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From Moni Boyce comes a fling to forever romance packed with redemption, heat and happily ever after. 

Her whole life, Lexie Campbell has played by the rules and lived up to everyone else’s expectations, never once stepping out of her comfort zone or putting her needs or wants first. 

Divorced and ready for a little excitement in her life, she makes a playful bet to kiss the next guy who walks into the bar where she’s out on the town with her girlfriends. She wasn’t expecting that guy to be bad boy Erza Benedict himself. 

Ezra has a reputation. Growing up on the wrong side of the tracks, he’s never been able to outrun his troublesome past no matter how hard he works to redeem himself. 

As far as relationships go? Lexie is so far out of his league, but that doesn’t stop him from wanting more than one kiss or a one-night stand. 

When Lexie comes back into his life by grand design and hires him to landscape the homes she has listed on the market, Ezra knows this is his shot. Unlike their one night together before, Ezra won’t settle for hiding their relationship for long.

Together they’ll have to learn to forget everyone else's expectations and live (and love) for themselves. 

Welcome to Oak Bend, where these blue-collar hotties work hard and love even harder, especially when it comes to landing their happily ever after.
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This is dedicated to the reformed bad boys and good girls.
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CHAPTER 1

Lexie
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Why did it bother me so damn much if he’d moved on?

Trying to be discreet, I scrolled through the pictures and engagement announcement Erica had texted me for the umpteenth time. My ex-husband and his new bride-to-be stared back at me, their smiling faces souring my mood further. The ink was barely dry on our divorce papers. 

Letting my cell phone screen fade to black, I turned my attention to the prospective home buyers currently perusing the craftsman style house I was showing them. “Umm... as you can see, the skylight,” I pointed above our heads, “supplies a lot of natural light... into the kitchen and breakfast area.” There were notes of distraction in my tone that I hoped weren’t noticeable, while I used my Vanna White skills to show off the well-lit kitchen. 

I always tried to be present when dealing with my clients, despite what was going on in my personal life, but seeing my ex happy over his upcoming nuptials was unexpected and unfair. It didn’t help that my clients were a perky, newly married couple. Their constant hand holding and stolen kisses when they thought I didn’t see them were nauseating. I was surrounded by new, happy relationships and it made me feel wretched, and a little envious. It was getting harder to keep the smile plastered on my face.

Don’t misunderstand, I wasn’t still in love with my ex. We’d fallen out of love ages ago. Not sure we were ever in love in the first place. Our marriage lasted longer than it should have. What I was salty over was it had only been four months since the divorce, and the bastard hadn’t even waited a decent amount of time to make his sidepiece his new wife. Not that I knew what a decent amount of time was for something like that.

I wanted to go home and wallow. Devour a carton of ice cream and watch bad TV, or now that summer was here, I’d love to be lazing outdoors near the pool with a good book, but I couldn’t because my clients were being super nit-picky over minor details that were easily and inexpensively fixed. This was the fifth house I’d shown them today. The twentieth house in the last week.

“Are these cabinets real oak?”

The question pulled me out of my head. Gripping my phone tightly in my hand, I turned to address the question. 

Her fingers skimmed the wood. 

With fake cheeriness, I answered her. “Yes. All the cabinetry throughout the house is oak. The builder spared no expense.” My cheeks hurt from the forced effort to maintain the smile.

Thirty minutes later, we left the house with still no decision made. I waved at them as they pulled away. Once they were no longer visible, the fake grin became a scowl. 

Outdoors the heat felt oppressive. My natural hair was a long, black mass of curls and coils that were now stuck to the back of my sweaty neck. I hoped I had a hair tie in my purse. 

On the way to my car, I took my phone out of my pocket and dialed Erica’s number. My best friend answered on the first ring.

“Lexie, are you okay?” 

I appreciated the concern that permeated her words.

Instead of getting in my car, I sagged against the door. “He’s about to walk down the aisle again, and I haven’t even been on a single date...” My thoughts tumbled over themselves. “A full page spread in the announcement section... he had to make sure it was as public as possible that he was putting a ring on his side chick. Daniel doesn’t deserve to get married again, especially before me. He doesn’t even know what the sanctity of marriage is.”

