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  Dedication


  For those who believe in the magic of love!


  



  Prologue


  


  Jasmine Flowers fought the urge to rub her eyes. The air, thick with clouds of smoke wafting from the smoldering incense, burned and made her eyes water. She couldn’t believe she’d allowed her friends to drag her into this place. Thanks to Frances’ long-standing search for the love miracle potion, they were all coerced to meet the psychic, or “bruja”, as her friends referred to the tarot card reader, Gladys. They stood at one corner listening to the old woman rant on, as her petite form paced around the room.


  “Chicas, this isn’t a game. If you accept this, be sure this is what you señoritas want!” Gladys paraded around them, moving back, forth and crossing between them. Her loose-fitting, frilly white shirt, and flowing, multi-colored skirt tapped into some serious gypsy flare. Jasmine peeked at the bruja’s silver anklet with jingling, tiny bells wrapped around her ankle which tinkled loudly whenever Gladys moved throughout the quiet room.


  As if the strong scent of the incense burning wasn’t enough, the petite, woman chomped on a thick, long, lighted cigar. Jasmine watched in fascination as the other woman drew it out of her mouth to then twirl it with one hand and put it back between her full lips. Jasmine watched the other woman drag deep off of the aromatic stogie.


  Frances was the only one who dared address the woman. “We understand, Señora Gladys.  When do we get our recipes?” 


  The petite woman paused near Frances, looked her over from head to toe, and patted her on her cheek before moving on to their friend, Julissa. Gladys looked her over, too, this time stopping for a quick moment to look deep into her eyes. “You’ll be ready soon, but not just yet.”


  Jasmine watched the old woman stop in front of Amada and blow a thick breath of smoke over her, setting Amada off into a coughing fit. “You’ll be needing a lot of help; you need to come see me. Alone! We will have much to do. The spirits are clamoring for your attention.”


  Amada nodded, her dark brown eyes set wide on her face, her lips tight, and she wasn’t able to move them. She was too afraid to utter any response. Of them all, Amada was the most adamant about not coming. She stalled, balked, and they nearly dragged her into the place. None of them understood her steadfast refusal. Now, after the older woman’s announcement, Jasmine wondered what Amada’s reasoning for not wanting to come could be. What did the psychic know that they didn’t?


  Then, the old witch paused before Jasmine. The woman’s toothy grin surprised Jasmine. For someone who smoked nasty cigars, she still had a wonderful set of pearly white teeth. Jasmine felt ridiculous because with the weirdness going on around them, she couldn’t keep her eyes off the woman’s sparkling white teeth. “Are you ready for this, young lady?”


  Jasmine paused, not really sure what to answer. She only came at Frances’s insistence. Okay, she shouldn’t have mentioned to Frances she was frustrated with her boyfriend, Mark Norman’s, lack of commitment, but she didn’t mean she wanted to put a whammy on him. She’d never really considered anything like this.


  She felt Frances nudge her; apparently she didn’t answer fast enough for her friend’s liking. “Um, si, señora, I guess I am.”


  The woman whirled around to face Jasmine, a deep frown fixed on her face, and in a thunderous, booming voice she shouted, “You guess! No, no, chica, there is no ‘I guess’ here. You either do or don’t. This is no game! This is serious business for those who are coming into this and want to achieve their wishes.”


  This time, Frances pinched Jasmine’s arm. “Ouch! I do, I do. I’m ready!”


  In a split second, the older woman’s facial features went from red-faced anger to a wide, toothy smile. “So happy to hear that. Come this way, chica, I have something special for you.”


  Jasmine shot Frances an evil stare. She hoped her stare projected how she felt about all this. She trusted Frances had received her message loud and clear. Frances was in so much trouble after this was all over. She’d better hide from Jasmine.


  Jasmine followed Gladys behind the curtain which led into a room. She paused to look around. There was a table with a white table-cloth thrown over it, and on it was a lit, white, votive candle, a big clear chalice of water, and a crucifix in the middle of the chalice.


