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THE HOT SPOT

Kaleb lifted Zaria’s body up against his, before turning to press her back against the front door of her home. As he brought his hands down to cup her full buttocks, he brought his face in close to hers.

Zaria tightened her hold around his neck, feeling secure in his embrace as her eyes flitted over his face as if memorizing every detail. She tilted her chin up to trace the full outline of his mouth with the tip of her tongue, enjoying the way her body trembled. She laughed huskily as he pressed his mouth to the corner of hers. “Things are going so fast,” she whispered against his lips.

Kaleb leaned back to look down at her, liking how the porch light reflected like twinkling stars in her eyes. “We don’t have to do this,” he told her. Still he wanted her to want this moment.

He eased his hands up under her shirt to press against the warm skin of her waist and stepped back to let her down onto her feet.

She shook her head. “It feels like we have to,” she admitted, speaking her feelings. Her body felt alive and vibrant. His touch was like pure energy. His body like the most solid of foundations.

She kissed him again, deepening their connection as she pressed her tongue into his mouth to lightly stroke his own.

“I want you,” he moaned against her ear.

Zaria felt completely light-headed and hot and flustered as she took her key from her pocket and unlocked the front door. Stepping away from him, she went inside the house and began to unbutton her shirt. “Come and get me,” she said.
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I am a true romantic. I completely believe in happily-ever-after and destined souls.

 


I write romance because I believe in romance.

 


And so this one is dedicated to my heart.
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Please rest in peace, Sire.




PROLOGUE

“Hey. This is Ned, Zaria, Meena, and Neema. We’re not in. You know what to do. Kisses.”

Beep.

“Zaria, this is Hope. And this is Chanci, girl. Girl, you and Ned give that thang a break and call us back. Or we’ll try your cell. If we don’t reach you, we’ll see y’all later today. Bye!!!”

Beep.

“Hey, Mama. It’s Meena and Neema. We called your cell but it’s going straight to voice mail. Call us. We really need a care package. This campus food suuuuuuuucks.”

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Using one clear-coated acrylic nail, Zaria Ali hit the button to delete all of the messages. Her childhood best friends, Chanci and Hope, were coming into South Carolina for their annual trip home and had indeed reached her on her cell earlier that day. Her twin daughters finally caught her on her cell to lovingly plead for all the homebaked goodies they wanted shipped overnight.

Zaria sighed heavily. The call she was expecting wasn’t on the machine and that hurt. It really hurt.

Not even the thought of her best friends coming for her birthday weekend could make her smile. Chanci was flying in from North Carolina and Hope from Maryland. They had been childhood friends growing up in Summer ville, South Carolina. Their lives had taken them in separate directions once they got married and got caught up in their careers. It was Zaria who reached out to them to reconnect after so many years, and the time had faded into nothing as they just fell right in sync with one another. That bond they had formed as children had withstood the years and the hundreds of miles between them.

And she looked forward to their sisterhood, their vibrancy, and the fun they would bring into her life and her world. Lord knows I need to be cheered up.

Zaria’s eyes shifted around her home. They rested on a hundred different things that would forever hold a memory for her. But it didn’t feel like a home anymore. She had thought it was a place meant for happily-ever-after. She was wrong. Painfully so.

No, not tonight. No memories. No regrets.

Her girls would be there, and maybe she’d tell them how Zaria—housewife extraordinaire who made it her business to put her husband before herself—had been made a fool of.

Zaria felt sadness weigh down on her shoulders a bit, but she shook it off. She shook him off. Matter of fact, she was shaking all men off for good. The risk of feeling this kind of hurt again wasn’t worth it.

Chanci and Hope would easily take her mind off . . . things. And even if—no, when—they gushed about the men and the love in their lives, Zaria would refuse to think of the coulda, woulda, or shoulda with him.

No matter how much I miss him.

She’d been his wife since she was eighteen. She grew up in her marriage. She sacrificed so much. Her youth. Her happiness.

As she wiped the tears from her eyes, she wished that she had never gotten married at all. Never believed in love and the happily-ever-after. Never lost herself in the desire to be “the perfect wife.”

“From now on, I’m going to enjoy life and never let a man knock at the door of my heart,” she promised herself, her voice sounding strange to her own ears in the quiet of the house.

She’d spent the last two weeks singing the lonely-bed-and-brokenhearted blues. Barely been able to get out of bed. Crying until her head hurt and her eyes were sore. Calling his phone and pleading with him to change his mind. Making a complete fool of herself as she fought not to lose her mind. She hadn’t told a soul what she was suffering through. Not her friends. Not her kids. No one.

Bzzzzz.

Pushing through the hurt and disappointment, Zaria smiled at the sound of the doorbell as she made her way to the front door. She heard their laughter even through the solid wood. Just knowing they were there to hold her if she faltered, to hug her if she cried, and to tickle her until she laughed made things feel better.

Zaria flung the door open wide, causing a slight draft to shimmy across her legs, bare under the dress she wore. She sadly smiled as Chanci and Hope danced past her into the living room, snapping their fingers and singing an off-key rendition of “Happy Birthday”—the Stevie version.

Shutting the door, Zaria crossed her arms over her chest and listened to their cheerful serenade—a bad one, but a serenade nonetheless.

Chanci closed her beautiful green eyes as she flung her head back and hit a high note that would put a cat’s wail to shame.

Hope froze midsentence and looked at Zaria, giving her the mother stare that was all too knowing. “Hold on, Aretha,” she said dryly to Chanci, reaching out to lightly grasp her arm to stop her. “What’s wrong, Zaria?”

Damn, she’s good.

The rest of the song thankfully died from Chanci’s lips as she opened her eyes and focused them on Zaria as well. Her face brightened and then became concerned. “Is something wrong?”

That’s one thing about good friends. They knew each other—really knew each other—and there wasn’t much that could be kept from them. Nothing much at all that could be hidden.

Not happiness. Not joy. Not sadness. Not heartbreak.

And why should it?

Zaria thought of him. All of him. And all of the emotions he brought into her world. The happiness. The joy. The sadness. The heartbreak.

One lone tear raced down her cheek and she swiped it away. Seconds later, their arms were around her, and all at once she felt weak with relief and strong from their friendship. In their little huddle, she admitted it. “Ned left me.”

