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      I was in a room filled with people, half of which were like family and yet I felt alone. I sipped more of my drink. The champagne was nice, but I could use something a lot stronger to numb the pain.

      I saw her walking across the room and braced myself for a conversation I really didn’t want to have.

      “Here.” Chloe handed me a short glass half filled with amber liquid. I put the champagne glass on the small table I was leaning against.

      “Thanks.” I took a sip and the familiar sting was welcomed.

      “You know me.” She sipped her drink. “I’m not the one in the group that’s going to baby you or make nice.” She sipped more of her drink. “I’m also not going to lie and tell you watching this scene doesn’t hurt, because that’s a lie.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “I know it hurts like hell to see the woman you thought you were going to marry find love with someone else. It would be a lot easier to digest if Landon wasn’t such a good guy.”

      “There might be some validity to what you’re saying.” I sipped more of my drink.

      “You and I have a very different relationship. Alex is your nice but stern sister. Dionne is your sweet baby sister with a sadistic side when needed. Taylor is your hookup sister; name a situation and she can fix it in a matter of minutes with one of her connections.”

      “And you…which one are you?”

      “I’m basically the female version of you. I’m your twin. You want the hard truth, you come to me.”

      “God, that’s scary.”

      “Here’s the truth. If you had really wanted Kendell back, you would have gone after her.”

      I looked at her. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re over here wearing a really bad fake smile, trying not to kick yourself for letting her get away, but you are way off base.”

      “How do you know how I feel?”

      “I told you, I’ve been there. When I dumped Xavier, I was a mess. Then when I heard he married his side piece and was happy, it was like someone had thrown gas on my already burning broken heart. Once the shock wore off, I realized something very important. If I had really wanted him, I could have fought for him, but I didn’t.” She sipped some of her drink. “That’s good.”

      “Are you saying I should have fought for Kendell?”

      “In the beginning that’s what I thought, but then I was reminded of myself. If I had really wanted Xavier, all I had to do was make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Sure, I forgave him, but deep down I knew I didn’t want him back.”

      “So you’re saying I really didn’t want Kendell?”

      “Yep.” She sipped more of her drink.

      “I disagree.”

      “Answer me this. When Kendell disappeared, did you try to find her?”

      “I called and texted her but when she didn’t respond, I took it as a sign she didn’t want to be bothered or needed space.”

      “Exactly. If you really wanted her…I’m not saying the love wasn’t real, because it was. I’m saying it wasn’t as deep as you thought. That right there…” She pointed to Kendell and Landon. “That’s different. That’s deep. It’s that I can’t breathe when I’m around you…I smile when I think about you…dream invasion love.”

      “We sort of had—”

      “No, you didn’t. I go back to my earlier statement. If you had what Kendell and Landon have, you would have acted differently. Landon is what Kendell needs. Not that you didn’t serve a purpose, because you did. Just like she served a purpose in your life. For all the hurt your honesty gave her about Jackson, you made her stronger.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “You wouldn’t have been happy with the kind of life she and Landon will have.”

      “I wouldn’t?”

      “No. I love my girls, but not one of them is going to be this honest with you. The life you thought you wanted with Kendell isn’t the life you really wanted. It did, however, prepare you for the life you will have with your future wife. Just like you prepared her for life with Landon.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      “Baby, that’s what I know.” She raised her glass to the server. “We always want to make love complicated when it’s not. If I know you as well as I believe I do, from the moment you heard Landon was going to propose…scratch that…from the moment you found out Kendell was serious about someone, you started asking why weren’t you the one. Why didn’t she come back to you?”

      “Your reasoning is a little off.”

      “How so?”

      “She called me and we talked about what happened. She also apologized.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “I accepted her apology.”

      “And…”

      “And that was it.”

      “Exactly.” A server walked over and stopped in front of us with replacement drinks. We placed our empty glasses on the tray. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, followed by a sip. I forgot how deadly party conversations with Chloe were. I vaguely remembered one where we started out with Bordeaux and ended the night with bourbon after a couple of cognacs.

      “As I was saying, you had the opportunity to pledge your love, but you didn’t,” she said.

      “If what you’re saying is correct, then I need to move on with Dominique.”

      “Slow your roll, cutie. I didn’t say that.” She sipped her drink.

      “Let me guess, you don’t like Dominique.”

      “I don’t really know her.”

      “But…”

      “Can you handle my honesty?”

      I smiled. “I’ve seen parts of you that only…”

      She quickly covered my mouth with her hand. “I don’t know what it is, but she’s giving a vibe that’s not…I’m still gathering information.”

      “You mean you haven’t put your guy on it?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      I nodded. Chloe hit on something I had been thinking. For the past few weeks I’d felt Dominique was hiding something from me. “Is your guy reliable?”

      She sipped more of her drink. “He found out about Jackson’s other life.”

      “Call him.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, Mom Connie. Let me guess. You want to make sure I’m fine,” I said sarcastically.

      “No, I know you’re fine.” She looked around. “Flying solo tonight?”

      “Yes. I didn’t think it would be appropriate to bring my current girlfriend to my ex-girlfriend’s engagement party.”

      “It really depends.”

      “On what.”

      “How you ended things with the ex-girlfriend and how comfortable your current girlfriend is with your friendship with your ex-girlfriend.”

      “Not very subtle.” I smiled.

      “It wasn’t meant to be. The doctor is pretty and smart, but she’s not the one.”

