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      I scanned the room admiring the Who’s Who of Atlanta, all here to help me celebrate the opening of my new Alex Simone store.

      My cousin Taylor offered to throw me a "Welcome to Atlanta" party, sort of a pre-opening. She said it’s the best way to entice the glitterati of Atlanta to come to the opening. This is so not my thing. If I weren’t the guest of honor, I’d be gone.

      I looked across the room and caught the eye of the most beautiful man in the room. I convinced myself he was smiling at me, until I realized my cousin Taylor was behind me.

      She walked over and whispered, “Too bad he is so old.”

      “How old is he?”

      “He’s in our neighborhood.”

      “So now, we’re old?”

      “No girl.” She laughed. “You know what I mean. I thought I’d try something a little fresher.” She turned to her right and cast a big smile in the direction of this young, honey colored, bald man-child standing in the corner. He was fine, but he still had milk on his lips. I redirected my attention onto Mr. Dark Chocolate who was headed toward us.

      He moved like a gazelle, slow and steady, gliding across the room. Swagger…confidence…danger. As he approached, I saw the details of his face more clearly. His skin looked like smooth dark chocolate and he had the most incredible light brown eyes. I’ve never seen a man so dark with such light eyes. They didn’t seem real, nor did he. He smiled and I felt something deep in my core. I don’t care if he’s only coming over to talk to my cousin. I’m grateful to stand here in his presence and lust…I mean admire him.

      He stopped in front of us and my mind immediately filled with thoughts no good Christian girl should know anything about. I wonder what he looks like wet and naked. I looked around hoping I hadn’t said that out loud.

      “Hello, Taylor.” He smiled.

      Oh God, did you recycle Barry White’s voice box and put it inside this beautiful package? My hormones and body went into a tailspin and I was ruined for any other man on this planet.

      “Hi Moses. I’m glad you came.”

      He kissed the back of her hand and replied, “Thank you for inviting me.” I think my uterus just flipped over. He took my hand, turned it over and gently kissed it.

      “Good evening, I’m Moses Adair.”

      Moses, lead me to the Promise land. “Alexandra Miller.”

      “Are you the Alex?” He asked.

      If I wasn’t, I was now. “Which Alex would that be?” I replied with a smile.

      “The Alex I’ve been hearing people talk about all evening.”

      “Depends on what you’ve heard.” I’m trying to flirt and that’s not something I’m good at. I wanted to tell him, “I’m whoever I need to be in order to keep talking to you.”

      “Excuse me,” Taylor said and left us standing in the middle of the room.

      “I heard a woman say she hoped the pink dress Alex was wearing would be available at the store, because she liked the way it…”

      He slowly looked me up and down. When his eyes met mine, he was smiling. I instantly recognized that smile.  It’s the same one I had when I first spotted him.  “What were you saying?”

      “She said she liked the way it…framed her face.”

      I gave him the same smile he gave me. “Then, I guess I am that Alex.”

      As quickly as the flirting started, it ended. I saw him looking everywhere, but at me. Time to move on. I should have known this gorgeous man wasn’t interested in me. I’m going to hurt Taylor for leaving me with one of her castoffs.

      “Excuse me, but I…”

      He gently grabbed my hand. “Please…” I looked at my hand and then his face. Those incredible eyes, went from light to dark brown in a matter of seconds. A jolt hit my core and I almost fell down. “Please…don’t leave me alone.”

      “What?”

      He leaned in close and the scent of his aftershave traveled up my nose. He smelled like an expensive cigar that had been dipped in sweet plums and cardamon. I took a deep breath tattooing his scent in my mind. “May I tell you a secret?”

      He can say anything he wants as long as I can hear that voice. I swallowed hard. “Sure.”

      “This really isn’t my thing.”

      “Then why did you come?” He was still holding my hand. Part of me wanted him to let go before he realized how sweaty it was. The other part of me didn’t ever want him to let it go. I looked down at my hand and back at him and he released my hand.

      “I’m trying to be more outgoing. Meet new people.”

      “And how’s that working out for you?” I asked with just enough sarcasm to be cute.

      “I've met one person so far,” he joked.

      “Uh-huh. Excuse me.” I started walking away and he grabbed my wrist.

      “I’m sorry, how long have you known Taylor?”

      “She’s my cousin, and you?”

      “We dated briefly.”

      “Really?” I turned to face him.

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I’m sorry, you just don’t seem like her type.” He looked across at Taylor and Junior.

      “I don’t?”

      “Did you know, when a woman meets a man, she can size him up in a matter of seconds.”

      “Really? Let’s get a drink, while you explain women to me.” He gently placed his hand on the small of my back and my body temperature tripled.

      God, please let there be something wrong with him.

      “What would you like?” he asked as we stopped at the bar.

      “Champagne.”

      “We’ll both have Champagne. Thank you.”

      He turned toward me and it felt like he was looking into my soul. I heard someone say you know you’ve met the person you’re supposed to be with when you look into their eyes and see all the generations you’ll create. When I looked into his eyes, I saw our great grandchildren several times over.

      “You were saying?” he asked.

      “It’s simple. When a woman meets an attractive man, within thirty seconds, or less, she’s picked out their china pattern, placed him at the altar, and given birth to their first child.” The bartender placed my drink on the bar and nodded his head in agreement with me. “Thank you.” I took a sip and continued. “He, on the other hand is just hoping she’ll say hello.”