Chanci’s and Hope’s heads lifted. Zaria raised hers as well, and the two women shared a look before forcing their eyes back on her.

Zaria felt a piercing pain radiate across her chest.

“Awwwww,” her friends said sympathetically.

Chanci and Hope shared another long look before leading Zaria to the kitchen and pressing her into one of the chairs surrounding the dining table in the breakfast nook.

“This calls for alcohol,” Chanci said, her face determined, as if she were preparing for war.

Hope nodded in agreement. “Definitely.”

As her friends moved about the kitchen, getting ready for one of their patented gabfests—which always included good food and drink—Zaria knew she would have to tell them about the tragic end to her marriage. She would set aside her embarrassment and bring them into the world of pain caused by the man she had loved and cherished for over twenty years of her life.

And for another woman. A younger woman.

Zaria released a breath shaky with her pain, her shock, and her disappointment. Still she felt some relief because she knew her girls would help her deal with it all.

Thank God for them.




CHAPTER 1

Two years later

 



The sound of the music in the club was a mix of a hard-core bass line overlapping a sultry reggae beat. The type of beat to bring out the need for a hard—or soft—body pressed up against someone else. The type of bass to make a heated body tic with each thump. The music made you forget your worries. A lousy day at work. An argument with a lover. The bill collector at the door or the phone ringing off the hook.

Any of it—all of it—was drummed out by the music.

And no one took more advantage of that than Zaria Ali.

She mouthed along with the song—one of her favorites—as she moved her hips like she didn’t have a backbone. And even though her eyes were closed and her head was tilted back just a bit, she knew the eyes of men—and a few women—were watching her. Many were trying to build up the nerve to dance with her. A few had tried too bold an approach—a hand on her waist or below it—and were politely brushed aside.

As the live reggae band ended the song, Zaria grooved her way off the small dance floor in her leather booties, making her way to the bathroom as nature called like crazy. Thankfully it was clean and there wasn’t a line as long as one of Beyoncé’s performance weaves, which was surprising for a Thursday night. In her club adventures, she had seen things that made her afraid to even touch the doorknob and that even made her “perch” over a commode.

After leaving the stall, Zaria made her way to the row of sinks. She flipped her hair over her shoulder as she studied her image and washed her hands. “Not bad at all for forty-two,” she said to her reflection, twisting her head this way and that to study herself under the bright lights.

Zaria raked her slender fingers through the twenty inches of her jet-black shiny hair that emphasized her light, creamy complexion and made people assume that she was of mixed heritage, but she wasn’t. Her blunt bangs perfectly set off her high cheekbones, pouting mouth, and slanted eyes. She was tall—nearly five ten—but every bit of her size 10 frame was curves, and the skinny jeans she wore emphasized that.

“Humph, to hell with you, Ned,” Zaria said, and then instantly hated that thoughts of her ex and her failed marriage still lingered on the edges of everything she did and thought . . . even about herself.

It’s just that she couldn’t forget all of the emotions she felt because of it. Surprised. Shocked. Lost. Confused. Hurt. Insecure. The list could go on and on.

I should have my shit together by now, right?

It had taken every last second of the last two years to reclaim the confidence a cheating and neglectful husband snatched from her. To see the beauty in the mirror. Most she was born with, but other aspects she’d happily purchased: her hair—it was amazing what five hundred dollars and a hellified weave technician could do for a sistah; her full, lush eyelashes—she swore by MAC; and her two-inch nails—no need to explain.

When she was married to Ned, she had been but a pale version of the woman she saw now. His rules had dictated nothing less. No heavy make-up. No snug clothing. Her real hair in nothing snazzier than a bob. Nothing to draw the eyes of other men.

“If that fool could see me now,” Zaria whispered as she twisted and turned a bit in the mirror to see herself from all angles. The twenty pounds she worked hard to drop revealed firm, plump, and high breasts; a relatively flat abdomen; and a perfectly round bottom—her best asset in combination with her curvy hips.

It was the kind of body that defied her age and she knew it. In the tradition of Vivica Fox, Halle Berry, and Salma Hayek, she was fortysomething and fabulous. Forty was the new thirty. She had the kind of body that some twenty-year-old women wished they had and even more twenty-year-old men wished they had in their bed.

Zaria used to think the dumbest thing she ever did was get married at eighteen years young and think it would last forever. But she topped that single foolish act when she cried like a baby when her high school sweetheart, her husband of twenty-two years and father to her twin daughters, left her two years ago for a twenty-year-old woman.

Viagra addict, she thought sarcastically of her ex.

When she married Ned Ali, he promised her the moon and stars. Too bad in the end he only delivered adultery and heartache. The last few years of their marriage had been pure hell.

Long, lonely nights.

Stilted conversations.

Bitter arguments.

Cold silence.

Robotic sex.

Zaria felt like she had wasted over twenty years of her life trying to be the perfect wife to a lessthan-perfect husband. She’d even laid the blame for her unhappiness solely at her own door. She was doing something wrong. She wasn’t sexy enough or supportive enough or anything enough.

In hindsight, she saw the truth of her life. She’d missed out on so much trying to grow up way too fast, far too soon. No dating. No parties. No clubbing. None of the things most teenagers and twentysomethings experienced and learned from. Not even a college education.

Zaria tried to ignore the pang of hurt in her chest. Lord knows I messed up, and I have plenty of regrets, but no more....

During the last two years, she had made a concentrated effort to turn her life 180 degrees away from the past. It was entirely different from her happy homemaker days.

Zaria had a new career as a bartender that she loved. Freedom that she cherished. Friends whom she adored. She loved the control of her own life—which meant wearing what she wanted, seeing whom she wanted, and doing whatever she wanted when she damn well pleased.

Still, none of it was what she planned the day she got married. Divorce hadn’t been a part of the picture at all.

Releasing a heavy breath filled with regrets, she quickly touched up her makeup before heading back to the dance floor, shimmying her feet and hips to the lively sounds of the reggae band that seemed to call to her.

An hour later, Zaria was still in the middle of the crowded dance floor beneath the hot red lights. She danced alone with nothing but the bass-filled music and the body heat pulsating against her frame. She didn’t miss the circle of men in T-shirts, button-ups, and jerseys that seemed to be transfixed by her movements. And that made her feel like she had the thing she lacked the most in her marriage. Control.

