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			Prologue

			“I’m never going to fall in love again,” Sabrina Parker vowed to her best friend, Deanna Griffin, as they packed up the five-bedroom stucco house Sabrina had shared with her ex-husband, Tre Matthews, and nine-year-old daughter, Jasmine. Now that her divorce was finalized, Sabrina was free to leave Baltimore for good.

			“Never say never,” Deanna replied. “You have no idea what life has in store for you.”

			“You have met my lying, cheating ex-husband, Tre, haven’t you?” The words sounded funny coming out of Sabrina’s mouth. It was hard to believe that after ten years of marriage, she was a single woman again.

			“Of course, I have,” Deanna said, “but there’s no reason to give up on men altogether. There are some good ones out there.”

			“I wished I believed that, but I don’t anymore. Fairytale endings are just that—fairytales.”

			“You may feel that way now, but are you sure this is what you want,” Deanna said as she extended her tape for the linen they were packing away, “to leave your home and your friends?”

			Sabrina was sad at the prospect of saying goodbye to her dear friend. She had known Deanna and her husband, Aaron, since she and Tre first moved to Baltimore for Tre’s new job; he had landed a spot as a labor attorney with Dean and Vickers. The two couples were often together at tai-kwon do matches, dance classes or PTA meetings; and as Sabrina’s marriage began to fall apart, Deanna had been a real lifesaver, offering sound advice and a sounding board for Sabrina’s anger. Still, when it came down to it, Sabrina had to get out of Dodge quick before she turned into a vengeful man-hater.

			“Trust me, Deanna, I have to do this.”

			“I don’t understand, Sabrina. With Tre’s infidelity, you could have easily gotten the house and a whole lot more. Why are you running away to Savannah with your tail between your legs?”

			“I’m not running away,” Sabrina replied testily, snatching the tape out of Deanna’s hand and taping the box herself. “I don’t want anything from him.”

			“Why?” Deanna bent down and stared at Sabrina. “You earned it. You’ve taken care of him and Jasmine for nearly the last ten years. He owes you.”

			True enough, Sabrina had sacrificed a lot to become the perfect housewife and mother. She’d given up completing college and having a career all in the name of fulfilling Tre’s idea of what a good wife should be. And what did it get her? A cheating husband. Thank God she found that hotel receipt or Lord knows how long she would have continued playing the role of ‘50s housewife.

			“He owes me nothing except child support,” Sabrina said as she went downstairs for a cool drink. “I won’t let him forget his obligation to provide Jasmine with the best life possible, but as for me, I’m quite capable of looking after myself.”

			Deanna followed close behind. “I have to hand it to you, Sabrina. If the shoe were on the other foot, I most certainly would have taken Aaron to the cleaners.”

			Sabrina opened the fridge and pulled out a Pepsi can and cracked it open. Spinning around, she replied, “I could have done that. And don’t get me wrong—I thought about revenge, but then that would be giving Tre too much power over me and those days are over.” Sabrina handed Deanna a soda.

			“Good for you!” Deanna set down the soda on the ceramic tile counter and clapped her hands. “Hell, I’ve never seen you like this. So … so …”—Deanna searched for the words—“so self-assured and confident. Tre didn’t know how good he had it.”

			“Thank you, sweetheart.” Sabrina feigned a smile. “Even I didn’t realize how much I allowed Tre to control my life—our life. I don’t know if that was the beginning or the end of us, but mind you, I do have a heart and I can’t bear to live in the same town and watch him and Melanie start a life together.”

			Deanna patted Sabrina’s shoulder and smoothed her straight ebony locks. She adored Sabrina’s long, thick hair that fell so generously below her shoulders. She’d often wished her short mousy-brown hair would grow that long, but it never would. She envied Sabrina’s petite five-foot-two frame too. Deanna had to content herself with the fact that at thirty-eight, she still had a size-eight figure at least.

			“I loved him, you know.” Sabrina’s voice caught in her throat.

			“I know, Sabrina.” Deanna rubbed her friend’s back. “So, what’s next?”

			“Home to Savannah.”

			“How does Jasmine feel about that?”

			Sabrina rolled her eyes. “She absolutely hates the idea. You know how much of a daddy’s girl she is. I think she thinks I’m doing this to punish him.”

			“Aren’t you?” Deanna smiled devilishly.

			“No!” Sabrina denied the truth.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Of course,” said Sabrina emphatically. “No matter how much I hate Tre, I would never deprive my daughter of her father, but I have to make a fresh start.” The only reason she’d stayed in Baltimore this long was so Jasmine could finish out the school year.

			“Well, Aaron and I are going to miss you terribly. You’ve been such an important part of our lives.”

			“We’ll keep in touch,” Sabrina offered.

			“Yes, of course, but it won’t be the same.”

			“How ‘bout I promise to call every week, how’s that?”

			“I would love that.” Deanna hugged her dear friend. “I wish you all the best in Georgia. I know that you’ll do well. You may not even realize it, but you’re much stronger than you think.”

			Sabrina squeezed Deanna’s back in return. “Thanks, Deanna, you’re a peach.”
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			“Well, what do you think, Dr. Winters?” asked the excited real estate agent, eager to make a sale on the two-story five-bedroom home that had stood empty on the outskirts of town for well over a year. No one had been able to sell it, but now it looked like this wealthy Boston doctor was ready to make an offer.

			Spacious, with plenty of sunlight and noisy neighbors a discreet distance apart, the Tybee Island house was exactly what Malcolm was looking for. There was a fireplace in the living room, a master suite upstairs, a kitchen with an island and a laundry room. The carport was perfect to put his Jag. And the place came complete with a white picket fence, big front porch and lots of wide-open space. Sure, it needed a lot of work, but Malcolm looked forward to getting back to basics and working with his hands rather than having his life revolve around his medical career.

			Glancing out of the large bay windows in the front parlor, Malcolm thought back on his former lifestyle. As a cardiologist for Boston Medical, he’d rarely had time to eat or sleep, let alone take on a large project such as renovating an old house. If he wasn’t in surgery performing a coronary artery bypass or in the catherization lab, he was consulting and evaluating cardiac cases under his jurisdiction at the hospital.

			But that was then and this was now. He was determined to make a go of his new life. “I’ll take it,” he replied brusquely.

			“Great!” the agent exclaimed. “Let’s fill out the contract and I’ll present your offer to the sellers.”

			“How long do you think it’ll be?” Malcolm asked as they continued walking through the rambling old house. From what he could see, the plumbing was shot, the electrical wiring had gone to hell in a handbasket and the fireplace was backed up to holy heaven.

			“Not long. I’m sure it won’t be a problem. The owners are quite eager to make a sell.”

			He could see why. “Excellent. You can have the papers sent to me at Parker House.” Malcolm was staying at the bed-and-breakfast Michael had once said was one of the best in Savannah. The location was ideal because it was close to the clinic, less than ten minutes away.

			Now he could try and begin building a life here in Savannah and forget the deadly mistake that had cost his twin, Michael, his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Nurse Turner, can you please hand me that chart?” Malcolm requested as he leaned down over her desk in the front reception area of his new clinic. He’d just returned from his meeting with the real estate agent and was excited about his new purchase.

			“Sure thing, Dr. Winters.”

			Malcolm hazarded a smile. Thank God for Nurse Turner, Malcolm thought as he glanced over the patient’s chart. Fifty-two years old, Grace Turner was a registered nurse with over twenty-five years’ experience. When he’d originally asked the employment agency to send over qualified nurses, he’d received babes in the woods straight out of nursing school. Malcolm had quickly had a word with the agency owner to make it clear that he needn’t bother with sending anyone under thirty. That’s when the man sent seasoned RN Grace Turner. Steadfast and dependable, Malcolm could rely on her to handle the patient load without any messy complications.

			At Boston Medical, he had encountered many an intern or resident who thought they could slide their seductive fannies into his view and earn themselves a different rotation or an attending physician’s position. Little did they know that he was not for sale. Well, he’d never have to worry about issues like that with Nurse Turner.

			“What’s on our slate for this morning?” Malcolm inquired, looking up at the chalkboard that held the day’s patient list.

			“A broken arm, an upset stomach, a prenatal checkup.”

			Good, thought Malcolm. Life as a family practitioner was much simpler. Gone were rounds and consultations first thing in the a.m. or a triple bypass surgery at one a.m. Accepting this position was the best thing he’d ever done.

			Now he would have time to enjoy the finer things in life without being interrupted by a page from the hospital, without trying to battle death day in and day out.

			Life as a cardiologist hadn’t been easy. Malcolm had learned to live with the fact that someday his patients wouldn’t always make it. Someday he couldn’t save everyone. But he sure tried.

			Head of his class at Dartmouth, Malcolm had specialized in cardiology. A successful internship at Boston Medical, followed by a prestigious surgical fellowship, had left little doubt that his career was on the right path. Too bad it left little room for a social life. He dated rarely. And sex? Well, any number of women would certainly oblige a physician’s needs, but none had ever thrilled him, except Halle Davis, a beautiful statuesque BAP, born into wealth but determined to prove she was more than a pretty face. They’d met in undergrad at Dartmouth and continued dating throughout his internship, but once his residency came, their once solid relationship hit the rocks. The long hours drew their toll on Malcolm physically as well as emotionally, so much so that Halle had enough and ended their five-year courtship abruptly to marry a financier.