      “Thank you.” He said to the bartender and took a sip of his drink. “Taylor doesn’t strike me as that type.”

      “Taylor is the rule with a little exception. She can sum up if you’re too old.”

      “Too old?” He looked surprised.

      “Yeah, that’s probably why it didn’t work out between you two. She kind of has this thing for younger men.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, it hit me like a ton of bricks. Not only did I just betray my cousin, I just betrayed my sex and called him old. He looked at me and slowly turned his lips up into the most beautiful smile.

      “Your insight is enlightening. However, I don’t think that’s why we stopped dating.” He took another sip from his glass.

      “Trust me.”

      “And here I thought it had to do with my wife.”

      “Your wife?”
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      “Miss Kendell, what are you up to? Remember Alex’s mantra, "you spill on it, you bought it".”

      “I know that’s why I gave her a check when she dropped it off yesterday. How’s the party going?”

      “It’s a typical Taylor party,” I replied.

      “I take it you met her young man?”

      “You knew about him?” Alex asked.

      “She told me about him a couple of month ago. She says she’s tired of dating guys her own age. What does he look like?” Kendell asked.

      “He’s cute if you’re into the will be handsome when he grows up type. You have got to see them. They are all over each other.” I shook my head. “Personally, I don’t see the relationship going anywhere. But what do I know? My husband woke up nine weeks ago and decided he didn’t want to be married any more. So, what are we having tonight?”

      “Orlando did what?” Alex asked.

      “Orlando has decided we should spend some time apart.”

      “What?” Alex repeated herself.

      “Kendell, everything smells so good.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are those crab cakes or salmon croquettes?”

      “Salmon croquettes,” Alex jumped in. “What about Orlando?”

      “What about him?”

      “Did you say time apart?” Alex asked.

      “Yes, time apart or I believe the court documents say legal separation. I think it’s a great idea, because I was two-seconds away from poisoning his trifling ass.”

      “Excuse me?” Alex replied.

      “It was a bad marriage and I’m over it.”

      “But you two seemed happy,” Kendell replied.

      “All an act.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Alex asked.

      “I come from a family where you keep things like this to yourself.” I took a deep breath and continued. “Look, I…we haven’t been happy together for quite a while.”

      “When did this happen?” Alex asked.

      “A couple of months ago. To be precise nine weeks, three days, sixteen hours,” I looked at my watch, “…and twenty-three minutes.”

      “Where is he?” Kendell asked.

      “I don’t know. As far as I’m concerned, all that’s left is a divorce decree. Please don’t feel sad for me. For the first time in a very, very, very long time, I’m happy. Besides, it’s a party and now that I’m semi-single, I want to have some fun.”
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      I looked across the room and noticed a very handsome gentleman. I sauntered across the room and fixed my gaze directly onto the beautiful man with the dark olive skin and jet black wavy hair. He was talking with a couple of other guys, but looking at me.

      I stopped and locked eyes with him. Once I knew I had him hooked, I headed towards the bar.

      “I’ll have a glass of champagne, thank you.”

      “Good evening, Marcelo Telles.”

      I turned around and shook his hand. His eyes were amazing, like coal with flecks of gold staring back at me. I told myself not to look into his eyes but they had me under a spell.

      “Chloe Jacobs. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” The bartender placed the glass on the counter in front of me. “Thank you.”

      He started speaking in that soft, seductive tone reserved for old school Latin movie stars. Too bad I didn’t have a clue what he was saying. I know Spanish, French and Italian, but that sounded like Portuguese. I trust God he didn’t say anything obscene. If this encounter leads anywhere, tomorrow I’m signing up for online classes for whatever language he’s speaking.

      I looked at him and my legs tried to betray me. There were other parts of me already revealing my obvious attraction to him. I took a deep breath and replied. “That was beautiful. Unfortunately, I don’t understand enough Portuguese…”

      He nodded. “I apologize. The way you walk is like the women at Carnival.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think that’s what you said.”

      “No, what I said doesn’t translate well. It’s a poem mi Padre used to say to mi Madre. He said she was swaying to the music in her head when she walked.” He smiled.

      “Uh-huh, I think…”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean any disrespect, but you are sexy.” He leaned in a little closer. “Every man in here has been looking at you, but you’ve been ignoring them. I took a chance and came over to talk to you. We should have lunch.”

      “Lunch?”

      “Yes. Coffee is too brief. Dinner will be our third date and the fourth date, will be your choice.”

      “What about the second date?”

      “Breakfast after a night of dancing.”

      “I have never received such an intriguing and seductive lunch invitation. I have to be honest, I am very curious to know if the date will be as tantalizing as the invitation.” I looked into those deep dark Latin eyes smiling back at me and answered, “I would be delighted to join you for lunch.”

      “How may I contact you?”

      I grabbed a napkin and wrote my number on it. I can’t remember the last time I did that. “Here.” I handed him the napkin.

      “Bom…Good. I’ll call you in the morning with the details.” He looked at the napkin before placing it in his jacket pocket. I wanted him to leave so the blood could get back to my feet and allow me to walk. “Adeus, Chloe Jacobs.”

      “Adeus, Marcelo Telles.” He placed his glass on the bar and walked away. I turned and took a very big sip of my drink and let out a sigh.

