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      They say friends make the best lovers...

      

      After a bitter divorce, Jackson Norwood never thought he’d fall in love again. Especially not with his best friend, Essence Priestly. His attraction to her is the most powerful thing he’s felt in a long time, and he doesn’t just want her as a lover. He wants her to be his wife. Yet she’s determined to keep their relationship strictly platonic.

      Jackson means everything to Essence and her son, and she’s torn between her love for him and the fear of ruining their years of friendship. But after an impulsive, passionate weekend together, she can’t deny their chemistry is off the charts. Jackson woke up the part of her she thought died years ago, and Essence is tempted to let him have what he wants—her.

      But drama from his ex-wife is enough to challenge the strongest connection. Will Essence and Jackson’s reinvented relationship buckle under the pressure? Or will their bond grow stronger and lead them to their happily ever after?
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      “You have some explaining to do.”

      Essence Priestly jerked her head to the left, surprised to see her sister, Cree, standing next to her. So deep in thought she hadn’t heard her approach. Partly because of the activity swirling around her outside the hotel’s ballroom.

      Today was her youngest sister, Dorian, and Lynix’s wedding day. It could easily be classified as the event of the year. They’d had a glamorous wedding ceremony at the most spectacular cathedral in Chicago that Essence had ever stepped into. At least four hundred guests were in attendance, and on top of that, it was New Year’s Eve. That meant there’d be a double celebration tonight—the wedding reception and ushering in the new year.

      Essence had initially frowned at the idea of a New Year’s Eve wedding. Especially in Chicago when the weather was unpredictable, and on an evening known to be one of the wildest nights of the year in the city.

      However, now she saw the appeal of getting married this time of year. Everything from the elegant décor, the gorgeous outfits, and the electric energy pulsing all around her.

      Dorian might’ve wanted a small, intimate wedding, but between their parents and the social expectations of her wealthy in-laws, clearly, she and Lynix had been overruled. Still, the day had been amazing. Essence had no doubt the reception, held in one of the swankiest hotels that Dorian’s new husband’s family owned, would be even more impressive.

      Cree bumped Essence’s shoulder with her own, effectively jerking Essence out of her thoughts.

      “Come with me,” Cree insisted quietly, tugging her away from the rest of the wedding party. “We’re having this conversation whether you want to or not.”

      Essence went with her, though struggling to keep up with her in high heels and the long, flowing bridesmaid dress. Unlike Cree, who wore high heels as if they were gym shoes, Essence wasn’t used to them.

      As a registered nurse, most days she wore child-friendly scrubs with teddy bears on them and comfortable clogs. Not glamorous, strapless evening gowns that made her feel like royalty and highlighted all her womanly assets.

      Cree didn’t stop moving until she found a secluded corner. They were far enough away not to be heard but close enough to see the group and know when it was time to enter the ballroom.

      Her sister whirled on her. “I can’t believe you brought a date to the wedding!” Cree whisper-shouted. “What the hell is wrong with you? How could you invite someone to be your plus one when you’ve had the same plus one for umpteen years? The same plus one who you knew you’d be paired with for the wedding. That means something happened between you and Jackson, and I want to know what it is.”

      Essence sighed, and with the back of her hand, she dabbed at the perspiration dotting her forehead. She wasn’t having a hot flash, but she felt warmer than she should considering the temperature inside the hotel was comfortable. Earlier in the summer, she had started experiencing signs of perimenopause. At thirty-nine, she had hoped any form of menopause would be in the distant future. Apparently not because, over the last few weeks between the moodiness, body aches, and night sweats, she was well on her way.

      She looked at her sister, whose narrowed eyes bore into her. Normally, Cree was her confidant, but there were some aspects of her life Essence had no intention of sharing. Especially when it came to her feelings for Jackson. Tonight, all topics surrounding him were off-limits.

      “I know you’re keeping secrets because no way would you invite a date when you knew Jackson was a part of the wedding. What happened? Are you guys on the outs? What did you do? Because I know it was you. Please tell me you’re not still pushing that man away.”