  Placed on either side of the old, shaky table stood two empty, wooden chairs. Gladys occupied one and Jasmine sat opposite her, on the other chair. Jasmine sat in silence, waiting for the other woman’s direction.


  Gladys unwrapped a little red and black bag with slow precision, and extracted a bunch of cowrie shells. She couldn’t take her eyes off the older woman as she counted out twenty-one shells. Jasmine watched her set five shells to the side, away from the main area of the table. She retrieved a small bowl with what looked like clear water and dropped three drops on the ground while chanting some words she didn’t understand.


  Gladys then placed the bowl on the table and with slow methodic movements she began to swish the shells around with one hand. Jasmine heard the other woman chanting underneath her breath, and the words were in another language, as she heard her utter earlier. Although Jasmine tried, she couldn’t make out Gladys’ words.


  Jasmine’s fascination kept her watching the other woman’s every move. Gladys then gathered the shells in one hand, tapped the hand to Jasmine’s forehead, shoulders, and hands before letting them fall over the white table.


  Gladys stared at the shells, then lifted her eyes to Jasmine. “You will find certain matters seem real yet they aren’t, and what doesn’t look or feel real, is. Look, learn, and listen. You will be guided to your destiny.”


  And with that, Gladys gathered her shells into one hand, threw them down on the table again, and then looked them over before scooping them up in her hand. She held her fist to her mouth and placed a soft kiss on them before she set them back inside the pouch.


  She scribbled something down on a sheet of paper and handed it to Jasmine. “There you go, good luck!”


  Jasmine could only stare at the other woman while she retrieved the slip of paper. She walked out of the tiny room feeling as if she were in a haze.


  


  


  Chapter 1


  Three days later


  


  “Honey, I’m home,” Angelo “Angel” Rodriguez called in his best Ricky Ricardo imitation upon entering the two-bedroom house he shared with Jasmine.


  The rich, garlic scent floating across to him made his stomach gurgle in protest. Although he worked in a restaurant, he had left the place without eating dinner. Now, the thick, aromatic odor renewed those hunger pangs. He dropped his car keys on a nearby coffee table and weaved his way into the kitchen.


  There, he found his roommate, Jasmine, dancing a hip-shaking, booty flexing beat to the latest sultry tune blasting out of the radio sitting atop the counter. He stopped for a moment to admire the ass covered in tight-fitting red shorts. The white tank top hugging her torso revealed every curve, leaving little to the imagination, as he knew from experience. Countless times, she wore a similar outfit when hanging out around the house, and he would walk around pretending it didn’t bother him. His gaze focused on the area of her shoulders which was uncovered, and he couldn’t help admiring her smooth peaches and cream skin. Skin he wanted to touch, taste and savor. Don’t even go there, guy. You don’t want to fuck up your friendship with this lady.


  Jasmine’s Scandinavian mother was good enough to donate the genes giving her the smooth complexion and a thick head of blonde hair. She always stated her father’s contribution was her piercing blue eyes, but not much else.


  His eyes traveled the length of her body again, silently enjoying the view. He would have to thank her mother one day for bringing forth such a beautiful woman. Jasmine had both external and internal beauty which shined out, touching everyone she came across.


  She held her long, glossy, blonde hair high up on her head in a loose, flowing ponytail. With every movement, her bright-hued locks glistened and shimmered. If she turned around to look at him, he knew he would gaze into sparkling blue eyes. Those eyes were a perfect copy of her father’s she’d confessed to Angel, since he had never met her father or any of her family members, for that matter. She had confided they all lived up north, only sharing she was originally from New York City, but nothing more about what went wrong between them.


  In the time they shared the house, he never saw any communication between her and her people up north. At first, he’d ask and when he realized she wouldn’t divulge any information, he let it drop.


