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LIZ TATE OPENED HER eyes in the middle of the plush canopy bed, immediately turning her face towards the sunlight streaming in through the picture window. She smiled when she remembered she was in Belize, and grabbed one of the thick down pillows, hugging it to her chest before suddenly shooting her arms into the air with an excited whoop. 

“I’m forty, bitches!” 

She’d taken the solo trip to celebrate her birthday, and it had been amazing so far. For three days, she’d gone ziplining, cave tubing, did plenty of lounging on the beach, and ate whatever the hell she desired, because that was what she wanted to do. It was the reason she loved traveling by herself because she didn’t have to worry about catering or succumbing to anyone’s wishes; she could go and come as she pleased. And any flings she chose to have remained her business. 

But as suddenly as her euphoria came, it dimmed. A yearning started to creep over her body and she found herself saddening at the realization that it was her birthday morning and she was alone. It was like a light switch, as suddenly as it happened; Liz wished she was there with someone special.

It had been years since she’d been in an actual relationship. Not because she was hurt over some past breakup or was too focused on her career; over time, she’d just preferred to keep her dalliances with men short. She dated, but kept it casual. When she traveled, she had her fun with men then left them where she found them, having no desire to keep in touch once she left. And if she didn’t want to be bothered, she wasn’t. That was what she had established for herself and she’d been just fine with it. 

So she couldn’t understand what was causing this feeling of dejection and loneliness that was spreading as if it was being slowly poured over her from a spout. 

“Ugh, is this what comes with turning forty?” she muttered to herself, her arms dropping to the bed with a thump. “I wish someone had warned me.”

Springing out of bed, Liz strutted to the bathroom in the white Simone Pérèle bra and panty set she’d treated herself to, telling herself to shake it off. She wasn’t going to let this foolishness ruin her vacation, especially since she would be heading home in a couple of days. Then it would be back to work, back to headaches, back to life.

After enjoying a luxurious breakfast via room service, she showered, styled her short black hair, and got dressed in a pair of rag & bone jeans, sandals, and a metallic silver shirt that left her midriff and back exposed. After applying plenty of sunscreen and light makeup, she smiled at her reflection, already feeling better. She chalked up her earlier yearning as a momentary lapse and put it out of her mind, heading out to enjoy her day.

Liz enjoyed exploring the island on her rented golf cart, indulging in Fry Jacks and even booking an impromptu spa day. And as usual, she couldn’t resist doing some shopping, telling herself not to overdo it like she tended to do. She loved fashion and it wasn’t always the easiest to limit herself when she came across things that she loved, especially if they weren’t available back home. She almost always brought luggage just for her new purchases.

She was heading back to her golf cart after gorging on some rum cake at Sol Café when she happened to look up and see the first man that actually made her knees weak. 

“Good god...” she muttered under her breath, her brow arching in appreciation. Her hand flew to her fluttering stomach. Butterflies were actually a thing? Liz thought that was something that only happened in the sappy movies her heart-eyed sister liked to watch.

Then he turned and saw her, and a slow smile spread across his lips. He eyed her up and down just like she was doing him, and she found herself hoping he liked what he saw, which was another unfamiliar feeling.

Did they put something in the water in this country??

Her heart thumped faster in her chest when he started heading her way. He had to be about six-four, skin the color of dark caramel, a trimmed salt-and-pepper beard, and he had the nerve to be bow-legged. His muscles showed he was no stranger to the gym. And the way his eyes stayed on hers as he approached had Liz squirming where she stood.

So much for these expensive panties...

“I hope you don’t mind me coming over,” he said once he was standing in front of her, his citrus and sandalwood aroma reaching her first, “But there was no way I couldn’t.”

He was still eyeing her and Liz couldn’t tear her eyes away from his if she wanted to. Good thing she didn’t.

“I’m glad you did,” she replied, relieved that her voice wasn’t as shaky as her insides.

He offered his hand. “What’s your name, gorgeous?”

She placed her hand in his, feeling an instant something. Every nerve in her body felt as if it was lit on fire.

“I’m Liz.”

“I’m Luther.”

They stood there staring at each other, their hands joined and hanging between them. Somehow they were standing closer than they had been a moment before but Liz didn’t mind at all. As far as she was concerned, they weren’t close enough.

“Am I keeping you from anything?” he asked her. His voice was low but Liz could still hear him perfectly well despite all the noise around them. 

“Not at all. I’m exactly where I want to be right now.”

He flashed her a smile, and Liz had to resist the urge to just jump into his arms. She had never, ever been this instantly or this insanely attracted to a man before. This birthday was turning out better and better.

“Would it be presumptuous to say I’d like to spend the day with you?” He licked his bottom lip before capturing it between his teeth. “I know we’ve only exchanged first names so far...”

“That’s plenty for now.” Liz grinned at him. “And I wasn’t ready to leave you yet, anyway.”