After her divorce, Zaria promised herself she would always be in charge. Life would follow her plan. Everything on her terms. Absolutely everything.

 


 



Zaria’s eyes opened as she awakened slowly. She released a heavy breath and then frowned at the taste of her own morning breath—made all the more horrible by the liquor residue clinging to her tongue. Way too much rum punch, she thought as she slowly sat up in the middle of the bed and held the side of her slightly pounding head.

She winced and then blinked at the scraps of paper littering the top of her lavender silk coverlet. She reached out to drag them all closer, remembering she’d emptied her pockets of them as soon as she walked into her bedroom last night.

A dozen or so numbers pushed into her hand throughout the night. She had to laugh because none of those young hardbodies knew about the finesse of handing a lady his business card—that was, if they even had the kinds of professions that called for them. Oh no, instead, lying between her open legs on the bed were bits and pieces of paper, napkins, gum wrappers, the torn corner of a club flyer, and even a receipt. All with the names and numbers of men who wanted to get to know her better.

But nothing about the men stood out to her, and she knew she would never call them as she scooped up all the confetti and leaned over to drop them into the top drawer of her nightstand atop the rest of her “souvenirs.” As if it wasn’t full enough.

The drawer was her trophy, her misplaced selfesteem during the first year after her divorce. Who gives a damn if Ned didn’t want me? I have the names and numbers of plenty of men who do. Men to be called at my whim—well, if I had planned on calling them.

Climbing from the bed, she stretched her limbs in her blue lace bikini and matching tank before using her knee to close the drawer. Her stomach grumbled loudly, but she stopped to brush her teeth and wash last night’s makeup from her face before finally leaving her bedroom on bare feet to head downstairs to the kitchen.

She moved at a snail’s pace about the kitchen until she had fixed and enjoyed a full cup of strong coffee, extra sweet with lots of cream. Her twins liked to tease that she liked a splash of coffee in her cup of milk.

Zaria leaned back against the counter, her eyes shifting to the round table in the center of the breakfast nook. She felt a little melancholy as she was filled with memories of her girls when they were just eight years old, with their heads buried in their books as they did their homework at that table every day after school. Now they were finishing up their sophomore year at Denmark Tech with their own apartment down the block from the campus.

She wished they could have come home, with her having a rare weekend off from work, but her girls were deep into studying for their finals. So, Zaria was alone in the big house. All weekend.

She bit her bottom lip and furrowed her brow.

Her house was clean. There were no chores to be done. No big meals to be cooked. No yard to be raked or tended.

So many things about Zaria’s life had changed. Many, many things.

Many things had to change.

“Thank God,” she muttered, quickly fixing herself another cup of coffee before she made her way back upstairs to her bedroom.

Her cell phone was vibrating like a sex toy, and she nearly tripped over a three-inch-heeled bootie lying on the floor, having to steady her cup to keep from spilling her coffee as she rushed across the room to grab the phone. “Hello,” she said breathlessly.

“Ummm . . . Zaria?”

She smiled as she set her coffee cup on the nightstand. “Nigel.” She sighed in pleasure, thinking of the tall and slender West Indian she met a few months ago at a Caribbean festival in Charleston. The College of Charleston grad student was handsome and smart and funny . . . and just shy of twenty-five.

He laughed. “I thought I dialed the wrong number,” he said.

At the thought of spending the rest of her long weekend alone around her house, Zaria was glad for a little friendly diversion. “No, you got me.”

“You’re not busy?” he asked, surprised.

“Nope.” She stood up and sucked in her stomach, turning her head to eye her side profile in the mirror.

“Must be my lucky day.”

Zaria walked over to her closet. “Or mine,” she said.

Beep.

“Then let’s spend the day together,” he offered.

Zaria reached for an oversized straw hat, plopping it onto her head. “A nice day at the beach sounds like a plan,” she suggested, knowing her wish was his command.

It always was.

Beep.

Zaria frowned at the steady beep signaling another call coming in.

“When and where should I pick you up?” he asked.

She looked at her phone. It was her supervisor from the restaurant bar where she worked. “Hold on one sec,” she said, putting Nigel on hold as she answered the other line.

“Zaria, I hate to do this. I know this is your weekend off—”

“You need me to work,” she said, cutting to the chase and skipping the BS.

“We need you in an hour.”

She shook her head as she took the hat off her head and set it back on the shelf . . . along with her plans for a fun day with a sexy young man willing to please.




CHAPTER 2

Kaleb Strong leaned his broad and muscular back against the porch railing and pretended to look off into the distance at the vast lands of the Strong Ranch. Having spent all of his childhood and a good part of his adult years on the ranch, he knew it like the back of his hand—every bit of the hundreds of acres. But he preferred to look out at the barn and paddocks and beyond to pretend like he didn’t feel like a fifth wheel.

His mom had cooked a big meal in honor of his dad’s birthday. They had enjoyed their feast of barbecued ribs, collard greens and rice, and macaroni and cheese. Now they lounged on his parents’ sizable front porch, enjoying the mild heat of late spring—his eldest brother, Kade, and his wife, Garcelle; his brother Kahron and his wife, Bianca; and his brother Kaeden and his fiancée, Jade. All were sitting beside their loves in that comfortable and easy way of people who adored each other. Even his parents, Lisha and Kael, were sitting side by side in their oversized black rockers like two peas in a pod.

And that left him sitting alone and looking like Only the Lonely.

Their baby sister, Kaitlyn, was away for the week on a cruise to Brazil with her friends and wasn’t there to break up the feeling of a huge group date. Even his niece, Kadina, and his nephews, KJ and Karlos, were all napping inside the house and unable to serve as buffers to the love fest surrounding him.

All of his brothers had found the loves of their lives. They were clearly on the path to that longlasting relationship that their parents had. Even Kaeden.

Kaleb looked back over his broad shoulder at his brother, who was warily eyeing a bee flying about the porch. Kaeden was allergic to any and everything outdoors. He was the only one in the family who didn’t work on a ranch. Instead he was a successful accountant who handled all of the paperwork for their various ranches, plus he did the accounting for many businesses and corporations in the surrounding areas.