It shouldn’t matter. I knew it shouldn’t matter and I shouldn’t care, but I was human. I shook my head, even though Erica couldn’t see me. 

Yeah, I was sulking and slightly pissed off. I sounded like a bitter Betty. One of those divorcees that did nothing, but trash talk men and marriage like they were the worst things ever created. That was not who I wanted to be.

A sigh fell from my lips. “I know it isn’t some race. I mean he’d beat me to it anyways, seeing as he already had her picked out and ready to go before he even left me, so I don’t know why I’m surprised.” Using the tip of my heel, I dug up a loose clump of grass. 

For some reason, Erica continued to let me ramble on.

“God knows I’m not in a rush to end up in another broken relationship.” I looked at the ground. “It’s just... our divorce was so public... And now I’ll have to endure more gossip and people talking behind my back as their wedding draws near.”

Erica knew how that whole ordeal had been for me. In Oak Bend people talked. And now with Daniel getting married again, I knew all eyes would be on me once again, wondering how I would handle the situation.

“You know what. You just need to get out, hon. Don’t think about all those looky-loos. Why don’t, you, Lydia and I go to The Rox tonight. It’ll be a girl’s night.” Excitement colored her voice. I was sure her mind was conjuring up guzzling Cosmos, while checking out all the yummy hot available men, even though she was happily married. It’s what I should have been thinking, but my mind was far from wanting a night out on the town.  

“We’ll get some drinks, talk, and laugh. We haven’t done that in a while. It’ll be fun.” She was trying to coax me, knowing I was going to resist.

“I don’t know... I’ll think about it... I gotta go. Thank you for everything.” 

“I hope you change your mind, hon. Talk later.”

I hung up my phone, not sure if a night out drinking at the bar was the best idea after my ex’s engagement announcement. Would people get the message that I was somehow drowning my sorrow in a beer? I didn’t want anyone thinking I cared that he moved on. Huffing, I clicked my key fob and unlocked my car.

Instead of heading back to my office at Picket Fence Real Estate, I decided to head to my parents’ house. Tomorrow, I would just tell, Mitchell, my boss, I was checking out some leads on new clients.

I turned on the radio. Loud pop music helped drown out the incessant racket in my head. The drive to my parents was only about ten minutes. When I pulled up, I didn’t get out of the car right away. For several minutes I sat staring at the stately older home I’d grown up in. Sweat rolling down the back of my neck reminded me I was still sitting in my hot car. I fumbled through my bag and eventually found a hair tie in one of the inside pockets. I checked my sloppily done ponytail in the mirror. Taking a deep breath, I prepared myself and got out of the car.

Letting myself inside, I looked around the large entrance hall that opened into the living room. “Mom... Dad?” When I didn’t hear a response, I walked towards the back of the house. The French doors that led to the backyard were thrown open. Out on the terrace I found my parents working away in the flower garden. 

My mom looked up from her prized perennials. “Alexa.” She gave me a distracted wave and returned her attention to the soil she was digging in with a trowel. “Why didn’t you call first?”

Hello to you too, mom. Didn’t know I had to announce myself before dropping by.

“Don’t mind your mother. You know how she gets when she’s working in the garden.” My dad pushed himself to a standing position, wiped the dirt from his knees, and removed his gloves before coming over.

“Hey dad.”

Unlike my response to my mother, this time I grinned up at my father before he wrapped me in a bear hug. He was a large man, standing at six foot three. His mustache tickled my cheek when he embraced me. 

“It’s good to see you.”

He released me and stepped back, his brown bald head, gleamed in the sun, shiny with perspiration. 

“What brings you by, sweet pea?” He asked over his shoulder while he headed towards a table where a large pitcher of homemade lemonade and glasses were arranged.

It was on the tip of my tongue to offer some pitiful excuse for my visit when my mother answered for me like I was a dummy sitting on her knee, with her hand shoved up my backside.

“I’ll tell you why she’s here. She saw Daniel’s engagement announcement in the paper and came here to lick her wounds.” 

My head whipped around so I could stare at my mother, who was now looking at me pointedly, her mahogany skin dewy from the heat, her perfectly coiffed afro with not a hair out of place despite the yard work she was engaged in.

