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Chapter One

February

“Why you…bumbaclot!” Racie
Sims spit out vehemently. She slapped her horn and pressed down on
it several times in protest as the muscular man on the black
motorcycle behind her suddenly sped up and sailed around her blue
pickup truck.

Didn’t he see the solid yellow lines
on the two-lane road? Didn’t he know that this was a no-passing
zone? Surely he saw that elderly lady in the red station wagon
coming from the other direction. Maybe he did and just didn’t care.
Either way, Racie’s good mood had turned rapidly gloomy on that
sunlit morning.

I bet he’s from a big city, she
thought, resisting the temptation to speed up, stick her head out
the window, and curse him out royally for being so
reckless.

“Oh yeah, he’s definitely a
big city slicker,” Racie said aloud, reading the red, white, and
blue patriotic tag on the rear panel of the man’s bike before he
added even more distance between them in his mad dash up the
winding road. “I hope he goes back to D.C. real soon.”

Racie knew how rude and aggressive big
city drivers could be. She’d commuted among them daily when she
worked and lived in New York. New York is where she learned the
colorful Jamaican term she used to describe this morning’s reckless
driver. In her opinion, anyone that deliberately and senselessly
put another person’s life in jeopardy was only good for wiping the
nether regions with.

“Let it go, Racie,” she
coached herself, doing her best to calm down as she took in a deep
breath. She had a business to open after an early morning run to
the bank, employees to manage, and customers to serve. She didn’t
have time to play nursemaid to anger or offense.

Racie was just about to return to her
pre-workday serenity when she saw the same cyclist come speeding
back in her direction. Thankfully the elderly lady had veered off
onto a side street by now and was no longer in any
danger.

“What is this fool about to
do now? Either way, I’m ready.” Mentally bracing herself for a road
rage encounter, Racie gripped the steering wheel tighter with her
left hand and gently patted the brake with her right foot. She sent
her right hand to the glove compartment where her registered 45 was
stored.

Even though Tara, Georgia was safer
than most cities, Racie still practiced the same precautions in
this rural environment that she had when she first purchased the
gun in New York. A single woman on her own couldn’t be too careful
anywhere these days.

“Alright, playa. Make my
day,” Racie said menacingly low as she curled her fingers around
the black handle of her gun.

* * *

Meak Maconi felt conviction prick at
his soul as soon as the fair-skinned woman in the blue truck honked
her horn at him. He tried to ignore that conviction. He even tried
to outrun it by speeding up, but his conscience still got the
better of him.

Meak knew he was wrong for passing
anyone on this road out of all roads in Tara, Georgia. Sunflower
Road was entirely too narrow, had too many curves and slopes, and
not nearly enough traffic lights or stop signs. This road
constantly stayed in the Top 10 of the Most Accidents list in the
whole state.

Meak wouldn’t have behaved so
recklessly if he had not been in so much pain. The shoulder injury
that he sustained during this past football season had him feeling
all thirty-four years of his age at once. It was the reason he’d
taken his father’s advice to come back to his hometown to
recuperate in the offseason after his team failed to win the Super
Bowl. It was also the reason he’d rushed out of the house this
morning without bothering to wake his father, who was finally
sleeping soundly after two days of dealing with a flare-up of
gout.

Though grateful for the relief that
his only living parent was enjoying, Meak sped up even more in
pursuit of his own relief. He had to get to the pharmacist. Quick!
Lest the pain become unbearable and ruin his whole day.

As Meak paused at a four-way stop at
the bottom of a hill, it suddenly dawned on him that he’d forgotten
the most important thing in his haste – a copy of his prescription.
Unlike larger cities, Tara only had one pharmacy. The elderly
pharmacist that owned and operated it did not accept faxed or
phoned in prescriptions. Dr. Gram liked to personally see and touch
the prescriptions before he filled or refilled them. He was also
known for calling a patient’s doctor to confirm the prescription
details.

That kind of backwoodedness is just
one reason I stayed away from this place for so long, Meak thought
irritably, dreading the ride back to his childhood home, which was
all the way on the west side of town.

Remembering the woman in the truck and
the manners that both parents taught him as a child, Meak delayed
his inevitable U-turn long enough to retrieve a red marker from the
storage box of his bike. Then he wrote two simple words, “I’m
Sorry,” on the outside of his helmet along the lower fringes of his
visor, taking no thought of how much the expensive piece of
equipment cost or how much it would cost to get fixed if the red
lettering refused to come off later.

After that noble task was done, Meak
returned the marker to the storage box, replaced his helmet, then
turned around and headed back home. He drove even faster this time.
There was no fear of being stopped by the cops. Being one of Tara’s
hometown heroes came with certain privileges. One of them was
leniency with the local authorities. No one on the Tara police
force would dare lock Meak up unless he physically assaulted
someone, which he would never do. He did all his fighting on the
football field. Off the field, he was a lover all day, every
day.

Meak slowed up considerably as he
approached the angry-looking woman in the blue truck. She had every
right to be mad with him. He earned her ire and he knew
it.

Giving the woman a friendly nod, Meak
pointed to his helmet to make sure she saw his written apology as
he cruised by. He watched all the ire drained out of her stunning
hazel-green eyes. In its place was utter surprise as she read his
heartfelt words. A forgiving smile ensued.

Beautiful. Just beautiful. Meak
momentarily forgot about his pain as his eyes feasted upon her
lovely smile. Maybe hanging around town for a few months won’t be
so bad after all, he thought, admiring the fine female specimen in
the pickup one more time before they went their separate ways…for
now.

* * *

Now that the lunch crowd had finally
dwindled down, Racie removed her red apron and placed it on a steel
hook in the commercial kitchen of the diner she half-owned and
operated. Then she stole away to the stockroom to take inventory
and just regroup after the hectic morning she’d had.

Unlike her business partner/best
friend who preferred cooking over any other tasks in the restaurant
business, Racie liked the solace and repetition that came along
with inventory tasks. It allowed her to air out her mind so that
she could think more clearly. She’d made some of the best decisions
in her life around nonperishable items. The silence of canned goods
was never disapproving or judgmental – two things that she’d grown
to despise in humans…even if she deserved them at times.

We got another year on this one, Racie
thought, looking at the expiration date on a can of tomato paste.
She wrote that date down in the proper space on the printout of the
wooden clipboard she held.