And unlike his brothers, Kaeden had never shown that cocky bravado when it came to women. Between Kahron, Kade, and himself, they had enjoyed their share of beautiful women, but Kaeden had always been reserved and cautious around women. At times even clumsy.

Kaleb shifted his deep-set eyes over to his brother’s fiancée, Jade. She was the epitome of a beautiful woman. All curves and prettiness and sex appeal. The temptation of her honey had made him one of the many men of Holtsville buzzing around her skirts. While she swatted him away along with the rest, Jade had handed over the entire pot to his brother.

And she was completely in love with Kaeden.

Smiling, he shook his head as he looked away from them. There was a time when he would have given his right hand to spend a hot night in the woods with Jade, but those feelings vanished the moment she made her choice. Now, one year later, he looked at her with the same fondness as Garcelle and Bianca—and wished to have a woman just like them in his own life.

The quantity of women was not his problem—he was more of a connoisseur of fine females than any of his brothers. His mother always admonished him the hardest for being a playboy—or man-whore as she liked to say. Kaleb’s problem was the quality of women who filled his mental black book—or rather the quality of his relationships with them. He should start trying dinner and a movie rather than staying in the bedroom and using a six-pack of Magnums. Or at least have the dinner and a movie first.

The sudden wail of the baby from the monitor caused everyone to jump in surprise.

Garcelle rose from her spot next to Kade on the top step of the porch. “Our bebé is awake from his nap,” she said, her Spanish accent prominent.

“Bebé? Karlos just turned one a few months ago and he’s almost as big as KJ,” Kahron joked, the laughter in his eyes hidden behind his shades.

Everyone on the porch laughed, including Kade and Garcelle before she excused herself to walk into the house.

“Kade was big and sturdy like that too,” Kael said, flipping the pages of the Press and Standard newspaper. “He looked like a six-month-old when he was born.”

Lisha nodded and comically winced as she rocked in her chair. “Thank the heavens the rest of my children got smaller and not bigger,” she said, looking over at Kade’s six-foot-nine frame and winking at him.

Kael snorted in derision. “Thank the heavens everything snapped back into place.”

“Oh, man, come on, Daddy, man,” Kaleb moaned, frowning deeply as everyone else on the porch groaned.

He lowered the newspaper with an innocent expression on his square and handsome face. “What?”

Lisha just chuckled softly as she reached over to lightly pat and squeeze his upper thigh. They exchanged a long look.

It was a look he had seen them share many times over the years. Kaleb wanted to feel everything that was layered in that look: the love, the desire, the trust, and the commitment. He had been raised in a home filled with loving parents. How could he help but want the same for himself?

Kade’s teenaged daughter, Kadina, stepped out onto the porch, holding a fidgety Karlos in her arms. Garcelle held the screen door open as little KJ, Bianca and Kahron’s toddler, stepped down onto the porch.

Kaleb instantly felt his heart surge at the sight of his niece and nephews. He couldn’t help but wonder if any of the three would inherit the Strong trait of their hair prematurely turning gray. Even his sister had a thick streak of silver in the front of her hair that she dyed jet black.

“Bring me Bam-Bam,” Kaleb requested, using his nickname for the baby, his strong and muscled arms already lifting as KJ waddled his threeyear-old body to his mother, Bianca.

“Gladly,” Kadina said wryly, her sleek ponytail swinging in the air as she whirled to walk her little brother over to him. “He is so heavy that it’s not even funny.”

“He’s going to be big and strong like his uncle Kaleb,” he said, taking the smiling baby to stand up on his thigh as he bounced him on his knee. “Ain’t that right, man.”

Karlos cooed and giggled, releasing a small spit bubble that popped and lightly wet his cheeks. He could already see the Strong features in his nephew’s face. He knew the rounded cheeks would become lean with high cheekbones and his jaw would square, just like all the other Strong men. Will my son look like him? Kaleb wondered.

His eyes narrowed as he shifted his gaze back out to the vast acres of the farm. He was a grown-ass man ready for some grown-man changes . . . with the right woman.

Kaleb focused his deep-set eyes on his nephew as small and pudgy hands began to pat against his cheeks.

“You look real good with a baby, Kaleb.”

He looked up to find Jade, Garcelle, Bianca, and his mom standing in a semicircle around him. Kaleb leaned back a bit from them.

“Uh-oh,” one of the men said from behind the curtain the women’s bodies made.

Kaleb’s brows furrowed as he locked eyes with each one.

“You know my friend Lizbeth would be perfect for you,” Bianca said with a wink that twinkled brighter than the diamond hoop earrings dangling from her ears.

“Or,” Garcelle added as she motioned with her finger and eyed the other women, “Amanda from my pediatrician’s office is a-doh-rable.”

Jade frowned and shook her head. “No, no, no. I know her and the Amanda at work is totally different from the Amanda after hours. DRAMA.”

“Scratch her, then,” Lisha said emphatically.

Bianca shifted KJ up higher on her hip. “What about Yolanda, the new choir director at church—”

“Okay, ladies,” Kaleb said, rising to his feet and handing the baby to Garcelle. “Thank you for your concern, but I’m straight. Trust me. I don’t need help with my love life—”

“Maybe not your sex life but you need some help with your love life,” Garcelle drawled.

“Sex and love are two different things, son,” Lisha said, reaching out to pat the side of his strong face. “One involves the heart and the other involves your—”

Kaleb pretended to gag. “Okay, I’m not discussing sex with my moms,” he said, easing between Bianca and Jade to free himself. His brothers and father all cast amused glances at him, and Kaleb glared at them as if they were buzzards circling his dying body.

They all chuckled.

Their mother was infamous for pinning one or all of them down with questions, commentary, and opinions. Now that she had backup from her sons’ wives and fiancée, she was really unstoppable.

Brrrrnnnggg.

Kaleb grabbed his cell phone from the clip on his belt, more than glad for the diversion. “Yeah,” he said, turning his broad back on his entire family.

“Where you at?”

Kaleb frowned at the male voice, pulling the phone away from his ear to look at the number on the caller ID. He didn’t recognize it. “Who is this?”

“Orion. I’m on my brother’s phone.”

He nodded in clarity. “Oh. Whassup?”

“Yo, my little brother done messed up and got engaged and I’m taking him out tonight. You down?”