      “It’s… it’s complicated.” Before Essence could say more, Jackson snagged her attention from across the room. He was waving them over as the wedding party started lining up in front of the ballroom’s main door. Thankfully, it was still closed, meaning they had a little more time.

      Essence lifted a finger, silently saying to him that she’d be there in a minute. First, she had to deal with her nosy sister. Things between her and Jackson were indeed complicated, and inviting her date, Romero, only made the evening awkward.

      “We’d better get in line,” Essence said, and when she walked away, Cree grabbed her arm.

      “This isn’t over. We’re going to talk about this before the end of the night. No way am I going to stand by and let you mess up the best thing that’s ever happened to you, and that would be Jackson. You’ve been acting strange since we returned from Atlanta,” Cree insisted.

      Essence kept her mouth shut. The last weekend of October, she and Cree had spent a few days in Atlanta, along with Jackson and Cree’s husband, Tristan. It was Essence’s son, Tray’s, first year at Clark Atlanta University, and they’d gone for family weekend.

      “And by the look on your face, I’d guess something happened, and now you’re running scared,” Cree continued. “That’s the only reason I can come up with that would explain—”

      “Cree,” Essence ground out in a warning tone that used to work when they were kids.

      Essence was two years older than her sister, and they were the oldest of five children. Back then, it was them against the world, and they shared everything. But right now, Essence didn’t want to talk. She didn’t even want to think about that trip.

      “Ohhh, it’s something big,” Cree said as she moved in closer, her eyes wild with excitement. “Tell me what happened.”

      As an attorney, a very good one at that, Cree was masterful at getting information out of people. When she sensed something wasn’t quite right, she was like a dog with a bone. She wouldn’t let it go until she got the answers she wanted. This might be one of those times, but Essence wasn’t sharing anything until she was good and ready.

      “I love you, sis, but shouldn’t you be focusing on all the things going on in your own life instead of butting into mine?”

      Cree had recently left a law firm where she’d made partner. The prestige that came with the role hadn’t been enough to keep her there, and now, she was in the process of opening her own sports agency. She and Tristan, a former NFL superstar running back, were also newly married and were expecting their first child.

      “How I choose to live my life is my business unless I make it yours,” Essence ground out, trying to keep the irritation building inside of her at bay. “And right now, I’m telling you to back off.”

      Cree released a wicked laugh and moved even closer. Close enough for Essence to smell her minty breath. She was a few inches shorter than Cree, even with high heels.

      “I love you too, sis,” Cree said. “And telling me to back off is like inviting me into your drama. Especially after the way you did your share of butting into my business when Tristan and I were trying to get our act together.

      “Okay, we’ll discuss this later, but understand,” Cree continued, “your business is my business because I want the best for you. So deal with it.”

      With her head held high and a smile gracing her ruby-red lips, Cree stepped around her and sashayed away like she was a runway model. She was acting as if they hadn’t just been arguing.

      “Ugh,” Essence growled under her breath and followed her. Sometimes there was nothing worse than nosy siblings, and all four of hers happened to be the worst.

      As she neared the group, Essence’s attention automatically zoned in on Jackson, and her heart banged against her chest. At forty-years-old, six-feet-two, with skin the color of smooth mocha, and gorgeous hazel-brown eyes, the man stood out in any crowd. Tonight was no different. If anything, he was even more alluring than usual, and she hated that she noticed.

      She and Jackson had been friends for over sixteen years, but it hadn’t been until recently that she had started noticing a few notable details about him. Like how wide his shoulders looked in a black tuxedo, or how his broad chest made her want to rest her head against it. And she couldn’t help but be zoned in on how kissable his tempting lips were when he lazily swiped his tongue across them the way he’d just done.

      This is not good. No way should she be fiending for her best friend.

      And this was why she had brought a date. What she was feeling for Jackson wasn’t right. Heck, what they were feeling for each other wasn’t right. It could ruin everything. So what if a few months ago he professed his love for her and told her he wanted her as more than a friend? So what if her feelings were the same? And so what if he was the first person she thought about when she woke up each morning and the last person she thought about when she closed her eyes at night? They couldn’t cross that line from friends to lovers.

