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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s always a pleasure hooking up with some of my author friends to bring you a fabulous collaboration! Me, Sheryl Lister and Delaney Diamond present to you the Irresistible Husband Series! SHOW ME is my contribution, and I can’t wait for you to meet Colton (Cole) and Malaya.

      

      Brace yourself. You’re in for a special treat with this series!

      

      Enjoy!

      

      Sharon C. Cooper

      

      NOTE: The Irresistible Husband Series can be read in any order.
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      Just when he thought finding a wife was out of his reach…

      

      Colton “Cole” Eubanks is laser-focused on building wealth and settling down with a special woman before he turns forty. Accomplishing one out of two isn’t bad. Unfortunately, there’s no ‘love of his life’ on the horizon, unless he counts the one woman who’s been starring in his nightly dreams—Malaya Radcliff.

      

      After being dependent on other people for years, Malaya has finally learned to stand on her own. There’s only one thing she hasn’t been able to accomplish—gain full custody of her daughter. Her ex-husband never fights fair. His wealth always wins. This time Malaya’s determined to come out on top.

      

      So when Cole, the man she’s been secretly in lust with for over a year, makes her an offer she’d be crazy to refuse, Malaya wants to say yes. But that means sacrificing her newfound independence. Yet, his enticing proposal has her thinking—why not?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “You guys are idiots. Axel, you’re too withdrawn and emotionally unavailable to women. Though you make jokes, it’s probably because of how your engagement ended. Braxton, you’re waiting for a perfect woman. She doesn’t exist because no one is perfect. If you stopped being so picky, you might find someone. And you, my dear brother, are the most self-centered man to walk the face of the earth. You guys are never going to marry anyone until you make some changes.”

      Colton Eubanks loosened his tie and half-listened to his sister, Dani. He had arrived at Double Trouble, a bar they owned together, a few minutes ago to have a drink with a couple of his friends. What he hadn’t expected was for her to go on and on telling them why they weren’t marriage material. He hated they even brought up the topic.

      “What makes you the authority on why we aren’t married and won’t, according to you, ever get married?” Cole asked.

      “The three of you come in here at least once a week griping about this woman or that woman. I listen, and it’s the same complaints every time. You think someone is always after your money or trying to use you in some way,” she said to Cole. “And Axel, the way you go through women, how is it possible you haven’t found anyone yet? Could it be because you refuse to open up? As for you, Braxton, before you say you’re not that picky, trust me—you are.”

      Cole sipped his scotch to hide a smile. She was right about his two buddies, but she had him all wrong. He wasn’t self-centered or selfish, another adjective she usually used when referring to him. He might’ve had some self-serving tendencies, but he wasn’t one of those men who only thought about himself. He was very giving…to those who were deserving. As far as Cole was concerned, though, people, especially women, were always trying to get something from him, and he wasn’t having it.

      Okay, maybe he was a little selfish in that regard.

      Cole watched his sister saunter to the other end of the bar to fix a drink for a newcomer. Dani was two years younger than him, but since they were kids, she always acted as if she was the oldest.

      “You think Dani is right?” Braxton asked, pulling Cole out of his thoughts.

      He, Axel, and Braxton were huddled at the far end of the bar near the servers’ station. They’d first met years ago when playing on a basketball league. Since then, they’d become close friends, and their weekly drink at the bar gave them a chance to catch up with each other.

      “Serious about which part?” Cole asked him, even though he was fairly sure he knew what Braxton was really asking.

      “About me being too picky.”

      Cole nodded. “Yeah, I think her assessment was right, but I don’t see anything wrong with being choosy. You want what you want. There’s nothing wrong with that. Don’t let my sister get inside your head,” Cole insisted, though he should probably take his own advice.

      The problem with Dani’s want-to-be-a-therapist assessments was that most of the time she was right. And unfortunately, they would all probably obsess about her depiction of them for the next few days. There was just something about Dani. She had the uncanny ability to get under your skin like an irritating splinter, making you painfully aware that it’s there, but not easy to dig out. In Dani’s case, she just bugged the heck out of Cole.

      “You’re right.” Braxton took a long drag on his beer and slammed the bottle onto the bar top. “Ain’t nothing wrong with being picky and holding out for the right woman.”

