a sharp breath at Gavin’s answer and made as if he were going to say something to refute what Gavin had dared to say. But a buzz on the intercom interrupted them.

      “Go ahead, Kelly.” Boyle’s voice was deep.

      “Sorry, sir, but lunch has been delivered,” the secretary said.

      “Send them in.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Kelly was the secretary and love interest of the boss, who didn’t believe his wife would ever catch on he was sleeping around on her. Kelly believed she couldn’t be touched and spent much of her time trying to get Gavin into her bed as well. She was a woman driven by the desire for money, and lots of it. So when the wealthy bachelor Gavin M. Rawlins came to work at the firm she set her sights on him. That put him a bad light with Boyle Dorgan to begin with; Gavin’s attitude did nothing to help as he acted cold and short with everyone, including the partners.

      The large oak door swung open and a cart slid in, pushed by a woman. A black woman with hair stuffed under a navy blue baseball cap bearing the logo “A Little Taste of Home” written in gold on the front. She wore a deep green t-shirt and khakis with hiking boots on her feet. She was slender but there was strength in her arms, for the cart moved smoothly forward.

      Gavin caught himself staring at her as his heart did a little flip, and a lot of flop, on him. Her face was oval shaped and she sported high cheekbones. Her lips were full but her eyes were covered by the brim of her hat. He wished she would remove it so he could see her eyes.

      The whole room fell quiet as she entered and shut the door behind her. The smells of food, wonderful food, filled the air. The woman first headed for the head of the table where Boyle Dorgan sat. When she reached his left side she leaned down and whispered to him. After receiving his response she looked over her cart and pulled off a Styrofoam container and set it in front of him before placing a drink and some silverware down as well.

      Around the table she went, always putting herself on the left side of the person at the table, very professional. She spoke very low and Gavin never got to hear her voice until she came to him. There remained only two items left on the cart when she stopped beside him. Gavin half expected her to smell like grease and food, but he had never been so wrong. She smelled like lilacs. He never knew he liked the scent so much.

      “What did you order?”

      Her words were intoxicating and Gavin felt his heart begin to race. “I got the special. And a Coke.” Damn, but he wanted to see the color of her eyes. Never before had a woman affected him so. A woman who could take away all of his common sense. She did. He just wanted to touch.

      She didn’t say anything else as she placed his food in front of him. Out of the corner of his eye he watched as her breasts pushed against her shirt as she maneuvered. When the food had been placed down on the table she backed off and Gavin wanted to grab a hold of her. Keep her next to him, bury his nose in her hair and see if it also smelled like lilacs, not to mention the rest of her. Emotions so intense rocked his body he couldn’t even begin to understand. His body had hardened and was ready to slip between her firm brown thighs and take her to ecstasy, if only she would let him. He kept his heated gaze down so no one else in the room could see how he felt.

      She quickly and silently put the last order down in front of the last man. When she was done, David, the man she stood beside, spoke, “Thanks, honey. Looks like you found yourself a good paying job. At least it will keep you off the street from that other stuff your kind does.” Then he snickered as if his words were funny. The rest of the room, except for Gavin, laughed along with him.

      Gavin looked at the woman, completely embarrassed for what his colleague had said. A muscle ticked in her jaw but other than that she gave no indication she had been bothered by his words. She stood straight and walked out of the room as quietly as she arrived.
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      Back at the restaurant Sanura let loose her anger. She began dropping things and muttering to herself as her hat sailed to land in the dirty linen bin by the back door. “Bloody overpaid, useless white men. Assuming that I need this or else I would be selling my body on the street.”

      “How did it go, Mac?” The question came with clear and soft words.

      “They are a bunch of rude, obnoxious men. One of them had the damn nerve to suggest that I would be on the street if not for my delivery job,” Sanura “Mac” Eryn McKie answered the question.

      A delighted round of laughter escaped the other person, which only served to earn her a glare from the still fuming Sanura. “Delivery job? Well, you know, you are a dangerous felon. Is the guy still breathing?”

      Allison Drover, best friend extraordinaire, stood there in the doorway. She was not what one would think of when looking at Sanura for a best friend. The girls were unquestionable opposites. Sanura had dark hair, green eyes and a smooth and healthy nut-brown complexion with exotic features like her high cheekbones, thick eyelashes and full lips. Allison had a head full of pale blond hair, blue eyes and her skin was pearly white. Both girls were relatively the same height and weight, but that fulfilled their only similarities. Allison came across as the soft one and Sanura had the edge to her. They were tight. You couldn’t drive a hair between them.

      “Miraculously he still is. Shut up, girl. Where were you? You were the one who was supposed to do the delivery.”

      “Did you see him? The one named Gavin.”

      “Yes, I saw him.” Sanura still paced, her hiking boots slamming into the floor. Her fists clenched and unclenched as she tried to regain her hold on her temper and in doing so missed the mischievous sparkle appearing in Allison’s baby blues.

      “And? What did you think?”

      “I think he is about the same as the rest of those rich white pricks working in the building on that floor. He didn’t say much but he wore a suit worth more than, well, I don’t even want to think about it. He wasn’t all that.”

      That was a complete and utter lie. Her eyes had found him the second she had entered the room, grateful her hat sat pulled down low over her eyes so he, and the rest of the room, couldn’t see the desire that sprang up in her at the first glance at him. Allison’s description of him did not do him justice; that body, those muscles, all of that fineness, wasted on a rich prick. A rich white prick.

      “Well, we could always tell them we can’t supply them with food anymore.” A sly look crossed Allison’s face. “If it would make you feel better. Or we could tell them that you own half of the business they just insulted.”

      “Hell no. Angry I may be, but not stupid. If they are willing to give us money, then I will take it. I’m not going to let their stupidity keep money from the business, I’ve heard worse things in my day. Besides, I won’t be doing the delivering again.” She arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Will I?”

      “About that. I have news.” Allison sounded torn between being happy and sad.

      Immediately serious, Sanura hopped onto a stool and waited for her friend to continue. Eventually the silence got too much and she had to prompt, “And? What’s the news?”

      Allison looked at her best friend and shook her head. “Let’s do this in the office.”

      Sanura looked around, their place was busy and everyone worked hard and bustled around. Catching the eye of a worker, she yelled over the noise, “Sherry, Allison and I will be in the back for a bit. Will y’all be all right?”

      “We got it. No problem.” The petite brunette waved a hand in her general direction as she lifted her tray and walked out of the kitchen.

      The friends walked back to their office. It was a cozy hardwood floored room with the desks facing each other in the middle of the room. At the end of each desk there was another chair so if they were talking business with someone their visitor had a place to sit. Each of the young women had brought their own things to the office, so it was full of a mishmash of items. They gave people a little more insight into the two women who owned the restaurant.

      Tall black leather chairs sat behind each of the oak desks. Not one type of decor filled the room as each woman had their own preferences. A gray overstuffed couch sat along one wall piled high with dark purple and floral pillows. Two light green crocheted blankets were thrown across the back. It was obvious on occasion one of them had slept on the couch. The walls were covered with letters from children, framed art brought in by the women and one silver framed picture of a majestic black panther as he stood on a log looking down at something below him. From where he had been positioned it was Sanura he looked upon, almost as if protecting her. On another wall sat each of their degrees from college as well as the business license.

      Sitting in their respective chairs, Sanura again waited for her friend to speak. As she waited she looked at her desk. Three pictures sat on it. One was of her and Allison on horseback, one was of a tall, devilishly handsome dark-haired man standing proud in a full dress white naval uniform, and the third was one of her with three other black women. They stood, arms around each other, and at the bottom beneath each woman sat their names in digital print. Jace. Shanni. Mac. Chandi. The others she considered family.

      “Two things really.” Allison sounded distracted and scared.

      “Ali, what’s wrong?”

      “Pete’s leaving me. He said he found someone who could make him happy. He kicked me out of the house, said his new woman had to move in.”

      “That bastard,” Sanura seethed, immediately angered on her friend’s behalf. She had never really liked Pete, but tolerated him for her friendship with Allison. “Well,” she said breezily, “you will have to come home with me. You can stay with me until we figure out what to do.”

      Tears filled Allison’s eyes. “You are the best friend anyone could ever ask for. What would I do without you?”

      “That’s something you will never have to worry about. We’re family.” Sanura had a small sum of people she considered family and Allison was one of them. The employees they had were almost the rest. A trio of women, the ones in the photo on her desk, were the others. She’d met them on night when a hotel goofed up their registrations and the women had been fast friends ever since. With a wan smile, Allison got a bit of spark back in her eyes. “It will only be for a while. I am going to take that piece of filth to the cleaners.”

      “Good for you.”

      “The other thing. Why I have been late and not feeling up to doing the deliveries is because I am expecting.”

      “Expecting what?” Sanura asked with a shrug of her shoulders.

      Laughter bubbled out of Allison. “I’m pregnant, fool. You’re going to be an auntie.”

      Sanura’s mouth dropped open. “You’re pregnant? Ahhhhh!” The screech filled the room as she ran around the desk to hug her friend. “How far along are you? When did you know? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “I can only answer one question at a time.” But she still hugged her friend back tightly.

      Sanura could feel the tension radiating from Allison’s small body but remained silent about it. She sat on the edge of Allison’s desk. “Does Pete know you’re pregnant?”

      “Yes. He thinks I’m making it up to keep him from divorcing me.”

      “What a jerk.”

      “Are you sure you want me to move in with you? I can find a small place.”

      “Nonsense. I would love to have you. It will be like college. Well, we will have more room. And it will be without the partying, boys, and school work.” Sanura moved her body back over to her chair and sat down.

      “Like you ever did any school work.”

      “Hang on now.” Sanura tilted back in her chair, devilish humor alight in her eyes. “I did some work.”

      “Right.” Allison snorted. “What you did was flirt. That’s it.”

      “I graduated, didn’t I?” Both women had grins on their faces as they continued to banter.

      “Yes, but to this day I still don’t know how you pulled it off. But most of your professors were men, so maybe that explains it.” Allison punched her in the shoulder as they headed out the door.

      It was a long-standing joke between them. Sanura had graduated summa cum laude with a double major in business and hospitality/food science.. Allison had a degree in accounting.

      They began their business together, equal partners in the restaurant they had named A Little Taste of Home. They had been in business for six years next week. The restaurant would be closed on that day except for the workers and their families for the celebration. The employees at the restaurant were a close bunch and they had a party every year. The same group of people worked here now as when they first opened.

      “Well,” Sanura began. “I’ll take over doing the deliveries if you will take over the paperwork. That way you won’t have to do the heavy lifting. Especially since this is when the number of deliveries pick up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. I can handle the deliveries. I merely didn’t want to do them.”

      “Thanks, Mac. You’re the best.”

      “Are you going to tell the rest of the group?”

      “Yes. Tonight, when we close. They are my family as well.”

      “True.”

      The rest of the day passed quickly, with the evening rush beginning as people came in for their dinner. Sanura always mingled with the patrons and made sure all their needs were met and they all knew her. She and Allison had a very loyal clientele, for they were very good at remembering special dates like anniversaries, birthdays, and more.

      After they closed, Allison followed Sanura home. Sanura carried most of the bags, leaving Allison to handle the final few. Entering the small house she owned, Sanura felt a sense of peace. She had gotten her home, a roomy three-bedroom, two-bath, for cheap and fixed it up. She was still trying for her dream house. An old plantation house along the beach. She loved the old southern homes with large pillars and high vaulted ceilings. One day.

      The living room of her current home had been gutted and now sat open and spacious with high ceilings. There were two couches and a love seat scattered among the room with an overstuffed chair along a window. The television rested on an old and restored stand.

      There was a very homey feel to the place. The bedroom she put Allison in had wolf décor. Shelves with ceramic wolves, wolf plates and hangings with Canis Lupis on it were on the walls of the room. The bed coverings were also done in the same theme—a pack of running wolves on a bluish-purple background. Even a wolf print border graced the top of the wall. “You can change the look if you want.”

      “I love this room. I always have.”

      This was the room Allison always stayed in when she spent the night with Sanura. They got her settled and then Sanura headed to the kitchen to make dinner for the two of them as Allison took a shower.
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      Gavin entered his quiet condo. He still fumed over the remark David had made to the woman. For the rest of the day he had bounced back and forth over the idea of stopping by the diner and apologizing for their behavior today. When he walked by after work, though, it was very busy inside and he didn’t even know her name, so he kept walking as her face played over and over in his mind—her proud face as she took the comment without blinking, her quiet demeanor as she did her work. The gentle lilac smell that floated around her and the way her body looked under those clothes. As unflattering as the clothes were he knew she had a spectacular body.

      He listened to his messages as he undressed, yet again they were from women he had no intention of calling back so he erased them all. Dropping clothes in a careless disarray to lay wherever he wandered, he strode nude to the fridge. Gavin removed one of the few items he had in there, a cold bottle of water, before heading to his room for workout clothes. Once he had changed into his t-shirt and shorts he went to his spare room to begin his usual workout routine. He put his water on the shelf beside his towel and slid on his worn leather workout gloves. Until he became drenched in sweat and his breathing hard, Gavin lifted weights, punched the heavy bag, and jumped rope. A few hours passed, quicker than he believed they had.

      That done, he showered and redressed in sweats and a possibly clean shirt. Glancing around his home, he realized he really needed to clean this place. It was a pigsty. He didn’t care; it wasn’t like anyone would be coming over. Not that they didn’t try.

      Gavin never answered the phone while he was working out; it was one of his unspoken rules. His machine was once again full of new messages from more women to whom he had foolishly given his number. He really needed to get it changed, get it unlisted and not give it out ever again. One message was from his mother.

      “Gavin.” Her sharp tone raked down his back. “You need to call me. I am having a party and want you there. I have someone you should meet.” There was a short pause before the voice continued. “Call me tonight. I don’t care what time. Call your mother!”

      As he called to order some dinner he debated calling her back. Finally he did, after his food came. He was surprised when he heard her answer the phone.

      “Rawlins Residence.”

      “Mother. It’s me.”

      “It’s about time you called me. Have you been avoiding me? Never mind, I already know the answer. Look, I know you don’t agree with everything I do, but it would mean the world to me for you to come to this party I am giving.”

      “Who is it you want to set me up with?”

      “Always so suspicious. It might not be a female I want you to meet.”

      “Right,” he scoffed. “Who is she?”

      “Someone I think you would be good with. And before you say no, I need your help.”

      That made him pause. His mother never asked for help. She gave orders, dictated, and never asked for assistance. “What do you need?”

      “Well, we are having a small party, only twenty people or so, but the last place we catered from was a disaster. I have my own people to serve, but I need a good place for food. A place that gives good-sized portions and food that tastes good. Not like plastic or rubber. A place that would settle the most jaded of palates. You eat out a lot—which if you had a wife wouldn’t have to do—but I digress. I want some recommendations.” Gavin barely heard she wanted some recommendations, for when his mother began her whole spiel about him needing a wife he held the phone away from his ear and counted to ten. “A place that can do it with relatively short notice.”

      One place popped into his head, A Little Taste of Home.

      “Well, we ordered from a place for a meeting today. The food was excellent, and the servings were huge. I couldn’t finish mine.” Why would his mother need anything catered? She could afford the best and in some cases already had it at her disposal. What was she up to?

      “As long as it is worth whatever they are asking for it. What is the name of the place?”

      “A Little Taste of Home.”

      “This party is very important to me. Pick me up tomorrow and we will go there for lunch. I will be ready at eleven sharp.”

      Click.

      She hung up on him.

      Gavin shook his head as he placed the phone back on its charger. That was the authoritaritative mother he knew. She had to be up to something since she had a whole staff of cooks at her beck and call. Who knew, maybe his mystery woman would be there tomorrow. It was Sunday, so maybe.

      He actually took the time to figure out what to wear for his lunch date with his mother. To make her happy is what he told himself but he knew deep down it was a lie. Even as he lay down to sleep his stomach was still doing those little flip flops they had done when he first saw the beautiful delivery woman.

      

      At eleven forty-five the following day, Gavin Rawlins escorted his mother into A Little Taste of Home. It was very comfortable inside and delicious smells filled the air. On all the walls hung an intermix of naval items and rodeo items. They included ship pictures, crews, anchors, portholes, belt buckles, cowboy pictures, and lariats. But the back wall had only children’s pictures and letters on it. Very crowded, yet it all fit together.

      “Good morning,” a cheerful voice rang out. A small brunette with a powerful smile came up to them. “Would you be wanting a table or booth today?” She had a light Irish brogue which seemed a bit out of place when one was used to the Southern drawl.

      “Booth,” his mother said.

      “Follow me please.” She walked off, ponytail bouncing with each step as she led them to a booth by a window. “Here are some menus, and I’ll be back shortly to take your order. Can I get you anything to drink right away?”

      “Coffee please,” Gavin answered.

      “Do you have tea?”

      “Yes, ma’am. There is black, green, peppermint, and I believe there is some Earl Grey.”

      His mother gave a small smile. “Earl Grey.”

      “Very good. Sir, would you care for either cream or milk with your coffee?”

      He declined with a sharp shake of his head as he scanned the room for the woman he sought.

      “Very good. My name is Sherry and I’ll be right back.” She strode off and waved to the man coming in the door. “Good morning, Mr. Sheldon.” Sherry spoke loud enough for the older gentleman to hear her.

      The man grinned back and answered, “Good morning, Sherry.”

      “Your usual today or are we going to be adventurous?”

      “My usual. I’ll leave adventure to you young ones.”

      Sherry laughed and shook her head. “One day, Mr. Sheldon, Mac is going to get you to try something different.”

      “I like what I get. Mac and y’all make it perfect, no need to change.”

      “Very well. It’ll be right up. You’re a bit early today so we don’t have it ready yet.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Gavin could tell the old man was well liked. He smiled slightly at the kindness shown to the man. And apparently he was a regular if they were having his food prepared by a certain time for him.

      Sherry was efficient, returning in moments with their drinks. On her tray was a small pot of hot water, a packet of two teabags and some fresh cream and milk along with the extra sugar. She carried the coffee in her other hand. She set it down and placed each item in front of the intended person. “Are you ready to order or would you like a bit more time?”

      “A bit more please.”

      “I shall return then.” With another smile she jaunted off.

      Gavin knew what he wanted so he looked around the place. The building was sound; he knew from an architectural point of view. But the décor was different. It didn’t fit what one would have expected coming into a restaurant with its name. Soft music played throughout the diner. Sherry came back and took their order. When she returned she had steaming hot food balanced on her tray.

      As they ate, Gavin kept one eye out for the woman he sought. “Well? What do you think?”

      “I think this place would do wonderful for my party.” His mother waved Sherry back over. “I would like to talk to the owner.”

      Sherry never blinked. With a smile she said, “I’ll be right back.”

      Moments later a slim blonde woman walked along side Sherry as they approached the table. She, too, talked to every person she passed, and they all smiled at her with kindness.

      “Hello. My name is Allison. Allison Drover. Sherry said you wished to see me. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m Mrs. Gwendolyn Rawlins. I’m having a party and wanted to know if you would cook up the food and deliver it to my house.”

      Allison flicked an eye over Gavin and he knew she recognized him. She was the one who usually brought donuts and muffins to his firm. She looked back to the older woman with him and answered. “We do deliver food, off the menu. However, we will not cater, so you would need to have your own people to serve. We aren’t available to do it on any Sunday. If you would like to come back to the office when you are done with your meal we can discuss this more at length.”

      “That would be acceptable.”

      With another smile Allison walked off.
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      Sanura sprawled in a very unladylike fashion in her chair and peered at Allison when she walked in the room before closing her eyes.

      “When did you get back?” Allison asked.

      “Just now. These Sunday morning deliveries take a lot out of me.” Her head rested on the black leather of the chair and her eyes were closed as a fan blew a gentle breeze over her face.

      “You’re not used to it yet. There is someone out there who wants us to deliver for a party.”

      “Great.”

      “They’ll come back here when they are done eating. Do you want to handle it?”

      “No, I still have more deliveries to do. Right now, they are putting the last bit into the truck. Who is it?” Her head moved from side to side, emphasizing her negative response, but she remained in her comfortable position.

      “Mrs. Gwendolyn Rawlins.”

      Sanura bolted upright in her chair and gaped at Allison. Eyes wide open and shocked. “The Gwendolyn Rawlins? Billionaire widow?”

      “The one and the same. The mother of that overpaid white prick Gavin. Who, by the way, is with her.” An impish grin crossed Allison’s face.

      Sanura flushed. “Don’t tell her I called her son that.” It slipped out; Sanura knew Allison would never endanger a deal.

      “I’m sure she has heard it all before.”

      “Not coming from a person like me.”

      “Well, that’s probably true. But then there is only one you in this world. Thank God.” Allison put a manicured hand to her chest and looked grateful for that very thing, eliciting an eye-roll from her friend.

      “Well, I gotta go. See you later, I will be back as soon as I can. Hope you nail the deal. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      The friends hugged and Sanura headed back out to finish her deliveries. As she climbed into the truck she flashed back to a picture of Gavin. He had been a nice feast for her starving eyes. Tall and fit, he would be a nice catch, except for the fact he worked with a bunch of racist bastards. She did give him credit for not laughing at jerk David’s comment.

      Soon the traffic took all of her attention and she didn’t have time to wonder about the tall man with the handsome body. Or how his masculine scent made her heart skip a beat.

      Sanura returned a little over two hours later and, after getting out of the truck, headed over to her vehicle, a black GMC Yukon. She opened it and while she was messing around in the back she heard an unknown woman’s voice as it carried across the parking lot.

      “I think they will do wonderful for the party.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      That voice she recognized. Deep and resonating, making her insides tremble with longing for a taste of what he had to offer. It belonged to the man himself—Gavin Rawlins. She pulled back out of her vehicle and looked for him. They were getting into a sleek black car with tinted windows. As he held the door for his mother he looked up as if he’d felt her presence. His gaze zeroed in on her and she knew it. Hers had done the same. She knew she was far enough away he couldn’t see the heated blush that raced to her cheeks. Or notice the trembling. The woman said something else and he nodded once before shutting the door and walking around to his side. As if in slow motion he turned his gaze from her and climbed into his car.

      Sanura waited a few moments before she headed back across the lot into the diner, utilizing the time to allow her heartbeat and breathing slow down again. She entered the through front door and answered the greetings that reached her. After she had talked to many people, she strode back to the office and opened the door.

      Allison sat on the couch with a huge smile. “We got it. It’s for twenty people. In three weeks on a Saturday. Look at what she is paying.”

      Allison held up a check that made Sanura’s eyes bug out. “That much? What did you do, misquote her?”

      Allison’s blonde hair bounced in time with her action. “No. This was how determined she was to get our business. By the by, she mentioned her son recommended us. What did you do to that poor southern boy?”

      “I didn’t do nuttin’.” Sanura’s cheeks flamed as her mind sketched a picture of what she would like to do to that man. “What makes you think I did anything?”

      From the look Allison gave her, she knew her cheeks had flushed. The arching of her eyebrow told Sanura she didn’t believe one single word she uttered.

      “Because he got a meal from here yesterday. Delivered to his business and I know I didn’t deliver to firm yesterday. See, I told you, you’re a horrid flirt. But in this case I’m so glad.”

      “I didn’t flirt with him. I didn’t flirt with anyone. They were having a meeting, so I made sure I stayed silent.”

      “Uh huh. Whatever. I’m hungry. You want me to bring you a plate?”

      “Please.”

      Allison left with that damn smirk still in place on her face.
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      The next morning, bright and early on a Monday, found Sanura once again delivering to the prosperous architectural firm across the street. The people she met were talking softly amongst themselves as she dropped off the last of her delivery. When she turned to leave, though, she saw him. Gavin. He had just entered the break area. Everyone grew quiet as they saw him and silently edged around him as if he would bite their heads off with the least bit of provocation. Soon only the two of them occupied the room.