      Her mind suddenly flashed to memories of their recent trip to Atlanta. It had been one of the best trips they’d ever taken together and more fun than she’d had in a long time. But she had made a mistake. A mistake she couldn’t take back and a mistake that couldn’t be repeated. She knew it, and Jackson knew it too, though he didn’t see it that way.

      Still, it didn’t matter what he thought. She couldn’t risk them taking their relationship to the next level for several reasons. The main one being he was her best friend. A best friend who was her confidant, her road dog, the person she did almost everything with. Jackson was even like a father to her college-aged son. Basically, he meant too much to her to endanger their friendship.

      So why were butterflies fluttering inside her gut and her girlie parts sparking to life as she neared him?

      Heat rushed to her face as his intuitive gaze took her in, and she almost fanned herself.

      Just be cool or at least try to be, she told herself.

      “Everything okay?” Jackson asked when she eased into line next to him.

      Hell no, everything wasn’t okay, she wanted to scream, but instead she said, “Yeah, everything is fine. Cree is being her usual pain-in-the-you-know-what self,” Essence said and looped her arm with his, which was how they were told to enter the ballroom.

      Goodness, he smelled amazing, but that wasn’t anything new. His sandalwood scent with a hint of something spicy was a part of him. The man was every woman’s dream. Tall, dark, and ridiculously gorgeous. He was also one of the kindest human beings Essence had ever met. Add that to the fact that he was a badass firefighter, with the self-confidence and swag to go along with the title, and you had an irresistible man.

      Jackson lowered his head and whispered, “Are you feeling any better? You still look a little tired.”

      That was something else about him—he noticed everything. It wasn’t just that. He truly cared about her well-being, and it showed in everything he did for her. He was a good guy, and today he’d been extra kind and patient with her.

      Earlier at the church, minutes before it had been their turn to walk down the aisle, a bout of light-headedness gripped her, and Jackson had noticed. For an introvert, she’d been overwhelmed with all that was going on around her. And when it came time to walk down the aisle, it felt like she’d pass out. Not only had the aisle seemed a block long, and she’d had to walk it in high heels, but there’d been hundreds of guests in attendance. She had never been a fan of crowds, especially if the attention was on her.

      Essence hadn’t been sure if the nauseating feeling had been brought on by nervousness, or if it had more to do with the long hours and extra shifts she’d been working at the hospital during the holiday. She had also volunteered a few hours at her best friend’s women’s shelter, and the long days were starting to catch up to her.

      “Essence?” Jackson said, concern in his tone.

      She waved him off. “I’m all right,” she finally said, and when she looked into his eyes, her skin prickled. There was so much love radiating in his eyes that it almost made her weak in the knees.

      Gawd! Why’d he have to be so great?

      Jackson didn’t look convinced, but then his gaze drifted to something just beyond her, and he tightened his hold on her arm. It took a lot to anger him, but the look on his face spoke volumes. He was pissed, and she wondered what...

      Oh crap, she thought when she turned to see what had snagged his attention. Romero. Her date. He was hurrying toward them.

      Essence started to pull away from Jackson, but he held firm to her arm. “Jackson, please,” she ground out. “Don’t start anything.”

      “I can’t believe you invited that bastard,” he mumbled only loud enough for her to hear.

      Instead of responding, she huffed out a breath and eased away from him. Not wanting Romero to get anywhere near Jackson, she headed toward him.

      She and Romero had met at work a few years ago. He was a physician assistant, and though they’d seen each other in passing often enough, it was only recently he’d started asking her out. The timing couldn’t have been better since she’d been trying to put distance between herself and Jackson.

      Romero was what the girls in high school used to refer to as a pretty boy. Curly hair that he kept cut short, fair skin, and light-brown eyes. He was close to Jackson’s height, but Romero had more of a runner’s build while Jackson was broader and muscular.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hey, pretty lady,” he said with a smile, his eyes giving her another onceover but lingered on her breasts for a beat longer than what would be considered appropriate. “You look amazing.”

