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For my sister, Dee, who has put her foot in countless soul food dinners and made you want to slap somebody! But the tastiest ingredient she adds is love....
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“Why can’t a woman be on top?” Bianca Livingston demanded, tossing shoulder-length, straightened hair over her shoulder. She stood over her older brother as if ready to strike, looking totally capable of kicking butts and taking names. Her quick smile, short stature, and girly frame had caused many men to underestimate her—to their peril. But anyone seeing her now—shoulders back, hands on hips, her perfectly tailored black suit and four-inch heels adding to her aura of power—would believe her capable of running almost anything. “I’m as qualified to run the West Coast division as you are, even more so, matter of fact.”

“You’re qualified to run the kitchen, maybe,” her older brother retorted. Jefferson suppressed a smile. He’d taunted his sister from birth, and he did so now. Her fiery personality was the perfect foil for his laid-back teasing. But even with his ongoing provocations, this time Jefferson’s antics masked the seriousness of his quest. He had every intention of being the Livingston who moved to LA to establish the Taste of Soul restaurants both there and in Nevada. But unlike most Livingstons, he didn’t like confrontation or competition. He’d quietly made his bid to step away from his cushy position in the finance department to run the West the same way he cooked his ribs: low and slow. “Isn’t that why you spent the last nine months in Paris?” he queried to underscore his point. “Learning the fine art of cooking so that you could give our soul food some class?”

Actually, Bianca had fled to Paris to get away from the chain around her neck otherwise known as fiancé Cooper Riley, Jr. But only one other person knew this truth—her cousin, Toussaint Livingston. Initially, forestalling the marriage everyone else believed was a fait accompli was also why she’d expressed interest in running the West Coast locations. But now, after months of talking with Toussaint, who, besides being her confidant and a Food Network star, was also the ambitious brainchild behind their company expanding out West, Bianca wanted to relocate to put her mark on the Livingston dynasty and make the West Coast Taste of Soul restaurants shine.

Bianca replied, “Need I remind you that I have not only a culinary certificate from Le Cordon Bleu, but also an undergrad and a graduate degree in business administration?”

“No, little sis, you don’t need to remind me.” Jefferson’s smirk highlighted the dimple on his casually handsome face, his sienna skin further darkened by the November sun. His deep-set brown eyes twinkled with merriment. “But do I have to remind you that I have double masters in business administration and finance?” Jefferson had been the first Livingston in two decades to follow up his stint at Morehouse with two years at Wharton’s School of Business.

Bianca, knowing that she couldn’t go toe to toe when it came to her brother’s education, tried a different route. She walked away from Jefferson and sat in one of the tan leather chairs in the artistically appointed office. Reaching for a ballpoint pen that lay on his large and messy mahogany desk, she adopted a calmer tone, yet couldn’t totally lose the petulance in her voice. “Jefferson, the only reason Dad is promoting the idea of your heading up the location is because you’re the oldest.”

“And the son, don’t forget about that. You know Dad doesn’t want to see his baby girl fly too far from the nest.”

“Okay, probably that, too,” Bianca conceded. It was no secret that when it came to her father, Abram “Ace” Livingston, she was the apple of his all-seeing eye.

“Besides, how are you even considering relocation when you’ve got a fiancé champing at the bit to get married? Cooper has been more than patient with you, Bianca. Not many men would let the woman they love move to the other side of the world, even if it was, as you successfully argued, for the union’s greater good. What did you call it? Increasing your company value and the marriage’s bottom line? As if being a Livingston isn’t value enough? No, Bianca, Cooper allowed the wedding to be pushed back once already. He’s not going to delay it a second time. And you know he isn’t moving to LA.”

Tears unexpectedly came to Bianca’s eyes. She abruptly rose from the chair where she’d been sitting and walked to the window. The glory of the day, boasting colorful autumn leaves framed by a sunny blue sky, was lost on her. “You’re probably right,” she said, quickly wiping her eyes. “If everyone has their way, in six months I’ll be married and in nine have a baby on the way.” But how can I marry Cooper after what happened in Paris?

“Hey, sister, are you all right?”

Bianca jumped. She hadn’t heard Jefferson rise, hadn’t been aware that he’d walked from his desk and joined her at the window. “Actually, no, if you want to know the truth. Jeff, I—”

“Hey man, oh, Bianca, I’m glad you’re both here.” Toussaint Livingston burst into Jefferson’s office, and now rushed toward his cousins on the other side of the room. The seriousness of his countenance took nothing away from a face that models would envy, along with six feet, two inches and almost two hundred pounds of delectable dark chocolate. “We need to roll to y’all parents’ house right now. Emergency family meeting.”

Their conversation forgotten, both Jefferson and Bianca turned at once, talking simultaneously.

“What’s the matter?”

“What’s going on?”

Bianca’s heart raced with concern. “Why are we meeting at Mom and Dad’s house, Toussaint, and not in the conference room?”

Toussaint turned and headed for the door. “That’s what we’re getting ready to find out. I’ll meet y’all there.”

Fifteen minutes later Toussaint, Jefferson, and Bianca joined their family members in the living room of Ace and Diane’s sprawling Cascade residence. Toussaint’s parents, Adam and Candace, and his brother, Malcolm, were already there. The trio from the office was the last to arrive and as soon as they sat down, Ace began speaking.

“We’ve got a situation,” he said without preamble. “Somebody’s stealing company funds.”

Reactions were mixed, with bewilderment and anger vying for equal time.

“Who is it?” Bianca demanded, ready for battle though the culprit remained unnamed.

“We don’t know,” Ace replied. “But it’s definitely an inside job.”

The family members looked from one to the other, a myriad of thoughts in each mind. Who could it be? How did this happen? Is the guilty party somehow connected to someone in the room? One family member even pondered the impossible: Is the thief one of us?

“What kind of money are we talking about?” Toussaint asked. “Hundreds, thousands . . . more?”