      He looked delicious. The charcoal gray suit he wore fit him to perfection. His hair was styled in a cut close to his head and he was freshly shaven. Precisely how she liked her men to appear. A pressed white shirt with a razor sharp collar under the suit coat covered his broad chest and the tie coordinated perfectly to the whole ensemble. The way the material seemed tailored to his body, even to her untrained eye, stated the obvious—the fabric was the best money could buy. His shoes even screamed wealth. Hell, his whole outfit probably cost more than her payroll for one day’s work.

      When she finally pulled her gaze back up his fine body to his rugged face, she found him watching her as if he knew she had been checking him out and now waited for her to look up. With a very sexy half smirk, one thick blond eyebrow quirked up as if to say, See something you like?

      She slipped past him and toward the door. “Good morning.” It escaped.

      “Good morning.” His voice rang as deep as she remembered. Also as potent. She moved quietly off around the corner.

      

      Gavin stood there and watched the space where his dream woman had disappeared. One of the receptionist girls came in and squeaked when she saw him in the room. Was everyone afraid of him? Did they all dislike him so? Why did he suddenly care? He didn’t.

      “Is this the time this stuff is usually delivered?”

      The girl looked startled he spoke to her, actually looking over her shoulder to see if there happened to be someone behind him before answering. “Ye . . . yes. She comes this time every day. Although it is usually Allison who delivers, not her.”

      “Why, is there something wrong with her delivering the stuff?” His tone left no room for misunderstanding his dislike of the way her words were beginning to sound. Typical sentiments of his workplace and why there was no diversity, not to mention the racist jokes and remarks he sometimes overheard in passing.

      “No. Not at all. Just not used to her being here, that’s all.”

      With his typical rudeness, he walked off, disgust apparent.

      The next days passed the same way. Except by the end of the week it changed that he was the only one there. The tension that surrounded them was full of sexual electricity, neither of them could deny the animalistic attraction they possessed for each other.

      He had to know.

      “I see you every day and yet I don’t know your name. What is your name?”

      She leveled a suspicious look at him. “Why does it matter?”

      “I want to know.”

      Before she could answer David entered the room and Gavin had to stop the growl from leaving his throat.

      “Where is the pretty one? You know, the blonde girl, where is she?”

      Sanura squared her shoulders and faced him. “She’s not able to do deliveries right now.”

      “Well, tell her we miss her shining beautiful face around here. Tell her I would love to get to know her better.” His smirk broadcasted his intended meaning of that statement.

      Gavin opened his mouth to say something but stopped when she responded. Her eyes were hidden but if her tone was any indication of how she felt, her disgust was perfectly clear.

      “Very well. I’ll tell her husband what you said and if he so chooses he can pass it on to her. Perhaps he will even deliver her reply to you in person.”

      Gavin smiled as she spat her words at David. She was a spitfire. He still didn’t know her name or even the color of her eyes, but when she walked into the room his heart skipped a beat, he felt tingly all over and his knees went weak.

      The day was a late one for him and, as he left the office, he paused at a window when he saw cars pulling into the lot of the diner. There were well-dressed people getting out and going into the diner.

      Must be a special party. He’d gone by earlier in the day and saw a sign which said they would be closed tonight. He watched as a shiny black SUV pulled into the lot and parked. He knew that vehicle; he looked for it every day. This woman had become an obsession with him.

      Both of the front doors opened and Allison stepped out dressed in a black cocktail dress. Her hair was pulled up away from her face and she looked radiant. Then the driver stepped out and his breath caught in his throat. It was his mysterious woman, the one who haunted his thoughts but wouldn’t tell him her name.

      She was dressed in a silver form-fitting dress held up by spaghetti straps and falling to above the knee. His mouth went dry like he was eating cotton, and not the candy kind. Her legs were fabulous as was the rest of her. No longer in her usual attire of pants, shirt and baseball hat, she took his breath away. She and the blonde woman headed with the others into the building.

      “Which one are you staring at there, Rawlins?”

      David stunned Gavin with his question. Gavin had been so focused on the woman that haunted his mind he never heard David come near.

      “Only wondering what was going on. What’s it to you?” The response was ice cold like his reputation.

      “Nothing. It’s just you seem mighty interested in that little delivery girl who comes here every day. I mean, all of a sudden you are in the break room every morning when she comes in. You know, the partners are starting to talk. If Morris were to find out he might pull out of the arrangement with the firm. Then you would never make partner.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gavin sent David a chilling glare.

      “Well, you know Morris picked this firm because of the people that work here. He won’t have anything to do with people that reach beyond what they should expect. You know, the ones who don’t know their place in the world.”

      “Tread softly, David.” A third voice came into the conversation.

      David jumped and both men looked over and saw Clint Hartford. Another amazing architect and the one man in this place Gavin called friend.

      “I was telling him what I have heard around. Well, I’m going out. So I have to go.” David departed, leaving the two friends alone.

      “So, which one were you staring at? As if I didn’t already know.”

      Gavin didn’t answer, but looked back out the window and into the very inviting diner. Everyone looked happy, they were laughing and joking as they ate and danced. That was what he was missing. Happiness. Friends. Fun. He worked too much.

      “You work to damn much. Come on, you and me. We are going to go out. Let’s go.”

      “I don’t know, Clint. I have so much work to do.”

      “Right,” he drawled. “For Morris? Who cares, for that matter who will even know? Come on. We can at least get some dinner; you know you need to eat.”

      The men walked out together and headed down the street to an Italian restaurant for their meal. Gavin’s Chicken and Mushroom Noodle Marsala was good, delicious in fact, but not what he wanted, not at all. Gavin Montgomery Rawlins wanted to be a part of the celebration at A Little Taste of Home.

      

      The party was fun, a huge success. Like every year, as they celebrated another year of business, this one would also go down as a very memorable occasion. They wound down around nine and headed home, since the morning came quickly.

      As they drove home, Sanura glanced over at her friend. She was beginning to show and was getting tired much quicker.

      “Ali, I think we should start taking days off. We work too much. Make it three days total. One where we have off together and one separate apiece. What do you think?”

      “Sounds smart. Or only work partial days. That way we can pick and choose when we leave. I know how much the Sunday morning job means to you. I know we can trust Sherry and the others to run it without us.”

      “Makes more sense.” Sanura pulled into the driveway. The girls made some hot chocolate and watched a movie before they headed into their separate rooms.

      The diner got ready for the delivery to the large Rawlins estate. When the day rolled around Sanura found herself with butterflies cruising around in her stomach. What if he was there? The time came and she and Allison both got in the truck. Allison read the directions as Sanura drove. They arrived fifteen minutes before they had planned, but were waved in through the huge iron gate.

      “Holy hell, look at this place. It is huge.” Allison gazed around.

      “We could get lost and die before finding the house.”

      “Doubt it, Mac, they wouldn’t want us to litter their property.”

      “You’re right. I guess I wouldn’t make a very good lawn ornament. Not really your friendly garden gnome type,” Sanura quipped as she pulled up to the back of the mansion as they had been told to do, and backed the truck up with one try and did so straight.

      “I hate it you can do that so much better than me.” Allison actually sounded like a little pouting child.

      “It comes from driving all those truck and trailers which, if you did, you would know how to do it. You know, Ali, I was thinking. Maybe we should go to the rodeo when it comes into town. What do you think?”

      “All for it, Mac. Nothing but hot cowboys in tight jeans. Whooee, sign me up, baby. Besides, I am a free woman again. The divorce was final today.”

      “I know. How are you holding up?”

      “Good. I took in proof of my pregnancy and he is being ordered to pay me alimony. Until the kid is eighteen.”

      “Daaamn,” she teased. “You can buy dinner tonight then.”

      Both women jumped out of the truck and, while Ali went to the door, Sanura opened the back. The women had unloaded it all quickly. They knew the party had already commenced and they tried to stay quiet as the ones who were going to serve took the food and put it on china for the guests.

      As they chatted and worked at taking the food out of the containers, a change came over the room. Both women looked up and saw Gavin standing in the kitchen, his cerulean gaze fixed on Sanura. Her belly tensed with need and desire.

      His eyes deepened with pleasure as he set down his drink and approached them with a lethally smooth stride. He was mouthwateringly sexy in his tuxedo. It accented his physique so well; her mouth grew dry looking at him. The slight groan from Allison told her that her friend found him as good looking.

      He stopped in front of them—well, more her—and stared at her with intensity. So much so Sanura almost took offense until the look became heated, possessive, and downright primal. He opened his flawlessly formed mouth and spoke in velvet tones, “Green.”

      The women exchanged glances before looking back at the man in front of them. Sanura spoke, “Excuse me?”

      He never glanced away from her. “Green. I have been wondering what color your eyes are. Now I know. Green. Like a pair of emeralds.”

      With a confused smile, and a look that said This guy is off his rocker, Sanura nodded and went back to work, trying hard not to show how his words affected her.

      He didn’t leave. “Will you tell me your name?”

      Allison watched the interaction avidly. “Mac, her name is Mac.”

      Sanura sent Allison a glare, which was a mix of gratitude and anger.

      “That’s it? Mac? Nothing else?”

      “I think that is more than enough for you to know.” Sanura’s patience was wearing thin, and now there was a small, thin woman walking over to them. She had always been uncomfortable when there were large groups of people and they were focused on her, except for when she sang.

      “What are you doing back here, Gavin? The party is out there.”

      “I know where the party is. I was thanking the women who delivered the food.”

      The small brunette sniffed her displeasure. “Why would you thank them for doing their job?”

      “Go back to the party, Cathy.” There was no room for argument. As soon as she was gone, he visibly relaxed but kept his gaze directly on her.

      They had finished so they were packing up and making sure they had everything. Allison took one load, leaving the rest for Sanura. As she picked it up and headed back out to the truck he followed. After loading it and shutting the back of the truck, she turned and there he was, gazing at her in that unnerving way.

      “Yes?” Sanura arched an eyebrow.

      “Thank you. For delivering the food.”

      “You’re welcome. Enjoy.” She turned and began to walk to the front of the truck, but he blocked her way. Her eyebrow shot up again. “What? You’re blocking my way.”

      Translation: Get your ass out of my way, no matter how fine you are and it is.

      “What is your real name?”

      What is it with this man and his fascination with my name? She tamped down her attitude and fixed him with a look that made most people back away.

      The glint in his eyes made it clear to her he would have been more than happy to take up her silent challenge, but a call from inside made him nod a silent acquiesce to her and step aside, allowing her pass. Gavin moved only a little so her body had to brush against his; the mere touch sent her insides to trembling.

      Damn, he smelled good. All man and a hint of alcohol. Nice combo. Without looking back she got into the truck and they drove off.

      “Go ahead. Say it. I can see you’re chomping at the bit,” Sanura told Allison as she drove.

      Allison burst out laughing at her comment. “You. How do you do it? That man didn’t even know I was alive. His eyes and all his attention was on you the second he walked in the room. Are you going to tell me you weren’t flirting with him? Maybe a little bit?” There was no anger in her question, just pure astonishment and wonder with a healthy dose of teasing.

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Green. Like a pair of emeralds,” Allison mimicked in a deep voice, before another burst of laughter erupted out of her.

      “Shut up. Just shut up.” But by now, Sanura laughed right along with her.

      “Exactly like in school. They all fell for you. You and your mysterious ways.”

      “Mysterious ways? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You are so aloof they are dying to crack that calm composure of yours.”

      “Whatever. You must be having delusions. I am not aloof, nor am I mysterious. I’m one of the guys, that’s all.”

      “Right.”

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      Allison glanced over at her friend and smiled to herself. She had known they would make a wonderful match; she had known since the first time she ever laid eyes upon the fine Gavin Rawlins. He was silent and brooding but she knew a bit of it was a farce. He needed something in his life and, as far as Allison was concerned, that something was her best friend.

      The firm he worked for was horrible and it had been a cause of concern, but the way he looked at Sanura tonight, Allison no longer held concern. The firm might prefer to only have white employees and work for white clients, but the main man, Gavin Rawlins, was more than attracted to the black—biracial, to be politically correct—co-owner of the diner across the street from his office. All they needed was some help from her, Allison Drover, best friend extraordinaire and sometimes matchmaker.

      Allison kept it to herself. No sense in letting Mac know her plans. Sanura was the sister she never had and always wanted. They met one night on the high school campus when Sanura had come across her as she was trying to get away from some drunken men.

      Sanura and her brother, Bryce, had thrashed the men and took her to the hospital to get checked out. From that moment, she and Sanura had formed a bond that would never be broken. That was also the day she fell in love with Sanura’s friend Bryce, who was ten years older than they were and in the military. She never told anyone, not even Sanura, about her feelings for Bryce.

      Eventually Allison got married to Pete her freshman year in college. But through all those years she still fantasized about Bryce. She saw him occasionally when he would come visit Sanura but she kept it all to herself.
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      “Ali? Ali? What’s the matter, girl? Are you even listening to me?”

      “Huh? Sorry, Mac. I think I dozed off for a moment. What did you say?”

      “I asked where you wanted to eat and said we were back at the diner. So can you get out of the truck now.”

      They were and, as she slid out of the truck, she put her hands protectively around her stomach. “How about here? Let’s eat here.”

      “Alright. You go grab a table and I will unload this stuff. Be right with you.”

      They headed home after dinner and spent the evening trying to figure out baby names, looking at baby items and searching for a small home for Allison and her child.

      On Sunday, Sanura was back in her Yukon delivering meals to the elderly. It was her turn to do Meals on Wheels. She had delivered food to the shelters very early on to make sure she would have time for this after she went to church.

      As she arrived at an apartment complex she pulled into her usual parking place. Sliding out of the seat, she went to the back. She got out two trays and put them in her arms before heading for the door. Once there she pressed the buzzer and the doorman buzzed her in as he waved with recognition.

      “Good morning, darling. I was wondering if we would see you this month.”

      She smiled at the elderly doorman. “I wouldn’t miss this unless it was absolutely unavoidable.”

      “Well, the Johnsons sure appreciate it. They love it when you come, since you stay and talk to them for a while.”

      “I always make sure I have time for them. Can you get the elevator for me?”

      “Of course. By the way, you look stunning today, as usual.”

      Sanura smiled and looked down. She didn’t handle compliments well. She wore a calf-length skirt with a slit on the side, sapphire blue in color. Her shirt was a short sleeve fitted top silver in color. Simple silver shoes completed the outfit, with two inch heels emphasizing her lean legs. “Thank you. I had church this morning.”

      He waved goodbye as she climbed into the elevator and headed up to the fifth floor. She got off and went to her normal door and knocked.
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      While she was in visiting the couple, a sleek black sedan pulled up to the building. As the driver was walking in he noticed a familiar looking black SUV. He hurried inside, trying to ignore the rapid increase in his pulse and spoke with the doorman. “Who owns that black SUV?”

      “Good morning Mr. Rawlins. That belongs to Miss McKie. She is part of Meals-on-Wheels and she comes to see the Johnsons once a month. They rotate who comes. Really sweet of her, if you ask me. She should be coming down soon; she only can stay for a little while.”

      McKie, her last name is McKie. “Thanks.” He went up in the elevator to the top floor, which had been converted to his condo. He liked living here. It was quiet, no kids; mostly elderly lived in the apartments below. Gavin kept the elevator up on his floor and when it dinged to go back down he made sure he was still in it.

      It stopped on the fifth floor. Standing to the side of the opening doors, Gavin waited for whoever was getting in to do so.

      What entered his line of sight was nothing less than a vision. It was Mac. Her hair was pulled away from her face and left to cascade down her back, where it fell like silk fluttering in the breeze. Her face was clear of any sort of makeup.

      She wore silver and blue, which made her skin color all the more dramatic. Around her neck was a chain upon which a silver Celtic cross and an emerald club lay against her smooth brown skin.

      As his eyes traveled down he noticed the slit in the skirt and the shoes with the heels. Nice legs, he thought. He imagined them wrapped around his lean waist as he pumped in and out of her wetness. His body leapt to respond to his wayward thoughts.
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      Sanura had dry mouth. This wasn’t what she’d been expecting to see today. Or rather who. “What are you doing here?”

      “Nice to see you again also, Mac.” He pushed the door close button as she warily stepped to the other side of the elevator. His eyes roamed hungrily over her body, making it jump up and take notice. Hell, it was waving its arms trying to get him to notice more.

      “Why do you feel the need to call me Mac?” Her own gaze roved over his figure. He wore khakis and a plain blue tee shirt.

      They showed off his body; she could see the six-pack resting under the cotton of the shirt and felt called to run her hands over it. The pants fit him wonderfully, letting her see his nice butt, strong legs, and they left not much to the imagination of what was at the juncture of his thighs. Not that she was looking, but if she had been, that would have been what she would have seen.

      “That is your name, isn’t it?”

      “What’s it to you?” By now she realized the elevator was going up instead of down.

      “I want to get to know you. Is that so wrong?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I live here. Why are you here?”

      He lived here? “Meals on Wheels.” Another push, Lord?

      “I don’t like the name Mac. What is your real name, Miss McKie?”

      Instant caution sprang into her eyes. “Seems to me you have already found it out.” The elevator stopped on the tenth floor. The doors opened to a hallway and he stepped out and kept his hand on the doors, preventing them from closing.

      He held out his other hand to her. She arched that infamous eyebrow of hers again. “Come with me. I want to get to know you; I am not some kind of nut job that is going to hurt you.”
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      Against her common sense, which was being drowned out by her unreasonable desire for this man, she placed her soft hand into his callused one. Funny, I didn’t think an architect would have callused hands. She allowed him to pull her out of the elevator and lead her down the hallway to the door of his place.

      As he opened the door he glanced down at the woman beside him. “Sorry about the mess, I don’t spend much time here.”

      Mess? That was the understatement of the year. It was a compliment to call it a pigsty. He led her to a couch, tossed everything off it and gestured for her to sit down.

      With a cautious look she did. Ankles crossed and muscles tense in case something crawled on her, she waited for him to speak.

      Gavin sat down at the other end of the couch. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her. “Tell me your name.” He had a voice that would make an angel curse, it was so seductive.

      “Tell me yours,” she countered.

      “My name is Gavin.” He bowed his head and added, “Gavin Montgomery Rawlins, if you want to get technical. And you?”

      With a deep breath she answered his inquiry. “My name is Sanura Eryn McKie. Mac to most.”

      “Sanura. What a beautiful name. What does it mean? Sanura?”

      Hell’s bells! The way her name rolled off his tongue, made her want to squirm on the couch, rip her clothes open and yell TAKE ME! at the top of her lungs. “Kitten. It means kitten. My name basically means Irish kitten.”

      “I think it fits you, much better than Mac does. Mac is a man’s name. I will call you Sanura.”

      “What makes you think you will have a need to call me any name at all?” Perhaps she was warming up to this flirting thing after all.

      “Why, don’t you think I would want to call you?”

      “I don’t know anything about you so I don’t have any opinion about what you may or may not want to do.”

      “Would you like to learn enough to form one?” His voice dropped an octave with blatant invitation.

      Sanura swallowed hard. It was so difficult not to respond as her body was crying out for her to do, “No thanks.” She flicked her gaze around the room. “You should clean this place up; your girlfriend or girlfriends,” she placed an emphasis on the plural, “might not want to come in here.”

      “You think?” He emitted a soft throaty chuckle and his disarming smile caused her heart to skip a beat, or two. “Doesn’t matter, I don’t have one,” he paused for a mere second before he finished the sentence, “yet.” There was no way she could misunderstand that either.

      “Keep living like this and you probably won’t ever get one. Unless you are not into women.” It was not really a question, more of a statement tossed out.

      “I am categorically, unequivocally and positively straight.” The words came with a viscous punctuation as if she’d struck a nerve.

      “Whatever. Makes no never mind to me,” she said as she carelessly shrugged her shoulders as she rose from the couch and walked over to the big windows.

      “Doesn’t it?” Gavin’s deep timbre shifted back to the purring that made her toes want to curl up inside her shoes.

      “No. Should it?” Sanura tossed over her shoulder without turning from her view. She knew if she did turn around all hope of behaving would be lost. He had followed her and was taking up more than his rightful share of her air.

      “What about you? Your boyfriend lets you go out alone dressed like this?”

      Attitude sprang up as her eyes glinted dangerously; that question got her to turn around all right. “What’s wrong with the way I look? If it was any of your business, which it ain’t, I was at church.”

      “Nothing is wrong with the way you look. You look radiant, beautiful, stunning….”

      She waved him quiet with one hand as she looked back out the window. “What is it you want to know about me? Not that I see us conversing much in the future, but ask your questions, I have to go. Ali will start to wonder where I have gotten to.”

      He remained silent.

      “Well?”

      “I wanted to get to know you.”

      “You already said as much. Look, I gave you my name, like you wanted. That is really all I feel comfortable giving you, I know nothing about you and I really need to go. On another subject, you should really clean this place. I bet it would look wonderful if it was cleaned up a bit, wash the windows. You have a beautiful view from here.”

      “I sure do.” Somehow it didn’t sound like he was talking about the view out the window as it felt to her like his eyes were roaming over her body. More like he was eagerly soaking up what she showed him and hungrily envisioned what she kept hidden.

      Gavin’s doorbell chimed before she could say anything else. She heard his muttered curse as he walked towards the door before opening it. Sanura stayed by the window, not wanting to interrupt his conversation, but she really did need to get going. She heard two women’s voices intermingled with his and then all of a sudden they had maneuvered themselves into the room and silence fell, faster than Sanura would ever have believed possible, as they spotted her.

      “Who is that?” The younger one asked.

      “I remember you. You delivered the food to my party,” the older one said.

      Great, his mother and his supposedly non-existent girlfriend? Sanura recognized the younger woman from the party, and as for Mrs. Rawlins anyone who could see would recognize her face. Not what she wished to deal with on a Sunday, not something she ever preferred to deal with, but she enjoyed her calm and laid back Sundays.

      “A delivery girl? Who are you and what are you doing here?” The younger one grilled her after giving Gavin a quizzical look.

      Gavin interrupted, “Mother. Cathy.” He moved back over by Sanura before he continued, “I would like you to meet Miss Sanura McKie.”

      The elder woman’s eyes were shrewd as she evaluated the situation. The younger woman, whom Gavin had identified as Cathy, was flat out rude. “Sanura, what kind of name is that? It sounds like one of those ethnic names,” she said it like it was a disease.

      This was not something Sanura was going to take quietly and so her attitude scaled to new heights and took her eyebrow with. “And? What about it? I am ethnic, why wouldn’t I have a name to reflect that?”

      “Why not have a normal name?” Cathy Tremane shrugged before she continued. “I never understood why you people get upset over the mispronunciation of your names when y’all are the ones who chose them.”

      “So what, we should all hope for our mothers to name us something boring like Cathy?” The heels she wore put her almost six inches over the small woman and Sanura didn’t hesitate to use her height to intimidate.

      The woman blanched and backed up away from her. “I like my name.”

      “Good,” came the warning rumble, “And I like my name.”

      A cane rapped on the wood floor. “What are you doing in my son’s condo?”

      Her eyes flicked to the mother. “Just leaving.” With that dismissal Sanura walked past them all and opened the door and walked to the elevator.

      “What was she doing in this building? I was told they didn’t deliver on Sundays.”

      “Mother, she is part of Meals on Wheels. She was here delivering food, to the Johnsons on the fifth floor.” Gavin’s voice carried down to Sanura as she waited to get on the elevator.

      As the doors opened she heard footsteps behind her and when she turned he was there.

      “Goodbye for now, Sanura.”

      “Goodbye, Gavin Montgomery Rawlins.” She pushed the door close button and pressed ‘L’ for lobby, grinning as it shut in his face. As soon as she was headed down she leaned back and took a deep breath. Now there was a man she could easily lose herself in. Oh hell, maybe she needed a man. Or needed to go out on the town.