  All his friends knew Angel was an only child. His father, a doctor, and his mother, the proverbial, charity function seeker, lived in their worlds, not giving much thought about Angel once he finished high school. His father made some noises about Angel following the family tradition and going into medicine. Angel shut down that idea as soon as it  was brought up. Instead, he went to Le Cordon Blue to become a chef.


  This is how he and Jasmine met. They were both students at different schools. Their respective schools had notice boards with all sorts of advertisements, including apartment rentals.


  From their first meeting, he found Jasmine to be one perfect, tantalizing package. Hell, he would have to be dead not to see how utterly delicious his roommate looked in her revealing clothes. Then, there were days when she wore those tight tank tops without a bra, and he couldn’t help admiring how her nipples puckered and beaded against the fabric. He swore they were standing at attention, beckoning him in a weird, quiet way.


  He just hoped she had a bra on, because it would be the end of him if she were braless. Angel entered and stopped near where Jasmine stood. “Hey you, what’cha doing?”


  Jasmine dropped the knife she was using and he heard it clang against the counter, as if she almost jumped out of her own skin when she heard his voice. Now, he realized her music was too loud; she hadn’t heard him when he had yelled out his greeting. Laughing softly, Angel moved closer to the pot she was stirring. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”


  “You scared the bejeevers out of me.” Jasmine set her bright, blue eyes on him. Her stare took everything in. Ripples of awareness crept down his spine. She really did have a way of looking at him which sent heat waves like shooting darts in his direction. Worse yet, that look of hers made certain parts of his body come alive.


  They’d become roommates two years earlier. It began when their mutual friend, Julissa, found an advertisement to rent the house they now inhabited. They all agreed to share expenses, but Julissa ended up having to move out when her sister, Constance, divorced and needed her help.


  At first, Jasmine wasn’t sure this arrangement with Angel, a well-known philanderer, could work out. He knew at their first meeting that his reputation had caught up with him when her statement regarding his “Latin stud” status came up. Yet, she did admit his promise to be respectful of her and their arrangement, was as good as his word. He further surprised her when he befriended her. In no time, they were discussing important topics, such as choices in career paths and decisions regarding relocating because of a job opportunity. He had gone as far as even asking for her advice when dealing with women.


  Angel realized the temperature in the room must have risen at least by ten degrees, or at least it felt like it to him, since coming into such close proximity to Jasmine. During the years they’d been sharing the house, Angel managed to keep it platonic between them, as she had made him promise when he’d approached her about sharing the house. Though, lately, it had become a little difficult, and he didn’t understand what had changed between them.


  They’d known each other for the better part of six months before becoming roommates. He loved that she didn’t coddle him or throw herself at his feet, as so many other women did. In the years since they’d met in school and shared living space, he knew when he wanted conversation, advice, or just a friend nearby, Jasmine would be the one he always sought.


  “Sorry, didn’t know you didn’t hear me when I came in.” Angel peeked over her shoulder to see what she was brewing in the huge pot. “What you got going there?”


  He scanned the counter area in front of her, and he saw leftover, peeled shrimps scattered around.  There were also some oysters, backfin crabmeat, skinless fish fillets, and a cup of flour which apparently tipped over because a soft dusting still covered the pale beige counter. The flour mingled with the chopped onions, chopped celery, and the can of diced tomatoes and now it all became a huge glob. The bottles of Worcestershire and Tabasco sauce sat uncapped as if on standby. Little bits and pieces of the bay leaves and chopped, fresh parsley created some of the rich scent. Packets full of dried thyme, basil, and oregano sat open, along with the freshly ground, black pepper, salt, okra and cooked rice which completed her ingredients. Letting his gaze take in vast assortment of spices told him this would turn out to be a hot and spicy dish—something right up his alley.


  “It’s a special recipe for gumbo I was just given,” Jasmine answered, near his ear. Her response held a hint of hesitation. “I invited Mark over for dinner, and he loves gumbo.”