      “You too, Mom Connie?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Chloe just gave me a long synopsis of mine and Kendell’s relationship as well as mine and Dominique’s.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said if I really wanted Kendell, I would have fought harder.”

      “She’s right.”

      “She also said I wasn’t really what Kendell needed and vice versa.”

      “I always knew in spite of her party girl youth, Chloe was very smart.” She smiled.

      “You agree with her.”

      “Yes. You have a huge heart and you’re going to make the right woman an incredible husband and partner. As much as everyone wanted you and Kendell to be together, it wasn’t going to happen.”

      “But I recall you and Grams trying to play matchmaker between us.”

      “That was because I thought that’s what you two wanted. If you remember, I told you to make sure you wanted to make that life commitment with Kendell. Marriage is as easy or difficult as the couple make it.”

      “You make it sound like I can’t handle or I’m not ready for marriage.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying the life that Kendell and Landon have committed to includes things that really won’t fit into your life plan.”

      “Which is?”

      “Would you be willing to be apart from your wife twice a month, because that’s what you’d have to do.”

      “Alex has a store in Atlanta.”

      “That is very true, but she wouldn’t want her second-in-charge away from home base too often.”

      “We could have worked out something.”

      “True, but the main reason you wouldn’t work is your past. She couldn’t look at you without seeing the hurt she caused you. Hurt in a relationship is very hard to get over if at all. When Kendell looks at Landon she sees a clean slate. No matter how much you said you forgave her, she would always see the hurt she caused you.”

      “I hadn’t looked at it from her perspective.”

      “So stop feeling sorry for yourself. Don’t have me telling Emma you’re walking around brokenhearted.”

      “I’m not heartbroken. I’m assessing my life.”

      “Uh-huh…and how does Dominique fit into this assessment?”

      “I’m not quite sure.”

      “Is marriage part of the assessment?”

      “I thought it might be, but now I’m not sure.”

      “Take some advice from your other mother…” She smiled. “Don’t let an ex-girlfriend’s engagement push you into a decision you’re not ready to make.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Alex walked over and joined us. “What are you two up to?” Alex asked.

      “Bas and I were talking about the future,” Mom Connie replied.

      “Mama, are you behaving yourself?” Alex asked.

      “Of course, I am,” she replied quickly.

      “Uh-huh…am I going to have to get Moses over here?” Alex asked.

      “Where is my son-in-law?” She smiled.

      “He’s over there talking to Taylor and Jason,” Alex replied.

      “I don’t think I’ve spoken to my niece and nephew yet.” She kissed us both on the cheek. “Excuse me.” She walked away and left us.

      “Where’s Dominique?” Alex asked, followed by a sip of her champagne.

      “I didn’t invite her, considering how weird she is about my relationship with Kendell.”

      “You mean jealous.”

      “Dominique isn’t jealous.”

      “Isn’t she?” Alex asked with raised eyebrows.

      “Alex, please don’t start.”

      “Start what?”

      “I think I know how Kendell felt when she was with Jackson.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means it’s difficult being in a relationship when your family and friends don’t like your person.”

      “I didn’t say I don’t like Dominique, and for the record she’s nothing like Jackson.”

      “Alex, I love you, but your poker face is horrible.”

      “Moses said the same thing. That’s probably why he always wins when we play strip poker.” She smiled.

      “I didn’t need to know that.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, us girls have promised to hold our comments about Dominique to ourselves.”

      “Clearly that’s a promise none of you kept.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Chloe has already rendered her comments on why this isn’t mine and Kendell’s engagement party. I’m just waiting on Taylor to share her thoughts.”

      “Not Dionne?”

      “Dionne doesn’t care one way or the other who I’m involved with. She just wants me to be happy.” I sipped my drink.

      “As do the rest of us,” Alex replied. “But we don’t…your person is out there and when the time is right, you’ll know it. If it’s Dominique, we’ve got your back. We love you and only want the best for you.” She stepped closer and hugged me. “I love you, little brother.”

      “I love you too, sis.”
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      I looked out the corner of my eye and saw the reason I was content not dating after my last relationship. Moses is my version of Prince Charming. He was everything I wanted, but also everything I didn’t know I needed.

      “Hey there, Handsome.” I smiled.

      He continued toward me and everything in my body became alert. My insides felt like hot jelly. I really hoped he could read my mind, because if he could this day was definitely going to start with a bang.

      He stopped next to me and the back of my neck felt damp as well as another part of my body. He gently and slowly dragged the tip of his large index finger along my skin and it was like a match striking the side of the box. I think Alicia Keyes summed it up well…this girl is on fire.

      Then he leaned in close and kissed the back of my ear like he did that night we were in the airport lounge. I was now a giddy girl. He followed up the feel of his soft, full lips against my skin with three simple words. “Good morning, Beautiful.”

      I was done. Forget scrambled eggs. What I wanted for breakfast couldn’t be cooked on the stove.

      He stepped back and looked at me with those sexy black eyes and smiled.

      “How’s my girl this morning?”

      “Fine.”

      He slowly looked me up and down and I knew what that look meant, we were headed to a hot saucy breakfast.

      “I totally agree.” He patted my behind and walked around to the other side of the counter.

      He filled one of the white mugs with coffee. He slowly sipped, followed by a swipe of that tongue that glided and danced along every inch of my body last night.

      There was a lot to be said for attending a friend’s engagement party with your man. It sort of kicked the romance heat up a few levels. I have to be honest, I really didn’t think we were going to make it home. The sensual vibe between us was at fifteen. We didn’t even make it inside. It was all my fault. Midway through the party, I whispered to Moses my knickers and I had a parting of the ways. The rest of the evening was spent with us playing a sexy game of tag. Whenever I stood next to him, he casually brushed his hand along my backside trying to see if my statement was fact or fiction.

