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Chapter One
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Alicia Michaels walked across the campus of Clark Atlanta University with a smile on her face. Being back on the yard made her think about the carefree days of undergrad. Even though she was having a good time with her girls, she was tired of hearing the Alicia, girl, you’re next refrain as soon as someone noticed Serena Billups’s wedding ring or when Jade Goings showed off her pictures of Jaden or her growing baby bump.

“I figured I’d find you out here,” Kandace Crawford, one of her best friends and business partners, said as she and Richmond Crawford approached the library. “Still hiding from people?”

“I’m not hiding from anyone. Well, not really.” Alicia locked eyes with Richmond, Kandace’s brother-in-law. This was not the man she’d met a few years ago in New York with the glasses and pudgy belly. And was he smiling? She’d never seen this man smile before. Why am I paying attention now? Alicia thought as she turned away from him briefly.

“Hi, Alicia,” he said, once again blinding her with his warm smile.

“Hi. What are you doing here?” She didn’t even try to keep the shock out of her voice.

“Looking to start a new business venture down here in Atlanta, and Kandace was nice enough to show me some of the city,” he said.

“And Solomon figured I needed a bodyguard, since he had to stay in New York for a meeting.” Kandace nudged Richmond in the side.

“I’m not a bodyguard,” he quipped. “Solomon knows that you can’t wait to get back to him.”

Kandace blushed. “True. So, Alicia, why are you hiding out at the library?”

“Just tired of the same questions. Richmond, what kind of business venture are you working on out here? I’m actually in the process of moving back to Atlanta.”

“Laying the groundwork for some new hotels. I hear Atlanta is the place to be.”

She nodded. “I can’t wait to make it home again. I’ve been hanging out in Old Fourth Ward, and I think I’m in love.”

Kandace folded her arms across her chest. “Your girl Jade isn’t happy about that. She even tried to enlist me in helping her talk you into staying in Charlotte.” Shaking her head, she added, “I’m staying out of it. But, Richmond, if you’re looking for someone to help you with marketing, you’re looking at a genius right here.”

Alicia stood up and smiled. Moving to Atlanta meant that she would be starting over. She’d been laying the foundation for her marketing firm by visiting the city and reconnecting with old friends who were in powerful positions. Atlanta had changed a lot since Alicia had moved to Charlotte to start Hometown Delights with her friends. Neighborhoods had been gentrified, and new businesses had popped up all over the place.

A few of Alicia’s college friends were launching businesses or were looking to expand what they had going on. She’d made some important contacts already and couldn’t wait to hit the ground running. She’d even signed two small clients and would be meeting with them next week.

“She’ll get over it. What time is the awards ceremony? I can’t believe we’re getting honored after all the hell we went through in school for being forward-thinking women,” Alicia said.

“Maybe they had no idea that you ladies would grow up to be this fine and successful,” Richmond said. Alicia felt her cheeks heat up as Richmond looked at her and winked.

Weird, so weird, she thought as she turned her head. Isn’t he married?

“Want to head to the Busy Bee Café?” Kandace asked. “Richmond needs to experience some real soul food. Especially if he’s going to be meeting with folks around here about those hotels and doesn’t know the difference between collard greens and kale.”

“Oh yeah. Where’s Jade and Serena?” Alicia tore her eyes away from Richmond, deciding that he was being extra flirty because his wife wasn’t around or maybe he’d been drinking.

“They headed to Miss Maryann’s bakery.” Kandace winked at her. “You know how Jade is about that woman’s icing.”

Alicia shook her head, thinking that Jade was just going to get icing to use with her husband later. She was sure that Maryann, Jade’s mother-in-law, had no idea that Jade and her husband, James, used that icing on each other and not cinnamon buns. “All right, let’s go.” When Richmond extended his hand to Alicia, she took it without a second thought. She didn’t miss the side eye that Kandace shot her way.

“We’d better get a move on if we want to get a seat this century,” Kandace said.