      The bartender laughed and said, “If you didn’t agree to have lunch with him, I was going to slap you.”
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      I was glad to have a little quiet time to myself. I love my girls, but when we get together, it turns into an extended slumber party. I slipped out of the party, snuck back inside and upstairs.

      After a restless night, I looked at my phone, it was six thirty and I had a lot to get done before the opening.

      "His wife,” those two words kept ringing in my head right next to that beautiful smile and those incredible eyes. God, why are you allowing a man like that to roam free among single women?

      I got up, showered, got dressed and headed downstairs. When I walked into the kitchen, it was like being back at school, sitting around the table sharing about the night before.

      “Good morning ladies.” I stopped at the counter and poured a cup of coffee.

      “Good morning Cuz, how’d you sleep?” Taylor asked.

      “Fine. I see your kitchen is getting its quarterly workout,” I teased.

      “I’m not shame. I did this kitchen for show, resale and for Kendell,” she announced.

      “Trust me, she’s telling the truth,” Kendell replied. “I found everything just the way I left it.”

      “So what did I miss?” I sat down with my coffee.

      “Chloe was just filling us in on her mystery man,” Kendell informed me.

      “As I was saying, the way he introduced himself knocked me for a loop. He looked straight at me and announced himself, ‘Marcelo Telles’, with such authority, immediately taking control of the moment.”

      “That’s Marcelo,” Taylor confirmed.

      “Then he blew me away with something about me being in control and sexy.”

      “He’s a good catch,” Taylor added.

      “Dish,” Chloe urged.

      “All I know is he’s from Brazil, but was educated in New York and London, which explains his English. There’s some family money. He’s in town working on some development projects.”

      “And?” Chloe begged.

      “That’s all I know. I haven’t heard about a girlfriend or wife. He’ll probably be at the opening.”

      “I’ll ask him this afternoon.” She sipped on her cup smiling.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “We’re having lunch this afternoon,” Chloe announced.

      “What about Orlando?” I asked.

      “Way to spoil my high, Alex.”

      “I’m sorry, but aren’t we going to talk about the bomb you dropped last night?” I looked around the kitchen.

      Chloe exhaled. “What do you want to know?”

      “What happened? How are you doing? Why didn’t you tell us?” She wasn’t looking at me, but at Taylor, and neither of them was looking at me. I looked at Taylor. “You knew?”

      “She told me a couple of weeks ago,” Taylor confessed.

      I looked at Kendell. “Did you know?”

      “The first I heard about it was last night.”

      “Since when do we…”

      “Alex,” Chloe stopped me. “I didn’t tell you because I was embarrassed. I married Orlando on impulse for what I thought were the right reasons, and it wasn’t until I, we, had invested some time in the relationship that things started to go sour. Now he wants out and I’m fine with it. That’s what I get for not doing my homework. The next time I marry—”

      “You still want to be married?” I asked.

      “I love marriage, I just married a Bozo instead of a Boaz.” We all laughed.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “At first, I was upset. I thought about poisoning him, but he isn’t worth the trouble. Although, I had come up with several clever ways to get rid of him that couldn’t be traced back to me.” She laughed. “I’m fine, and I’ll be even better when he files for divorce.”

      “What if he doesn’t?” Kendell asked.

      “He will.” Chloe took another sip from her cup. “His side piece is putting the heat on.”

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Taylor jumped in.

      “Oh yeah, he thinks I don’t know and please don’t tell Little Miss Sunshine about Orlando. The last thing I need is for Dionne to give me a dog.” We all laughed.
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      Everything was going great. The store was packed. Quentin and Dionne did an amazing job with the press. I love it! I’m so glad I decided to wear the pink Dior instead of the brown Cavalli. I looked up and saw Bas headed towards me.

      “Hey Boss, you look a little on edge.” He kissed me on the cheek.

      “I’m fine. How are the sales?”

      “Let’s just say, ‘Welcome to Hot-lanta!’”

      “That good?”

      He grabbed two glasses of champagne from the waiter. “Here,” he handed me one of the glasses. “I’d like to make a toast.” We raised our glasses. “Here’s to Hot-lanta, may it always be hot and prosperous.” We clinked glasses and sipped. “I’m going to work the room and make sure everyone is happy and shopping.”

      I spotted Chloe in the shoe department with Marcelo. I guess lunch went well. Taylor was in accessories talking to the mayor’s wife. I bumped into someone and almost fell backwards, but a strong hand grabbed my arm.

      “Are you okay?”

      I turned around to see who had rescued me from an embarrassing fall. I looked up and saw those incredible eyes. My heart started pounding and my stomach felt like a herd of fashionistas running to the Manolo Blahnik Summer Sale. I managed to get a few words out. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “The store is amazing…just like you.”

      It was Mr. Dark Chocolate from the party. My first thought was to flirt back, but why? Flirting with a married man, no matter how fine he is, isn’t an option.

      “Excuse me.” I ran back to my office and closed the door. A few seconds later, a rapid knock on the door startled me.

      “Alex.”

      I hesitated to answer. “Come in.” I looked up and saw a friendly face, and exhaled.

      “What happened out there?” Bas asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Did something happen with that guy you were talking to?”

      “What guy??”