“We’re on the same page then, Liz. Because I’m damn sure not ready to leave you, either.”
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THEY DIDN’T LEAVE EACH other’s side for the rest of the day, falling into an easy rapport with conversation that didn’t feel at all forced or tedious, as it sometimes did for Liz when she met someone. All the getting-to-know-you stuff oftentimes felt like an unnecessary burden for a fling, regardless of how lengthy it turned out to be. But Liz didn’t feel that with Luther. She was actually interested in what he had to say, already smitten with the sound of his baritone voice. His questions didn’t make her want to roll her eyes. And when he grabbed her hand as they walked, her fingers automatically linked with his as if it was the most natural thing in the world to do.

As good a time as she was having, though, Liz made sure to keep things at a somewhat-surface level. Whenever Luther attempted to give her any super-personal information – like his last name – or asked the same of her, she deflected. She didn’t even let him know it was her birthday.

“Don’t tell me you’re on the run from the law,” he joked after she sidestepped answering what she did for a living. “I’m not with law enforcement in any way, if it puts your mind at ease.”

Liz smiled, liking him even more for not getting upset over her evasiveness. “It’s nothing like that.”

“Are you married?”

“No. That’s one thing I’m more than willing to answer. I’m not married and never have been.”

“So why are you being so mysterious, gorgeous? Since I’m not even sure I should assume ‘Liz’ is your real name, at this point.”

“Liz is my real name. But I can understand why you’d think it might not be, with the way I’ve been steering the conversation. I guess I’ll leave it up to you whether you want to believe me on that or not.”

He just eyed her, his deep brown eyes narrowed slightly with intrigue.

“You might think this is silly, but I’d rather not learn the deep intricate details about you, get all attached, and then never see you again after I leave here,” Liz continued. “I’m loving this, what we’re doing here. But to make it easier on myself later, I’d like to just keep it...here.”

His chin lifted slightly in understanding. “What makes you think you can do that?”

She frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

“Do you sincerely think not knowing my last name or where I live will keep you from thinking about me once we part ways?”

“I...that’s a valid point, I admit.” Her eyes dropped to their hands that were loosely joined on top of the wrought iron table they were sitting at. “But the more I know about you, the worse it will be.”

“I get it. But speaking for myself, you’re going to be on my mind long after I get on that plane and go home. And I don’t think it would be arrogant to say it would be mutual. Honestly, I don’t think you should assume we’d never see each other again after this.”

“Luther...as hot as you are, I don’t do long-distance relationships. Tried it, hated it, never again.”

“I’m not a fan of those, either. My point is, you never know.” He brought her hand to his lips, planting a kiss that had her pressing her legs together underneath the table. “A connection like this can’t go to waste.”

Liz released a small breath, but chose not to respond. Fate wasn’t something she was a huge believer in. She’d never seen Luther before in her life, so there was no reason to believe she’d suddenly run across him after they left Belize. And despite the ache she already felt at the prospect of not seeing him again, she meant it when she said she didn’t do long-distance relationships. If she couldn’t have this man all day every day, she’d rather not have him at all.

Sensing that she probably didn’t agree with what he said, Luther planted another kiss to her honey brown skin and lowered her hand back to the table. “But I’ll respect where you’re coming from. I truly believe I’ll be proven right when it’s all said and done.”

“I like your confidence.”

“And I like you.”

Her grin was automatic. “Enough to spend the day with me tomorrow? It’ll be the last one before I leave.”

“I’m all yours, gorgeous.”

It was a few hours later when Luther finally escorted Liz to her hotel room door. As Liz debated whether she’d invite him in or not, he pressed a kiss to her forehead and told her he’d see her in the morning. She was slightly disappointed but reminded herself that she’d be seeing him again in a matter of hours. She stepped inside her hotel room and leaned against the closed door, missing him already.

“Happy birthday to me,” she muttered.

She woke up the next morning like a kid on Christmas, shooting out of bed an hour before her alarm. It had been a night of tossing and turning in sexual frustration, and hating that she didn’t have any of her sex toys with her. But part of her didn’t want to bother with any of those, anyway; she wanted the man that had set her body on fire with nothing more than a kiss to the forehead.

Luther was waiting for her in the hotel lobby at their agreed-upon time, and Liz’s feet automatically started moving faster to get to him. He stood there in a muscle-hugging t-shirt, dark jeans, and gray Timberland boots. A stylish fedora was on his head, sending his sexiness to another level. Liz happened to like men in hats. 

They grinned at each other in anticipation as if they were long-lost lovers, coming together in a firm hug that had Luther lifting Liz slightly off her feet. 

“How was your night?” he asked, his face still in the crook of her neck. 

“Lonely.”

“Something we have in common.” He set her back to her feet but kept his hold on her waist. “Part of me was kicking myself for being such a gentleman and leaving you at your door last night.”

“Well...” Her hands slid up his hard chest as she looked boldly into his eyes. “There’s still tonight.”

His eyes darkened. “Indeed there is.”