      Though he had seen her earlier and told her the same thing, she thanked him. Essence knew they were garnering unwanted attention, so they needed to hurry whatever this was along. “What’s up?”

      “I told you I was on call today, and unfortunately, I’ve been called into work. I’m sorry, baby. I had hoped I wouldn’t get paged, but duty calls. I have to help with an emergency surgery.”

      “No problem. I understand.” And she did. His leaving was a blessing in disguise.

      Cree had been right, though Essence would never tell her that, but she shouldn’t have invited him to the wedding. It was awkward at best having him there when her feelings for Jackson were messing with her head. She and Romero had only gone out a few times, and though they’d been spending more time together, she knew the relationship wasn’t going anywhere. She liked him, but not enough for anything serious to develop between them.

      Romero glanced behind her, probably catching an evil glare from Jackson, before returning his attention to her. He gently grabbed hold of her hand and squeezed. “I wanted to bring in the new year with you, but I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Go ahead and get going, and I’ll talk to you soon. Take care and Happy New Year.”

      After a slight hesitation, he said, “Happy New Year to you too.” He leaned in to kiss her, and Essence turned her head a second before his lips would’ve touched hers. Instead, the kiss landed on her cheek.

      That was close.

      Too close.

      Essence eased her hand from his and tried to ignore the disappointment in his eyes. She touched his arm and smiled.

      Just then, she spotted the wedding coordinators, and it was time for the wedding party to enter the ballroom.

      “Oh shoot. I gotta go. Take care and drive safely,” she said and rushed back to the line.

      Jackson said nothing when she linked her arm with his again, and that wasn’t good. Essence could feel the tension oozing from him when normally he was the most laid-back person she knew.

      She hated this. She hated that, even though she had nixed the idea of her and Jackson dating, the shift in their relationship might still change everything between them. That was exactly what she hadn’t wanted to happen. Which was why she had decided to start dating again. Something she hadn’t really done much of since her eighteen-year-old son had been born.

      Maybe she was going about this all wrong, but she didn’t know what else to do to discourage Jackson from pursuing more than a friendship with her. She might’ve been in love with him, but she still wasn’t willing to let it destroy the most important relationship she had. Jackson was her best friend, and he had to remain that way.

      But what about Atlanta? The irritating voice in the back of her mind screamed.

      Essence gave her head a shake, as if that would keep the memories at bay. She was trying so hard to forget about the one night of weakness the two of them had shared.

      Damn her body for overruling her brain back then.

      She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t.
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      Jackson Norwood tried not to let his frustration show, but if the way his face heated, he knew he was failing miserably. He tried to relax his jaw, but it was clenched hard enough to crack his teeth. All because he didn’t want to say something he might regret later.

      What the hell had Essence been thinking, inviting that guy to her sister’s wedding? She hadn’t made it a secret that she’d started dating. Jackson had met Romero recently when he dropped by Essence’s house only to find the dude there to take her to dinner. To say he’d been shocked, then pissed, would be an understatement.

      But today? Saying goodbye to the old year and ringing in the new year had always been their thing. Just the two of them. Sure, they’d celebrated as friends, but still, how could Essence throw a date with another man in his face? Tonight—New Year’s Eve—of all nights!

      Nah, that wasn’t okay. And then her so-called date had the audacity to kiss her, knowing everyone was watching.

      Jackson wanted to punch something. Preferably, the smug bastard. The man was lucky the kiss missed Essence’s lips. Otherwise, Jackson punching him might’ve come to fruition. He didn’t want any other man’s hands or mouth anywhere on her gorgeous body. She was his, and he’d be damned if pretty boy Romero thought he could stroll into her life and claim her as his own.

      Jackson couldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t. He just had to show Essence that their friendship wouldn’t be in jeopardy if they became a couple. Right now, she was spooked, and it was his fault. He came on too strong earlier in the summer when he professed his love for her, and then there was their trip to Atlanta.

      God, they’d had a good time that weekend. Even if it had her running scared now, he had no regrets. Those few days had proved what he already knew—they belonged together.