“A couple hundred thousand,” Ace replied, his tone somber and curt.

Again, responses were symphonic.

“What the hell?”

“Who could do such a thing?”

“Oh, hell to the N-O. We’re not going to take this lying down.”

“You’re absolutely right, baby girl,” Ace said to Bianca. “We’re not going to stand for this, not at all. Nobody steals from our company without feeling the wrath of a Livingston payback.”
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Three hours later and Bianca was still reeling. Whose hand is in the cookie jar. . . and how did they grab all of that money without anyone’s knowledge? The Livingstons had bandied about a variety of scenarios and made a chart of potential employees, past and present, who they felt best poised for betrayal. Bianca’s eyes narrowed as she remembered one name that had come up, a woman who’d had an affair with her cousin and who’d worked for the Livingston Corporation until her relationship with Toussaint abruptly ended. This ex-marketing director had disappeared into thin air and, as far as anyone knew, was no longer in Atlanta. But with the Internet making the world smaller, click by worldwide click, Bianca didn’t count out the woman she’d never trusted. Whoever was stealing from what had been a relatively dormant bank account could be anywhere.

A knock at her door startled Bianca from her musings. Belatedly, she remembered Cooper’s phone call and subsequent promise to drop by. She took a breath and steeled herself for the encounter. “Hey, Coop,” she said, standing back from the door to let him in.

“Hello, dear,” Cooper replied, the kiss on her forehead as sexy as that which an uncle or grandfather would bestow.“You look troubled. Come here and tell Papa all about it.”

Bianca fought the urge to roll her eyes and, going against every fiber of her being, dutifully followed Cooper into the living room of her designer-decorated townhome. She loved her split-level, three-bedroom spread: the hardwood floors and gourmet kitchen; bright yellows and oranges tempered by ebony wood; windows everywhere, letting in the bright autumn sunshine. The cheery surroundings were in stark contrast to her ever darkening mood.

Cooper sat down and tried to pull Bianca into his arms.

“Please, Cooper,” Bianca said, placing more distance between them. “I’m . . . not in the mood.”

“Some women would welcome the touch of their fiancés at a time like this.”

“I’m sorry.”

Sorry for what, Bianca? Stringing out our engagement for two years? Becoming more and more engrossed with your work? Or our not having made love in almost a month? Instead of voicing these questions, Cooper refocused on Bianca’s bad mood. “What’s going on, dear? Something at work?”

Bianca nodded.

Cooper leaned back, waiting.

Bianca hesitated for only a moment before answering. For obvious reasons this matter was confidential, known only to the Livingston clan, the private investigator Ace had immediately hired—and the thief. But not only was Cooper almost a family member, but his analytical, lawyer mind might see clues or connections where Bianca would not.

She turned to face Cooper. “Somebody’s stealing company funds.”

His only reaction was a slight narrowing of the eyes. “From one of the restaurants?”

“No, from corporate.”

Cooper sat up, rubbing his chin in thought. “Corporate, huh? That’s interesting.”

“Very.”

“Any ideas as to whom it might be?”

“A few.” Bianca stood and began to pace. “But the most obvious one right now is our ex-marketing director, Shyla Martin. I think you met her two years ago, at the company Christmas party.”

Cooper pondered this statement, even as he remembered why last year’s Christmas party had been subdued and low-key. “What does she look like?”

“Tall, attractive. She was Toussaint’s date.”

“Oh, her,” Cooper replied, nodding. “Sure, I remember Shyla. I remember thinking that she was funny and intelligent, and that she and Toussaint made a good couple.”

“Yeah, well, she thought they made a great couple, too. And she wanted to make their union permanent.” Oh, shoot. The last thing I want to do is put marriage on Cooper’s mind.

But she’d already done so, as Cooper’s next words verified. “So there are women out there who want to get married.”

“Coop . . .”

“Okay, I won’t press right now. But we’ve got to make plans for the future, Bianca. Neither of us is getting any younger. It’s time to get married and start a family . . . soon.”

Bianca returned to the couch and sat down. Her brow was furrowed in thought—about the theft, Cooper’s words, and other things.

“What happened?”

Bianca’s eyes widened at Cooper’s question. Am I that transparent? Are the memories so poignant, so strong, that they’re written all over my face? “What do you mean, what happened?” she asked breathlessly.

Again, Cooper’s eyes narrowed, as they often did when his sharp mind whirled. “Between Toussaint and Shyla . . . what happened?”

“Oh, right, between Toussaint and Shyla. You know what happened to them, Cooper. Alexis St. Clair happened.”

“Of course I know about Toussaint’s wife, Bianca.” And the baby they’re expecting. “But I didn’t know that Alexis caused the breakup between him and Shyla, nor would I imagine Shyla as the type of person who would go to these extremes as a result.”

“It wasn’t just about their breakup.” Bianca sighed, remembering that she’d never shared with Cooper the extent of what went down between the Livingstons and their former employee. She gave the short version: how Shyla Martin’s attempt to come between Toussaint and the love of his life had cost Shyla her job.

“Oh, I see. Shyla not only lost love, but she lost money, too.” Cooper nodded his head. “That makes your assumption that it is her imminently more plausible.” Cooper eyed Bianca, noting her stiff countenance and rigid neck. “Come here, dear,” he quietly commanded, even as he reached for her arm. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about a thing. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

This time, Bianca did not resist as Cooper pulled her into him. Talking this situation out reminded her of the things she loved about him, and one of those things was that he made her feel safe. In many ways this fair-skinned, freckle-faced man was like her dad, Ace Livingston, and Bianca would never deny that Cooper was a good man who came from an upstanding family. But that was the problem. She respected him, admired him, even loved him—as one would a good friend. But Bianca wasn’t in love with him, the way she wanted to be with a man when she walked down the aisle. The way she’d fallen for a Frenchman in Paris, after only two months of dating. Cooper might be able to help her solve the mystery of who stole the company money. But as Bianca laid her head on his shoulder, she wondered who would help her solve the mystery of how to get over the man who’d stolen her heart.
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On the other side of town, in the comfortable surroundings of the same den where the news had broken, stealing was also the topic of conversation. After work, the Livingston men had returned to Ace’s house for further discussion on the day’s news. They were joined by Sterling Ross, the tall, dark, debonair family friend who was also one of the country’s most preeminent detectives. Jefferson watched Toussaint prowl the room, while his dad, Ace; his uncle, Adam; and his cousin Malcolm refreshed their drinks. Sterling flipped a page on his pad and continued writing notes.

