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Blurb

What happens when a suave,
handsome chef meets a cute, sassy food critic?

When Shelbi Arrington accepts a
position as a food critic in the hopes of burying her medical
career and foregoing her residency, the last thing she’s searching
for is love. However, that’s just what the doctor ordered
especially when she lays eyes on the handsome chef, Justin
Richardson. While sorting out her secret conflict of continuing her
medical career, she falls for his mouth-watering charm, leaving her
hungry for anything he has to offer.

Justin is leery of doctors because a doctor’s negligence
caused his mother’s death when he was twelve. He has put his focus and energy
into his restaurant, which had been a dream he and his mother
shared. Justin is immediately smitten by
the cute, sassy food critic that has him cooking up different ways
to please her appetite. But when things start to heat up, Shelbi
learns of a shocking revelation that could extinguish the flame of
their relationship. Will Justin be able to forget his pain and
commit to the woman who has stolen his heart?

 



Chapter One

“This is so delicious. Do
you think they’ll let me have another one?” Shelbi Arrington asked
the waitress at Chow Bella’s Italian Restaurant after she took the
last bite of the tiramisu, savoring every sweet, sinful taste of
the delectable dessert her hips needed to stay away
from.

The waitress gave a sneaky look around
the restaurant, then leaned over and whispered to Shelbi, “I’ll see
what I can do.” She winked and hurried to the kitchen.

Satisfied with the response, Shelbi
placed the to-go bag, which held the rest of her uneaten lunch, on
the chair next to her purse. She had a habit of leaving her doggie
bags and made an effort to remember this one. Her uneaten portion
would serve as lunch tomorrow. She took out her iPhone and typed a
few notes before tossing it back into her purse.

Shelbi rested her elbows on the
checkered red-and-white tablecloth, making mental notes of the
patrons and the decor. A few wrinkled their noses, one couple
called a waiter over in disgust, and a group of businessmen checked
their watches as they waited for the check. A party of eight in the
corner booth was being serenaded with “Happy Birthday” by the
waiters. Her favorite scene was of a small boy talking louder than
anyone else, yet his parents still conversed and neglected to quiet
him. The customers seated near gave the couple frosty stares, but
they never noticed.

The waitress returned with a small bag,
which she set on the table along with the check. She winked, and
Shelbi winked back. She eased the smaller bag into the larger
plastic one and tied the handles into a tight knot.

“Ms. Arrington, here’s the
check. Your lunch is on the house, but the manager thought you may
want it in case you need the information for your
article.”

“Thank you very much,
Lizzie.” Shelbi took the slip of paper from the black leather
receipt holder.

“You’re quite welcome, Ms.
Arrington. I feel honored to have served a famous food critic,”
Lizzie said before leaving to serve another customer.

Shelbi laughed. As a
contributing food critic for Food for
Thought with The Memphis Tribune, she was nowhere near
famous. Some of her articles were featured in the newspaper and on
their website. Plus, she had a large number of followers on her
personal blog, Food
Passions, which she started during her
undergrad years at Spelman, but she wasn’t famous.

She pulled her last five-dollar bill
from her wallet, as well as all of the quarters at the bottom, and
placed the money on the table.

Checking her watch, she had five
minutes to dash to the next trolley that would take her home to her
loft apartment at Central Station. There, she could kick off her
heels, sip a latte, and eat the other tiramisu—sure to go straight
to her hips—and type the article on the Italian restaurant and the
other one from a few days ago.

Once at the trolley stop, Shelbi
realized she had given all of her quarters to Lizzie. She dug
around her purse for some loose change or a dollar, but all she
found were eight pennies, her checkbook, and a half-eaten bag of
Skittles. It was a fifteen-block walk from the trolley stop to her
loft. She’d made the trip several times in tennis shoes with her
jogging partner, but never in her sister’s Christian Louboutins and
a dress.

The red trolley stopped in front of
her, and the door slid open. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the trolley
driver who had a crush on her and gave her free rides whether she
had money or not. She hoped the driver would have pity on
her.

“Good afternoon…um…”—she
glanced at his nametag—“Mike. It seems I have given all of my
change as a tip to the waitress a few minutes ago. All I have are
these few…” She stopped to hold out her hand. “Pennies.”

The driver tilted his head to the side
and looked down at her hand. “All you gave the waitress was some
change?” he asked in a harsh tone.

Stunned at his remark, as well as
embarrassed at the line of people behind her groaning impatiently,
Shelbi didn’t know what to say or do. She checked her wallet,
hoping she had a dollar hidden somewhere.

“Move it, lady!” a man
behind her shouted.

“Hurry up!” a lady with a
crying baby screamed.

“I have a slice of
tiramisu you can have,” Shelbi whispered. “Never mind.” She turned
to go before she said something rude, or worse, cried from
embarrassment.

“I’ll take care of it,” a
deep, concerned voice to her left said. A whiff of intoxicating
cologne floated by as the considerate stranger dropped a one-dollar
bill into the trolley’s money slot.

“Thank you.” Shelbi looked
up to see a chiseled, handsome face and a sexy smile that caused
her breathing to stop. When their eyes met, an immediate rush of
sensual excitement washed over her skin. She glanced at his hand
that had just placed the money in the slot. No wedding ring, but it
didn’t mean he was single. A man as chivalrous as him probably had
women chasing him all over Memphis.

“No problem.” He placed
his hand at the small of her back. “Let’s go sit down.” The warmth
in his voice and his kind gesture made Shelbi forget about her
embarrassing moment.

While on their walk, Shelbi assessed
his at least six-foot-one muscular frame, curly yet wild black
hair, and a fair complexion with a slight tan as if he had just
come from the beach. He wore jeans with a rust-colored corduroy
jacket and a cream T-shirt, perfect for the first day of
fall.

Shelbi was used to the take-charge kind
of guy thanks to her dad and her two overprotective brothers.
However, the way the stranger glanced down at her, giving her a
comforting smile, made her heart skip a beat or two and was
anything but brotherly.

Once settled in their seats, Shelbi
turned toward him and once again was blown away by his strikingly
handsome face. Her breathing unsteady, she tried to concentrate on
the woman holding a baby the next seat over. Instead, her eyes were
drawn to the good-looking stranger with dark, thick eyebrows and a
neatly trimmed mustache with a slight beard growing in. He was
sinfully delicious. If he were dessert, she would’ve devoured him
right then and there.

“Thank you so much for
paying my fare. Where are you getting off? I can pay you
back.”

He chuckled. “Baby, its only one
dollar, but did I hear you say you have a slice of tiramisu?” He
pointed toward the to-go bag in her lap.

“Why yes, I do, and you’re
more than welcome to have it.”

“I’m teasing, but it’s
nice to know you were willing to give it to me.”