      Essence jostled his arm, the one she was holding on to, and Jackson glanced down at her. Even in heels, she was still several inches shorter, looking absolutely stunning in the black strapless evening gown. She didn’t dress up often, but when she did, man, she took his breath away.

      Her shoulder-length hair, with light-brown highlights, was pulled into an intricate twist on top of her head. A couple of wispy strands framed her gorgeous, golden-brown face, making her look soft and sexy.

      Rarely did Essence wear makeup. She didn’t need it, but tonight, it enhanced her doe-shaped eyes, accentuated her long eyelashes, and the deep red lipstick enticed him to kiss her. Something he planned to do later. He’d get to taste those sweet lips before the night was over.

      In the meantime, he’d just admire them and the rest of her luscious body. She was the perfect size with more-than-a-handful breasts that looked hella good in the form-fitting gown. The garment skimmed over her curvy body, only adding to her goddess-like appearance.

      But right now, she was fidgeting. She was also fingering the heart-shaped silver and diamond locket that hung from a thin silver chain around her neck. That meant she was nervous.

      Jackson had given her the necklace over ten years ago for her birthday, and she wore it every day. Even today, when the bridesmaids were only supposed to wear the diamond-studded choker that Dorian had gifted them along with their beautiful dresses and shoes.

      Knowing Essence defied the rules and still wore the necklace he’d given her gave him hope. She might’ve been somewhat dating Romero, but he wasn’t important to her. If he were, she wouldn’t still be wearing a necklace that another man gave her.

      Considering that, Jackson relaxed a bit. Romero was no threat to him or his relationship with Essence. Still, Jackson needed to up his game when it came to proving to her that she and he belonged together.

      When she continued fidgeting, he lowered his head. As he moved his mouth close to her ear, he got a whiff of her enticing perfume. The floral scent was different from what she normally wore but no less potent.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      She shivered against him, and Jackson couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across his mouth. He loved having an effect on her, no matter how small. Yeah, she’d be all his one day, and he looked forward to the moment when she conceded they belonged together as more than friends.

      “A little,” she whispered back as the wedding coordinators walked the line, making sure everyone was in place.

      Jackson tightened his hold on Essence’s arm, that was still looped through his. “Relax. I got you.”

      “Remember, don’t sit down until after the bride and groom enter the room. Oh and smile! It’s showtime,” one of the wedding coordinators said as the doors were opened. Then Jackson, Essence, and the rest of the wedding party danced their way into the ballroom.

      They’d been practicing for weeks, and as the group shuffled, twirled, and bopped their way into the room, Jackson could admit all the practicing had paid off. The high-energy drum solo that ushered them in only added to the fun and excitement, which got the guests to their feet. Laughter, clapping, and a few whistles filled the huge space as the wedding party moved across the dance floor in unison. They didn’t stop until they reached the platform which held a long table to accommodate all of them.

      “All right, people. Let’s give it up for the bride and groom’s wedding party!” someone screamed through the speakers. As the crowd settled down, the person kept talking, giving Jackson and the others time to catch their breath.

      “That was fun,” he said close to Essence’s ear. “But I don’t know if we need all of this for our wedding.” He hoped she didn’t want anything this elaborate because he would prefer something small and intimate.

      Essence elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Ow!” He laughed quietly, then grinned at the glare she shot him.

      He loved messing with her, though he was serious about their wedding. It was only a matter of time. They already loved each other. All that was left was her willingness to commit to more than a friendship.

      It was ironic that he was looking forward to the day when she pledged her undying love for him and agreed to be his wife. Considering he had vowed never to get married again, he couldn’t wait until Essence was officially his.

      Funny how the right woman could change a man’s total perspective when it came to holy matrimony. Because his ex-wife, Savannah, had almost ruined him for anyone else. Her lies and betrayal made him realize early in their marriage that she hadn’t been the woman she’d led him to believe she was. Granted, many years after being divorced, they’d made peace and could be cordial.