      The duration of the ride home was spent with Moses’s finger teasing me. His finger is the third most powerful part of his body when we make love. His finger danced along the inside of my thigh, taunting me with the possibility of more. I thought I was going to pass out. Then he started reciting passages from the poetry book he’d been working on. I told him his words were so powerful they’d brought me to orgasm several times.

      To torture me even more, he took the long way home. It seemed like we got caught at every stoplight. Instead of red meaning stop, last night red meant seduce. Five lights into our ride home, I was sitting on an erotic ball ready to explode.

      When we pulled into the garage, he got out, walked around to my side, opened the door like normal, and I almost fell down as I climbed out of the car. He helped me out and before I knew it, I was pushed against the door to the house with Moses buried deep inside me. Joint screams and moans were bouncing off the walls of the garage.

      We are definitely not what you think of when people talk about a nice Christian couple. But, here’s the thing, we are. If Moses didn’t love God as much as he does, there’s no way he could make love to me the way he does. The unashamed way he loves God, is how he loves me.

      I know I never imagined my husband and I would be this hot for each other. I never really thought…I thought a hot sex life wasn’t something good Christian girls could have. Trust me, that’s a lie. My husband is an amazing Christian man with a body like a Roman solider. Tall dark chocolate skin, warm black eyes, sexy smile with an ass that should be considered illegal. And to top it off, he’s an incredible lover who I am eager to please and who’s eager to please me.

      I sucked on the corner of my lip. “What would you like for breakfast?” I asked.

      He looked at me with raised eyebrows. “You do know that’s a loaded question?” He smiled.

      “What are you saying?” I tried to be coy, sipping some coffee.

      “I’m saying, don’t offer something you aren’t prepared to serve.”

      “Trust me, I would never offer something I wasn’t prepared to serve.” I smirked.

      He walked over and stopped next to me. The heat from his body and pheromones encircled me. I looked up at him.

      “As much as I would love to partake of the sensual buffet of my wife’s delights, I have to take a rain check.”

      “Excuse me?” I turned to face him and his mouth turned up into a wicked smile. “Don’t look at me like that if you’re going to abandon me.”

      “Babe, trust me, my mouth is on fire and desperate to taste your wares. However, I have a meeting I can’t miss.”

      “So you’re brushing me off for work?”

      “Yes.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Ouch.” I hadn’t realized how engorged my breasts had become. I quickly lowered my arms and placed one hand on my hip. The top of my robe opened, giving Moses a little peek.

      “I see I’m not the only one fighting off a morning rise,” he joked.

      I playfully socked him on the bicep. “Ow…not funny. You came in here looking like sex on a plate, getting me excited and…”

      “Sex on a plate…” He laughed.

      I pulled my robe close. “It’s not funny. I was really looking forward to a little scramble this morning.” I started to walk away and he grabbed my wrist and pulled me to his chest. I felt his arousal pressed against my stomach.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To take a shower and get dressed.” I tried to wiggle out of his hold.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Baby, I thought you…”

      He crushed his mouth against mine, burying his tongue deep inside. He lifted me and I wrapped my arms around his neck. I was lost in the kiss and didn’t realized we were in his office on the sofa. Moses was on fire. Each thrust was deeper and harder than the previous. I could barely breathe and then he stopped. What the crap? He lifted my hips and dove harder, and then a tsunami of pleasure ripped through me. I couldn’t control the orgasm. He continued to pound me and it felt like my walls were collapsing. I dug my fingers into his ass, pushing him deeper inside me.

      “Oh God! Don’t stop…harder…harder…” I cried out.

      He stopped and I opened my eyes. He was staring at me. “God, you’re beautiful.”

      I brushed his damp temple and smiled. “So are you.”

      He smiled. “I love you.”

      “And I you.”
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        * * *

      

      He crushed his mouth against mine, lifted my hips a little higher, and guided us into a morning breakfast that left us both sated.

      “Babe, did you talk to Bas last night?” I asked as I walked out to the bedroom putting on my earrings.

      Moses looked at me in the reflection of the mirror, smirking. “You know I did.” I walked over and helped him with his cufflinks. “Thank you.”

      “Well…”

      “What aren’t you asking me?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Alex, I know you.” He pulled his jacket down from the hanger, dropped it over his arm, and we walked back to the bedroom.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, that’s not the question you want to ask me.”

      I turned and faced him. I tucked my hair behind my ear and folded my arms across my chest. “Okay, so where was Dr. Diva?”

      He smiled. “It pangs you to call her by her name.”

      “Not really. I’m just not allowing myself to get to…” He started laughing. “What’s so funny?”

      “You sound like my mother.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My mother said something similar about you and Sharmaine.”

      “Your mother and I are officially girlfriends.” I smiled.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. She and I have something in common.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “We’re married to sexy Adair men.”

      “Flattery won’t work in this case.”

      “It won’t?”

      “No.” He started toward the open door. “Why don’t you like her?”

      “I don’t like her elitist attitude. She acts like she’s doing Bas a favor by being with him. Do you know she had the tenacity to say, when she and Bas make things official…”

      “Excuse me?” Moses eyes got wide. “She said what?”

      “Francesca said she overheard her on the phone. She told whoever she was talking to, that once she and Bas are married she was going to help him get another job.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Is Francesca sure about what she heard, because Bas hasn’t said anything to me about leaving.”