They stood there staring at each other for several moments before they seemed to snap out of it at the same time, with Liz sliding a hand down the back of her tapered haircut and Luther clearing his throat. 

“I guess we should get out of this lobby,” Liz muttered, her face flushed. She still couldn’t wrap her head around the intensity of the affect this man had on her. 

“Yeah. First, though,” his hand drifted to her chin. “May I kiss you?”

Liz’s eyes darted around them. “Right here?”

“It can wait, if you’re uncomfortable.”

His hand started to drop but Liz caught it. “I’d rather not wait anymore, thank you.”

Luther gave a half-smile that faded as he lowered his face to hers. Liz moaned when their lips met, and he pulled her closer by the waist, grunting. Everyone around them disappeared as Liz gently grasped his dark gray silk t-shirt in her hands, leaning into him. She couldn’t get close enough. His hands splayed across her back and pressing her against him just felt right.

Their kiss was exploratory but not explicit. Liz felt just the light brushes of his tongue against hers as they got acclimated with each other in this way, and she felt herself fill from foot to head with desire. Not just sexual desire; desire for everything about Luther. He had somehow permeated her in less than a day.

The realization made her step back and place a hand on her heaving chest. This was crazy; she didn’t even know this man. Part of her thought she should go back to her room, alone, and quit while she was ahead. But of course, her feet wouldn’t move. She could feel his eyes on her but kept hers averted, part of her starting to feel a little silly. What was happening?

“Shall we go?”

Luther was holding his hand out to her, giving her a look that relayed no pressure. Liz felt some of her sudden anxiety melt. There was no way she could walk away from him right now, whether that would be the sensible thing to do or not.

“Yes.”

She took his hand, their fingers automatically linking together again as they turned and headed for the door.
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LIZ TRIED TO TELL HERSELF this was just one last fling. That the intensity she was feeling towards Luther was meaningless. 

Her sister Lovey was the one that believed in stuff like love at first sight and kismet, and people being made for each other, and was what she felt she had in her husband, Roland. And Liz could buy that, for them. But for her, not so much. She always figured whenever she did decide to settle down with someone, it would be a decision of practicality more than anything else; whichever man that checked the most of her boxes and get on her nerves the least long-term would be it. 

But deep, deep in Liz’s heart and mind, she knew Luther was different. She felt it. As little as she really knew about him, she wanted him to be the one she ended up with indefinitely. It both freaked her out and excited her. And trying to reduce their time together to just a fling wasn’t invigorating as it usually was; it was disheartening. 

She tried to push all of that out of her mind as they roamed around Belize together, spending the majority of the day in San Pedro. They shopped, made chocolate, and just enjoyed roaming and sightseeing together. But Liz wasn’t as focused on what they were doing as she was the bond that was growing between them with each passing minute. And she sensed he felt it, too, with how he looked at her, catered to her, protected her. Something as simple as him firmly holding her hand to his chest as he led her through a crowd of people had her swooning like a schoolgirl.

Once nightfall came, they headed back to Liz’s hotel, strolling in silence as their hands swung between them. Liz’s mind was racing with conflicting thoughts and feelings. The smart thing to do would be to send him away once they got to her hotel room door. As wonderful as their time together had been, she still hadn’t allowed their conversation to delve too deeply, as her way of protecting herself. It was going to be hard enough leaving the next day, knowing she’d never see him again. 

But when they faced each other in front of her hotel room door and shared the gaze of fated mates, Liz knew sending him away wouldn’t be happening.

Damn that.

“You want to come in?” she asked, anticipation already building in her chest.

“Only if you’re sure you want me to.”

All doubt left the building. “I’m absolutely sure.”

She turned and slid her key card into the door slot with shaky hands, taking a sharp intake of breath when she felt his hands on her hips. His body heat warmed her, despite the goosebumps that were sprouting on her arms. 

Every inch of her body tingled once they walked into the spacious hotel suite. Luther waited as Liz put her bags down and kept her back to him, seeming to be collecting herself. He hung back, giving her the moment she apparently needed before stepping closer and reclaiming his hold on her hips.

“No pressure tonight, Liz,” he assured her, his lips close to her ear. “Nothing will happen that you don’t want to happen. It’s enough for me that I’m here with you.”

She turned in his arms, her eyes roaming the face she knew she’d be having dreams about for longer than she’d like. “I appreciate you saying that. But that’s not enough for me.”

Leaning up, she pressed her lips to his. He immediately returned the kiss as their arms wrapped around each other, the intensity building instantly. This wasn’t like their gentle kiss in the lobby earlier. This one was filled with the heat and longing they’d both carried around since they met. Their hands ventured to more intimate areas, and between Luther’s touch and his kisses and his groans of pleasure, Liz had almost no composure left.

“Make love to me, Luther,” she pleaded against his lips. Her hands slid underneath his shirt and feeling his chiseled body was like gasoline on the flame of her desire for him. “Please.”