      “Nope, nothing wrong with it at all,” Axel agreed with finality. “And I’m not emotionally withdrawn. Hell, is that even a thing? Ain’t nothing wrong with me taking my time before I leap again. I know the type of woman I want, and I know she’s out there.”

      Cole and his friends were ready to find Miss Right and settle down and have a family; him especially. He had just celebrated his thirty-ninth birthday a few weeks ago, reminding him that he was behind schedule with his life plan. By thirty-five, he was supposed to be firmly set into his investment management career, own real estate around the country, and be financially secure. All of that was in place.

      By forty, though, the plan was to be married and have at least one child. At the moment he wasn’t even dating. So, accomplishing that goal was going to be impossible…unless a certain someone started taking his interest in her seriously.

      Malaya Radcliff.

      Cole’s gaze sought her out, and he spotted her as she strolled from the back of the bar, carrying a tray of food to a booth. Double Trouble wasn’t a full-service restaurant, but they did have a grill and served sandwiches, fries, onion rings, chips, and dip, along with a few other snack items.

      His attention stayed on Malaya. She only worked at the bar part-time, but they’d gotten to know each other pretty well over the past year. He liked everything about the woman, especially the way his body stirred whenever she was in his line of sight.

      Malaya smiled at the man and woman she was serving, and just like that, Cole’s exhausting day was almost forgotten. That’s the affect she had on him. Too bad she wasn’t interested in anything more than friendship. She was focused and working toward accomplishing her own life goals and even at thirty-four, that didn’t include a romantic relationship.

      What a shame.

      Cole already knew, based on their interactions, that they’d be great together. They both enjoyed sports, loved to laugh, and even liked the same movies. More than that, the attraction crackling between them couldn’t be denied by either of them. Still, she wouldn’t give him a chance. He had asked her out on more than one occasion, but each time, she graciously said no. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested in him. Cole had it on good authority that Malaya was feelin’ him the moment they’d met. At least according to Dani.

      Surprisingly, his sister actually thought that they’d make a great couple. It was shocking because Dani and Malaya were friends, and Dani used to threaten bloody murder if Cole even looked at any of her girlfriends.

      Cole’s gaze latched on to Malaya as she approached the bar with the large round tray under her arm. Like usual, an overwhelming sense of rightness surrounded him. He couldn’t explain it, but it happened whenever she was near. Like she was already a part of him. Maybe it was in his head, or just maybe she really was the woman of his dreams.

      Malaya set the tray down and leaned against the bar next to Cole. The clang of silver bangles and bracelets on her left wrist jingled with every move she made. Someone could probably hear her coming from a block away. She wore just that many.

      “How’s it going, fellas?” she asked.

      “All is well except Dani giving us a hard time,” Axel said and caught Malaya up to speed on parts of the conversation they’d been having.

      Cole took that opportunity to check her out. He loved her style, which was different from those he usually dated. Malaya had a seventies vibe about her, including an afro, a colorful shirt, and tonight, even bell bottom jeans. Her daily fashion also included ear piercings—six in one ear and three in the other. From day one, he’d been curious about whether or not she had any other piercings on her body. If he was lucky, who knew…maybe he’d find out.

      He continued studying her while she chatted with Axel and Braxton. Malaya was sweet, tough, and fiercely independent, all rolled into one beautiful package.

      “How ya doin’? You look a little tired,” Cole said to her when the guys started discussing the basketball game that was playing on the TV behind the bar. “Did you have classes today?”

      “Boy, did I. I had three classes and two of those included exams. Add that to my three hours of sleep last night, and you have a person operating on fumes right now.”

      She gave a little laugh and rubbed the back of her neck. While working two part-time jobs, she had also returned to school to finish her degree. Some days, Cole didn’t know how she did it, but she rarely complained about her busy schedule.

      “Hey, sweetie. How about another beer?” a guy on the other side of the room yelled.

      Malaya squeezed Cole’s arm as she pushed away from the bar. “Duty calls, but first,” she leaned in and placed a lingering kiss on his cheek, “thank you for the flowers,” she whispered. “I know they were from you.”

      Cole’s pulse sped up. If a little peck on the cheek had his body responding like that, what would happen if he got the opportunity to taste her tempting lips? She’d had a rough couple of days with school and juggling work, and he’d had flowers delivered to the bar earlier. He hadn’t signed his name on the card, but wrote: Hang in there.