Either it was my imagination, or she delighted in my pain and humiliation. I’m sure because it allowed her to come to my rescue.

Here she goes.

“You know that could be your engagement in the paper, and not his if you would only go out with some of the eligible men from your father’s office. They are good men...”

I’d stopped listening, doing my best not to bristle at her judgmental tone. This was why I sometimes loathed visiting. Ever since I was a kid my mother was a meddler. She loved fixing me and my problems. I didn’t get the lead in the ballet recital when I was eight and she had a talk with the teacher. At sixteen, I had a falling out with Lydia, one of my best girlfriends and my mother meddled in that. The list was endless.

Of course, it would be no different now that I was divorced and single. 

“Lay off the girl, Etta. She doesn’t need to rush into anything.” My dad handed me a glass of the lemonade and winked at me.

This time I smiled back, but I knew it didn’t quite reach my eyes. Most moms would have been offering comforting words and commiserating with you. Not my mother. She thought it was best to truss me up like a sacrificial lamb and put me back out on the marriage market, even though I’d only been divorced for four months, and might need time.

“It’s okay dad.” I took a sip of the lemonade and averted my gaze. Usually, his lemonade had a tart sweetness, but today it just tasted bitter. Or maybe it just tasted like that because it’s how I felt. 

My mother was still talking. It took me a second to realize she was addressing me.

“Are you listening to me?” She was giving me that look, that said I better be paying attention or there would be consequences.

“Yes ma’am.” I felt like the fifteen-year-old girl that had always been afraid to defy her mother, no matter how much I chafed at her words. I had not been the rebellious teen. Those fantasies had only lived in my head.

“Your father and I are having a dinner party here in a week. You will be there.”

Now would be a great time for me to defy her and say no, after all I was a grown woman with a successful career, but the defiance withered and died on my tongue before I could open my mouth with a retort. When I did respond, the only word that came out was, “Yes.”

The woman was relentless. I knew it was a ploy to set me up with yet another young lawyer from my father’s law firm, but I didn’t argue.

“I have to go.” 

Once I placed the still full glass of lemonade on the table, I kissed my father and nodded in my mother’s direction. 

“See you sweet pea.” My dad rubbed my shoulder.

With slow steps, I walked back through the house, feeling like a weight was being lifted from my shoulders with each step. It was often like this after a visit with my overbearing mother. 

In my car, I sat behind the wheel stewing over not standing up to her. “Why didn’t you tell her to shove it?” I muttered to myself. Oh yeah? And how many Black girls talked like that to their mothers and survived to see another day? 

After the day I’d had I needed something to help me forget for a while. Even if it was just for the night. Before I could overthink it or talk myself out of it, I reached for my phone and dialed Erica’s number. When she answered, I didn’t even let her say hello.

“I’m in.”
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CHAPTER 2

Ezra
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“You’re always going to be a piece of shit, Benedict.” 

Ten years later, and those words still echoed in my head. Many people had said similar words to me over the years, the sentiment varying, but the meaning always the same. A constant reminder that the world thought I was garbage, trash, and would never amount to anything or be someone worth taking a chance on.

The back of my neck grew hot from the rage coursing through me, and before I knew it, I was overworking the soil. I let the earth fall from my fingers and sat back on my heels. Mother Nature never did anything wrong to me, no reason to take my anger and frustration out on her. I leaned my head back and shut my eyes. A deep sigh fell from my lips. After taking a few seconds to get my mind right, I went back to work.

“You okay?” 

I didn’t look over at Ox, but I could hear the worry in his voice.

“Yeah, I’m good.” I hadn’t told him yet; we’d lost out on another contract.

Needing to forget all the bullshit, I dug a hole in the soil, and then pulled the hydrangea from the pot. I roughed up the roots, breaking up the dirt and compacted roots, relishing the fact that I could channel my fury into the task. Once I finished, I placed the plant in the hole and used the garden hose to fill it with water before I refilled the hole with soil. Inside I wanted to destroy something, but using my hands to plant something, and make something grow, made my hot-headed anger dissipate a little.

A couple of hours later, while we packed our gear away in the truck, Ox spoke.

“We didn’t get it, did we?” His voice was quiet and resigned, like he’d long ago accepted that rejection and doors being shoved in his face was inevitable.