Their eyes locked on his
last four words. A heat wave rushed over her at the thought
of giving it to him. Shocked at her thoughts about a stranger, she tried to stay
focused.

“Well, you saved me from
walking fifteen blocks in five-inch heels.” Laughing, she stretched
one leg for him to see the heels on her shoes—well, her sister’s
shoes.

“Hmmm…very nice…um,
shoes,” the gentleman said followed by a wink and a slight biting
of his bottom lip.

Shelbi raised her eyebrow as she caught
his curious eyes perusing her toned legs before they settled on her
face.

“So what’s your
name?”

“Shelbi Arrington. And
yours?

“Justin
Richardson.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr.
Richardson.”

She froze when their legs brushed as
the trolley turned a corner, unleashing goose bumps all over her
skin. She pretended to look out the window to hide the heat she
felt rising in her face. She’d experienced these types of emotions
before, but never within a five-minute time frame. In a few more
moments, she would be at home, even though she really wanted to
ride the trolley all afternoon with the handsome Mr.
Richardson.

“I haven’t seen you on the
trolley before. Are you new to the area?” he asked, studying her
face carefully.

“I just moved downtown
about four months ago. Before then, I lived in
Nashville.”

“What brings you to
Memphis?”

“I accepted a job
at The Memphis Tribune as one of the food critics for Food
for Thought.”

His thick, dark eyebrows rose slightly.
“You’re a food critic? Critique any good restaurants
lately?”

“As a matter of fact, I
have. I went to Chow Bella’s for lunch today, and a few days ago,
Lillian’s for dinner.”

He nodded. “So, did you like
Lillian’s?”

“I can’t answer your
question. You’ll have to buy a newspaper or go online to read my
article on next Thursday,” she said, smiling at him.

“Witty and beautiful. I
like that. But I’m sure there’s something you did or didn’t like
about Lillian’s.”

Shelbi hesitated for a moment. She
really didn’t want to tell a complete stranger, even though he did
just rescue her from embarrassment and sore feet.

“Well, I was quite
impressed with the atmosphere, and the food was delicious
overall.”

“Overall? What was
wrong?”

“Nothing really. A few
things could’ve been better. The barbecue sauce tasted a little
bland, even though it’s supposed to be the chef’s special recipe.
It seemed store-bought, and they don’t serve pork, but this is
Memphis, for crying out loud. Where’s the pig?”

“Um…well, maybe the chef
wants to try a healthier angle. Pork isn’t good for your system. It
isn’t easy for the body to digest.”

“I’ll remember your tip
the next time I cook bacon.”

“So…” He stopped
midsentence as Shelbi stood.

“This is my stop,” she
said disappointedly.

“Too bad. I really enjoyed
talking to you.”

“Me too. Thank you so much
again for paying my fare.” She stepped off the trolley and
hesitantly glanced over her shoulder to see the fine-looking man
one more time.

*****

Justin watched Shelbi saunter toward
Central Station, a historic apartment building through which the
Amtrak train ran. He strained his neck as far as possible as the
trolley pulled away to steal a last glimpse of her lethal
honey-coated body. Her red wrap-around dress revealed curvy hips, a
plump bottom, and a small waist he wanted to wrap his hands around.
She seemed refined, yet down-to-earth, with a naturally sexy air.
He wanted to know more about the food critic whose sweet perfume
still lingered in the atmosphere, making him high. A grin crossed
his face as he remembered her flirty smile and the way she moved
her shoulder-length brown hair behind her ear, making her little
button nose even more adorable. He couldn’t think of a time during
his thirty-two years when he had met a woman like her
before.

When he’d noticed her flushed,
embarrassed face on the trolley, his protective side emerged. With
music playing through his iPod, he hadn’t realized there was a
commotion until he looked up to see the cute side profile of a
frustrated woman. He’d taken out his earbuds and heard her pleading
with the driver about a tiramisu. The mean rants from the
passengers outside of the trolley angered him and prompted him to
help her. Unfortunately, he didn’t get a chance to ask for her
number.

While sitting with Shelbi,
he’d missed his stop off of Beale Street, but it didn’t matter. He
was the boss, who was supposed
to be on vacation, but surprising his employees
and making sure the restaurant ran smoothly was on his agenda. He’d
visited some friends in Pensacola Beach, Florida, for a few days,
but now it was time to get back to work.

Moments later, Justin strode casually
into his restaurant’s front door, which should’ve been locked. It
was four o’clock, so the restaurant was closed, preparing for the
Friday dinner crowd at five o’clock. Normally, the servers would be
setting their tables for the evening, but they were already
immaculately set, which meant the waiters were in the locker room,
chatting and playing around, but he didn’t mind. They were hard
workers who had helped his restaurant become a fine
establishment.

Gold brocade toppers adorned black
tablecloths under glass overlays and silverware rolled in gold
napkins. Wineglasses and a candle in the middle elegantly finished
the inviting table scene. The hardwood floors, original to the old
building he renovated, shone brilliantly, and he smiled at the
beauty of the main dining area. The brick walls rose two stories,
ornamented with abstract pieces from local artists. The upstairs
dining area was usually reserved for private parties or overflow on
Friday and Saturday nights. The chandeliers shined brightly on him
like a spotlight.

Even though Lillian’s Dinner and Blues
Club was a year old, he still had to pinch himself as a
reminder—his dream was now a reality. A master chef, he had worked
in gourmet restaurants around the United States and other countries
over the past ten years, investing most of his money to open his
restaurant in his hometown of Memphis.

Using his and his late mother’s
recipes, he turned Lillian’s into a premier spot on Beale Street.
He prepared Memphis Southern soul food, barbecue, and healthy
gourmet dishes.

He sighed and gazed around his
restaurant again as he remembered his mother’s beautiful, warm
smile and caring nature. She would’ve loved the decor and been
pleased at the way he kept everything elegant and neat.

“I know you’re smiling
down on me, Mama.”

“Um…excuse me, sir,” a
familiar male voice with a hint of sarcasm said behind
him.

Justin turned to face his general
manager and best friend, Rasheed Vincent.

“Back so soon, Jay?”
Rasheed walked to the immense bar stocked with just about any
liquor a patron would request. He sat on one of the barstools, and
Justin joined him one barstool down.

“Looking good in here,
Rasheed.” Justin nodded his head and gazed around the restaurant.
“I was expecting chaos.”

“Man, you know I run a
tight ship around here.”

Justin chuckled and looked around once
more. “Well, the fire department didn’t call me, so I guess
everything is fine.”

“You know it is, man. Stop
sweating. Have I ever disappointed you?” Rasheed’s cell phone
buzzed. He looked at the display and laid the unanswered cell phone
on the bar.

“Well, I could think of a
few…”

“Naw. Don’t answer that
question.”

Justin nodded approvingly at his
friend. “So, I’m impressed the dining room is ready. Where’s
Brooklyn?”