“I think the money trail will lead to Shyla,” Toussaint said, a slight scowl marring his otherwise perfectly chiseled face. Like a fine wine, thirty-three-year-old Toussaint Levon Livingston only got better with age, and like everything else, marriage and impending fatherhood agreed with him. “She went away a little too quietly, no fuss at all. I know Shyla, and trust me, that’s not like her.”

Ace returned to his seat and passed a hand over his smooth, bald head. “You paid her two hundred thousand dollars, son. I’d say that’s a fuss. Granted, she wasn’t happy about leaving the company—”

“She wasn’t happy about leaving Toussaint,” Jefferson interjected.

Ace grunted. “But I don’t think she’d stoop to stealing. Shyla is classier than that.”

“Besides,” Adam continued, “the choice is almost too obvious. It’s been a year since she left the company. All of her company credit cards were cancelled immediately. How would she have accessed the account? Why would she risk her reputation, not to mention her freedom, by stealing from us?”

“Because she’s being influenced by the man who shot you, that’s why!”

Toussaint’s observation quieted the room. Sterling stopped writing. The name of the man who’d left Adam Livingston clinging to life on the Livingston Corporation’s parking lot pavement hadn’t come up in the earlier meeting. At that time, the focus had been solely on past and present Livingston employees. But now everyone’s mind was on the man who’d eluded capture for almost a year: Quintin Bright.

Adam responded. “We know that for a while they were in the same place at the same time. But we don’t know if they met—”

Toussaint snorted his disbelief.

“And if they did meet,” Adam continued, “we have no idea what they talked about. And even if our name did come up, would a man like that admit to a crime, and would a woman like Shyla keep quiet about it?”

“For a brothah like Q?” Toussaint offered. “She’d keep quiet and she’d stay in touch. Shyla might be classy, Uncle, as you say, but she’s got a messy side.”

“Wait,” Sterling said, holding up his hand. “You guys are getting ahead of me. Adam, you know the identity of the person who tried to rob you?”

“Robbing was the last thing on that asshole’s mind.” When Sterling’s brow rose, Toussaint realized that he had said too much. Robbery was the motive police assumed had led Quintin Bright to shoot Adam, the motive quoted in newspaper articles and television reports. The Livingstons had done nothing to dispel this assumption.

Sterling looked, waited.

This was a trusted friend, Adam deduced, one who needed to know about Quintin in order to do a thorough investigation. Adam knew this even as he hoped that outside of the family the whole story of the Bright/Livingston feud would never be told, a feud that began when Adam’s wife, Candace, had asked Quintin to be her personal trainer. They’d gotten personal all right, and it had almost cost Candace her marriage. Adam took a deep breath and continued. “His name is Quintin Bright.”

“How do you spell that?” When Adam answered, Sterling scribbled the name on his pad. “Motive?”

Adam hesitated and Ace spoke up. These twins didn’t look alike, but their minds were always in sync. “There’s some bad blood between us and Quintin.”

“Us? As in the entire Livingston family?”

“When you mess with one of us, you mess with all of us,” Malcolm stated matter of factly, looking like a younger version of his dad: stocky build, soft cognac-induced pouch, and close-cropped black hair showing hints of gray.

“How are you so sure it’s this guy”—Sterling looked down at his pad—“Quintin Bright.”

“He said something just before he shot me,” Adam replied. “And he admitted to one of our employees that he shot me.”

“Then why isn’t this guy behind bars?”

“Fled the country,” Toussaint answered.

“Not enough solid evidence to have him arrested and extradited,” Jefferson added.

Sterling scribbled furiously. “Any idea where he is?”

Now it was Adam’s turn to pace. “We know he stayed in Jamaica for a month or so.”

“With Shyla Martin?” Sterling asked, connecting the dots from the earlier conversation.

“We know that they were there at the same time. We don’t know if she stayed with him, or for how long.”

Sterling nodded as he wrote, and then continued listening to Adam.

“Around six months ago, he was in St. Croix.”

“And now?”

“We don’t know.” Ace told Sterling about an employee, Chardonnay Johnson, the woman to whom Quintin had confided about the shooting and whose friendship with Quintin had helped the family keep tabs on him. “When he told her he was in St. Croix, Chardonnay suggested meeting him there.” Ace thought about telling Sterling why, but refrained. That the Livingston men wanted to deliver their own brand of justice before turning Quintin over to authorities was a desire best kept among the Livingston men. “Even though she told him she’d only been joking, he became very suspicious, and to our knowledge, hasn’t called again.”

Sterling nodded, rubbing his jaw. “Hum.” He tapped his pen against the pad’s edge. “Chardonnay Johnson? You say she’s an employee?”

“Yes,” Toussaint answered. “She started out as a waitress at one of our restaurants and is now the assistant manager.”

“And she’s satisfied with her job? No doubts as to where her loyalties lie?”

The Livingston men looked from one to the other. They all knew what Chardonnay was loyal to: that which started with an M and ended with a Y. They also knew that thanks to them, the money they’d paid her to keep the lines of communication open between her and Quintin, and the hardworking father of her youngest child with whom she was now living, Chardonnay was living better than she’d ever dreamed she could.

Would she do something to mess that up? Adam wondered.

Did she somehow stumble onto an even bigger cash cow than that of a new condo and a job promotion? Ace asked himself.

Malcolm, Jefferson, and Toussaint had musings along the same lines but said nothing.