“I want nothing more, baby.” He removed his hat, tossing it onto the nearby desk. “Damn, Liz, you have no idea how much I want you.”

They stepped back from each other long enough to simultaneously pull their respective shirts over their heads before clamping back together in another round of deep, heated kisses. It was like they couldn’t stand to not touch each other for too long. Once they were both finally undressed, Luther grasped Liz’s hands in his, marveling at her toned 5’9 frame. 

“Fuck, Liz...”

She was just as busy ogling him. The muscles this man had were ridiculous. “My sentiments exactly. I hope you don’t have anywhere to be.”

“Trust me.” His eyes met hers with jarring intensity. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Liz didn’t let herself wonder how intently he meant that. She just let him snatch her up and take her to the bed with him.

Sex with Luther didn’t feel like just sex, regardless of what Liz tried to tell herself. As soon as he covered himself and entered her, she knew nothing else would ever feel like what she felt in that moment. The way they fit together felt too right, too perfect. 

Am I dreaming all this? This can’t be real. It just doesn’t happen like this.

“Liz...” Luther grunted, his face buried in the crook of her neck as he moved in and out of her, their hands linked above her head. 

“Yes, Luther...fuck, yes...”

He lifted his head and turned her face to his, planting a deep grunt-filled kiss on her. It was intense but not desperate; they were like lovers that shared a bond cemented by time, when it hadn’t even been two days. Liz’s legs lifted around his waist as she matched his rhythm, her hands sliding to his back and her nails digging into this skin.

“Yeah, let me know you’re feeling this,” he whispered against her lips. “Know that this means something, Liz. I want you to feel what I’m feeling, baby.”

And she did. She felt like she was making love to her man, not having sex with a random on vacation. 

They couldn’t get enough of each other. It was intense, focused, intentional lovemaking that left Liz feeling both full and empty. It was almost unfair that she’d only get to experience that, experience him, for just that one night.

Liz slept the best sleep of her life on Luther’s chest, but come morning, she remembered that she’d be getting on a plane back home in a matter of hours. Crying wasn’t something she did much of but she felt the tears when he started to get dressed after their shower together. 

“Hey, hey,” he said softly, crossing the room and taking her chin in his hand. He lifted her face and waited for her eyes to meet his. “No sad faces, all right? This isn’t good-bye, Liz.”

She shook her head slowly. “How can you possibly say that?”

“Call me a romantic, but I feel it in my heart.” He briefly placed a hand over his chest before pulling her closer. “You might not want to hear this, but I’ve already fallen for you.”

“Luther,” she sighed. “Please don’t...”

“You don’t feel anything for me?”

“Yes.” Her eyes held his. “As crazy as it is, I feel something for you that I haven’t felt for anyone. But-”

“No, we’re gonna leave it at that, baby.” He pressed a finger to her lips. “That’s all that needs to be said.”

“Luther, I don’t want to ruin the vibe, but I don’t believe in fate like that. For all I know, you live clear across the country from me. If you even live in the same country as me. As much as I’ve loved this time with you, I can’t make myself buy that we’ll somehow magically see each other again just like that.”

“I’ll believe it for the both of us, then.”

She just looked at him, clear skepticism in her eyes. 

“Look, I absolutely get how farfetched this sounds,” Luther continued. “It’s definitely a first for me. But I’m not running from it. Liz, you...I can’t just see you this one time and that’s it. I just refuse to believe that God blessed us with this amazing connection only to rip us apart and have us never come together again.”

“Please tell me you’re not some kind of religious nut.”

He laughed. “I’m spiritual, yes, but not religious. And don’t think I don’t recognize that you’re deflecting right now. But like I said, I get it. When you see me again, you’ll know. I told you, a connection like ours can’t go to waste.”

He leaned in and kissed her before she could refute anything, wrapping her tightly in his arms. Liz returned his kiss with all the fervor he was giving her, wishing she could match his optimism but knowing her realism wouldn’t let her. 

When he finally left, Liz squeezed her eyes shut as she leaned against the door, telling herself it was silly to cry over a man she just met. This had to be a vacation haze she was under; as soon as she got on the plane to head home, she’d snap out of it and come to her senses. In a matter of days, she’d forget all about Luther...whatever his last name was.

But as she went about getting her things packed, she knew she didn’t believe that any more than she believed the sky was green.

Chapter 2
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“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, ma’am?”

Liz looked up at the concerned flight attendant. “Um, yes, I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Is there anything I can get you?”

“Anything with alcohol in it.”

Liz hadn’t felt like herself since the moment Luther walked out of her hotel room. She felt like she was moving through mud as she packed her bags, rode to the airport, and boarded the plane. Her mind was already replaying her time with Luther as she sat slumped in her seat, her body aching with longing. It was ridiculous how much she missed him already. She even found herself anxiously eying the other passengers as they boarded the plane, hoping there was a chance they were on the same flight. Every time she got her hopes up at seeing a tall Black man and then realized it wasn’t him, she just got more dejected. No wonder the flight attendants kept checking on her.