      “Me either. This is why you need to talk to him.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. You’re his best friend and he needs some guidance.”

      “Babe, I can’t tell him who to love.”

      “But….” He grabbed my shoulders.

      “Alex, I love how you want to look after Bas, but…”

      “She’s not right.”

      “Says who?”

      “Everyone.”

      He smiled. “Baby, just because we don’t…”

      I held my hand up. “What did you say…who’s we…do the guys feel the same way as the girlfriends do?”

      He lowered his hands and exhaled. “I can’t believe I said that. I must still be high from our morning sexcapade.” He smiled.

      “Seems you discovered my secret weapon.” I smiled back.

      “It’s not really a secret when I know its power.”

      “Touché, Mr. Adair.”

      “Anyway, to answer your question, no. We don’t like her. But we have agreed not to get involved unless things get out of hand. Whereas, you four…”

      “Five.”

      “Kendell doesn’t count.”

      “True, but…”

      “No, honey, there is no but. The last person rendering an opinion on Bas and Dominique’s relationship is Kendell.”

      “As you were saying…”

      “As spokesman for the husbands…”

      “So now you guys are a group. Do you have meetings and team colors?” I teased.

      “That’s a secret only known to the members.”

      “Yeah…yeah…yeah…so what are the husbands going to do about the doctor?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? Are the four of you nuts? Bas cannot marry that woman. We have to do something.”

      “Alex, you four need to stay out of it. Trust me, Bas is a lot smarter and aware of who Dominique is.”

      “What does that mean? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m telling you not to say anything to Bas about Dominique. Be nice to her. Don’t give her a reason to think you four are interfering.” He kissed me on the forehead and started toward the door.
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      The ringing phone interrupted my dream, or was it a nightmare? I reached over, picked up my phone, and looked at the screen. It was a call not my alarm. I tried to focus on the screen.

      I tried to sit up but my head had another idea. What was I thinking getting into a drinking conversation with Chloe? That woman must have a hollow stomach and it seems to have gotten stronger or more immune to alcohol since she had Parker.

      I forced myself out of bed and cursed my stupidity. The pounding in my head confirmed attending Kendell and Landon’s engagement party was at the top of the “Stupid Things I’ve Done” list.

      I was happy for Kendell and Landon, but it was going to take a while for it not to sting.

      I dragged my hungover body to the bathroom and looked at my reflection. I was a pathetic mess.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      God, that was loud. I knew the ringtone. It was the same one that called me three times last night. I looked at the screen and my head hurt even more. The past few months with Dominque had been a wild rollercoaster ride, and not in a good way. I needed to make some changes, starting with the person on the phone.

      The shower helped some, but I was sure the effects of last night were going to linger most of the morning. I went up to my office hoping for a little quiet before meeting with Alex. I prepared myself for the barrage of questions and concern she was going to have.

      I pushed open the door, and sitting in my office was my girlfriend.

      Really, God. I promise not to soothe my heartache with alcohol again, if You get her out of here now.

      I closed the door and walked over to my desk.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I don’t even get a kiss?” Dominique asked.

      I walked over and barely kissed her. I took my jacket off and hung it up in the closet. “I thought you had surgery this morning.”

      “That’s tomorrow.” She raked her hands through her hair. “I called you a few times last night, but there was no answer. I was concerned.”

      “I’m good.” I walked over to the coffeepot and filled a cup. Francesca always had a pot on the credenza for me. I told her I was capable of getting my own coffee, but she insisted. This morning I was grateful for the pot of caffeine. “Want some coffee?”

      “No, thank you. So, where were you last night?”

      I was dreading this question. I sipped some coffee and started back to my desk. “I went to Kendell and Landon’s engagement party.” I sat down.

      “Engagement party.” She nodded. “I see.”

      I recognized that salty tone. I knew I should have ignored it, but I just had to poke the bear. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She shifted in the chair and recrossed her legs. In spite of her crazy attitude, she had beautiful long legs.

      “I guess congratulations are in order for Kendell.” She scratched her temple. “Out of curiosity, why didn’t you take me?”

      “Is that sarcasm?”

      “No, it’s a valid question. Why didn’t you take me with you?”

      “I don’t know, Dominique…maybe because every time you’re around Kendell, you act like a jealous woman.”

      “What would I have to be jealous about?”

      “Only you can answer that.” I sipped more coffee. My head was pounding and I didn’t need the added stress.

      God, you let me down. I thought You were going to send this trick packing. Instead, she’s still here aggravating me.

      She sighed loudly. “Can we start over?”

      I looked at Dominique. We started out great, but it seemed like she was sucking all the life out of me. The constant badgering about Kendell, my job, and the amount of time I spent with Alex was getting to me. Maybe we needed a break. But that would be the coward’s way out. Alex was right, I always get antsy and guarded around the six-month point in my relationships. But this was different. I’d been with Dominique a little longer than six months. Maybe I ignored some things because I was trying not to be like I was in the past.

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      The pounding on the door offered the perfect interruption from this senseless conversation.

      “Come in.”

      “Hey, Bas,” Francesca said. She continued toward my desk. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…” Dominique turned around. “How did you get in here? I didn’t let her in,” she was quick to confess.

      “I know. What’s up?” I asked.

      “Alex wants you to meet her in the new admin wing.”

      “Tell her I’m on my way.”

      “Sure,” she said as she exited, leaving me there to deal with Dominique.

