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  Chapter One


CJ
Ahand on my shoulder pulls me from the reason I rearranged my entire schedule today. Samantha Rose Devereaux.
I glance back and see my college mentor, Frank. After a brief man hug, I step back. “Frank. I was hoping to bump into you here. How’s it going? Still advising the Army Corps of Engineers?”
Frank, just over six feet, looks sharp in his navy-blue suit, an Air Force Veteran lapel pin catching the light. His salt-and-pepper beard and mustache frame a wide grin. Mentor doesn’t quite capture what he is to me. After losing my dad to cancer my freshman year of college, Frank stepped in—not just as a guide, but as a father figure.
“Yeah, the gig keeps me busy enough to avoid boredom. Congrats—I heard you won the Ghana contract for their new hospital. Your eco-friendly designs and focus on preserving green spaces are setting a standard throughout the industry. I’m proud of you, son.”
Frank guided me through undergrad and my architecture program. I owe my ability to attend today’s annual Houston Chapter Texas Society of Architects event to him—a gathering of the industry’s best. Design teams, project managers, everyone driving the city’s largest developments.
Frank’s praise means everything to me. “I couldn’t have made it this far without your guidance. I’ve thanked you countless times, but ‘thank you’ just doesn’t feel adequate.” 
When I started my company—Greenspaces Architects—my first decision was to give Frank a paid seat on my board of directors. His wisdom has been invaluable. “Where are you sitting? I bought a table for my company—I’ve got two open seats if you and Joan want to join. Is she here?”
Frank beams, raising his glass toward the front, and that’s when I spot Joan, his better half, making her way toward us. As she approaches, I pull her into a warm hug and playfully ask, “Is this man giving you any trouble?”
Joan laughs and joins her husband. Frank draws Joan close, their love flowing between them like a tranquil river meandering through a vast open prairie. Amid the whirlwind of chaos and excitement at the award ceremony, Frank, and Joan stand serene and confident, having discovered the one person in the world who truly understands them. I yearn for what they possess and hope that the woman who has me in knots will give me a chance.
Out of the corner of my eye, I catch sight of Samantha Rose Devereaux, stunning as ever in a full-length off-the-shoulder gold gown that perfectly matches her amber brown eyes. She stands next to a person whom I assume is a colleague, as she animatedly uses her hands to explain something.
When she laughs and throws her head back, my eyes lock onto the spot above her shoulder that ignites her like a supernova. Thirteen months ago, at Jake and Gabi’s wedding reception, I long to relive the evening when her gaze trained on me throughout the night. Our sexy banter started off PG-13 and gradually escalated until we found a private spot for the hottest sex of my life. From the moment I met Sam at Topgolf when Jake introduced Gabi as his girlfriend, I knew she was the girl I’d been searching for my whole adult life. 
Sam saw our explosive connection as a wedding fling—concluding we let down our walls while bonding over the loss of our best friends. I remember it differently. Our time together was far from a hookup; we ended up in a coatroom instead of a bed for our first time—definitely not my first choice. I planned a series of dates to uncover the real Sam’s complexities.
Right after the wedding, Sam pulled me aside to confirm, in her words, that our hookup was a mistake. I laughed at the shocked look she gave me when I refused to agree. I even told her I wanted to take her on a proper date. 
Now, I patiently wait for my next opportunity to show Sam that I am the man she can rely on. One of Sam’s greatest qualities is her fierce independence, and while I would never want to diminish that, I want to show her she doesn’t have to bear the burden alone.
The evening flows smoothly through dinner as a string quartet performs classical music. My curiosity gets the better of me—since I entered the ballroom, I have been trying to see if Sam brought a date to the event. I scanned the room until I find Sam seated with the other honorees. A quick deduction confirms that Sam only sits with the person I saw her speaking to earlier this evening. Before the evening concludes, I intend to spend time catching up with Sam and, if luck is on my side, perhaps even dance after the ceremony.
After enduring two extremely dull acceptance speeches, Sam’s name is finally called. I lean forward, unable to hide my pride. She’s earned the Project Lead of the Year award—leading ten distinct teams on a massive downtown development project. The Boulevard. A work-live-play concept that transformed an abandoned industrial site into one of Houston’s hottest spots for the twenty- and thirty-something crowd.
Her speech is a mix of confidence and humility—classic Sam. But once she steps off stage, I can’t focus on the rest of the presentations. Not when the dance floor calls, and my plan is just beginning to unfold.
As the event shifts gears, the DJ takes over the night’s festivities with “24K Magic” by Bruno Mars. Frank and Joan share one of those silent exchanges only couples with history can pull off. Frank claps me on the back.
“We should head out. I’ll visit the office for lunch one day next week. Robin said she should be able to set aside some time for us to catch up.” 
Samantha