“Oh, she’ll be out in a
sec. Had to take care of some business or something.”

“Really? And why is the
main door unlocked? It shouldn’t be unlocked until ten minutes till
opening.”

“Damn, man. I didn’t
realize…” Rasheed looked guilty as he walked toward the double
glass doors.

“I already locked it, but
please make sure it’s locked in the future. If Brooklyn were here,
it wouldn’t be a big problem, but she’s not. She knows it’s Friday.
Where is she, Rasheed?”

“Man, I don’t know
exactly. Somewhere in the back.”

Justin didn’t want to become frustrated
with his best friend, but when he hired Rasheed’s sister for the
head hostess position a few months ago, he expected nothing but
professionalism. He walked behind the bar and pulled a bottle of
water from the mini-fridge below.

“Going to my office.”
Justin untwisted the cap and gulped a deep swig of the chilled
water.

“Are you hanging
tonight?”

“Yep. I may stick around
for a while and do some work on my barbecue sauces for the
competition.” Justin couldn’t believe the food critic told him his
sauce was bland and tasted store-bought. It was his mother’s
recipe. He’d changed it slightly over the years and was working on
a few others as well.

“Man, I’m excited about
the Pride of Tennessee Barbecue Sauce Competition! This could
really put us on the map! I can’t believe they are upping the ante
this year!”

“That’s why I have to
win.” Justin leaned on the bar. “Just think, the grand prize will
be a southeastern distribution contract, not just the state of
Tennessee like last year. Glad I waited to enter this year’s
competition.”

“Jay, you’re going to win.
I mean, who wouldn’t like your sauce?”

Justin laughed
sarcastically in his head. Well,
apparently a sexy little food critic didn’t care for it. But what
does she know?

“Say, were you here when a
food critic from The Memphis Tribune stopped by a few
nights ago for a surprise visit?”

A wide, devilish smile formed across
his friend’s lips, which meant he was definitely present and had
probably flirted with Shelbi.

“Yeah, man. Sexy little
caramel-coated babe with hips…” Rasheed stopped to demonstrate with
his hands exactly how wide Shelbi’s hips were.

A sudden tinge of
jealously crept into Justin’s being at his friend’s description of
Shelbi. He was surprised, considering he’d only just met her, but
for some reason he didn’t want anyone else to think about her the
way he did. Sassy. Witty. Cute. He wanted her all to himself, which
surprised him even further. Though he had neglected to ask for her
number, he was sure he could call the Tribune and ask for her.

“What did she order, and
did she enjoy it?” Of all the times for him to be on vacation, a
food critic made a surprise visit, and a sexy one at
that.

“How did you know a
food—”

“Don’t worry about that.
Did you greet her? Offer her an appetizer or two, drinks from the
bar, dessert? What entrée did she have, and who prepared
it?”

“Slow down with the
twenty-one questions, man. The copy of the receipt is on your desk.
Anthony prepared her dinner.”

“Did she say
anything?”

“Naw, man. She just typed
some notes into her cell phone and took most of her food to go. I
was the perfect gentleman in your absence.”

“You asked for her number,
didn’t you?” Justin dreaded the answer.

Rasheed Vincent was a ladies’ man.
Female customers always scoped out the bald mocha Adonis, hoping he
would give them the time of day. An ex–professional basketball
player, he had more women calling and texting him than Wilt
Chamberlain claimed to have slept with. If Rasheed were a rock
star, women would literally throw their panties at him, and he
would happily catch each pair.

“Nope. Not my
type.”

Good. Justin breathed a sigh of relief. He would hate to
challenge his boy to a duel.

Justin was anxious to get back to his
office to see the receipt, not because of the amount, but to know
which of his recipes had touched her lips. He was disappointed he
hadn’t been in town to make the meal himself. He would love to cook
for her, watching her pouty, kissable lips taste a dish he
prepared. Maybe she wouldn’t be so critical about his barbecue
sauce and he could go into greater detail as to why he didn’t serve
pork.

“Was she alone?” he asked
with a tight feeling in his chest. A woman as fine and intelligent
as her probably had a man. Lucky fellow to
have all those damn hips to hold on to.

“A distinguished-looking
dude was with her, but I don’t think they were a couple. He was too
busy checking out all of the honeys, stealing my
action.”

“What’s up, fellas?” The
men turned to see their other best friend and restaurant manager,
Derek Martin, stroll in. He joined them at the bar. “Just came back
from the cardiologist.”

“Are you all right, man?”
Rasheed inquired with a concerned face.

“I’m good. That’s why I go
often, to make sure my blood pressure and cholesterol levels stay
low. You know heart disease runs in my family, and yours too,
Justin. You may want to go for an exam soon.”

“I’ll pass.” Justin turned
to go. He had work to do.

Derek chuckled in a
sarcastic way. “Exactly, you will pass if you don’t know you have a
problem until it’s too late.”

“Derek, let’s not start
this conversation again.”

“Man, I know you despise
doctors, but…”

“Look, your mother didn’t
die at the hands of a surgeon who didn’t try hard enough to revive
her. Doctors don’t care whether or not a patient dies. So no thank
you, but I’m glad to know you’re doing well.”

“No problem, Jay. I just
want to make sure my boys are healthy. You know we’ve had each
other’s back forever. You guys are like my brothers.”

Justin had promised his childhood
friends when he was finally able to open his Lillian’s, they would
be a part of it. Rasheed, the general manager as well as a part
owner, and Derek, the business and financial manager, were the only
people he trusted to help run his restaurant.

Once in his office, Justin
noticed a business card paper-clipped on top of a receipt lying on
his desk. He picked it up and was elated to see whose name was on
it. The card was light pink with bold burgundy writing and
Shelbi F. Arrington typed in a cursive font, but most importantly, it had her
cell phone number. He turned it over and read a note, not so neatly
scribbled: Have your executive chef call
me soon for an interview.


Chapter Two

Shelbi settled on her couch with her
laptop, tiramisu, and notes about her dining experience at Chow
Bella. She was going to change clothes and take a shower, but the
masculine scent of Justin’s cologne was on her, so she postponed
her shower until later. It wasn’t every day she had a man’s scent
on her, and figured she might as well enjoy it, especially a man as
handsome as Justin.

She glanced at her watch. Her sister
Bria, who lived a few doors down, was on her way over to hang
out.

She read over her review of the Italian
restaurant one more time. She wasn’t as thrilled with their cuisine
or atmosphere as she was with those of Lillian’s, which would be
the featured article for Thursday’s list of places to dine and
listen to blues. She really enjoyed the restaurant, minus the
barbecue sauce. It was a little too bland for her taste, and it
needed to be kicked up a notch. She scribbled the thought down for
the article as a reminder to add it.

The ringing of her cell phone
interrupted her thoughts. She glanced at the name Lillian’s on the
screen.