“One year,” she echoed
aloud, suddenly reminded of how long it had been since she’d had a
little ‘sexual healing’ as she liked to call her sporadic one-night
stands.

Racie was perfectly fine with casual
sex as long as it remained safe and commitment free. She wasn’t
looking for anything serious or lasting in the romance department.
Why look for something she knew she didn’t deserve?

Guess it’s time for me to…don’t stop,
get it, get it…again. Racie twerked her hips the way she’d seen a
few video vixens do. I gotta stop watching so much MTV.

She chuckled, laughing at her own
attempt to stay relevant and in tune with today’s
generation.

Diner-owning Racie was very different
from Wall Street funds manager Racie. Five years ago she would have
never danced or listened to a hip-hop song privately and especially
not publicly. Back then she primarily listened to jazz and
classical music, and only engaged in ballroom dancing at elite
social events.

The Racie of yesteryear also wore
expensive clothes every day, got her hair and nails professionally
done on a weekly basis, drove whatever the latest status quo
vehicle was, and believed that a romantic happily-ever-after was
hers for the taking no matter the cost. Today’s Racie wore t-shirts
and jeans most days, kept her hair braided or in a ponytail, did
her own nails, drove a pickup truck, and accepted the fact that she
was better off being content with a few happy moments in the arms
of a great lover than being in love. Love hurt. She’d done all the
hurting she intended to do in that department five years
ago.

NCO Club, here I come, Racie thought,
formulating a plan to revisit the Ft. Larkin Air Force base in the
next town. Or better yet, start flirting more with some of the
soldiers that came into the diner on a regular basis.

Soldiers made for the best one-night
stands. They were usually healthy and disease-free. Many of them
were just passing through town and not looking for anything serious
either.

Yet despite how casual Racie was about
sex, she was very picky about her sex partners. She didn’t sleep
with any and everybody, which is why she practiced selective
celibacy until she found the right guy. The men that she allowed
into her sacred domain had to know how to honor it and
her.

Racie’s lovers also had to have the
stamina of a stallion. One, because she waited so long in between
partners and thus always had a lot of pent-up energy to exert. Two,
because it might be years before she found another worthy partner
and thus wanted to get all she could while the getting was good.
Real good.

Who will be the lucky guy this time?
Hmm…I wonder if Mr. I’m Sorry biker dude is still in town and
available? Racie pondered, partial to him due to his unique
apology. His muscular body was added incentive for
consideration.

Just then her business partner,
Jeannae Paige, came rushing into the stock room. “What’s wrong?”
Racie noted her best friend’s flushed cheeks and wide-eyed look.
“Are we being robbed?” she whispered, asking the most logical
question. They did own a profitable business in the thriving
downtown area.

Plus although Tara was a small town,
it was not without the occasional bursts of crime. Fortunately most
of those evil deeds were committed by people just passing through.
The low crime rate was just one reason Racie left New York and
moved here. The fact that Tara was similar in size to Fernville,
the rural Georgia town where she grew up, was another.

I might need this just in case. She
grabbed a large bottle of hot sauce from a nearby stainless steel
shelf since her gun was too far away in her office desk
drawer.

* * *

“Naw, chil’.” Jeannae
chuckled, closing the door behind her. “We are not being robbed, so
you can put good ol’ Texas Pete right on back where you got ‘em
from,” she added, continuing to speak with her adorable homegrown
southern twang.

Racie abandoned her twang while
working on Wall Street. She found that clients took her financial
advice more seriously without it. The fact that her nasty ex-boss
took great pleasure in openly mocking her about it was added
incentive to toss her southern accent away. She had yet to retrieve
it.

“So violent, New York City,”
Jeannae playfully scolded as she shook her head.

“Only when necessary,
Cornbread, Earl & Me.” Racie laughed, relieved that they
weren’t being robbed. “So if we’re not being robbed, why are you in
such a tizzy?” She returned the bottle to the shelf where the rest
of its family of sauces resided.

Jeannae laughed, too. “Cause of
him.”

“Him who? Him, the local
food critic? Or him, the local health inspector?” Racie stated the
only ‘hims’ she was seriously concerned about these
days.

She’d given up on love a long time ago
thanks to a certain NY doctor named Kyler Landers. Racie would
rather deal with the occasional bouts of loneliness forever than
run the risk of having her heart shattered to smithereens again,
despite the fact that she contributed to her own heartbreak by
having an affair with a married man. Who cares that she was
practically provoked into the affair by Kyler’s mean-spirited wife,
who just so happened to be her ex-boss.

“Wait…is the ‘him’ that you
speak of your husband? Is Dave’s tour finally ending?” Racie asked,
hoping that the answer to both questions would be yes.

Jeannae’s military husband hadn’t been
home in over a year. Though she did her best to hide her feelings
from the world, Racie had firsthand knowledge of how the distance
was starting to wear on her friend’s nerves and tear at her
emotions. She’d seen too many frowns upon Jeannae’s bronze face,
watched too many wrinkles of worry mar her smooth forehead, and
witnessed too many tears fall from her nut-brown eyes. Don’t forget
all the long nights Racie sat up listening to her friend vent out
her frustration. The fact that Dave barely kept in touch with his
wife these days while on TDY (temporary duty) in the Middle East
added to Jeannae’s pain and loneliness.

“Dave’s tour ending?”
Jeannae scoffed. “Nope. He probably signed up for another year
knowing him…without telling me, of course.” She frowned as pain
settled into her eyes. “No, the ‘him’ I’m talking bout now is
Marvelous Meak,” she clarified as the pain receded from her eyes
and was replaced by excitement that was equally disturbing to
Racie.

Had her friend finally become fed up
with being a military wife? Surely Jeannae didn’t want to end up
like her mother. Arkady McFarland got bit by the divorce bug in her
early thirties. Now at age fifty-nine, she had four of them under
her belt.

“Meak Maconi, the pro
football player?” Racie inquired, trying to keep a frown from her
own face now. She didn’t like how excited Jeannae was about another
man. Though Racie was definitely anti-marriage for herself, she was
not against marriage for those who truly deserved that kind of
happiness – people like Dave and Jeannae Paige.

As for Meak Maconi, although she’d
never met him personally, Racie had been in town long enough to
have heard about and seen billboards featuring Tara’s own brand of
royalty. As an avid sports fan, she had even watched some of Meak’s
games and was very impressed by his stats. What she wasn’t
impressed with was his lack of community involvement. All Meak did
was send money to fund civic ventures in Tara. He had yet to
actually show up for anything, despite an abundance of open
invitations.