While half listening to Cheryl talk about her latest shopping excursion, I watch CJ (Christian Jonathan Daniels) walk toward me. His six-foot five frame and muscular build on full display in his tuxedo, reminding me of the last time I saw him dressed that way—at Gabi and Jake’s wedding. My mind recalls the coatroom at the wedding reception. CJ appears laid back, but he showed me you can’t always judge a book by its cover. CJ embodies a positive alpha presence, taking charge and ensuring I was happy and satisfied before he followed me.
As cool as possible, I return CJ’s hug. “Sam, congrats on your award. The Boulevard project was the envy of everyone in the industry. They hired the best person for the job. Word travels fast—contractors respect you and know you’re tough but fair.”
Never comfortable with compliments, I do my best to accept the praise. “Thanks CJ. When did you return from Chicago? Jake mentioned you had a customer meeting for a new project.”
CJ exudes a confidence that’s irresistibly sexy. “The meeting went well. Their operations manager mentioned that your company will lead the construction.”
Not surprising—the architecture and building community are practically siblings. Everyone knows each other’s business. “Yes, we have. My boss gave me a heads-up that I’ll be leading this project since several of my projects over the years have been in Chicago.”
“You deserve it. With the new project, I plan to spend time in Chicago. If our schedules overlap, we need to share a meal or two.” Glancing at my empty glass, CJ asked, “Do you want a refill?”
Another mark in the Sam-why-don’t-you-give-CJ-a-chance column. I’m impressed…this is not the first time CJ has shown he pays attention to the small things. “Yes, a refill would be nice.”
“Are you having your usual, Vodka Spritz?”
Once more, I’m amazed he knows my favorite drink. “Yeah.” Do I sound breathless? Get it together Samantha Rose. 
I need to remember all the reasons CJ and I can never be a thing. One—our best friends are married to each other. Two—we’re the godparents of our best friends’ twin daughters. Three—getting together and breaking up would trap us in a lifetime of facing each other with our significant others. I can easily think of at least five more reasons—it’s just too messy. Better to keep CJ firmly in the friend zone.






  
  Chapter Two


Samantha
My drive to Jake and Gabi’s went faster than normal. I hoped to use this time to dissect why a melancholy fog has descended over me. In a month, I will celebrate my thirty-sixth birthday. I, being Type-A to a fault, accomplished the goals I set after graduating from HU—reaching director level before my thirty-fifth birthday at the top of the list. 
Maybe my why has something to do with not finding my person? I came close once—too close—with Darius, the lying, scheming man I almost married. Saying I came close doesn’t quite capture it—I called off the wedding three days before the ceremony. I stood there in my final wedding dress fitting, staring at myself in the mirror, feeling like I couldn’t breathe.
Darius seemed perfect on paper, but we lacked any spark or passion. I agreed mainly because he asked me publicly at a pro basketball game, and afterward, I was unsure how to back out. Our friends lit up social media with comments like congrats and it’s about time (no shade; if it were anyone else, I’d probably have said the same—we had been dating for nearly five years).  
I canceled my wedding after overhearing Darius admit he wanted to marry me for access to my dad’s wealthy friends to save his failing business. 
My stubbornness nearly made me sick—six months earlier, my dad and I had a huge argument about needing a prenup. I stood firm, believing I wasn’t a millionaire, so why should it matter? My dad never revealed how much he and mom have saved, but he always emphasized that my inheritance could be substantial. After Darius’s confession, I felt like a complete fool. I never entertained childish fantasies of a fairytale marriage with friendly forest animals and bluejays celebrating us. 
I had already accepted that our marriage would have its foundation in mutual respect and cordiality. For two sleepless nights, I agonized over whether to cancel the wedding, never thinking of myself but fretting about my friends from Howard who had spent their hard-earned money to support me by not only joining the wedding party but also attending my Las Vegas bachelorette party the month before. 
Divine intervention struck at the bridal shop when Gabi found me in front of the three-way mirror, in my wedding dress, looking like I might puke. One glance at me told her something was off. I didn’t resemble an excited bride-to-be, eagerly awaiting her wedding. I looked like someone being dragged to the front of the bar to sing karaoke in front of Beyoncé.
Gabi strode into the waiting area and conjured a fake emergency on the spot. She informed the other bridesmaids that more alterations were required and sent them to the restaurant without us, so we could stay with the seamstress. 
Gabi, my rock, helped me untangle the life that wasn’t meant to be in the month following what would have been my wedding day. I learned who my genuine friends were during that tough time. Several of my girlfriends urged me to rethink my decision. According to them, my chances of meeting a gem like Darius were slim to none, and letting him slip away would be sheer madness. 
I bet those same “so-called friends” informed Darius that they disagreed with my decision and would support him if he needed “anything.” 
At first, I felt betrayed, and now I feel relieved. My mom told me that loyal friends are hard to find when I was in high school. She said to value them and not take them for granted. I did not know what she was talking about—between my soccer team and debate club; I had more friends than the number of hours in a day. Now that I’m about to turn thirty-six, my mother’s words make sense.