“When it comes to this investigation,” Malcolm finally offered, “I think we should view anyone and everyone guilty until proven innocent.”

Sterling nodded. “I think you’re right.” He turned to Ace. “I’ll stop by your office tomorrow, get a list of all of your employees, and get copies of all of the bank statements and transactions relative to this account. We’ve already moved the bulk of the money, so hopefully the bait that we’ve left in there will be enough to trap our prey. Until then, gentlemen, let us professionals handle it. I know that you Livingstons are a strong, determined group, but this time, I don’t want y’all taking this matter into your own hands.”

The men mumbled their agreement, even as they relished the thought of getting Quintin alone on a deserted island beach and having him become intimately acquainted with a slew of Livingston fists. The only thing stopping them from what otherwise would be a mandatory beat down was the multi-million dollar lawsuit that would surely result from such actions. Following Sterling’s exit, Toussaint looked at his watch and stood. “It’s getting late,” he said. “I probably should head home.”

Adam smiled. “And it’s only eight thirty? That Alexis Livingston is something else. I never thought I’d live to see my youngest son domesticated, but boy, she has done the job.”

Toussaint said his good-byes and was soon walking briskly toward his Mercedes. His dad was right. Alexis St. Clair Livingston had turned him into a willing homebody and soon, he’d be pulling into the parking structure of their downtown penthouse. Before that, however, there was a matter of business for Toussaint to attend to, another stop that he needed to make. He figured there was no time to lose.
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Chardonnay Johnson placed her six-month-old baby on the couch beside her and stretched. Sometimes, she still felt the need to pinch herself and ensure that she wasn’t dreaming. It wasn’t the Huxtables’, but Chardonnay’s life looked unlike any she would have ever imagined. A year ago she was the single mother of two living in the projects. Tonight, she lay on the couch in her three-bedroom condo, smelling the dinner that the father of her youngest child was preparing. He wasn’t the finest man walking the planet, but her coworker Bobby Wilson had a tantalizing tongue and a magic dick, and knew his way around a kitchen better than anybody.

“Bobby! Make some gravy to go with those mashed potatoes!”

No answer.

“Bobby!”

Bobby rounded the corner and leaned against the doorjamb, wiping his hands on a towel as he eyed Chardonnay. Even with twenty pounds of post-baby weight on her, she still looked good. He could get hard just thinking about her. “Girl, when are you going to stop yelling at me? I told you, I’m not one of your kids.”

“Please, you might as well be. You know you’re going to do what I ask you. I don’t even know why you’re tripping.”

“Because somebody needs to teach you some manners, and I’m the one to do it. If you want some gravy, ask me nicely. And then I’ll think about making some.”

“Whatever, Bobby. I’m not begging you for shit.”

“Oh, no? Not even this?” Bobby cupped his ample manhood and wriggled his eyes. “Cool. I’ll just sleep on the couch tonight.” He turned and walked back into the kitchen.

Chardonnay was not only strictly dickly, but she was addicted to sex. It was a rare night that went by without Bobby laying the pipe, and working on the second glass of her namesake had already made her horny. And she’d known this man long enough to know that he could be as stubborn as she was. “Bobby, will you please make some gravy to go with the mashed potatoes . . . please?”

“Of course I will, baby.” Bobby grinned as he sprinkled flour into the steak drippings and began to stir in broth. He loved Chardonnay and didn’t care who knew it. This love is why he’d stopped screwing Congressman Jon Abernathy, this and the fact that Jon was too damned possessive. It was also why he was dodging the blatant comings on from another brother, even though these money-laden invitations were getting harder and harder to ignore—not to mention making him hard at the mere thought of such a meeting. Bobby forced his thoughts away from this temptation. He didn’t have time to think about that right now. His focus was on making smooth and creamy gravy that he would soon sop up with the fluffy, homemade biscuits baking in the oven. Then later, he would sop up Chardonnay’s sweetness . . . just like that. “Call the kids in, ’Nay. Dinner is done.”

Chardonnay bit back a sarcastic comment and rose from the couch. She was trying to take her best friend Zoe’s advice and change her brash ways. Old habits died hard, but she was trying. Zoe had been right all along. Bobby was a good man, and now that she knew what one felt like, she wanted to keep him around. She walked to the door, opened it, and stepped back in surprise.

“Toussaint, what are you doing here?”

Toussaint looked beyond Chardonnay and saw Bobby coming out of the kitchen. At the same time, two rambunctious children, a boy and a girl, pushed past him.

“Is the food ready? I’m hungry,” the boy announced.

“Smells good, Bobby. I’m eating a lot!” the girl added.

Toussaint watched the children run toward Bobby and thought of his own seed on the way. Thoughts of what—or more important who—was waiting for him at home spurred him to action.

“Hey, Chardonnay. Sorry to come by without calling, but I wanted to talk to you directly, not over the phone.”

Bobby told Tangeray and Cognac to go wash their hands and then came to stand behind Chardonnay. “Hey, Toussaint.” His tone was casual, but his face was questioning.

“Hello, Bobby.” Toussaint shot a quick glance at Bobby before refocusing on Chardonnay. “Can you step outside?” he asked her.

Bobby moved from behind Chardonnay and stood beside her, protectiveness in his stance. “What is this about, Toussaint?” And then, remembering that this was his boss, he added, “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I do mind,” Toussaint shot back.

“It’s cool, Bobby.” Chardonnay spoke quickly, stepping out the door at the same time. “Go ahead and fix the kids’ plates. I’ll only be a minute.”

Toussaint placed a gentle hand on Chardonnay’s arm. “Let’s talk in my car.” Once he’d unlocked the car doors and they were both inside, he turned and spoke immediately. “Have you seen Quintin?”

Chardonnay frowned at the question. “Seen him? Hell no, I ain’t seen Quintin. Is he back here?”

Toussaint ignored Chardonnay’s question and asked another of his own. “Have you heard from him?”

“No!”