  Mark the Fart, as Angel secretly referred to Jasmine’s on again, off again boyfriend. For some unexplained reason, he took a serious disliking to the younger man. Jasmine and he were twenty-seven years old, while Mark just turned twenty-five. To Angel, the guy was one huge dick, and he wasn’t referring to the other man’s anatomy. Since his appearance, Mark showered Jasmine with flowers, candy, and all sorts of gifts. To Angel’s perceptive eye, it was as if Mark wanted to buy Jasmine’s affection. Big man Mark was a stockbroker, so he flashed money whenever he got the chance. This annoyed the hell out of Angel, who happened to be broke. If things went according to the plan, he wouldn’t be broke for much longer.


  Angel knew Jasmine hadn’t slept with the other man yet, which said to him Jasmine wasn’t really taken by Mark. And the more he thought about it, the bigger the smile on his face grew. Angel observed, some would have called it nosiness that, as of late, Mark was pulling away from Jasmine. The younger man wasn’t around as much, and he kept telling Jasmine it was due to his work schedule. Angel knew Mark had others reasons. He would bet Mark had a side-dish taking care of him. But, hey, who was he to tell Jasmine her man was cheating on her. He would let nature take its course, and allow her to find out on her own soon enough.


  “I’ll make myself scarce, then,” Angel promised, “so you can have some privacy while you two love-birds dine.”


  Jasmine paused for a moment and looked his way. Something in his voice must have tipped her off. She had been seeing Mark for almost six months, and it became harder and harder for Angel to disguise how he truly felt.


  He thought she would question him about his tone, but again, she let it go and returned to her task. She pulled out bowls, utensils, and the items needed to set the table.


  “I appreciate it, Angel. I really like this guy,” Jasmine confessed. She lowered the flame of the burner to set the gumbo to simmer while she went ahead to set the table.


  “I’m gonna sneak a taste.” Angel grabbed the spoon and did a taste test before she got a chance to deny him his one try. Knowing his chosen career was cooking, she always told him she felt her cooking to be inferior to his.


  “Come on, get out of there.” She came over to snatch the spoon out of his grip, but it was too late. He’d already shoved it into his mouth. The succulent taste landed on his tongue, and his taste buds were awakened by sweet ambrosia.


  “That is some real good stuff, Jasmine,” Angel said, grabbing the spoon back from her to lick it one more time. He wrapped his tongue over it and shifted it in and out and across his tongue, as he savored the taste of the gumbo.


  Jasmine watched him, as if mesmerized. She watched his tongue dart all around the spoon and her cheeks colored at his display. Interesting reaction, Angel noticed. Maybe she wasn’t as blind to him as he thought. Get off that man, she just told you she really likes Mark the Fart. The voice of reality set in to wake him up.


  He moved away from the counter to head out of the kitchen before he made a fool of himself. She didn’t have any interest in him, and it didn’t make sense for him to bark up that tree. Angel couldn’t afford to alienate her right now, because they had to live together for at least the next six months, until their lease expired, but he sure would love a chance at her. To feel and taste her smooth, soft skin would be like tasting sweet nectar from the heavens. He couldn’t suppress the perking up of his lips as he smiled and walked away.


  “You can have some leftovers if you’d like,” Jasmine called after him.


  Either the gumbo was really spicy, or he needed to get laid, because every nerve ending of his body was set on piping hot alert. His cock kept twitching, reminding him he wanted some attention. Angel’s body quickened when a clear picture of Jasmine’s tantalizing body flashed before his eyes. He felt as if his skin held a special tingling sensation which wasn’t there before.


  He needed a cold shower to calm down his libido. Most importantly, he needed to get laid. This, he knew, was the sure cure for his malady. This incessant wanting of Jasmine, which somehow crept into his soul and wouldn’t let go, would drive him nuts if he didn’t do something about it, soon. He finally admitted to himself his recent breakup with tall, voluptuous, and double-D, Pam was in part due to his attraction to Jasmine.  She’d spoiled any other woman’s chances for him.
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