      ***Jake opens the door wearing jogging pants and a T-shirt. I hug him like a sister and ask if Gabi is in the living room.
Jake steps back to let me in. “No, the girls woke about twenty minutes ago. You’ll find her in the nursery.”
I laughed a little as I walk through the maze that leads to the twins’ changing area. Jake and Gabi seem to add a new design feature every two weeks. The girls now have a princess-themed play area that includes an indoor playhouse and a bright fuchsia rug, making the room feel fun and magical. Even though I’m pretty skeptical, I can still feel myself getting caught up in the idea of a happily ever after.
Not hearing any signs of life, I whisper, afraid the girls may have fallen back to sleep. “Gabi, are you back here?”
Gabi shouts, “Back here—just changing Harper and Hayden after their nap.”
I’m thrilled for Gabi. She met the love of her life during a cruise vacation we took about a year and a half ago. She wasn’t even looking, and now, she’s married with two beautiful daughters. 
My goddaughters will turn four months old this weekend, coinciding with Easter. Hard to believe how fast they’re growing. Harper remains attentive and watches closely with interest during every activity, whether I am reading her a story or pressing the button on her favorite teddy bear’s paw to play the bedtime lullaby. Hayden tries to converse with me. One of my favorite activities is talking to Hayden by asking her questions like. Want auntie to take you for a walk? Or what book would you like me to read to you today?
Hayden never disappoints answering in her own language. Both of my godchildren will change the world someday.
As I turn the corner and enter the nursery, I pause for a moment to watch my friend. Gabi radiates the warm affection of a mother deeply in love with her children. Her happiness is clear, and on a positive note, she no longer looks like a zombie. 
When Gabi caught a cold a few weeks ago, we all helped, but she insisted on continuing to pump breast milk for the girls. I choose not to mention her non-zombie state and go with, “Hey G, looking good girlfriend.”
Gabi looks me up and down. “Look at you, miss thang—looking all snazzy and whatnot—where are you going all dressed up?”
Almost forgetting what I wore to this blind date, I look down… oh yeah; I decided on black slacks with a pink silk wrap top. With a hint of cleavage, the V dips a little, but not so much that I’m a walking billboard with the caption, “Are you the one who can end my ten-month sex drought?” 
Before I answer, I must grab one of my goddaughters. Gabi finishes dressing Hayden, so I pick up Harper in her baby blue leggings and flowy cream top with matching blue piping around the collar. 
As I press Harper’s cheek against my own, I gently sway from side to side to the sound of the Gracie’s Corner “ABC’s” playing from the teddy bear Bluetooth speaker on the table between their cribs. The beat actually gets you moving.
“You remember the day party that I went to last week?”
Gabi nods but scrunches her face. “Yeah, you mentioned you didn’t vibe with anyone.”
“Joy from work was there. She mentioned her brother just moved to town and thought we might hit it off.”
Shock spreads across Gabi’s face. Before I can continue, Gabi interrupts, “Wait, you swore you would never go on another blind date after the disaster with Roger.” She snaps her fingers, trying to remember his last name. “What’s his face… man, it’s on the tip of my tongue.”
With zero emotion, I respond, “Dignowity. His last name was Dignowity. You’re right; he talked incessantly about his Dungeons & Dragons group.”
“Oh yeah,” Gabi says, laughing hysterically, “and wasn’t he a serious cosplayer—not just for the annual conference?”
“Don’t remind me. I haven’t been on a date in a minute… what can I say? She caught me at a weak moment.”
Gabi’s gaze turns serious and locks onto me like an F-14 pilot locking onto a target. I squirm, not knowing what’s coming, but whatever it is, I know I won’t like it.
“Sam, hear me out… why won’t you give CJ a chance? He’s single, runs his own company, and is one of Jake’s best friends.”
My head moves from left to right before the word, ‘No,’ forms. “Gabi, we’ve talked about this. What happens when CJ and I break up? He’s a godfather. We all get together regularly. Having to see him when things go south would make things awkward for everyone—way too messy. Let’s keep things as they are now.”
My nipples harden, and a throbbing pulse between my legs beats like an African drum. Lord, take me back to Gabi and Jake’s wedding reception. CJ looked good enough to eat in that tux, and my one-woman pity party had me tossing all my well-rehearsed reasons out the window—reasons CJ and I should never happen. But in that coat closet, he put moves on me. I still replay the way he gripped my hips possessively like a hot, steamy scene on Netflix. Gabi doesn’t know—and I plan to keep it that way. 
I force myself to change the subject before Gabi gains any momentum. “Do you need me to bring anything else for tomorrow’s Easter dinner?”
“The food situation keeps growing. Your mom’s bringing oxtails and cornbread—we’re going to have more than enough.”
“Wow, Mom only makes oxtails on special occasions—and only for her favorite people.”
My Apple Watch alarm buzzes, a ruthless reminder I can’t dodge this date forever. The sooner I get it over with, the sooner I’ll be back home, dressed in my favorite pajamas.
Jake steps into the room, catching the end of our conversation. “Sam, can you stay for dinner? I can throw an extra steak on the grill.”
With Harper balanced on my hip, I cross over to Jake. Before handing her off, I nuzzle her soft little neck. “Now, be nice to Mommy and Daddy. You’ve got a big day ahead tomorrow.” I pass Harper to Jake. “I better get going, or I’ll be late for my date.”
Jake shares a look with Gabi—a look I don’t miss.
“Have fun. We’ll see you tomorrow.”
I narrow my eyes at both of them. That silent exchange didn’t escape me. We’ll talk about this later.
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