“Hello, this is
Shelbi.”

“Hi. This is Brooklyn from
Lillian’s.”

Shelbi smiled as she remembered the
nice hostess from the other night. “Hey, Brooklyn. How are
you?”

Shelbi hit send on the e-mail to her
editor for the article on Chow Bella. She grabbed her day planner
from the coffee table and retreated upstairs to the bedroom, which
could barely hold her full-sized bed and a dresser. The bedroom
with the attached bathroom overlooked the living area of her
sparsely furnished loft apartment.

“I’m doing well. My boss,
Jay, is back from vacation and would like to set up the interview
you requested.”

“Great! When is he
available?”

“He’s very flexible and is
willing to work around your schedule.”

“How about tomorrow?” she
suggested. That way, she could finish her article on Lillian’s by
the Monday deadline.

“That would be good for
him. Say around noon? We aren’t open until dinnertime, but he’s
always here on Saturday mornings creating new dishes.”

“Perfect.” Shelbi wrote
the information in her planner and tossed it on the bed.

“I’ll let him know, Ms.
Arrington.”

“Thank you, and please
call me Shelbi. Saying ‘Ms. Arrington’ makes me feel so old. I’m
only twenty-six.”

“No problem. Jay is going
to prepare dishes for you to sample, so don’t eat anything, girl.
The man can cook!”

“Tell him thank you for
the opportunity and I’ll see him at noon.”

*****

“So what’s for dinner?”
Bria asked as she rummaged through Shelbi’s refrigerator, pulling
out the doggie bag from Chow Bella.

“I thought you were
ordering a pizza.” Shelbi poured two glasses of wine and then
retreated with hers to the couch.

“Isn’t it your turn?” Bria
asked, opening the to-go container. She placed the chicken parmesan
on a plate and then into the microwave.

Shelbi cut her eyes at her sister. “Are
you being sarcastic? I told you I’m broke until payday.”

“If you just start your
residency…”

“Are we really going to
have this conversation again? I swear you’ve mentioned it every day
for the past five months.”

“Shelbi, you graduated
from medical school, yet you’re a food critic. Are you forgetting
that our family owns a medical practice? Your parents and your
siblings work there. Does any of this ring a bell?”

“One more comment and
you’re leaving without the chicken parmesan.”

“We’re all worried about
you. You excelled through Meharry, had outstanding reviews during
your internship, and were accepted into a residency program that
started two months ago without you.”

Shelbi sighed and sipped
her wine. She was expected to join the practice just as her
siblings had. Their father, a cardiologist and surgeon, along with
their mother, a general family doctor, opened Arrington Family
Specialists when Shelbi was a freshman in high school. The twins,
Cannon and Raven, were fresh out of completing their residencies
when they began working for the family practice a few years after
it opened. Cannon, a pediatrician, and Raven, an
obstetrician/gynecologist, were exactly what the practice needed to
become even more successful. Sean, a psychiatrist, joined two years
later, and Bria, an allergist who focused on holistic health as
well, just last year. The family expected it would be only a matter
of time before Shelbi would join the practice as an
endocrinologist. All she
had to do was complete her residency.

“Why are you being so
rebellious?” Bria asked, sitting on the couch next to
Shelbi.

“I’m not being rebellious.
What makes you say that?”

“You earned a culinary
degree behind everyone’s back while still attending Spelman and
then accepted a food critic job after you graduated from medical
school. You just threw away eight years of college to become a food
critic. What’s going on, Shelbi?”

“Nothing is going on. I’m
a foodie. You know that. I love going to different restaurants,
trying out new dishes for free. What could be better than
that?”

Shelbi hated lying to her family about
why she opted to become a food critic as opposed to continuing her
medical career.

She hated reliving the real-life
nightmare when a patient had been misdiagnosed by the attending
physician. She had tried to explain to him he was incorrect because
she had just written a paper on the illness, but he ignored her.
Instead of going with her gut feeling and reporting it to the chief
of medicine, she kept her mouth shut because she was only an intern
and figured she was probably wrong anyway. The patient died a few
weeks later from the illness she felt he had.

When the lifestyle editor
from The Memphis
Tribune came across her blog, Shelbi was
offered a position as a contributing food critic for the newspaper.
To ease the guilt and sort her thoughts out, she accepted the
position instead of continuing her medical career after
graduation.

Her parents were angry, but her
siblings supported her new career endeavor, even though they still
questioned her decision from time to time, as Bria was doing
now.

“Can we change the
subject?”

“Sure. Whose cologne are
you wearing?”

Shelbi smiled as she thought about
Justin again, but then frowned as she realized he hadn’t asked for
her number. She decided to tell Bria about her brief encounter on
the trolley with the handsome man with the wild, sexy curls she
wanted to run her fingers through.

*****

Shelbi knocked on the door of Lillian’s
a few minutes before her appointment. She ran her fingers through
her hair and adjusted her laptop bag on her shoulder as she waited.
Beale Street was definitely awake on a Saturday with tourists and
locals eating lunch and listening to the blues at outdoor
cafés.

One of the double doors opened to
reveal a tall, dark man, with shoulder-length dreadlocks, wearing a
blue polo shirt and khaki dress slacks.

“Good afternoon. Are you
Jay?” Two handsome men within two
days. However, this one hadn’t kept her up
the previous night wondering why she didn’t give him her number.
Nor did she witness the same electrifying jolt that ran through her
body upon meeting Justin.

The man smiled and stepped back to let
her into the restaurant. “No. I’m Derek Martin. One of Jay’s
managers.” He turned briefly to lock the door. “He’s in the kitchen
preparing some samples for you to try, Ms. Arrington. Follow
me.”

“Thank you.” As she
followed Derek, she took note of places she wanted Jay to pose for
pictures to go along with the article. Though she’d been able to
get a few pictures at dinner the other night, she wanted a picture
of the executive chef and owner as well.

“The kitchen is through
that door,” Derek said as he nodded toward the door and then turned
back to the dining room.

Shelbi entered the kitchen and was
engulfed by the delectable aromas. B. B. King and Lucille roared
through the speakers of the small radio on a shelf above the stove.
She recognized the song, “Caught a Touch of Your Love,” from her
dad’s B. B. King record collection. The chef, whose back was to
her, sung off-key, but it still made her smile. She didn’t want to
disturb him, especially when he turned the music up and sang into
the spoon. She placed a hand over her mouth to muffle a
giggle.

His crisp jeans showcased his thighs
and butt, revealing the fact he was quite muscular and probably
athletic. His broad shoulders filled out the white chef jacket he
wore. The chef’s hat was tilted to the side and waved back and
forth as he danced. He gyrated his hips to the song as he stirred
something in the pot. As much as she enjoyed his performance, she
interrupted him.

She cleared her throat and tried to
hide another giggle.

“Excuse me, but are you
Jay?”