“Yep,” Jeannae confirmed.
“The same pro-baller that put our six-traffic light town on the
national map and makes sure that all the poor kids in town have
good Christmases every year. Meak is sitting at a corner booth with
his daddy right now.” As she spoke, she looked in the mirror on the
back of the stockroom door and checked her appearance.

“Oh, him!” Racie batted her
eyelashes and faked a girlish giggle. Anything to keep her friend’s
spirits up and to see exactly where this conversation was
headed.

Jeannae stopped primping and turned to
scowl at her. “Ha! Ha! Very funny. Meak Maconi was only every Tara
High School girl’s dream guy.”

“Including
yours?”

“Especially mine,” Jeannae
confessed as she turned to look in the mirror again.

“I see.” Racie processed
that new information. Up until today the only man that her friend
had ranted and/or raved about was Dave.

“Back then I was known as
Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, the kind of girl that was saving herself for
marriage. It was my way of trying not to be like my mother,”
Jeannae said. “As such, Meak didn’t glance my way romantically.
Fast girls were more his type and I accepted that fact…until our
ten-year reunion. By then my morals had changed, so I wasn’t a
virgin anymore. Too many lonely nights can do that to a person, ya
know?” She sat on a nearby wooden stool.

Racie nodded and sat on the other
stool. She knew only too well how loneliness could tempt a person
to act contrary to his/her true nature. Combine that with a smooth
talking lover and you had a recipe for disaster.

“So you were going to seduce
Meak at your ten-year reunion, huh?” Racie prompted.

“Exactly. Unfortunately, I
had to work late on the only night he was scheduled to attend the
reunion. The same night I met my future husband. One conversation
with Dave and I plum forgot all about the party, Meak, and
everybody else. Now I feel forgotten.” Jeannae’s frown returned
with a vengeance.

“Dave could never forget
about you and don’t you forget about him either. Good men are too
hard to find, girl. For a good man to actually walk into your life
like your husband did you is even more of a miracle,” Racie
implored, referring to how Jeannae and Dave met.

Six years ago, Dave came into the soul
food restaurant where Jeannae used to work for a late dinner with a
few of his buddies, who were also stationed at Ft. Larkin. Dave
enjoyed the meal so much that he requested to see the cook in order
to personally thank her. When Jeannae came out to speak with him,
there was an instant love connection. The rest was
history.

Now Racie hoped that her friends still
had a future together. Their future was becoming increasingly
uncertain with Dave behaving so aloof toward his wife lately.
Jeannae’s sudden callousness toward their marriage wasn’t helping
matters.

“What if Dave ain’t a good
man anymore? What if all that time apart from me, too many
dangerous missions, and seeing too many of his friends die have
turned him into the worst kind of man?” Jeannae lamented. “How else
can you explain why I’ve only received two text messages and zero
calls from him in almost a month? Why none of my calls or emails
have been answered in two months?” Tears filled her eyes. “Maybe
Meak coming back to town is a sign that I need to start working on
my backup plan. Mama always told me to have a backup plan and a
backup man.”

“No!” Racie shook her head.
“Don’t say that. And please don’t be like some of the other
military wives we know around here. Many of their husbands weren’t
gone a whole month before they were cheating.”

Racie wanted to add, ‘Pretty please
don’t be like your trifling mother, who cheated on her last husband
the same night of his deployment’, but she wisely kept that
addendum to herself. This wasn’t the right time for that level of
truth.

“Well, Dave has been gone
for fifteen months and I’ve been nothing but faithful. Yet ain’t no
telling what he’s been doing over there. Like Mama says, ‘what goes
TDY, stays TDY’,” Jeannae countered, quoting a popular phrase that
insinuated that it was perfectly okay for military personnel to
cheat on their spouses and significant others while they were on
tour of duty. The spouses at home often used that phrase to justify
their own infidelities.

Racie shook her head. She refused to
think that Dave was one of those men that only acted married when
he was at home, never abroad. Not with the kind of love that she’d
witnessed between him and Jeannae. A man that would go out in the
pouring rain to fix his wife’s flat tire on the muddiest road in
Tara, Georgia was not the kind of man that would easily abandon his
spouse.

“I’m sure Dave has a
reasonable explanation for why he’s been emotionally MIA as a
husband all this time. I mean, the man is still sending you darn
near his entire paycheck. That’s got to mean something,” Racie
replied, trying to counter any other poisonous weeds that Arkady
might have planted within her friend’s mind since it was now
obvious who crushed what little faith Jeannae had left in her
husband.

“I thought so, too. Now I’m
starting to think that that ain’t nothing but guilt money.” Jeannae
squared her shoulders. “In any case, I’ve taken all the neglect
that I’m gonna take from Dave. Maybe Meak will know how to treat a
good woman better. He’s definitely the only man that’s been able to
churn my butter since I got married. When I saw him today,
something moved within me. My body’s still tingling
now.”

Desperate to do something, anything to
stop her friend from ruining what was left of her marriage, Racie
said, “What if I told you that Meak churns my butter too? That as
soon as you told me he was in the diner, I started thinking about
how I was going to seduce him while he was in town. As for
tingling, I’m way beyond that point. In fact, I may need to go
upstairs to my apartment and take a cold shower before I formally
introduce myself to him.” She fanned herself with the clipboard to
really drive her point home.

I hope I laid it on thick enough,
Racie thought as she watched Jeannae’s eyes widen and her mouth gap
open in shock.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

Jeannae could feel her eyes stretching
in their sockets. Air flowed to the back of her throat through the
surprised ‘O’ she formed with her lips. She quickly closed her
mouth and swallowed, lest her tonsils dry out from overexposure to
the elements.

Why oh why did Racie have to want Meak
too? Not only was she Jeannae’s best friend, but every single woman
in three counties knew not to go up against Racie when it came to
men. Even local business owners knew better than to compete
directly with her.

Racie had a competitive side that was
no joke. When she was angry, she became even more formidable.
Though she mainly channeled that energy toward business matters
these days, which helped their diner reach the number one spot
among local restaurants for the last four years, whenever she
turned her attention toward a man, she always, always, always got
that man.