      Once back in her vehicle she called Ali. “Let’s go out tonight. To that new jazz club. What do you say? Great, I am just now finishing up my last Meals on Wheels and am headed for the restaurant. Be there in a few. Bye.” Dropping her phone, she drove on.
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      Gavin was being grilled in his own home.

      “What was she doing here? You don’t get Meals on Wheels. Is she after your money?”

      “Mother. Calm down. I told you she was here for the Johnsons. I invited her in. In fact, I had to insist she come in. I see her at work every day; she is the one we get our break room morning snacks from. Since I see her all the time I thought it would be a nice thing if I knew her name. Since she finished her deliveries I was going to offer her something to drink and catch a minute’s rest. What are you two doing here?”

      “We came so you could take us out for lunch. Then we want to shop and later you can take us out for dinner. You really need to clean this place up, son. Either that or hire a housekeeper.”

      Spend the day with his mother. Not what he wanted to do. But she was a force to be reckoned with, so he knew he had been beat.

      While he changed in his room he overheard Cathy and his mother speaking. “I don’t like the fact she was here in his condo. You know her kind, always up to something.”

      “Now, Cathy. She delivers food to the elderly. That is a nice thing to do. Perhaps we shouldn’t judge her so.”

      “No, you shouldn’t.” There was a firm warning in those words as both women looked upon a once again impeccably dressed Gavin.

      “Of course, son. Let’s go. I’m hungry.”

      So Gavin spent the day with his mother and the woman she wanted him to fall for. As the day dragged on and on, his dislike for Cathy grew by leaps and bounds. Finally the day was over and he made it back into his condo. Shutting the door behind him, he decided to shower first and do whatever later. Like usual he dropped his clothes and left them where they fell as he headed for the shower. He took a long hot shower, enjoying the thought of Sanura sharing it with him. The look of her smooth brown skin as the water cascaded over it. Her hair slick with water and her mouth open to receive his kisses.

      Gavin’s shower lasted about thirty minutes as he brought himself release with his hand and a fantasy about the lilac scented goddess who had been in his condo earlier in the day. His body was nowhere near being totally satisfied, but it was better than before. He noticed the message light flashing on his machine and pressed the button. It was Clint.

      “Hey, Gavin. You and me. Tonight. Jazz club. Won’t take no for an answer. I will be by around eight.” Click.

      Gavin looked at his clock and saw it was a little before eight. He glanced at the door and groaned when the bell chimed throughout the condo. He opened it, still toweling off his damp hair and stared directly at his friend Clint.

      “Good, you’re getting ready.” Without waiting for an invitation, he pushed by Gavin and entered the apartment. A low whistle escaped his lips, “Damn, man. Clean this place up.”

      As silent as a mute, Gavin walked to his room and put on a clean pair of khakis and a clean black shirt. He was dressed up, but it was also semi-casual. Similar to what his friend wore.

      Reentering the living room, he saw Clint had straightened up some of the magazines and had scooped the stray clothes that had been spread around to a pile by his bedroom door. With that, he made the place look so much better.

      “Good. You look good. Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “A jazz club. Good music, pretty women, good drinks. Let’s go.”

      As the men entered the busy club, the place was packed, with people dancing on the floor and a band playing up on a stage. There were a few open tables, but they were filling up fast. Grabbing one of the remaining empty tables left, they sat down only to hear moments later, “Can we join you?”

      They looked and saw David Kitridge from the firm and his date. A flamboyant redhead in a pink dress. Clint waved them down and as they sat the band began to play another song.

      

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      

      Sanura and Allison were sitting by the stage as they listened to the music and talked. Both women wore cute cocktail dresses. The dresses were different as Sanura wore one that fit tightly and Allison’s was a little looser to hide her pregnancy.

      The women sipped drinks, cranberry juice for Allison and a Mojito for Sanura. Allison was driving. Two guys approached their table, both handsomely dressed and looking fine. One white and one black.

      “You ladies care to dance?” the brown haired one asked.

      “Who’s asking?” Allison quipped.

      “My name is Jason. And the one who is staring at your friend there is Warren.”

      With a grin, both girls reached out hands to be completely engulfed by the men’s larger ones. They walked out to the dance floor and began to dance to the slow music.

      “You are a wonderful dancer,” Warren said to Sanura as he took them around the floor.

      “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself. My friends call me Mac.” He was a fine looking black man, clean shaven and well dressed.

      “Mac? Very nice. I really like your tattoo.”

      “What are you doing looking?” Sanura had a black panther tattooed on the back of her right shoulder and a Celtic trinity knot on the side of her left breast by her heart.

      “I noticed it when we walked up. I haven’t seen a panther looking that good in a long time.”

      “Oh, that one. Sorry.”

      One black brow rose in question, “You have another one that isn’t so obvious I should see?”

      “Not for one dance.”

      “Well, shall we make it two?” He flashed a grin showing off his straight white teeth gleaming against his dark skin.

      “Sure, but you still won’t get to see it.”

      He laughed, a rich warm laugh as he spun her around on the floor. Sanura saw as Allison and her dance partner, Jason, whirled around as well.

      “Do you dance to swing?”

      “I’ve been known to do so.”

      “In heels like you are wearing?”

      “Don’t worry about me. Just try to keep up.”

      “I accept the challenge.”

      Both of them were laughing as they danced the next couple of songs, until they were both tired and went back to sit down with Allison and Jason.
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      Sanura was out on the dance floor when Gavin saw her. At first he didn’t think it was her until she spun around and he got a good look at her face. Her dress made part of him jump up and salute.

      It was short, too damn short. Stopping above the knee, its formfitting style allowed the men in the club to ogle her body. The dress had two thin straps holding it up and a plunging neckline which only enhanced her chest. The color was a mixture of lilac and gray; it shimmered with the flashing lights in the club and Gavin desired her even more.

      He watched as she danced with the same guy over and over. They were having a good time he could tell by their endless laughing. An unreasonable anger began to fill him at the thought of another man touching her body. When they went to sit, his crystalline gaze followed her all the way.

      Gavin saw his chance when she rose and headed for the bar. He slid his chair back and spoke to Clint, “I’m going for another drink. Want anything?”

      “Sure, whatever you are getting.”

      “Fine.” Gavin walked off without an offer to David and his obnoxious date.

      Shouldering his way through the throng of scantily clad bodies until he was beside her, Gavin leaned on the counter and ordered, “Two beers please.”

      

      She’d know that velvety voice anywhere. It was the voice that took away her reason and convinced her to follow a practical stranger into his condo. Sanura turned her head and took in his black-shirted torso. The man didn’t have any right to look that good. Many women were staring at him, but he ignored them all and put those baby blues directly on her. His steady gaze stilled her breath and kick-started her heart at a much faster tempo.

      “Good evening, Sanura.” His voice, when did it get so sensual? Who was she kidding, it always had been.

      “Good evening.” He smelled so good; she wanted to gobble him up. All of him, from his toes to the top of his head. Is there no safe place for me from him, Lord? Or is this another push towards him?

      His eyes took in her skimpy dress and she saw the appraisal in his eyes as they burned a little hotter. But he didn’t say anything else. A small blonde popped her head up beside him and batted false eyelashes as she chirped, “Buy me a drink?”

      With one more quick glance, Sanura gathered the drinks for her table and left the bar without another word. Very difficult since all she really wanted to do was snatch the blonde hussy and beat her for looking at her man. That thought stopped her cold. When had he become hers? They had barely even had one conversation. Feelings someone evoked in you didn’t make them yours. Did they? No help from upstairs on this one?

      

      Monday morning found Sanura once again delivering to the firm across the street. She was back in the uniform she wore for deliveries. Since it was getting warmer out she was going to have to start wearing shorts. Oppressive summer heat was coming and it was coming fast. Her ponytail spilled out of the back of her baseball hat as she walked into the break room with the first two boxes of donuts. She placed them down and set them out on the platters.

      That done, she went back to get the muffins, and when she returned he was in the room. Gavin wore another expensive suit. He stood by the coffee maker with his broad back to the doorway.

      He muttered to himself. It sounded like he was arguing with himself. A grin slipped across Sanura’s features as she realized for all his money and arrogance he was just like everyone else. Prone to moments of craziness. But, she wouldn’t cast any stones for she conversed with the Lord all the time.

      “You know, people will begin to talk if you keep muttering to yourself. Probably bad for your image.”

      Startled, he spun around and glared at the person who dared to mock him. His expression smoothed out as he saw who it was.

      Sanura continued to tease him. “What’s the matter? Something finally jump out of the mess at your place and bite you?”

      A grin snaked across his face and he replied in that dangerously sexy timbre of his, “Something bit me, alright. Want to see it? Come over and I’ll show it to you.” There was definitely a challenge in that statement. Not to mention the sexual undertone.

      “What makes you think I would dare set foot in that tornado stricken place you call home?”

      “Perhaps I cleaned it up. Maybe you should come check it out?”

      “Humph. Probably some trick to get me to clean your house for you.”

      “Guess you won’t know until you stop by.”

      Not one to resist a challenge, her eyebrow rose in determination. “Very well. This Friday. If you change your mind by then, let me know.”

      “I won’t change my mind. Will you?”

      I’ll be there. “Very well then. I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t forget, don’t talk to yourself.” Before she left, she walked over to him and straightened his tie, an intimate act usually done between husband and wife, without even thinking about it. That done, she executed a perfect military spin and strode out of the break room, leaving him speechless for once in his life.
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      That Monday Gavin began to eat lunch at the diner across the street. Clint came with him and as they entered the eatery they were given a warm welcome by the people behind the counter and the waitresses.

      Allison bounded into the back room and glanced at Sanura, who was doing some last minute planning for next week’s delivery. “Guuurrll, guess who came in and sat down?” she drawled as she waited for Mac to acknowledge her.

      “Who?”

      “Gavin Rawlins.”

      Sanura felt heat flood her entire body at the mention of that name. “Well,” she began as she tried to pretend he meant nothing to her, “this is a restaurant and even rich men need to eat.”

      A devilish glint filled Allison’s eyes as she all of a sudden sat down at her desk and put her head down. “I feel a little faint. Perhaps you should take over for me for a bit.”

      A hiss escaped from Sanura. “You wouldn’t.”

      “I am sorry, I am really tired and a bit nauseated. You don’t mind, do you?” Not that it mattered. For all intents and purposes Sanura was going to be the one who went back out there.

      “You little bitch. You will pay for this.”

      Without even raising her head, Allison waved her off. Her slender shoulders shook as she tried to control her laughter. It was unsuccessful.

      Sanura rose and smoothed down her clothes. She wore a charcoal gray pantsuit that had green and gold running through it. Brought out the green in her eyes. It made her look good and she knew it. Her hair was gathered at the back of her neck with a golden barrette.

      As she entered the dining area she was waved at by Sherry, who was on the phone. She walked over to her and waited as her eyes scanned the room.

      “The bus is coming. They want to know if we are ready.”

      “Of course. Always. Let me go get Allison and we will start to push tables together.” She spun on her heels and walked back down the hall.

      She stuck her head in the door and spoke, “Yo, Ali. I need you up front.”

      “What for? Can’t you handle Mr. Rawlins alone?”

      “We have about twenty sailors coming in. Come help me move the tables.”

      “Is it Bryce?” Even Sanura caught the hopeful note in her question.

      “Don’t think so, Sherry took the call. They are on their way. Come on.” Allison rose smoothly. No hint of being tired or feeling faint. “Must have been a real quick feeling of weakness. What, did it disappear the second I went out the door?”

      A sheepish grin crossed her face. “I was thinking of the tips, as he likes you so much better than he does me.”

      “You are horrible.”

      “I know. That’s why you love me so.”

      “Ali, what am I going to do with you?”

      The two friends walked out into the main part of the dining area with two other workers and began to shove tables together.

      

      The noise got Gavin’s attention. His head turned and he saw her moving tables. He could see the question in Clint’s eyes, but at that moment their waitress came over with their order.

      “Who is the woman in the gray suit?” Clint asked.

      “That’s Mac. She and Allison own the place.”

      She set their order down and left. Clint flicked his gaze back to his friend. “Only you, Gavin.”

      He popped a hot salty fry into his mouth before he answered, “Only me what?”

      “Only you would fall for a black woman while working for one of the most racist firms in the city. You know they will pull their offer for partnership if they find out.”

      “My personal life is none of their damn business. And I am not sure they would pull it. You know who my mother is and all.” Bitterness coated each word.

      “Hey, don’t take it out on me. Personally I don’t care. I was giving you a warning. I’m your friend, you know.”

      “I know. Sorry. They’re taking the Morris account. Because the other one is run by a prominent black man. I want out. I’m thinking of beginning my own firm. What do you think?”

      “Well, if you are offering me a position in it then I would say it’s about damn time. If you weren’t, I would say offer me a job and then it’s about damn time.”

      “Of course I would offer you a job. I would offer you half. Want to become business partners?”

      “That takes time to plan. We would need some clients. What’s your plan?”

      “Meet here every day for food and get the Harris account, they have more money than the Morris one anyway, and go from there.”

      “Any particular reason we will be meeting here, every day?” Clint’s blue eyes sparkled. As if he didn’t already know.

      “Just one. And her name is Sanura.”

      “I thought her name was Mac. Who is Sanura?”

      “Same woman. Mac is her nickname.”

      “What do you know about her?”

      “Nothing much, except when she looks at me my heart speeds up and I get a funny feeling through my whole body. I crave seeing her in the mornings and wish I could grab her and not let go.”

      “Sure it’s not lust?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “What makes you think she would be interested in you?”

      “I will have to convince her. I want her, Clint.”

      “Why?” That direct question stopped him dead.

      “I am not sure. I feel attraction for her but I don’t know why it is so strong.”

      “Before you do something dumb, make sure you know the reason you are doing it.”

      Gavin glared at his friend. “Why would my pursuit of her be ‘dumb’?”

      “I was talking about you chasing her. Not because of her skin color. Calm down, Gavin, you know I don’t care about things like that. I have seen you when you want something, you don’t always think of the consequences of your actions. You assume because you are an extremely wealthy bachelor everyone should cater to you. Her life could seriously be ruined by you if you aren’t careful. This is a person you are dealing with, one who on top of having feelings will also have the public to deal with if you handle this wrong. You know how lots of people around here still are. Just tread cautiously.” Clint finished his speech and took a drink.

      “I know. Thanks.” They continued to eat and enjoy their food. Gavin kept his eyes on the woman that moved with a cat-like grace across the room. His woman, she didn’t know it yet. Or did she?

      Finally she stopped and came to his side of the restaurant. She stopped by each table and spoke to the people eating there. Everyone rewarded her with smiles and her own was brilliant in return. It was obvious she loved her job. She was great with people.

      He waited anxiously for her to get to his table. Finally she did and her subtle lilac scent reached him and twirled around him, imbedding itself into his soul.

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen. How is everything today?”

      “Wonderful, thanks,” Clint said.

      “You never told me you owned this place,” Gavin spoke, wanting her attention on him, not Clint.

      “You had made your assumptions about me. Is there anything else I can get you?”

      “Your phone number?” Clint asked with an impish twinkle in his eyes. Gavin growled low in the back of his throat. His friend didn’t need to even think of Sanura in that way.

      Sanura swung her verdant gaze to the man at the table with him. She flashed him a luminous smile as she replied, “Sorry, hon. I’m not in the habit of giving out my number to a man I hardly know. Besides, I don’t think I am the right woman for you. You seem like a nice man, I am way too pushy and outspoken. I have an atrocious attitude and am horribly mean. I would drive you batty within a week. You know, drive you to talk to yourself and other crazy things.” That last statement she flicked her eyes over to Gavin as if a small reminder of how she found him this morning.

      “Crushed. All the beautiful women are taken.” Clint placed his hand over his heart as if she had wounded him.

      “Excuse me,” Allison interrupted, “the bus is pulling in.”

      Pure joy lit her face as she nodded to Allison. “Excuse me, gentlemen. I have to go meet some people. If you need anything else, I am sure Allison would be happy to get it for you.”

      With one last smile she headed to the door and waited outside. A large white bus pulled into the lot and stopped in front of her.

      As Gavin watched, the doors opened and off swarmed a bunch of sailors. He began to grind his teeth as each and every one of them kissed her and hugged her with—in his opinion—way too much familiarity.

      The large group of military men came inside the building. The restaurant personnel, Allison included, applauded when they came in. Cheers of “welcome back” and “great to see you again” filled the air.

      Soon they were all seated at their tables and the food began to file out of the kitchen. The sailors cleaned up every single bit of it. Once during the middle of the meal, one of the men from the back came out with a camera and they all got together for a picture. One without and one with Sanura and Allison among them.

      Clint and Gavin heard bits and pieces of the conversations coming from over there.

      “Do you know when Bryce is coming in, Lieutenant?” Sanura asked one of the sailors, who in Gavin’s estimation was looking too closely at her chest.

      “A few days, maybe. I am not sure. Sorry, Mac.”

      “That’s all right. He’ll be home soon enough.” Her tone wistful.

      Who the hell is Bryce? Gavin paid for the meal and he and Clint left

      

      On Tuesday, Sanura walked into the break room with the delivery and there sat not only Gavin, but his handsome friend as well. This was beginning to smell like a setup.

      She went about her business after a fast, “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      The other gentleman walked over to her and stepped directly in her path. When Sanura looked up he was smiling at her.

      She cocked her head to the side and arched her brow. “Something I can do for you?”

      “Gavin was right, you do have beautiful eyes.” Her breath caught in her throat. But the man wasn’t done with her yet. “We were never introduced. My name is Clint. Clint Hartford. And what is your name, pretty lady?”

      “You’re pushy and you have a very smooth tongue. Why the interest in my name?”

      “I like you. Come on, what’s your name?” His words coaxed a smile to emerge.

      “Mac. People call me Mac.”

      “Mac. Alright. Have you met my coworker, Gavin Rawlins? He doesn’t talk much as he likes to scare people.” Clint gestured to Gavin with a jerk of his head but didn’t turn away from drowning in her endless green eyes.

      “We’ve met.”

      “I am sure you have, since he is down here every morning at the same time recently. He almost never came down here at this time until you began to deliver the donuts. This morning I decided to come as well and find out what drew him down here so religiously. Now that I have met you I can understand why he does it.”

      She lifted a brow. “If you will excuse me, Clint Hartford. I must be on my way.”

      As he stepped aside, Sanura was in direct viewing line of Gavin and he didn’t look happy to see her with Clint. There were storm clouds brewing in those beautiful blue eyes of his.

      With a nod to them both, she glided to the door. “Enjoy your day, gentlemen.” She stopped and looked at Gavin again when she changed her direction and walked up to him instead of out the door.

      “You should be more careful of how you tie your tie. One could begin to think you leave it skewed on purpose. I wouldn’t think a man like you would have to rely on deception to get a woman to put her hands on him.” She spoke low enough so her words only reached him.

      “Only for the one I want to touch me. She seems leery of me, so I must work at it a little at a time.”

      His pitch flowed over her like a drug, making her tingle in response. She felt her nipples tighten up and she hoped he wouldn’t be able to tell. Sanura didn’t respond. She reached up and straightened his tie. Her head tilted to the side as she viewed her handiwork before she nodded her acceptance of how it looked before straightening the lapels of his suit and patting his strong chest.

      That done, she turned and walked out of the room.

      

      Gavin groaned. She left his body primed, wanting and in full and complete capability of pleasing her. If she would just give him the chance.

      “Wow. Did you see her eyes? They are startling. I really wouldn’t expect someone like her to have green eyes. Do you think she is mixed?”

      “Don’t care.” And he didn’t. There were much more important things for him to discover about her. Gavin moved and claimed what had become his favorite muffin, a buttery flavored one filled with tons of chocolate chips.

      “I was going to have that one.”

      “Forget it. They are mine.” That said Gavin reached in and took out the other one.

      “So, is it usual for her to fix your clothing?” Clint wondered.

      “Yep.” For a guy didn’t normally like to be touched, he sure didn’t seem to mind having Sanura’s hands running over his chest and fixing his clothes.

      “I think the building could have burned up around you two and neither of you would have noticed. In fact, I think there was more heat between the two of you than the building would be able to express if it went up in flames, so you probably would have been fine. Not to mention you haven’t been as surly lately. Gettin’ some?”

      Gavin glared at his friend. Together the two men walked back to their respective offices as more people poured into the break room to get their usual morning treats.

      

      Sanura’s days were pretty much the same until Friday rolled around. Allison had a doctor’s appointment so she couldn’t come in, which meant someone else had to do the deliveries to allow Sanura to handle the paperwork.

      She missed not going over to the firm and flirting with Gavin. Well, who knew when she would see him again? Probably on Monday. The day passed in a flash and, before she knew it, it was time to leave. She handed out the paychecks and said goodnight to her employees. Sherry would close up for the night.

      As Sanura entered her house she found Allison asleep on the couch. She made sure to cover her up and then she showered and changed her clothes. Well, she hadn’t heard a negative from Gavin. Should she go over to his place or not?

      Sanura called in an order to the restaurant and headed over to pick it up. Tony helped her put it in the back of her vehicle. She had left a note for Allison so she wouldn’t worry should she wake up and not find her there.

      Dressed in jeans and a loose tee shirt, Sanura was comfortable with her Timberland hiking boots on. Even though summer was coming, living along the water, the nights could still get cool. And his condo was very close to the ocean. Her hair fell loose around her face and some of it fell across one eye.

      Pulling into the parking lot of his building, Sanura noticed his sedan was there. Maybe he was alone; if not, well she would think of something to say to alleviate her embarrassment. She swung her backpack on and got it settled and comfortable. Picking up the warm containers of food, she headed to the door.

      The doorman buzzed her in and waved in recognition as he left the counter to get the elevator for her. Once inside she pushed the button for the tenth floor.

      Her heart was hammering like a jackhammer. Going a hundred miles a minute. What if he had only been joking about her coming over? She was taking a big chance coming over without calling first to a bachelor’s pad, especially on a Friday night at nine o’clock. The door to the elevator slid open silently, leaving her to face her decision or turn tail and run. Insides quivering like a Jell-O jiggler during turbulence, she stepped out of the elevator and walked to his door.

      She shifted her packages and pressed the doorbell. There was muttered cursing she could hear as he came to the door. With her luck, she probably interrupted some wild and passionate sex he was having with that brunette woman from the other day.

      The door jerked open with a rude, “What?”

      “It’s Friday night. Or am I interrupting something?”

      Sanura enjoyed filling her own eyes at the sight before her. His worn faded and torn jeans fit him like a second skin and the medium grey shirt outlined his strong arms and tight abdomen. She couldn’t hide her grin when she spied the cowboy boots on his feet.

      He was definitely a cowboy. Despite all his money, he was not your typical rich man. Damn, this was going to be harder than she thought. A man like this was everything she could—and did—ever wish for. Big, strong, determined, he made her tremble with longing.

      His hair looked rumpled as if he had been running his fingers through it. Chiseled features had begun to develop the five o’clock shadow, but she would allow for that since it was around nine at night. He looked so delicious it took all of her strength not to jump on him then and there.

      

      Gavin stared in shock at the goddess outside his door. She came. She actually came. When he didn’t see her at the firm the morning he thought she was avoiding him. But he was wrong. Now he was acting like a fish out of water.

      She stood outside his condo, flesh and blood, holding what smelled to be more of her mouth-watering food. “Can I come in, or am I no longer welcome? Are you perhaps entertaining at the present?”

      You are more than welcome, Sanura. “Come . . . come in.” He backed up to allow her entrance.

      Sanura stepped in and headed for his kitchen. He knew it was a disgrace. Clearing a small place on the dining table, she set down the food, shrugged out of her full backpack and turned to find him looking at her.

