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Chapter 1: The Fruit Market 
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The Saturday morning humidity was already starting to rise off the pavement, thick and heavy, the way it always did in July. I checked my reflection in the plate-glass window of the boutique next to the market. I had on a high-waisted, acid-washed denim skirt that hugged every curve, paired with a crisp white tank that felt cool against my skin. My curls were acting right, falling down my back like a dark, silken waterfall. I caught my reflection—light brown eyes, skin glowing—and I felt like a queen. I was Renee Buchanan, twenty-eight, corporate banking professional, and I was about to be spoiled today.

I walked toward the market, the rhythmic click-clack of my heels on the concrete acting as my own personal soundtrack. The neighborhood was alive. A beat-up Jeep Cherokee rolled by, bass thumping a Jodeci track, the windows vibrating with the R&B melody. I could hear the vendors shouting prices, the smell of damp earth and sweet produce filling the air.

My mother, Ruby, was the one who taught me how to walk like I owned the sidewalk. But she also taught me about the shadows. “Renee,” she’d say, stirring her coffee, her gaze piercing, “there are men who will look at you and see a prize to be stolen. They don’t want to build with you; they want to consume you. They’ll tell you they’re free, but they’re wearing a ring on their soul, even if they leave it off their finger.”

I pushed her voice to the back of my mind. I was hungry for fresh peaches and a weekend of nothing but leisure. I waded into the market crowd, maneuvering through the sea of people.

That’s when I saw him.

He was leaning against a stack of wooden crates, looking like he’d stepped right off the pages of a magazine. He wore a crisp, dark-colored polo, the sleeves hugging arms that looked like they spent a lot of time at the gym. His watch was a flash of gold in the morning sun. He wasn't just handsome; he had that polished, dangerous look that made my pulse jump. He was watching me. Not scanning the crowd—watching me.

I went for a crate of peaches, my fingers brushing the fuzzy skin of the fruit, trying to ignore the heat radiating from him.

"Those look good," he said, his voice a low, smooth baritone that seemed to cut right through the noise of the market. "But if you’re looking for something sweet, you’re looking in the wrong place."

I didn't turn around right away. I let him wait. I smoothed my skirt, feeling the confidence of a woman who didn't need a man to validate her day. Then, I turned.

"I'm just buying fruit, sir," I said, my voice steady, putting a little extra sass on the last word. "Don't read too much into a Saturday grocery run."

He chuckled, and it wasn't a nervous laugh. It was the laugh of a man who knew exactly what he was doing. He stepped closer, and I caught the scent of his cologne—musky, expensive, something that hung in the air long after he stood near me.

"I'm Harrison," he said, extending his hand.

I looked at that hand. It was strong, steady. My mind flickered to a vague warning from my mom, but it was drowned out by the way the sun caught the gold in his eyes. I was a grown woman. I was smart. I was capable.

I reached out and took his hand. His grip was firm, electric. The moment our skin touched, the world around us seemed to blur. The music from the passing cars, the shouting vendors, the heat of the morning—it all faded into the background.

"Renee," I replied.

"Renee," he repeated, tasting the name like it was something he’d been waiting for.

I knew, in that split second, that I was playing with fire. But for the first time in a long time, the fire felt like exactly what I wanted. 
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Chapter 2: The Afterglow
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The rest of the morning at the fruit market was a blur. I walked away with my bag of peaches and strawberries, but my mind was still back at those wooden crates, replaying the way Harrison’s voice sounded when he said my name. It was a deep, velvet tone that seemed to vibrate right through me. I reached my car—a pristine, silver sedan that looked as polished as I felt—and tossed my groceries into the passenger seat.

I caught my reflection in the rearview mirror, checking my lipstick. I’d gone with a deep, brick-red shade—very trendy that season—that made my light brown eyes pop. I looked good. I looked like a woman who had just been checked out by the most attractive man she’d seen in months.