Fortunately, Racie only went after
single men. This caused married women to sleep a lot easier at
night. Like Jeannae, they knew that the combination of beauty,
brains, elegance, humor, feistiness, and the love of sports in a
female were irresistible attributes to most men and a hard act for
most women to follow or compete against. The fact that Racie’s
feistiness extended to the bedroom made her even more of a
threat.

Jeannae learned that last piece of
information from some of Dave’s love-struck buddies that had the
privilege of sleeping with her friend once, and then came to her to
vent and seek intervention when Racie wouldn’t give them a repeat
performance. Of course Jeannae never could help those men out and
eventually gave up trying to. When her friend was through with a
man, she was through. In fact, one of Racie’s favorite R&B
songs was Up Out My Face by Mariah Carey and Nicki
Minaj.

“Do you really want Meak?”
Jeannae asked, blinking rapidly to return the dimensions of her
eyes to normal. She had to focus in every way now that her backup
plan was seemingly foiled.

“Sure do,” Racie confirmed.
“The man is fine stacked on top of fine. I think he’s just the
right guy to help me remove some cobwebs around the house, bang the
dust out of a few rugs.” She chuckled.

“Awww man!” Jeannae groaned.
She sighed and threw her hands up in surrender. “If it was anybody
else digging him, I wouldn’t give a flying flip. But since it’s
you, I have to step off. I can’t be a rival to my best friend. It
ain’t right. Plus ain’t nobody tryna go up against Super Chick. So
go ahead and let Meak bang the dust outta your ol’ ancient Chinese
secret rugs.”

Racie laughed. “Super Chick? Is that
what my haters are calling me behind my back these
days?”

“That’s all they dared to
say in my presence,” Jeannae replied with a sassy nod. Everybody
knew how loyal she was to her family and friends. She was prepared
to be loyal to her husband for the rest of her life until he
decided to disconnect from her in every way except on paper and in
their joint bank account.

“Well, I hope they at least
said it with a smile.” Racie gave her a hug. “By the way, thanks
for the green light concerning Meak.”

“You’re welcome. Plus that
kinda competition is bad for business. My partnership in this diner
may be all I have left after I divorce Dave.” Jeannae
frowned.

Racie frowned also. “I really hope you
reconsider that decision. Or at least wait until the man comes home
to personally explain himself. Can you promise me that, Coal
Miner’s Daughter?” Her smile returned and her voice softened at the
end.

Jeannae sighed again. “I promise, Wall
Street Journal.”

Racie sighed this time, except hers
sounded full of relief. “Now that we’ve had our little
heart-to-heart for the day, I need you to finish taking inventory
while I go present myself to Marvelous Meak.” She chuckled, placing
the clipboard into Jeannae’s hands before standing up to check her
own appearance in the mirror.

“Awww man!” Jeannae
reiterated, groaning in protest at being delegated the one job that
she hated the most. “You’re lucky I love you.” She stood up and
reluctantly started on her new task.

“I loves you, too.” Racie
grinned, turning to give her another hug before exiting the
stockroom.

Humor, heart-to-hearts, friendly
spats, ever-changing nicknames, and lots of love are what have been
fueling their relationship ever since Racie moved to town and
opened Racelle’s Diner, which was named after her grandmother. They
connected professionally when Jeannae answered a ‘Help Wanted’ ad
for a cook position and prepared an impromptu meal that had Racie’s
taste buds singing. Both were hardworking, reliable, goal-oriented,
and intelligent – everything that business partners should
be.

Jeannae and Racie connected as friends
due to the fact that they were both witty, fun to be around, and
were from bicultural families. Jeannae was from a black
mother/white father mix. Racie was from a black father/white mother
mix.

After a year of working fluently
together, Racie offered Jeannae the opportunity to become her
business partner. Jeannae promptly took her up on that offer and
they’d been making money together ever since. They even hired
another cook and two more waitresses just this year to keep up with
the current demand associated with their diner’s rising popularity
in Tara and the surrounding areas.

I guess I better learn to love
inventory, Jeannae thought, determined to make this business
partnership work even more now that she felt like a complete
failure in her marital partnership.

* * *

Determined to turn her little white
lie into some semblance of the truth, Racie went upstairs to her
two-bedroom apartment and took a quick shower. It wasn’t a cold
shower like she advocated to Jeannae, but it was lukewarm enough to
douse the heat she’d felt just thinking about how long it had been
since she’d had sex.

Instead of changing into something
sexy to impress Meak, Racie kept most of her sexiness to herself.
Her lacy black lingerie was covered with a red polo shirt that bore
the name of the diner, some black jeans, and a pair of black and
red sneakers. She deliberately chose one of her many work uniforms.
She also didn’t bother to curl the ends of her mini-braids as she
often did when she was going on a date or planned to be in the
presence of an attractive single man. All of that was done to throw
Meak off balance.

Racie knew that the pro-baller was
accustomed to beautiful women throwing themselves at him in word
and deed. She had to set herself apart from them. To do that she
needed to not only be different, but act and dress differently than
what he was used to.

Fully dressed ten minutes later, Racie
applied the lightest of lip gloss to her full mouth and a
conservative amount of liner to her eyes. She thought about dabbing
on a bit of perfume, but decided against it. That would be a sign
of trying too hard. Thus her scented lotion would just have to be
enough. Plus by the time she walked through the commercial sized
kitchen downstairs, the smell of delectable food would overpower
any perfume she wore anyway.

Checking her appearance one last time,
Racie took the in-house elevator downstairs to the diner. It was
quicker than using the winding staircase that led to the rear of
the restaurant where the stockroom was. With the elevator, she
would come to a final descent near her office door, which was
closer to the middle of the building.

“Go get ‘em, Saks Fifth
Avenue,” Jeannae whispered in encouragement as Racie walked through
the kitchen a short while later.

“I’m on it, Fried Green
Tomatoes.”

Mmmm…he’s even cuter in person, Racie
thought, taking a moment to admire Meak from afar through the
oval-shaped window in the door that separated the kitchen from the
dining area.

For a man approaching his
mid-thirties, Meak still had his boyish good looks. His smooth
mahogany skin was blemish free. His hair was cut low with spiral
waves that could make any woman deliciously seasick. His nose was
strong and pointed adorably at the tip. His teeth were straight and
white, with none missing. His mustache and beard were trimmed to
perfection.