“Not one phone call, an e-mail, nothing? You haven’t heard from Quintin in six months?”

The fact that Toussaint was her superior didn’t keep Chardonnay from copping an attitude. She crossed her arms defiantly. “Did you think my answer was going to change because you’re in my face instead of on the phone? I’ve been telling you for the past two months that I haven’t heard from Quintin. No calls, texts, e-mails, or letters.”

“When was the last time you spoke to him?”

“Damn, Toussaint, what is this about?”

“Chardonnay . . .” Toussaint’s tone showed that patience was wearing thin.

“Okay, Toussaint, I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m as frustrated as you are. I got paid every time Q called me. I want him to call me.” That fool is messing with my paper!

Toussaint nodded, understanding Chardonnay’s frustration. The family had promised her a hundred thousand dollars if she could discover Quintin’s whereabouts and lead the authorities there.

“Quintin never called me as much as he did that first month after Mr. Livingston got shot.” Chardonnay sighed, uncrossed her arms, and looked at the darkening sky. “Y’all have heard every tape from every conversation. Which is why you shouldn’t be surprised that I haven’t heard from him. You heard how suspicious he sounded the last time we talked.”

Toussaint tapped the steering wheel with long, strong fingers. His family and the police had heard every conversation and taped every call. But Quintin had not only called from various locations, he’d also used calling cards or prepaid cell phones every time. And most important, he’d never again admitted to shooting Adam, had even denied it when Chardonnay mentioned it point blank. Toussaint gave the wanted man credit: Quintin Bright wasn’t as stupid as he looked.

“Yes, I remember how he questioned you. I’m still wondering about that.” Just like he was wondering about Shyla Martin, and was planning to find his ex-lover to pay her a visit. But Toussaint didn’t share these thoughts.

“What’s there to wonder about? The man shot somebody. He’s paranoid.”

“I guess you’re right.” Toussaint started his car. “Sorry to have interrupted your dinner, Chardonnay. If Quintin calls again, remember to contact me the second after you hang up from him.”

“Will do, Toussaint.” Chardonnay stepped out of the car and walked away without looking back.

Bobby assailed her as soon as she stepped through the door. “What in the hell was that about?”

“What was what about?”

“Toussaint Livingston coming over here, that’s what.”

Having sworn to keep her involvement regarding Quintin a secret, Chardonnay shrugged and walked into the kitchen to fix her plate. But as she dished up steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, and fresh green beans, she was asking the same question: what was that about? Toussaint was obviously aggravated, much more so than a year-old crime should warrant. What’s going down now in Livingston-town? That was the question. Chardonnay was nothing if not nosy. She knew that finding out the answer was just a matter of time.

 



In another car, in another place, someone else was wondering what was going on.

“I just checked the balance,” a harsh voice whispered. “Somebody made a huge withdrawal. I thought you said nobody touched this money, that it was basically a dormant account!”

“I don’t know what happened,” a quiet voice replied.

A nervous finger tapped cold, hard steel, fingering the trigger. “Well . . . you’d best be finding out.”
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Even in the swirl of drama, the show must go on. That is why the day after Ace’s announcement about a thief in the midst, it was business as usual at the Livingston Corporation. Adam pored over reports from the sales and marketing team, Ace conducted a Skype conference call with his restaurant managers, and in Jefferson’s office, the focus was on the company’s imminent expansion to the West Coast.

“You know, Bianca paid me a visit,” Toussaint said casually, eyeing his cousin for reaction.

“I had a feeling she might. ‘Persistent’ is Bianca’s middle name. Everybody knows she wants to move to La-La land. And maybe she should.” Jefferson leaned forward, the Livingston intensity that ran in his blood seeping through his laid-back personality. “But that doesn’t mean she should do so as manager of the West Coast location. I’m the man for that job, cuz. That fact shouldn’t even be up for discussion.”

“If it were anybody but Bianca, it wouldn’t be,” Toussaint countered. “Plus, I still can’t get over the fact that you want to parcel out your responsibilities as Director of Finance and jump back into the day-to-day grind of running a restaurant.”

“I have my reasons,” Jefferson responded.

“So you’ve said. Wanting to get back into the thick of things.”

Jefferson had known from the beginning that his surprise bid to run the West Coast restaurants would raise eyebrows. Probably the most introverted of the third-generation Livingstons, Jefferson had been content to dominate behind the scenes, ensuring the company’s solvency and expanding its bottom line. He’d told his father and uncle that the bid was being made because he’d grown too far away from the heartbeat of the company—the restaurants—and that this would be the only time he could take a year or so away from his duties in finance and revitalize his food management chops. He’d be chained to the desk once he became CFO.

“I’m not worried about Bianca,” Jefferson continued. “Daddy will never cast a vote for Bianca moving out west.”

Toussaint reached into the crystal bowl on Jefferson’s desk and helped himself to a handful of gourmet mixed nuts. “You’re probably right. Besides, Bianca might get to Hollywood and lose all focus. You’ll go out there and get the job done, no doubt.” When it came to the Taste of Soul restaurant opening in Los Angeles the following year, Toussaint would personally see to it that the job got done. Corporate responsibilities precluded him from doing what he wanted, going out to manage the establishment himself. Bianca was well qualified, but she had a mind of her own. Jefferson was more “go with the flow.” Toussaint wanted someone malleable in sunny LA, someone who would do what he wanted, the way he wanted it done. “Listen, I’m planning a trip out west next week. The renovation is almost complete and I need to meet with the designers. It’s time to start lining up personnel. You want to roll with me?”

“Sure.” Jefferson started to continue, but the ringing office phone interrupted him. One look at the caller ID told him that he definitely wanted to take the call, and he wanted to be alone for the conversation. “Hold one moment,” Jefferson said after he’d answered his direct line. He placed the call on hold. “Listen, cuz, I need to take this. But let’s talk later. Shoot over the schedule and I’ll have Yolanda book my flight.”