      “Well. I can see you still haven’t cleaned. Do you want to eat first or after?” she asked.

      “After what?” He stalked her. Backing her up so she was pressed against the wall. His body moved with a lethal grace as it approached hers, two bands of steel plastered themselves on either side of her preventing her escape.

      The smell of lilacs and fresh soap intermingled as they stood locked in a battle of wills. Their eyes were glued to one another. Electricity was flowing fast and hot between them and they both knew it was only a matter of time before it became too much to control. How they managed now, neither of them could fathom it.

      “After we clean this place up, of course.” Sanura gulped as one of his hands trailed through the loose hair to push it back away from her face. His eyes picked up on the rapid increase in the pulse in her neck. “I can’t let you go around talking to yourself. So, I am here to offer my assistance. I brought dinner, since I figured you wouldn’t have anything worth eating in here.”

      A grin cracked through the predatory look on his face. “So you came here to clean.” A deaf man would have been able to hear the doubt in that statement.

      “No, I came to help you clean. I will not be doing this all by myself. So, what’s it going to be? Eat first or later?”

      “All right, Sanura. You win for now. We will clean first.” The look in his eyes told her exactly what he would rather do with her, and it didn’t involve cleaning or eating—at least, not the food she brought.

      “Very well. Where do we start?”

      “Bedroom?” Nothing innocent in his suggestion. His body hardened at the darkening of her gorgeous emerald eyes.

      “Don’t think so. What about the living room? You should really clean those windows. I bet the view would be amazing.”

      “Very well. Want some music?”

      She laughed. “All right. Makes cleaning go faster. What ’cha got?”

      “What do you like to listen to?”

      “Pretty much anything. Well, except heavy metal, loud rap or the old twangy country. Other than that I really don’t have a preference.”

      “So you listen to country.” It came out half statement and half question.

      That eyebrow jacked up quicker than a June bug jumping off a hot skillet. “What of it? Yes, I listen to country; in fact, that is what is in my CD player in my truck right now. I go to rodeos and I love to ride the mechanical bull in bars. Gotta problem with it?”

      He was impressed. A mechanical bull, what a sight that would be. He could picture her with her legs straddling the bull as her body moved with the motion. His body jumped in response as his mouth grew dry. How the hell am I going to do this without jumping on her like a sex starved man? “Not at all. How about a mix of music?” Gavin searched for a remote to the elaborate stereo system along a wall before finally giving up and turning it on by hand. Music flowed through the condo out of speakers that were set up for surround sound. Gavin watched her take a deep breath and walk over to one end of the living room. She picked up one wrinkled t-shirt and held it between her index finger and her thumb.

      She stared at him with one eyebrow arched and said, “I am assuming all these clothes are dirty?”

      He blushed. “Yes. I would say would be a pretty safe bet.”

      “You keep your apartment like this, so women won’t come over?”

      “What happened to me being gay?”

      “You said you weren’t and so I am taking your word for it. Besides, no self-respecting gay guy would live in this filth.” She looked around before asking, “Do you at least have laundry baskets these clothes can go into?”

      “I do. Just a minute, they’re in the bedroom.” He winked at her. “Unless you wish to come with me and get them?” His gaze ran over her in blatant desire.

      

      Sanura shook her head. “No, go get them.” He turned and walked toward his room. What a flirt. Who knew, maybe this evening would be worth the trip after all. Who are you kidding, girl, you know this evening is worth it. Just seeing him took care of that for you.

      Gavin returned and dropped four baskets by her but took two of them to the other side of the room and began to fill them. Sanura headed back to her bag and pulled out cleaning supplies.

      She went back to the living room and gathered the magazines, sorted them by type. She took the time to wipe off the coffee tables with the lemon scented wipes she had with her. She dusted the shelves and the stereo, putting the remotes beside the appropriate item, the television and everything. Grabbing her glass cleaner, she began on the windows. Sanura used one of his laundry baskets as a trash receptacle, placing in torn and old magazines, used cleaning wipes and paper towels.

      They worked together on opposite ends of the room. She moved onto the kitchen next. He had no food to mention and not a clean dish in the place. She loaded the dishwasher and started it—at least he had soap for it. It probably came with the place and he had never used it. Then she began to scrub the counters, sink, oven and the microwave.

      Gavin came in for a drink. He opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Coke. “Want one?”

      “Please. Do you have a washing machine in here?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Because we are going to start your laundry.” She accepted the drink and took a healthy swig. “Grab the baskets, man. Let’s go.”

      He picked up the overflowing baskets and led the way to his laundry room. The room was small and his large body filled up most of it.

      “Did you at least sort your clothes?”

      “Why?”

      “So they don’t bleed into the others. Go ahead, sort them by colored and whites.”

      “Isn’t that like segregation?” His own eyebrow arched in perfect imitation of her own.

      Be still my beating heart. “Yes. Something you should know about working where you do.”

      “I don’t agree with their beliefs.”

      “Chill, if I thought you did, do you really think I would be here? Stop stalling and start sorting.”

      “Aren’t you going to help me?”

      Sanura jumped up onto the folding table and looked at him like he had totally gone off his rocker. “Uh uh. I ain’t touching your funky clothes. You do it.” She swung her legs back and forth as she waited for him to continue.

      “Slave driver.”

      “Damn straight.” Her cell phone began to chime. “Excuse me,” she said to Gavin, who looked at his watch before sending her a look that said he wondered who would be calling her at ten-thirty at night. “Mac. Uh huh. Sure. Right. Okay. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. Sure. Perfect. Alright. ’Night, hon. See you in the morning. Over breakfast. Bye.” She flipped her phone shut and smiled before she looked into the eyes of the man in front of her.

      “Hon? Who was that?” His voice was all low and dangerous, sending a delectable shiver through her synapses.

      Was she hearing things or did he actually sound jealous? “That was Ali. You’re still stalling. Load the clothes. I’m hungry. Also I need you to get your vacuum. You do have one, right?”

      He loaded the clothes under her sharp watch and set the washer. They headed out to the kitchen, and on the way he got out his vacuum for her. Set it in the living room, with a, “Yes, I have one.”

      “Yeah, but do you know how it works?” she quipped back, enjoying the banter between them.

      “I know exactly how it works. Anytime you want me to show you how much I know about it, say the word.” His voice poured over her like brandy and she knew it wasn’t vacuuming he was referring to.
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      She opened some of the containers she brought and he found the food was already on plates. Plates from her diner. “I didn’t think you would have any clean dishes,” she said.

      A quick zap in the microwave and both of them had piping hot food. Before Sanura sat down to eat, she pulled a canister out of her bag. “Just a minute.” Then she went and sprinkled it all over his carpet. “I’ll vacuum it after we eat. It needs to sit for at least fifteen minutes. At least fifteen.”

      So they sat down at his dining room table and began to eat. The food tasted wonderful like usual. Sanura had brought a feast: apricot-sauced ribs, herb and garlic grilled vegetables, potato salad, onion rolls, and a fruit salad with a honey-lime dressing. It was unbelievable.

      Gavin sat across from her, totally ecstatic. She was here in his condo, and she came on her own. Not only, but she brought food. His body thrummed with the need to make her his own. He wanted to possess her, to have her soft, curvaceous figure writhing underneath his hard form in his bed as he made her moan and cry out with passion.

      This woman amazed him.

      “Tell me about yourself.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How did you get into the restaurant business?”

      “Allison and I began planning in high school. We have always wanted to own a place where we could make people happy. So we went to the same college. She majored in accounting and I doubled in business and food service/hospitality.

      “Her husband—well, ex now—fronted most of the money since he is a banker and got us started. He got us a deal on that place as it was in foreclosure. We fixed it up ourselves. We have since paid him back in full and have been in business for six years a couple of weeks ago. What about you? Why architecture?”

      “My father was a lawyer and my choice was that or be an architect. I didn’t want to spend my days wearing suits and being in meetings, so I chose the latter.” He laughed. “That is exactly what I am doing now. So it looks like I fu . . . screwed myself either way.” Gavin was proud of checking his language around her; he didn’t want to come off as crude. “I love drawing and watching as my creations become reality. I miss doing it. Now it seems like I spend my time trying to get accounts for the firm.”

      “Why do you work there? It doesn’t seem like you fit in with the majority mindset there.”

      “I don’t and don’t ever think I do. I am in the middle of transition right now. Can you keep a secret?”

      “I hardly think I am going to be running to your boss to tell him something. Go ahead.”

      “I am leaving the firm and starting my own. Clint is coming with me. I have secured my . . . our first client. Do you know of Richard Harris?”

      “Yes. Who doesn’t? One of the wealthiest men in the city. Handles a lot of work for the underprivileged.”

      “He is my first client. I’ve already begun to draw up plans for his newest building.”

      “Congrats.” Sanura rose and got a cake out of the small square box and placed a piece on his plate, and watched in enjoyment as he placed the first bite in his mouth. The end result was eyes rolling back into his head.

      “Oh hell, this is good cake. What is it and are you taking it with you or do I get to keep it?” He did wonder what all the rest of the boxes were, but didn’t ask.

      “It’s feather sponge cake with satin cream. Don’t worry, I will leave it here for you. If I were to take it then I would eat it and I don’t need it.” She swallowed some more of her Coke. “Well, I’m going to vacuum.”

      He reached out and grabbed her hand, stopping her in her tracks. Flames shot up from where he touched her, spreading to places on his body that had been neglected way too long. “Thanks for trusting me enough to come over.”

      “Please,” she scoffed lightly. “I am trying to help you get a woman. Then maybe you won’t be so moody.” She pulled out of his grasp, plugged in the vacuum and began to clean. She didn’t see the smile on his face, as his gaze said he had found his woman.

      

      Sanura couldn’t believe the heat in her body, courtesy of being in his presence. She wanted nothing more than to jump him and see if his touch moved her as much as she believed it would. With a strong mental shake she focused back on cleaning. She moved the furniture with his help and cleaned under that as well.

      He mopped the kitchen floor and moved the table so she could clean under where the table sat. She moved down the hall and stopped at his bedroom door.

      “Is it safe for me to go in there?”

      “Depends, do you want it to be?” More of that blatant male sexuality.

      No! I want you to grab me like the hero in a movie and kiss me like I mean more to you than the hundreds of psycho warriors that are bearing down on us. I want you to ravage me until I am too tired to move a single muscle in my entire body. “Is it safe to clean in there?”

      “Sure. I picked everything up off the floor and stripped the bed. Tell me, Sanura McKie, what do you look for in a man?” He was in between her and the door, not letting her pass until she answered his question.

      “I want someone who can make me laugh, feel safe . . . you know, what most people want.”

      “That’s it? Nothing else more specific?” Sanura noticed the gleam in his eye as he waited for something else to come out of her mouth.

      “Well, it wouldn’t hurt if the man knew how to make the small of my back arch. You know.” Sanura nudged him out of the way with a wink and bolted through the door. A low rumble left him and she smiled, knowing her reply had gotten to him.

      She entered his room. It fit. Against one wall sat a king-sized bed. He had dark furniture and the carpet in his room was a dark blue. Turning on the vacuum, she quickly cleaned the carpet.

      As she turned to leave she saw him standing in the doorway. In his hands he held some sheets. “Will you help?”

      She nodded and they each took a side of the bed. The light was on a dim setting and it set the scene to be very cozy. Intimate. They worked well together as the bed became made. After the sheets came the blankets, and then there was a down comforter they folded in thirds and put across the foot of the bed.

      His room done, she headed for the next one. It was his workout room. Since all that was in there was weight equipment she left it alone. The next one was an office with a couch. She left the papers on the desk alone, wiped it off and straightened up the couch. Then she vacuumed that room as well.

      She had gone through three vacuum bags, but they were finally done. Sanura even took his clothes out of the dryer and folded them. Touching his boxers took her mind to places it shouldn’t have been heading. Everything was done and she set the baskets back in the doorway to his bedroom.

      When she came back down the hall she saw him unloading the dishwasher and putting things away. The rumble of thunder made her look out the large picture windows. A storm had rolled in, giving a spectacular light show. He could view the beach from this room and the waves with the lightning flashes were simply to beautiful to ignore.

      She walked over to the windows and sat in one of the oversized chairs that were placed beside them and curled up to watch the storm move through. That was the last thing she remembered before she woke up.

      

      Gavin came out of the kitchen into the dimly lit living room. He found her curled up in a chair beneath the window, the flashes of lightning illuminating her beauty. Her breathing seemed in tune with the rain that pounded on his freshly cleaned windows. Soft music still played in the background.

      The whole place was clean. It looked amazing. The faint smell of lemon filled the air. Even his shoes were lined up by the door.

      His cyanic gaze slid back to the sepia beauty sleeping peacefully in his chair. A tender smile came to his face. What a woman. He walked silently over to her and gazed upon her. Her hair, which he knew was silky, fell over her face and rose and fell with her breaths. She looked exhausted.

      Bending down, he slid his arms under her and lifted her up. It was nothing to lift her and she felt so perfect in his arms. Straightening, he wondered where to put her, then without a second thought took her to his bedroom. Avoiding the baskets of folded clothes, he laid her on the bed, removed her shoes and pulled the comforter up over her.

      Next time you are sleeping in my bed, little kitten, I will be lying right next to you. And I guarantee, your back will arch. He promised both of them silently.

      Leaving her there alone was one of the hardest things he had ever done. But he did. He went to the couch out in the living room and lay down on it before closing his eyes.

      

      Sanura woke feeling out of place. This wasn’t her bed. She sat up and figured out where she was. Frantically she looked around for Gavin and realized he wasn’t there.

      Glancing down at her body, she recognized she was fully dressed except for her boots. Whatever he did, it wasn’t take advantage of her. Damn, but then at least she didn’t sleep through it. She slid off the bed and refolded the comforter. Sanura sat in his chair to put on her boots and left the room silently to find him. She heard soft snoring the closer she got to the living room. He lay sprawled on the couch. One strong arm had been thrown up over his head and the other hung off the couch.

      Sanura went to the kitchen where she put the rest of the packages in the fridge. He had cleaned up the dinner plates. In the dim light she wrote a note to him:

      

      Sorry about passing out on you. Thanks for being such a gentleman. There are about a week’s worth of meals in your freezer, for breakfast, lunch and dinner. I put instructions on the packages so just follow them and you will be fine. You need to eat better. Not that I care, but your mother might. Thanks for the evening. I actually had fun. The cleaning supplies are for you, you need them. See ya around.

      ~Sanura

      

      She gathered her things and put them by the door. The note she left on the kitchen counter under a cup. Sanura walked back over to the sleeping man. She took the blanket off the back of the couch and draped it over him and put his arm across his chest under the blanket, so it didn’t hang over anymore.

      Unable to resist, she brushed the lock of thick hair fell over his forehead back and placed a gentle kiss on his cheek. A sense of satisfaction filled her as his face nestled into her lips and he sighed deeply. “Pleasant dreams.” She let herself out and took the elevator down and left to go back home.

      Sanura arrived home at three thirty in the morning. The outside light was on and as she entered Allison woke up from the couch. Allison smiled at her and her eyes asked the question.

      “Nothing happened. I helped him clean his place. We had dinner and then I fell asleep.”

      “Slept? Where?” That hint of imp showed its face on the blonde.

      “In his bed.” At the smile on Allison’s face she added, “He slept out on his couch. He was a perfect gentleman.” What a pity.

      “What a pity. Are you going to see him again?”

      “I don’t know. Doubtful. How are you doing?” Sanura didn’t want to think about that right now.

      “All right. I don’t want to talk about me. Tell me all about it.”

      The two friends stayed up until it was time to go into to work. Sanura filled her best friend in on everything. Except how that man made her feel. She finally cried off to get a shower in before work.

      

      Gavin woke at his usual time. He didn’t need an alarm clock, hadn’t for years. When he realized where he was he sat straight up. He noticed he was covered by a blanket. Sanura. She must have done that.

      He padded down the hallway to his bedroom. It was empty. The comforter was refolded and placed back along the foot of his bed. He touched the pillow she had been against and put it up to his nose. It still smelled faintly of lilacs.

      A glance at the clock told him it was time to start his coffee and take a shower. In the kitchen he noticed her note written in neat print. Damn right, she’d see him around. He’d make sure of it.

      He showered and headed for work after eating one of the portions of breakfast she had left for him. She had brought him seven days’ worth of meals, each individually wrapped in single servings.

      Clint was waiting for him. “Where were you last night?” They were headed towards the break room. “I tried to call, but there was no answer. Did you have a date?”

      “No. I was home. I cleaned my place. I had the music up so maybe I didn’t hear the phone.” A lie; after Sanura had shown up he turned off the phone. They walked into the room; she was already there chatting with two men as they picked out what they wanted.

      “Good morning, Mac,” Clint said.

      The capped head turned towards the voice. “Good morning, Mr. Hartford, Mr. Rawlins.”

      Sanura gave no indication she had spent the night in his bed. There was no shame, no embarrassment, and no hesitation at all in her. She was very professional, like usual. Gavin wasn’t sure how to take that. On one hand, he was glad she didn’t seem like anything thing was wrong, but on the other, he wanted to see a different look on her face when she looked at him.

      Suddenly Boyle Dorgan came in the room. His head had already begun to sweat in the early Saturday morning. “Good morning, gentlemen.” He completely ignored Sanura, which tweaked Gavin more than he wanted to admit. Why he was there on a Saturday was a surprise to both men, who rarely saw him on the weekend.

      A warning glance from Clint was all that stopped him from saying something to the fat pig. Boyle picked up the two muffins Gavin himself usually ate, stuffed half of one in his mouth and began to speak around the food shoved in his fat kisser.

      Sanura didn’t acknowledge him in any way, but finished up her duties and walked out silently without a word to him or Clint.

      “Well, that little woman sure does deliver the goods. You know, boys, she is a pretty thing considering.”

      Clint and Gavin exchanged glances. “Considering what?” Gavin asked, not really sure he wanted to know.

      “Well, her skin color of course. Don’t tell I said so, but she could rock my world anytime. I have heard those black chicks sure can give good head.” He gave a raucous laugh as muffin crumbs spewed from his mouth.

      Instantly enraged, Gavin stepped forward and stopped with Clint’s hand on his arm. “People do say lots of things. Excuse us, Gavin and I have to get to work.” Without letting go of his arm, Clint steered him out of the room and down to his office where he saw his secretary coming out of his door.

      “Your package is on your desk, sir,” Janice said as Gavin approached.

      Package, what package? He wasn’t expecting anything, especially this early in the day. He and Clint went in and closed the door behind them.

      Smack in middle of his blotter sat a box. Plain white, with a piece of tape keeping it closed. “What is it? Hurry up, man. Open it.”

      Gavin slit the tape and flipped back the lid. He started to laugh as he looked inside. Clint walked over and looked in as well before his eyes flicked back to the man sitting in his chair with an idiotic grin on his face. He seemed very pleased with himself.

      Inside the box were six of the muffins he loved. The rich buttery ones loaded with chocolate chips. “How do you rate? She gave you muffins. Are you going to share?”

      “Take one.” Gavin smiled as Clint took not one but two and sat down on the other side of the desk. That’s when he noticed the paper under the remaining four. Pulling it out, he opened the folded note and found the words:

      

      Bet you didn’t think I knew which ones you liked. Enjoy. Share with Clint and give one to your secretary. Catch you later.

      

      He put the note in the inside pocket of his suit as he pressed the call button for his secretary. “Janice, will you come in here for a moment.”

      Seconds later she opened the door. “Yes, sir?”

      Gavin held out the box and offered the muffins. “Would you like one? They’re excellent.”

      Janice’s eyes flitted between the two men as if expecting a trap. She walked forward and took one. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome. That will be all for now. In fact, I’m leaving at noon today so if you want, you can as well.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” A shocked Janice backed out of the room.

      As soon as the door closed, Clint looked at him and demanded, “What is going on with you? What is going on between you two?”

      “Nothing. Yet.” Visions of her sleeping body flashed through his mind.

      “Right. So she gives out boxes of muffins to people? That would mean I should have a box on my desk.”

      “Shut up, Clint.” Gavin had that stupid little grin on his face for the next hour, which was when Boyle showed up at his door.

      

      That evening, as Sanura was getting some paperwork out of the backseat of her Yukon, she heard her name. It was late Saturday night and the restaurant would be closing soon. The lot sat pretty much empty except for employee vehicles.

      Her name was hissed with such venom it chilled her to the bone; it made her shiver with fear. She slammed the door shut and spun to face the one speaking to her.

      “Mac, you bitch!”

      The man approaching her was stout with a shaved head. It was Pete Hanson, Allison’s ex-husband. He had a scowl on his face would have sent the devil himself into hiding.

      “Pete. How nice to see you.” What a load of crap; she wanted to wring his neck. His presence made her body go into full alert mode.

      “You little bitch. What did you do to her?”

      “What did I do to who?” Her attitude had come in full. Her dislike of the man flowed to the surface.

      “Allison.”

      “I didn’t do anything to her.”

      “If I find out you put her up to this, so help me God, I will make you wish you had never been born.” His burly hand raised and he swung it at her.

      Sanura moved like a blur. Grabbing his arm, she twisted hard and got it back behind his back, wrenching hard upwards so he stumbled forward right into the side of her truck. Her leg kicked his apart so he was spread against the side as if he were about to be searched; a police officer couldn’t have done a more efficient job, as the man lay up against the vehicle immobile.

      “Listen to me, you dumb prick. I didn’t put her up to anything. Stay away from me and from the restaurant. Don’t do this again.”

      Two of the cooks had come out and were standing like guards behind her. Both men made Pete look small and the grimness on their faces made him leave quickly as he rubbed his sore arm. Even so, the look he had in his eyes still scared her.

      “Are you all right, Mac?”

      “Fine, Tony.” She paused and looked at her friends. “Thanks to you two being here.”

      “That man is dangerous. Are you going to call it in?”

      “No. You know how I feel about the police.”

      “He could hurt you or Allison,” Tony stated.

      “I’ll warn Ali about it, but since he’s gone now I would just as soon forget it.”

      “We will stay with you until you close.”

      “Y’all are the best.”

      

      The men stayed with her and walked her back inside after she got her papers. Unknown to her, Gavin had returned earlier to the office and had witnessed the whole thing from across the street. His hand still bled from the broken glass in his hand.

      So angry and scared for her, he could only watch as that man took a swing at her. Gavin was amazed at her defense of herself. Finally the pains of the cut made him realize he was bleeding all over the windowsill, and so he went to clean it up.

      

      Once inside the restaurant, Sanura called Allison and filled her in on what happened. She made Allison promise to keep all the doors and windows locked until she got home. Then she turned her attention to finishing the paperwork.

      The house was dark when she got back and Sanura found Ali asleep in her bed. With a smile she covered up her friend and sought her own bed.

      Sunday came and Sanura was once again in church. She had done the deliveries to the shelters earlier so she stayed to chat with some of the patrons of the church about the upcoming choir’s performance. Sanura sang alto in the choir. She loved to sing and the choir was the perfect place. The gospel music got the room swaying and dancing.

      

      While Sanura talked with the deacon of the church, Gavin was involved in a conversation—or interrogation, depending on how one wished to view it—with his mother, who once again had shown up at his condo.

      “Did you hire a housekeeper?”

      “No, Mother. I cleaned it myself.” I’m not telling her Sanura was over here with me.

      “I must say I am impressed. The place looks acceptable. I bet Cathy would like to see it clean like this.” She dropped her gaze to his wrapped hand but didn’t make a mention of it.

      “Mother, I am not interested in Cathy, so don’t even start with me.”

      “Why not? She is everything you need.”

      Gavin’s eyes rolled as he wished for patience. “She has nothing I need or want. I am old enough to find a woman for myself, mother. Let it be.”

      “I need grandbabies. I’m getting old.”