His body…

The man was 6’1 of scrumptious delight
from head to toe. There didn’t appear to be an inch of fat anywhere
upon his muscular frame. His broad shoulders and rippled arms
looked like they could hold up the world.

Mr. Atlas may be a little bit too
cute, Racie thought, noticing how star-struck Chartia Moss was as
she attempted to pour refills of coffee at Meak’s table. The young
waitress’ hands were actually shaking.

Please don’t let her burn the man.
Racie frowned. The last thing they needed was a lawsuit. Money was
tight enough around here with so many recent repairs and upgrades
to the building. Maybe I should have Brisa go over there and
relieve her. She looked in the direction of her more experienced
waitress.

No go.

Brisa Middleton had stars in her eyes
too and her hands were shaking, as well. She could barely pour
another customer’s coffee straight for constantly looking over at
Meak’s table.

Looks like I have to come to the
rescue in more ways than one today, Racie retrieved a red apron off
a nearby hook and proceeded to put it on.

* * *

Poor girl. It’s not my fault she can’t
handle all this magnificence. Meak smiled, stroking his own ego
with thoughts like that. It had done his heart good to see Chartia
so enamored of him to the point of distraction.

As soon as the caramel-skinned
waitress recognized who he was, she was all thumbs and stutters. It
took her two tries to get him and his father’s orders correct. Now
he was hoping she didn’t give him second and third degree burns
with the hot coffee she poured into his cup with shaky
hands.

“Thanks, Chartia,” Meak said
after she successfully avoided scalding him.

“You…you’re welcome, Meak,”
Chartia replied breathlessly. Her rosebud lips spread into a
flirtatious smile within her heart-shaped face. Her dark brown eyes
twinkled with overt interest.

Meak smiled openly now. Although he
deemed the waitress way too young for his tastes, he relished the
fact that he could still garner that type of reaction from a fan
after all this time in the NFL. As in the entertainment industry,
professional sports fans could be very fickle at times, only
celebrating the latest hot athlete, who was often fresh on the
field.

Meak had been losing his popularity
over the last few years as younger and faster guys started to enter
the NFL. The fact that he’d been recently traded to the West
Virginia Royals didn’t help much either. They were not as prominent
as the Miami Dolphins, the team Meak used to play for since
graduating from college.

With the loss of popularity, came the
loss of endorsement deals and the loss of playing time. Striving to
regain all of the above with this new team, Meak had been working
hard to get his body back into tiptop shape. He even cut down on
partying and reduced his sexual escapades greatly. A lot of women
were very disappointed about that last thing, which only stroked
Meak’s already oversized ego even more.

Suddenly he forgot all about his ego
as the gorgeous woman from this morning came walking toward his
table. Would she recognize him? Maybe not. He did have on a helmet
that covered nearly all of his head with just enough space for his
eyes and nose to be shown.

I’ll jog her memory, Meak vowed as his
blood pumped harder through his veins. It was the same adrenaline
rush he felt on the football field, which was just one reason he
fought so hard for longevity in his chosen profession. Fame,
fortune, and more than a few bad investments were other
reasons.

Racie, Meak read her name from the
white nametag on the pocket of the red shirt she wore. That same
shirt revealed a bosom that was full and perky-looking. Her breasts
were not too big, not too small – just right for feasting without
making a man feel depraved or overwhelmed.

Formfitting black jeans accented
Racie’s wide hips and shapely legs. She walked with the agility of
a dancer and with the confidence of a woman comfortable in her own
skin.

Please let her have some junk in the
trunk. Though Meak was highly attractive to hippy women, he
preferred for their hips to be married with ample behinds. There
was just something about a good apple bottom that made a man,
particularly this man, seek frequent visitation rights.

Touchdown! Meak silently cheered when
he caught a sound view of Racie’s prominent derriere as she talked
with Chartia about helping out in the kitchen. The sound of her
unexpected New York accent made her even more enticing to
him.

The fact that Racie spoke with
authority to the waitress let him know that she was either the
manager or the owner of the diner. She was obviously a good
manager/owner based on how respectfully she talked to Chartia, who
reluctantly yet just as respectfully obeyed her wishes.

Now this is a woman I can work with.
Meak liked a woman that had her own. A lady of means, no matter how
small, usually didn’t have time or make time to be a
gold-digger.

“Are you going to be our new
waitress, Racie?” Meak asked, wrapping his tongue around her name
as he gifted her with one of his most charming smiles.

“Actually I’m here to bestow
a little generosity your way.” She blessed him with a smile of her
own.

“Oh really? How so?” Meak
inquired as another rush of adrenaline raced through his body. That
deep dimple in her left cheek had him going. Could she get any more
beautiful?

“You and your father’s meals
are on the house today courtesy of me and my partner Jeannae,”
Racie replied.

“Why thank you, but you’ve
given me more than enough today just by letting me see your lovely
face twice.”

“Twice?” Racie lifted her
left brow.

He grinned. “Yes. I’m the guy on the
motorcycle from this morning.”

“You’re Mr. I’m
Sorry?”

“One and the same.” Meak
grinned wider.

* * *

Maybe I won’t have to pretend to like
this guy after all. Racie relaxed even more in Meak’s presence now
that she knew he was the apologetic man from this morning. A woman
could work with a penitent man. His fineness was an added
boon.

“Well, nice to finally and
officially meet you, Meak Maconi.” She extended her right hand
toward him.

“So you’ve heard of a
brother, huh? Of course you have.” He licked his lips LL Cool J
style and smiled even more sensually as he shook her hand and held
it.

Racie fought not to frown at that
blatant display of arrogance. She liked her men confident, not
arrogant. She wanted to snatch her hand away from him so badly, but
didn’t because too many eyes were on them.

Is his chest swelling before my very
eyes? Racie blinked to make sure she was seeing correctly. Oh yes,
Meak’s super-sized ego inflated his chest by the second.

“It was hard not to hear of
you in this town,” Racie said, sentencing her lips to a smile that
she no longer felt as he slowly released her hand. “In any case,
thanks for visiting our diner and be sure to come
again.”

Then she gave his father a gracious
smile and politely left Meak’s presence before she conveniently
forgot to play nice with the hometown hero. She would just have to
find another way to buy Jeannae and Dave more time in their
marriage, because pursuing Meak was suddenly not in her
plans.

* * *

“Pop, what just happened
here?” Meak looked to his father for input as Racie’s subtle
rejection deflated his pride like a needle to a balloon.