Alicia dropped Richmond’s hand and smiled. “This place is small, but the food is amazing.”

“That means a lot coming from you guys, since you have your own restaurant.”

Kandace laughed. “This place is historic to us and was the reason—”

“One of the reasons,” Alicia interjected.

“That we started our restaurant.”

“What were the other reasons that you guys went into the restaurant business?” Richmond asked, then focused on Alicia. “Kandace said you have a background in marketing, right?”

Alicia nodded. “I handle the marketing for the restaurant and I’m starting my own firm here in Atlanta.”

“And Alicia would definitely be a great asset for the boutique hotels project,” Kandace said. “Everybody in the Southeast will be making reservations.”

“I am that good,” Alicia quipped.

“So that’s why you ladies started your restaurant, just because you were good at it?” Richmond asked.

Kandace and Alicia exchanged a knowing look. “Revenge,” Alicia replied. “Jade had been involved with a loser who tried to open a restaurant in Charlotte, and we bought the spot from underneath him.”

Richmond looked toward Kandace, who nodded in confirmation. “We’re not that way anymore, but people know better than to cross us.”

“I hope Solomon knows that too,” Richmond quipped.

“Pretty sure he figured that out when she stabbed that crazy . . .” Alicia glanced at Kandace then let her statement die. Though years had passed since the death of Carmen De La Croix at the restaurant, Kandace was still uncomfortable talking about it. The woman had been obsessed with Solomon and followed the couple to Charlotte. She’d attacked Solomon with a meat cleaver and Kandace saved their lives when she’d stabbed Carmen in the chest.

That had been one of the morbid headlines that made their restaurant, Hometown Delights, one of Charlotte’s most popular dining destinations. Then, there was the time when disgraced director Emerson Bradford tried to kill Serena in the restaurant.

The notoriety had died down since then and the restaurant was finally known for its award-winning menu and great service.

Alicia worked hard behind the scenes to make that happen. The community involvement and donations the restaurant made to major events changed the narrative about the place and turned it into one of Charlotte’s premier eateries. She wasn’t too egotistical to realize that part of the successful restaurant had to do with Jade’s relationship with James Goings, the brother of Carolina Panthers wide receiver Mo Goings.

Then there was Marie Charles, the former socialite who married chef Devon Harris. Marie’s influence also helped the restaurant because she mentioned it in her popular Mocha Girl in Paris blog all the time.

Alicia wanted a challenge and Atlanta was it. Things had changed since Alicia, and her girls ran their business in Georgia. Many of the power players they’d known were gone. She knew things were going to be different, but at least she didn’t have to worry about blind dates every week.

She glanced over at Richmond and wondered if Kandace would try to do that setup trick that their other friends were becoming famous for. Though, she’d be interested in bouncing some business ideas off him, maybe even help Richmond get his footing in Atlanta. There was no way she was attracted to this married man. But there was something under the surface that had piqued her interest.

Richmond noticed Alicia’s glances as they walked to the café. Maybe he was just imagining things because he was looking at the ebony enchantress with new eyes. When he was married, he’d ignored Kandace and her friends. But over the years, his admiration for Kandace and her crew grew when he saw how they handled their business and turned every controversy at their restaurant into gold.

He could’ve used some of that magic after the scandals that happened in his life over the last few years. 

When they arrived at the café, the line was wrapped around the block, and the smell of fried chicken perfumed the air.

“If the food tastes as great as it smells out here, then I’m going to love it,” Richmond said.

“Oh, you’re going to love it,” Alicia said, then nudged Kandace. “Remember how many times we ended up here, eating away our blues?”

“That was you and Jade. I just came for the biscuits. Remember, I was in love.” Kandace twirled around. “Foolish, but in love. And Devon could cook anything I wanted.”