      Ring…Ring…Ring…

      Dominique looked at her phone. “I better get going.” We both stood up.

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      We started toward the door. She kissed me and I have to admit, it wasn’t something I wanted to do but something I felt obligated to do. I walked her down to her car and didn’t even bother to watch her drive away. It was gone. The desire…want…spark…whatever it was between us, was gone. Or was it the effects of watching Kendell move on that had my thoughts all confused?
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        * * *

      

      “Are you still leaving on Thursday?” The tone of Dominique’s question caused my shoulders to tighten.

      Dinner was tolerable and I was about thirty minutes away from being at home. But first, I had to deal with the obvious uneasy mood of my girlfriend.

      “Yes, I told you that last week.”

      “You’ve been going to Atlanta a lot lately.”

      “I guess.”

      She nodded. “When we started getting serious, you never…I wish I’d known I’d be sharing you with so many people.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing.” She turned her head. “Do you need a ride to the airport?”

      “No thanks, I’m leaving from work so I’ll ride with Alex and Moses.”

      “I should have known.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I’m tired of sharing you with those people.”

      This was the icing on the cake of an already horrible evening. I tried not to give in to the thoughts bouncing around in my mind. Psalm thirty-nine says to muzzle your mouth. Unfortunately, I was finding it a little difficult to do that right now. I quietly counted to ten before I answered her question.

      “Those people?”

      “Your boss, or is she your girlfriend? And those other women…and their husbands.”

      I pulled into the driveway and turned the car off. “You’re insane. Alex is like a sister to me, and those other people are family.”

      “I know they all want you back with your ex. I’m sorry that can’t happen because she’s got a man. But until then, I guess Alex sending you to Atlanta for work means you can have your cake and eat it too.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I repeated.

      “It means, since you can’t have the woman you want, you settled for the next best thing…her cousin. Let me clue you in, no matter how much you try, you can’t make a Chanel bag out of a paper bag.”

      “I’m not going to even pretend to understand what that means.”

      “It means, you’re a fool if you think Alex is going to leave her husband for you.”

      That was it, I couldn’t take any more of this nonsense. I got out, walked around to the passenger side of the car, and opened the door. “Get out.” I watched as those long legs climbed out of the car. There was no denying Dominique’s beauty, but it was her stank attitude I couldn’t stand. She stood up and adjusted her skirt.

      “Did I strike a nerve?” Her attempt at coyness felt like bile in my mouth.

      “Good night.” I closed the door and walked back around to the driver’s side, not looking at her. I pulled out of the driveway and didn’t look back. In my mind, the relationship was over. I got to the end of the block, backed up to her house, and pulled into the driveway. I banged on the door and took the muzzle off my mouth. She opened the door, still wearing the sour look she had on her face when I helped her out of the car.

      “What?” That attitude confirmed my decision.

      “I’m done.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m done. This relationship is over.”

      “Because I voiced my opinion?”

      “No, because you don’t trust me. I can’t be in a relationship with someone who doesn’t trust me.”

      “I trust you. It’s that group of catty women I don’t trust.”

      “What?”

      “Please, Bas, I’m not stupid. I know your friends…I’m sorry…your family…don’t like me.”

      “This is me, not someone else.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “You’re right. I’m not interested in being part of a harem.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Those women aren’t your family. They’re your girlfriends.”

      “Oh my God…you’re insane.”

      “Am I? Think about it. As long as those women are part of your life, there will never be room for anyone else.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      She nodded. “You’re right, this relationship is over.” She slammed the door and it felt like the weight of a thousand worlds had been lifted off my shoulders.
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      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      “Come in,” the voice on the other side of the door called.

      I opened the door and walked inside. “What’s up?”

      “Why am I not surprised to see you?” Bas smiled. “Let me guess, your wife sent you?”

      I walked over and sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. I unbuttoned my jacket and crossed my legs. “Yes and no. I told her not to bother you about the other night.”

      “And yet, you’re here, I assume doing what you told her not to.”

      I smiled. “Sort of. I wanted to check on you.”

      “Let’s see. My ex is getting married. I can’t be upset, because he’s a great guy.”

      “But…”

      “But…in spite of what everyone thinks, I am happy for them. I’m sure in time Landon and I will be…friends. I can’t guarantee we’ll be close, but…I think it would be easier if he weren’t a good guy.”

      “And…”

      Bas cleared his throat. “Dominique and I broke up.”

      “Excuse me.” Now I sounded like Alex. “What did you say?”

      Bas scratched his temple. “We broke up.”

      I sat up straighter. “I have to admit, I didn’t…I mean, I suspected it was inevitable, but not so soon.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Anyone close to Alex at some point adopted her key phrase. “No offense, brother, but she’s very high maintenance. Not to mention a touch of cuckoo in the head.”

      “Are you trying to say she’s crazy?” He smirked.

      “Your words, not mine.” I smirked in return. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to make fun of your situation, but you and I both know…what happened?”

      “It was something building. She said I don’t have room for a relationship because I have five girlfriends.”

      “What?”

      “She said the reason I’m not able to have a lasting relationship is because of the girlfriends and you guys.”

      “I heard what you said, but I don’t even know what to say.” I shook my head. “She said that?”

      “Yep. She’s convinced the girlfriends don’t like her.”

      “Well, she’s not too far off base there, brother.”

      “I know, but they aren’t the reason we broke up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “What are you saying?”