      “Tall, dark suit. I saw you talking to him the other night. Who is he? Did he say something to upset you?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      He closed the door. “Alex, I’m not stupid. I saw you talking to him and then rush in here. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “That wasn’t nothing. That was definitely something.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Do you want security to escort him out?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want me to get him so you can talk?”

      “No.” I started pacing back and forth wringing my hands.

      “What’s going on?”

      I stopped pacing. “I met him the other night at the party and…,” I felt my mouth turning up into a smile. “We talked and…” Bas looked at me.

      “Sleeping Beauty has finally woken up.” He teased.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I folded my arms in front of my chest. I looked like a school girl fidgeting.

      “It means you’re ready.” He smiled and kissed me on the forehead.

      He opened the door and I saw the man responsible for my teenage behavior staring back at me.
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      I say if you can’t fly on a private jet, first class is the next best thing. Once I cleared security, I headed straight for the VIP Lounge.

      I searched out a couple of chairs by a window for Bas and me to relax before the flight. I dumped my bags and headed straight for the coffee station.

      I reached for a cup and saucer and accidentally brushed up against someone.

      “I’m sor…,” I looked up and my heart jumped into my throat. I tried blinking but my eyelids were frozen. A rush of blood jump started my brain, telling my mouth to speak. “Terry.”

      “Lexi.”

      He looked as shocked as I was. Of all the places to run into him. My God, this cannot be happening.

      Why is it whenever you run into an ex you immediately run a memory check of how you look at that very moment? You want to make sure your memory hasn’t failed you and that you look your best and your breath is great. Everything has to be right because the last time he saw you, you were a pathetic mess, but not today. There’s nothing I can do or say to convince myself I look good. Looking at this man is like Superman holding a bag of kryptonite. I felt weak, confused and nervous.

      “You look good.” He stood up straight and looked me in the eye.

      The last time I saw those eyes, they were accompanying a warm smile, wishing me a good day as I left for work.

      “Thank you. So do you.”

      “My wife said she read you were in town.”

      “Your wife?” The second time in less than seventy-two hours, those two words have caused an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. I needed to break away and get my hands on a dozen Xanax. Better yet, I think a bottle of Jack Daniels would be better right now. My nerves were parked on a ledge waiting for the least little thing to push them over. “That’s right. I read somewhere you married your college sweetheart.”

      “About that—”

      “Please, don’t.” My hand started trembling. I looked up and coming towards us was his wife. Man, I wish I knew how to swear, because I would be on full blast.

      “Alexandra, this is my wife, Blair.”

      Holy crap! Did he forget I know who she is?

      “Nice to meet you. I’ve been reading about your store opening last night. Congratulations.”

      I know this trick did not just extend her hand towards me like she doesn’t know me. “Thank you.” As I spoke the words, I felt a big hand brush across the small of my back.

      “Alex…”

      Never in my life have I been so grateful to hear that voice.

      “Let me get that for you.” Bas took the cup and saucer from my trembling hand and placed them on the table. “Hello, Sebastian Devereaux.” He extended his hand to Terrence.

      “Terrence Pierce and this is my wife, Blair.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Terrence and I…and Blair went to college together.”

      “I see.”

      “Sweetheart.” How dare she call my man Sweetheart. “We better get going. You know how long it takes with the children.” She turned and started walking away.

      “Yeah. Uhm, it was nice seeing you again Lex…Alex. Sebastian.” His lips turned up slightly.

      I forced a smile.

      “Terrence,” Blair called out.

      “Coming.” He turned and walked away.

      I couldn’t move. That was the most uncomfortable experience I’ve ever had, much worse than my first pelvic exam. In fact, right about now, those stirrups are looking pretty good, because that would distract me from all the memories that brief encounter resurrected. It’s been almost twenty years and he still makes my stomach jump.

      “Who was that man?” Bas asked.

      I couldn’t dance around his question like I did last night. “Uhm…did I ever tell you how I got the money to start my business?”

      “Does it have anything to do with the couple we just met?”

      “It has everything to do with them.” I took a deep breath and continued. “My girlfriends know about Jonathan, but only a handful of people know about Terrence.”

      “Come on, let’s sit down.” He guided me back to the club chairs, we sat down and I stared out the window.

      “I spent the summer before my junior year and my junior year of college working at Motif Magazine in Paris. The short version, Terrence and I met at the Louvre. We were both trying to see the Mona Lisa. Unfortunately, so was everyone else. Instead, we spent the afternoon exploring the museum and by closing time, we were in love. He was in Paris working for his father’s company.”

      “That’s your ex?”

      “Have you ever wondered if it’s possible to be married and no one know?” He looked perplexed. “Let me answer it for you. Yes.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Towards the end of summer we were hooked at the hip. We spent all of our free time together. Instead of going home for the holidays, I stayed in Paris and spent them with Terrence. Spring came and the air was filled with love. He proposed and two weeks after Valentine’s Day we got married. When his parents found out, they came over and yanked him out of our apartment. The last time I saw him was that morning.”

      “What?”

      “I finished my stint at the magazine and came home a month later. I tried blocking the entire incident from my memory. His mother thought another approach was better and mailed my copy of the annulment papers to my mother, that’s how she found out.”

      “What!”

      I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. Bas and I are more like brother and sister. We talk about everything, but news like this is… “I know, it’s…”

      “You thought you could keep that from Miss Connie, how?”