She had never been this sprung over a man. This was what her sister Lovey did, not her. But she sensed that the ache in her chest from being away from him wasn’t going away any time soon. It almost made her angry; meeting what felt like the man of her dreams on vacation only to get one measly night with him. 

Once the plane landed back home, Liz called a rideshare and started to head to her place, but knew she’d do nothing but sit and sulk over Luther, so she asked the driver to take her to Lovey’s house instead. Being around her sister and her niece and nephews would be a great distraction from what was clouding her mind, however temporarily. She texted Lovey to see if it was all right to come over and her little sister immediately replied with an emphatic invitation to come on by.

“Welcome home!” Lovey greeted once Liz arrived, giving her a firm hug. Liz smiled, grateful for the warm welcome. “I missed you; come on in!”

Liz stepped inside Lovey’s brick colonial house, lugging her suitcases behind her. She could hear a television going as she followed Lovey into the den where her three-year-old nephew Xavier and his year-old twin siblings Gillian and Easton were playing in a huge playpen. Lovey removed some children’s books from the couch and pushed aside a few toys with her foot before patting the sofa cushion with a grin at Liz. “Have a seat. Are you hungry?”

“If I were, I wouldn’t tell you. I’ve told you a hundred times you don’t have to wait on me when I come over here.”

“Stop. I can order you something, if you want.”

“I ate on the plane, Lovey. I’m fine. Now hand me one of those babies.”

Lovey grinned harder as she lifted Gillian from the playpen, since her brothers were playing with blocks together. She planted a quick kiss to her daughter’s cheek before handing her over to Liz, who immediately lifted her in a playful swing before pulling her close to her chest. 

“I cannot believe how fast they’re growing,” she marveled as Gillian became occupied with her necklace. “It seems like they’re all bigger than they were the last time I saw them.”

“I know, right? It’s blowing my mind that Xavier will be four soon. And it won’t be all that long before the twins are two.”

“That’s so crazy. How are you and Roland managing? Where is he, by the way?”

“He had to run some errands and go by 845 to check on something for an event that’s being held there tonight,” Lovey replied, referring to one of the clubs Roland owned with his brother, E.J. “He should be back pretty soon. In answer to your question, though, we’re managing pretty well. It’s can be tiring, having three young children but I wouldn’t trade it for anything. And we have plenty of help when we need it, thankfully.”

Liz played with her niece and nephews, glad to occupy her mind with something else. Roland came home a little while later and he greeted Liz with a friendly hug before pulling Lovey to him and giving her a long, deep kiss. Liz eyed them with uncharacteristic jealousy. Lovey and Roland were still so in love and lust for each other after over four years of marriage, and clearly having three babies in the house didn’t tamp down their fire one bit.

While Roland played with the kids, Lovey pulled Liz into the kitchen. 

“Tell me about your trip,” she requested as she pulled a couple of bottles of water from the refrigerator and slid one over to Liz across the kitchen island. “How was Belize?”

“It was great.” 

“That’s it?”

Liz shrugged a shoulder, determined to remain vague. “I enjoyed getting away, as usual. Got some beautiful new clothes...”

“As if you need any more clothes.”

“Can never have enough.”

“I still can’t believe you were out of the country for your fortieth birthday and we couldn’t celebrate with you. I wanted to throw you a party or at least have something for you here at the house.”

“There wasn’t any need to go through all that trouble for me. I appreciate it, but I had this trip planned for months. Wanted to close my thirties out with a bang.”

“Uh-huh. And just how much banging did you do while you were there?”

Liz’s face immediately flushed, and it was one time she was glad she wasn’t as fair-skinned as her sister. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t do that, Liz. You’re always so evasive about your yummy overseas dalliances.”

“Because there’s no need in rehashing temporary stuff. What happens on vacation stays there.”

Her chest constricted as she said those words, thinking of Luther. It was a philosophy she lived by and spouted often but this was one time she wished it wasn’t true.

“Hey, you okay?” Lovey asked, concerned. She placed her hand over Liz’s. “You look so sad all of a sudden.”

Liz hadn’t even realized she’d let her expression change. Usually she had a better handle on her emotions than that. 

Sitting up straighter, she forced a smile and nodded. “Yeah, girl, I’m fine. Just...there’s some things on my mind, is all.”

“What’s going on?”

“I, um...” Liz couldn’t believe she was about to admit this but found herself wanting to confide in her sister. “I’ve been feeling like I want to settle down with someone. When I woke up alone on my birthday, it...it didn’t feel great. It was like I was over the single life as soon as I hit 4-0.”

Gasping excitedly, Lovey clapped her hands. “Liz! I am so glad to hear you say that!”

“It’s nothing to throw a parade over, Lovey, calm down,” Liz chuckled. 