Richmond laughed, wondering what fool would’ve broken Alicia’s heart. He could only imagine what a knockout she was in college, because like fine wine, she’d gotten better with age. Her body reminded him of the classic Coca-Cola bottle—curves for days. And she was smart. That didn’t happen overnight. Remembering the vapid women he’d attended NYU with, Richmond wondered what it would’ve been like to be around women who were focused like Alicia and her friends.

At the awards luncheon, he’d been impressed when he heard about their investment group and the after-hours café they’d opened during their freshman year. Of course, it had been an illegal setup, but the school administration had been so dazzled by their business plan that they had given the group a permit to run the café for a year.

“Are we going to wait in this wave of humanity?” Richmond asked as he glanced at the line.

“It’s worth it, Mr. No Patience,” Kandace said. “This food will melt in your mouth. You’ll be here every day, once you move to Atlanta.”

Alicia turned to Richmond. “You’re moving to Atlanta?”

He nodded. “We’re looking at expanding the Crawford Hotels franchise further south. I’m going to be heading the project. Can’t do that without being a part of the city.”

Alicia rubbed her throat. “Atlanta can be hard for a newcomer. Or someone who’s been away for a while.”

“I’ve been in tougher situations,” he said as the line inched forward. “As they say, if you can make it New York, you can make it anywhere.”

“Good luck with that,” she said with a smile.

“When you have talent, you don’t need luck. I’ve researched this city and I’m ready to take it by storm. And I’m going to have a great team to help me out.”

Alicia smiled brightly at him. “That confidence is awesome. You’re going to need it.”

“Maybe you can be a part of my team.” He winked at her, and Alicia’s knees went weak.

Kandace rolled her eyes. “It looks as if there is an open table. Praise the Lord. Let’s move, and quickly.”

Following her lead, Richmond and Alicia got to the table before a couple who were moving a lot slower.

“Savage,” Alicia said as they sat down. “You know those two were waiting for this table.”

“If you’re slow you blow,” Kandace said. “Besides, when’s the next time we will be together here?”

Richmond glanced at the couple as they shot them an evil look. Turning away, he laughed. “Real estate in this place comes at a premium, huh?”

Kandace nodded as Alicia picked up a menu.

“How are things in New York?” Alicia asked as she glanced at Richmond over the greasy menu.

Snorting, he shrugged. “So great that I’m moving to Atlanta. You’d think our family was the Kardashians or something.”

“Tell me about it,” Kandace muttered. “Kiana shouldn’t know what the paparazzi are, but she does. Thank God her dad taught me creative ways to hide her face.”

“That’s why you should let her take a giraffe every time you go out.”

Alicia raised her right eyebrow. “A giraffe?”

Kandace shook her head. “This man is obsessed with stuffed giraffes and has turned Kiana’s room into an African safari. She loves it, though.”

“Guessing that you don’t,” Alicia said.

“Overkill.” Kandace pulled out her phone and showed it to Alicia. “See what I mean?”

“Come on,” Richmond said. “Those stuffed animals are beautiful. Even Solomon agrees with me.”

Alicia shrugged because she did think the room looked amazing. And it wasn’t the typical princess design that most little girls had.

“Whatever. I’m ready to toss all of those damned things, but she’s going make her own choice soon enough. I can’t wait until she gets into Barbie dolls.”

“I’m hoping that never happens,” Alicia said. “Those dolls are self-esteem killers.”

Kandace waved her hand at her friend. “Says a woman who looks like a damned doll.”

Richmond definitely agreed that Alicia looked like a doll, only with more realistic curves. And those thighs. Richmond had always been a leg man, and he couldn’t help but wonder what they would feel like wrapped around his waist.

Their eyes met and she smiled, then pulled her skirt down over her thick thighs. “I know what I want,” Richmond said as he looked down at the menu. But what he wanted was not on that greasy paper.

Alicia turned away from Richmond. Was he really staring at her legs like he wanted to dive between them? And why was she shivering with want? Had it been that long since a man showed her attention, that she found herself wanting Richmond Crawford? Now, she couldn’t deny that he was looking a lot different than he did when she’d met him years ago. He was chiseled, his face slimmer, and those eyes. Hypnotic brown orbs that seemed to penetrate her soul.