Kaleb immediately had a vision of red lights, bare breasts, gyrating hips, and dollar bills. He began to shake his head before the words even left his lips. “Nah, man. I have some work to do on my farm early in the morning. No T and A for me tonight.”

“T and A?” someone muttered, before all of the women behind him either hummed in disapproval or sucked air between their teeth. Again the men chuckled.

“It’s a bunch of us headed right to a sports bar in Charleston to grab a few drinks and something to eat. Nothing major.”

“I can call Suzi over right now. Poor thing is always sitting at home alone. I’m sure they’ll hit it off.”

Kaleb stiffened and his mouth froze as the whisper from behind his back reached his ear. “Actually, I just need to go home and change,” he said, immediately deciding that of his options of a lonely night at home mulling over just how lonely his home was, staying at his parents’ for a matchmaking session that smelled like it could go horribly wrong in an instant, or heading out to a sports bar, he was choosing the latter.

“We’ll pick you up at your place on the way to Charleston . . . in an hour.”

“A’ight.” Kaleb closed his phone and slid it back into its clip before adjusting his shoulders and expanding his broad chest in the charcoal gray Dickies uniform shirt he wore.

“You going, Kaleb?” Lisha asked, with a lengthy sidelong glance as KJ came up to stand before her with a smile.

Kaleb scratched at his chin, feeling the bristly beginnings of a shadow. He had to shave daily to keep away his shadow and could have grown a full beard in less than a week. His brothers used to tease him as a teenager that he was a werewolf. “In a little bit,” he finally said.

“Got plans?” she asked, not at all good at being subtle.

He chuckled before turning to lean against the railing and look over at her. “Orion’s little brother just got engaged, and a bunch of the fellas are going to a sports bar to have a few drinks and celebrate with him.”

“Tevon?” Kaeden asked. “He’s marrying . . . Melissa?”

The men all exchanged long looks and Kaleb just shrugged. He knew exactly what they were thinking. To most men, there were two types of women: the kind you bed and the kind you wed. With her history and fondness for men, Melissa was far from the latter, but to each his own. Maybe Tevon knew something they didn’t. Maybe not. Kaleb wasn’t about to judge.

“Don’t worry, Uncle Kaleb. I understand,” Kadina said, nearly as tall as his shoulder. “You can’t look for love. You have to wait for it to find you.”

“Really?” he asked, looking down as she wrapped her slender arm around his waist. He was ever and always amazed that she was sprouting up so fast. What happened to the cute, pudgy kid with those fuzzy ponytails? “Just as long as love isn’t looking for you, kid.”

Kadina playfully rolled her eyes heavenward. “Oh, Uncle Kaleb, you sound like Daddy . . . and Uncle Kahron . . . and Uncle Kaeden . . . and Grandpa.”

Kaleb nodded like there wasn’t anything wrong with that. “We’re men. We know what little boys are thinking . . . and wanting . . . and plotting,” he warned her, reaching up to pull her ponytail.

“I know, I know.”

With one quick kiss to her forehead, Kaleb raised his hand to the rest of his family on the porch. “Gotta go. See y’all tomorrow,” he said over his broad shoulder, already jogging down the stairs in his well-worn Timberlands. The Strong men were ranchers, but it was all about Dickies uniforms and Timberland boots instead of Wrangler jeans, spurs, and Stetsons. A new breed of cowboy for sure.

“You don’t want to take a plate?” his mother called out as he climbed into his rusted red work truck.

“No, ma’am,” he called back in his deep voice before turning the key that he’d left in the ignition.

With one blast of the horn, Kaleb headed down the long road that would take him home to prepare for a rare night out with the fellas. But the closer he got to home and the more he thought about how early he had to rise in the morning to work his farm, Kaleb followed his gut and called Orion to cancel his plans.

A night home alone was no biggie.




CHAPTER 3

Two weeks later

 



Kaleb inhaled deeply of the steam swirling around his nude form as he leaned forward against the tiled shower wall and let the spray beat down against his back. The streams flowed across his hard, square buttocks and farther down to the backs of his muscled legs. He rested his head against the forearm he pressed to the slick, wet wall. He had already washed off every bit of the sweat and grime from a hard day’s work, helping his farmhands herd his seventy head of cattle to graze in one of the ten paddocks on the thirty acres of his land he’d sectioned off just for grazing.

But Kaleb remained in the shower, knowing that he was stalling.

The night of his father’s birthday dinner, he’d gone home and slumped down in his favorite recliner in front of the television. And he flipped through the channels. And flipped some more.

Eventually the sight of a pretty, dark-skinned beauty had caught his attention and he paused to watch the movement of her full lips as she spoke. Eventually her words began to filter through his fascination with her look. She was a relationship “expert” giving out advice on finding the love of your life.

If you can admit that a lot of your relationships ended because of your own inability to be one hundred percent present in your relationship, consider that you may have had a relationship that could have been successful if your goals and motivations were different.

Her words came back to him as he finally turned off the shower, pushed aside the ebony shower curtain, and stepped out. He barely covered his damp nakedness with a towel as he crossed the spacious tiled bathroom into his unkempt bedroom. His clothes were already laid out across his unmade bed. His hair was freshly cut. His beard eradicated. His hygiene was on point.

Date time?

“I’d rather milk all my cows by hand by my damn self,” Kaleb muttered as he used the towel to blot the last of the beads of water from his deep bronzed skin. Fine thick hairs covered his chest and feathered down to narrow between the hard groove of his six-pack before spreading out to surround his now limp but heavy dick swinging across the top of his thighs as he moved.

Kaleb grabbed a pair of clean boxers from the basket of clothes he still needed to fold—or at least shove into the drawers of his dresser. He was just grateful he’d remembered to toss a load of clothes into the wash last night. He was a bachelor living alone in a three-bedroom home and putting most of the hours of his workdays into keeping his farm successful. Kahron swore that Kaleb needed to follow his lead and hire a maid, but Kaleb caught enough hell keeping his mother from showing up with her cleaning supplies. No maids.

Keeping an eye on the time displayed on his digital cable box, he hurried into his clothes, which were freshly dry-cleaned. With a quick double spritz of cologne on his neck, Kaleb grabbed his wallet and keys from atop the loose change scattered on his dresser.