      Jackson credited some of that to Essence. She had taught him the importance of forgiveness, and as their friendship grew, she proved to him that all women weren’t the same. Some, like her, could be trusted.
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        * * *

      

      How was she going to get through this evening without a date? Essence wasn’t sure. Having Romero there was supposed to be a distraction to help her not obsess over Jackson, but that plan had backfired. If anything, Essence’s body was more in tune to him than ever before, and his presence was making her crazy.

      Maybe if she focused on everything else around her and not him, she could get through the evening.

      Taking a deep breath in, she released it slowly and glanced around the space while they waited for Dorian and Lynix to make their entrance.

      From her vantage point, on a makeshift stage that held a long table for the eighteen of them, plus two seats in the middle for the bride and groom, Essence could see the entire room. The spectacular decor, in black, white, and silver, made for a gorgeous wedding reception space while also being a little edgy for a New Year’s Eve celebration.

      The live band was set up on the left side, and in the middle of the room, right in front of her, was the large dance floor. What appeared to be a minimum of fifty round tables, with eight guests at each, were strategically placed around the space. Tall crystal centerpieces on every table glittered like diamonds. They were a nice addition to the table settings that were elegant with a fun touch—black and white clocks on each one, so guests would know when it was time for the New Year countdown.

      Clearly, no expense had been spared, but what was probably Essence’s favorite feature in the room—the ceiling. Though the space was well lit, toward the ceiling, where the lights were dim, there were thousands of twinkling lights scattered up high to look like stars against a black sky. It almost felt like they were outside beneath the stars. Absolutely beautiful.

      Two of the wedding coordinators moved to the main doors that had been closed again, and on cue, the band began playing Find Someone Like You by Snoh Aalegra. In slow motion, the women pushed the doors open, and there stood Dorian and Lynix.

      Oohs, ahhs, and gasps filled the space, and Essence smiled at the sight of her sister and her new husband.

      Dorian had three dresses that she’d planned to change into during her big day. Though her regal, princess-like wedding gown had been jaw-dropping gorgeous, like something out of a fairy tale, the one she was currently wearing was Essence’s favorite. The sleek pearl-colored evening gown with black and silver accents shimmered under the lights and highlighted her sister’s petite but perfect figure. She looked stunning.

      Beside her, Lynix stood staring at Dorian with stars in his eyes and the look of a man who was truly in love. Like Dorian, he had changed clothes and now sported a white dinner jacket with black lapels and black pants.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, introducing Mr. and Mrs. Mathews!”

      As the couple made their way into the room, hand in hand, the cheering was deafening but slowly tapered off when the two reached the dance floor. Lynix pulled Dorian into his arms, kissing her tenderly as they slow danced.

      Essence placed her hand over her heart as tears pricked her eyes. She’d been emotional off and on throughout the day. Any other time, she would’ve thought her emotional state was hormonal, but Dorian and Lynix were such an adorable couple. The love they shared for each other could be felt the moment they were in your presence.

      That’s what Essence wanted. She wanted to share the rest of her life with a man who looked at her the way Lynix was looking at Dorian. She also wanted someone who adored her as much as Dorian’s new husband adored her.

      The moment the thought entered Essence’s mind, she glanced up at Jackson. She shouldn’t have been surprised to see him watching her because, for much of the day, his gaze had been on her. Still, she swallowed hard at the way his pretty eyes searched hers. Damn him for looking at her with so much love and passion.

      The same look that Lynix had been giving Dorian.

      Essence groaned internally, but then her attention snapped back to the dance floor when the music changed abruptly. At first, she didn’t recognize the song, not until the lead singer started belting out the words to Sure Thing by Miguel. That’s when Lynix and Dorian pulled apart and started grinning as they did a choreographed dance to the song.

      Essence laughed. She had known they had a dance planned but hadn’t expected anything this elaborate or fun. The guests went wild. Essence couldn’t believe how animated her sister was being. The two of them were the most introverted ones in the family. Neither enjoyed crowds nor being the center of attention. Yet Dorian looked as if she was having the time of her life. Of course, Lynix was as cool as ever as the two of them moved fluidly, as if they’d been dancing together forever.

      I love, love.