She pulled a napkin from the dispenser and dabbed her top lip. “It’s a little warm in here,” Alicia said as she looked toward the counter. “We’d better order and get out of here before someone snatches this table from us.”

It wasn’t long before the trio was chowing down on crisp fried chicken, fresh cabbage, and cornbread.

After finishing his plate and Kandace’s cornbread, Richmond patted his stomach. “I’m going to have to spend about three hours in the gym tonight to work this off. Maybe if my ex could cook like this, I wouldn’t be divorced now.”

Alicia inhaled sharply as she thought about sweat dripping down his chest. Did he wear compression pants or gray sweatpants? And he said he was divorced. Was the universe giving her a green light?

What in the hell is wrong with me? Alicia turned away from Richmond and rose to her feet. “We’d better give up this table before we get thrown out.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Kandace muttered as she and Richmond stood up.

“Don’t tell me you ladies were rowdy college students,” he said with a smirk.

My God, this man has dimples. Why have I never noticed this before? Oh, he never smiled before. Who knew Richmond Crawford was human? Alicia thought as they headed for the exit and Kandace recounted the time that Serena had cursed out a waiter at the café because he’d had the nerve to ask her for her phone number.

“And Alicia didn’t help the matter,” Kandace said, breaking into her friend’s thoughts. “She tried to help Serena assault the man with chicken bones. We were so young and silly.”

“That’s not what happened!”

“Don’t try to rewrite history now.”

“So, you’re forgetting that you were tossing cornbread?”

Richmond laughed. “Is that why you didn’t have a problem with me eating yours today?”

Kandace shrugged. “All right, whatever. You messed with one of us, you messed with all of us.” Then she looked from Richmond to Alicia. “And that hasn’t changed.”
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Chapter Two
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Richmond caught what Kandace was throwing his way when she said her friends looked out for each other. The hint was taken, but Alicia was fine as hell. Kandace didn’t have anything to worry about because his focus was on work and building the hotels. Though it would be nice to . . . 

Stop it, he thought as he turned his attention to the traffic signal in front of them.

“This neighborhood is going through a revitalization, huh?” Richmond said.

“Gentrification is more like it,” Alicia muttered. “It’s happening all over the city. Hipsters are moving out of their parents’ basements and into the city.”

“I’m wondering if this might be the best spot for the first hotel,” he said as he folded his arms across his chest. “It would be a great way to pay homage to Mom and D-Elliot’s vision for the Crawford hotels. They started in the community and look how our empire grew. I think I can do the same in Atlanta.”

“Things aren’t like they were in the sixties,” Alicia said. “Image and location are key to everything now. Hell, you have people hiding who really owns things just to keep a buzz going.”

“That isn’t how we’re going to do business. But giving back is always a good way to get in good with the right people.” Richmond smiled. “Don’t you think so?”

Alicia stared into his eyes, not really remembering what they’d just been talking about. Marketing. They were talking about marketing. She couldn’t give him all of her knowledge for free. Maybe if she took him on as a client, she would be able to push her growing attraction to him deep down. One thing Alicia never did was mix business with pleasure.

“Umm, when are you moving to Atlanta?”

“Did that last week. I’m renting a place in Dunwoody until I decide where I want to live, or if this is going to be my new home. It’s interesting how everyone out here wants to be outside of the city limits. I’m not sure I’m ready for yard work.”

Alicia nodded. “I’m thinking that I’m going to live in midtown, that way I can take that MARTA.”

“A woman who actually wants to take public transportation. That must be a Southern thing.”

“Well, the moment you get caught in that traffic on I-285, you will learn to love the MARTA as well.”

Richmond shrugged. “Or I can just get a really good car service and just read the paper while my driver deals with traffic.”

“Guys,” Kandace said. “Can we speed this along? I want to get back to the hotel and relax a little before this mixer tonight. And these shoes have to go.”