“You’ve always said that you didn’t need any man in your face all the time and I respected that, but I’ve always hoped you’d come out of that way of thinking. There’s just nothing like being in love.”

“I don’t know,” Liz’s smile faded slightly. “Something like what you and Roland have is rare.”

“It’s not as rare as you think. Look at our loved ones; Mama Elyse and Daddy Darius, Natalia and E.J., Desiree and Lorenzo. Our parents, before they passed. Heck, all three of Desiree’s sisters are happily married. There are so many examples of partnership that we’re blessed to see. You just have to be open to it once you find it.”

Luther’s face flashed through Liz’s mind. “Perhaps.”

“Let me fix you up.”

“Oh...I don’t know about that, Lovey...”

“Why not? I can think of a few men that might be good for you, if you give them a chance. And I’ll fully take into account your preference for older men.”

“It’s a preference, not a requirement.”

Lovey eyed her with a grin. “Is that a yes?”

Hesitating, Liz finally threw up a conceding hand. “What the hell. Sure.”

“Yay!” 

Liz couldn’t help but laugh at her little sister actually jumping up and down in excitement, her long ponytail bouncing. She tried to tell herself that this was a good thing; meeting someone else would help her get over Luther faster, which she needed because she was already missing him something terrible. Part of her kicked herself for declining his offer to exchange contact information. Every inch of her wanted to hear his voice right then.

But she had to accept that their time was over. It was amazing and mind-blowing and life-altering, but it was over. And she had to find a way to move on. The sooner the better.
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LUTHER HAD NO SUCH desire to move on. He hadn’t been able to get Liz out of his head since he walked out of her hotel room, and he hated that he didn’t insist harder that they exchange some kind of contact information. He could have discreetly snuck his business card into her bag or something, but he’d told her and himself that he’d respect her wishes. It didn’t matter, though, because they’d be seeing each other again.

He knew she didn’t believe it and it wasn’t lost on him how crazy it probably sounded. All they really knew about each other were their first names and some basic information like food preferences and countries they’d visited, and opinions on things that didn’t matter much, as interesting as they might’ve been. She’d wanted to keep things light, but he suspected her efforts to not get attached to him were futile, given how dejected she looked before he left. And he’d been no more eager to leave her than she was for him to leave. Thinking of her woke up everything in him.

But he hadn’t been lying when he said he was a romantic. And he just couldn’t let himself believe that a connection as potent and soul-gripping as the one he’d shared with Liz was something that was here today, gone tomorrow. Even though he had no clue where in the world she was, he’d get his woman back. And in his heart, Liz was already his woman. 

But he knew he’d have to go on about his business until they crossed paths again. He’d drive himself crazy if he didn’t.

As good a time as he had in Belize, Luther was looking forward to getting home. He’d finally have a chance to enjoy his house that he bought a while back but hardly stayed in due to traveling so much, and looked forward to taking a couple more days to enjoy finally having everything unpacked and decorated like he wanted. The vacation was a treat to himself after months of moving headaches while running his business and training clients, and the last thing he had on his mind was meeting anyone. Meeting Liz turned out to be an extra special bonus. 

When his rideshare from the airport pulled up to his house and he saw a familiar Audi in his driveway, Luther groaned. He really wasn’t in the mood for company. 

He thanked the driver before getting out and grabbing his bags, rolling his suitcase behind him and pausing at his unannounced visitor’s driver side window, shaking his head. A voluptuous woman with sepia skin and long luxurious black hair grinned at him before pushing open the door and stepping out of the car, her blue wrap shirt accentuating her 40DD breasts. 

“How was your trip?” she asked him.

“It was amazing. What are you doing here, Jules?”

“Geesh, what a greeting for your ex-wife. You aren’t even a little glad to see me?”

“I might be if I’d had time to chill before you got here. Oh, and if I knew you were coming. You know I’m not a fan of the random visits.”

“Okay, you’re right,” she acquiesced, holding up a hand. “I should’ve called first. Want me to come back?”

“You’re here now.” Luther continued to his front door and unlocked it, allowing Jules to precede him into the house. She looked around as he removed his fedora and went to stash his suitcase in his room. 

“It is really nice in here, Luther,” Jules observed, running a hand over his camel aniline leather couch. “I can’t believe all the art you’ve accumulated over the years from all your traveling. And to think we only went to Miami for our honeymoon.”

“Don’t try that. That’s where you wanted to go, Jules.”

“Uh-huh. Just figures you’d get all fancy after we divorced.”

“I was celebrating my freedom.”

They shared a laugh before enveloping each other in a friendly hug. The two of them always teased each other like that, having transitioned to an easy friendship after their marriage ended several years earlier. 

“So I know you didn’t come by for no reason, so what’s up?” Luther moved over to the bar and grabbed a bottle of sparkling water. “You want something?”

“No, I’m good. And I want to hear about your trip but I mostly came by to warn you about your daughter.”

Luther groaned as he took a long swig. “What now?”