      While Malaya crossed to her customers, the gentle sway of her hips was almost hypnotizing as her confident walk carried her to the other side of the room. Man, she was the total package. He had to figure out a way to get her to take him seriously about dating. It was risky asking an employee out, but since Cole wasn’t her immediate supervisor, he didn’t see anything wrong with it.

      Besides, he only stopped in once or twice a week to have a drink and take care of the bar’s books. The only thing standing in their way—well, at least one thing—was that Dani had told him that Malaya thought he was outside of her league.

      Cole shook his head and took another sip of his drink. Whether he was or not, he wanted the chance to see if their chemistry was as strong as it seemed to be. Malaya was the type of woman he wanted permanently in his life. He just had to figure out a way to make that happen.
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        * * *

      

      The pouring rain and the light breeze outside of the bar’s covered back deck would’ve normally relaxed Malaya. Not tonight. Her angry footsteps pounded the hardwood as she paced the length of the deck that was connected to the bar. She fumed with every word her ex-husband spoke. She hated calling him for any reason, but for her daughter, Destiny, there was nothing she wouldn’t do. Even put up with her jerk of an ex.

      She hadn’t intended to tell him that she was planning to seek sole custody, but somehow, the words slipped through her lips. Now she had to listen to him go on and on about why she was an unfit parent. At least too unfit, in his opinion, to care for Destiny.

      “You will never get custody of our daughter. Do you hear me? I don’t care what type of dime-store lawyer you find. Destiny’s not going anywhere. You’re lucky I even let you have her every other weekend and holidays.”

      “You don’t let me. I see her then because that’s what the court ordered,” Malaya snapped.

      There she went again, opening her mouth. She could only attribute her lack of patience to being tired. It was almost ten o’clock, and she’d been up since four o’clock that morning. Exhaustion didn’t even describe the unwavering weariness that had seeped into her bones and settled there. She could barely see straight, let alone think rationally.

      The worst part? Once she finished her shift at the bar, she still had to work on a paper that was due for one of her classes on Monday.

      It’ll all pay off in the long run, she reminded herself. Everything she was doing, every sacrifice she was making, was for her baby girl.

      “She’s staying right here with me. You might as well give up on any crazy ideas flowing through your head.”

      Malaya listened as Todd continued talking about how their ten-year-old daughter preferred living with him and his wife, Selena. Malaya knew better. She might only get to see Destiny every other weekend, but no one knew her child better than she did. Destiny was old enough to say who she wanted to live with, and it wasn’t with Todd and his trifling wife.

      What made the whole situation even worse was that Todd didn’t really want custody of Destiny. Sure, he loved their daughter in his own way, but her needs weren’t his priority. He and his wife traveled more than they stayed home, and Destiny was often left with a nanny or their housekeeper. She was like a trophy to Todd. He got to show her off to all of his wealthy friends and play the doting father whenever it suited him.

      Malaya didn’t care what it took, soon he wouldn’t be able to use their daughter for his own twisted delusion of proper parenting. When Todd gained sole custody, there had been so many factors against Malaya. The whole situation had caught her off guard, and she had so many regrets. The biggest? Not fighting harder. She just never thought a judge would rule in Todd’s favor. To this day, Malaya believed he paid off the judge. She just couldn’t prove it. With Todd and his family’s money, there wasn’t much he didn’t get away with. It hadn’t helped that her incompetent lawyer had been a joke, but at the time, she hadn’t been able to afford a better one.

      “For years you depended on me and still you can barely take care of yourself,” Todd’s rant continued. “How are you going to be able to afford a preteen? Destiny has a certain lifestyle that she’s accustomed to. You’ll never be able to give her what I can give to her.”

      Anger boiled inside of Malaya. He didn’t know her. She wasn’t the young, impressionable girl she used to be when he and she first met. Now she was independent and slowly pulling her life together. Todd might have more money, but Malaya planned to fight him with every single penny she had. Destiny was depending on her.

      “And if you keep threatening to take my child away from me, I’ll take her so far away from Georgia, you’ll never see her again.”

      Fear and rage warred within Malaya. He’d been threatening to do just that for the past year. Usually she’d back off and play nice, but not this time.