      “After the initial shock, she was disappointed in me and pissed off with them. I think things would have been fine if I hadn’t been pregnant.”

      “What!”

      “I found out I was pregnant, the same day the final annulment degree arrived.”

      “And…”

      I cleared my throat and continued. “Mama was furious. She waited until I went out and called his mother to come over. I overheard their conversation. As far as his family was concerned, the marriage was annulled and therefore, it never existed. And if the marriage never existed then there was no ‘by product’. She said Terrence had moved on.” I swallowed hard. “I still get a chill when I replay the conversation.”

      “Where was he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What about the baby?”

      I tossed my head back to stop the tears from coming, but when I lowered my head, they trickled down. “I hid in the house and put in for medical leave from school.”

      “And?” He was on the edge of his seat.

      “My son died.”

      “Alex.” He reached for my hand.

      “I was devastated…and then to see him here today, with his pregnant wife, talking about their children, it’s a little much for me to handle.”

      “And the money?”

      “His parents. They said it was for my trouble and the rent.” I wiped my wet cheek.

      “What!” He shook his head. “Did Jonathan know about him?”

      “He and Terrence were friends and I felt he should know, so I told him everything. He said he understood because it was before we got together.” Sniffling. “He knew I didn’t love him like I loved Terrence, but he was willing to wait until I was ready. In time, I was able to open my heart to Jonathan. A month before he left for Europe he made me promise I’d marry him when he returned. But…,” I reached inside my purse and pulled out an airline ticket and handed it to Bas. He opened the jacket and I watched as his eyes got wider as he read the ticket.

      “This is dated—”

      “The day before Jonathan died. My plan was to surprise him in Milan and elope.”

      “Crap!”
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      I still can’t believe I ran into Terrence and his pregnant wife. Of all the people in the world I could have bumped into, it would be my ex-husband. Even after two decades, it’s still hard to say. Maybe that’s because I never told anyone, so it’s not a phrase I’m used to saying.

      They say everyone has a secret, which is true. For some, it’s bigger and more shocking than others. If the girls knew about Terrence, they would be all over me.

      I looked at my watch and hesitated before picking up my phone. I scrolled through the contacts and before I could press the name, my phone rang. I pressed the Answer Call button to the sound of a panicked voice.

      “Good morning Alex, I know you said don’t disturb you, but I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “Calm down Kim. What’s the problem?”

      “We have a VIP, and we don’t have a VIP stylist available.”

      “Just call Bas…oh, that’s right he isn’t in today.”

      “The VIP isn’t on the schedule.”

      “Are you sure it’s a VIP?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, I trust you to handle it. Put her…”

      “It’s a man,” she interrupted. “He said he’s here for his wife.”

      “Set him up in the Brown Suite and I’ll be right there.”

      “Thanks Alex.”

      Our VIP service isn’t like most stores. Our VIPs not only include celebrities and socialites. They also include the girl who happens to shop here quite frequently, and spends deep into the five figures monthly. As a courtesy, she can request a VIP appointment.

      A VIP appointment includes two hours in a private dressing suite complete with refreshments and a stylist. We keep track of everything our VIPs purchase, which helps us to pre-select things for their appointments.

      Meeting an unscheduled or new VIP unprepared can be horrible and a novice can’t handle the pressure. A quick hair and makeup check and I headed downstairs.

      My phone started ringing and I checked the screen before answering. “Yes?”

      “Alex, who do you want assisting you?” Kim asked.

      “Let me evaluate the situation first.”

      “Okay.”

      I approached the door, took a deep breath and put on my warm and friendly boutique owner face. I knocked on the door and let myself in. I entered and looked around for the gentleman. He wasn’t sitting on the sofa, but standing off to the side with his head down. I closed the door, cleared my throat and he turned around.

      “What the—”

      “Hello Lexi.”

      My heart stopped at the sound of Terrence saying my name. “What are you doing here?”

      “After I saw you at the airport, I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

      “Excuse me?” He started walking towards me. “Stop right there.”

      “You have every right to be upset with me.”

      “Upset is an understatement. I returned to our apartment and instead of my husband sitting on the sofa, it was your parents’ attorney waiting to tell me you wouldn’t be coming back.”

      “I’m sorry, but I had no choice. If I didn’t do what they said, I would have been cut off. I had just promised to take care of you, and without money, I felt that might be a little difficult.”

      “But that wasn’t your decision to make. We were married. I was your family.”

      “I’m sorry, but that’s why I insisted on the trust.”

      “I don’t know anything about a trust.”

      “I refused to sign the papers unless you were taken care of.”

      “When I was told to sign the annulment papers, Gerard gave me a check.”

      “A check?”

      “He said it was from your parents to cover the rent and expenses.”

      “That’s not true. I refused to leave Paris without your being taken care of.”

      “I was taken care of alright.” I rubbed my forehead trying to absorb his words.

      “I’m sorry about all of this.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Seeing you yesterday brought back a lot of memories and feelings I thought were buried.”

      “What?”

      “I thought we could —”

      “What, be friends?”

      “Why not?”

      How could he just walk in here and think everything is fine? Look at him, tall, handsome, rich, perfect smile and educated. Everything a woman could ask for, including a scheming, manipulative family. Heaven help that poor girl he married. Oh, but I forgot, he married his “college sweetheart.”