The chef turned off the king of blues,
took off his hat, and twisted his muscular physique toward
her.

“Why yes I am, Ms.
Arrington.”

Shelbi’s heart raced as
her breath caught in her throat. Falling back on the door to steady herself, her
stomach tightened, and a heat wave charged through her.
The man she tossed and turned over last night
stood in front of her looking even more delicious than
yesterday.

“It’s you! The man from
the trolley.” She
ran her fingers through her hair and hoped she didn’t look like she
felt—completely flustered.

“Yep. One and the same,”
he said, flashing a million-dollar smile. “Come sample this caramel
sauce and tell me if it needs something else.” He held out the
spoon for her. “I’m experimenting with you today.” His lowered
voice held a hint of seduction.

I wouldn’t mind him
experimenting with me, but not in the kitchen. Well, maybe we could
start in the kitchen and end up somewhere else…

A sensuous shiver raced
through her. She
tried to remain composed, but how could she when this fine,
masculine man stood before her with a sexy smile, succulent lips,
firm chest, and wild, crazy hair she just wanted to grab a hold of
while he drove her up a wall. Literally.

She placed her belongings
on one of the stainless steel prep counters and walked toward
him, trying to
shake herself from her fantasy, but her imagination was running
rampant. She blew on the hot caramel
before placing her lips on the spoon. He slowly inched the tip of
it into her mouth as his eyes held hers in an intense stare. She
closed her eyes and moaned as the sweet caramel with a hint of
cinnamon traveled down her throat. She licked her tongue over her
lips.

“Justin, this is superb.
What dessert are you making this for?”

“Haven’t decided yet, but
it reminds me of you. Sweet, hot caramel with a touch of cinnamon,
like your eyes.”

Blood rushed to her face, and she hid
her expression by leaning over the stove to open the stockpot on
the back burner. A New Orleans low-boil consisting of crabs,
shrimp, hard-boiled eggs, potatoes, onions, and corn on the cob
smelled heavenly.

“This looks and smells
divine.”

“So do you,” he answered
in a seductive tone before turning off all the burners on the stove
and stepping toward her. He was close enough to kiss her, and she
almost wished he would. After last night’s tossing and turning, she
needed him to just hurry up and satisfy her longing. She stepped
closer, and the enticing scent of his cologne, mixed in with his
manly scent, filled her senses. She inhaled to take it in even
more.

“Is the low-boil for
me?”

“Yep. Hopefully, it will
make up for my store-bought barbecue sauce you didn’t like,” he
responded sarcastically.

A heat wave of fury washed over her
skin, and Shelbi became annoyed at the handsome chef.

“I hope you aren’t
flirting with me just to receive an excellent review, because we
can end this meeting now!” she snapped. She turned to gather her
belongings.

“Look, lady, I don’t need
some young contributing
food critic telling me my homemade barbecue sauce
taste like it came from the grocery store. If you thought that,
then maybe I should bottle it!”

His comment forced more anger from her,
and she turned toward him as she waved her finger in the air and
her down-home Memphis attitude came out.

“Well, then maybe you
should bottle it along with your attitude.” She stepped into his
personal space, refusing to back down, the anger seething through
her body. “First of all, I like your restaurant. Otherwise, I
wouldn’t have requested to meet the executive chef and owner. If I
had known he would be an arrogant, pompous jerk like you, I
wouldn’t have wasted my time!”

Shelbi stared him down like a bull
ready to send the matador flying across the ring with a swift blow
to his butt. She hated being unprofessional; however, this man
caused her to lose her cool. Heat rushed through her body, and
apparently his as well, because she could feel the warmth radiating
from him onto her skin. The room was silent except for their hearts
beating fast and loud together in sync.

He stepped closer to her.
Too close. The angriness on his face made Shelbi want to kiss him.
Hard. Real hard. Little beads of perspiration had formed on his
forehead, drawing his manly, intoxicating scent out even more. His
muscular chest rose up and down, and his smoky eyes penetrated her,
causing her breathing to stagger. His bold gaze held her entranced, and she
couldn’t unlock it, no matter how hard she tried.

Stay focused, girl. You’re
supposed to be mad at him.

He let out a long sigh and stared down
at her, placing gentle hands on her shoulders. She thought he was
going to kiss her and was prepared to respond willingly. Instead,
he spoke in a calm and gentle tone.

“I sincerely apologize,
Ms. Arrington. You’re entitled to your opinion. Lillian’s is my brainchild,
my life. I’ve put my heart and soul into this restaurant. I’d
understand if you don’t want to continue with the
interview.”

“I accept your apology. I
apologize as well. That was totally unprofessional of me.” Shelbi
stepped away from him and grabbed her belongings from the prep
counter before she acted upon her thoughts.

“So, are you ready to
interview me? I’ll put on my chef’s hat, not literally, and we can
get started. Perhaps you can tell me your opinions of other dishes
I have prepared especially for you today.” He paused and made a
call on his cell phone. “Brooklyn, I’m taking Ms. Arrington to my
office for the interview and lunch. Can you bring everything out in
about ten minutes?”

He gave her a once-over while he was on
the phone, lingering over her breasts, whose nipples had hardened.
He ran his tongue over his lips, and his eyes settled seductively
on her face. She was self-conscious of her jeans, simple yellow
blouse, and sandals.

“I thought you put on your
chef’s hat,” she said when he hung up with Brooklyn.

“I did, but I can’t help
it. You’re wearing those jeans.”

The heat rose in her cheeks again.
“Thank you.”

“My office is back here.”
They walked out a different door from the one she had come through
to a hallway.

The masculine office consisted of an
oak desk with two leather chairs in front of it, a leather couch on
the right wall, and a dining table set for two on the left.
Pictures of family and friends, cooking awards, and his degree from
the Cordon Bleu hung on the back wall behind his desk. Shelbi
pulled out her laptop and set it on his desk, next to a photo frame
that contained three four-by-six pictures. The first was of a very
beautiful woman holding a baby, the second one was of the same
woman pushing a little boy on a swing, and the last picture, the
same beautiful woman with a little girl.

“Justin, who is this
lovely lady?” she asked as he settled into the chair behind his
desk.

“That’s Lillian, my
mother,” he said softly. “The last picture is my mother and my baby
sister, Reagan.”

“Your mother must be very
proud of your success,” she said, opening the file of questions on
her laptop.

“I’m sure she’s smiling
down on me right now.”

Taken aback, Shelbi looked up from the
laptop screen and noted the wistful smile on his face. “I’m sorry.
Forgive me.” She rested her hand over his and caressed it softly.
“You named the restaurant after her.”

“Yes, I did. She taught me
how to cook at a very young age. My mother cooked in many of the
barbecue and soul food restaurants in Memphis. She always dreamed
of us having a restaurant together one day, and had saved for it,
but…” He looked away from her and inhaled.