			But Malcolm never looked back. His career prospered when he successfully treated Senator Andrews’s heart condition and performed a triple bypass—it catapulted his surgical career.

			But why hadn’t he seen that he was doing too much? He was blinded by trying too hard to win the respect of his colleagues, who he figured probably believed a thirty-six-year-old black man could never be a good surgeon. He’d been so quick to prove them all wrong. How could he been so self-involved?

			“Dr. Winters?” Grace asked, looking up at him. “Are you ready for your next patient?”

			“Certainly. I’ll be there in a moment.”

			The clinic fell into Malcolm’s lap when Dr. Baker, Cuyler-Brownsville’s oldest family practitioner, retired. He handed his entire client roster over to Malcolm, including allowing Malcolm to rent the property until he could buy Dr. Baker out. The clinic came complete with three exam rooms, office, storage room and a reception/waiting area.

			Malcolm wrote some notes down in the chart. He’d had quite a few nonexistent cases recently. He could only hope they would ease up once the town’s curiosity was cured.

			“So, who else do we have?”

			“We have a former patient of Dr. Baker’s presenting with pre-heart-attack symptoms.”

			“Show him into my office immediately.”

			Malcolm wasted no time getting right down to brass tacks. After reviewing the patient’s chart, he didn’t see any need to pretend that all was well. “Mr. Gibson, I see here that you’re a smoker.”

			“Yes, Dr. Winters. I’ve tried giving up the habit, honest I have, but I haven’t had any luck.” Mr. Gibson chuckled wryly.

			Malcolm did not share in his amusement. “Your luck may be running out, Mr. Gibson, if you continue to abuse your heart in this fashion. The heart is not meant to take this sort of treatment.” He leaned back in his chair and regarded Mr. Gibson for a long moment.

			His patient was not easily embarrassed and did not look away. “That may be the case, but who’s to say it’s the smoking? Couldn’t it be something else?”

			“You’re correct,” Malcolm answered, sitting upright again, “which is why I want to do a complete blood workup. I also want to do a cardiac stress test.”

			“Isn’t that one of those treadmill tests you see on TV?” Mrs. Gibson queried, speaking up for the first time. She was a timid-looking Caucasian woman. Short, petite with mousy-brown hair. She seemed like the quiet type. Malcolm had almost forgotten she was in the room. Mrs. Gibson was the sort of woman who lived in the shadow of her husband. He wondered what she would do if she had to live without him. Hopefully, she wouldn’t get that chance.

			“Yes, it is. And it detects the heart rate, rhythm and blood pressure. It helps us better determine coronary artery disease and is less invasive than an angiography. I’d also like a stress echocardiography done as well. This will show me images of your heart at rest, Mr. Gibson, and during the peak of the exercise.”

			“Sounds like a whole lot of mumbo jumbo to me, Doc Winters.” Mr. Gibson wasn’t sure he believed in all this medical hocus pocus. If it’s your time to go, it’s your time to go, was his motto. But he would do this for his wife.

			“I know it sounds like a lot, but all these tests are needed to make an accurate diagnosis,” Malcolm replied, writing out a prescription and handing it to Mr. Gibson. “Speak with my nurse at the front desk and she will set up the tests at the hospital. Then we’ll reconvene in a few weeks and review the results.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Mr. Gibson replied, standing up and shaking Malcolm’s hand. “You know, Dr. Winters, you really are a nice man. You need to find yourself a wife to settle down with.”

			Malcolm didn’t comment. He merely smiled kindly. A wife and kids. He wasn’t ready for that kind of life-changing commitment. Maybe one day. Then why, asked his inner voice, did you buy a house complete with a white picket fence and five bedrooms if you don’t want a family? That was a good question, Malcolm thought as the Gibsons were leaving.

			He sighed from relief when they were completely out of the room. Just what he needed starting off his new life in Savannah—

			his first heart patient in a year!
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			Driving into Savannah was cathartic as the sweet smell of magnolia blossoms and azaleas filled the air, reminding Sabrina that she had indeed come home. The moss-laden homes and large oak trees that lined the brick-paved historic district and park squares were just as fragrant as she remembered since she’d last visited with Tre. That trip was ten years ago, before Jasmine was even born.

			Sabrina had tried repeatedly to convince Tre to visit again, but he considered anything south of DC hick country and had steadfastly refused to come. He complained about the food, too, claiming that Southerners ate so much fatback no wonder most of them were overweight. And he was a possessive guy. If he wasn’t visiting Savannah, neither was his wife! He made sure she stayed put in Baltimore, along with him.

			Sabrina caught Jasmine’s yawn as she emerged from her two-hour slumber. Stretching out her arms, Jasmine perked up at her new surroundings. “Are we there yet?”

			“Yup, this is my hometown, baby doll. This is where your mama was raised.” Sabrina brushed hair off Jasmine’s forehead.

			Jasmine glanced out of the window in wonder. “Can I have some ice cream?” She pointed to the ice cream shop on the corner of the block.

			“You may certainly not. You haven’t even had dinner.”

			“But I’m hungry. And we’ve been driving all day.”

			Sabrina breathed in deeply. Jasmine was severely testing her nerves. They’d already stopped off at Denny’s. “I promise I’ll get you something to eat when we get to my parents’ house, okay?”

			“I don’t even remember what they look like,” Jasmine commented. Her grandparents had last seen her when she was three, when they came to Baltimore for a visit.

			A hot tear trickled down Sabrina’s cheek, nearly blinding her as she drove. It was her fault that Jasmine didn’t have a relationship with her own grandparents. She should never have let Tre insist on their never visiting, but all that was about to change. Savannah was filled with lots of aunts, uncles and cousins. Sabrina was thinking that Jasmine was about to get more family than she knew what to do with when, suddenly, the unthinkable happened. She got a flat.
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			Malcolm sighed heavily as he drove his Jaguar down the road. He should never have taken that side street. Now, he was lost again. For such a small town, he’d gotten lost nearly a dozen times since his arrival.

			This latest debacle was going to cause him to miss dinner at Parker House. The cook served dinner promptly at six and if you weren’t there, you were out of luck. The last several nights the food had been divine and Malcolm did not want to miss out, which was why getting lost was so frustrating.

			It was definitely time to replace his defective GPS, Malcolm thought. It was the first item on his agenda after supper … until he saw a woman along the side of the road.
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			Sabrina slowly decreased her speed and moved to the shoulder. After setting the parking brake and turning on the hazards of her BMW convertible, Sabrina called AAA. The dispatcher informed her it would be nearly an hour before someone could arrive. Apparently there was an accident on Highway Ninety-Five and everyone had been dispatched to there.

			“Great,” Sabrina muttered as she exited her car and walked around to the passenger side. Sure enough, the tire was as flat as a pancake. What was she going to do now? It was sweltering outside and she had to keep the air on, which meant that she’d most likely run out of gas.

			“Mom, can’t you change it?” Jasmine asked, leaning out of the window.

			“Sorry, baby. That was Daddy’s department.” And now it was going to be hers, but she wasn’t fully equipped to run it. Once, Tre had tried teaching her how to change a tire, but when she didn’t pick it up right away, he gave up.

			Now she had a child in the car and it was getting dark. She had no choice but to try and change it herself. She couldn’t wait on AAA; it would take them hours to get here. Did she even have a spare?

			Opening the glove compartment, Sabrina pulled out the owner’s manual and was thumbing through it when she heard the roar of another engine.

			Thank God, Sabrina thought. Maybe she could flag down some help.

			“Stay inside the car, Jazzy,” Sabrina ordered. “And lock the door. Keep this”—Sabrina handed her the cellphone—“while I check out who this is.”

			A red Jaguar pulled in front of her and Sabrina heard the engine shut off. From where she was standing, she could tell the driver was a man, but she couldn’t discern his features because his windows were tinted. For a moment, Sabrina wondered if she were safe. There was still a little daylight and hopefully she had nothing to worry about; but just to be on the safe side, Jasmine would remain in the car.

			When the stranger exited his car and approached Sabrina, he towered over her and she instinctively stepped backward. The man had to be at least six foot three. He had a slender frame and an all-around fine build. Whoever he was, he sure kept himself in excellent shape.

			“Are you alright, ma’am?” a smooth tenor voice asked.

			Sabrina heard the words but was too caught up in the man’s mystique to speak. Are all rescuers as good looking as this one?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Are you hurt?” the Jag’s driver asked, moving swiftly toward Sabrina.

			“Ummm, no,” she said with a slight catch in her throat.

			Sabrina tensed up as she took him all in: nutmeg-colored skin, well-groomed mustache and coal-black hair clipped short to reveal nice wavy lines. Clearly the man prided himself on his appearance if the pressed navy trousers and crisp white shirt underneath a beige cardigan were any indication. Sabrina couldn’t put her finger on it, but the man’s presence and features were almost regal. She did her best to ignore the pair of white irises and onyx eyes with curly lashes that were watching her so intently.

			“But I do have a flat,” she said, pointing to her passenger-side rear tire.

			“You most certainly do.” The mysterious stranger replied.
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			Malcolm was in awe when he stepped out of his car and found the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She was absolutely breathtaking.

			Throughout their exchange, this exotic creature mesmerized him. She wore a pair of ripped jeans and a tank top revealing what he estimated to be size B-cup breasts and the derriere … well it was small but curvy. He wondered though how she could have even given birth with such a petite frame. What did she weigh? A buck and a quarter, if that. And from his view, she was barely over five feet.