      “Lexi, I want you to know I really do hate what happened, but I had no choice. They said my family was in jeopardy of losing everything if I didn’t marry Blair. Only thing is, no one told me.” He started pacing back and forth shaking his head. “But…this is not the life I signed up for, yet, it’s the one I seem to be stuck with.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I was fine until I saw you at the airport. Never before in my life have I felt like such a failure. I thought I did the right thing, but looking at you, all I saw was what could have been. We…I mean…I should…my father…you know he…they said the marriage was the deal breaker. My family’s entire existence hinged on that deal and the marriage. I had no choice. That’s funny. We’re not a family, we’re a corporation. I didn’t want to marry that woman.”

      Oh fabulous, now I really feel like a slug. I wish I could say he was lying, but I know him, or rather, the man I knew wouldn’t lie to me.

      “We all have what we feel are difficult choices to make.”

      “Do we? That’s why I asked Jonathan to look after you.”

      “Look after me? What are you talking about?” He turned to face me and continued with his ramblings. “When my parents went to talk to their attorney, I called Jonathan and told him everything. He promised he’d look after you and be there for you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “He said you knew.”

      “Knew what?” This game of half statements and twenty questions is annoying. Not only am I confused, I’m very angry with the two men I thought loved me, but apparently used me in some sick version of Cyrano de Bergerac.

      “Jonathan always loved you.”

      “I know that.” This wasn’t a shocking revelation.

      “The moment Jonathan spotted you freshman year, he said he was done looking. You were all he talked about.”

      “He never told me that.”

      “He said he was waiting for the right opportunity to approach you. He’s the reason I tried to delay our return home. I didn’t know how to tell my best friend I married the woman he loved.”

      “What!”

      “He was a good man and deserved a much better person to call his best friend.”

      I couldn’t breathe.

      “He never turned his back on me even though I betrayed him. I really miss him.”

      The sadness in his voice confused me. He sounded sincere, but even sincerity can be faked with practice. “Then, why weren’t you at the funeral?”

      “I was at the cemetery in the back.”

      “I didn’t see you.”

      “You were wearing a brown suit with a ruffle lapel and the pin he got you in London.”

      “How do you know about the pin?”

      “Who do you think told him you liked pink diamonds?”

      “I don’t want to hear anymore.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t come here to upset you. I just…I should go.”

      I turned around and he was gone and my life was turned upside down.
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      That daughter of mine is under the impression she’s a grown woman. Just because she’s not a teenager and I live in her house, doesn’t give her the right not to check in with me.

      Alexandra knows the rule, call me every morning when I’m out of town and check in. Not only do I need to know she’s fine, I want to talk to her about the sales figures. I may not be as active with the stores as I once was, but I’m still in charge. So what if her name is on the building and she owns the company. I know she and Sebastian think they can handle things without me, but I know better.

      I looked at the clock, she was almost out of time. I picked up my phone and it rang with a familiar ringtone. I pressed the Accept Call button before the second ring. “What’s wrong?”

      “Hi Mama, nothing’s wrong.” Her tone said otherwise.

      When will my daughter learn she can’t hide anything from me. The only person who knows her better than I do, is God and I have a direct line to Him when it comes to her. I spent a good portion of the night praying for her and I haven’t been able to shake this uneasy feeling.

      “You sound strange. What’s wrong?”

      “What makes you think anything is wrong?”

      “You didn’t call this morning like you normally do, and you’ve been on my mind all night. I was giving you ten more seconds and then I was calling to chew you out.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “No you’re not.”

      “Are you calling me liar?”

      “No, I’m saying you’re not telling me everything.” I waited for an answer, but nothing. “Okay, if it isn’t you then which one of your cousins or girlfriends did what, and to whom?”

      “They’re all fine,” she feigned a laugh.

      “I saw the figures from the opening. It was a hit, so I know that’s not the problem. I know it’s not boyfriend related because you don’t have…”

      “It’s husband related.”

      “What are you talking about? You don’t have a husband? Unless you went off and did something foolish like Chloe, which would explain…”

      “I bumped into Terrence at the airport.”

      “Terrence.” The reason for the uneasy feeling. “Did you shoot him? Is that why you’re late calling me? Are you in jail because you shot that poor excuse for an ex-husband? Hang up and I’ll call your uncle and have him…”

      “Mama, stop it.”

      I took a deep breath trying to calm down. “I assume his mother was close by, considering the short leash she keeps him on. Oh, that’s right, she handed those reigns over to that trifling shrew he married.”

      “Mama…”

      “You know how I feel about him and his family. I know you don’t like hearing it, but his parents' interfering was the best thing to happen to that relationship.” Her sigh was an indication of her being upset with me. I really should try to be a little more sensitive. After all he was the father of my grandson. “Baby girl, are you there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “Seeing him brought back a lot of memories. I was up all night wondering what my life would have been like had we stayed together. Which brought on a whole grieving session complete with tears.” She sniffled. “It’s still hard, and then looking at him wondering what my son would have looked like.” She sniffled again.

      “I think I should come home.”

      “No, you’ve been looking forward to this time. I’m fine.”

      “No you’re not. I can hear it in your voice. Go home.”

      “I can’t. Bas isn’t here.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I gave him the day off.” She sniffled again. “He came by the store today.”

      “Who?”

      “Terrence.”

      “Did you kick him out?”