“Focus, Renee,” I muttered to myself, cranking the engine. The radio flickered to life, and the smooth, sultry vocals of Toni Braxton’s "You're Makin' Me High" filled the cabin. It was perfect. A little too perfect.

I headed back to my apartment, a high-rise with a view of the city skyline that I’d worked hard to afford. I was a corporate banker, after all. I didn't deal in mess; I dealt in assets and liabilities. And right then, Harrison felt like a high-value asset.

When I got home, I laid out my fruit, but I couldn't stop thinking about the way his fingers had felt against mine. My mother’s voice crept into my head—“Renee, a man who moves that smooth usually has something to hide”—but I shoved it aside. Momma was old school. She grew up in a different time, a time where people were more predictable. I lived in a world where you had to be bold, take risks, and trust your intuition. My intuition was telling me that Harrison was exactly what I needed to spice up my life.

I spent the rest of the day in a haze, choosing my outfit for that evening with agonizing precision. I pulled out a black, sleeveless mock-neck top and a pair of fitted trousers that hugged my waist and thighs—the kind of look that said I was professional, but I knew how to let my hair down. I spent extra time on my curls, using a little extra mousse to make sure they stayed defined and bouncy.

Just as I was putting on my gold hoop earrings, my pager—a sleek, compact device clipped to my belt—went off.

My heart did a little flip. I checked the number. It wasn't one I recognized. I quickly went to the wall-mounted landline in my kitchen, my fingers trembling slightly as I punched in the numbers. It was a reflex, a habit of a woman who wanted to be available, but only for the right person.

"Hello?" I said, trying to keep my voice cool, unaffected.

"Renee."

It was him. I didn't even have to ask. The sound of his voice sent a jolt of electricity straight down my spine, warmer than the summer heat outside.

"Harrison," I said, a smile pulling at the corners of my mouth. I leaned against the counter, suddenly feeling very, very excited.

"I was thinking about those peaches," he said, his voice teasing. "And the woman who was picking them out. Are you busy, or can I convince you to let me show you how a real man spends a Saturday night?"

I looked at my reflection in the oven glass. I looked sharp. I looked ready. I thought about the movies, the late-night diners, the endless possibilities. I thought about the way his eyes had locked onto mine.

"I'm not busy," I whispered, the word feeling heavy with intent.

"Good," he replied, and I could hear the satisfaction in his tone. "I'll be at your place in an hour. Dress to impress, though I don't think you need much help."

I hung up the phone and looked around my perfectly decorated apartment. Everything was in its place, clean and orderly. But for the first time, it felt too quiet. I was ready to leave it behind for a few hours. I was ready for the excitement, for the passion, for whatever it was that Harrison was offering.

I grabbed my purse, did one final check in the mirror, and walked out the door, fully aware that I was stepping into something that could either be the best thing that ever happened to me, or the one thing that would bring it all crashing down.
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Chapter 3: The First Taste
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The drive to the restaurant felt like a scene out of a music video. I pulled up in my car, feeling the bass of a classic R&B track vibrating through the chassis. When I stepped out, I saw him waiting by the entrance. He wasn't leaning against the wall or checking his watch like the desperate types. He was standing tall, arms crossed over his chest, his shirt sleeves rolled up just enough to show the definition in his forearms. When he saw me, his eyes swept over me—taking in the fit of my trousers, the way my hair framed my face, the confidence in my stride.

"You look dangerous, Renee," he said as I reached him. He leaned in, his cologne hitting me like a warm wave. It was sandalwood and something sharper, something that smelled like a man who spent his weekends making executive decisions.

"Dangerous is a matter of perspective," I countered, flashing a smile that I knew was just a little too bold.

We walked into the restaurant—a high-end spot downtown where the lighting was dim and the jazz was smooth. This wasn't a place for a casual bite; this was a place where deals were made and secrets were kept. We were seated in a corner booth, the kind of spot where you could talk for hours without being interrupted.

For the next two hours, the world outside that booth ceased to exist. Harrison was a master of conversation. He asked questions that actually mattered—about my career in banking, about my goals, about the things that kept me up at night. He had a way of listening that made me feel like I was the most important person in the room.