I shook my head and continued loading up the unused fertilizer and other tools.

Seconds later, it was like someone had flipped a switch on my friend.

“We’ll get the next one.” The big idiot grinned at me like a fool and then winked before going back for the rest of the supplies.

We’d known each other since elementary school and to this day when Ox said things like that, I wasn’t sure if he was joking, said things like that to make me feel better or he really meant it. Man, if he believed that, the guy was the most pigheaded optimist I’d ever seen. 

Ox resembled an overgrown bear. He stood at six foot five and had shaggy brown hair that was usually covered by a ball cap. His pale skin was beginning to redden from too much exposure to the sun. 

Like me, he’d been told he’d never be shit too, but somehow, he let it all slide off his back like it was nothing. I admired his disposition, sometimes wish I had it.

I rolled my shoulders to relieve some of the tension that had built up since I saw the damn letter this morning. Working in the sun all day had me good and tired.

Once we finished loading everything into the bed of my truck, we hopped in.

“Why don’t we go grab a beer tonight to celebrate?” The look on Ox’s face when he said it was like a kid that just learned he was going to get to shoot fireworks on the Fourth of July. I wasn’t sure why he was so giddy.

Holding the key in the ignition switch, I turned to him, my brows bunched up in a scowl. “What exactly are we celebrating?”

“I don’t know... the process, the journey.” His excitement still hadn’t diminished.

“You know you usually celebrate something when you win or you’re successful, right?” I spoke to him slowly, like I was explaining to a child.

“Shit, Ezra. I know that.” For a second, irritation flitted across his face before it was once again replaced with some kind of inner peace or joy I didn’t have a name for. “I just thought how many people are out here trying to get their own business off the ground. Trying to make their dreams reality and not just thinking about it. It might not be happening right now. Doesn’t mean it ain’t gonna happen.”

I snorted. Pigheaded optimism. The man had it in spades. I turned the key in the ignition.

“Sure buddy. We’ll celebrate our defeat with a beer.” Sarcasm dripped from every syllable. 

Yeah, I was an asshole for raining on the man’s parade, but I couldn’t help still feeling like the world was just going to keep dumping on us. Why celebrate that?

Once I dropped Ox off, I headed home. When I arrived, I found my fourteen-year-old half-sister Cameron sitting on the porch swing waiting for me. The kid made me think of Tinkerbell with her newly shorn, blonde hair styled into a pixie cut. She had her nose stuck in a book, and her Converse-covered feet were propped on her skateboard, gently rolling it from side to side.

“It’s about time.” She turned down the page she’d been reading to mark her place.

Usually, I didn’t mind her visits, but today I wasn’t in the mood. “What do you want?” Annoyance twisted itself into my words.

I opened my garage and started loading everything from my truck inside. 

“Just dropped by.” With her book and skateboard in her hand, she sat on the bumper of my truck.

“I’m busy.”

“What bug crawled up your ass?” Cameron wrinkled her nose at me.

I didn’t respond to that, just deflected. “Don’t you have school?”

“It’s summertime.”

Her eyes bored into me like laser beams. I knew she was trying to figure out why I was acting like such an ass. Sighing, I sat down the bag of fertilizer I’d been carrying on my shoulder.

“Sorry.” I squinted at her through the sweat dripping in my eyes. “It just hasn’t been the best day.”

Cameron nodded and stood. Instead of leaving like I thought she would, she walked slowly towards me, dropped her belongings to the ground, and put her arms around me in a hug, despite me being a gross, sweaty mess.

Here I was being a jerk to her and now she was trying to make me feel better. When she pulled away, she looked up at me.

“Dad could...”

My mood went from contrite to hostile in two seconds. At the mention of the DNA we shared, my nostrils flared, and my hands clenched into angry fists.

“He’s your dad. Not mine.” My words were harsh and resolute.

She’d grown up in a world where he dried her tears and fixed her problems. That man never did anything for me but give me his last name.

Cameron swallowed down whatever she was about to say and dropped her hands to her sides. 

My eyes softened. I picked up the bag of fertilizer. “I told you I wasn’t fit company today.” I offered up the words as an apology for snapping at her.

Once again, I expected to see her hightail it out of there on her skateboard and go home
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