      “No. I was going to and then he apologized.”

      “About a couple of decades too late.”

      “Mama…”

      “I forgave him but it’s hard forgetting what his family did to you. What did he say?”

      “He said he knew Jonathan had been in love with me since freshman year and he was at his funeral.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “He also told me he’s the one that designed the pin Jonathan gave me with the pink diamonds.”

      “He did?” I know the brooch she’s talking about. She was so excited when she showed it to me. It’s a beautiful leaf shaped brooch made out of pink diamonds. I always wondered how Jonathan could afford something like that. Terrence probably paid for it.

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re okay?” I asked again.

      “I’m fine.”

      Against my better judgment, I won’t go home. I’ll give her the space she needs to deal with this.
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      “Hey, Alex, thanks for the day off, I really needed it. How was it around here?” Bas closed the door, walked over and sat down in one of the antique French chairs in front of my desk.

      “It was kind of quiet except for my ex-husband stopping by.”

      “What!”

      “Shocked me too. I have lived in this city most of my life and I’ve managed to avoid him all these years. I was shocked to see Terrence the first time, let alone a second time and in my store, but…”

      Bas’ phone started ringing. “Excuse me. Hello…I’m with her…can’t you handle it?… who is it?…did you tell her she was here…okay, get her something to drink and tell her she’ll be there in a few minutes.” He pressed the button ending the call.

      “Who is it?”

      He looked at me and took a deep breath. “You’re gonna love this. It’s your ex-husband’s wife.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Serious, she said Mrs. Terrence Pierce was in the Brown Suite asking for Ms. Miller.”

      I walked down the hall and took a deep breath. God please hold my tongue. I walked into the dressing room to meet my opponent. “Good morning.”

      “Ms. Miller, or is it Miller Pierce.”

      “It’s Miller. What can I do for you?” I stood with my hands clasped in front of me.

      “I understand my husband came to see you.” She stood rubbing her swollen belly. Pregnancy wasn’t agreeing with her. Or maybe it was that horrible dress she had on. Red really isn’t her color.

      “Yes.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “You may,” I acquiesced.

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      “No. I said you could ask. I never agreed to tell you.”

      “I knew it was pointless coming here.”

      “Then why did you? For that matter, how did you know he came to see me? I know he didn’t tell you.”

      “Let’s just say, he married me, but he’s always loved you.” She coolly walked over to the sofa, sat down and crossed her legs at the ankle. “It’s no secret my and Terrence‘s marriage is one-sided. It’s been a long haul, but we’re finally a family due to my convincing him it would be better for us to work as a team. He’s a good father and he’s accepted our marriage, as well as his responsibilities at the company. A couple of days ago, as luck would have it, we ran into you. In less than forty-eight hours you’ve managed to throw a monkey wrench into everything I’ve worked so hard to build up the past twenty-years.” Rubbing her stomach, she cut me a hard gaze.

      “I have a meeting to get to.” I started toward the door.

      “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get pregnant once, let alone three times by a man that despises you? Or, who for the first three years of your marriage, called out the name of his ex-wife every time he made love to you?” She stood up. “I have worked too hard to get the life I wanted, and I’m not going to let a chance encounter with you ruin everything.”

      “Are you finished?”

      “Yes.”

      “I am only going to say this once. I don’t want your husband and I would appreciate it if you and he both, never came into my store again. I don’t know what kind of sick game the two of you are playing, but if either of you comes here again, I will call the police and have you arrested for trespassing and stalking. You know the way out. It’s the same way you slithered in.” Before I opened the door, and stopped, I turned and faced her with a smirk. “Isn’t it amazing how, none of your scheming managed to wipe me out of Terrence’s mind?”

      “That’s not true,” she countered.

      “You’re right. It’s not his mind where the memories of our marriage live. It’s his heart.” I walked out and closed the door behind me.
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      I was walking along the beach and an incredibly sexy, tall, brown skinned man approached me. He smiled and a chill traveled the length of my body.

      “Would you like some company?”

      “That would be nice.”

      We strolled along the length of the white, hot sandy beach a while before he casually reached for my hand. His touch felt like I’d been shot with an electric jolt.

      We stopped walking and he dragged his finger across my lips, down my chin, along my neck, just stopping at the apex of my breasts. I could barely breathe. I felt like a busty, frisky romance novel heroine. My eyes locked with his as he crushed his lips against mine, invading my mouth with his tongue. He tasted like pineapple and sweet wine. I wanted more. He pulled me closer as his hands slid down….Bzzzz…Bzzzz…Bzzzz…Crap!…Crap!…Crap! The alarm rang and I woke up soaking wet, with no memory of the rest of the dream.

      I’ve been having this same dream once a week for the past three years. I have no idea what happens next because my alarm wakes me up.
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      I was making my rounds in the restaurant and noticed a friendly face sitting at the worst table. I walked over and cleared my throat. He looked up, smiled and everything in me turned to hot jelly.

      “Bas, why didn’t you tell me you were coming, I would have—”

      He stood up and extended his hand towards the empty chair on the other side of the table. “Please, sit down.”

      “Thank you, but I have to get back into the kitchen. I’m sorry about the table.”

      “This is my favorite table. I can see everything and everyone. And I can watch the chef at work.” He smiled.

      Is he coming on to me?

      “So what do you suggest?”