      I shifted in the chair. “I’ve always been honest with you. Alex and I have had a few discussions about you and Dominique. I’ve tried to stay neutral, but I don’t like her. Like everyone else, I was hoping you and Kendell…”

      He held his hand up. “Oh, she also thinks I’m pining after Kendell. Hoping there’s still a chance for us to get back together.”

      “I thought Kendell was a little touched in the head, but it’s hard to believe Dominique is worse. No offense.” I held my hand up.

      “None taken.”

      “She does know Kendell and Landon are engaged?”

      He leaned to the side in his chair. “About that, she’s pissed I didn’t take her to the party.”

      “Why would you?” I shrugged my shoulders. “She pitched a fit at Kendell’s opening. Every time we’re all together she makes it a point to express her dislike for Kendell for no real reason.” I shifted again in my seat. “I’m not taking sides, but Kendell has changed and all of this behavior Dominique has displayed is uncalled for. To be honest, it sounds like she’s jealous.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “What did she say?”

      “It pissed her off even more.”

      I shook my head. “Wow. So what’s next? You better have a plan before your four girlfriends find out and you become their new matchmaking project.”

      “I know.” He shook his head. “I keep asking myself how this happened.”

      “Not every relationship…”

      “I know that. What I’m saying is, how did I become the last man standing? After me pushing Alex to get back out there, I’m the one alone on the island.”

      I felt bad for him. I knew my friend was ready for love, but it seemed love wasn’t ready for him. His sadness was almost worth me doing what I told Alex not to do…fix him up, but with who? I was sure between me and the guys we should know at least one sane and normal woman we could fix him up with. Who was I kidding, all of us were fixed up by one of the girlfriends.

      “I understand how you feel. Do you want me to tell Alex you’re not going with us at the end of the week?”

      “No. I need some space.”

      “Atlanta is going to give you space? I’m not judging, but that’s sort of like going back to the scene of the crime. I know we’ll see a lot of Kendell and Landon.”

      “I know, but it’s like a Band-Aid. I gotta just rip it off.”

      “I hear you, brother.”

      “It would have been nice had she flipped her nut before the holidays.” He half smiled.

      “Please don’t tell me you bought some insane piece of jewelry or something else a little extravagant?”

      “Is this coming from the man who gifted his then girlfriend a very expensive watch with pink diamonds?” he asked sarcastically.

      “In my defense, I knew we were headed to marriage once she let go of her ex-husband,” I retorted.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And I was right. It may have taken her a little while to get on board, but this isn’t about me and Alex. It’s about you and your crazy ex-girlfriend.”

      “No, I didn’t buy expensive jewelry, which was the subject of another argument. I bought her a pair of gold hoops with a diamond stud and a Prada bag.”

      “Not too shabby,” I replied.

      “In her mind it wasn’t good enough.”

      “Please don’t tell me she was expecting a ring?”

      “No. She said I gave her something she already had.”

      My eyes got wide. “What?”

      “Apparently, I wasn’t very considerate when it came to gift giving.”

      “Brother, trust me, you’re much better off without her in your life.”

      “I know, but it—”

      Knock…Knock…Knock…

      “Come in,” he called out.

      The door opened and I smelled her parfum. I looked over my shoulder and there she was. The love of my life. I walked over and met her in the middle of the room.

      “Hey there, Handsome,” Alex said, followed by a sweet kiss.

      “Hey yourself, Beautiful.” I took her hand and escorted her over to one of the chairs in front of Bas’s desk.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I was coming to see if you wanted to grab a late lunch or an early dinner.” I smiled before I kissed the back of her hand.

      She looked at Bas, then at me. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t understand,” I replied.

      “I sense something’s going on.”

      “Nothing is going on,” I replied and looked at Bas.

      “Dominique and I broke up,” Bas announced.

      Her eyes got wide. “Excuse me?” she asked her signature question.

      “Dominique and I broke up,” Bas repeated.

      “Hallelujah,” she yelled and threw her hands up in the air. She walked around and hugged Bas.

      “Alex, sit down,” I said.

      “I’m sorry. How are you doing?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “When did this…Is that why you didn’t bring her to the party?” She walked back and sat on my lap.

      “I didn’t think it would be appropriate to bring my then girlfriend to my ex-girlfriend’s engagement party.”

      “True.” She smiled.

      “Want to stop smiling, babe?” I teased.

      “Too soon?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      She draped one of her arms around my neck. “I know I promised not to…”

      I looked at Bass. “Told you,” I said.

      “What?” Alex looked at me.

      I patted her thigh. “I told Bas the girlfriends were going to break their pact and try to fix him up.”

      “I wasn’t…I mean, I know…it’s my right to…”

      “Babe, no,” I said.

      “You’re right. You need a decent mourning period,” she said.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to ask this. How long would that be?” I asked.

      She shifted a little on my lap. “It depends on a number of variables,” she replied.

      “Variables?” Bas echoed.

      “Yes. Length of relationship, depth of feelings, and reason for the breakup.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked.

      “Trust me, she’s serious,” Bas replied.

      “He’s right. I think Chloe holds the record for shortest grieving period,” Alex said.

      “The Vegas wedding?” I asked.

      “Yes. Unfortunately, I am the current winner of the longest grieving period.” She looked at Bas. “I refuse to let you take my title.”

      “I’m not one of the girlfriends,” Bas replied.

      “On the contrary, sir, you are the conduit.”

      “The what?” Bas asked.

      “You are the only one that has and is privy to both groups’ secrets. There is no way any of us is going to let you walk this road alone,” she said. “Plus, once Mommy and Grams find out Dr. Diva…”

      “Who?” Bas asked.