      “By all means, Mother. Let me find a woman for the sole purpose of giving you grandchildren. Who cares if I’ll be happy or not.”

      “No need to be nasty. I get it. I won’t bring it up again. I want you to get that place to cater for me again. Only fifteen people this time. I want it for seven Sundays from now.”

      “What place?” Like he didn’t know.

      “That one you told me about before. Everyone loved it.” She made a gesture like the name wasn’t all that important for her to remember.

      “A Little Taste of Home?”

      “That’s the one.” Her hand waved airily. “That little blonde woman we spoke to was pretty cute.”

      “Mother.” Warning in that one word.

      “I was making an observation.”

      “Besides, they don’t deliver on Sundays, remember.”

      “That is when my party is to be. Why don’t they do it on a Sunday?”

      His mother sounding like a petulant child was not what he wanted to hear. Be patient, you only have one mother. “They deliver food to the local shelters, that’s why.”

      “Humph. I suppose that is a good enough reason. Well, better make it for a Thursday. Eight weeks from now.” She pulled the menu out of her overpriced purse and slapped it down on the clean countertop. “I circled what I want. Take care of it for me.”

      “Why me, Mother? You have plenty of people who can do this for you.”

      “Don’t get smart with me, boy. Just do it.”

      He swallowed his exasperated sigh. Truth be told he was okay doing it, for it gave him more time to be with Sanura. “Yes, ma’am. Tomorrow. I’m meeting Clint today.”

      “Good. He can come to the party as well, since you will be coming.” That statement was issued with a definite challenging glare. “Make it for twenty people and tell them I will pay the same. I have to go.” She turned her face and he dutifully pressed a kiss against her cheek. “Goodbye, son. You know, you could come visit your mother sometime, instead of making her come find you.” That said, she swept out of the room as regally as any queen.

      With a shake of his head he watched her leave. “Goodbye, Mother.” Spending time with his mother always left him feeling like he’d been run over by a speeding train, or was it a herd of elephants? Whichever, he was tired.

      He stayed busy with Clint for the rest of the day. They worked on the blueprints for the Harris account and looked at empty buildings for their new firm. Clint didn’t even ask about his hand; he had started to but the look Gavin gave him stopped the words dead.

      

      When Monday rolled around, Gavin found himself looking forward to his morning visual fill of Sanura. He, along with Clint, stood in the break room at the normal time. When the smell of fresh muffins and donuts reached him his body began to twinge in expectation.

      The person that walked through the door was not Sanura, however. It was an unknown male. He went about his work quickly and quietly before leaving.

      Gavin looked at Clint, who shrugged his shoulders in confusion. As they got their usual fare, they walked back to Gavin’s office. Once the door shut Clint spoke, “Maybe it is her day off.”

      “I don’t know. But I have to go over there later today anyway. Mother is having another party, which you are invited to, by the way. So that means you have to come help and keep the women away from me she is forever trying to set me up with. She wants Sanura’s place to deliver food, like they did last time.”

      “Lucky for you. You have your mother as an excuse to go see her.”

      “Whatever it takes.” Gavin smiled at the thought of being with her in the backroom. Maybe Allison would leave them alone together.
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      It was around eleven-thirty when Gavin took lunch. He left the firm and crossed the street to the restaurant. As he entered, he noticed there was an almost strained happiness. The people were still friendly but it was like something was bothering them. He went up to the podium and looked down at the woman there. It was Sherry, he remembered her from before.

      “Good morning, Mr. Rawlins. Would you like a table or booth?”

      “Actually, I needed to talk to the owners about catering another event.” He sent her a smile known to knock the socks of plenty of women. Apparently he hadn’t lost the knack for it, as a blush sprang up in her cheeks.

      “Allison is in the back, if you will follow me.” She turned and led him to the back office. She knocked on the door before she stuck her head in. “Ali, Mr. Rawlins is here about setting up another delivery.”

      “Send him in, Sherry, thanks.” Her voice was all scratchy and hoarse.

      “Go on in, Mr. Rawlins.”

      “Thank you.” He went in and stopped short at the sight before him.

      Allison had teary eyes and a red nose as if she had been crying. A lot. One of her eyes looked bruised like something hit her. There was a wad of tissues in her hand. She stood and he noticed the signs of a pregnancy. Ahhh, must be hormonal, or maybe it was smeared mascara.

      “Please sit down, Mr. Rawlins. I apologize for my lack of professional appearance.”

      He waved it away. “I appreciate you could see me on such short notice. My mother has another party planned for. . .”

      The ring of a telephone broke into his sentence. Allison jumped before she scrambled to answer it, sending papers flying off the desk to lie scattered on the floor. Allison didn’t pay them any mind.

      “Hello? This is her. How is she?” Her voice wavered with emotion as she gripped the receiver with both of her shaking hands. Tears began to fall again, streaking down her face. “Oh, God. A concussion? A mild concussion. Dislocated shoulder. Severe bruising. Oh my God. She what? Tell her I’m fine. All I have is a slight black eye. Tell her she got there in time, she took the brunt of it.”

      What the hell is going on?

      Allison continued talking. “Can I come see her? Keeping her over another night for observation. But, I can see her? I will be right there. Thanks. Take care of her, doc. She’s all the family I have left in the world.” Allison replaced the receiver, totally oblivious to the fact she could hardly see for the tears streaming down her face.

      “Is everything alright? Ms. Drover? Is everything okay?” Gavin got out of his chair and put a hand on her shoulder. The amount of trembling her small frame scared him way more than he would ever want to admit.

      “No. I have to go. I am so sorry; I have to get to the hospital. Sanura needs me. Sanura is in the hospital and she needs me. Have to go now.” She fumbled around before she picked up the keys she sought.

      Sanura. Hospital? What the hell is going on? Did this have to do with what he witnessed Saturday night? “You are in no condition to drive. I’ll take you.”

      Red, puffy eyes looked at him as she nodded. “Okay.” She opened the door and announced to the kitchen she was going to the hospital. Everyone told her to give Mac their love, and as she nodded in response Gavin took a hold of her arm and led her out the back door.

      “Where is your car?”

      “I have Sanura’s Yukon. The black one over there. The bastard slashed my tires.”

      “What happened?” he asked as he helped her into the passenger side of the Yukon.

      “Grady Hospital. Please. As fast as you can.” Allison clutched her shaking hands together in a big fist and began to pray, her low prayer reaching his ears as he drove.

      He acquiesced. Sanura was right; she did have country music on in her vehicle. It was nice, but he scarcely noticed as he wove in and out of the midday traffic.

      At a red light, he grabbed his phone and called his office. “Tell Dorgan I am gone for the day. Emergency. I am not sure when I will be back, give my work to Clint and tell him to call me if he has questions. Thanks, Janice.” Gavin dropped it beside him and gunned the powerful engine once the light turned green.

      He whipped them into the visitor parking and they both hurried to the emergency entrance. Allison was visibly shaken up and he put his arm around her, offering silent support.

      They strode up to the admittance desk. “Where is Sanura McKie?” he demanded.

      The dour-faced woman stared unblinkingly at them. “Only family is allowed to see her.”

      “I’m her sister and this is her . . . her. . .” Allison stumbled over her words.

      “I am her fiancé. Where is she?”

      “Are you Allison?” The nurse questioned.

      “Yes. Where is she?” The blonde stood shaking with silent sobs as she waited for the woman to pass on the information.

      “Room 506. The police are in there and they will want to talk to you.” Allison was already sprinting towards the elevator.

      Once inside she smiled wanly up at Gavin. “Fiancé, huh?”

      “Working on it. But then I suspect you are already aware of that fact.” Until that moment he never really realized how much he meant it—this woman, Sanura, had touched a chord deep within him.

      “Yes I am, Mr. Rawlins. Yes I am.” For a moment, a moment, she sounded happy.

      The elevator stopped and they both jogged off and headed for Room 506. There were police by the door and they made to stop her from entering. Gavin stepped between them. “Let her check on Sanura and then she will answer all your questions.”

      With a quick recognizing glance at the powerful man in an expensive suit, they backed off and let the two worried people enter the room. A doctor was in there, and upon their arrival he stepped back from the bed and approached them. “Don’t stay too long, she needs to rest.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” Gavin shook his hand as the older man left the room. Then he stood by the door, even though he wanted to run over to the body lying prone and gather her in his arms to cradle her against his chest. This time was for Allison, not him. It was a small room and they wouldn’t be offered privacy, but Gavin couldn’t bring himself to leave.

      “I am so sorry. Sanura, this is all my fault.” Allison’s hands tenderly brushed the face of the woman lying on the crisp hospital sheets. “I brought you your necklace.” Gavin watched her press something into Sanura’s hand.

      “No.” The voice was raspy, as if she had taken a powerful hit to the throat. “I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t get there sooner. I should have been there. For you…for you and the baby. Should have known he would do something like this.”

      “No, look what he did to you. Why did you do it? It should be me lying there, not you.” Allison began another wave of tears.

      “Had to. You are going to be a mother. I can handle it, I’ve had worse.”

      “Oh, honey. You’re the best. I love you, Sanura. The police are here. I’m sorry, but it was the only way I could get him off you.”

      “I know. I saw them. Maybe they won’t think I did something wrong, this time.” She attempted to laugh, but it didn’t sound much like one. “How are you? Are you okay? Is the baby okay?”

      “Thanks to you. He only got me once, before you were there.”

      Gavin felt unshed tears stinging at the back of his eyes from the thought of someone hurting her like this. As he listened to Sanura and Allison talk, he realized he couldn’t leave her. Ever.

      
        
        ♣

      

      

      Sunday night, Sanura had closed the restaurant. Allison had gone home earlier. When she finally pulled into the driveway, she heard yelling coming from house. She had jumped out of the vehicle and ran inside in time to see Allison fall to the floor unconscious and Pete lower his meaty fist. He moved over to his ex-wife and drew his foot back to kick her right in the gentle swelling of her abdomen, where the unborn baby sat, helpless.

      Without thinking, Sanura leapt on the drunken man. Pete turned his rage onto her. He was much stronger and proceeded to pummel her with fists and feet. At some point, Allison must have made it to the phone somehow and dialed 911, for Sanura barely remembered seeing the police and paramedics hovering over her.

      
        
        ♣

      

      

      “Glad you are okay. I’m very tired. Go home and get some sleep. They took him away so he can’t hurt you anymore. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” Her voice was fading with each word she said.

      “I brought someone with me. I think he wants to say hello.” Allison waved whoever was with her forward.

      Gavin approached the bed. His eyes widened in shock, then narrowed in fury. Sanura knew she was covered in bruises, rendering her almost unrecognizable.

      But she knew him, a glimmer of recognition sparked. “Hey. Do I look that bad? Never mind, I imagine I do. Why are you here?” Sanura would never admit how comforting it was to lay her eyes on him. Her words came through swollen lips almost too slurred to understand, but he did.

      “Missed you this morning. Thought you might be avoiding me.”

      “Never that. Keep an eye on her for me.” Despite her pain, warmth flowed all the way through her body at the idea he missed her.

      “She’ll be fine. I’ll see to it.”

      “Thanks.” Energy spent, she closed her eyes and succumbed to the comforting darkness.

      Every time she opened her eyes he sat in a chair next to the bed. There was an architectural book in his lap but those baby blues of his always seemed to be focused on her.

      His suit was gone and he was clad in black jeans, a white shirt and his cowboy boots. There were tons of flowers in the room. Balloons and other items, like teddy bears and cards.

      Sanura still hurt, but it was tolerable. She struggled to sit up and saw a giant sleeping uncomfortably in the chair next to the bed; Gavin had a small black stuffed panther in his lap. The sun had risen so she knew she had been here for at least one night. Gavin’s feet were stretched out on the foot of her hospital bed, head lolled back and the book had fallen from his fingers. It was her cowboy and he still wore the black jeans and white shirt.

      She moaned softly as she moved too fast and he came instantly awake. His eyes were sleepy but alert as they ran over her in concern.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Keeping an eye on you.”

      “Why? Am I going somewhere in the hospital?”

      Gavin’s gaze was tender as he looked upon her. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I got run over by a Peterbilt truck.” She smiled countering his fierce frown. “That was a joke, his name was Pete. Oh never mind.”

      “You could have been killed. What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking of saving my friend and her unborn baby.” Her head began to pound so fiercely, she squinted.

      “Want me to get the doc?”

      “No. I want to go home.”

      “They said you could leave today. Do you want a shower first?”

      “I know I smell funky, but I want to get home. Where is Allison?”

      “Work. I am taking you home.”

      “Don’t you have a job?” Warmed somehow by the thought of him taking her home and yet concerned because of who he was and what he had, so much more than she did.

      “It’ll keep. Come on, sit up.” He helped her and pulled out a clean shirt from a previously unknown about bag. “She sent you clean clothes.”

      “Sweet. Now all I have to do is dress myself.” Sitting up had utterly exhausted her.

      “I can help.”

      “I bet.”

      “Come on. I can call a nurse if you want, but they may think it kind of weird why you wouldn’t let your fiancé help you get dressed.”

      “Fiancé? Why would they think you and I . . .?” A faint blush flew up his cheeks and he suddenly found the contents of her duffle bag to be very interesting. With a feeble shrug of her shoulders she gave in. There wasn’t any extra energy for an argument. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

      

      Gavin was thrilled she’d gone along with his suggestion. He wanted to be the one to do it, not have a nurse come in and help.

      As if he were dressing a child, he carefully removed her shirt. Her breasts sat there right before his lecherous eyes. On the side of her left one, over her heart, was a tattoo of a Celtic trinity knot. Swallowing hard, he slipped her clean shirt over her head and gently maneuvered her arms through. The sight of the bruises on her skin made him furious all over again.

      He helped her into a pair of sweatpants with only a minimal amount of drooling on his part. Her legs were as amazing as he had imagined, long, toned and the color of lightly creamed coffee. He breathed in heavily as he focused on his task. Too soon she was dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed, as he put on her shoes.

      

      She was sitting upright with her head hanging down as she looked at her shoes. It took so much effort since her bruised and battered body was totally sore—she had forgone the pain meds this morning and was beginning to regret the decision. Her body was positioned at the edge of her bed when they heard the dreaded sound down the hall, a tap tap tap. It was a cane, not an unusual sound for a hospital, but it filled her with dread. Before either of them knew what hit them, Gavin’s mother swept into the room.

      “So this is where you have been keeping yourself. I called Clint and he said you were in the hospital. That it was an emergency.” Sanura knew the second those eagle eyes found her, for the old woman fell silent. A mere moment before she began again, “What is she doing here?”

      Like I want to be here, woman, please. Sanura kept her expression clean. Damn woman couldn’t even address her, had to ask her son.

      “Mother, this is neither the time nor the place.”

      “This is who you are missing work for?” Her voice began to rise. This hurt Sanura’s head even more.

      “Please,” she croaked, “can you two do this somewhere else?” Sanura picked her head up and looked directly at the old hag in the room, giving her an unobstructed view of her battered face.

      Gavin’s mother stopped dead. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “I lost a fight.” Without moving her head she spoke to Gavin, “I am ready to go now. Please.”

      He rose and lifted her in his arms. With the utmost care he sat her in the wheelchair provided for her and put her bag in her lap.

      “What happened to her, son?” There was a new sound in his mother’s voice, concern perhaps?

      “She got this while protecting a friend and her unborn baby. I really have to go now, Mother, I’ll call you later.” He placed a quick kiss on his mother’s cheek and pushed the chair out the door.

      Gavin signed her out at the desk, had the doctor give her some more pain meds and rolled her to a waiting car. The first thing she noticed was it was definitely not hers, nor was it Ali’s. It was that same black, sleek sedan she had seen him with before.

      It screamed wealth. He opened the passenger door and lifted her into it with care. Once she was settled he leaned over her to buckle her lap belt and her nose was graced with the fresh scent of soap mixed with his familiar shaving cream he used. Gavin gave her a soft smile accompanied by a boyish wink as he shut the door, the shoulder part moved down automatically to safely contain her when he shut the door.

      The interior was plain, no paneling to accent it. It didn’t need it. The interior was soft buttery leather and charcoal gray in color. It was top of the line—whatever it was, any idiot would be able to tell that. What type of car is this? She should know but her mind was too muddled.

      Her world shrank when he lowered his large body into the driver’s seat and slipped on a pair of rectangular mirrored sunglasses. With a turn of the key the engine purred contentedly and Gavin smoothly maneuvered them away from the hospital curb.

      “Your place or mine?” It was a pickup line that didn’t fit the situation.

      The question broke through the shadows forming around her eyes. “What?” Her lip still hurt where it had been busted wide open. Even the air from her mouth seemed to aggravate it.

      “Your place or mine? I am staying with you for a few days to make sure you get your rest and take your meds. Which is it?”

      “Allison will be with me. I will be fine. I heal fast. I know how this works. Thanks for the offer, but I don’t need you to take care of me.” The sad part was she did know how this worked, it wasn’t new for her.

      “That wasn’t an offer.” Steel edged his tone. “I was giving you a choice of the place. I’ve already discussed it with Ali and we both agree on this.”

      “Do I get any say in the matter?” Ali? What are they now, great friends? I am not jealous, just curious. Her belly curdled. Okay, possibly a little jealous.

      “No. So which is it?”

      “Mine, I guess. I don’t suppose you would have much to eat at your house. Besides, I don’t want Allison to be alone.”

      Gavin accepted that without further comment and turned his car towards her home. When and how he had come to find out where she lived was an issue Sanura would tackle later on. For now, she needed to close her eyes as the pills had miraculously begun to dull the pain away. She awoke a while later when he opened the passenger door. As she blinked to clear the sleep residue from her eyes she noticed Allison standing out on the porch wringing her hands.

      Gavin held out his hand and she took it, both grateful it was there and pissed she needed it. Damn, she was sore. Still a little shaky on her legs, she accepted the strong body that anchored itself to her side as she took baby steps to her house.

      “Hey, hon. Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” Sanura teased Allison in her hoarse voice as they walked up the three steps to the porch. Well, Gavin walked and lifted Sanura, it seemed.

      A fresh batch of tears swelled and poured down Allison’s face. She stepped closer and slid thin arms around her friend, “Gavin called me and told me you two were on your way here, so I came home. I love you, Sanura. I am so sorry about this.”

      “Hey. It has been so long since I had my ass kicked I was beginning to wonder what it felt like. Now that I remember, I am fine for at least another five years. How are things at work?” Sanura felt Gavin stiffen at her words.

      Allison pulled back and leveled a stern glare at her friend. “I am handling work. We can manage without you. Your job, your only job is to rest and get better. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      They walked inside the house and she found there were flowers everywhere. Every surface had a plant or a vase sitting on it. The sight brought an involuntary wave of tears to Sanura. She sank gratefully into her favorite chair. Gavin held onto her hand longer than necessary as if he didn’t want to let it go, but when she pulled on it he let go.

      “I made up the other room for you. The bed may be small for you, are you sure you don’t want the room I am in?” Allison said.

      That statement from Allison made her eyes fly open again. “Why are you staying here?” Sanura demanded, looking at Gavin.

      “I told you. I am staying with you for a few days.”

      “What about your work? Or clothes? Something…don’t you have something important to do?”

      “I’m doing it. And as for clothes, well, I will just have to. . .”

      Her doorbell chimed. Allison went to open it, and when she returned to the living room Clint Hartford was behind her with a suitcase and a briefcase.

      I’m doing it. Those words warmed her through and through. Sanura closed her eyes.

      “Here you go, Gavin my man. Can she really be that . . .?” He broke off as Sanura turned her head towards him. “Holy shit! You look horrible. I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was this bad.” He sent an embarrassed shrug to Gavin. “Here are the clothes you wanted and the work for the Harris account. I will handle stuff at work with Dorgan, so don’t worry about it.” Clint set a small bouquet of flowers by Sanura; they were asters. “Sorry about this, honey. Feel better soon.” He bent over her hand and placed a kiss on it under the watchful eye of Gavin and then left. Allison walked him to the door since it was apparent Gavin had no intention of leaving Sanura.

      Allison returned and announced, “I have to go back to work, but I will check in on you when I come home. Okay?”

      “I am going, too.” Tired determination came from Sanura.

      “Mac. I can handle work without you for a few days. It will be fine.” Allison shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      “I can still work. I can do paperwork and stuff.”

      Gavin began to open his mouth and Allison stopped whatever was about to come out of it with an upturned palm. “No. You stay here and rest. I am part owner and I am capable of handling this.”

      “I know you are. I want to work. I need to work.”

      “What you need to do is rest.” Allison was showing off the rare bit of attitude she carried within her.

      “I will come in later.”

      “Fine. I will make a deal with you.” Sanura raised her eyebrow and waited for Allison to continue. “You are allowed to work half-days. Only. And you have to stop the moment you feel tired.”

      Sanura had begun to nod her acceptance of this. She could hide her exhaustion and pain, no problem. Well, not today, but she wouldn’t take her meds tomorrow. But Allison wasn’t finished, not by a long shot.

      “I’m not done. When you are at work Gavin is to be with you. If you want to go somewhere, take him with you. Everywhere you go, he goes. So if you want to spend the day at the restaurant, fine, do so, but he’ll be there as well.”

      Sanura’s mouth dropped open. Allison had never sounded so fierce before. “That’s not fair. He has work to do and can’t be my babysitter. I don’t need a babysitter. I am fine, a little tired but I don’t need a keeper.” Sanura didn’t want Gavin around to see her in this condition, this weak.

      “I can do my work anywhere. It’s no problem,” Gavin offered.

      “Shut up. You’re not helping the situation any.”

      “That’s the deal, Mac. Take it or leave it, but there is no middle ground here. You won’t be driving for a while if I have to park your vehicle somewhere and hide it from you,” Allison promised.

      She had been beaten and she knew it. “Very well, Ali. You drive one hell of a hard bargain. If I go out of the house I will take him with.” Sanura stood and immediately found Gavin beside her, filling her personal space and using up her air. “I want a shower. Ali, before you go, can you help me?”

      “Of course.”

      

      They left Gavin alone to put his suitcase and other bag in his new, temporary room. He entered the room and looked around. It was definitely her office. A large desk sat along the far wall. Two bookcases were on either side of the desk. A laptop computer was shut on the top.

      The couch had been unfolded and made up for him. He set down his bags and looked around. There were statues of black panthers all over, on the desk and bookcases. Over the desk hung a large framed picture of a panther.

      There were two frames on the desk, and he walked over to look at them. One was of Allison and Sanura. They were sitting on a rock in front of a waterfall with huge smiles on their faces. She was radiant. They both were.

      But it was Sanura that kept his attention. She’s a fucking goddess. Somehow, somewhere along the way he had fallen in love with Sanura. When they were together, he felt complete; it had to be love because he hadn’t even slept with her yet. He wanted to, more than anything, but it was not only about getting in her pants. Gavin felt a deep connection to her and he couldn’t explain it all yet.

      The other one was of a tall man. He wore jeans, tee-shirt and cowboy boots. There was a nice buckskin horse behind him and the man had his hand on the brim of his hat, like he was tipping it to her. A set of gleaming white teeth flashed from his sun-darkened skin. It was a cowboy.

      In the lower corner of that picture was another one. This one was of the two of them, Sanura and the other man. They sat on the same rock and in front of a waterfall as well. Blinding smiles came from both and the man had his arms wound tightly around Sanura. They made a wonderful couple.

      Anger shot through him at this discovery. Who was this man, and where was he that he let her get hurt? What was she doing flirting with him if there was someone in her life?

      “Gavin. I’m heading back to work now. Make yourself at home. I’ll bring something back for dinner. Sanura is in the shower.” Allison stuck her head in the door.

      “All right. I will get some work done. Can I use the desk here? Will that be alright?”

      “Sure. Just check on her every now and then. The number for the restaurant is speed dial number two. My cell phone is number three. Call if you need anything.”