			But what drew him to her the most was the hair. Long, thick and luminous, it hung generously past her delicate shoulders. Oh, and the rich honey-brown face was even more impressive and those expressive copper eyes only added to her allure.

			“Uh, hum,” Sabrina coughed to regain the stranger’s attention. He’d been staring at her very intently. “So what do you think? Can you help me out? I have no idea how to change a tire.”

			Malcolm shook himself out of his daydreaming. “Oh, yes, of course,” he replied. “Pop your trunk.”

			Sabrina unlocked the trunk while the stranger returned to his car, removed his cardigan and rolled up his sleeves.

			Once he returned, she watched him pull out the spare tire and jack and start to work.

			“I sure do appreciate your helping us,” Sabrina said, nodding to Jasmine, who was still staring openly at them from the backseat.

			“No problem, miss.” Malcolm grinned as Sabrina handed him a lug nut wrench to remove the hubcaps.

			When their fingers touched, a jolt went straight through Sabrina’s spine and she jumped away from Malcolm as if she’d been burned.

			Did he feel that? she wondered. What’s wrong with me? Just being in this stranger’s presence was causing her to stutter and get weak in the knees. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this way. Tre certainly never conducted this kind of electricity from her.

			Sabrina was curious about something though. “Do you always stop and help strangers?” she asked.

			Malcolm raised a brow. He seemed surprised at the question, as if the thought had never crossed his mind not to do so. “I saw a lady in duress,” he answered, looking over at her seductively, “who needed my assistance. So the answer would be an emphatic yes.” Malcolm stared at her as he wondered why such a beautiful woman was alone with her daughter. What happened to her? Someone else’s loss was going to be his gain. He hadn’t missed the sensuous tingle that passed between them a moment ago.

			“How very gallant of you,” Sabrina replied with a smile as he lowered himself to the asphalt and jacked up the car. It took Malcolm all of fifteen minutes to remove the flat and put on the spare. He didn’t say much while he worked; he just finished the task at hand. When he was done, he announced it was ready to drive and Sabrina was thrilled.

			He wiped his hands on a towel Sabrina had supplied from her trunk.

			“Thank you so much.” Sabrina gushed. “You saved my life. I’d still be waiting here for AAA to come.”

			“Then it’s lucky I stopped by.” Grasping one of Sabrina’s hands in his, Malcolm lightly brushed his lips across it. “Until we meet again, fair maiden.”

			Malcolm bowed gallantly and sauntered back to his car. An instant later, he roared away in his Jag, leaving Sabrina standing on the side of the road, star-struck. When she finally started her engine, she realized she didn’t even know the stranger’s name!
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			“We’re here!” Sabrina announced cheerily when she arrived on her parents’ block. She unbuckled her seatbelt and disembarked from her convertible. Hauling several suitcases out of the trunk, she sat them on the sidewalk and took a moment to look around the old neighborhood.

			Built in the sixties, the bungalow-style house was still holding up even though it could use a new coat of paint and some siding, but all in all, it still looked good. Her parents’ favorite rockers were sitting out on the wooden porch, next to her mother’s crocheting basket.

			It brought a smile to Sabrina’s face knowing that Savannah was still a place she could be proud to raise her daughter.

			“Is that where we’re going to live?” Jasmine inquired, looking up at the one-and-a-half-story house.

			Sabrina didn’t miss the disdainful tone that escaped her daughter’s lips. It was nothing like their five-bedroom estate in Baltimore. And Jasmine’s disdain was all her fault too. She and Tre had raised a snob.

			“Yes, it is, sweetie.” Sabrina leaned down to her daughter to give her a tight squeeze. “C’mon. It’s time you meet your family.” Sabrina held out her hand, but Jasmine ignored it and walked ahead of her up the porch stairs.

			Now that she was here, Sabrina was scared to ring the doorbell, but she’d sold her house and most of her belongings. There’s no turning back now, she thought.

			Exhaling, she prepared herself for the endless questions that would befall her this evening. Her family wasn’t known for being shy or tactful. Pressing the buzzer, Sabrina waited with bated breath.

			Her mother answered on the second ring and screamed in delight, “Oh … James, come quick!”

			At the sight of her portly five-foot-five mother in roller-set hair, Sabrina’s eyes shined bright with tears. All this time, she thought she didn’t need her. How wrong she’d been!

			“Oh, Mama,” Sabrina cried and was immediately enveloped in the safety of her mother’s arms.

			“Oh, baby, let me look at you.” Her mother’s small hand grasped either side of her face. “You’re all grown up. Give your mama another hug.” Sabrina was all too obliging and gave her mother another gentle squeeze. How was it that being near your parents made you feel six years old again?

			“And who is this delightful creature behind you?” her mother asked, openly staring at Jasmine. Somehow time had flown when she wasn’t looking.

			Sabrina walked over to Jasmine, who stood frozen at the doorway. “There’s no need to be scared,” she whispered in her ear and grabbed her hand.

			“Mom, this is your grandbaby.” Sabrina pushed Jasmine toward her grandmother.

			Beverly Parker bent down and looked at the beautiful child staring back at her. Jasmine had no idea who she was.

			“Sweet heavens.” Beverly clutched her chest. “My prayers have been answered.” When she reached for Jasmine, Jasmine stepped backward.

			Beverly saw the fear in her granddaughter’s eyes as Jasmine looked at her suspiciously. She stood up, swallowed hard and bit back tears at the dead-cold welcome.

			“Woman, what’s with all the screaming? Who’s at the door?” Sabrina’s father asked, finally emerging inside the foyer.

			James Parker was something. No one could ever say that her father wouldn’t go down fighting. He looked as fit as a twenty-year-old. No middle-age spread on him. His powerful set of shoulders, set off by a massive chest, made him look like an NFL linebacker.

			The man’s inherent strength could be seen on the few lines that marked his African features. James Parker carried himself with a commanding air of self-confidence that many recognized, but few could imitate. “Little Bit!”

			Sabrina’s heart lifted at seeing her father. Sure, he was older than she remembered, but he was her pops. “Yes, it’s me, Daddy. Your baby girl has come home.”

			“Well, come here and give ya old man a hug,” James replied with a wide grin.

			“Oh, Daddy. I’ve missed you so much.”

			“So have I, Little Bit.”

			“It’s good to be home. You don’t know how much I’ve needed you.”

			“Come on in then and get out of the street,” her mother said, closing the front door. “No need for everyone to know our business.”

			Her parents walked in to the living room and Sabrina sat nervously down on the couch with Jasmine beside her. Her father took a seat across from theirs and peered into his daughter’s eyes.

			“It’s so good to see you,” said her mother, who sat next to James in an adjoining chair. “How long are you planning on staying?”

			Sabrina paused before saying, “Indefinitely. I’ve decided to move back home.”

			“You have?” her mother said. “That’s fantastic!”

			“Did I hear correctly, Little Bit?” her father asked. “You haven’t called this house ‘home’ for some time.”

			“Jasmine, why don’t you go freshen up in the powder room down the hall while we grown folks talk?”

			Jasmine didn’t respond to her mom; she merely rose from the sofa and headed down the hall. “Now that we’re alone,” her father said, “I’d like to know what’s going on. Did you and Tre have a fight? Are you and Tre splitting up?”

			“James,” her mother admonished, “give her a chance to speak.”

			“Well, it’s better to pull off a bandage quick than to play around at it.”

			“Fine!” Sabrina replied. “I know how you felt about my marriage, Daddy, so you should be happy to know that Tre and I are divorced.” She eyed her father, waiting for his reaction.

			“What?” James nearly shouted. A devout Baptist, he believed in the sanctity of marriage. The point was proven by his own—he and Beverly had been married for thirty-six years and were still going strong. “What went wrong? Couldn’t the two of you have worked it out?”

			“Afraid not.”

			“Oh, my lord!” said Beverly. “When did this happen?”

			“Six months ago.”

			Beverly clutched her chest. “Why didn’t you call us? Why are we just hearing about this now?”

			“I couldn’t.” Sabrina bowed her head in shame. While she was married to Tre, she’d always portrayed them as the perfect family. How could she say it had all been a lie?

			“Why? What happened, Little Bit?” her father asked.

			“He … he …” Sabrina could hardly get the words out. She’d thought she was over the pain of Tre’s betrayal. It surprised her that it could still hurt so bad after all this time. “He cheated on me, Daddy,” Sabrina plunged on. “For months, he lied to my face while he went to bed with another woman.”

			“Oh, baby girl,” James said, getting up and sitting down next to his daughter. “I despise that man. Any man who could cheat on my baby girl … God, I want to strangle him with my bare hands.” James held Sabrina tight. “I just wish you would have called us. Maybe we could have helped.”

			“What could you do, Daddy? It wouldn’t change anything. My marriage would still be over.”

			“Well, you can dry your eyes, girl. You’re not alone anymore.”

			“Yes,” her mother replied. “Your family will get you through this awful time.” Beverly rose from her chair and walked toward them. “You’re home now. And you don’t have to worry; you always have a home here. Isn’t that right, James?”