      “The salmon with fennel and sweet potato mousse is good.”

      “Sold.”

      “I wish all my customers were this easy. I’ll tell your server.” He sat down and I went back into the kitchen to prepare his order. About fifteen minutes later, I returned with his dinner.

      “What a beautiful server.”

      “Thank you.” I placed the plate in front of him.

      I went back to the kitchen and peaked out the door as it opened and closed, to see if he was eating.

      The last seating was starting dessert and I looked out to see if Bas was still here. When the door opened again, I noticed he was gone. I gave final instructions and made sure the pastry chef had the dessert orders under control.

      I went out to make my final turn around the main dining room and spotted the tall honey colored man with the wild hair and seductive blue green eyes sitting on the corner stool. It’s been a long time since a live person made my heart race.

      “I see you managed to find the second worst seat in the place.” I smiled.

      “I like this seat, too.” He smiled.

      I know his type, charming, confident, sexy, a womanizer in a designer suit. I’m not surprised he’s here alone. I remember Alex said, he may be a Christian, but even they come with a little player in them. I told myself not to be fooled by his warm eyes and inviting smile.

      “Can I buy you a coffee?” He motioned to the barista.

      Don’t look into his eyes. I knew if I looked into those blue green pools of ecstasy, I’d be a goner.“Thank you very much.” I sat down and crossed my legs.

      “Can I get a coffee for the lady and a refill for myself. Thank you.”

      “Thanks Bobby.”

      “Nice touch with the chocolate chip cookies,” he said, as he popped one into his mouth.

      “Much better than mixed nuts I thought.” I looked around. “Why are you here alone?”

      “I was stood up.”

      I laughed before I knew it. “You’ve got to be kidding?” What woman in her right mind would stand him up? “I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted. Thanks to your cousin and our crazy schedules, the current love of my life has had enough. She said she’s tired of Alex occupying so much of my time, job or not.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “Nope.”

      “This one lasted six whole months. Just long enough to use my discount at the Micheal Kors Trunk Show last month. It’s my fault though. I haven’t really been picking my companions for their intellect, but for their other attributes.” He smiled. “It’s the same story. They like the perks of my job, but not the hours or my relationship with Alex.”

      “I see.”

      “What about you? Is there anyone special in your life?”

      “Yes,” when I said that one little word, all the color drained from his face. “My restaurant.” We laughed.

      “Good one.”

      “The restaurant takes up most of my time. And now with me seriously considering opening one in Atlanta, I’m really stretched.”

      “How are you going to handle that? If you’re anything like Alex, you’ll want to be hands on.”

      I sat mesmerized watching him pop cookies into his mouth. I closed my eyes to clear my head before answering his question.

      “That’s why I’m not sure. The timing has to be right. I don’t know how Alex is going to do it. She’s already stretched pretty thin.”

      “I know. But I also know she wouldn’t have made the move without thinking it through.” He looked around the restaurant and it was almost empty. “I’m sorry Kendell, I didn’t realize it was so late. Where’s my bill?” He reached for his wallet.

      “No,” I pushed his hand back. “Dinner is on me. I know how painful it is to be stood up,” I teased.

      “Thank you for feeling my pain.” He patted his chest. “I better go.” He stood up, left a generous tip and reached into his pocket for his keys. “Thank you for dinner.” He flashed that beautiful smile, put on his pimp stroll, and like a cloud of expensive cologne, he was gone.
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      I run a tight ship and my team knows my routine. Once they’ve closed up, I go behind them and double check everything. It’s important we maintain our “A” rating. I checked the lock on the front door, grabbed my bags, set the alarm, and exited out the back door to my car. As I turned the key, I looked to my left and saw a familiar presence coming towards me.

      “Bas?”

      “Here,” he reached for the key to lock the door, “let me.”

      “I thought you left.”

      “I was about to and I realized I hadn’t thanked you for dinner.”

      “Yes you did.”

      “Here, let me take that for you.” He reached for my bag. “Thank you, but my car is right here.” I pressed the remote, opened the door and tossed my bags onto the passenger seat. I stood up and noticed he was still here. “Is there something else you wanted?” He stepped closer and I was pinned up against the car.

      “Yeah, this.”

      He grabbed me by the waist, pulled me to him and brushed his tongue across my bottom lip. The teasing made me want to taste him even more. My body almost betrayed me when he pulled me deeper into his space.

      His sweet full lips brushed across my cheek up to my ear. My breathing escalated, anticipating his next touch.

      “I got tired of waiting on you to notice me.” He pressed those gorgeous, sweet, full lips against mine and I felt my legs buckle and time stop.

      He slid his hands down my back, and the heat from his fingers, penetrated my skin. I wrapped my hands around his neck, as my fingers sank deep into his wild, thick hair. I wanted more. This surprise kiss was better than any dream kiss. He slowly pulled back and my eyes fluttered open, taking in his beautiful face.

      A soft sigh escaped my lips as I stared at him. What was that, and can I have some more. I was in a daze. How was I supposed to drive home when I couldn’t even stand up.

      “I…should…,” I licked my lips and grabbed the door handle. “I should be going.”

      He moved me to the side of the door and helped me inside my car. I sat still a few moments and a sudden tap on the window broke the euphoria. I turned the car on and let the window down.

      “Drive safe.” He kissed me and walked away.
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