      “Got it.” He turned his eyes to hers and spoke sincerely, “I will take care of her, Allison.”

      She smiled as she nodded. “I know you will. Thank you.” With that she slipped out of the room and moments later he heard the door shut as she left the house.

      

      Sanura stood under the warm water as it cascaded down her sore body. Her bruises were already disappearing. Bonus of having darker skin. But damn, she hurt; Pete had one hell of a swing. She turned off the water and went to step out of the shower when a dizzy spell hit her. Hard. Sanura knew she had mere moments before she passed out.

      “Ali!” she shouted. “Ali, I need help.”

      “What’s wrong?” That was in no way Allison’s voice. Then she remembered who was there in the house with her. Gavin.

      “I am about to pass out, but I don’t have clothes on.”

      “I am coming in.” He didn’t leave any room for argument.

      

      When her body collapsed he swore. She had managed to tie the robe tight around her body. But that did nothing to stop his imagination. Against her neck was the silver shamrock pendant filled with emeralds and the Celtic cross. He picked her up and walked towards the end of the hall where there were two closed doors.

      Picking one, he opened it and knew right away this was her room. It was warm and inviting. There was a large statue of a panther carved out of obsidian sitting on her dresser. Not girly or frilly, but not masculine either. Perfect. There was a king-sized bed in the room covered in a patchwork quilt. Pillows of every color covered the bed and the chair in the room.

      Again, there was no complete set of bedroom furniture. It was a mix and match but everything fit together. Again on her dresser was a picture of her, Allison and that man again. Beside that was a picture of her with three other woman, with names under each one. Jace. Shanni. Mac. Chandi. All four women were very beautiful, but it was Sanura that strummed his heartstrings.

      He laid her down on the bed. She didn’t move. Gavin left her and went to his cell phone to make some calls. He had some things he needed to take care of. There were some things he needed to make sure of to protect her. What he really wanted to do was tear that man apart with his own hands. But this would work for now.
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      Sanura woke later and found herself in her bed, dressed only in her bathrobe. What happened, she didn’t know. The last thing she remembered was taking a shower. It looked dark outside her curtained windows but she wasn’t sure. She dressed slowly in a pair of sweats and a cutoff sweatshirt. Then she walked down the hall. She did feel better and not as sore.

      Gavin sat in the living room, working on something. She stayed in the hallway for a moment, watching him. Even concentrating so hard he was handsome to look at. Whatever he had been working on was put down when she walked into the room.

      “How are you feeling?” He sounded really concerned for her well being.

      “Tired, but better.” It was dark outside. She must have slept all day. “How you holding up?”

      “I’m fine. Sit down.”

      She sat on the couch he wasn’t on, needing to keep her distance from him to maintain her common sense. Being close to him made her longings take over normal behavior. “Are you hungry? I can get you something to eat.”

      “No. I was waiting for you to wake up. Can I use your shower? I’m—how did you put it—funky.”

      His words brought a small smile to her face. “There is a bathroom right beside your room. It’s all yours.”

      “And you will be?”

      I’d gladly be all yours. “Sitting right here, being good.” She crossed her heart and smiled at him, showing him her pearly whites.

      His gaze turned possessive and it warmed her. “Make sure of that. Take your meds first.”

      “Very well.” Sanura took her pills and even opened her mouth to stick out her tongue at him. “See, all gone. Now, go get defunked.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Giving her a mock salute, Gavin headed down the hall, got some clean clothes and headed to the bathroom.

      Sanura turned on her stereo to some smooth R&B, keeping the volume low, and rested on the couch. About fifteen minutes after Gavin left the doorbell chimed. Slowly, Sanura went to the door and opened it. On the other side stood . . . oh hell . . . it was Terrance. Terrance Allen. The ex that never got the hint.

      He was a fine looking man. However, he also was a cheater. Which was why they were no longer a couple. That was the only reason, for they undeniably had passion in their relationship.

      “Terrance,” she bit out. “What a surprise. What are you doing here?”

      He grinned at her, a grin which in the past probably would have gotten him access to her bed. If they would have made it that far. “Hello, Sanura. I was traveling through and decided to stop in and see you. You aren’t still mad at me, are you?”

      Terrance pushed his way into the entryway of her home. As his gaze fell to her face, she saw actual concern on his face for a moment. “Who got the best of you?”

      “Allison’s ex. What do you want?”

      “Another chance. Come on, baby, it was good between us. You can’t deny that can you? I made one little mistake.”

      Not one freaking question about how she was doing. “You cheated on me. What we had may have been good but it is over. There is nothing between us now. I am not falling for it again. I’m fine, by the way, thanks for asking.”

      “I didn’t mean to cheat on you. Come on, baby, don’t you believe me? I knew you were fine, you always are. I didn’t know there was any man who could get the best of you.”

      “What happened, Terrance? You trip and fall, happening to slip your dick inside her? Must have been one hell of a fall to manage, having her naked and waiting for you. I’m not naïve. You won’t change. Goodbye, Terrance.”

      “How about one last time? Just for old time’s sake.” He reached out and caressed the side of her face, her insides quivered like she knew they would. That man had wicked hands.

      “I believe she asked you to leave.” A deep and dangerous voice broke into the conversation.

      It was Gavin. Dressed only in blue jeans. Those jeans rode low on his trim hips, exposing the very top of the waistband of his boxers. His body stood there all lean and hard, easily backing up the warning in his voice. Eyes were formed from blue lightning. He appeared pissed at the sight of another man touching her, but Sanura knew it couldn’t be true for they barely knew each other. No matter how much she wished it was the case.

      There existed a man who could handle himself. He was a man that made Sanura’s mouth go dry and every fiber in her being stand up and beg to be noticed, from the hair on top of her head to the soles of her feet. She lusted after him in a way she never felt about Terrance.

      A bomb could have gone off and Sanura would have continued studying his magnificent body. A light dusting of blond hair covered his tanned chest before tapering down and disappearing into the waistband of his jeans. His hair was still wet from his shower. The smell of fresh soap filled her nose. Dear God in heaven, that man was magnificent. His six-pack was there like it stood up and said, Ba-BAM—here I am.

      “Who the hell is he? Don’t tell me you are sleeping with a white man?”

      “She doesn’t have to tell you anything.” Gavin moved smoothly in his sensuous way to Sanura’s side. “She asked you to leave. I’m telling you to.”

      “Sanura? You gonna let whitey do me like this?”

      “Goodbye, Terrance.”

      A nasty sneer crossed his face. “Probably why you got beat up. Trying the new slave girl routine?”

      Gavin stepped up. Placed himself right in Terrance’s face. “Watch your mouth, asshole. Someone needs to teach you some manners.”

      “You offerin’, white boy?”

      “No time like the present.”

      Anger rose off him like vapor. Sanura could tell Gavin was spoiling to hit this guy; the veins in his neck were standing out. He had a tick in his cheek.

      “No. Gavin. Let him go.” Sanura touched his bare arm and felt the tension .

      “Worried I might beat him, Sanura?”

      “No, Terrance. I am worried he will kill you. Leave, Terrance. Now.”

      With a scoff, Terrance stomped down the steps, muttering under his breath. Whatever he said, she knew it wasn’t anything nice. Sanura shut the door after him.

      When she turned around she found those piercing eyes were on her once again. She noticed the darker rim of blue around the lighter color of the iris made them look even more intense. She was between him and the door and found there was nowhere else she would rather be.

      Those arms of steel settled themselves on either side of her. Trapping her. She could see water droplets on his chest as if he never fully dried off from his shower. He smelled so good. If she hadn’t been weak before she sure was now.

      “Sanura.” Her name was spoken softly as if giving her time to object. Those arms bent, like he was doing a push up and brought his face in closer.

      His cerulean gaze fell to her lips. She felt her tongue sneak out to moisten them as they suddenly felt very dry. That made the blue of his eyes deepen with desire. He lowered his head and placed his lips on hers. Can we say fireworks? Sparks? Electricity?

      Her knees weakened and, as she began to slide down the door, he was there. His lower body pressed up against hers, his thick thigh wedged between her cotton covered legs as his damp chest soaked her shirt. One hand cupped her face as he deepened the kiss. His tongue slid in between her lips and teeth. Once it stroked hers she knew there was no going back.

      With previous boyfriends it had almost been a game. A testament to their bedroom prowess. Could they please her first and better than her others? With Gavin it was like hearing angels sing. If this is what a kiss did, if they did anything else she would likely perish. But what a way to go.

      She kissed him back. Dueling with his tongue, she barely registered her hands had wound fully into his wet hair, pulling his mouth more firmly against her own.

      Gavin’s other hand roamed—with a definite purpose—to her butt, pushing their pelvises closer together, allowing her to feel the proof of his desire. Then his large hand moved up to cover her breast, squeezing gently, eliciting a moan from her mouth only to be captured by his.

      His eyes opened and, as he looked down at her, he dropped his hand from her breast and began to pull back.

      “No. Not like this,” he said to her lips as he stopped kissing her succulent mouth.

      Sanura opened her eyes at his withdrawal and words. Her gaze bore into his. “What do you mean, not like this?” It may have been a while for her but she was pretty sure this is how things went.

      “Not with you like this.”

      Well, fuck, he sure knew how to kill a mood. Her attitude jumped from nonexistent—take-me-I’m-all-yours to full fledged raging diva bitch. “What is that supposed to mean?” She pushed at his chest.

      It was like a fly shoving the Great Wall of China. He didn’t go anywhere except come closer, proving how futile she was against his enormous strength.

      “I mean, not with you having gone through what you did.” He lowered his head back down to hers and placed little kisses around her lips. “When this happens—and believe me, I do mean when, not if—I want you completely healthy. Because I plan on keeping you up all night and then some. You aren’t ready for that yet.”

      The words made her body tingle in all the right places again. She was willing to give it her best shot. Her eyebrow arched as she asked with enough attitude to let him know she wasn’t pleased with the situation, “What makes you think I will want this again later? For all you know this was a one-time offer.”

      His mouth hovered right by her ear when he hissed, “There is nothing one time about us. When are you going to realize that?” He nipped her ear, making all those delicious shivers return to her midsection. “I know you will want this later.”

      Headlights swung into the driveway, making them both realize Allison had finally arrived home. With a look saying they were in no way finished, Gavin headed back down the hall to put some more clothes on while an out of breath Sanura tried to control her heart rate. He was right, it would be near impossible to have only a one-time thing with him. Sanura walked outside to help Allison bring in the food from the restaurant.

      Allison noticed her eyes running over her Yukon and shook her head. “Nothing happened to your baby. Damn, girl, I do know how to drive.” There was false offense in her voice.

      “I know, but you drive one of those little cars. This is my baby.”

      “I wouldn’t hurt it. How are you feeling?”

      Hot. Horny. Desiring the man you let stay here. “Much better. I slept for the day after my shower. I have only been up for maybe an hour. Still sore, but I can handle that. It also looks like my bruises are fading so hopefully I don’t scare anyone.”

      “Well, I don’t know if you are hungry, but I am assuming Gavin will be. I don’t think he would have taken food from the fridge even though we said he could. Let’s go feed that man of yours.”

      Man of yours. Had such a nice ring to it. Sanura picked up one of the packages and led the way into the house. As they entered Gavin was coming back into the living room.

      He had combed his hair and put on a shirt. Such a shame. It was a dark green shirt and it was untucked for once. His usual boots were on his feet.

      “Good evening, Allison.” His voice may have been for her but his eyes were all upon Sanura.

      “Evening, Gavin. Did she behave for you?”

      “Slept most of the day.”

      “Good. I brought food, figured you would be hungry.”

      “Starved.” Again those eyes flared with something primal as they ran over Sanura with possession and a lingering promise, telling her it wasn’t the food he was hungry for.

      

      They had sat down for dinner when the doorbell chimed again. Allison went to get it. It was everyone from work. They all filed in and gave Sanura hugs and kisses while dropping off more flowers and food.

      They apologized for not coming sooner and backed up Allison in telling her to stay home for a while.

      Sanura nodded. “Fine. I will stay home for a bit. Tony, get your son to do the deliveries. He has done them before and so will. . .”

      “Mac. We have already figured it out. We will survive with you home for a few days,” Allison reprimanded her.

      “You know how she is, Ali. Can’t let anything happen without her,” Tony said and got nods from everyone else in the room. But their eyes were filled with love and more than a little concern.

      Gavin was blown away by the closeness of the group. Most businesses weren’t this close with everyone. Maybe one or two people, but not the whole thing. They were like family, maybe even closer. As he looked closer at the group he saw all different ethnicities among them. Black, white, Asian, Hispanic and more. No one person in that group cared about the color of another one’s skin. Their love for each other shone past the color issue.

      The crew didn’t stay long although it was plain as day they didn’t want to leave.

      

      The trio finished dinner and retired to the living room. The room was a mismatch of items. Colorful throw pillows and afghans were tossed on overstuffed chairs and couches.

      Sanura cried off early and headed for her bed. Moments after she had climbed in a knock came at her door. “It’s me.” Allison said.

      “Come on in.”

      She stuck her head in. “Came to ask you something.”

      “Well, you have me cornered in bed, so I ain’t going anywhere. What’s up?”

      “Where’s Gavin?” Allison took a seat in one of the chairs in the room.

      Sanura raised that brow. “You came into my room to ask me where Gavin was? What? You think I have him hiding under the covers?” What a lovely idea.

      “No, I was wondering where he was.”

      Another knock. “Am I interrupting?” That blondish head stuck itself in.

      “Might as well be Grand Central Station here. I guess sleep is out of the question for me right now. Come on in. Something you need to ask me as well?”

      “Actually no. I brought your medication.” He held out the pill bottle and a glass of water.

      “Grab a seat.” She slanted an eye at Allison. “Unless this is a private conversation.”

      “No. He can stay. I don’t mind.” Allison smiled at Gavin as he handed over the pills and water.

      After Sanura took her meds and drank some water, Gavin sat. Not on a chair like Allison was, but right on the bed beside Sanura, as if he belonged there. It was a king-sized bed, but he took up way more than his share.

      Gavin’s hand caressed her face to check for fever. That done, he captured one of Sanura’s hands and intertwined their fingers. Situated and content, he turned his baby blues toward Allison, who had been watching the whole thing with a smile on her face.

      Sanura glared at the smile Allison tried hard to control. She pulled on her hand, trying to get it back from Gavin with no luck. Gavin soothingly rubbed his thumb along the back of her hand, and Sanura finally gave in and let him have his way. His eyes sparkled when she stopped fighting him and accepted his touch.

      “Well, Sanura, because I have known you forever and you are the only sister I could ever want, I am asking you to be the godmother of my child.” She closed her mouth before blushing and adding a, “Please?”

      Sanura blinked back tears. Must be the meds to make her tear up so much. “Of course I will. I would be honored. But are you sure you would want someone with my past as a godmother?”

      “I can think of no one I would want more, or would ever trust more to take care of my child, should I not be able to. You are my only family, Sanura. You know that. What happened in the past holds no relevance to me. I never believed any of it anyway.”

      Gavin listened to the conversation but remained silent, his thumb stroking the back of her hand. With a hug shared between the two women Allison left the room, leaving her alone in her bed with her cowboy.

      “Well. I’ll go too and let you get some sleep. I will see you in the morning. Nice wet spots on your shirt,” he murmured. Gavin leaned over and placed a chaste kiss on her mouth before he rose and left the room. Sanura groaned, smacking herself on the forehead and then wincing from pain as she realized Allison had seen them and would have had a very good idea where they came from.

      Sanura’s dreams were haunted by a blue-eyed, blondish haired man who had a walk that made her knees shake and a body that took her breath away. A man that kissed her like she had never been kissed before.

      Four days later, Sanura woke earlier than usual. The green digital numbers on her clock placed the time near five. Sanura rose and stretched to get the kinks out. Some mild soreness remained but she didn’t expect anything less. A summer storm had rolled in and was blanketing the city with its cleansing rain. She needed to get out.

      Dressing for the weather, Sanura snuck out of her room and headed down the hall. Staying quiet as she passed the other two rooms that contained sleepers, she put on her shoes and opened the door, slipping silently out the screen door. Her hair fell free and she tipped her head back and smelled the air, enjoying the scent only the rain can bring. A walk was what the doctor ordered. Well, what she wanted.

      Before her foot could hit the first step down, a deep voice reached her ears, “And just where in the hell did you think you were going?”

      Barely succeeding in suppressing her scream, she spun and found a fully dressed Gavin sitting in a wicker chair, with his feet propped up on the railing, looking entirely at home on her porch. “What are you doing awake?”

      “Answer my question first. Where do you think you are going?” Boots hit the ground and, in one smooth movement, he gained his feet, moving all six-plus feet of fineness towards her.

      “I was going for a walk. Enjoy the rain and all,” she spoke with not only determination but a need to do this.

      His eyes searched hers and he nodded. “Let’s go then.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I am going with you. Allison told me of your penchant for leaving early to walk. She came to my room one night and filled me in.”

      Allison was in his room? Why did that make her feel anger and jealousy? As if he knew what she was thinking, a smug grin crossed his face.

      “Nothing happened. She said she was too tired to get up with you and follow to make sure you would be okay. So I woke up and waited for you. Every morning I have been here in case you tried this.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to walk now.” Sanura suddenly felt snappish.

      “Come on. We will drive and take a walk on the beach, what do you say?” That tan hand reached for her and, before she had anytime to think it over, she saw herself taking it.

      Moments later they were driving through the light rain in his fabulous ride towards the beach. Light classical music filled the interior of the car. The softness created a nice background for the rain. Sanura stayed silent and let him pick where to go. It was such a nice feeling for once. To have someone else care for you.

      She sat up fully as he pulled into a small coffee shop. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting us some coffee. How do you take it?”

      “Black. Two sugars.”

      A smirk crossed his face. “Same as me. Be right back.” He put the car in park and slid out into the light rain. Moments later he was back with the coffee and a bag. “I got you a bagel as well.”

      “Thanks.” She took the items and held them on her lap. Out of the corner of her eye she watched him as he got them back on the road.

      Even this early in the morning he looked amazing. His face was smooth so she knew he had shaved when he woke, and his aftershave gently intermingled with the air. This morning he wore a black shirt, which fit tight around his arms and torso, blue jeans and his boots. Sure as shittin’ don’t look like a boy whose mama is filthy rich. He looks almost regular-like. Still, he wears those jeans like nobody’s business, he doesn’t need a suit to look fucking hot.

      Gavin pulled into a large empty lot. At five forty-five on a rainy predawn weekend there weren’t many people out. Turning off the engine, he took his cup of coffee from her and one bagel before getting out. Before Sanura even unbuckled her lap belt, Gavin was opening her car door. The rain had gentled to a light mist.

      As he assisted her out of the glossy ride she took a deep breath. She loved the ocean. The salt water and the smells one found at the beach filled her nose and brought with them a sense of peace. Lingering in her mind was the recognition of the sense of smell she had come to label as “Gavin.” Together, in companionable silence, they walked down the boardwalk. The sun was trying to break through the clouds, so it could light the day.

      

      Gavin stopped and looked down at the woman beside him. Barely reaching his chin, she had a fire that burned within her that affected him in ways he couldn’t even begin to understand.

      “Where do you want to walk? Along the water?”

      Sanura looked at her surroundings and found a pier a short ways down the beach. “The pier.”

      “Pier it is.”

      They walked slowly as they ate their bagels and drank their coffee. The mist was hanging in her hair so it gave of the appearance of diamonds surrounding her face. The pier was a mile long. They listened to the waves crashing on the shore along with the screaming gulls that flew above them. Gavin noticed the way her body moved. Lithe and crazy, as it seemed, almost in tune with the ocean itself. At the end of the pier, Sanura leaned on the rail at a corner and looked out into the vastness of the ocean.

      “Tell me about you.” Gavin’s large shoulders settled next to hers as he reached out in front of him and gently cradled his coffee between their strength.

      “Didn’t I already answer that at your place?”

      “Not enough.” Not nearly enough, my little Irish kitten. I want to know so much more about you. He looked at her. “Why did you come over?”

      “Because you challenged me.”

      “That’s it? That’s the only reason?” He continued to stare at her watching her every expression.

      “Maybe.”

      He chuckled. “Tell me about you. How did you and Allison meet?”

      “You want me to tell you about Allison?” Her tone didn’t really change, but he could hear an edge creep into it.

      “No. Don’t get upset, I want to know about you, but you are hedging so I am asking other questions.”

      “Don’t play with me. What do you want to know?”

      “The kitten has claws.”

      “Teeth, too. Why are you so interested in me?” Her emerald gaze still overlooked the endless ocean.

      “Why do you think?” Gavin put his gaze back on the ocean.

      “I don’t. Answer my question.”

      “Honestly, I’m still trying to figure that out myself.” He glanced at her as she suddenly spun around and walked off, dumping her coffee in a bin on her way past. “Where are you going?” I should have thought of something more romantic to say than I don’t know.

      “I need to think. I will meet you at the car.” She didn’t even turn around.

      Gavin had no idea what he had done wrong, but something upset her. Deciding that it would be best to give her some space, he followed at a distance. For the first time he noticed there was a droop in her shoulders as if they were carrying a heavy burden. She stood silently in the rain waiting for him to get to the car. He unlocked it from a distance so she could get in and she did so without a word. The ride back was tense. He still had no clue as to what was wrong, but it was something. She sat upright and kept her gaze averted from him.
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      At the house, she got out silently and walked toward the door. It was about seven and she noticed her vehicle was gone, which meant Allison was gone as well. Sanura opened the door and went in, leaving him to follow. After heading into her bedroom, she changed into something dry, then went to the kitchen and found a note from Allison telling her there was breakfast in the oven. With a quick check she turned on the oven and let the food heat up.

      Over the meal she noticed Gavin looked, really looked, hard at her. Her bruises had faded except for a shiner that made her look like she had just left the boxing ring.

      “What are you looking at?” Attitude was back in full force.

      “You,” he bit off.

      “Thanks for driving me.” She could tell he was upset now.

      “Whatever. I said I would look after you and I keep my word.”

      “Don’t do me any favors. I’m sure you have somewhere else to be.” As if reading her mind, his cell phone began to ring.

      He rose and picked it up from the table by the door where it lay next to his keys, as if he lived there. With an irritated tone he answered, “What?”

      Sanura began to clean up the remains of the breakfast as the man on the phone spoke in low pitch, so she only got part of it. Not that she wanted to listen. And then she left him alone to have some privacy.

      “Sanura? Where are you?”

      “In my room.” She stuck her head out. “What’s up?”

      He looked as if he couldn’t sense the stress that had been between them earlier. “I have to go. Emergency at work. Will you be alright?”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll help you get your stuff ready. Then I will stay here until Allison gets back. Don’t worry, I’m fine.” She walked across the hall and began to load his stuff in his suitcase as he came in behind her.

      “My stuff? I can come back after. . .”

      “No. It has been almost a week, and I can’t take up any more of your time. I’ll be fine. Thanks for staying as long as you did.” Sanura refused to look at him, as if afraid he would be able to read the feelings on her face.

      “I am actually a nice guy. Just don’t spread it around.” He tipped her face up with one finger.

      That elicited a small smile from her. “It’ll be our secret. Here you go.” With the suitcase in one hand and his briefcase in the other, Sanura herded him down the hallway to the door.

      He picked up his keys and was escorted out the door with his suitcase. Sanura still had his briefcase in her hand as she walked him to his car. Opening the trunk, he put in his suitcase and she offered him his work in her outstretched hand. No denying the reluctance with which he took it. He stared at her. “Take care of yourself.”

      “I will. Thanks again, for everything. See ya ’round.”

      “Bye, Sanura.” One hand reached out and caressed her cheek before he backed away, leaving her feeling bereft and alone. He got in his car and she stood there watching as the engine whirred and drove him out of her life.