"So, you're the only child," he said, swirling the ice in his glass. "That explains why you're so driven. You learned early on that you had to carve out your own space."

"My mother made sure of that," I said, a flicker of Ruby’s face appearing in my mind. "She told me that if I wanted the best, I had to be the best. No shortcuts."

Harrison went quiet for a moment, his light brown eyes searching mine. "And are you happy, Renee? With all that striving?"

I paused. The question hit me harder than I expected. Was I happy? I had the career, the apartment, the clothes—but I was missing something. I was missing the kind of fire that made a woman feel truly seen.

"I'm content," I said. "But content can get a little boring."

"Boring," he repeated, his voice dropping an octave. "I don't think you’re capable of being boring, Renee. I think you’re a woman who’s been waiting for a reason to really let loose."

I looked at him, and for a second, I felt a tremor of hesitation. The warning bell in the back of my head—the one that sounded exactly like Ruby Buchanan—started to chime. Watch him, Renee. Watch how he maneuvers. But then I looked at the way he was looking at me, the way he seemed to be drinking me in, and I ignored it.

We ordered another round of drinks. As the night deepened, the conversation shifted from professional to personal. He talked about his own life, his own "challenges," though he was careful never to get too specific. He hinted at a life that wasn't quite as satisfying as it looked, a life that lacked a certain... spark.

"I've spent a lot of time looking for someone who gets it," he said, leaning across the table. His hand hovered near mine, not quite touching, but close enough that I could feel the heat. "Someone who doesn't play games. Someone real."

I felt my defenses crumbling. It was the "Painted Lie" taking hold—the idea that if we just found the right person, all the pieces of our lives would finally fit together. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that this, right here, was the start of the fairy tale I’d been reading about in books and hearing about in songs.

When we finally stood to leave, the city air felt cool and crisp against my skin. He walked me to my car, his hand resting lightly on the small of my back. It was a possessive touch, but it didn't feel threatening. It felt like an anchor.

"Tonight was... interesting," I said, leaning against the driver’s side door.

"Interesting?" he laughed, stepping closer until there was no space left between us. "Renee, this is just the beginning. I think we’re going to be spending a lot of time together."

He leaned in, and I didn't pull away. The kiss was slow, deliberate, and tasted like high-end bourbon and promise. It was the kind of kiss that made your knees weak and your head spin.

As I drove home, the streets of the city felt different. Everything was brighter, sharper. I felt like I was floating. I didn't know then that I was just accelerating toward the cliff. I was too caught up in the thrill, too wrapped up in the painted lie, to see that I was already starting to lose my way.
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Chapter 4: The Ripple Effect
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The next few days were a blur of professional obligations and private daydreams. I sat at my desk at the bank, staring at spreadsheets that usually held my undivided attention, but my mind was stuck on the way Harrison held his fork, the way he laughed, and the lingering scent of his cologne that seemed to haunt the interior of my car.

My assistant, Kisha, leaned into my office doorway around two, her eyebrows arched. "Renee, you’ve been staring at that same column of numbers for twenty minutes. You okay? Or is there a man involved?"

I snapped out of it, closing the file with a decisive thud. "Just thinking, Kisha. Let a girl live."

"Girl, I see that look," she teased, checking her nails. "You’ve got that 'gotta-have-it' glow. Whoever he is, he’s doing something right."

I just smiled, keeping the details locked away. I wasn't ready to share Harrison yet. He felt like a secret—a delicious, forbidden-feeling secret that I wanted to keep all to myself.

That evening, I did something I rarely did: I went to my mother’s house. Ruby’s place was an anchor in the city—a cozy, brownstone apartment filled with the smell of rosemary chicken and the sound of old-school jazz playing softly from a console stereo.

"You look different," Momma said, handing me a glass of iced tea as I settled onto her floral-print sofa. She was wearing her usual silk robe, her hair wrapped elegantly. She
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