He expected her to have a much
different reaction to him, not just because he was a big time
football star, but for the simple fact that he was not the
average-looking man. Most women seemed to fall in love or lust with
him on sight. The fact that he wore the best, drove the best, and
had a bank account to be envied were additional things that made
him the chick magnet that he was today.

Unfortunately for Meak, Racie hadn’t
seemed impressed with him on any level. He wanted to know why. She
definitely wasn’t married. He checked her left hand for a wedding
ring while he held her right one.

Maybe she was a lesbian. If so, that
would not deter him. Meak had charmed and converted plenty of
lesbians before. It would be his pleasure to do so again if that
turned out to be the reason for Racie’s rejection.

“I’d say that your ego just
got chopped down to size.” Mekos chuckled. “It’s quite refreshing
if you ask me. You have gotten the big-head over the
years.”

“My big body needs a big
head,” Meak said, refusing to give up on his ego. It had gotten him
very far in life.

“Well, Racie didn’t seem to
want either,” Mekos reminded him. “She’s a feisty one. I like that.
Reminds me of your mother.” He smiled wistfully and then took a sip
of his coffee. “Good java, good food, and feisty women around. I
may come here more often and not just because they’ve added
purine-free dishes to their menu,” he said, referring to the number
one cause of his gout flare-ups.

“I’ll be coming here more
often too.” Meak loved a challenge. One way or the other he was
going to win Racie over. But first things first. “Now tell me, how
much do you know about this dimpled-face beauty? Is she seeing
anyone? Does she have any kids? Where is she from?”

Mekos shook his head and laughed.
“Persistent as ever, I see.”

Meak grinned. “True that. It helped
get me where I am today.”

“Okay, if we’re going to sit
here and play twenty questions, the least you can do is buy me some
dessert,” Mekos negotiated.

“That’s a good idea, just as
long as it doesn’t consist of any sweetbreads,” Meak said, aware of
certain gout triggers in his father’s diet. “On second thought, how
bout I treat everyone to some dessert today?” He held his right
hand up. “Oh, Racie,” he said in his best baritone as he signaled
for her to return to their table.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

Racie bristled inside at the sound of
Meak calling her name. What did he want now? She’d already agreed
to cover his table’s bill. In fact, she was cancelling his ticket
at the left side register right now.

“I’ll be right there, sir.”
She forced a smile upon her lips before she turned around to face
him. Her legs felt like water-logged timber, heavy and difficult to
move as she reluctantly returned to Meak’s table.

“What can I do for you,
Meak?” Racie asked, inwardly marveling at the irony of his name.
The man was anything but meek. That much was clear earlier after
barely being in his presence for five minutes.

Yet there had to be some humility in
him somewhere. After all, he was quick to apologize to a complete
stranger this morning. That had to count for something.

Maybe arrogance is his mating call.
Racie had seen that same trait within other alpha men. Either way,
it turned her off.

“You can do two things for
me, Racie,” Meak replied, putting extra emphasis on her name, which
further grated her nerves. “One, you can bring my father a big bowl
of orange sherbet ice cream. Two, you can put everybody’s tab on
me, including the one that you previously cancelled for my
table.”

Racie bucked her eyes. “You’re going
to pay for everybody’s food?” she asked, wanting to be clear on the
issue as she forced her mind past the shock of his second
request.

“Every single person
currently in the diner. Of course not the ones still yet to come in
today,” Meak clarified with a chuckle. “Is everybody in here okay
with me picking up your tabs?” he asked, speaking louder as he
posed his question to the rest of the patrons.

Racie watched in silence as loud
cheers went up as if the diner had suddenly become a football
stadium. Meak had scored yet another touchdown with the masses. But
had he fumbled the ball with the person that he was trying to
impress the most?

Excellent PR move, Meak Maconi. Racie
smiled genuinely this time as she received the black credit card he
pulled from his wallet. Maybe there’s hope for you yet.

“As you wish,” Racie said
aloud, nodding with approval at him before leaving to let the staff
know of this latest order and of this significant change in
billing.

* * *

Meak didn’t get a chance to speak to
Racie again for the longest time. People kept stopping by his table
to personally thank him for his generosity. Some even asked for his
autograph, even though most of them already had at least one signed
piece of memorabilia from him.

As always, Meak took the time to sign
each item he was given along with a personal note. However, instead
of giving each autograph seeker his full attention like he usually
did, he kept staring at the doors that separated the dining area
from the kitchen. Other faces would appear in that area, but not
Racie’s.

Meak thought for sure she would be
glued to his table after his random act of kindness. Instead
Chartia was sent back out to wait on them. Though she was much
calmer this time, she was not the pretty face he wanted to
see.

“What happened to Racie?”
Meak asked as Chartia returned his credit card, a receipt, and a
computer printout detailing all the meals he’d paid for
today.

“She had a few things to
take care of in the back,” Chartia replied. “If there’s anything
else you desire, I can certainly assist you,” she added, openly
flirting with him again.

Meak smiled, feeling his ego swell
once again. Unfortunately, Chartia’s flirtation didn’t give him the
same rush that Racie’s simple smile and nod of approval had given
him. That’s what he wanted…needed to feel again.

“Actually I would like for
you to ask Racie if I could have a few minutes of her time before
me and my father leave,” Meak said.

Chartia frowned, clearly not pleased
with his response.

Meak quickly thought of an addendum.
He didn’t believe in deliberately offending a fan, especially a
female fan which was what his fan base was largely made up of.
“Yes, I want to tell her how pleased I was with your service today
and that I think she should give you a raise.” Meak wanted to speak
with Racie about a few other things, but he was keeping that to
himself.

Chartia’s smile returned. “Thanks,
Meak. I’ll go get her right now.”

“No, thank you, sweetie.
Before you go, here’s a little something for you.” Meak pulled a
fifty dollar bill out of his wallet. She earned that large tip if
for no other reason than the fact that she was about to bring Racie
back into his eyesight.

“Th…thanks,” Chartia said,
receiving the crisp bill he handed her.

“You know you just made that
girl’s day,” Mekos said as they both watched the waitress
practically skip to the back of the diner with her large tip in
hand.

Meak chuckled. “I just put to use that
quality customer service that you taught me in the family
business,” he said, referring to the furniture store that his
father owned.