      Sanura went back in the house after his car vanished from view, and began to clean. Tomorrow she would go to work. She headed to her office, then began to straighten up. The room still smelled like Gavin’s aftershave.

      As she moved around the room she noticed her picture of Bryce had been turned around, as if Gavin hadn’t wanted to see it. With a sad smile she fixed it and spoke to the room, “I miss you, Bryce. Come home soon. I need some help.”

      Sanura was back doing the morning deliveries on Monday. When she went into the Dorgan firm break room, the fat pig himself was in there. Gavin was nowhere to be seen. Intentional or not, his slight hurt her more than she cared to admit and she built back up the wall around her heart he’d begun to get through.

      

      Gavin, in turn, still ate at her restaurant every day. When he did see her, she was aloof. Not rude, but she didn’t act like the flirty woman he knew and remembered. She was still completely professional and wouldn’t ignore him, but her eyes had pain and a longing he couldn’t place when they looked at him.

      A couple Wednesdays later he stopped by after work and had dinner with Clint. Allison came to speak with him and Clint, but his eyes were on Sanura across the room. At the moment she was speaking to some sailors, laughing and joking. Smiling at them in ways he didn’t like.

      “How is she doing?” he asked Allison.

      “Back to her usual self. Thank you for helping out. I wouldn’t have been able to keep her from working without you. How about you? How are you doing?”

      “Working hard. Getting ready for mother’s bash.”

      “Well, we are all ready. Don’t worry.”

      “Wasn’t. Not for a sec.” He slid his chair back and nodded to the two of them, “Excuse me for a moment.” Then he walked over in Sanura’s direction.

      As he approached he heard one of the young sailors ask her, “So will you be there tomorrow?”

      She laughed, “Absolutely. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I look forward to the festival every single year. I mean, what’s not to love?”

      The young man continued, “Will you stop by and see us?”

      “Definitely. You two take care and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Mac. Thanks for dinner.”

      “Night, sailors.” She waved them off as they headed out the door.

      “You’re going to the festival tomorrow?” Gavin asked, unable to not speak with her.

      She turned and her eyes flashed dangerously before she saw the people around them. With a fake smile that had more bared teeth than anything she answered, “Of course. I go every year. Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about your mother’s party.”

      “I wasn’t worried. How are you doing?”

      “Fine. Excuse me, I have work to do.”

      She walked off, leaving him wanting. Wanting what? Her? Her love? Everything she had to offer. Upon his return to the table he told Clint, “I’m going to the festival tomorrow.”

      “You? Since when do you care about that?”

      “Since I found out she was going, and since she is avoiding me I am going to have to go where she does.”

      “I like her more and more.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I love it she doesn’t give you any more notice than anyone else. All the money in the world doesn’t mean squat to her.” Clint laughed as Gavin glared.

      

      It was early afternoon when Gavin spotted her. She was at one of the games cheering enthusiastically for Allison. Sanura’s darker skin offset perfectly against the white tank top and her jean shorts. She wore white sandals and her ponytail bounced in time with her clapping as she screamed along with the other spectators. When it was over and Allison, in her nice print dress and sandals, got her prize for coming in second he began to head over to her. Sanura’s hair tumbled down, having come loose of its containment, and she didn’t seem too interested in fixing it so, with a shake of her head, she made it all fall free and surround her face like a sultry vixen.

      It was a difficult walk for Gavin since there were many single women surrounding him, vying for his attention. After he had bent to speak to three of them to say “Leave me alone,” he noticed her gaze was on him. Another strike against him. Not exactly a glowing recommendation for her to believe he had feelings for her.

      The fair took place by the ocean so there were people in and out of the water. Allison and Sanura walked out on one of the piers. Gavin followed, still determined to talk to her. Waylaid again by more women, he put a scowl on his face and searched for Sanura. He caught sight of her as she spoke to two small children, one black and one white. She gave both of them her complete attention, as did Allison. Finally they ran to meet a man that looked frantic to find them. The man shook both women’s hands and smiled his gratitude.

      Gavin got closer. Not close enough. Through the crowd he heard her name being yelled.

      “Sanura! Sanura!”

      Gavin looked in the direction he thought it came from. There was a group of six men heading towards her and Allison. The men, all in jeans and t-shirts and tank tops that showed off their bodies, were waving. . Even Gavin had to admit they were a group of fine looking men, and he didn’t like them one bit.

      Sanura turned her head and found those that yelled her name. Even Gavin blinked from the brightness and joy of the smile that broke across her face at the sight.

      

      Hearing her name yelled, Sanura glanced over her shoulder to see if it had been her imagination when she heard her name. It hadn’t. Striding towards them was a group of men she had missed terribly. In the middle of the group was a man in black jeans, white tank top, cowboy boots and a baseball cap covering black hair that would be longer and more than a bit unruly.

      “Allison, he’s back!” That said, she sprinted off towards the men and launched herself at the man in the middle.

      Her arms wound familiarly around his neck as his found her waist and spun her around. “Bryce. When did you get back?”

      “Today, darlin’. We knew we’d find you here. Hello, Allison.”

      Allison’s cheeks grew rosy as she answered, “Hello, Bryce. Wonderful to see you again.”

      “And you.” He placed a kiss on Allison’s cheek.

      Sanura could feel the tension between them. She stepped out of his arms and received hugs from the rest of the handsome men there. “How long can you stay?”

      “Not long.” Bryce answered as his black gaze swung back to Sanura’s face. Mere seconds passed before his eyes changed from kind to dangerous. Lean fingers shot out and grabbed her face and he spoke in that lethal way of his, that got the message across like nothing else could. “Who the hell did this to you?”

      Her head was maneuvered from one side to the other as the group looked at her remaining bruise. It was very faint but there was enough so he found it. Damn him and his eagle eyes. “I’m fine, Bryce.”

      As if he knew that would be her answer, he turned to Allison. “What happened?”

      Sanura knew the entire story would come out now. Allison never could refuse to tell Bryce whatever he wanted to know.

      Allison’s lower lip trembled as she spoke to the man in front of her. “It was my fault. Pete kicked me out and so I went to stay with Mac. One night he came over and began to hit me. She came home and put herself in between us. She was in the hospital for observation. Mild concussion, dislocated shoulder and extensive bruising,” Allison blurted it out in a rush.

      “Did he hurt you?” There was an odd sense of concern in his voice as he directed his question to Allison. His gaze was on Allison but his fingers still gripped Sanura’s chin.

      “He only got me once before Mac was there.”

      Sanura jerked out of his hold. “I’m fine.” At the glare she received she spoke again, “I couldn’t let him hurt her or. . .” Sanura broke off at Allison’s look.

      “Or?” The muscle ticked in his jaw and he looked every inch the capable SEAL he was.

      “Or ruin the house.” It was lame but it was the only thing she could think of.

      “I’m going to kill him.” That statement was soundly echoed by the rest of the men.

      “Bryce. His ass is in jail. Don’t worry. Today is supposed to be fun. Please.”

      “Alright, Mac. Let’s go have some fun.” He brushed his knuckles over her cheek.

      

      The six guys and two women walked off together. Gavin saw red, a loud viscous red. Perhaps she had been playing him, like his mother warned. If that was the case, then why did it hurt so much? He had never wanted to hurt someone so much in his entire life. Sanura was his, maybe she didn’t realize it yet, but their souls were intertwined and he needed her as much as he needed the air to breathe. Unable to do anything less, he followed her at a discreet distance.

      

      “Who’s hungry?” Allison asked. Unanimous cheers went up from the men so they started for the concession stand that had what each person wanted.

      Bryce and Sanura were walking arm in arm, looking every bit the cozy couple. He slowed down and when Allison and the other men looked back at them he spoke, “Y’all go on ahead. I have to speak to Sanura. We’ll catch up.”

      Allison smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. Sanura believed no one else knew that. “Fine. Perfect. That way I don’t have to share these fine men with Sanura. Take y’all’s time.” With a jaunty wave, the remaining five SEALs headed off with Allison in the middle.

      Bryce steered himself and Sanura over to the rail so they were out of the main flow of traffic. Sanura shivered as her brain registered the “Gavin” scent. She chalked it up to having seen him earlier with those three hussies . . . women.

      “I’ve missed you, Bryce.”

      “Come here.” Bryce pulled her to his chest and she stayed there listening to the dub dub of his heart as it beat its steady rhythm.

      “I love you. You’re leaving again, aren’t you?”

      “I love you, too, and yes, I am, or rather we are.”

      “For how long?” Sanura stayed pressed close to him and kept her hands folded between their bodies. It was one of her favorite ways of being held, having the feeling of being completely enveloped in a pair of strong arms.

      “A long time.”

      Now she took a step back and met his obsidian gaze. “How long?”

      “Couple years.”

      Her heart was breaking. “Where?” Tears began to pool in her endless eyes.

      “Overseas.”

      “When do you leave?”

      “Couple days, no more ’n a week. After the rodeo.” He took a hold of her hands, covered them with his own large callused and comforting ones. A thought snuck up on Sanura, Bryce had that same reassuring feel in his hands as Gavin had when he held her, but where Gavin’s affected the rest of her body Bryce did not. “Sanura. I want you to come with me.”

      She gave a short bark of laughter, but there was very little humor in it as she pulled her hands free and waved them around. “And leave all this? I couldn’t.”

      “I’m serious.” He reached for her but Sanura stepped back out of his reach and he read betrayal in her eyes before she managed to mask it.

      “So am I, Bryce. I can’t go.”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I’m a big girl. ”

      He tapped the remnant of her bruise and asked, “Really?”

      “Bryce. I love you. I always have, and I always will. But you can’t protect me forever. You have to let me grow up. I’m all grown up.”

      “I want you to come with me.” His words fell like the orders he was used to giving. Normally it would work, but not this time.

      “Temper down, SEAL man. Why are you doing this? We both know it’s not me you really want with you.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” His words suddenly developed a very dangerous edge.

      “Please,” she scoffed, not the least bit intimidated by his tone, “I ain’t stupid, Bryce. Just go ask her. Tell her you love her, let her tell you. Hell, the way you two have been dodging the subject so much it’s making me batty. You love her.” Sanura smacked him on the chest. “Don’t be giving me that look. We both know it. And I know she loves you. She has for the longest time. She’s not married, Bryce, not anymore. Go get her. Take her with you.”

      He stared at her in silence.

      “Bryce,” Sanura reached for and squeezed his hand, “you have always been there for me. Through everything, I love you. But the love we have is not the kind that makes your knees weak, or your heartbeat go all kittywampass. Not the kind you feel for Allison. We’re fam. Pete will get out, Bryce. And when he does, he will come after her again. I’m not strong enough to protect her and her baby.” His eyes grew large. “Yes, she’s pregnant. She can’t live through a beating like that. He could have killed her.”

      “You can’t live through that either. I should have been here to protect you.” His deep voice was full of shame.

      “Bryce, you protect the whole country. You taught me to take care of myself. We both know I have survived worse beatings. Allison is too fragile, too delicate. I love you, Bryce, but I don’t need you to protect me anymore. You gave me the strength to defend myself. Allison needs you and, regardless of how you want to try and play it, you need her. Fess up, big bro. You love her.” She nudged him with her shoulder.

      Bryce nodded. “You’re right, Mac. I do love her. I want to protect her. But also I want to protect you. I can’t do that if you don’t come with me.”

      “I am safe enough knowing if I ever needed you, you would come to my side.”

      “Nothing could keep me away. I love you, Mac. You’re the best sister I could ask for.”

      “I know. But that is probably because I am the only one who would put up with you and all your shit. Come on, let’s go. Allison and I have a delivery to make and we want to hit the rodeo at least one day with you before you go. Y’all are welcome to stay with us.”

      They rejoined the rest of the group, keeping silent about their conversation. A while later Allison pointed to her watch. “We need to go.”

      “Hey, Bryce, give me the keys to your car. You guys can take my Yukon when you are done here. There is food in the fridge and plenty of hot water.”

      “Bossy ass woman. Best not be hurting my car.”

      “Please. I wouldn’t do that. You fellas have dates tonight or are we allowed to join in the fun?”

      “We are going to Rockin’ Randy’s. You comin’?”

      “Allison?” At her nod Sanura answered the boys. “Very well, we will meet you there later tonight. About eight?”

      “Good. Bring your money, ladies, tonight’s pool night.”

      Both women laughed and retorted in unison, “Good. We need some more money.”

      “We’ll see, ladies. Until tonight. And Mac, take care of my car, huh?” Bryce grinned.

      “Of course. Do the same with my Yukon.” They exchanged location of vehicles, waved and jogged off to his car.

      Bryce had a top of the line Porsche. It was shiny, black as velvet midnight and purred like a panther. The women smiled as they slid onto the leather seats and Sanura cranked the engine. Six speed and ohh so nice.

      They flew back to the house, calling the restaurant and getting someone to drive the truck over for them. They would meet at the Rawlins Manor. Dressed in jeans and shirts, the women rolled up to the manor in the Porsche. The gate swung silently open and they drove to the back where the truck was parked. Quickly Sanura parked a little to the side and the women jumped out to help.

      

      “Gavin?”

      “Yes, Mother.” He stood in his tuxedo and glanced down at the woman who had given him life.

      “Go check to make sure the food has been delivered.”

      “Send someone else.” After hearing Sanura’s heartfelt “I love you” to that other man he had left the fair, afraid he would hurt someone if he stayed. Her declaration shoved a knife well within the depths of Gavin’s heart. I should have confronted her then about it, either that or shouldn’t have eavesdropped.

      “I am sending you. And hurry. Cathy will be here later.”

      Great, can my night get any worse? He walked down to the immense kitchens and stepped inside. There she was. Her hair was shiny like silk and even this far he imagined the smell of lilacs that would surround her. She wore skin tight blue jeans with a black halter top that stopped above her navel, showing off strong abs. There were booted heels on her feet adding about three inches to her height. She knocked his socks off.

      Gavin wanted to yank her up, toss her over his shoulder and remove her from everyone’s sight and have his way with her. His glance flicked to Allison, who wore something only a little more conservative enough to hide her pregnancy.

      They, especially Sanura, sure did dress to impress. A low whistle cut across the busy kitchen. It was Clint. He had come in and was walking over to the women as they carried in stuff, regarding them both with an appreciative gaze.

      “Wow! Y’all some fine lookin’ women. Did you dress for me?”

      “Good evening, Mr. Hartford,” Sanura replied. “You’re looking pretty fine yourself in that tux.” Gavin ground his teeth over the familiar and easy banter they shared.

      Clint bowed at the waist. “Thank you, milady. I aim to please. You have a hot date tonight?”

      “Ali and I are going to relieve some sailors of their money. We are playing pool at Rockin’ Randy’s. What about you? What are you doing tonight?”

      “This party. But to tell the truth, what you are doing sounds much more exciting.”

      “That’s it, Mac. We’re done. See you in the morn at work. Tell the boys we said hi and they should learn to give you two their money instead of being humiliated.”

      “Good night, Tony. Thanks for your help.” She waved at the man as he got in the truck and pulled off.

      

      Gavin finally headed for Sanura.

      “Good evening, Sanura.” His timbre caressed the deepest parts of her body, making her shiver. And he knew it.

      “Evening. Looks like you’re all fancied up again. Hot date?”

      “Maybe. Do you care?”

      “Why should I? What you do is your business, not mine.” But she did care. She wanted him to notice her outfit like Clint had done.

      Anger boiled deep within his aquamarine gaze. “Can I have a word with you in private?” The question was ground out between clenched teeth, barely passing as civil.

      “Allison? I’m going to have a chat with Mr. Rawlins for a moment. I’ll meet you at the car.” Allison waved she heard and continued doing what she had been doing. “What is it you need to discuss with me?”

      He grabbed her bare arm, his touch sending shockwaves through her system. He steered her into the pantry and shut the door on all those observant and nosy gazes.

      “Well? I have somewhere to be this evening. What’s the problem?” Her hands were on her small waist as she waited for his answer.

      “You. What is going on?”

      Sanura raised her hands in a wordless gesture as she lifted an eyebrow. “What the hell are you talking about?” Lord, can you please send me a book entitled ‘How to Speak Man Language for Dummies?’

      “Why are you wearing that? Why are you going out with other guys?”

      This was interesting. Could we be faced with the prospect of a jealous man? “What’s wrong with me going out with other guys? And I know there is nothing wrong with the way that I am dressed.”

      “I thought that. . .”

      “Thought what?” she interrupted. “As far as I know I am not in any relationship with a man.” Say the word and I would gladly be in one with you, however.

      “What about that guy you kissed at the fair?” His eyes glinted precariously.

      “I am surprised you even noticed me at the fair. You seemed pretty busy with your hordes of hu. . .women.”

      So she was a little jealous herself. Big surprise.

      “I didn’t kiss anyone. You can’t say the same.” His lean body began to back her up towards a stack of shelves.

      “Not for lack of trying on their part, I’m sure. Perhaps you are gay after all. Didn’t they have anything to tempt you with?”

      “No. They had nothing that would tempt me.” Gavin’s timbre was low and seductive. His simple answer made her heart leap in hope. “And I thought we had gotten past the gay thing.” He still approached, slowly, steadily, like a lion that cornered its prey and could take all the time in the world.

      She had run out of room. Her bare back was pressed against the cool wall and yet, her body temperature still climbed. His Armani clad arms positioned themselves on either side of her head. This man was so dangerous.

      “Why?” he asked with his head low by hers.

      “Why what?” Her heart beat so loud in her ears she could barely hear her own voice but she knew it was husky with desire.

      “Why did you kiss him?”

      “He’s a friend.” Hell’s bells, it was hard to think straight. It was hard to breathe.

      “Am I your friend?” His words were so soft she had to strain to hear them.

      Breathing was becoming increasingly difficult. “I’d like to think so.” Her own words were tortured whispers, as she tried valiantly to control her feelings.

      “So kiss me. Like you kissed him.” Those words were somewhere between a beg and an order.

      The man was a magnet to her. Sanura leaned forward and pressed her closed mouth on Gavin’s waiting one. She barely touched his lips, but the result was nothing like she had with Bryce. Here she wanted to slide her tongue in his mouth and pick up where they had left off at her house. Now she wanted to remove clothes, his and hers, and let nature take over.

      But she didn’t. It was so difficult to not follow her raging desire. Instead she pulled back and blinked those green cat eyes at him. “There. Feel better now?”

      “What the hell was that? I said like you kissed him.”

      “That was how we kissed. That is the only way we ever kiss. I don’t know what kind of woman you think I am, but I am not like that.” She ducked under his arm and walked to the door, extremely pleased she could use her legs which still trembled as a result of his nearness.

      Sanura opened it and stepped back into the hustle of the kitchen. She looked at the man who was driving her crazy and told him one more thing. “I never kissed Bryce the way we kissed at my house. Never have, never will. See ya around.”

      With a sharp nod she spun around. Sanura left and felt his eyes fixed firmly on her backside as she walked across the floor. She knew he watched when she slid into the shiny Porsche and drove away. What she didn’t know was he would show up at the bar later that night.

      

      Gavin and Clint entered the bar. The room was dimly lit and smoke filled the air. To one side sat a mechanical bull people were using, but it was the sight in the back took his attention.

      Sanura and Allison were soundly beating the boys in a game of pool. Everyone had beer and Sanura was currently bent over the table, her backside attracting his and nearly every other male gaze in the bar. That familiar desire to kill all who looked at his woman filled Gavin in seconds.

      He stayed silent, though, and watched as she sank the remaining balls expertly and won the game for her and Allison. Laughing, she scooped up the money and put it in her back pocket after splitting it with Allison.

      “’Nother game, boys?” Allison wondered. “Oh, look who’s here. Surprise, surprise. Gavin, Clint, come join us. Didn’t expect to see you here tonight.”

      “Just stopped in.” They stepped up and introductions were made. Gavin stared at the man he still considered his competition. He was big, almost as big as Gavin, but had a wiry strength made Gavin think he didn’t stand a chance if he were to fight him. The man doted on Sanura. That made him an enemy right away.

      “Good evening, Clint. Y’all’s party boring?” Sanura’s southern drawl washed over Gavin, bringing in its wake the normal wave of desire her voice brought him.

      Clint nodded as he grabbed a beer from a passing waitress.

      “I thought maybe I’d find a date,” Gavin said. His eyes searched Sanura’s face and found not one single hint of emotion to betray her thoughts.

      She was silent for a moment as her eyes regarded his clothing.

      “Good for you. Plenty of women over there.” Sanura pointed with her cue stick and shrugged as if it didn’t bother her in the least. Gavin bit back a growl of disappointment. He wanted to see a reaction from her.

      “But, perhaps a game of pool would be better. What do you say, Sanura? Up for a match?”

      “Very well. But what are we playing for?”

      Gavin reached for a pool cue. His eyebrow arched in challenge. “Winner’s choice.”

      “Who else is playing?”

      The blond man sent a look over every man there and no one said a single word. “It is going to be the two of us. Do you accept?”

      Sanura glanced at Allison, who nodded her encouragement. “Very well. I accept, winner’s choice. Rack ’em.” He watched as she mimicked a drink charade to Bryce, who went and got her a longneck.

      Gavin broke. Before long it was clear she was a very good match for him. The friends watched the pool battle that seemed to have a deeper meaning for the two playing it.

      Gavin was hard pressed to concentrate on his game. Sanura always seemed to be in his line of sight. Abundant cleavage showing off her tattoo, little waist, and tight butt. Or her mouth sucking on the longneck in her hand as her fingers caressed it lovingly. He almost scratched multitudes of times watching her.

      In the end Gavin won the game. Although he was suspicious that she’d allowed him to win. He would have to ask her later about the truth.

      “You win. What’s it gonna cost me?” She set down her cue and looked at Gavin.

      “Let me think about it.”

      “Alright. But when I get back you have to give me an answer.”

      “How long will that be?” Where the hell was she going in a room full of horny men?

      “As long as it takes me to ride the bull. It’s my turn. Be right back.”

      She took another swig of her beer and walked off with one of the other guys, a large black man with the group. Gavin’s rakish gaze stayed glued to her jean-encased backside. He followed and watched as she climbed up onto the bull. The next few minutes were the most intense he had experienced in a long time. Gavin was hard as stone for her.

      When Sanura finally dismounted to the applause in the bar, he made up his mind about his choice. There were many guys surrounding her as Gavin shouldered his way through them all. Nothing was going to keep him from her side.

      “Well? Did you decide?” Her smile was an easy one which accented the shine in her eyes and made him lose his breath. She looked so happy, full of life. Everything about her sparkled.

      “Yes.” He spoke loudly so they could all hear him make his claim, and those listening fell silent, engrossed by the tension between these two opposites. “Two things,” he held up a hand at her attempt to speak. “We didn’t set limits so give me these.”

      “Very well. What is it you have decided to claim?”

      “Tomorrow night, a date. You and me. Alone.” His gaze never wavered from hers.

      

      Sanura could hardly contain the shiver that went through her body. To have him to herself totally for one evening... Can we say Heaven? “That’s one. What’s the other one?”

      The instant flare up of heat in his eyes told her. He moved his azure gaze from her eyes to her lips and smiled when her tongue came out to moisten her suddenly very dry lips. Two steps brought his body equal to hers. One hand reached out, tangled itself in her hair and cupped her cheek.

      “Two,” came his husky whisper, “is this.” He turned his head and lowered his lips to hers. At first she kept her lips pressed together. Gavin barely pulled off her lips to breathe into her mouth. “Don’t fight me on this, open for me, kitten.” Then his lips descended once again.

      His tongue slipped between her full lips and dove into the velvet warmth of her mouth. Their tongues dueled with each other as Sanura’s arms wound around the neck of the man who breathed life into her. Her fingers sank sinfully into his thick hair, pressed them closer together as he began to straighten.