“She’s talking about applying to another graduate program. And you know she’s gonna come to you begging. I need you to not give in to her this time, Luther.”

“You say that as if I’m some kind of pushover.”

“You say that as if you’re not.”

“I’m not.”

“When it comes to her, you can be. She’s your only daughter and she’s adorable, and when she turns on those big puppy dog eyes and starts whining ‘daddyyyyy’ you turn to pure putty. And I know she stood you up again for your daddy-daughter brunch thing you two like to do before you left.”

“You are really exaggerating. I absolutely know how to tell Churi ‘no’ when I need to. And as for her standing me up, I just tell myself she has a good reason so I don’t get too affronted.”

“Uh-huh. Another example of how you’re a softie for her ‘cause you wouldn’t put up with that from anybody else. I’d surely have told her about herself, if it were me.”

“I’m familiar with you.”

“You need to tell her ‘no’ this time, about funding her graduate program. That girl is determined to stay in school just so she can avoid having to get a real job and take care of herself. And I’ve already told her not to bother asking me to foot her bills anymore. If she wants to keep getting degrees she’s not gonna use, she can get a job at the same time, like I did.”

“All right, I’ll keep that in mind, if she even asks me. She might surprise us and find a way to take care of everything herself.”

“Right. And this is my natural hair.”

“Anyway,” Luther couldn’t help but chuckle. 

“So, how was Belize?” Jules asked, dropping onto the couch and mindlessly twirling her ankle, her patent leather Nine West pumps reflecting the light. “I’m still mad that you went without me.”

“It’s still there. You can go tomorrow.”

“Stop trying to be funny and tell me how the damn trip went.”

“You’re fun to mess with,” Luther teased, sitting on the other end of the couch. “The trip was great, though. Beautiful weather, scenery, great cuisine. It was a much-needed wind-down from the hectic past few months I’ve had.”

“I bet. I’m glad you got to go and rejuvenate. Meet anybody interesting?”

His mind immediately going to Liz, Luther couldn’t help the smile that shot across his face. “I did, actually.”

“Well, hot damn,” Jules grinned, sitting forward slightly. “Who is she? What’s her name?”

“Her name is Liz. And Jules, as soon as I saw her, it was like everything around us faded out. She became my focus and...I just had to meet her.”

“Wow, Luther. Did you go over there and fall in love?”

Looking thoughtfully at some art on the far wall, Luther dragged his bottom lip between his teeth. “Crazy as it sounds, I feel like I did. We instantly connected and any plans I had after that disappeared. I wanted to stay by her side for as long as she wanted me there.”

“And did she want you there? Was she feeling you as much as you were feeling her?”

“I believe she was. There was no playing coy or hard-to-get; we expressed our interest mutually. That’s one of the things I loved about it; no ambiguity, no second-guessing. Everything was intentional. I just hated I only got a day and a half with her.”

“Damn. So not only did you get to go off to Belize alone but you got sprung over somebody, too,” Jules summarized good-naturedly. “I wish you could see the look in your eyes when you talk about this woman; you are smitten, my friend.”

“I’m not denying it.”

“So when are you gonna see her again?”

Luther’s smile faded slightly. “Who knows.”

“What?”

“I have no way of contacting her. Don’t know where she lives. She didn’t want to exchange contact information or last names. Hell, I had to take her word for it that Liz was even her real first name.”

“I’m confused, Luther...”

“Our attraction was instant and mutual; I’d be willing to bet my house that nothing about her feelings towards me were anything but genuine. And it’s because of that that she asked that we keep things light and not exchange any personal information; the less we knew about each other, the easier it would be to move on. And she was adamant about not being interested in anything long distance.”

“I guess I can understand that but...I just hope to high heaven that you didn’t get catfished. Wait, is it still catfishing if you actually met the person but is just unsure of who they really are? You didn’t give her any money, did you? Did you check your wallet before you left?”

“Jules.” Luther threw her an amused look. “All valid concerns, I admit, but she didn’t steal anything from me. And I acknowledge that I could be wrong about all of this but I just have a gut feeling that everything she told me was sincere.”

“You think she’s one of those women who’ve been burned so many times that they’re not trying to take a chance on love anymore, and let fear send them running every time they meet someone they’re interested in? I can’t tell you how many books I’ve read lately with that shit in it.”

“Honestly, I don’t think that’s what it is. I think if we happened to meet while living in the same city, she wouldn’t have those concerns. But she didn’t want us to get all embedded into each other only to end up hundreds or thousands of miles apart, which I understand but it doesn’t deter me like it did her.”

“So you’re going to try to find her, I take it?”

“I wish I could but no. I don’t have much of anything to go on and my sleuthing skills are subpar, anyway. If we’re meant to come together again, we will. And I believe we are. As for when?” He threw up a hand. “I have no way of knowing.”

“You always were a big ol’ romantic,” Jules marveled. “Even back in college. I thought you were just putting on when we first got together with all the poems and grand gestures and talk about soul ties, but it turned out that’s how you really are.”