Maconi Home Furnishings used to be the
only furniture store in Tara before a few rent-to-own stores set up
shop in town. Those same stores made it hard for his father to turn
a profit these days. That was yet another reason Meak had to keep
the money flowing in his professional life. He couldn’t let years
of his father’s hard work go down the drain because of some flimsy
franchises that treated people more like numbers than human
beings.

Mekos frowned. “Too bad people don’t
value good customer service anymore. These days everybody wants
what they think is a cheap deal, not realizing that they are
actually paying more in the end, and for less quality.”

“Pop, why don’t you let me
and some of my friends make a few commercials for you?” Meak spoke
discreetly low as he made the same offer that he had since he
became a pro-baller. The same offer that he suddenly decided to
make to Racie after recalling how much his father loved her special
sauce and how she planned to commercially market it
soon.

“Nope,” Mekos replied,
giving the same answer that he had for years. “I done told you a
million times that I will not capitalize on your celebrity. It’s
bad enough I’ve had to get so many loans from you lately.” He spoke
just as low.

“Monetary gifts,” Meak
corrected, reclassifying the funds that he’d channeled into Maconi
Home Furnishings over the last four years.

“Call them what you want. It
still stings my pride to have to ask you for anything.”

“You didn’t ask. I
volunteered. And look whose letting their pride get in the way
now.”

Just then Racie walked up to their
table, promptly ending their family squabble and taking Meak’s mind
down a different path.

* * *

Racie wasn’t surprised to learn that
Meak had asked for her again. Having discerned that he was an alpha
male, she knew he would get a thrill out of pursuing her. That was
one reason she stayed in the back for so long. The other reason was
because she needed to generate a detailed printout of his charges
in case he wanted to write them off on his taxes next
year.

Now that Racie was back in Meak’s
presence, she expected him to ask her out on a date at any moment.
Would he be bold and direct with his date request? Or would he go
the roundabout way to get her to go out with him?

The roundabout way, Racie realized as
Meak proceeded to praise Chartia’s service instead of saying what
he really wanted to say.

Why else would his gaze constantly
return to her lips? Why else would he constantly lick his own lips?
He wasn’t LL Cool J.

“I appreciate you for
telling me that,” Racie replied. “I will take your recommendation
into consideration when it’s time for Chartia’s evaluation.” She
smiled. “Now is there anything else that you would like to speak
with me about?”

“Yes, your special sauce.”
Meak grinned, looking highly pleased with her question.

Why not give the man a segue? It made
things that much easier for the both of them to get to the good
stuff quicker.

Racie lifted her left brow. “What
about our special sauce?”

“My father told me that
you’re about to send it to the open market. I was wondering if you
wanted a celebrity endorsement for it, namely me.” He pointed to
himself.

Racie opened and closed her mouth
without a sound. She did not expect Meak to make that particular
offer. She also didn’t expect a burst of adrenaline to surge
through her body, inciting tingles in its wake. She hadn’t felt a
mighty rush like that since she was on Wall Street.

Clearing her throat, Racie opened her
mouth again and forced words to flow. “We’d love a celebrity
endorsement. But that kind of expense is not currently in our
budget.”

“Well, if your sauce is as
good as I’ve heard, Meak Maconi would be glad to endorse it even at
a nominal cost. To make the deal even sweeter, 80% of my fee will
be gifted to Tara’s Boys and Girls Club, so that even more funds
can remain in the local economy.”

Racie blinked rapidly to refocus.
First of all, did he just have the audacity to refer to himself in
the third person? Secondly, did he also just open up a door for her
to solve all of her recent money problems without having to return
to Wall Street? Thirdly, did he just find yet another way to help
out the local children?

Yes, to all of the above. What a man
of contrasts Meak was turning out to be. He was arrogant, yet
humble. Grandiose, yet generous.

“Have you actually tasted
our sauce, Meak?” Racie asked. Although she would love to have his
endorsement, she didn’t want anyone endorsing their product that
didn’t personally like it.

“No, but he has and that’s
all the validation I need.” Meak pointed to his father. “If my
finicky father likes something, it must be good.”

“The Tasty Racy Sauce really
is good. I especially love the fact that it doesn’t cause my gout
to flare up,” Mekos confirmed with a smile.

Racie smiled in return at the salt and
pepper haired man on the right side of the table. Once again she
silently marveled at the fact that his rural accent wasn’t as thick
as most people around here. Had he deliberately changed his manner
of speaking like she and Meak had? Or had Mekos lost his accent
when he became a citizen of the world?

Meak’s father was known for taking
frequent trips out of town and out of the country. His absenteeism
in Tara would explain why Racie had only spoken with him four times
since she moved here. Two had been at the diner. The other two had
been when she ordered furniture from his store. All encounters had
been brief.

“I’m thrilled that you like
it so much, sir, and that it doesn’t cause you any physical
discomfit,” Racie told Mekos, giving him her full attention now. “I
created the sauce right here in the diner based on a recipe from my
grandmother who taught me everything she knew about cooking and
seasonings. Jeannae helped me perfect it. After seeing how well it
was received locally, we decided that this was the year to mass
produce and market it. That way, everyone everywhere can have a
bottle of Tasty Racy Sauce in their very own cupboards. On the back
of each bottle is a special tribute to my grandmother.”

“That’s great! Will it be
marketed just for meat? Or for other things as well? I personally
like dipping my fries into it,” Mekos shared.

“Though our sauce really
does set meat off the best, it can be used for side dishes. I’ve
tried it with potatoes, rice, and noodles,” Racie replied, speaking
excitedly about something that was near and dear to her
heart.

Cooking had always been her first
love. She ignored it for many years because she deemed the life of
a Wall Street funds manager to be more profitable. It was
financially, but it definitely wasn’t on any other level, which was
why she often took culinary classes on the weekends while living in
New York. She’d needed something to help her unwind, relax her body
and soothe her soul without negative consequences.

“Okay, you’ve sold me on the
sauce for real now. Where do I sign?” Meak inserted, sounding just
as excited as she had a few seconds ago.

Racie returned her attention to him.
“I love that enthusiasm. Never lose it.” She grinned. “As for the
paperwork, I’ll have my lawyer draw up an equitable contract and
forward it to your people by the end of the week. Until then, I’d
like to arrange for you to return tomorrow for a private taste test
of the Tasty Racy Sauce. It’ll be featured with various meats and
select side dishes. You see, even though your father might love the
sauce, I need you to love it too before you sign on the dotted
line.”