      His other arm circled her waist and lifted her up off the floor. Lightning struck. Volcanoes erupted. Typhoons crashed.

      It took a while but finally the cheering and hooting of the crowd penetrated their addled senses. Gavin reluctantly set her down on the floor, making sure her body slid down his aroused one as she lowered her arms from around his neck. Sanura felt the blush run up her face and was glad it was darker in the bar, especially considering everyone’s eyes were on the two of them.

      Bryce stepped up and placed a hand on Sanura, drawing her away from Gavin. That move was noticed by Allison. Black met blue as the men stared into each other’s eyes before Bryce spoke. “Hurt her and you’ll answer to me.”

      Gavin nodded once sharply before he reclaimed his hold on Sanura. The group moved back to the table and played a few more games of pool. Gavin stayed by Sanura for the rest of the night, and she was content to be in his presence and share in his joy.

      When they were out in the parking lot, Gavin walked beside Sanura and when he opened the car door for her he spoke in low tones, he said, “Don’t forget. Tomorrow night. I’ll pick you up at seven.” Then he shut the door and walked off. The Yukon and the Porsche pulled into the driveway of Sanura’s home. The people emptied out and went inside to seek their beds.
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      Allison sat on her bed as tears began to fall down her cheeks. Bryce would never look at her the way he looked at Sanura. For the first time she felt a blinding anger at her friend.

      A knock on the door made Allison wipe her eyes and speak softly, “Enter.” The door swung silently open and there he was. Bryce. He filled the room with his presence and made her body tingle in ways she never felt during her years married to Pete.

      Bryce stepped into the room. His obsidian gaze fell on the woman sitting on the edge of her bed.

      “Is something wrong, Bryce? Do one of y’all need something else?” She really did care for all of the men there tonight. Allison had a sweet voice, normally higher and full of cheer, but tonight it held a hint of sorrow.

      “Yes,” his voice was low and smooth. He shut the door behind him, sealing them inside the room together.

      She rose, uncertain about this side of him. “What can I do? Is someone hungry? More blankets? What?”

      “This.” He crossed the room to her in a few strides and took her in his strong arms. Before she knew what hit her, those fabulous lips were on hers. The shock of finally having his lips on hers held her motionless.

      She knew this was what she wanted more than anything, but it wasn’t right. Did he really expect her to betray her best friend?

      “What about Sanura?” His breath fanned her face as Allison realized she must have spoken her fears out loud.

      “I know you have slept with her. You love her,” Allison accused him.

      “Yes.” That one word shattered Allison’s whole world, but then he continued. “I do love her. As for the sleeping with her—that was just sharing the same bed. I have never been intimate with her. And I have never kissed her like I kissed you.”

      “I don’t understand. The way you two act?” she begged to understand. Wouldn’t she have known if it was fake between them? Wouldn’t Mac have told her?

      “Is that. An act, that’s all it ever was. A way of protecting her.”

      His lips found hers again and swept away the rest of her questions for the rest of the night. Bryce took her on a journey to the stars and beyond. Showed her passion she had only read about before. Did things to her that made her body tingle and crave more. Feeling totally completed and spent, they fell asleep together as the sun was beginning to rise.
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      Gavin stopped by his office for a while and his mother caught up with him there. “Yes, Mother?” Why was she here, and on a Sunday? At least she hadn’t brought Cathy with her. Is there no haven from my matchmaking mother?

      “I was looking forward to spending the day with you. Join me for dinner?” It was somewhere between a request and an order.

      “Can’t, I have plans.” Plans with Sanura. Sanura…Sanura…Sanura, her named chanted its way through his blood, every heartbeat.

      “Wonderful. You didn’t tell me you and Cathy had plans tonight.”

      “It’s not with Cathy.”

      “Then who?”

      “Sanura.”

      “That ethnic girl?” Her tone became sharp.

      There was a razor sharp edge to his answer. “If you mean the woman who delivered the food to your parties, yes, Mother, her.”

      “But . . . but she is one of them.”

      “One of who, Mother?” Gavin slanted a look at the woman who gave him life. This was an unusual side to her, and he didn’t like it.

      “You know she is after your money. A delivery girl would try to sink her claws into you. Well, I won’t have it. I forbid you to see her.”

      “Forbid me? You think you can forbid me?” He snorted. “I am well past grade school, Mother. She is not trying to sink her claws into me. Besides, it is dinner, I am not marrying her.”

      Gavin paused for a moment and realized having Sanura as his wife wasn’t a scary idea, it was a wonderful one. If anything, he knew to ask her now would only scare her away. He didn’t want to pressure her while their relationship was in the beginning stages, but someday he knew he would be asking her to be his wife.

      “See that you don’t.” There was something ugly and harsh in the way his mother spoke those four words.

      Gavin looked at his mother. “Why don’t you like her? You don’t even know her.”

      “She is one of them.”

      “That is the second time you have said that. Just what exactly do you mean by one of them?” There was more warming in his voice as if he really knew what she meant, didn’t want to believe she would think that way.

      “Darkie. Negro. Black. I don’t know what you call them anymore or what they are calling themselves. Take your pick; they are all the same underneath no matter what the name.” Suddenly saddened, he shook his head. “Why are you shaking your head at me? Marry her and I will cut off your inheritance.”

      “Go ahead, Mother, do what you must. I already told you I like her. I am sorry you are so shallow you won’t even give her a chance. I can’t believe you would think like that. Not to mention you think threatening my inheritance would change my mind. I’m making my own money. I’m leaving, Mother.”

      Stiffening her spine, she picked up her high-priced purse from where she had set in on his desk and left before him.

      Once they stepped outside his eyes were automatically drawn across the street to the lot where her restaurant sat. Her vehicle was not there yet, but as he looked an older car pulled in and a tall, handsome black man got out.

      The man went to open the passenger side door and out stepped Sanura. She was in a dusky rose dress that flattered her figure. She readily took the hand of the man before her and they walked into the restaurant side by side deeply, immersed in their conversation.

      “See what I mean.” There was scorn in his mother’s voice.

      “Good day, Mother.” He left her at her car and walked to get his own. What was he thinking? She was on a date with another man. Maybe he should cancel tonight.

      The message light was blinking on his machine when he finally made it home. He wandered as he listened to the messages but stopped when he heard her voice reach out from the tape, wrapping sensually around him. Hey. You never said where we were going tonight. I don’t know what to wear so I will dress semi-casual. If that isn’t apropos, let me know. Click.

      Well, she didn’t call to cancel. Was she a player? She told him she wasn’t that kind of girl. He would trust her. At that moment Gavin realized he was . . . had fallen in love with her. He had to get her to see she felt the same.

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      Five before seven, the doorbell to Sanura’s house rang. Allison opened the door to admit Gavin. He was dressed in a black crewneck and pressed khakis, and black leather shoes completed his look.

      “Good evening, Gavin. Come on in. She’ll be ready in a sec.” Allison stood back to let him pass.

      As he stepped into the living room, he found he was the object of six large men’s observation. None of them looked quite ready to trust him, but after a glare from Allison, they all nodded at him and said hello. It was easy to tell all these men loved Sanura and wondered what he was up to.

      Then Gavin caught a whiff of lilacs and looked up. Sanura stood in the archway between the living room and her hallway. She was magnificent. He felt a funny little quiver in his stomach he felt each time he looked at her.

      She wore her hair styled away from her face, allowing it to fall freely down her back. Around her neck lay familiar silver Celtic cross and also the emerald shamrock. Sanura wore a simple but stunning sapphire blue dress stopping below her knees and accented the tone of her smooth brown legs. She had sexy matching strapped heels on her feet that allowed him to take in her manicured toes. Sanura was beautiful in a very modest way.

      “Is this alright? Or should I change?”

      “Beautiful. Don’t ever change.” His voice was hushed and thick. Gavin had forgotten there were others in the room and crossed to her side.

      He leaned in and kissed her full on the mouth. “You look good enough to eat,” he murmured against her lips.

      She pushed him away as her cheeks heated. “Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise. Shall we?”

      “Very well.” She walked with him to the door and waved bye to the people left behind, a smiling Allison and six overprotective men with warning scowls on their faces. Gavin ignored them as he was in a rush to have her to himself.

      Gavin held the door of his car open for her. After she was in, he climbed in on the driver’s side, started the car and put them on the freeway.

      “Where are we going?” she tried again.

      “To dinner.” He was not sure he should ask about the man he had seen her with or not.

      “How was your day?” She turned so her back was against the door and her eyes were on his profile.

      He wanted nothing more than to look at her, but kept his eyes on the road. Transporting something this precious meant he had to stay focused. Gavin was amazed at how possessive and protective he had become in such a short amount of time. Ever since he had seen her in the hospital he had realized how important she was to him.

      “I went to the office, did some work. Ran into my mother, which was more work. I saw you today.”

      “Really? Where?” No shame or embarrassment about it, but open curiosity.

      “At your restaurant.”

      “I didn’t see you. Did you come in and I not know it? Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Now she seemed distressed. But why? Was she hiding something? “Why? Would it matter to you?”

      “Of course.” Her head tilted to the side. “Why wouldn’t I care? I thought we were actually becoming friends.”

      He bit back his anger at the thought of that man’s hands on her. “In the parking lot. You were with some guy.”

      “Oh that.”

      “Oh that? That’s all you have to say? Who was he?” Gavin gripped the steering wheel so tight; he knew Sanura could see his knuckles go white under his tan skin.

      With a gentle smile, Sanura reached across the car and put her darker hand on one of his, caressing the back of his hand in a tender motion. When he relaxed a bit she pulled on his hand so he was left to drive with one hand. Interlacing their fingers, she absently rubbed his hand with her thumb. Her throaty voice reached him.

      “That man was Harlan Richards. He is one of the deacons of the church I attend. He dropped me off since the guys took my vehicle to see the rodeo and were going to meet me back at the restaurant. He came in, got some food to eat as we discussed the choir program.”

      “So you aren’t dating him?” Even more of the tension had left his body.

      “I thought I already told you this, there is not a single person I am seeing right now. I date occasionally, which is obvious since I am in your car with you right now, but I am not in a serious relationship.”

      Not yet. She would be soon, if he had his way. “What is your relationship with him?”

      “Well, let me think. He’s a friend, that’s all.”

      He growled low in his throat. “You seem to have a lot of male friends.”

      “Yes I do.” She laughed, but hidden deep within it was a bit of sadness.

      “A friend like me, like Bryce?”

      “Quit beatin’ around the bush. Ask me what you want to ask.” There was steel in her words.

      He remained silent, for they had reached their destination. Sanura looked out the window and saw they were at a small place by the ocean. It was a romantic place and there were only a few couples inside.

      The maître d' looked pleased to see him and welcomed him by name. “Good evening, Mr. Rawlins. Always good to see you again. Your table is ready.”

      Gavin smiled at the man and put his hand at the small of Sanura’s back. “Good to see you as well, Laurent. This is Sanura, my date.” There was nothing but pride in his voice.

      “Mademoiselle.” Laurent smiled down at the woman standing next to his longtime friend. “I believe you are the most exquisite thing in the restaurant.” He bent over and pressed a kiss on the back of her hand. Rising, he pointed to a secluded room.

      “All right.” Gavin slid his hand under Sanura’s and took her skin away from Laurent’s mouth. “Easy there,” he warned only partially playfully.

      Gavin followed the man through the restaurant into the private room. Sanura walked beside him, his hand a strong and comforting presence on the small of her back. The other patrons looked at them as they passed.

      It wasn’t really even a room they were led to as much as it was a balcony. The room was mostly blocked from the wind by huge windows, and overlooked the ocean. There were candles all over and their flames flickered in the wind that came up the open staircase side, which led to the raging surf. Very romantic.

      It was open on the side that rested above the flowing water. The balcony was beautiful and it took her breath away. Off to another side were softly cushioned chairs with a loveseat as well, perfect for cuddling and watching a sunset or listening to the lull of the ocean.

      “Oh, Gavin. It’s beautiful.” Her words came out all breathy and it sent a jolt straight to his groin. She floated to the railing and leaned over smiling as the sea spray misted up and around the boulders down below. Her obvious delight and words made him feel like the only man in the world.

      “Are you ready to eat?” He reached her side.

      “Yes. Thank you.” He gracefully maneuvered her back to the intimate table and ordered for the both of them. Gavin saw her shiver. “Are you cold? I guess I forgot this could get chilly out here. We could sit inside if you wished.”

      “No. Perfect… this is perfect.” Gavin stared at her over the candlelight. Her green eyes flecked with gold in the candlelight. Her skin shone. Continually she made his heart skip a few beats. There was no other place in the world he’d rather be than at her side.

      

      Dinner was excellent. Sanura applauded Gavin’s choice. Her eyes never left him as Laurent brought out a bottle of white wine and poured some into a glass. Gavin looked so damn hot as he swirled the contents of the glass prior to bringing it up to his patrician nose to savor the odor before closing those lovely eyes and taking a sip. Who knew wine tasting was such a turn on? When he opened them Sanura saw a promise in them that was for her and it made her whole body tingle with desire. Gavin smiled and nodded to Laurent, who filled both of their glasses with the liquid.

      They began dinner by eating spinach salads with roasted hazelnuts; the bacon pieces and mushrooms added a very nice taste. Along the side was a dish of chopped hard boiled eggs if they wished to top their salads. The main course was angel hair pasta tossed with chicken and shrimp in an herbed lemon garlic sauce.

      They shared from each other’s plates. Sanura got shrimp and Gavin had the chicken. Dessert was even better. They were given a sample tray laden with cheese slices and fruit—grapes and strawberries dipped in both white and dark chocolate. Each bite she took simply melted in her mouth. It was divine, it was heavenly. She sent her regards from one chef to another.

      Warmed brandy was delivered along with two snifters and Gavin escorted her over to the cozy sitting area. He helped her into a chair before he sat next to her. Sanura turned down the brandy and asked for coffee. Laurent brought it and delivered it to her.

      She leaned back in her chair and took a sip of her coffee. “Wow. I can’t believe we ate all that. I’m stuffed. Thank you.”

      “I am glad you ate and enjoyed it. I like a woman with a real appetite.”

      “Gavin, I love my food. But right now I need to walk or I am going to explode.”

      “Along the beach?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “We can use these stairs here. Laurent, we will be back. We’re going for a walk along the beach.”

      “Very good, sir. We will have fresh coffee for when you return.” The man disappeared as silently as he had appeared.

      Gavin rose and took her hand. He walked down the steps to the beach. At the bottom Sanura pulled on his hand. When he let go, she slipped out of her heels and groaned in pleasure when her toes sank into the sand. Gavin chuckled as he removed his shoes and socks as well. He rolled up his pant legs to mid-calf.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Her response was to take his hand and lead him off towards the water’s edge. Shoes were left at the bottom of the stairs and the closer they got to the water Sanura dropped his hand. They walked side by side, not touching physically but they were becoming closer. The wind had picked up, sending warm breezes to flow around them, making her dress billow in the air.

      “You never asked me what you have been hedging about. What do you really want to know?”

      “You mean from in the car?” He stayed silent as he waited for some response from her.

      Her eyebrow shot up but she held her tongue. For a moment. “Well? Are you going to tell me?” Now her tone was tinged with attitude.

      “I was wondering . . .” He trailed off suddenly unsure of how to continue.

      “Just what were you wondering?” Sanura looked over at him; in the moonlit night, she could make out his features and saw his confusion.

      “What is he to you?” The anger was back.

      “What is who, to me?” Sanura believed she knew but had to be sure of whom she spoke about.

      “That man, Bryce. The one who watches you like he is your man.”

      “Bryce.” She smiled as she spoke his name. “Probably everything you think his is. And yet at the same time, not.”

      “Explain yourself.”

      Sanura stopped moving and looked out at the waves lapping at the shore. “Bryce has been the one constant in my life. Whenever I needed something he was there. He saved me. There isn’t a man on the face of the earth I love more.” Even though they weren’t touching, she could feel him tense at her admission. “But at the same time, there is nothing between us. I can’t explain it. We love each other, but aren’t in love with each other. Make sense?”

      “Not really. Are you two an item?”

      “If you are asking me if I have slept with him, then yes. We have shared a bed, I won’t lie. But we’ve never been intimate.” She ran her hands through her hair, pulled out the pins and put them in Gavin’s hand to carry for her and he slipped them in his pocket. Sanura was pleased with the intimate gesture and the look on his face told her he was as well. Free of constraint her hair moved in the wind.

      “I don’t know how to explain Bryce. In one sense it would be like having a best friend who was gay, but he isn’t, so I don’t know if that would work to explain it. Besides, I am not the one he is in love with.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Allison. He loves her. I hope he will take her with when he leaves. She needs to be protected.” Gavin still looked like he didn’t follow her explanation. “Look, Bryce is a Navy SEAL. I have known him since middle school. I lived with him, he made sure I went to school and stayed out of trouble. He is like my brother. We’re fam.” Her slim shoulders rose and fell with her slight shrug.

      “I have always been one of the guys. To all of them, dependable, friendly, one of the guys happened to be a woman. They all come to me with woman problems, wife problems; you know, that sort of thing. But, till the day I die, I will only be ‘one of guys.’”

      Gavin maneuvered to stand behind her and wrapped his arms around her slender frame. He lowered his head until it was next to her ear and spoke in hushed tones. “I have never thought of you as one of the guys. I never will.”

      Her nipples hardened with those whispered words and she felt a rush of warmth flood her lower region. She stayed silent.

      “What are you hiding from me, Sanura Eryn McKie?” His magical hands were creating havoc in her belly as they caressed her bared arms.

      So much. That I am a felon and I have fallen in love with you. “Everyone has their secrets. Even you.”

      She pulled away and walked into the warm water yet still felt chilled from where she missed his touch. “Is that all you wanted to know?”

      “No. Why are you not in a relationship?”

      She turned to face him. The wind blew her hair and dress as she stood in the shallow water. “Why aren’t you?” she countered.

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Really?” Be still my beating heart. “What do you look for in a woman?”

      He walked towards her but she turned and walked down the beach some more, so his steps fell into tune with hers as they proceeded onward.

      Gavin was quiet for a bit. “Chemistry. There needs to be something between us.” He glanced at her, his eyes telling her he knew there was something between them.

      “What else?”

      “Looks don’t hurt, but personality is important. I want someone who wants me for me, not because of my money.”

      She scoffed. “Right. You are filthy rich. I don’t see you looking for anything but a trophy wife. One that will look good on your arm at all those functions you attend.”

      “Don’t you believe in love?”

      “You do?” She couldn’t hide her shock and stopped in her tracks.

      “I do now. How about you?”

      Her heart pounded so hard, she felt it might fall out of her chest. “I don’t know. It all sounds so good, but usually that means someone is going to have to give something up.”

      “Why do you say that? Love shouldn’t be about giving something up.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Very jaded of you, don’t you think?”

      “I haven’t had many opportunities in my life, not to be jaded.”

      “Tell me about it?”

      “My past would bore you.” She shrugged and made as if it was a joke. Nonetheless when she began to walk again his arm shot out and grabbed her.

      He was in the water with her and had her hauled right up to his chest where she could see his eyes in the moonlight. They were very direct as they stared at her. The blue fire in them licked at her skin, burning her, making her tremble.

      “Tell me. Nothing about you would bore me, haven’t you figured that out yet? I want to know all about you, your past, and your dreams. Everything. I want to know about your family, everything about you.” His words coaxed and suddenly it was too much.

      In one smooth motion she jerked free of his hold. Her words came fast and clipped with anger and defensiveness. “Why are you so interested in me? I know I am not the type you usually date. What is it you want from me? Is this a bet at work, see if you can bed the black delivery girl? Why are you playing with me?” With that said she ran off down the beach. Water sprayed up, soaking her dress, but she kept running until she was out of his sight.

      

      Stunned by the venom and pain in her voice, Gavin remained still as she ran from his view. Why was he so interested in her? Clint had asked him the same thing. Gavin knew money was an issue for her and probably the color difference would be as well. It wasn’t for him. Her skin color made her more beautiful to him, but it was more. Didn’t she know she was so much more?

      It was in the way her eyes sparkled and her smile illuminated her face. The way she lit up the place where she was with her presence. The concern she had for those less fortunate than her. The proud bearing she carried herself with even when she was faced with racist bastards like Boyle Dorgan. It was the way she made his heart accelerate and his legs wobbly when she looked at him. How her lilac smell tantalized him. She was so special it broke his heart to think her life was anything less than perfect. Her look, one simple look would make him feel like he could do anything.

      He wanted to take care of her, love her and protect her. Gavin wanted to go to those functions with her by his side. Wanted to tell the world how he felt about her. With a single-minded purpose he jogged off in the direction she had gone. There was no sign of her until he came to a rocky area. He heard some soft sounds and approached quietly. His eagle gaze found her sitting on the sand, without care for her dress, her back against a rock and her hands rummaging in the sand beside her.

      She was talking to herself. Well, not really, she was holding a conversation with the big man upstairs.

      “Alright, Lord. Tell me what to do now. I know you have a purpose for all you do, so what is the purpose of this? I am going to lose both Allison and Bryce. Why are you tormenting me?”

      “Sorry.” He heard her take a deep breath. “I don’t understand why you keep putting this man in my path. I am falling in love and it scares me senseless. He and I are too different. I know you know we are different colors, since you made us, but come on. Why me? Wasn’t my past enough?”

      She shifted on the sand. “I can’t take much more. I don’t think I agree with people who say you only put obstacles we can handle in our paths. I have been beaten, broken and deceived. Over and over it seems. This one, he be wantin’ something, Lord. I need to know what it is.”

      A gentle smile crossed Gavin’s face as he listened to her to as if God were actually sitting across from her.

      Sanura kept talking. “I know his mother would disapprove of me. That is not the problem. I don’t know if I can trust him.” She was silent for a moment, letting the silken sand run between her brown fingers. Then, as if she had received an answer, she nodded. “I know. I can trust him. He was there for me after Pete beat the shit out of me, pardon my French there, Lord.” Gavin smiled. “He was there when Terrance came back, and gave me the strength to turn him away. But what if he finds out about my past? I know that would make him change his mind about me in a second.” Another pause as she exhaled loudly. “Give him a chance? You think so? Alright, maybe I should.”

      Gavin backed off a bit, his heart smiling at her declaration, and called her name, “Sanura? Sanura are you over here?”

      “Right here. Sorry about that . . . that running off thing.”

      She stepped from behind a rock and walked towards him. His gaze lingered on her as she drew near. She smiled a little at him then stopped. His eyes and face grew serious as he closed the rest of the small distance between them.

      “You asked me a question back there.”

      “Never mind.” Her low voice thrummed new life into his body.

      “No. I want to answer you.” He stepped closer yet and looked down at her. “You asked what it was I wanted from you. Everything, I . . . want . . . everything.” One finger trailed down her face burning where it touched. “Do you remember what I told you at your house?”

      Sanura nodded and he continued, “I meant every bit of it. I want to be the exclusive man in your life. I want to be the only man in your life. I want you to have a relationship with me. Whatever you are willing to give me, I will gladly accept.”

      “It would never work between us.”

      “How can you say that, when you haven’t given us a chance?”

      “We are too different.”

      “Do you really care what others say?”

      “No, but you have a name and reputation to protect, not to mention your mother. Look at you; you are one of the most eligible bachelors around, probably in the country. What is being with me going to do for you except cause you problems? We don’t exactly fit the ideal couple picture, especially down here in the south.”

      “Who gives a damn? We fit it in my eyes.” He grabbed her shoulders and shook her slightly. “I want to be with you. You. Day and night, I think about you. Your skin, your scent, your smile. Everything. I want to be able to come over and hold you, because you’re mine. Take you to more dinners like tonight knowing I am with the most beautiful woman in the place. I want everyone to know you are my girlfriend. My woman. That we are a couple.”
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