Alicia laughed as she gave Kandace’s heels a cursory glance. “Scared you’re going to break it?”

Ever since famed photographer and Richmond’s other sister-in-law, Dana Singleton-Bryant immortalized Kandace in her photo book with a broken shoe and a smile, Alicia and the girls always did a shoe check for her when she wore heels.

“I don’t see how you and Serena march around in these things without breaking your necks.”

“Practice makes perfect,” Alicia said as she kicked her leg out. “Besides, these shoes make my legs look good.”

“Yes, they do,” Richmond muttered as he gave her outstretched leg a long glance.

Alicia dropped her leg and turned away from him as her cheeks heated. “Well, we’d better get back to the hotel.”

Kandace shook her head as she glanced at Richmond and Alicia. “Let’s go, people.”

Walking in silence, Richmond tried to keep his focus on everything except Alicia’s ass and those shapely calves. He failed. Every time they stopped at a crosswalk or for a traffic light, Richmond couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.

“Atlanta’s a really clean city,” he said after getting caught looking at Alicia again.

Kandace crossed over to Richmond and nudged him in the side. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Alicia isn’t your rebound chick.”

“I’m not trying to make her my rebound anything.”

“Make sure you remember that. Because I’d hate to have to kick your ass if you hurt my friend.”

“Kandace, we’re adults and there’s nothing going on. But you can’t deny that having her on my business team would be a win for the hotel.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Keep it that way. As tough as my girl tries to pretend she is, she’s not and . . .”

“What are you two whispering about?” Alicia asked.

“Nothing,” Kandace said as she pulled out her phone. “I’m calling an Uber; I’m tired of walking.”

“Such a privileged New Yorker,” Alicia quipped. “You guys go ahead and take your Uber. I’m going to walk on.”

“I’ll keep you company,” he said.

“You two be careful. This is still southwest Atlanta. Crime is down, but y’all look like tourists right now.”

“See you in a few hours,” Alicia said as a black car pulled up in front of her friend.

Richmond jogged over to the car to make sure the U symbol was visible. “All right, sister-in-law, text me when you make it to the hotel. I’m going to walk with Alicia. If that’s all right with you.”

“Funny. You just remember what I said. Don’t play the rebound game with her. I know that you and . . .”

“Kandace, just let me know you made it back to the hotel safely so that Solomon won’t keep texting me about what you’re doing.”

“Is he really doing that?” She dug into her purse and pulled out her iPhone. “He should’ve come down here with me.”

“And who was going to keep my beautiful niece?” he said with a smile.

“Adrian and Dana had volunteered. Richmond, remember, you two are just taking a friendly walk.”

“Be safe, Kandace,” he said as he closed the door. When Richmond turned around, he noticed that Alicia was standing inches behind him.

“That was a first,” she said with a smile on her lips.

“What are you talking about?”

“Normally, my friends are trying to make me believe that every single man they know is the perfect guy for me.” She laughed. “Richmond, do you know how many blind dates these women have tried to set me up on in the last six months? You just wait; you’re going to get that same treatment from people now that you’re single. I really want to jump in that car and kiss Kandace for not falling into the Jade and Serena trap.”

He laughed, pretending that he didn’t want to be one of the men sitting at a table across from her to be that blind date. “I guess your friends just want you to be happy.”

She sucked her teeth. “People act as if single folks can’t be happy alone.”

“You’re right. Now that I’m officially single, I’m starting to understand why my brother enjoyed those years of being a playboy.”

“How long were you married?”

“Eight years. Vivian and I married right after college and . . .” Richmond stopped talking about why he married his ex. Everything started with a lie. He knew that now, but at the time he’d overlooked what everyone said Vivvy was, because he thought that he loved her and would have a marriage like his parents.