			“Of course, woman!” her father said gruffly. “That goes without saying.”
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			Sabrina was still in her pajamas when she finally made it down to breakfast the following morning. Her mother was seated at the kitchen table and Jasmine was already dressed. It had been a long night. After speaking with her parents and getting Jasmine settled for bed, Sabrina had tossed and turned half the night. She was starting her life all over and she didn’t have the faintest idea where to begin.

			She caught her mother’s worried expression as she opened the cupboard, took a mug down and poured herself a cup of coffee, but she pretended she didn’t see her mom’s agitation. Jasmine was eating Cocoa Pebbles and reading the back of the box, oblivious to the older folks.

			Over the steaming Colombian brew, Sabrina watched her parents glance back and forth at one another, neither knowing where to begin.

			Finally, her mother spoke. “So, what are you going to do today?” she asked, trying to sound chipper. She saw the dark circles around Sabrina’s eyes, and in the morning light weight loss was evident as the pajamas hung off Sabrina’s frail shoulders. Beverly was heartbroken to see her daughter’s devastation. She wished she could help make it all better, but this was one lesson that her daughter would have to learn: Life doesn’t always turn out the way you planned.

			“Not sure, Mom,” Sabrina replied listlessly, staring out of the back window.

			“Why don’t you come out with Jasmine and me?” her mother suggested. “I promised her that I would show her around town. Introduce my grandbaby around so she can make some new friends before I go to my picnic committee meeting.” Beverly hoped to get her daughter out of her funk.

			“Mom, do you mind if I stay in?” Sabrina asked, sipping the hot liquid. “You know, get my head together. I’m not really in the mood for company.”

			“Sure, baby, but I think we should at the very least tell Alton and Felicia. Let them know you’re back home. We could have a small family dinner this evening.” Beverly turned her attention to her husband, who sat quietly throughout the exchange.

			That’s the last thing Sabrina wanted, but she didn’t want to disappoint her mother, not after being MIA for so many years. “Alright, sure. That sounds like fun.”

			“I’ll arrange it,” her mother replied. “Well, have a good day,” she said with a forced smiled. “Jasmine, are you ready to spend the day with Grandma? I’ll show you Savannah firsthand and you can experience the land of the peach.”

			“My mom calls me Jazzy,” Jasmine replied, looking up from her empty bowl of cereal and joining the conversation for the first time.

			“Alright then, Jazzy it is.” Grabbing her purse and keys off the Formica counter, Beverly opened the back door and held it open for Jasmine.

			As Jasmine scooted from the table and followed her grandmother out, Sabrina called after her, “Don’t I get a hug and a kiss?”

			“That’s for kids,” Jasmine said, and walked out the door without a backward glance.

			Sabrina felt like a knife had been stuck in her heart. Where was her sweet little girl? The one who adored her mother. The one who dressed up in her clothes and makeup. The one who begged her to be den mother for her Girl Scouts’ troop.

			“I’ll see you this evening,” Beverly said as she closed the door quietly behind her.
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			Sabrina woke up hours later. She glanced out the window and saw nothing but darkness. The stress of the last few months had worn her down. Reluctantly, she flipped on the bedside lamp. It read 6 p.m. Damn! Alton and Felicia would be over with their families in no time and she wouldn’t be ready. She had to get a move on it. She quickly showered and rushed downstairs.

			Jasmine was standing in the middle of the living room dressed in a frilly pink outfit Beverly had selected for her, while Beverly and James sat center stage. Complete with bows and ribbons, Jasmine’s get-up was the most extravagant and hideous creation Sabrina had ever seen. To make matters worse, Beverly had done Jasmine’s hair up in a bunch of pigtails and curls and now her poor baby girl looked like something out of the Land of Oz!

			Bless her heart, my mother has gone cuckoo!

			When Jasmine spotted her mom, she rushed over to her but stopped dead before she made it all the way. The look on her mother’s face had made her pause.

			Sabrina attempted a happy face when she really wanted to burst out laughing. Beverly could have no idea that Jasmine was the exact opposite of all this frill. She hated girly stuff. Sabrina had long since accepted that Jasmine was a bona fide tomboy. No Barbies and dress-up for her. Her daughter liked to climb trees and play sports.

			“Come here, Jazzy.” Sabrina held out her arms.

			“Mom, I hate it,” Jasmine whispered. “May I go change?” Jasmine asked loudly as she plastered a fake smile across her face. After her grandmother’s hour-long lecture on how to speak to one’s elders after they left the house earlier in the day, all Jasmine wanted was to go to her room.

			“Sure, baby,” Sabrina replied. She watched Jasmine roll her nine-year-old eyes and head up the stairs to the guest room.

			Sabrina knew her mother was trying hard to make Jasmine feel at home and not like a guest. The problem was that’s exactly how Jasmine felt and there was only one person to blame—Sabrina herself. She and Tre had never come down to Savannah and allowed Jazzy and her grandmother the opportunity to become acquainted, so Beverly Parker still thought of Jazzy as a three-year-old, when in fact she was a heck of a nine-year-old bright cookie—the smartest kid in her class, a straight-A student.

			She was about to comment as much to her mother when the front door swung open. Unfortunately, her sister, Felicia, arrived first, with her three children, Destiny, Emma and Anthony, in tow.

			“So, the prodigal daughter has returned.” Felicia sneered as she walked into the room with Emma on her hip.

			Sabrina caught the hostile tone in her voice and rolled her eyes heavenward. Obviously nothing had changed in the ten years since last they’d seen one another. Her older sister was still holding on to a grudge and for what? She couldn’t fathom why.

			Felicia appeared to be in good health. Although a few extra pounds had crept up on her five-foot-nine frame, she was still the picture of youth. There were no fine lines around her thirty-three-year-old smooth chestnut complexion. So why was she still giving her grief after all these years?

			“It’s good to see you too,” Sabrina returned evenly. “My nieces and nephew are as gorgeous as ever.” Her nine-year-old niece, Destiny, was a little angel with small features, a slender shape and a head full of hair, while Destiny’s baby sister, Emma, was equally irresistible. A little chubbier than her sister, Emma was a head shorter, with pigtails and barrettes. Sabrina didn’t know what to make of her six-year-old bespectacled nephew, Anthony, who carried around a pet frog. He didn’t seem to come from the same family.

			“How’s Sean? Is he here?” Sabrina looked over Felicia’s shoulder as the children scurried from the room.

			“No,” Felicia replied through pursed lips. “I came alone. He’s holding down the fort at the resort on Tybee Island. Someone has to, you know? Since some people went off and left the rest of the family to deal with the fallout.”

			Sabrina ignored the dig. She refused to let her sister bait her into an argument when she’d only just arrived. “I’m sorry Sean couldn’t make it.”

			“Is that my little sis?”

			Sabrina distinguished the voice, but didn’t see its owner until her brother peeked out from the foyer.

			“Alton!” Sabrina’s eyes shone bright with tears at the sight of her big brother. He was exactly what she needed. At thirty-five, he was tall, handsome and athletic. Alton prided himself on his male physique and maintained it for years by playing sports. His smooth honey coloring favored her honey-brown tone. When people saw them they easily passed for sister and brother. Sabrina wondered if the closeness she and Alton shared was the reason why Felicia always gave her such a hard time.

			Alton grabbed Sabrina into a massive hug, and she couldn’t help but feel the muscles rippling under his white shirt. “Wow! Someone’s really beefed up.”

			Alton patted his chest. “Yes, well, my job does require some muscle. But forget about me. Let me look at you.” He held his arms open as he surveyed her up and down. “You’re looking good, sis. Where’s Jasmine?”

			“Upstairs changing.”

			“It’s so good to have you back home.”

			“It feels good to be home.”

			“You lost the right to call this home when you left ten years ago and never looked back,” Felicia commented, narrowing her eyes at Sabrina.

			Sabrina spun around and glared at Felicia.

			“When Mama told me about you and Tre, I couldn’t believe it,” Felicia stated bluntly. Beverly had wasted no time telling everyone of Sabrina’s single status.

			Instead of feeling good about coming back home, doubt plagued Sabrina. Do I see pity in their faces? she asked herself. Not only was she a single mother now, but she was jobless and homeless.

			“Just point me to the nearest map and I’ll scour Baltimore looking for that scoundrel and beat some sense into him,” Alton said, puffing out his chest.

			“No need to go and get yourself arrested,” replied Felicia. “You are the sheriff.”

			“Sheriff? Wow!” Sabrina remarked with a raised eyebrow. “How long have you been in office?”

			“Oh, about three years now.”

			“That long?”

			“How about you?”

			Thankfully, Beverly interrupted and said, “I’m going to go check on dinner,” and headed out the room.

			“I’ll help.” Sabrina was eager for a distraction and rushed behind her.

			On the kitchen table sat a German chocolate cake, Sabrina’s favorite, and next to it a sweet potato pie. Beverly picked up a knife covered in frosting and began putting the finishing touches on the cake.

			“Mom, did you cook all this?”

			“Of course, baby.” Her mother placed the knife on the table and took a seat. “You know how much I love to dote on the family. And now I have you to work on.”

			“I’m sorry, Mama. I should have never distanced myself from everyone.”

			“Let’s not worry about the past. Let’s just enjoy today.” Her mother handed her a paper plate.

			“Still catering to you, I see,” Felicia said underneath her breath from the door before she spun on her heels and stormed off.