      “Let me talk to her,” Malaya demanded. The bar had gotten busy and time had gotten away from her. Otherwise she would’ve called earlier. It wasn’t until a few minutes ago that Malaya realized Destiny had tried calling her.

      “It’s after ten, and she’s asleep. A good mother would know that.”

      “I need to talk to her!” Malaya huffed out a breath, willing herself to calm down. She knew from experience that she would never get anywhere with him by demanding anything. “Please, Todd. I need to talk to my daughter,” she said, the fight seeping out of her.

      Todd didn’t respond.

      “Hello? Todd? Hello!” Malaya yelled before pulling the phone from her ear and glancing at the screen.

      He had hung up.

      Frustration roared through her body like a vicious storm and she gripped the cell phone tighter. It was all she could do to keep from chucking it across the deck.

      Exhaling unsteadily, she brought the device to her chest and slammed her eyes closed. The rain was coming down harder and a chill crept into her bones. She couldn’t let Todd win. Yet, it was getting harder to control her anger when it came to him.

      Most days, Malaya felt helpless and tired. Tired of Todd dictating what she could and couldn’t do as it related to their daughter. Tired of having to fight for everything, and tired of struggling to create a better life for herself.

      “Laya?”

      Malaya jerked, startled by the sound of Cole’s deep voice. A tear slipped from her eye and she quickly swiped it away before turning to him. He was the last person she wanted to see her crying.

      He stood in the doorway that led back into the bar, concern glimmering in his light-brown eyes. Just the sight of him made her heart beat a little faster. Her gaze slowly traveled down his six-foot muscular stature and worked its way back up.

      The past year, Cole had been letting his hair grow out. The look made her think of the R&B singer, Maxwell, back in the early 2000s. The big hair and his handsome golden-brown skin were similar. Malaya loved a man with a little scruff on his face, and Cole’s perfectly kempt facial hair made her want to run her hands over his cheeks and chin.

      Was his hair as soft as it appeared?

      Her attention went lower, sweeping across his wide chest and broad shoulders. He had long since shed his suit jacket and tie, leaving him in a deep gray dress shirt and perfectly tailored pants.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, stepping onto the deck.

      Immediately, his intoxicating scent, a mixture of cedar wood and vanilla, carried on a breeze and wrapped around her like a loving embrace. Cole was downright fine and always smelled good. Add that to his intelligent mind, kind and easygoing demeanor, and his successful life, and you had the man of her dreams.

      “I heard you yelling. Is everything okay?”

      He had probably been in the office working late. It was only a few feet from the back door.

      “I’m sorry I disturbed you. It’s just…” She was sick of talking about her ex-husband. Cole knew a little about her situation, but not everything.

      “Let me guess. Todd again,” he said.

      Malaya nodded, suddenly too emotional to say anything. Some days she felt as if she was going to crumble like tiny shards of glass. This was one of those days. It was so hard to stay encouraged and continue moving forward when she felt as if her whole life was a losing battle.

      When would it get better? When would some of the weight lighten?

      Cole moved closer and wrapped his arms around her. Malaya shivered against him and didn’t have the energy to pull away. Actually, she didn’t want to. She needed a hug more than she cared to admit.

      Still holding tight to her cell phone, she looped her arms around Cole’s waist and laid her head on his chest. He placed a kiss against her temple, and Malaya released a soft sigh. It didn’t matter how pissed she was at Todd, or how exhausting her day had been, Cole had a way of making her feel better.

      “What can I do to help?” His voice was gentle, yet powerful.

      He was such an amazing man. There wasn’t much he couldn’t do. There’d been times when she wanted to go to him for advice on how to best deal with her ex, but Malaya was determined to handle her problems herself. For years, she’d depended on Todd, and he had been good at enabling her.

      Since then, she worked hard to become her own person. Changing her dependent behavior was one of the toughest things she’d ever done. She struggled each and every day. It was an ongoing battle, but a battle she intended to win. That meant standing on her own two feet and relying on herself.

      “The hug is helping more than you’ll ever know,” she finally said against Cole’s crisp shirt.

      God, it felt good to be in his arms. It would be so easy to just stay right where she was, hugged up against his hard body and soaking up some of his positive energy. Unfortunately, she had tables to tend to and drinks to serve.

      She pulled slowly out of his hold. “Thanks for the hug. I needed it.”

      “Anytime you need one, you know where to find
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