Too bad he hadn’t known how big of a lie their marriage had been at the time. When Vivian said she was pregnant, Richmond knew he had to do the honorable thing and marry her. He thought, at the time, that he couldn’t be the one to bring shame to the Crawford name. However, two months after their marriage, Vivian said she’d suffered a miscarriage. With their child gone, he’d had his way out, but he’d wanted to try again with his wife and have a child in wedlock, but it had never happened.

“Richmond? Are you all right?” Alicia asked, breaking into his thoughts.

“I’m fine, I was just thinking about where to break ground on our first hotel,” he covered.

“All right, but I think this isn’t going to be the right place. And I can’t believe you, of all people, are acting on emotion and not research.”

“I’ve been doing business that way for a long time, and you know what? I’m about to try something new.”

“What? Losing money?”

“No. Making business personal. I could come into this city as just another businessman looking to make a profit or I could become a part of the community and make a difference.”

“That’s a novel idea. But what happens if you don’t become a part of the community? After all, you’re a New Yorker and things work differently in the South.”

Richmond placed his arm around Alicia’s shoulders and heated shivers rushed up and down her spine. What in the hell was happening? She eased closer to him, inhaling his masculine scent and feeling heady with desire. When his fingers brushed across her lips, Alicia smiled. “Richmond, what’s going on here?”

“Just two people walking and talking about Atlanta. I’m new to the city and you know this place like the back of your hand, right?”

She sighed and told herself that she would buy his logic. They were simply walking, and it was just her imagination that the warmth of his body wasn’t turning her on like a light switch.

“What do you think of Atlanta so far?” she asked, needing to cut the tension between them. She inched out of his embrace and pointed to an old building. “That spot right there is where we originally wanted our first business. At the time, we had no idea what that business would be. After Devon and Kandace broke up, a restaurant wasn’t in the cards.”

“So, how did it happen? You ladies own one of the most successful restaurants in the Southeast and you’re telling me that it wasn’t your plan?”

Alicia grinned. “It all started with a newspaper article and humiliation.”

“Huh?”

“Stephen Carter was dating Jade at the time, and she was working as his bookkeeper. They seemed to be an Atlanta power couple, but he was going to marry someone else and planned to expand his restaurant into Charlotte.”

“So, you all acted on emotion and not a business plan?” Richmond quipped as they crossed the street.

“If you want to say it like that, yes. But the principle behind all of that was that Jade deserved better and she’d invested in a man who treated her like shit. And look how it all turned out. Stephen is dead broke, and our restaurant is everything he wished his could’ve been.” She winked at him. “Never underestimate a woman with an investment plan.”

“Let me make note of that,” he replied.

“Things worked out for us for a number of reasons, but if we had to do it again, I’m sure we would do things a little differently.”

“Or maybe the way you guys did your business is a new blueprint.”

She tilted her head and looked up at him. “Really?”

“I’m not trying to have an experience like your friend Jade, but I’m looking to do things differently. Maybe we can work together on this,” he said. “This project is really important to me and I’m looking to make sure this hotel will be one of the most successful in the Crawford chain.”

“Means a lot to you, huh?”

Richmond nodded. “You have no idea. I’m definitely trying to make sure I’m surrounded by people who know how to be successful.”

“As long as you know I don’t work for free.”

He stroked her forearm. “Now, you know I wouldn’t insult you like that. I need a consultant, and since you’re someone who knows this city, I want to hire you.”

“Really?”

“How much of a businessman would I be if I didn’t hire an insider?”

She smiled. “That’s a good idea, and I’d be glad to help you.”

“Thanks. Why don’t we get together next week and have dinner? A business dinner,” he said as he held his hands up. “You bring your contract, and we’ll go from there.”

“All right. Where do you want to meet?”

“You know the city better than I do, so you tell me where and when.” Richmond’s smile made her heart skip a beat.

“Restaurant Eugene is a nice place, so I’ve heard. Keep in mind, it has been a while since I was a resident here. I don’t want you to think that I have all the answers, but I do have most of them.”

“Why are you coming back when you guys have such a great thing going in Charlotte?”