Moving quickly, because he hated to be late, Kaleb strode out of the room and across the long, narrow hall into the open, spacious area housing the living room, den, dining room, and kitchen. His footsteps echoed across the tiled floor as he reached the oversized front door. Once in his car and headed up the highway, he thought twice about even going through with the date.

If you can admit that a lot of your relationships ended because of your own inability to be one hundred percent present in your relationship, consider that you may have had a relationship that could have been successful if your goals and motivations were different.

For the last two weeks, he had gone through his extensive list of exes and tried to consider which could have been the love of his life. He could admit that a long-term relationship hadn’t been any part of the equation for him.

Had he overlooked Mrs. Right because his high sex drive had him keeping his eye on—and his dick in—Mrs. Right for My Bed?

One date a night on top of the rigorous work on his dairy farm and he was mentally worn out and physically feeling the effects of heavy meals and lack of sleep—and lack of evidence that he had overlooked the woman he was meant to spend the rest of his life with.

Tonight?

As he pulled into the front yard, Kaleb fixed his ebony eyes on the door of the single-wide trailer with pink shutters. His ex, Yvette. He released a heavy breath as her front door opened and she stepped out onto the top of the small stoop with a soft smile.

Could the soft-spoken kindergarten teacher he’d dated a few times a few years ago be the one?

 


 



Two hours later, Kaleb pressed his elbows against the table as he fought like hell to keep his eyes open. Some of his fatigue was the full day they’d spent moving the fences around the paddocks they were ready to graze for the next month, but the majority was because he had zoned out on the date fifteen minutes in. Yvette was bossy and demanding, as if he were one of her kindergarteners.

“Kaleb, it really is not good manners to place your elbows on the table,” she said, and then gave him that soft smile that irked the hell out of his nerves.

His eyes squinted as he continued to watch her while she pierced his naughty elbows with her eyes.

Kaleb was beginning to wonder what the qualifications were of the sexy expert from the television besides looking yummy enough to attract any man her heart desired.

While Yvette explained proper etiquette to him, no words from her mouth reached his ears. He was pretty good at tuning people out—something that used to frustrate his parents when he was a child and wanting to annoy them.

As he replayed in his mind the string of dates he’d had over the last two weeks, he visualized the face of every woman as if their head were morphing like those in that Michael Jackson “Black or White” video.

Veronica, the pretty real estate agent with the naturally curly long lashes: “Kaleb, I need a man to focus his all on me. It’s 2011 and I’m not taking any shorts. It’s all or nothing, baby.” Nothing. Next!

Malika, the sassy Walmart cashier with long nails and even longer braids. “Don’t you think you should dye your hair?” she had asked, twirling one of her talons in the direction of his head. Whoa. Next!

Jhavon, the full-figured widow who was a whiz at tongue tricks. “Listen, there’s no need to lie. Me and my kids missed you, Kaleb,” she said, rubbing circles on the palm of his hand. And that was five kids. How could he forget them? ALL FIVE of them? Next!

Anna, the nurse with soft eyes and an even softer touch. “So the therapist said I was finally over my ex and am ready to move on to a new relationship. And then you called. It’s fate. I think we were really meant to be together forever. Right?” Wrong. Next!

And Francine, the agile attorney with a round face and large features that were usually angelic. “So you think every woman falls for the sexy-farmer thing and just lets you hit and split, huh?” she had asked sharply. “And you ask me out to dinner two years later, and I should be happy to be graced with your presence, huh?” Uh-oh! Next!

And a few more disasters he refused to dwell on.

The point was, none of them were his idea of the one.

“Kaleb! Your elbows. My goodness,” Yvette said through clenched teeth, glancing around at the other diners as if they, too, were looking at his elbows on the table in reproach.

“Yes, they are my elbows,” he stressed. “My almost-thirty-year-old elbows to go along with my almost-thirty-year-old behind that doesn’t need to be treated like a preschooler.”

She dramatically inhaled a deep breath as she leaned back and looked at him with her mouth open in what could only be indignation.

Kaleb raised his hand. “Teacher, may I get a hall pass to go to the bathroom?” he said, his deep tones tinged with sarcasm.

Her bottom lip dropped another inch.

Kaleb stood and made his way across the crowded seafood restaurant to the restroom, needing a moment away from her more than anything. He actually felt bad about being rude, but her “do this, don’t do that” manner really grated on his patience. Still, he knew she deserved an apology and a better attitude from him. Those things she would most definitely receive. Another call from him? That was a negative.

“Excuse me.”

Kaleb turned his head and looked down at the sound of a woman’s voice behind him. His eyes landed directly on a full bosom in a crisp white dress shirt with an opening that exposed creamy brown flesh and a diamond-encrusted heart pendant snuggled in cleavage.

He jerked his eyes up . . . and met a pair of twinkling and amused eyes that were filled with laughter. An energy radiated between them and made him feel light-headed in just an instant.

“Enjoy the view?” she asked with a slight arch of her brow, before she continued past him into the crowded lobby.

His mouth fell open a bit as he watched the way she moved with confidence, her sequin heels peeking out beneath the wide-legged black slacks she wore. She was tall. Very tall. And curvaceous. Everything about her was soft—but not sloppy. Firm and curvy.

She looked back over her shoulder and their eyes met.

Kaleb felt like a strong hand punched him in the gut and then squeezed his heart in a fist as his eyes took her in. She was really pretty with high cheekbones and full lips. Her eyes were filled with fun and laughter. She smiled at him, and her face went from pretty to radiant.

The crowd shifted and she was gone from his sight.

Kaleb felt disappointed that the moment had passed.

“Kaleb.”

He turned in surprise to find Yvette standing behind him with her pocketbook swinging on her thin shoulder. “Obviously this little reunion isn’t working, and there’s no need for us to have an uncomfortable forty-five-minute ride back to Holtsville, so my father is here to pick me up.” She nodded toward the door.

“That was fast,” he said, looking back down at her.

“My parents live in the apartment complex around the corner,” she said before moving past him.

“Listen, Yvette, I’m sorry about snapping at you at the table—”

“I accept your apology,” she said stiffly over her shoulder, steadily walking toward the door. “Good-bye, Kaleb.”

Thinking it sounded more like good riddance than good-bye, Kaleb walked back to the table to pay the bill and tip their waiter before he turned and finally made his way to the restroom to relieve himself.