      “Dr. Diva…that’s what we called her.”

      “No wonder she didn’t think any of you liked her,” Bas replied.

      “It’s not that we didn’t like her…”

      “Really?” Bas asked.

      “Babe, you do know you have a tell.”

      “I didn’t deliver that very well, did I?” she asked.

      “No.” She kissed me. “I’m sorry. I’m sure she’s perfect for someone, just not you. You deserve a woman who appreciates, respects and wants to share your life.”

      “Dominique respected me.”

      “Have you spoken to Chloe?”

      Bas exhaled. “Not since the party.”

      “You know what,” she held her hand up, “I’ve probably said too much.”

      “Why stop now, clearly you’re on a roll,” Bas said.

      “Her preliminary report found something.”

      “What?” Bas asked.

      “Let’s just say you weren’t the only one she was playing doctor with,” Alex replied.

      “What?” Bas asked. “Is she sure…I just asked her a few days ago.”

      “Wait a minute, you asked Chloe to run a check on your girlfriend…I mean, ex-girlfriend?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because something didn’t feel right. She’d been acting a little crazier than normal,” Bas said.

      “There was a normal level of crazy?”

      “I know you didn’t just ask me that,” he replied. “Are you forgetting a similar statement you made about the love of your life?”

      Alex looked at me. “Excuse me?”

      “I love you, babe.” Followed by a poor attempt at a kiss.

      “I love you too. What is this about me being crazy?”

      “Let’s just say, I know who I’m married to, but I wasn’t sure who I was getting involved with,” I replied. “Don’t act surprised. Do you not remember the conversation we had about…”

      “I don’t recall such a conversation.” She smirked.

      “I’m sure you don’t.” I patted her hip.

      She looked at Bas. “Anyway, seems Dr. Diva was taking someone else’s temperature orally, and vice versa,” she replied.

      “Babe, is Chloe sure?” I asked.

      “This is Chloe we’re talking about,” Bas said. “Of course, she’s sure. She’s the one who found out about Jackson.”

      “Not to mention she found out about that stash Landon has.” Alex quickly covered her mouth.

      “What stash?” Bas asked.

      “I can’t believe I let that slip out,” Alex said.

      “Seems the contractor is sitting on a nice little nest egg,” I said.

      “How did you know about that?” Alex asked.

      “Chloe isn’t the only one with a detective on speed dial.” I smiled.

      “As I was saying, Dr. Diva has been taking house calls from a chocolate-bearded brother as well as an Indian silver fox.”

      “What!” Bas exclaimed.

      “In my defense, I didn’t bother to have her checked out.”

      “But you had Landon checked out?” Bas asked.

      “I only did that because he said he was going to propose to Kendell. After Jackson, I agreed with Jason about checking out who was marrying into the family,” I said.

      “Good looking out, babe,” Alex said and fist bumped me.

      “Now if you said you were going to escalate things with Dominique, I would have had her checked out.”

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say,” Bas said.

      “I believe the words you’re looking for are ‘thank you’,” Alex said.

      “Thanks. I know Chloe meant well, but it just makes me feel worse.”

      “Bas…Bas…look at me,” Alex said. “I know you’re hurt and embarrassed, but it could be worse.”

      “How?”

      “You could have married her,” she said.

      “Somehow that doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

      She stood up and adjusted her clothes, and I had to tamp down my excitement. Watching those sexy curves was sparking something inside me. She turned to me. “Babe, I think this calls for a guys’ night.”

      Bas and I looked at her. “Excuse me?” I said.

      “I know you guys have your version of a girlfriends’ truth session or meeting.” She smirked. “Call up the rest of your crew and take your heartbroken member out.”

      “Let me get this straight. You are pushing us to hang out tonight?” I asked.

      “Yes. I don’t want this negative energy around here.” She looked at her watch. “This offer is only good for two hours. If you can’t wrestle the guys by then, the offer is off the table.” She walked around the desk and hugged Bas. “Trust me, this is for the best. Your good thing is on her way. Love you.”

      “Love you, sis.”
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      I was getting married! I still couldn’t believe it. What was even more amazing was the elaborate way Landon proposed. When the girls told me what he did, it made me love him even more. So while I was feeling bad for abandoning him while I was at the restaurant, he was going around town setting up our engagement party.

      God, I love that man.

      He was trying to be quiet, but his cologne gave him away. I loved the way he smelled…spicy…a little chocolatey…leathery with a hint of berries, mixed with his natural pheromones conjured a scent that was uniquely Landon…my fiancé…my soon-to-be husband.

      He eased his large hands around my waist, pulled me to his chest, and kissed my shoulder.

      “Uhm…good morning,” he said. His deep voice was music to my ears.

      “Good morning.” I covered his hands with mine.

      “I love this house.”

      “So do I.” I smiled. “But I was thinking we might need a little more space.”

      “Why?”

      I turned around to face him, slipped my hands around his neck, and locked eyes with him. I raised up on my tiptoes and kissed him. His hands eased down the small of my back, pressing me against him and I could feel him growing excited. This kiss was different. I noticed since we got engaged his kisses were more intense. At first it startled me, but I was getting used to and liking it.

      He slowly pulled back and there was that beautiful smile.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “What were you saying?” he asked.

      “This place is perfect for two, but we’re three.”

      “True, but LJ will be going to college soon, so I think…”

      “Oh.” We hadn’t really talked about more kids. Maybe we should have talked a little more before getting engaged. I love LJ, but I would like to have at least two kids. If Landon doesn’t feel the same, that could be a problem.