      She enjoyed seeing people in love, and more than that, she enjoyed being around happy couples. Maybe it was because it gave her hope that one day she’d have what…

      Essence startled when someone touched the small of her back, and she didn’t have to look to see who owned the large hand. She knew. Not just because Jackson had been standing next to her. No, it was because his touch was practically branded into her skin, and she wasn’t a hundred percent sure when that happened.

      “Are you okay? Cathy signaled for us to take our seats,” Jackson whispered in her ear. He didn’t wait for her to respond. Instead, he gently gripped her elbow and directed her to sit in the chair he had pulled out for her.

      How long had she been staring into space? Long enough for Dorian and Lynix to join them at the table, and servers scurried around delivering salad plates.

      Jackson slid an arm along the back of her chair, and Essence turned to look at him as he leaned in closer. “What’s going on? You’ve been zoning out for much of the day. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

      Essence stared at him. Lately, he had a way of looking at her that practically made her panties melt. Actually, it was the look he was giving her now. The one where his eyes searched hers and appeared more hazel than brown. They held so much fire in them that it sent heat soaring through her body.

      If Essence didn’t know better, she would think Jackson was trying to get her all hot and bothered.

      No. No, she wasn’t all right. She was uncomfortable, tired, and Jackson’s nearness was wreaking havoc on every part of her body. She wanted things to go back to the way they were between them when they attended events together. Normally, they’d be chatting it up and joking about something going on around them. Or they’d be talking about their week, comparing notes regarding their hectic jobs.

      But no, this past summer, Jackson had ruined everything by talking of love and dating and them being a couple. Why’d he put all that in her head? His admission had forced her to acknowledge, to herself, how her feelings for him had changed too. He was so much more than her best friend, and she didn’t know what to do with these strong feelings she had for him. All she could think about were his sweet kisses, his heated touch, and the way he had thoroughly loved on her body weeks ago. Actually, it had been almost two months ago, and…

      She cursed under her breath and lowered her gaze. She had to stop this. She had to stop thinking about something that would never happen again. If only they could’ve left well enough alone, she wouldn’t be feeling irritable. Or maybe it was exhaustion and hunger that had her acting out of character.

      Or maybe it’s sexual frustration, that annoying voice in the back of her head screamed. Whatever the heck it was, it was driving her nuts.

      “Talk to me,” Jackson said quietly as a server placed a delicious-looking salad in front of Essence.

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” she snapped before she could catch herself, then stabbed a fork into her salad.

      What she wanted to do was make everyone around them disappear so she could climb into Jackson’s lap and reenact one of his toe-curling kisses like the one they’d shared in…

      Stop it! Okay, it had to be sexual frustration that was fueling her funky attitude. She never used to snap at Jackson.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled but didn’t dare look at him. Yet she could feel his attention on her as silence fell between them.

      God, she couldn’t wait until this night was over. She was clearly losing her mind.

      If Jackson kept looking at her, talking to her, or touching her, they were going to have a problem. She was suddenly horny and her determination to keep him at bay was weakening. She was defenseless against his handsome face, his incredible scent, and memories of...

      Essence growled under her breath. It was as if her emotions were playing tug of war, and her mind was the rope. She could feel more than see some of her family members at the table turn in her direction. If anyone said anything about Jackson, her missing date, or anything else for that matter, she might stab them with her fork.

      Oh great. Now she could add murderous to the list of emotions overpowering her.

      This was ridiculous. She needed to get herself together. Maybe a stiff drink would help. Or maybe she should have sex with Jackson again and get him out of her system once and for all.

      Yeah, like that would actually work. Once or even twice would never be enough with a man like him, especially since she’d had a taste of the forbidden fruit.

      And that was the problem.
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      It was amazing what a shot of tequila could do for a person’s nerves. That’s all it took for Essence to get through the last couple of hours. She finally had a handle on her emotions and was enjoying the reception, which now felt more like a party.

      Though her appetite hadn’t been great, the dinner had been as impressive as the rest of the day’s festivities. Now, with the open bar, servers carrying around more hors d’oeuvres, and a dessert table fit for royalty, the celebration was in high gear. The wedding planners thought of everything, and yes, she was having a good time, but Essence was eager for the night to end.