 


 



Zaria smiled at the elderly couple as they rose from their bar stools to go and claim their table in the restaurant. She picked up their half-empty glasses, emptying the contents in the sink before placing the glasses in the tray for the busboy to retrieve.

The restaurant was packed, and a lot of the overflow was spilling into the bar. She had barely wiped down the wood in front of the vacated spots before another couple occupied the bar stools.

“Good evening. What can I get for you?” Zaria asked, setting small square napkins in front of each of them.

“I’ll have Absolut straight on the rocks,” the man said.

The woman leaned against her man’s arm possessively. “A glass of Moscato.”

“Coming right up,” Zaria said, fighting the urge to tell the woman, “Baby, I do NOT want your man.”

It was clear the woman took one look at Zaria and assumed (1) she wanted him and (2) she had what it took to get him.

Zaria could only shake her head as she poured their drinks. The last thing she would ever want to do is share a man. The pickings were not that slim, and her values were not invisible. Discovering there was another person in your relationship had a way of making the idea of being a side chick distasteful.

She wasn’t going to do unto others what was done to her. No haps.

Zaria made sure to keep a polite but distant smile on her face as she set their drinks and their bill before them. He paid and tipped her well.

“Thank you,” she said warmly, then moved away from him and his scowling woman.

Zaria motioned to the restaurant owner that she needed a bathroom break. He finished what he was doing and came over to relieve her. As she made her way around the bar, a glint of silver hair caught her eye. She assumed the broad shoulders belonged to a fit elderly man until she eased through the people in the crowded lobby and lightly touched his back as she tried to pass him. “Excuse me,” she said, feeling the definition of his muscles beneath the navy and white checkered shirt he wore. Do Grandpa!

She looked up as he looked down over his broad shoulder. His eyes fell directly to her cleavage. She studied his features, more than intrigued at the sight of his youthful, handsome, and sculptured face framed by a low-cut fade of his silver-flecked hair. He could be no more than thirty—if that. He was prematurely gray and it worked for him.

As did the deep-set ebony eyes above high, warriorlike cheekbones and a square chin with a strong nose straight from the motherland. The hardness of his beauty was softened only by the feminine length and curl of his lashes. A small and jagged scar on his cheek did nothing to deter from his looks.

The warmth of his muscular frame seemed to radiate through her hand and then course over her body until she tingled in awareness. Her pulse. Her nipples. The now-throbbing bud snuggled deeply within her thick lips below.

He looked up at her face and their eyes met.

Something unspoken and palpable happened between them. Something fierce and quickly moving. Something unlike anything she had ever felt before.

Not even with her husband.

“Enjoy the view?” she asked him, reaching for frivolity to break the moment, slightly arching her brow.

Breaking the stare and quickly removing her hand, she continued past him and through the crowd to the hall leading to the restrooms. She was still a bit flustered by her instant reaction to the man, feeling nervous and anxious. Just before she entered the lavatory, she looked back for him. He was gone.

His image was clearly embedded in her memory. The feel of his body under her hand. The subtle but sexy scent of his cologne and natural scent blending in the air around him. He was sexy and silver. Interesting. Damn interesting.

“Mmm, mmm, mmm.” Zaria fanned herself as she entered one of the many stalls.

Minutes later, she left the stall and washed her hands thoroughly at one of the bowl sinks. She dried them with hand towels before she readjusted her clothing in the mirror.

Her uniform of white shirt and black slacks left a lot to be desired. If it wasn’t a requirement for her position as a bartender, she would burn the pants and wear only the shirt, open with a white tank underneath. But c’est la vie.

She did what she had to do to make a living. And she had to work.

Her ex-husband, Ned, wasn’t a wealthy man who could afford enough alimony for her to continue being a stay-at-home mother—especially when their children were over eighteen and in college. She was awarded some alimony and the house—with the remaining mortgage payment to go along with it. It was either that or she moved out and accepted a buyout offer from Ned, or she sold the house and split the profits—if any. She chose to keep it and fight like hell to pay for it.

Besides, after a quarter of a lifetime being a stay-at-home wife and mother who got blindsided by love and life, she wanted to be out of the house working and living the life she had put on hold.

She was just over forty, and entering college left no time to work to pay bills.

She barely knew how to open the e-mails her girls insisted on sending her, and she didn’t want to be inside an office all day.

She didn’t want to learn how to run a register, or wait tables, or clean hospitals, or anything else for that matter.

Zaria wanted to do something she liked doing and knew she would have fun doing it. She loved clubbing, looking sexy, and after a night of harmless flirting with a sexy bartender, she decided that’s what she wanted to do!

Thankfully she had a lot of fun learning to mix drinks during the two-week course, and “studying” with sexy Halil. Every time she crushed ice, she had to make herself not think of the tricks he could do with an ice cube. He and that ice trick had been her eye-opener to the wonderful world of younger men.

Taking a deep breath, Zaria smoothed her hair behind her ears, her oversized crystal insideout hoops flashing in the lights above. “Just one more hour,” she told her reflection, then left the restroom.

She made her way back to the bar, reclaiming her spot from the owner, who look relieved. She smiled at all her patrons as she checked to make sure everyone had a drink before them.

Zaria had just slid a Mojito in front of a suit-clad middle-aged man when a flash of silver showed in her peripheral vision. She turned. Sure enough, it was Sexy Silver walking from the restrooms toward the front doors of the restaurant. Her eyes dipped to take in his bowlegged walk.

He looked up suddenly and directly at her, his steps becoming hesitant before he nodded briefly and continued out the door alone.

Zaria could easily see him being one of her Hot Boyz—her nickname for the younger men in her life who were sexy as all get-out and just as eager to keep a smile on her face. They aim to please, she thought saucily with a little mischief filling her eyes.

“Zaria, I’m out, girl.”

She looked over her shoulder at Pat, one of the waitresses, standing at the end of the bar. “Lucky you,” she said, eyeing the measure of triple sec she poured into the heavy-duty blender.

“I’m going home to change and then head to Club Energy,” she said, leaning her elbows on the bar as she played with her micro braids. “You know Trey Songz is performing, girl.”

Zaria visualized the sexy young’un with the sultry voice. “Mr. Invented Sex, huh?” she asked.