			When Jazzy finally made it downstairs in a simpler attire of capris and a print T-shirt, Sabrina introduced her to her aunt and uncle. Alton swung her in his arms, to Jasmine’s delight, and Sabrina could see a friendship sparking. Felicia, however, was another matter. She merely nodded coolly at her niece and Jasmine reacted in kind by ignoring her.

			Later, when the entire Parker family stood around the table and bowed their heads while James said grace over the fried chicken, green beans, potato salad, homemade biscuits and red beans and rice, Sabrina smiled. Now this she remembered. Everyone gathered around eating good soul food. She was filling her plate when her father started in.

			“So have you thought about what you’re going to do for work?” he asked.

			Sabrina groaned inwardly. This was exactly the topic she wanted to avoid at the dinner table. Several curious pairs of eyes fixed on hers, waiting for an answer.

			A lump formed in Sabrina’s throat. There was nothing like being interrogated by one’s own father. He intimidated easily. Even when she was a little girl, Sabrina could never keep a secret, which irritated Alton and Felicia to no end.

			“No, Daddy, I really hadn’t gotten that far yet. I’ve only been home one day,” she emphasized. “I was hoping Jasmine and I could stay here for a while until I figure things out.”

			“That may be so, but it’s best not to let the dust settle under your feet. And as for a job, I’m sure Felicia and Sean could use some help at the hotel or at Parker House. Not sure if you know, but they’re mainly running things now. Your mom and I have retired.”

			Of course, working for the family business went hand in hand with living in the Parker residence. “I would be more than happy to help out, Dad. Give me a few days first, okay? And then I’ll find out where Felicia and Sean need help.”

			“What do Felicia and Sean need?” Felicia snapped. 	

			“Help with the hotel and Parker House,” her father answered.

			“Listen, Sabrina,” Felicia said, cocking her head to one side as her furious brown eyes settled on her sister, “Sean and I have been doing just fine handling things. We don’t need the likes of you coming back to tell us how to run it.”

			“Felicia, I’ve only been back for a New York minute, so I’m not sure where all this hostility is coming from; but I am a part of this family too.”

			Felicia rolled her eyes. “You could have fooled me, sista. I don’t recall seeing you over the last ten years working twelve-hour shifts and entertaining the tourists. Making sure their beds were clean or that the breakfast buffet was on. So don’t tell me about family.”

			“And am I supposed to bow at your feet because you did?” Sabrina returned. “‘Cause it’ll be a cold day in hell, sista!”

			“Wait a minute!” their father’s voice rose over their bickering. “That is my hotel and don’t the two of you ever forget it.”

			“Of course, Daddy,” Felicia said, lowering her head. Her father was the one person that Felicia respected and didn’t dare raise her voice to. Everyone else was fair game. “But you have to realize that the business has been my baby and I won’t have her”—she pointed to Sabrina—“coming back and usurping my position.”

			Sabrina spoke up on her own behalf. “Why do you always think the worst of me?”

			“Why not? You’ve always been nothing but a thorn in my side since the day you were born!” The room fell silent … for a brief moment.

			“Leave my mommy alone!” Jasmine yelled, running into the room and charging at Felicia. “You leave her alone!”

			It hurt Sabrina to see Jasmine’s beautiful face nearly red and curled in anger and her mouth downturned in an ugly snarl.

			“Jasmine, that’s enough. I will not have you disrespecting your aunt. You will show her some respect, even if she doesn’t deserve it,” Sabrina countered, turning a contemptuous look on her sister. She was sick of her twisted jealousy. It had gone on for years and she wouldn’t let her evil poison her daughter.

			“I don’t care!” Jasmine yelled back at her. “I hate these people and I hate it here.” She ran out of the room.

			“Why should I be surprised? Like mother, like daughter,” Felicia spat.

			The family hushed, expecting a fight, but Sabrina didn’t have time for one. Noting the embarrassment on her mother’s face at Jasmine’s outburst, Sabrina turned on her heel and stormed out the front door. She wouldn’t give Felicia the satisfaction by stooping to her level. What she needed was to have a word with her angry daughter.

			When she stepped onto the porch, Sabrina expected to find Jasmine outside sulking. Instead, the porch was empty. Sabrina searched around the house, calling out to Jasmine, but no one answered. Five minutes later, she ran back in.

			“It’s Jasmine,” Sabrina choked out. “She’s gone!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Are you sure? Maybe she’s outside hiding?” Beverly Parker rushed forward.

			“No!” Sabrina yelled, running her fingers through her hair. “I looked around the house and she’s nowhere to be found.”

			“Sounds like she’s run away,” Felicia stated unceremoniously from the other side of the room.

			“Omigod!” Sabrina covered her mouth with her hand.

			“Felicia!” Her mother reproached her older daughter.

			“Not for long.” Alton pulled a walkie-talkie from the waistband of his jeans. “I’ll get on the horn and get some deputies out there looking for her. Don’t worry, sis, we’ll find her.” Alton squeezed Sabrina’s shoulders before walking outside to radio his men.

			“I’m going after her,” Sabrina replied, running out of the house and brushing past Alton.

			“Wait!” Beverly yelled, but Sabrina was out the door.

			She couldn’t stand still and wait for news. She had to find her baby girl. This was all her fault. She knew Jasmine was unhappy. Had been for months since the separation, but what else could she do? She couldn’t stay in their Baltimore home and relive the life she’d once shared with Tre. It just wasn’t healthy. And it hurt way too much to think of what might have been.

			Running down the street, Sabrina cried out her daughter’s name. “Jasmine! Jasmine! Jasmine, honey where are you?”

			Tears blinded her and glistened her cheeks. How did she let things get this far? What if something happened to Jasmine? If it did, she would never forgive herself.

			[image: 204161.jpg]

			The cool breeze felt good against Malcolm’s skin. After the long day he’d had, the fresh air was just what he needed. Who said that dealing with preschoolers, hormonal pregnant women and elderly flirts was any better than heart patients?

			His first week at the clinic had been maddening. It had become common knowledge that he was the new doctor and a bachelor. So every widow in town was lining up at his exam table. He’d politely let each and every one of them down gently. The last thing he wanted was a relationship.

			Then there was Mr. Gibson. A habitual smoker on the verge of a heart attack who refused to listen to reason. The man should know better. He’d already suffered one heart attack, but still continued to smoke. Did he want to make it two? Malcolm had tried to get through to him explaining the stress effects of nicotine on his heart—that it could increase his heart rate, causing irregular rhythms, or constrict the blood vessels in the heart and increase his risk of cancer. But none of that seemed to penetrate the man’s thick skull. He insisted that he had lived this long and he intended to live even longer.

			Malcolm had come to Savannah to avoid cardiology, figuring heart patients would be few and far between. Why, after only one week on the job, does my first major patient have to have a heart condition?

			Now all he wanted to do was sit on a bench and throw bread at the little ducks in the pond. But when he arrived at his favorite spot at Forsyth Park after a hard day’s work, he found a young girl crying on the bench.

			A mop of curls and big brown eyes, she was the cutest thing he’d ever seen. As he approached, he noticed something oddly familiar about her. The little girl from inside the car yesterday! But why was she sitting alone when it was getting dark outside? Where was her mother?

			Turning his shoulder, Malcolm looked around the park, but didn’t see the gorgeous siren that had wandered into his thoughts since yesterday. His first instinct was to help, but he had a funny feeling that he was walking into the middle of a lion’s den.

			Brushing off the bench with his hand, Malcolm sat down beside the child. He thought it best to let her cry until she was ready to speak. He pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to her.

			Sniffling, Jasmine looked up at him suspiciously before finally accepting it, but she still didn’t say a word. She dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose before returning the handkerchief.

			After a while, Malcolm finally spoke. “Okay now?”

			Jasmine nodded, but she didn’t look up from her lap.

			“Want to tell me what’s wrong?”

			Jasmine shook her head.

			“Like why are you sitting here all by yourself? What’s your name, little girl?”

			She wanted to answer. This one didn’t look so bad, but her mama didn’t raise no fool. Never talk to strangers, she’d always told Jasmine.

			“You can trust me, you know.” He smiled when Jasmine’s eyes finally rested on his. “Okay, how about I go first? My name is Malcolm Winters, and I’m the new doctor here in Savannah. I recently moved here from Boston, where I was a cardiologist.”

			Apparently, he sparked her interest because Jasmine’s saucer eyes perked up. “What’s a cardiologist?”

			“It’s a doctor who treats people with heart problems.”

			“Wow! That sounds cool.”

			Malcolm laughed heartily. That was the first time someone ever thought his former specialty was cool. Most people thought it was grueling and gut-wrenching.

			“So? Now it’s your turn.”

			Glancing sideways, Jasmine figured she could trust him. He was a doctor after all and weren’t they supposed to help people?

			“My name is Jasmine. And I moved here yesterday with my mom from Baltimore and I already hate it. Everyone is yelling at each other. But most of all, I miss my dad.”

			When Malcolm noticed her mouth start to upturn like she was about to cry again, he lightly patted her knee to soothe her.

			“It’s okay, you know. We all miss our parents sometimes.”

			“You do?” Jasmine asked, surprised. She thought that once you became an adult, you didn’t need your parents anymore.

			“Yes.” After Malcolm’s father left when he and Michael were five years old, things went horribly wrong for the Winters family. His mother, Dinah, changed from being a warm, caring wife and mother to a cold, calculating … No, no, no, he wasn’t going there.