      He pulled me closer. “Are we having the kids talk?” He smiled.

      “I guess we are.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry. I should have been clearer.”

      “I’m not sure I like the way that sounds.” I started to tense up.

      He was stone faced. “I would love to have more kids. I wasn’t sure how you felt. I thought after the miscarriage, you might be a little apprehensive.”

      I exhaled and all the blood went from my head back to its flow path in my body. Now it felt as if everything in my world was perfect.

      “You had me terrified.”

      “You…I thought you were about to say you didn’t want any more.” He kissed me. “So you want kids?”

      “Yes. I’d like a couple. What about you?”

      “I want us to be wise. I think two is good. Three is doable, but a lot of work.” He smiled.

      “A lot of work.”

      “Babe, right now it’s only LJ, but more kids means more time. We’ve got to have a plan, not just about college, but those years prior. We’ll be able to keep up this weird schedule while they’re small, but what about when they start school?”

      “I hadn’t thought about that.” I stepped out of his hold and went inside to the dining table and sat down.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “I’m thinking, at some point I might have to give up Tangerine Spice.”

      “Why would you have to do that?” he asked.

      I looked at Landon. I never realized to get the thing I desired the most could mean giving up something else I love.

      “I wouldn’t want our kids hustling about like gypsies. I want them to have stability and friends.

      He smiled and covered my hand with his. “I agree. However, we have options.”

      “We do?”

      “Yes.”

      I know Landon, he was the planner in our relationship. So if he said he had a plan, it was one he’d given a lot of thought.

      “Let’s hear it.” I filled both our cups with coffee.

      “Homeschool.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Homeschool and a nanny.”

      “Sounds good and very expensive. We aren’t Chloe and Collier. That’s how they live.”

      He smiled. “True, we aren’t them. However, we can afford to…”

      I held my hand up. “I’m going to need you to dumb this down for me.”

      “I have…In the early days of my business, I did a job for this start-up. They didn’t have a lot of money, so we struck a deal. They paid me some cash and the rest in company shares.”

      “What exactly are you saying?”

      “The stock they gave me has done very well.”

      “Meaning?”

      “We’ll be okay for the next forty years, give or take.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He squeezed my hand. “I got us, babe. Our family is going to be fine. I got whatever our family needs.”

      “Really?”

      “So, if you want to travel with a nanny and a private tutor, we can do that.” He smiled. “I don’t want you to worry about anything.”

      My mind was a soup of confusion. My man…my fiancé…was a secret rich guy. He was that secret millionaire next door. I looked at him and didn’t know where to start.

      “Uhm…I guess this is as good a time as any to lay it all out on the table.”

      “If that’s what you want.” He sipped some coffee then leaned back in the chair.

      “Does LJ know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That you’re rich.” I sipped a little more coffee.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m rich.”

      I held my hand up. “You wouldn’t?”

      “No. I’m not like Moses, but I’m…we’ll be comfortable.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I love my cousin, but I wouldn’t want that lifestyle.”

      “You wouldn’t?”

      “No.”

      “What about Chloe and Collier?”

      “They’re a different kind of rich. That’s sort of legacy wealth. Chloe is an only child and she’s inheriting…She needs Collier to help her.” He looked a little vexed. I covered his hand. “That didn’t come out right.”

      He smiled. “You want to try that again?”

      “I don’t think I would be where I am if it hadn’t been for you. You have brought me back to life. I see life through your eyes. I see me through your eyes and I have to say, I like me.”

      “You didn’t like you before me?”

      “No. I told you, I was broken. You may not like this, but I have to say it. Bas helped me see myself differently. However, I let past hurt destroy that relationship.”

      “Do you still love him?”

      That was a strange question to ask me less than a week after our engagement. “I think Bas will always be my best guy friend. How do you feel about that?”

      “I may not like it, but I understand it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Somehow, I think he needs your friendship more than you need his.”

      “I agree.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. Alex went through something similar with her first husband.”

      “I didn’t realize Moses was…they seem like…”

      “She’s his second wife as well.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. His first wife died and Alex’s first marriage was complicated and ended in annulment.”

      He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the edge of the unfinished oak table. “When you see them together, you wouldn’t think…I mean, they give off a vibe of long-time love. Huh, who would have thought?”

      “They’re perfect for each other…just like us.” I sipped more coffee. “So, we’re getting married.” I smiled.

      “Yes we are.” He smiled back. “When?”

      “When?”

      “Yes. When are you going to become Mrs. Landon Riley?”

      “I think we should do it after LJ gets out of school.”

      His eyes got wide. “Babe, I don’t think I can wait that long.”

      “If you can’t wait a few months, then…”

      He held his hand up. “Wait a minute. What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about this summer. What were you thinking?”

      “I thought you meant when he graduated.” He laughed.

      “God, no. I know I can’t wait that long.” I smiled.

      “Thank God. You had me scared.”

      He kissed my hand.

      “This summer. Okay, where?”

      “How do you feel about Atlanta?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “This is our wedding. I want your opinion.”

      “And I’m giving it. I’ll follow your lead.”

      “It would be nice to have the reception at the restaurant.”

      “And the ceremony?”

      “If we keep it small…”

      “Is that what you want?”

      I exhaled. “I would really like what Alex and Moses did the first time.”

      “Hold up…the first time?”

      “They basically eloped. It was beautiful…immediate family a handful of close friends
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