Pat nodded. “If one drop of sweat falls off his body, I will be front and center to catch it in my mouth.”

Zaria frowned playfully. “That serious, huh?”

“Most def.”

Zaria laughed. “Club Energy, huh? I might come,” she said, focusing on pouring tequila into the blender.

Suddenly the soft baby hairs on her nape tingled as if lightly touched. Her intuition told her that someone was behind her, watching her, causing a slight shift in the energy around her body. And she knew. She knew before she even lifted her eyes to the mirror that he would be in the reflection.

Her heart swelled as her pulse shifted into overdrive.

There he stood at the bar. The reflection of his body was right over her shoulder as if he stood directly behind her. She couldn’t lie. They looked good together. Damn good.

Their eyes locked and that vibe was there. It was hard to ignore, and again it was a surprise to her mind and body. A surprise . . . but not a disturbance. Nothing negative or wrong or foreign. Not at all.

“Zaria, my drinks ready?” one of the waitresses asked.

Unfortunately, she jumped in surprise and accidentally punched the button to start the blender without putting the cover on. The liquid contents sprayed up into her face. She let loose a high-pitched squeal, turned off the blender, and jumped back all at once. “Dammit,” she swore under her breath, using a napkin to wipe the errant liquid from her face, careful not to wipe off or smudge her makeup.

“I’ll make you a fresh drink,” Zaria told the waitress.

As she dumped the contents of the pitcher and started over, she was aware of Sexy Silver now sitting at the bar watching her every move. He was controlling their interaction, and that was a no-no for her. She was used to younger men being discombobulated by her.

She was nervous. Anxious. Aware of him. “I’ll be right with you,” she said, noticing how his massive biceps strained against the short sleeve of his shirt.

“No problem,” he answered with a nod.

It seemed like an eternity before she finally pushed the two frozen margaritas toward the waitress. “Sorry about that,” she said with a soft smile.

Sexy Silver’s eyes were resting on her, and she knew—just as sure as she knew her mama’s name—that he had doubled back for her and not for a drink. That flustered her even more, and she felt as if she were walking the edge of a cliff with clown shoes on.

“And what can I get for you?” she asked him as she walked up to stand before him.

“Your name and number so that I can call you,” he said with confidence, tapping his fingertips against the top of the bar.

Zaria fought the urge to lean against the bar to be closer to him. The restaurant owner had a zero-tolerance policy against fraternizing with the patrons. “Just like that, huh?” she asked, fighting the urge to rub her hand atop his to stop the incessant drumming . . . and to touch him. Feel him. Experience him.

Mmm, mmm, mmm.

“Hell, I want that too,” one of the men at the end of the bar said loudly.

Zaria saw Kaleb look down at him.

Uh-oh. “Well, gentlemen,” she said, addressing both, “the owner—my boss—doesn’t allow any of the workers to fraternize with guests, so that’s a polite no to both of you,” she said, gently using the rule that usually irritated the hell out of her.

Kaleb nodded in understanding as he rose to his feet. “Too bad,” he said, reaching out briefly to touch her hand. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

Zaria thought about never seeing him again. It didn’t sit right with her. But she didn’t want to cause a brawl, and the other man was looking on intently. “Thank you,” she said.

“I gotta go see my cousin Trey anyway,” he said before turning and walking out of the bar and out of her life.

 


 



Kaleb jumped to his feet as soon as she walked past security and into the dimly lit interior of Club Energy. After almost an hour and a half and two beers and six glasses of ice water, there she was. His eyes skimmed her body in her white shirt and black pants. Nothing could take away from appeal. The ample curve of her bosom. The long length of her legs. The wide breadth of her hips. Hips manufactured just for a man’s grasp to pull her lower body closer . . . and closer . . .

 


 



The music in the club was almost deafening as Zaria entered the double-level hot spot. She paused, looking through those dancing, those holding up the wall, and those just lounging with drinks at their tables watching the action.

Security let her know she had already missed Trey Songz’ performance, but that was fine because she was looking for another young and fine man with a body built to please.

There was sudden movement by the bar and she turned that way. I found him, she thought, her face lighting with a smile as she notched her head higher and made her way toward him.

 


 



They met somewhere in the middle of the distance between them. They both smiled at each other as the colored lights reflected on and off their faces, breaking up the darkness around them.

“I didn’t think you got my hidden message about coming here,” he said, following pure instinct and want by pressing his large and strong hands on her hips to pull her closer.

She shivered from his touch, bringing her hand up to grip his strong biceps through his shirt. “I almost didn’t,” she admitted.

“I’m Kaleb Strong, by the way.”

“Zaria. Zaria Ali.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Same here.”

 


 



Four hours later, Kaleb lifted Zaria’s body up against his, before turning to press her back against the front door of her home. As he brought his hands down to cup her full buttocks, he brought his face in close to hers.

Zaria tightened her hold around his neck, feeling secure in his embrace as her eyes flitted over his face as if memorizing every detail. She tilted her chin up to trace the full outline of his mouth with the tip of her tongue, enjoying the way her body trembled. She laughed huskily as he pressed his mouth to the corner of hers. “Things are going so fast,” she whispered against his lips.

Kaleb leaned back to look down at her, liking how the porch light reflected like twinkling stars in her eyes. “We don’t have to do this,” he told her. Still he wanted her to want this moment.

He eased his hands up under her shirt to press against the warm skin of her waist and stepped back to let her down onto her feet.

She shook her head. “It feels like we have to,” she admitted, speaking her feelings. Her body felt alive and vibrant. His touch was like pure energy. His body like the most solid of foundations.

She kissed him again, deepening their connection as she pressed her tongue into his mouth to lightly stroke his own.

He moaned in regret when she turned in his embrace, pressing her head to the door as his hands came up to massage her aching nipples beneath her shirt. His hardness ached from wanting her as he fought the urge to press the length of it against her buttocks. Instead he shifted her hair and placed a hot kiss on her neck. “I want you,” he moaned against her ear.

Zaria felt completely light-headed and hot and flustered as she took her key from her pocket and unlocked the front door. Stepping away from him, she went inside the house and began to unbutton her shirt. “Come and get me,” she said.

Kaleb’s gut clenched as he stepped inside with his dick leading the way back to her. He used his foot to soundly close the door behind him.
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