			Shaking himself, he found a pair of eyes watching him.

			“Are you okay?” asked Jasmine. “You look kinda sad too.”

			“I’m okay. And trust me, I understand that parents can sometimes upset you, but don’t you think you should have told your mother where you were going?”

			Jasmine hung her head low and folded her arms across her chest. “Why should I?” Her mom was the one who decided to move to this horrible town with mean relatives—a town thousands of miles away from her father. Why didn’t kids get a choice?

			“Because your mom loves you and is probably worried sick.”

			“I suppose you’re right. But do I have to go now? My grandparents’ house is so loud and noisy,” Jasmine commented on the adults’ complete lack of manners. “Everyone is yelling and screaming at each other. Can’t we sit here for a little bit?”

			“Sure we can,” Malcolm relented. What could it hurt? This child is obviously upset. “But what do you say we give your mom a call first?” Malcolm asked, pulling his cellphone out of his blazer pocket. “So she doesn’t worry.”

			“I suppose I could do that,” Jasmine replied.

			Malcolm rose and that’s when Sabrina came charging at him.
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			Sabrina didn’t know how long she’d walked the neighborhood. Dusk had long since passed and she was terrified because she hadn’t found Jasmine. What if someone abducted her?

			It finally occurred to her to walk through the park. Jazzy loves swings. Maybe she’s there.

			As Sabrina walked up the concrete path to the swings and monkey bars, it didn’t take long for her to recognize Jasmine sitting on the bench—and she saw that Jasmine was not alone. She was sitting next to a stranger, who could easily be trying to persuade her daughter into his car nearby!

			Sabrina’s heart pounded. She’d heard the stories. Seen the news. Kids turned up missing every day. Their bodies found in the woods or washed up along the shore of some beach. Sabrina ran toward them as fast as she could. Her daughter would not be a statistic or a picture on a milk carton. She had to prevent a kidnapping. His back was to her, so he would never see her coming.

			“Get away from my daughter!” Sabrina yelled at the predator’s back, catching him off guard.

			The man rose from the bench and Sabrina was startled to discover that he was none other than the mystery man who’d helped her change her flat. But at the moment, Sabrina redirected her attention to the little head hiding behind the stranger. “Come here, Jasmine!”

			Jasmine knew that angry tone well and obeyed. She began walking toward her mother. “Mom, I’m sorry.” Jasmine stood next to her.

			“It’s okay.” Sabrina tightly hugged Jasmine to her side and kissed her forehead before letting her have it. “I’m just glad you’re okay. But don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again. Do you hear me? You scared me half to death.”

			“I’m sorry, Mama, but I—”

			“Not another word, Jasmine.” Sabrina pointed her finger in her daughter’s direction. “We will talk more about this when we get home.”

			Malcolm watched Sabrina and while she scolded her daughter, his eyes traveled along her delicate frame. From his view, she looked even lovelier than she had the last time he saw her.

			When she was through admonishing Jasmine, Sabrina turned her attention to the mystery man. “And you,” she said, “what are you doing here? Are you following us or something?”

			Maybe he’d been planning something sinister and she’d caught him in the act. When he changed her tire, he appeared trustworthy, but maybe her radar was off. It wouldn’t be the first time given how easily Tre had fooled her for months.

			At her hostile glare, Malcolm stood firm. He was not backing down from this emotional but very beguiling creature. His intentions were honorable.

			“Of course not,” Malcolm returned evenly. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.” At Sabrina’s raised brow, he continued, “Look at her.” He inclined his head toward Jasmine. “Does she appear to be hurt?”

			Sabrina took a long hard look at her daughter. Jasmine appeared fine. Not a hair was out of place and her clothes were in the same condition as when she’d left. “Well … no,” Sabrina replied reluctantly.

			“Then you can see that your daughter was in no harm from me. I was just about to dial your number when you arrived breathing fire and it’s a good thing too, because you never know what predators lurk in the dark.”

			“You’re so … so right,” Sabrina said, fumbling over her words. She felt foolish standing next to him, especially when her senses were going haywire. “I’m sorry for overreacting. It’s just when I saw you with Jasmine, I got so scared.”

			“Understandably,” Malcolm replied.

			“Then you’ve just saved me and my daughter for the second time in two days, and I don’t even know your name,” Sabrina commented. “My, my, for such a small town, you do get around.”

			“What’s the old saying? Once you save someone’s life you’re responsible for them. I guess today is your lucky day.” His eyes alighted with amusement.

			“It must be. Though you must think I’m a terrible mother for letting Jasmine run off.”

			“Why would I think that? I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.”

			“You don’t know the half of it,” Sabrina muttered.

			“Well, I have an ear to listen, if you want to talk. It would be nice to hear about someone else’s troubles instead of my own.”

			So he has troubles? What could possibly be bothering him? From where she was standing, he had it made in the shade. He had sex appeal, good looks, a really hot car and probably a great career. She was sure he wasn’t like her—jobless and homeless.

			“Well, I would love to commiserate with you, but I must really get Jasmine to bed.”

			Malcolm frowned. “Oh, of course. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to detain you.”

			“You didn’t,” Sabrina said, bending down and zipping up Jasmine’s jacket.

			“Here, take this.” Malcolm pulled his wallet out of his pocket and handed Sabrina a card. It read Dr. Malcolm Winters.

			“What’s this?”

			“My business card … in case you’re ever in need of my white knight services again.”

			Sabrina blushed a thousand shades of red. Is he flirting with me? If so, she was a tad bit rusty. “I’m Sabrina Matthews, by the way,” she said, extending her hand. “I … I mean Sabrina Parker,” she corrected herself.

			“Nice to meet you too, Ms. Sabrina Matthews Parker,”

			Malcolm replied bemusedly at her confusion.

			“Please call me Sabrina.”

			“Alright, Sabrina it is. Remember to keep that card handy.”

			“I’ll keep you in mind, Dr. Winters. Don’t be surprised if you get a call from me one day,” she teased, surprising herself.

			“Oh, I most certainly hope so,” Malcolm replied underneath his breath as Sabrina and Jasmine walked away.
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			Once they finally arrived back at the house, Sabrina found it nearly empty. Most of the family had long since dispersed in search of Jasmine while Beverly Parker stood vigil at home. When Jasmine and Sabrina had come through the door, Beverly had hugged them close, not wanting to let go.

			Sabrina made sure Jasmine called each and every one of their family members to inform them that she was home safely and that she was sorry to have caused them any trouble. Then she waited in Jasmine’s room for her to return from brushing her teeth and changing into her pajamas before really laying into her.

			“Do you have any idea how you scared us, Jasmine?” Sabrina lectured.

			“I’m sorry,” Jasmine replied in that little girl voice of hers. Sabrina knew what was about to come: crocodile tears. Those might work with Tre, but it wasn’t going to work with her.

			“You’d better be. ‘Cause if you ever do that again, you’ll get more than just a time-out. Do you hear me?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Now, give your mom a hug.”

			Jasmine scooted over to the edge of the bed and wrapped her arms around her mother. Sabrina didn’t realize just how much she needed it. She was beginning to think Jasmine didn’t love her anymore.

			“I love you, sweetie. And we’ll talk more in the morning.”

			“Can I call Daddy? Please?” Picking up her cellphone from her purse, Sabrina flipped through it to find Tre’s new number. Reluctantly her fingers dialed. While the phone rang, Sabrina’s stomach knotted. Please, please, please let Tre pick up.

			Luck was not on her side. “Hello,” Melanie replied breathlessly on the opposite end of the line.

			“Hello, Melanie. This is Sabrina. May I speak with Tre?”

			“Oh,” Melanie dragged, “if it isn’t the little mouse.”

			“Eighty-six the name calling, Melanie, and just put Tre on the phone,” Sabrina said, annoyed with Melanie’s tactics. It’s why she so rarely allowed Jasmine to call. The less dealings she had with that witch, the better.

			“I’m sorry, he’s busy,” Melanie responded cattily.

			“Busy doing what?” Sabrina inquired as her pressure rose. “You mean to tell me he’s too busy to talk to his own daughter?”

			“You’re her mother,” Melanie returned. “You’re the one that’s supposed to take care of her. Tre is too busy with other things. Namely me.”

			Sabrina wanted to call her every name under the sun, but with Jasmine sitting next to her on the bed, she handed the phone to her. “Ask for your father.”

			Happily, Jasmine accepted the phone. “Can I speak to my dad?”

			At the sound of Jasmine’s voice, Melanie switched her tone. “Sure, sugarplum. I’ll go get him.”

			Sabrina left the room and waited in the hall so Tre and Jasmine could speak privately. She knew Jasmine was desperate for some sort of father-daughter bonding, which is why she was determined that Tre keep his promise and visit her later in the summer.

			After a half-hour, Jasmine opened the bedroom door. “It’s Dad. He wants to talk to you.” Jasmine handed her the phone. “G’night, Mommy. And thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” Sabrina closed the door behind her. “What is it, Tre?” She spoke into the cell.

			“Do you really think it’s a good idea for Jasmine to be calling so much? She’s called me three times in the last week.”

			“And you have a problem with that? Jasmine’s in a rough place right now and she needs you. In case you forgot, that’s what being a father is all about!”

			“I don’t need you reminding me what my fatherly duties are,” Tre returned, reaching for a magazine and turning the pages. “You should be happy you have custody of Jazzy.”