Alicia sighed. “I’ve never been the kind of person who wanted to take the easy route, and that’s what Charlotte is starting to feel like. I know I’m good at what I do, but everything can’t be this easy. I want to strike out on my own and see if I’m as good as I think I am.”

“So, the lady likes a challenge?” Richmond smiled. “I should’ve had you by my side in New York this past year.”

“Were things that bad?”

“Let’s just say I missed the days when Solomon was tossing supermodels out of his bed and making Page Six every week.”

Alicia folded her arms across her chest. “That’s cruel.”

“I didn’t say I wanted him to go back to those days, but his headlines allowed me to stay in the shadows for a long time. Not a fan of that New York spotlight.”

She nodded. “It can be hard, I’m sure. But you just jumped into another fishbowl. You’re in reality-show central. Just wait until the right woman gets a look at you and finds out that you’re those Crawfords, then it’s going to be on.”

“I doubt that’s going to happen,” he said. “From what I understand, Southern belles don’t take to well to New Yorkers.”

“Someone told you wrong,” she said with a wink. “We’d better get back before they send a search party out here.”

Richmond closed the space between him and Alicia. “You know, you’re a beautiful woman and I can’t believe I never noticed that before.”

“Well, at least you’re paying attention now.” She flashed him a smile and walked a step ahead of him. “Make sure you get a good look.”

Richmond laughed as he caught up with her. “You’re funny, but it was a great look.”

After they arrived at the hotel, Alicia saw that her friends were sitting in the hotel bar. “I guess they have questions,” Richmond said with a wink. “I’m going to see it I can figure out the MARTA. See you later.”

She almost leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek, but knowing she was being watched, Alicia decided against it.

“Well, well,” Serena said as Alicia walked into the bar. “Looks as if you and Richmond were pretty cozy.”

“That was about business, thank you very much.”

“Keep it that way,” Kandace said as she took a sip of her merlot. “I love my brother-in-law, but he’s dealing with a lot right now and I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.”

Alicia raised her right eyebrow at her friend. “I’m a grown woman and I can handle myself. Besides, you guys know that I don’t mix business with pleasure. Richmond and I are going to work together on the marketing for the new hotels; that makes him off limits. Besides, I’m going to show him around Atlanta, introduce him to some people who can help with finding the best locations for the hotels and whatnot.”

Jade cleared her throat. “I said something like that once.”

“You slept with that man in Las Vegas, so when we started doing business with him, you were already hooked.” Alicia shook her head.

Jade rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’m just saying, we all have eyes and saw the way you two were looking at each other.”

“We were sharing a joke about MARTA. Now, can y’all stop seeing things that aren’t there?”

“We just want to make sure that you aren’t getting into something that’s going to break your heart,” Kandace said.

“I’m a big girl and I’ve been through worse, including blind dates at Jade’s house.”

Serena laughed and Alicia shot her an icy look. “And that coffee ambush the other week.”

“It really was Jade’s idea,” Serena said.

“Don’t throw me under the bus like that,” Jade said. “Besides, we failed and she’s ready to move back to Atlanta.”

Alicia waved for the bartender. “Can we just enjoy the rest of this reunion weekend and stop worrying about my life?”

“Sure. Did you happen to see Felix Thompson?” Jade asked. “When you hightailed it out of the conference room, he was looking for you.”

Alicia rolled her eyes. “He can keep looking, that asshole.”

Kandace glanced at her friend. “What happened between the two of you that has you holding a grudge this long? Even Serena was nice to her former nemesis, Yolanda Perkins. This is so unlike you.”

“I don’t want to talk about it or him.” Alicia turned her attention to the bartender and ordered a vodka and pineapple juice.

“Fine, but if you see him tonight, please don’t cause a scene,” Jade said. “We can’t get an award and then have you get arrested.”

“I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.” Alicia crossed her legs and thought about Felix Thompson, the man who ruined her senior year in college.