“We can talk about
something else.”

“No, I want the history of
the restaurant known. The menu options are a combination of her
recipes and mine. I’ve changed some of my mother’s ingredients to
cook healthier and offer a variety. I don’t cook pork, which I know
is weird to you considering this city is known for pork and
barbecue.”

“I have to admit, I do
find it odd, but you’ve just explained your reason why, and I can
see how that would make sense.”

Justin nodded and squeezed her hand
gently before standing and moving to a bookshelf. He pulled out a
black binder and handed it to her.

“This was my mother’s
original recipe book.”

Shelbi opened the book to pages and
pages of neatly written recipes. His mother’s handwriting was just
as beautiful as she was. Shelbi wished her handwriting was as neat,
but it was always rather hurried and not legible. She handed the
book back to him. He leaned on the desk in front of her, showcasing
muscular thighs through his jeans. Shelbi held back a gulp and
tried not to reach her hand over to massage the impressive muscles.
She placed her attention back on her list of questions before she
did something crazy like kiss him.

“So, what’s your angle on
cooking healthier foods, and how has your business prospered by
offering healthy dishes?”

“My mother died of heart
congestion when I was barely twelve and my sister was four. She had
high blood pressure and high cholesterol.” He stopped when a light
knock sounded. “Come in.”

Brooklyn opened the door and then
rolled in a cart with covered dishes to the already set table. She
nodded at Justin and smiled at Shelbi.

“Jay, everything you
requested is here.” She turned to Shelbi. “What would you like to
drink? We have sodas, herbal tea, lemonades, organic fruit juices,
or even something from the bar.”

“I’ll have iced tea.”
Shelbi was eager to get to the table. The aromas spewing from the
dishes made her stomach grumble, reminding her she hadn’t eaten
anything since last night.

“Organic pineapple juice
and two bottles of Fiji as well.”

“No problem, Jay,”
Brooklyn said, closing the door behind her.

Justin held out his hand to Shelbi to
escort her to the table. She placed her hand in his and stared up
at his towering build. Everything, from his mesmerizing smile to
the cleft in his chin, was adorable yet masculine at the same time.
She was surprised at her minor flirting with him, but she couldn’t
help it. He was beyond fine, so she didn’t mind him flirting
either. He stepped into her personal space again, causing
butterflies in her stomach to flutter around uncontrollably,
destroying any hunger pains. When he raised her hand to his lips
and kissed it softly, her heart thumped rapidly, as if she was
listening to it through a stethoscope.

“You’re a very beautiful
woman, Shelbi Arrington.”

*****

Justin stared down at the sexy woman in
front of him. He hadn’t meant to kiss her hand, but the effect she
had on him was intense. He’d needed to feel her soft skin on his
lips, and kissing her hand would have to do, for now. Justin
lingered the caress of his lips on her as long as possible while
staring into her cinnamon-brown doe eyes with long, silky lashes
that grazed her flushed cheeks

“Th-Thank you,” she
stammered, withdrawing her hand away.

He pulled out her chair and let his
eyes linger on her face once more. While he prepared their plates,
Brooklyn quietly returned with the beverages. She promised to bring
the desserts in thirty minutes.

He studied Shelbi as she took a bite of
the shrimp and cheese grits. Her eyes rolled back into her head
while she moaned, and he imagined her doing the same underneath him
with her smooth legs wrapped around his waist.

“Justin, I’ve had shrimp
and grits before, but never quite like this,” she said, then took
another bite. “I don’t want the bowl to ever be empty. It’s better
than mine.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying
yourself.” He pushed his plate aside and rested his hands in a
crossed position on the table.

She sampled another dish as her eyes
fluttered shut again. Her sweet, sensual moans turned him on in
ways he couldn’t even explain. If he weren’t in a professional
setting, he would’ve pushed the table out of the way and pulled her
to him to settle her on his lap and devour her kissable
lips.

Her sculpted face, a little beauty mark
on her right cheek, and her pouty mouth partaking of the food he’d
prepared especially for her, made him want to stare at her all day.
She was sexy in skinny jeans that fit her curvy hips like a glove,
and a yellow blouse enhanced her perky, rounded breasts, which rose
and fell while she oohed and aahed over the meal. When she licked
her finger after eating a shrimp, the bear in his boxer shorts rose
and pointed directly at the sweet honey pot in front of him. Justin
took a long gulp of his water to cool down the erection
interrupting his business meeting.

Her sultry voice filled his ears like
sexy jazz as she continued to compliment him on the
meal.

“This is so good.” She
glanced at the plate he had pushed aside. “Why aren’t you eating?”
She took a swig of her water before continuing. “You didn’t poison
it, did you?” she asked with a laugh.

“No, baby. I sample as I
cook. Besides, I enjoy watching you eat.”

“Well, you definitely can
cook. I see why your restaurant is so successful.” She dabbed her
mouth with her napkin and stood to retrieve her laptop from his
desk. “I do have a few more questions.”

Her hips rocked back and forth in the
jeans, and he almost poured his ice water over his head to cool
down the burning desire to kiss more than just her hand.

For the next hour, Justin answered all
of her questions. Even though he tried to be professional, he was
keenly aware of her graceful mannerisms, the proper way she held
her fork, and her perfect enunciation of each word as she asked him
questions. He was surprised at noticing things like that. Usually,
he was concerned only about how fine a woman was, but with Shelbi,
he was interested in the total package.

Her tongue ran over her lips as she
savored the last drop of her meal. He imagined her tongue running
over his lips, when a knock at the door interrupted his fantasy.
Annoyed at the interruption, he dashed to the door wondering who in
the hell had the audacity to disrupt him during his thoughts of
kissing Shelbi.

He opened it slightly and peered out
only to find Rasheed standing outside, texting as usual, with a
wide Cheshire cat grin at whatever chick he was flirting
with.

Rasheed looked up from his cell phone,
smiling at his friend with a raised eyebrow.

“Why you so damn mad, man?
You got a honey in there, don’t you?” Rasheed cracked a smirk and
stood on his toes, trying to peek into Justin’s office, but Justin
closed the door and stepped into the hallway.

Groaning in his head, he stared at his
best friend, who apparently didn’t get the memo not to disturb him
during his meeting with Shelbi. “Is the kitchen on fire, Rasheed?”
Justin crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned back
against the wall to hear what was so important.

“Naw, man. Carlos called,”
he said with a concerned expression. “He said he wouldn’t be able
to assist you at the cooking class on Monday. He had a family
emergency and is flying out to New York tonight.”

Justin volunteered at the community
center in his childhood neighborhood every Monday afternoon. He
taught high school students who aspired to be chefs how to cook
delicious, healthy meals. He had the kitchen classroom built a few
years ago for this purpose, and taught other cooking classes when
time permitted. Justin was disappointed to hear his mentee wouldn’t
be available, but at the same time, he was concerned for the young
man who had grown up in the Frayser area as well.