			“Don’t even try it, Tre. You wouldn’t know what to do with Jasmine full time and I highly doubt Melanie signed on to play stepmommy. She strikes me as the type who might hit the deck running if she had to deal with a sickly child or go to a PTA meeting.”

			“Go to hell, Sabrina,” he said, hanging up on her.

			“You first,” Sabrina replied to the thin air. She could have kicked herself. She’d forgotten to ask him if he was still coming to visit.
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			When Sabrina finally made it back downstairs, all the lights were out, so she stepped outside onto the front porch for some much-needed fresh air. She was surprised to discover her parents were seated in the wooden rockers. Sabrina sat in an adjacent chair, but she didn’t speak.

			Silence ensued while her parents rocked away. Several minutes passed before Sabrina finally let out the pain deep inside her heart.

			Although the night was clear and quiet with very few stars in the sky, a dark cloud surrounded her. Sabrina’s head fell to her lap and she allowed the numbness to wash over. She felt drained, having used all her energy just to get through the waking hours of the last six months. “How did I get here?” she cried, a loud moan escaping her lips. “How did it all go wrong?”

			She’d never thought that she’d be back home at her parents’ house at thirty or that her ten-year marriage would be over and she’d be talking to Tre like they were strangers.

			“I don’t know, baby doll,” Beverly answered.

			“I feel like such a failure,” Sabrina cried. “Tre was lying to my face, day after day, and I didn’t see it. I knew things weren’t right between us. That we’d become distant … but I had no idea there was another woman.” Sabrina shook her head in amazement that she could have been so trusting. So naïve. Tre must have had one helluva laugh at her expense.

			“Believing in someone, trusting someone, does not make you a fool, Sabrina. It just makes you human.” Beverly rose from her rocker to stand over Sabrina from behind her chair and squeeze her shoulders.

			“I hate him so much, Mama.” Sabrina’s voice rose in anger. “I hate him for what he did to Jasmine. To me. To our family. He ripped our lives to shreds and now I’m left to pick up the pieces.” Sabrina ran her fingers through her hair.

			“And you will, Sabrina.” Beverly walked from behind the chair and grabbed her daughter by the chin. “Look at me, girl. You’re a Parker and if nothing else, this family is resilient.”

			At Sabrina’s raised brow, her mother continued, “You remember when that hurricane came along the coast when you were twelve and damaged the hotel? When it seemed like this family’s heritage was sunk in the mire, what did we do? We prayed to the Lord, dug our heels in the sand and banned together to rebuild that hotel. And right now that’s what you have to do. It’s all about faith, Sabrina. You have to believe in yourself.”

			Her father had sat stoically and silent during the whole exchange. He didn’t like seeing Sabrina this way. What happened to his fearless daughter? The one who flew off to Georgetown on a scholarship without ever looking back. Where’s that girl? So, her marriage failed. Marriages fail. Hers isn’t the first and most certainly won’t be the last.

			Sighing, he finally spoke, “I know you don’t think I can understand the loss you’re talking about, Sabrina, and maybe I can’t, but your mama’s right about one thing: Sometimes life gives you lemons, but it’s up to you to make lemonade. Understand my drift? So, this man has hurt you … I understand all that, but your life, Sabrina, is more than this one event.”

			“I suppose you’re right, but moving on is easier said than done.”

			“I guess you’ve got to figure out if this event will define your life or make you stronger. I hope that the latter is true.” Her father shrugged and rose from his rocker. His youngest was determined to wallow in her despair and he didn’t have the heart to watch her do it. “It’s all up to you, Sabrina,” he said and grasped his wife’s hand. “It’s all up to you.”

			Sabrina was so deep in thought, she didn’t hear her parents creep off the porch.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Malcolm paused before going inside the exam room. He didn’t relish giving bad news but it had to be done. Mr. and Mrs. Gibson both looked up at him as he came in and walked over to his desk.

			“From the look on your face, I guess I can assume that the test results are not positive,” Mr. Gibson commented.

			“I’m afraid so,” Malcolm replied. “Your blood pressure is elevated. Now while I can give you medication to bring that down, at this juncture it’s irrelevant. The bloodwork revealed that your cardiac enzymes are high and more importantly, the ECG showed blockage to the coronary arteries.”

			“What does that mean, Dr. Winters?” Mrs. Gibson clutched at her husband’s arm. “In plain English, please.”

			“Well, there are two options: medication or a surgical procedure. I would like to try medication first. There are several clot-dissolving medications we can use to correct blocked arteries.”

			“And if the clot medication doesn’t work?” Mr. Gibson asked.

			“Then a coronary angiography will be necessary. We want to be proactive and prevent a heart attack from occurring.”

			Mrs. Gibson looked fearful of all the big words that Malcolm was using, so Malcolm moved from behind his large maple desk and bent down beside her. “I know this sounds frightening, but all of this is necessary to save your husband’s life.”

			Mrs. Gibson nodded. “It is very much so.”

			“If an angiography is needed, I can perform the surgery. I’m a licensed cardiologist and have done hundreds of these procedures.”

			“Then why are you down here in some clinic in Savannah,” Mr. Gibson asked, “instead of some fancy hospital up North?”

			It was a fair question, so Malcolm answered it as honestly as he could. “I decided that I needed a slower pace.”

			“And that’s all there was to it?” Mrs. Gibson asked, suspicious of Malcolm’s background.

			“I assure you, Mr. and Mrs. Gibson,” Malcolm stood up and patted Mrs. Gibson’s knee, “my no longer practicing cardiology full time was not due to anything sinister. I merely felt that I was missing out on life and that it was necessary to make a change.”

			“Then, let’s get on with it,” Mr. Gibson said.

			“Great,” Malcolm returned to his desk and scribbled a prescription.

			“Thank you, doctor.” Mrs. Gibson attempted a half-hearted smile.

			“Don’t thank me yet,” Malcolm replied. “Thank me when your husband is well.”

			As he turned away, Malcolm could only hope that the medication would solve the problem, if not, an angiography would have to be performed and if that was unsuccessful in opening the blocked artery, then open-heart surgery would be the next viable option. Malcolm prayed that wouldn’t be necessary.
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			Sabrina decided to take her parents’ advice and enter the land of the living. Her first stop was City Diner for

			breakfast, but when she arrived, the small dining spot was packed to capacity. Sabrina had to wait several minutes for a seat. Looking around, she saw several regulars and pillars of the Cuyler-Brownsville community seated at plastic booths drinking coffee and talking politics, sports and religion. There was the Reverend Caleb Williams, Raymond Brown, Jacob Young, who owned a small grocery mart, and the town barber.

			Sabrina stood frozen to the spot, transported to another time and place when she and Dorian, her first love, had cuddled up in one of those plastic booths, holding hands or sharing a milkshake and fries. Why couldn’t things stay that simple? thought Sabrina, smiling.

			When she brought herself back to the present, she noticed a seat open up at the counter and grabbed it before anyone else could.

			Pulling a menu from the napkin holder, she surveyed the morning specials. She was famished. A healthy portion of pancakes, sausage and eggs would do her just fine.

			Sabrina was deep in her menu when she looked up and noticed the waitress staring at her. Recognition took several moments.

			The hair was different, cut into a stylish short, layered bob and the clothes were similar: form-fitting low-rider jeans, sexy black lace top and loud red lipstick, but the café-au-lait face with the brilliant brown eyes she would remember anywhere.

			“Monique, how are you? How’s your mom? It’s so good to see you. How long has it been?” Sabrina fired off the questions.

			“Humph,” Monique murmured before turning on her heel and stomping off toward the kitchen.

			She hadn’t seen Monique in over ten years, but it was obvious Monique was upset with her too … Sabrina had a mind to go in there after her, but thought better of it. She’d let her cool off first and try again later.

			“We meet again, fair Sabrina,” a tenor voice said from behind her.

			Whirling around, Sabrina glanced up and saw Dr. Winters smiling at her. “Yes, we do. You have an uncanny knack for showing up when I’m having a really bad day.”

			His face was reserved, yet Sabrina found him deliciously appealing. He surely wasn’t her type, being such a stuffed shirt. Perhaps it was the touches of human kindness he’d shown her or the glint in his eye or that strong jaw. Stop it, stop it, Sabrina scolded herself.

			After his early morning appointment with Mr. Gibson, and with a light patient schedule today, Malcolm had decided to shoot out of the office for some breakfast. He joined Sabrina at the counter, where an empty seat had suddenly materialized beside her. Despite her lack of makeup and her casual look, he was impressed that she was still a real stunner. Sabrina yelled down to another waitress at the far end of the counter, “Can we get some service or what?”

			Annoyed, the waitress turned her head. “Just a minute. I’ll be right with you.”

			What’s with this town? Why is everyone against me? She’d allowed Tre to rule her life, but must she constantly be punished for it? What was done was done and there was no turning back.

			“Do you ever have a good day?” Malcolm asked.

			Sabrina chuckled. “I suppose you might think that, given the two times you’ve seen me before, but I’m hoping my luck is about to change.”

			“How so?”

			“Well, I’ve moved here for one.”

			“To make a fresh start?” Having come to Savannah for the same thing, Malcolm understood her reasoning. They had a certain kinship. Perhaps she too was trying to escape the past.

			Sabrina nodded. “For me and for Jazzy. Maybe I’ll even go back to school.”