“You might want to book her on that flight as well,” Toussaint joked. He’d suggested more than once that his cousin increase his attractive assistant’s duties to some that went beyond the office and into the bedroom. “Mix a little pleasure with your work.”

“That’s your script, dog, not mine. Just forward your flight and hotel info to her so she can make my reservations. And close the door on your way out.” Jefferson ignored Toussaint’s questioning look and waited until the door was securely fastened. Then he took the call off hold. “Hello, beautiful.”

“Oh, you think so? I can’t tell.”

Jefferson laughed, visualizing the caller’s pretty, pouty face. The sun hadn’t stopped shining since he’d met Keisha Miller some months ago, and his life had not been the same. “Sorry about last night, baby, family meeting. But don’t worry. I’m getting ready to make it up to you.”

Happiness flowed through the phone like a breeze. “Really? How?”

“I’m coming to LA next week.”

Keisha squealed, lying back on the couch. The café au lait beauty eyed her freshly manicured nails as Jefferson continued to talk, and she was already planning a shopping trip. If her man was coming to visit, she needed new clothes! “When are you coming, baby? How long are you going to stay? Will we be able to hang out together? Ooh, Jeff, I bet you’ll be working the whole time!”

Jefferson’s rumble of laughter began in his stomach and spilled out all over his life. He’d never been this happy. “Whoa, baby, one question at a time.”

“Are you coming for work, or for me? Please say me, Jeff, I miss you.”

Jefferson answered honestly. “Both.”

Keisha turned from her back to her side, tossing her long, curly hair away from her face. “With all your family around, when am I going to get a chance to lick that chocolate lollipop?”

Jefferson shifted, said lollipop immediately expanding. Like most Livingston men, Jefferson was packing major arsenal in his sexual weaponry. “My stick is ready and waiting, baby.”

“Hang on, baby, I need to get this real quick.” Keisha’s quiet, flirty demeanor changed in an instant as she clicked over to the other caller and fairly growled into the phone. “What in the hell do you want?”

Jefferson hit the speaker button and placed the phone on the receiver. He spread out the floor plans Toussaint had given him, the layout for what symbolized the company’s next frontier. But as he waited for Keisha to come back on the line, he wasn’t really seeing the kitchen and dining room layouts. His mind’s eye was fixed on the day the woman of his dreams came into his life.

 



“Jeff, you made it!” A willowy, bohemian-dressed woman glided to Jefferson with arms outstretched. She was a vision in loveliness, with almond-shaped hazel eyes framed by long lashes, a full pouty mouth, a graceful neck and surgically enhanced breasts. Her thick, bone-straight hair was loosely piled on top of her head and secured with jeweled chopsticks. “Thanks for coming to my show!”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Jefferson replied, kissing the Atlanta-based painter known simply as Divine. “But I only have a few moments. I’m seeing you on my dinner break before heading back to the office.”

Both art enthusiasts who’d met at an exhibition several years ago, Divine and Jefferson were good friends from the start. He’d been involved at the time they met, and she’d been seeing someone once his relationship ended. Now they were both available, but the friendship remained platonic.

“You know, all work and no play makes Jeff a dull boy!”

“Sometimes true, but fortunately, I love my job.” Aside from the “rite of passage” years that Jefferson had spent working at Taste of Soul’s Auburn location, years that spanned high school through college, he’d worked in the Livingston Corporation’s accounting department, and within two years would be the company’s CFO. Additionally, he worked very closely with the brokers who managed the Livingston Corp’s portfolio, and was reasonably versed in stocks, bonds, hedge accounts, and day trading. Jefferson not only enjoyed work because of his love for numbers, but because it kept him from focusing on his loneliness.

Divine linked her arm in Jefferson’s and led him down the hallway. She noted his strong arm, nice scent, and hoped that she could continue to hide the truth—that she’d been in love with Jefferson since day one, but afraid of losing his friendship if he ever found out. “I understand, Jeff.” She couldn’t resist giving his arm a squeeze. “I love my work, too.”

“Well, let’s see it!”

The two walked down a long, artwork-lined hallway that opened into a large, airy, rectangular room. To the left was a champagne fountain and next to it, a table of hors d’oeuvres. Vibrantly painted drawings lined the walls and occupied easels. Divine’s collection was at once abstract and whimsical: a flowering trumpet, a woman’s loc-stream waterfall, budding baby faces filling a vase. The paintings were beautiful, but Jefferson didn’t see them—because they paled in comparison to the work of art standing before him, hands on hips, head cocked, studying a painting.

“Who’s that?”

Divine, who’d been rambling on about her piece titled Rambunctious, stopped mid-sentence. “Jeff! You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said. This is the piece that I thought would fit perfectly in your home office. It’s . . . oh, never mind. Come on, I’ll introduce you, though I just met her myself.”

Divine squelched the jealousy that rose up unbidden. Head held high, she walked over to the patron who’d pulled Jefferson’s attention away from her show. “Hey there, Keisha. Seeing anything that you like?”

“Divine, I really love this one! I’d never put all of these reds together but . . . wow . . . this would look nice in my place.”

“Simon is handling the sales. Just give him the number and he’ll handle the transaction, which includes shipping and delivery directly to your house.”

“Girl, please, I’m just dreaming. I can’t afford a painting like this.”

“I’ll buy it for you.”

Keisha turned wide, hazel eyes on the stranger standing next to the artist her brother had told her about. She’d been so excited about the painting that she hadn’t even noticed him, but now that she had . . . hum, he’s kinda cute. She performed a quick, surreptitious once-over, noting what looked like designer shoes and a Rolex watch peeking out from a starched, beige sleeve. Keisha normally went for pretty boys, but there was something about this stranger—besides the directive she’d been given to get close to him—that intrigued her. Perhaps it was his laid-back confidence, or the way he wore wealth like a natty old sweater. Then again, it could be his teddy bear vibe, the one that suggested she’d find comfort and security in his arms. Keisha smiled. This is going to be a better night than I’d hoped. I won’t mind getting to know you at all.