Justin sighed and nodded, contemplating
another solution. Even though he could teach the class alone, he
needed someone to assist with the nine high school students
enrolled.

“Can you come? The class
starts at three and will last a few hours.”

“Man, you know I don’t
cook. You’re the master chef, and I’m the master with the ladies!”
He glanced down at his cell phone as it beeped. “Got one texting me
now, and it’s not even midnight,” Rasheed said, walking
away.

Once in his office, Justin sat down at
the table with Shelbi as she typed away on her laptop.

“Everything okay? You
don’t look happy.” Concern filled her voice, which made him feel
better.

“Nothing major. I teach a
cooking class at a community center, and my assistant won’t be able
to make it. I was trying to think of someone else I could ask at
the last minute.”

“You teach a cooking
class? I’ll have to add it to my article.”

A lightbulb went off in his
head.

“Shelbi, since you’re a
food critic who claims she can cook, how would you like to assist
me? The class is this Monday at three.”

“Claim? For your
information, I could teach the class by myself. Sure. What are we
making?”

“Roasted herb chicken with
collard greens and a sweet potato pie, from scratch—not the
can.”

“I have a recipe for sweet
potato pie that will have you begging me to cook dinner every night
for you.”

“How about I cook dinner
and you cook breakfast?”

“I see the chef’s hat is
now off again.”

“Well, the interview is
done. How about we get together and cook, since you swear you know
how.”

“I can throw down in the
kitchen,” she said, leaning over the table closer to him and
staring him in his eyes as if she was ready for a Western showdown.
He leaned in closer as well, until their foreheads almost touched.
“You name the time and place. I’ll be there with my recipe book. If
you want, I can show you how I make homemade barbecue
sauce.”

He let out a soft chuckle. “I’ll be
here tonight. How about tomorrow afternoon at my place?

“Your place?” she asked,
raising an eyebrow.

“I promise to be a good
boy.”


Chapter Three

Shelbi pondered Justin’s “good boy”
comment as she walked the few blocks from her loft to his condo in
South Bluffs, which overlooked Tom Lee Park alongside the
Mississippi River. She needed to walk off some calories after
eating so much at his restaurant. Plus, he’d prepared a takeout
bag, which she shared with Bria.

She wasn’t exactly sure how she found
herself in this situation. She hadn’t planned to date anyone at the
present moment, until she met Justin. He awakened a desire in her
she had suppressed. She’d been hurt by a “good boy” who turned out
to be a “bad boy,” and she refused to go down that road
again.

But her trust in men hadn’t dwindled,
for she knew there were some “good boys” still out there. Her big
brother, Cannon, was an outstanding example, but her other brother,
Sean, the proud president of Players United, had no intentions of
settling down.

Shelbi admired Justin’s ambition and
determination, which reminded her of her own father, who grew up in
the projects of downtown Memphis before the reconstruction of the
area. Her father was a successful, renowned cardiologist and
surgeon. Like Justin, he gave back to his community through
numerous organizations, such as the Distinguished Men of Memphis,
in which he was the chairperson of the scholarship
committee.

Once she arrived at Justin’s, she took
a deep breath before knocking on the door. Her palms had become
sweaty on the handles of the grocery bag that contained the
ingredients for the sweet potato pie.

The door opened, and Justin stood
there, casually suave, wearing a long-sleeved black button-down
shirt, a pair of jeans, and no socks. He had shaven his beard, but
left the mustache and wild curls intact, just the way she liked
them.

“Hey, Shelbi.” He flashed
a luscious smile as he held the door open for her to pass through.
The foyer entrance had an antique table with a bouquet of white
roses sitting next to a picture of his mother. A few abstract
paintings adorned the walls, and through the foyer, an immense
window framed the blue sky. The afternoon sun radiated throughout
the room.

“You have a lovely home.”
She handed him her bag and rubbed her hands down the front of her
dress.

“Thank you.” He glanced
around as if seeing it for the first time as well.

Shelbi followed him into the sunny
living area with a few comfy leather love seats and a coffee table
displaying a bunch of cooking magazines. She couldn’t help but go
straight to the window to see his view of the river. Breathtaking,
the Mississippi River glistened like diamonds thrown throughout the
water. She diverted her attention to the park, which was popular in
Memphis for the festivals held every year, such as Memphis in May.
It was her favorite festival, where barbecue restaurants from
around the country competed to see who had the best barbecue. She
had gone every year with her family for as long as she could
remember.

“Your view is incredible.
Do you sit here and admire it often?” She turned to face him and
noticed the huge kitchen off the dining area. Justin had a chef’s
kitchen right in his own home: tall cherry wood cabinets, stainless
steel appliances, including a chef’s stove with six burners, and a
water faucet on the wall for heavy pots. The huge island in the
middle had a prep sink holding the uncut collard greens. The galley
kitchen in her loft was cramped, with just enough space for one
person to move around. She would love to have a kitchen of this
grandeur one day.

“No, but I will now if you
promise to stand in front of the window. But seriously, I do enjoy
the view of the river. It’s especially nice since I can see it
while I’m in the kitchen—my favorite room, of course. Let me give
you a tour of it since we’ll be in here for the next few
hours.”

After Justin showed her where all of
the pots, utensils, and spices were located, he opened a drawer
from the island and pulled out an apron.

“You can wear this so you
won’t get your sexy sundress dirty,” he suggested, holding out the
white apron to cover her pink-and-green paisley maxi dress, which
stopped right at the gold flat sandals she wore.

“Thank you.”

“I have an herb garden on
the patio. Would you grab a few sprigs of rosemary, thyme, and
basil for the chicken? Also, I know we’re making sweet potato pie,
but I’ve been trying to perfect a chocolate swirl cake as well.
Maybe you can offer your two cents since you think you can
cook.”

“I told you I can handle
myself in the kitchen,” she retorted in a playful manner. “I have a
degree in culinary arts. Plus, I’ve been cooking since I was
five.”

“What did you make at five
years old, little lady?”

“I baked cakes in my
Easy-Bake Oven.”

“Cute. I can see you in an
apron, with pigtails and a little skirt, baking cakes. Of course,
I’m imagining you at this age in that ensemble.”

Embarrassed by his comment, she turned
toward the patio to hide her wide smile and flushed
face.

*****

Shelbi’s hips swayed in a sensual
rhythm under her sexy dress, which caused Justin to put on a
thicker apron, hoping it would hide the monster of a rise in his
briefs. The halter part of the dress left her smooth back exposed,
showing a beauty mark below her right shoulder. The halter also
revealed the outline of perfectly rounded breasts with the sides
peeking out a little. He fought off the urge to pull her body hard
against him and smother her lips and throat with hot kisses, then
move to the split at the top part of the dress, where her breast
rested.