“Wise businesswoman,” Mekos
said with admiration in his voice.

“And very beautiful too,”
Meak added in a sexy baritone that had her in need of an artic
shower this time. “Here you go, lovely lady. My personal numbers
and the contact info for my agent are on the back.” He handed her a
royal blue business card.

Racie felt a blush heat up her cheeks.
“Thank you, Meak…for everything.”

If you continue to play your cards
right, you’re going to get it…good, Racie thought, receiving the
card with a steady hand, but a quivering core.  

 


 


 



Chapter Four

As usual, the owners of Racelle’s
Diner met up in Racie’s office at the end of the workday to tally
up the daily sales and expenses. They would update their
computerized accounts with that information and then secure the
funds until the banks reopened. Even though everyone else was gone
for the day and the diner was locked, the door to Racie’s office
was locked as well.

Jeannae and Racie always handled the
monetary side of their business together and they always did so
behind closed doors. Each incoming check was jointly reviewed and
each outgoing check had to be signed by both of them. They were
also the only ones that knew where the hidden safe was.

As they concluded their accounting
tasks, Jeannae received a thorough recap of Racie’s interesting
encounter with Meak. Her friend didn’t leave anything
out.

“Wow! Nobody but you could
go after a man and end up with that man and a celebrity endorsement
all in the same day. I love it!” Jeannae chuckled, moving from the
black office chair to the more comfortable red leather loveseat on
the east wall. It was time to put her tired feet up. No use rushing
home to an empty house to do it. Just the thought of going home was
depressing to her.

“I love it too, but I don’t
have the man yet,” Racie clarified as she locked the covert wall
safe where she stashed their daily proceeds.

“Yet is the operative word.
From what I heard from Chartia, Meak was really feeling you today,”
Jeannae shared, elevating her feet on the large armrest. “As I
recall, she seemed a little jealous about that.”

“Not surprising. Chartia is
easily jealous of most people. I think it’s because she and her
brother grew up so poor.”

Jeannae scoffed. “I grew up poor, too,
but that didn’t make me jealous of anybody. Chartia chooses to be
that way because she’s a hater. I’m still second-guessing your
decision to hire her, especially when her own brother wouldn’t.”
She held up her right hand in protest when Racie attempted to
respond. “And please don’t repeat that sappy story about wanting to
help another female get on her feet. That girl flunked outta
college two years ago and ain’t tried to go back since. She spends
more money at the hair and nail shop than she does on her rent and
utilities.”

“All true.” Racie nodded as
she replaced the portrait of her grandmother that covered the front
of the safe. “And yes, I did try to help Chartia stabilize her
finances by hiring her.” She poked her tongue out and chuckled.
“But I also tried to help our finances by bringing her on board,”
she added, becoming serious again as she returned to her seat. “Say
what you will about Chartia, but that girl is a go-getter just like
us. She rakes in more tips than anyone else and her beauty alone
has gained repeat customers from several age groups.”

“True. Even so, watch your
back around that one. Money-hungry chicks are quick to stab people
in the back. You watch reality shows. You know I’m not
lying.”

“Maybe the two of us will
rub off on Chartia. Show her that everything isn’t always about
money. That no amount of cash is worth compromising your morals or
selling your soul for.” Racie frowned.

Without being told, Jeannae instantly
knew the real reason behind her friend’s frown. It went so much
deeper than Chartia. In fact, it had almost everything to do with
Racie herself.

Jeannae knew that Racie was consumed
with making money once upon a time. The more money her friend made
for others, the more she made for herself. It wasn’t long before
she became one of the best funds managers on Wall Street before she
ever hit her thirties.

Unfortunately for Racie, having tons
of money and being able to buy anything she wanted did not make her
happy. Rather it added to her sorrow. To purge her soul of its
guilt concerning some of the things she did to get money and also
the things she did to seduce a married man, she gave away 90% of
her income to charity before she relocated to Tara to start a new
life.

Jeannae also knew that Racie didn’t
want to return to any part of her old life. However, lately she’d
been talking about indulging in the market again on account of how
strained their business budget was after so many unexpected
renovations to the building. The damage to the roof from last
summer’s freak tornado had caused them to dig deep into the diner’s
account, though Racie tried to pay for most of it out of her own
pocket since the building was also her home.

Financial need or not, Jeannae was
adamantly against her friend returning to Wall Street. She didn’t
want her exposed to those that hated and turned their backs on her
when she needed them the most. She definitely didn’t want anyone
disturbing the peaceful life that Racie established in
Tara.

It had been hard enough for her friend
to walk away from that high risk, high stress lifestyle the first
time. If she went back to trading on the stock market, Jeannae
didn’t think she would be able to leave it again. She feared that
Racie would be eaten alive, swallow whole by an awakening of the
sleeping giant called The-Love-of-Money. Thus this endorsement deal
with Meak couldn’t have come at a better time.

“Speaking of money, I think
this endorsement deal is gonna put our sauce on the map even
faster,” Jeannae said, wisely changing the subject. “We stand to
make way more money in a shorter period of time with Meak on board
than if we tried to market it ourselves.”

Racie’s smile returned. “I agree. Even
though we have a great product, that’s often not enough these days.
A great product needs the proper marketing engines behind
it.”

“Yep. And with Meak’s
popularity growing, despite his recent trade, we can’t
lose.”

“We better not lose. You
know how much I hate failure in any form.”

“That I do. I remember how
we researched every single aspect of this new venture backward and
forward for years before you finally agreed to act on it.” Jeannae
chuckled. She’d been ready to market the sauce after their first
year of working together, but Racie had stalled the process by
insisting on even more research.

“Our diligence and patience
will pay off. Trust me, Grand Ole Opry.” Racie smiled.

“I do, New York Undercover.
Now let’s talk about these sampler platters that we need to make
for Meak’s seven o’clock taste test tomorrow.”

“You sure like those T’s,
don’t you?” Racie laughed, teasing her about the last three words
she uttered.

“So!” Jeannae poked her
tongue out this time. Then she pulled out her smartphone and
prepared to type in menu notes. Her hand trembled when she saw that
her husband had called two hours ago when the phone was still on
silent.

Now what?

* * *

“What the…?” Meak frowned
down at his hands as he tied his black shoe laces.

He couldn’t believe what he was
seeing. His hands were actually trembling. Trembling!

But
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