“Keisha, meet Jefferson Livingston. Jeff, Keisha.”

Keisha’s smile was as bright as her eyes. “Nice to meet you, Jeff.”

Jefferson shook the hand that Keisha held out. “The pleasure is mine.” At this moment Jefferson thought of Toussaint, wishing that he had some of his cousin’s swagger. In the office, around facts and figures, Jefferson was confident, fully in control. But around women, it was another story. Jefferson was shy. His last girlfriend, a loud, overpowering Gemini who’d dumped him after he refused to buy her a house, had done nothing for his trust in women or his romance skills. For entertainment, Jefferson often hung out with college frat brothers, but more and more he desired to hang out at home with a woman . . . his woman.

“You like the painting?” he asked, nodding toward the vibrant work. “I’ll get it for you.”

Keisha coyly looked down. “Oh, no, I couldn’t let you do that. It’s too much.”

“It’s by a fantastic artist, well worth the price.”

“Ha! Now that’s the truth!” Divine looked over toward the door just as a new group of patrons entered, and was thankful for a reason to run from the look of attraction she saw in Jefferson’s eyes—an attraction for someone other than her. “Excuse me, y’all, more guests to greet!”

Both Jefferson and Keisha watched Divine leave, then turned back to each other. For a moment neither spoke, and for Jefferson, it was as if the air had left the room. There was something childlike about this woman who stood before him, something that immediately brought out his protective, chivalrous, and generous sides. This is crazy, man. You don’t even know her. But Jefferson knew one thing—he wanted to.

All thoughts of work aside, Jefferson asked Keisha out to dinner. After purchasing three paintings, including the painting Keisha had admired, Jefferson had taken Keisha to an out-of-the-way Italian restaurant. Over four delicious courses and a bottle of wine, Keisha proved to be everything Jefferson’s ex was not: attentive, engaging, totally absorbed in his dreams to become CFO of the company and eventually, if possible, its COO. They left the restaurant and ended up at Jefferson’s place. Keisha sexed him good, and he returned the favor. By the time Keisha revealed that not only did she not live in Atlanta, but that she was a single mother raising two children, it didn’t matter. Jefferson had already fallen in love.

 



“Sorry about that, Pookie.” Keisha’s voice lacked the happy effervescence of a few moments ago.

Jefferson’s heart warmed at Keisha’s pet name for him, even as he immediately noticed her change in mood. “Everything okay?”

“Just my family, getting on my nerves.”

“Your kids?”

“No, I love my children. It’s the rest of them I could live without.”

Jefferson laughed. “Come on, now. It can’t be that bad.” Having been raised in a hardworking close-knit family, any of whom would give his life for the other, Jefferson couldn’t imagine that Keisha was serious.

“They’re all right, I guess. But I don’t want to talk about them. I want to talk about us, and your trip. When are you coming and how long can you stay?”

“Sometime next week. I’ll try and plan it for the latter part and stay over the weekend.” Not only did Jefferson want to check out the restaurant location, he wanted to meet with a home realtor.

“Can’t wait to see you,” Keisha whispered, her voice sultry, hot, mirroring the nana she idly fingered.

“Me either, baby. Three weeks is too long.”

“I wish we could be together for real.”

Jefferson stifled a sigh. The longer he was with Keisha, the more he wanted the same. But bringing a ready-made family into the Livingston clan would be tricky at best. His father’s approval could probably be easily won, but his mother, Diane Livingston? A harder sell for sure. Not to mention Bianca, Toussaint, Malcolm, Adam, and Aunt Candace. Those were different scenarios altogether.
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“ How’re my two favorite women?” Toussaint came up behind his wife and gently patted her stomach.

Toussaint’s wife, of almost six months, Alexis St. Clair Livingston, continued stirring the homemade tomato vegetable soup she’d just prepared, even as she leaned back into the comfort of her man’s arms. “How are you so sure this is a girl?”

Toussaint wrapped his arms around his wife and buried his nose in the crook of her neck. How he’d lived all those years as a carefree single man and thought it was the good life, was now beyond him. Where before he would have spent the evening at FGO—For Gentlemen Only, the local gentlemen’s club—or squiring his newest beauty around town, now he looked forward to nothing more than coming home at night to a home-cooked meal and a night of loving. He raised his head and flicked his tongue against Alexis’s ear. “How was your day, baby?”

“Lovely,” Alexis replied, turning around to face him. She placed her arms around his waist. “But better now.” She rested her head against Toussaint’s strong chest before lifting her head to welcome his kiss. Thick, soft lips brushed against each other before mouths opened and tongues twirled.

“Umm,” Toussaint murmured, deepening the kiss. He nudged them both a foot or so away from the stove, then lifted Alexis up on to the counter. “I’ve been thinking of this moment all day long,” he whispered, sliding a hand under Alexis’s baby-doll top and tweaking a bare nipple, already standing at attention. He’d always admired his wife’s full, weighty globes, but with the pregnancy, they seemed to grow bigger every day. He broke the kiss, only to reach for the cotton fabric covering his treasure and lifting it over Alexis’s head. Before she could react or respond, he’d sucked a hardened nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the areola, and searching for the hem of her short, denim skirt.

“Toussaint, the soup,” Alexis whispered, even as her legs spread of their own accord. Toussaint found his target and began lightly flicking the nub between her already-wet folds. He pulled her closer to him and sank his middle finger deep inside her. Alexis moaned and began grinding her hips, reaching for the clasp of her husband’s belt buckle. Toussaint’s sexual appetite was voracious. He’d never thought one woman would be enough to satisfy him. But he’d been wrong. Alexis was always willing to match him stroke for powerful stroke. Toussaint swatted away her hand, pulling her even closer to the edge of the counter and spreading wide her legs. Alexis leaned back against the cabinets, feeling exposed, vulnerable, and absolutely on fire. “Turn off the burner,” she managed to whisper, between notes of the symphony Toussaint played on her punani with his fingers. Chagrined at the diversion, Toussaint quickly turned off the burner before kissing Alexis’s inner thighs and then placing his tongue where his fingers had been. Alexis gasped as Toussaint’s tongue hit its target, strong and powerful, lapping her nether nectar as if it were ambrosia. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders as she held on for the ride. Toussaint alternated between licks and strokes, nips and kisses. He shifted, nine inches of powerful manhood straining against his slacks.