It had been her senior year at Spelman, and Felix, a Morehouse student, had been one of the most attractive guys in the Atlanta University Center. He’d been a star basketball player and chemistry major.

Over the last two years, Alicia had been trying to downplay her attraction to Felix, with his curly black hair and caramel brown skin. She’d gotten a chance to get to know him when they’d worked together in a study group. His brilliance made her fall deeper for him. They had grown closer, and one night in the library, Felix asked her to come back to his room and watch a movie.

Everything in her screamed yes, but she’d said no. He smiled and she’d thought everything was fine. She was wrong. When he’d offered to walk her to her dorm, Felix had tried to kiss her. He’d been forceful as he’d pushed her against a tree. She kneed him in the crotch and pushed him to the ground. Alicia almost stomped him in the face; instead she ran to her dorm room and vowed to never tell anyone about what had happened.

She’d dropped out of the study group and for the first time in her scholastic career, Alicia made a C.

Because she knew her friends would’ve been livid, Alicia never told them about what happened with Felix either. Now that he wanted to talk to her? He could really drop dead.

“Are you going to have a drink with him? He’s still fine,” Jade said.

Alicia rolled her eyes. “I’m good with that.”

“But you used to have a huge crush on him, if I remember,” Serena said as she reached for her drink. “Whatever happened with that?”

“There was nothing ever going on with us and . . . Just know that I don’t want to talk to or about him.” Alicia rolled her eyes and took a big gulp of her drink.

The ladies exchanged confused looks. “Doesn’t sound like nothing to me,” Jade said as she stroked her growing baby bump. “Maybe this could be your second chance and . . .”

“Leave it alone,” Alicia said, then rolled her eyes. Her mind went back to the next time she’d seen him.

“Alicia, can we talk?”

“No.” She kept walking, but he caught up with her and grabbed her elbow. She snatched away from him and prayed someone else would walk through the quad.

“About the other week . . .”

“When you tried to assault me?” 

“Girl, please, you know that it wasn’t even like that. I need you to not tell anyone about it. I’m already on probation and I don’t want to—”

She hauled off and slapped him. “You son of a bitch. Don’t you dare stand there and ask me not to tell people that you’re a sexual predator!”

“I’m thinking about you. No one would believe your story. It’s not as if you’re Serena; no one’s beating down your door. People are going to think you came on to me, and I said no. It’s going to look like sour grapes.”

“Go to hell, you piece of shit.” Damn him for tapping into her insecurities when she was the victim. Alicia knew that people looked at her differently than her best friends, in image-conscious Atlanta. She’d heard all of the You’re pretty for a dark-skin girl comments, and she was sick of it. But for this bastard to wrap his assault in colorism was the lowest blow she’d ever received.

She gave him a sardonic grin. “You’re right, I’m not Serena.” Alicia kicked him in the groin and as he fell to the ground, she delivered a blow to his face. “And I’m guessing you’re not going to tell anyone where you got this black eye from either!” She stomped away and vowed that if she saw him again, she’d give him another black eye.

Although Alicia didn’t report the assault, Felix had a field day making up stories about her. That became clear one night when Alicia sat in the library, studying for finals and Keith Brown sat down across from her.

“What’s up, brown sugar?”

Alicia looked up from her books. “What do you want?”

“A taste of you. Felix said you got that fire.” He winked at her and licked his lips.

Alicia slammed her book shut. “If you don’t get out of my face, I’m going to slip this pencil through your eye.”

“Hold up, babe,” he said as he threw his hands up. “I didn’t mean any harm, but I love me some dark chocolate.”

Alicia tossed a pencil at his head. “Go drink a bleach cocktail. Better yet, go get some from Felix. He’s had a crush on you for years.” Packing her things, Alicia headed to her dorm room and slammed the door behind her. She was pissed and ready to knock Felix out. But Serena walked into the room and started talking about how she was so over finals. They spent the rest of the night drinking tequila and counting down the days to graduation.
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