He shook the images from his mind.
Shelbi was there to cook, but it was hard to concentrate when he
wanted to untie her dress and let it fall to the floor.

Justin pretended to dig around in the
pantry closet, coaxing the bear in his pants to calm down. He had
dated his share of women, but Shelbi Arrington was doing a number
on him.

When he came out of the pantry armed
with a few seasonings, he found her already rubbing the
extra-virgin olive oil over the chicken. He strolled to the other
side of the island to dice the onion and bell pepper to go along
with the herbs inside of the chicken’s cavity.

“Baby, when you’re done
rubbing that chicken down, you can rub my back down as
well.”

“You want me to stuff your
mouth too?” She gave him a smirk.

“Well, that depends. What
are you stuffing in my mouth?”

“I thought you promised to
be a good boy.”

“Oh, I’m very good. Never
had a complaint, well, except about my barbecue sauce.”

Shelbi shook her head with a grin and
grabbed the vegetables and herbs to place into the chicken. She
sprinkled the rosemary Justin had chopped over the chicken and
placed the bird in the roasting pan. She washed her hands and
placed the chicken into the oven.

“Would you like some
wine?” he asked while washing his hands. “I have a mini wine fridge
on the other side of the island. Grab whatever you
like.”

After Justin retrieved the glasses and
opened a bottle of white zinfandel, the two of them began to work
on the other dishes. She cut up the sweet potatoes to boil for her
pie, and Justin washed and cut the greens. He decided this would be
a great time to ask her about herself. She had learned mostly
everything about him the day before during his interview, but he
knew nothing about her except that she had lived in Nashville
before moving to Memphis.

“So where are you from?”
He placed some of the greens in the pot on the stove and turned
back to look at her.

“Memphis, just like you. I
grew up in Midtown.”

“How long ago did you move
away?”

“After I graduated from
high school, I moved to Atlanta to attend Spelman. So about eight
years.”

“I didn’t know Spelman
offered a cooking degree.”

“They don’t. I earned an
associate’s degree in culinary arts at the Atlanta Institute while
getting my bachelor’s degree in biology.”

“How did you manage
that?”

“It was easy. I love
cooking and eating. Going to the culinary school was fun for me, a
stress reliever, even though it took forever to finish. Three
years. I took one class per semester.”

“I bet the student loan
companies love you!”

She giggled. “Don’t remind
me.”

“Why the change in
careers?”

She stared off into space for a moment
with a hesitant expression and then placed her cinnamon eyes on
him, stirring emotions he hadn’t felt before.

“I was the food critic for
my college newspaper, and I also started my own food blog. So, are
you going to cook some smoked ham or turkey with the
collards?”

“Thanks for the reminder.
And you know I don’t use ham. The smoked turkey legs are in the
fridge in a bowl. Could you get them for me and place them in the
pot?”

“No problem.”

He added the rest of the
greens and placed the lid on the pot. She placed the cubes of sweet
potatoes in a pot of boiling water. A whiff of her tantalizing
perfume, mixed with her own scent, nearly knocked him over as she
passed by him. Time for another session in
the pantry.

“You know, Justin, I’m
rather impressed how you run a fabulous and successful restaurant
and still make time to teach a cooking class.”

He smiled at her compliment and joined
her at the island on the barstool across from her. “I grew up in a
rough area of town. My mother worked two jobs to make sure my
sister and I were taken care of. I managed to not get sucked into
the gang life or selling drugs. A lot of my friends got caught up
in that and are now either in prison or dead.” He shook his head in
dismay as he thought about the boys he grew up with. He was
thankful Rasheed, Derek, and he had managed to escape that
lifestyle.

Shelbi sighed. “I know what you mean. I
have girlfriends from high school that got caught up dating drug
dealers and thugs, and I have no clue where they are
now.”

Justin went to the stove and stirred
the collard greens. “Your chicken smells good, girl! You put your
foot in it!” He laughed out loud as she joined him at the stove,
bending over to peek into the oven window. He almost sucked in his
breath as she bent over in front of him. He walked back to the
island before he did something foolish like place kisses down her
tempting back.

“Mmm…it sure does. So do
your collards. I’ve never used turkey before.” She leaned against
the counter next to the stove. “Finish telling me how you managed
to escape the street life.”

“When my mother had her
second heart attack, she made me promise to not go down that path.
She wanted me to get an education and still pursue the dream of our
restaurant. She made me promise to never forget where I came from
and to help those less fortunate.”

Shelbi nodded her head in agreement.
“Sounds like my father. He always says, no matter how bad you think
you got it, there is always someone else with less.”

“That’s how my mother was.
Growing up, we may not have had much, but my mother always shared
what little we did have. If she cooked a big pot of gumbo, she
shared it with the other people that lived in the little
one-bedroom duplex we lived in for several years. If someone’s
water got turned off, she let people bring over jugs to fill up or
take a quick shower if need be. She was kind and gracious.” He
stopped for a moment as his voice began to quiver. “I miss her very
much.”

“What about your father?
You haven’t mentioned him.”

What father?
He met his father only a few times as a child.
When he was seven, his father had promised to be a dad to his son
and ended up getting his mother pregnant again. When he found out,
he skipped town.

Mr. Brown is what he called him
whenever he spoke of him, because he couldn’t even bring himself to
think of the man as a father. The man didn’t even have the decency
to give his firstborn son his last name, child support, or a visit.
He tried to contact his father a few days after his mother died,
only to be told he had the wrong number. Justin hadn’t looked back.
It made him stronger, more determined, and he wanted to be a loving
husband and father when the time presented itself.

“My father isn’t in my
life, but my grandfather and my uncles are my male role
models.

But a lot of young boys don’t have
that. I teach the class at the community center to display a
positive image to these young boys. I want them to see that even
though they may be in that environment, it doesn’t mean they have
to stay in it.”

“I think it’s great what
you’re doing, and I’m glad I can assist you tomorrow.”

“Thank you. My cooking
class gives them something to look forward to after school instead
of running the streets looking for trouble. Rasheed and Derek
volunteer once a week as well. We grew up together.”

“I’m glad the three of you
are doing your part. Now let’s finish cooking. I’m
starving.”

“Me too.”
But not for the food.

*****

“Are you ready for
dessert?” he asked.

Justin took their empty dishes back to
the kitchen while Shelbi lounged on one of the leather couches in
the living room. Miles Davis soothed her with his sexy rendition of
“In a Sentimental Mood.” She took her shoes off and stretched her
feet out on the couch while sipping on a glass of wine. She was
quite proud of the simple yet delicious meal she and Justin had
made, and she hoped the students tomorrow would enjoy preparing it
as well.

Justin returned with the chocolate
swirl cake sitting under his homemade vanilla ice cream, dripping
with chocolate sauce.

“Now you know that’s going
straight to
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