“Come here,” he commanded, though there was no need since he had already lifted Alexis from the counter and was carrying her over to the breakfast nook. He hurriedly shed his slacks and boxers and then made fast work of pushing the denim mini past her round hips and to the floor. Toussaint sat on the edge of the booth, positioned Alexis over his massive erection, and then moaned as she sank down on his hardened shaft. For a moment they just sat there, content and fully connected. Toussaint placed soft, whispery kisses at each side of her mouth before thrusting inside it. Alexis covered the big, strong hands that clasped her breasts, as she slowly rose up and sank back down again. And again. She threw her head back, ran her hands through waist-length locs and increased the pace. Her muscles clenched, holding Toussaint’s dick captive inside her walls. The hiss of breath from Toussaint made her smile. Yeah, baby, I know what you like, too! This pace continued for a few moments—up, down, in, out, rocking side to side. Toussaint ran his hands over Alexis’s baby-soft skin, creating goose bumps along the way. Alexis leaned forward, creating a delicious friction that spurred her husband on to go farther, deeper. With a growl, Toussaint lifted Alexis off of his lap, stood, and turned her toward the booth seat. Alexis balanced herself on one knee, offering Toussaint a panoramic view of bootylicious. He immediately took advantage, grasping her hips and sinking in deep—over and again. Moans and groans filled the room, mixed with love . . . and gratitude. As Toussaint placed Alexis against the wall, tears came to her eyes. It had been almost a year since their intimate Cabo San Lucas nuptials and still Alexis wondered how she got so lucky. How she could be blessed to feel so much love when at one time, she felt that she would never love again.

“Baby, are you ready?” Toussaint’s thrusts became faster, deeper.

“Yes,” Alexis replied. “Ooh, baby, yes!”

“Come to me, sweetheart.”

The request was simple, plaintive, punctuated by loving thrusts. A swirling sensation began at Alexis’s core and vibrated out with an intensity that caused her legs to tremble. She exploded in ecstasy. “Toussaint!”

Toussaint’s grunts quickened and soon he followed his wife over the edge. They cuddled in the breakfast nook.

“I love you,” Toussaint whispered.

Alexis nodded. “Me, too.”

Two hours later, Toussaint and Alexis relaxed in their master suite. Alexis sat perched against a mass of pillows on their king-size bed thumbing through a design magazine, while Toussaint scrolled through his text messages beside her.

“I watched your show today,” Alexis said. “It was good.”

Toussaint smiled, eyeing his wife. “You liked it?” For the past several months, Toussaint had been the new darling on the Food Network. On his show, appropriately called Taste of Soul, he and Chef, the man behind the restaurant chain’s delicious cuisine, went to the homes of unsuspecting housewives and helped them prepare an evening meal. Needless to say, these often-harried mothers were always grateful and, after rubbing shoulders with the handsome Livingston, a little smitten as well.

“Yes, but not as much as that woman liked you. ‘Just a little more salt, darling,’ ” she continued, mimicking Toussaint. “ ‘Yum, that tastes good.’ ”

Toussaint laughed. “I know you’re not sitting there being jealous of a gray-haired old lady.”

“Old ladies need love, too. You’d better watch yourself before you end up with a stalker.”

Toussaint didn’t respond. He’d become engrossed in sending a text.

“Thought we weren’t going to bring work into the bedroom anymore.”

“We aren’t,” Toussaint replied. “Jeff sent me the confirmation on his travel arrangements for next week. I was just letting him know that I got it.”

“Travel arrangements dealing with the new Taste of Soul location, correct?”

“Ha!”

“Uh huh.”

“Don’t give me that ‘uh huh,’ Ms. Interior-Designer-Reading- Architectural Digest. What client’s project are you working on?”

“The most important one I’ve ever worked on.” Alexis put down the magazine and looked at Toussaint. “Your child.”

“Aw, baby.” Toussaint leaned over and kissed Alexis lightly on the lips.

“We have to hurry and get the nursery ready. The time is flying.”

“It sure is. Your stomach is still flat. But pretty soon this”—Toussaint placed a hand on Alexis’s stomach—“is going to get in the way of our groove.”

“It’s your child, Toussaint! I’d say this constitutes a necessary interruption.”

“Baby!”

“Oh, calm down, Toussaint Levon. I’ve already looked into that. We can keep doing the do as long as it’s comfortable, baby.”

Toussaint placed his phone on the nightstand. “That’s good to know.” He got ready to cuddle, but before he could reposition himself, his phone rang. “Hey, Bianca.”

“Hey, Cuz.”

“What’s up?”

“I have an idea I want to run past you.”

“Make it quick. I’m getting ready for bed.”

“No worries. What are you and Alexis doing this Saturday night?”

“Not sure, why?”

“I want to invite y’all over for dinner?”

“For what? A dinner party or something?”

“No, just y’all.”

“Okay. Let me run it by Lexy and call you tomorrow.”

“Okay, cool. Tell her I said hi and we’ll talk tomorrow.”

Toussaint hung up the phone and turned off the ringer. He turned off the lamp on his nightstand. Alexis did the same and moved closer to Toussaint to cuddle.

“Bianca invited us over for dinner.”

Alexis turned her back toward Toussaint so they could spoon. “Oh, yeah? Just for dinner, or do you think there’s more?”

Toussaint nestled Alexis closer to him and kissed her bare shoulder. “You never can tell with Bianca. But if I know Coop, it will be to announce their wedding date.”
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