      She had managed to find a semiprivate spot off to the side where she could sip her red wine while watching the happenings in the ballroom from a short distance. But then she saw Cree heading in her direction. So much for privacy. Clearly, there was no hiding from her family.

      “Why don’t you just screw Jackson’s brains out and put us all out of our misery.”

      Essence gasped at Cree’s comment, and her cheeks heated when an older couple walking past, turned and looked at her over their shoulder.

      “I. Can. Not. Believe. You. Just. Said. That,” she seethed. “And why’d you have to say it so loudly?”

      But what was just as bad was that Cree had only vocalized what Essence had been thinking during dinner earlier. Still, this was not a topic she wanted to discuss in public.

      Cree snorted a laugh. “I said it loudly because I wanted to be heard over the music. Besides, someone had to call you out on how you’ve been watching Jackson all night. I can see hearts in your eyes blinking like a neon sign. But at least you have a good reason to be staring at him, not sure about your mother though. She’s been staring at you all day. As a matter of fact, she’s looking at you now.”

      Essence followed Cree’s line of vision across the room, through a small opening of people, and sure enough, Virginia Priestly was watching them. She was standing with her sister and a couple of other women, but she wasn’t paying attention to whatever was being said. Her gaze was solely on her and Cree.

      “What’s up with that?” Cree asked.

      “How do you know she’s looking at me and not you?” Essence asked, though she had felt their mother’s eyes on her all evening.

      At first, she figured it was because their mom felt sorry for her. Essence was the oldest, yet she was the only one of her siblings who wasn’t married. And yes, Essence knew for the next few months that everyone would be looking at her with pity, asking if she was dating anyone. Or worse, trying to fix her up with one of their sons, grandsons, or neighbors.

      But no one would be worse than her mother. The woman was always up to something.

      Over a year ago, her mom had decided she wanted more grandchildren. Which in her mind meant she had to get her kids married off as soon as possible. She’d been on a matchmaking voyage, especially with Essence and her three sisters, determined to find them the perfect mate.

      It drove them all crazy, including Dorian, who ended up having the last laugh by fake dating Lynix. Who knew it would turn into something real?

      Her sisters, Nyla and Cree, had always been good at tuning their mother out and managed to find their own mates. All of them had gotten married within the last twelve months, even their brother, Zion. He not only found his mate, Raven—who he’d had a one-night stand with months earlier—but he learned he had twins with her.

      Essence’s parents were excited about how much the family had grown within a year, especially her mother. And now that she had more grandkids, including Cree and Tristan’s child due in around seven months, she was ecstatic. Yet, it wouldn’t be enough for her until Essence, the only single one left, was married off. There was no doubt in her mind that her mother was coming for her.

      “I’m seriously thinking about moving to Atlanta,” Essence blurted. “I need to get away from Mom before she tries fixing me up with someone from her church or some other random guy.”

      Essence was somewhat kidding, but months ago, she really had considered relocating. Not to get away from her mother, but to be closer to her son. Tray was her life, and now that he was away at college, she wanted to move to be near him.

      Too bad he hated the idea. Hated it with a passion and made it clear, with the help of Cree and Jackson, that she should stay in Chicago and let him live his life.

      “Not this again,” Cree murmured. “I thought we agreed that—”

      “I’m kidding, kinda, but I’m concerned Mom is going to start back with her matchmaking schemes.”

      “She won’t. She loves Jackson and assumes, like the rest of us, you guys are already a couple. Maybe that’s why she’s been watching you. Because she thinks something is wrong between the two of you. You know I was thinking. Maybe—”

      Essence lifted her hands. “Please, Cree. Give me a break about Jackson.”

      Cree huffed out a breath and after a long hesitation, she said, “Fine. I’ll stop.”

      Essence narrowed her eyes. “You’ll stop? Just like that?”

      “Yes, just like that. It’s clear you’re hiding something, but I’ll lay off tonight.”

      Okay, that was too easy. Which could only mean Cree was up to something, but Essence wouldn’t question her sister’s sudden willingness to back off. She’d take a
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