He hunched a shoulder. “Guilty.”

“I know I teased you a lot for it but it really was one of the things I liked most about you. And I’m sure this Liz – if that’s her real name – will be kicking herself for running scared as soon as she spends her first night back in an empty bed. Y’all could’ve at least had cyber sex.”

“Jules...go home.”

“You know I’m right.” Jules stood from the couch and tossed her hair over her shoulder before planting her hands on her wide hips. “You should’ve ‘accidentally’ left one of your business cards in her room or something. I bet she would’ve been glad you did after the fact, despite what she said.”

“I guess we’ll never know.”

“You were probably trying to be a damn gentleman and respect her wishes, weren’t you? I’m not mad at it. I guess. Seriously, though, I hope you get what you want, Lu-Lu.”

He winced as he stood to walk her out. “We’ve had this conversation. I do not love that nickname.”

“I know.”

––––––––
[image: ]


THE NEXT DAY, LUTHER met up with his brother Carter at the gym for a training session. He wasn’t exactly looking forward to it, as Carter tended to complain a lot even though he practically begged Luther to train him for the physique competition he signed up for, since Luther was a former champion bodybuilder himself. 

“Do you torture all your clients like this?” Carter griped through gritted teeth as he did his last couple reps of shoulder presses. 

Luther rolled his eyes. “Just the ones that pay me to.”

“You’d think I’d get a little slack, being your little brother and all.”

“I’m sorry. I thought you actually wanted to win the competition. You know, like I did. Multiple times.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. You the man.” Carter finished his set and plopped onto a nearby weight bench, sweat pouring down his brown face. He squeezed his eyes shut before blindly reaching for the towel hanging from his waistband to wipe the sweat out of them. “Who else you training today?”

“You’re it. I told you, most of my time is going towards my hat business. I only train clients when I want to.”

“I guess I should be flattered that you’re making time for little ol’ me then, huh?”

“You actually should. Come on, front raises next. Let’s move.”

“Drill sergeant,” Carter muttered, pushing himself off the bench. 

Luther shook his head but didn’t comment as Carter went over and grabbed his weights. What Luther didn’t bother to add was that brother or not, he wouldn’t even bother training Carter if he wasn’t getting paid.

The workout continued, with Carter doing his usual grumbling and Luther tuning him out when Carter suddenly remembered to ask about Luther’s trip. 

“It was cool; I enjoyed myself,” Luther replied nonchalantly. 

“That’s it? You don’t have anything more to say about it than that?”

Shrugging a shoulder, Luther kept his eyes on the message he was checking on his phone. “Not really.”

There was no way Luther was going to confide in Carter the way he confided in Jules, especially about Liz. Carter would no doubt try to clown him for catching feelings for a woman he didn’t know much about, not to mention his belief that he and Liz would eventually meet again. Then Luther would get pissed off, despite himself, and curse his brother out, and then they’d be at odds for however long until Luther felt like letting it go. He and Carter usually got along fine but they weren’t terribly close. Partially because they were seventeen years apart in age, but mostly because Carter tended to be a little more immature than Luther’s patience could tolerate. Carter was thirty-eight but still wanted to act like a college student at times. 

“Hey, how’s my niece?” Carter asked once they finished. He took a long swig from his water bottle before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 

“Churi’s fine. Still ticked at you for intimidating that boy you saw her out with that time. He never did call her back after that, she said.”

“I make no apologies. I know a punk-ass when I see one.”

“I’m not complaining. Knowing you’ve got her back as much as I do eases my mind some because Churi’s discernment when it comes to guys is far from stellar.”

“No doubt. Nobody’s getting over on my niece if I can help it. Oh, I was thinking about going to check out that new cigar bar across town this weekend. I’ve heard it’s supposed to be the spot. I bet there’s all kinds of ass I haven’t tapped yet in there.”

Another reason Luther didn’t love hanging with Carter; he fancied himself a player. It was yet another thing the brothers didn’t have in common.

Not bothering to give admonishment that would just fall on deaf ears anyway, Luther just shrugged a shoulder and took his own sip of water. “Enjoy.”

“You wanna go?”

“Ehh, I don’t know. I’ll probably make it over there eventually but I don’t know if it’ll be this weekend.”

“You should hang with your little bro, man. We can be each other’s wingmen. When is the last time you even had any?”

Luther had to fight to keep the smile off his face, remembering his amazing lovemaking with Liz in Belize. It was next to impossible to stop thinking about kissing her, touching her, sexing her. How she shivered when he took her nipples into his mouth. The sensual wind of her hips as she rode him. If he tried hard enough, he could still feel her nails digging into his back. 

He could feel his body reacting to the memories and told himself to calm down; standing in the middle of the gym was one of the last places he wanted to get an erection.

“It’s been recent enough,” he finally answered, managing to keep his face even. “Go and have a good time; you don’t need any help from
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