			“Good choice. Education is very important,” Malcolm said. “You can’t go wrong.”

			“Thanks. It’s nice to have someone on my side, especially since my return hasn’t been well received.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. I, for one, am very happy to see you again.” Since he’d met Sabrina and her daughter, he’d felt the best he had in a year. He was even smiling more often.

			Malcolm’s comment touched Sabrina, and she took the opportunity to study his profile. She didn’t know what it was about Dr. Winters, but he had a calming presence, which was exactly what she needed given the upheaval in her life.

			“I must admit, it is funny how fate keeps throwing us together,” Sabrina said after the waitress finally came and took their order.

			“Maybe it’s trying to tell us something,” Malcolm said.

			“Hmmm … and what do you think that might be?”

			“I don’t know.” Malcolm paused. “But how about we find out over dinner?” The words tumbling out of his mouth surprised him. 	“Pardon?” Did he just ask me out on a date? If so, she was nowhere near ready to join the dating pool. The ink was barely dry on her divorce. “I couldn’t possibly.”

			“Why not?” Malcolm picked up her left hand. “I don’t see any rings on your finger.”

			“I’m divorced and …,” Sabrina stammered.

			“And what? Is there something wrong with me? Do I smell?” He sniffed his armpits.

			“No.” Sabrina laughed. “It’s just a little soon for me. Perhaps you should try hanging out with the boys down at Mimi’s after work. That might get you some companionship.”

			“I prefer the female variety or to be alone.”

			“Sounds a little rigid.”

			“That’s the way I like it. Listen, how about I make it easy for you—dinner and a movie … as friends.” He threw that last part in hoping to sell her on the idea. The more time he spent in Sabrina Parker’s company, the more he wanted to know her.

			“I don’t know.” Sabrina argued with herself in her head. Here a good-looking man was asking her out and her heart was saying, Yes, take a chance and enjoy life, but her mind was saying, No way. Don’t risk it.

			“I’m sorry, Malcolm. I appreciate the offer, but I can’t.” Sabrina stood up to leave. “I’m just not ready to start dating again. It’s just too soon.”

			“I understand. Please sit back down.” Once she was seated, Malcolm said, “I take it you had a bad breakup.”

			“You have no idea. But mostly I need time. Malcolm, I need time to find out who I am outside of my ex-husband, Tre. For years, I’d been altruistic, catering to Tre and Jasmine’s needs before my own. And now, I’m finally at a point in my life that I feel free to be me and to find out what I want in life. Can you understand that?”

			“Of course.”

			Malcolm knew he’d made a gross miscalculation in pushing too soon. A casual flirtation was all this lady was ready to handle. One day soon, though, when she let her guard down long enough, he’d try again.

			“I don’t want to get in the way of your self-discovery, Sabrina. Listen, I understand that you’re still getting over your ex-husband and are not looking for a relationship. And to be quite honest, neither am I. I’m getting over a traumatic event myself and my head isn’t right either. So if all we’re meant to be is friends, then that’s what we’ll be.”

			“Do you mean that?” Sabrina searched his face for a sign that he was completely above board. “I’m not sure I can offer you much more than friendship.”

			“And I’d be a lucky man to have that.”

			Sabrina’s brow rose. Had she indeed found a man worthy of her but who had impeccably bad timing?

			“Then consider Jasmine and me your friends,” Sabrina replied.

			“Excellent,” Malcolm muttered.

			He was used to getting exactly what he wanted. Used to the tide turning his way. He’d have to step up his game to turn this one around.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			As Sabrina walked back to her car from the diner, she caught her reflection in a store window. How could anyone find me attractive? Sabrina looked at herself, hard. A round face devoid of makeup and in severe need of an eyebrow wax stared back at her. Her usually beautiful hair was in bad need of a style and cut.

			She looked away from the window, and right on the corner she spotted a place called “Curl and Weaves.” She aborted her trip to her car, and walked to the salon.

			Sabrina was determined to free herself of some hair, but after she walked in to the almost-empty shop—it was only 10:45 a.m. on a weekday—the hairdresser, an old high school girlfriend, immediately had other ideas.

			“So you want to cut off all your hair because you’re upset over some trifling man?” Stacy asked. “I think not.” She snapped her fingers. “Sabrina, this is not Waiting to Exhale and you most certainly are not Angela Bassett.” Sabrina giggled at that one. “You’ve got some beautiful thick hair. I’ll give you a good condition, add a straw set and you’ll be looking and feeling like a brand new woman.”

			Sabrina thought about it for a moment. Her hair was naturally curly. When did I stop wearing my hair natural? Suddenly, the reason rushed at her. She stop wearing her hair au-naturel because Tre hadn’t liked it that way. He had told her it made her look like some bush woman or something, so he asked her to go get a relaxer, but she had steadfastly refused. Her hair was a part of her African and French heritage and she wasn’t about to change it, not even for him; still, she acquiesced and started getting her hair blow-dried out at the hairdresser’s and had been doing so ever since.

			“That sounds fabulous,” Sabrina said, turning back around and leaning back in her seat. “Hook me up, Stacy.”

			Stacy set Sabrina’s naturally curly hair with straw rods, then sat her under a dryer. When she emerged, Stacy unfastened the rods and neck-hugging ringlets replaced Sabrina’s normally thick curls. Sabrina absolutely loved the new look and tipped Stacy twenty bucks to prove it.

			Strutting up the boulevard, Sabrina swung her purse in abandon. On the way to her car, she couldn’t resist checking herself out in that same window that had, just a couple of hours before, sent her in to some despair. But this time, her hairdo was definitely a thumbs-up.
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			After her new hairstyle, it was off to Dixon Elementary School to enroll Jasmine in the fourth grade. The day before, she had made an afternoon appointment with the school principal to wrap up Jasmine’s enrollment for the coming school year.	When Sabrina arrived at Dixon, the parking lot was surprisingly full. Teachers must be preparing for summer school, she thought as she smoothly parked her car.

			Sabrina found the architecture surprisingly modern as she opened the school’s front door and walked the long corridor to the principal’s office. When she arrived, his assistant informed her that he was running behind schedule.

			Sabrina took a seat and was flipping through Essence when the door swung open and Monique Jackson and her two kids, Brianna and Brandon, walked in. Sabrina was none too happy to see the little diva after their encounter earlier in the day at the diner. Monique had treated her with such contempt that Sabrina lowered her head, and it almost touched Essence. She could only hope that Monique didn’t see her.

			No such luck! While the assistant went to check on the principal, Monique turned around to survey the room and discovered Sabrina hiding behind the magazine.

			Annoyed, she walked toward her chair and snatched Essence right out of Sabrina’s hands. “Trying to avoid me?” Monique asked huffily.

			“Excuse you,” Sabrina replied, rising to her feet.

			Monique raised one thin arched eyebrow. “Touchy, touchy.”

			“Why wouldn’t I be, Monique?” Sabrina boldly met her gaze. “If I remember correctly, you want nothing more to do with me. And I can only assume that that’s still the case.”

			“Are you trying to provoke another argument?” Monique stood up straight and put her hands on her hips.

			“Enough, okay, Monique? You don’t wish to rekindle our former friendship, so let’s leave it at that. If we happen to see each other at school engagements, I’ll be sure to turn the other cheek.”

			“Ahhh.” Monique stomped her foot in frustration. “Can’t you see that I’m hopping mad? I’m mad that you left Savannah without a backward glance. I’m mad that when you came back for the summer after meeting your husband that you’d changed. And I’m mad that you never came back to visit. And I’m mad that when I should be angry with you, all I want to do is give you a big fat hug and welcome back one of the best friends I’ve ever had.”

			Sabrina’s eyes welled and she rushed into Monique’s open arms.

			“Monique, I’m so sorry, ya hear?” Sabrina said. Her Southern accent came back as she squeezed her old friend. “I was wrong for forgetting about my family and friends all to please Tre. Look at what it cost me. Look at where I am now.”

			Monique stepped back and wiped away the tears that were streaming down Sabrina’s honey-brown cheeks. “It’s so good to have you back, Binks.”

			A smile formed on Sabrina’s lips as Monique used her old nickname.

			“Let’s have a seat.” Monique gave Sabrina a reassuring touch to sit before taking the chair beside her. “I want to know everything that’s happened in the last what … nine years?”

			“More like ten,” Sabrina replied. “How about I fill you in over a cup of coffee? I noticed that new Starbucks next to the dry cleaners.”

			“You like that high-priced stuff?”

			“Girl, you will too. I promise.”

			“Ms. Jackson,” the principal’s assistant interrupted them from across the counter. “I have Brandon’s summer school schedule for you.” She held out an envelope to Monique.

			Rising, Monique walked over to take it. “I swear,” she said as she walked back toward Sabrina, “if that boy fails one more class, I’m going to strangle him.”

			Before Monique even got near Sabrina, the assistant announced that the principal would be tied up for at least another hour.

			Sabrina just shrugged and looked at Monique. So much for her appointment. Sabrina told the assistant she’d be back in about an hour. Then she turned to Monique.

			“You ready for that coffee?” Sabrina asked, reaching for the Michael Kors purse in her lap.

			“I would love some.” Monique laughed.
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			After coffee with Monique, which she enjoyed every minute of, Sabrina went back to Dixon to register Jasmine for classes, then she headed to the food store to pick up some groceries for her mother and afterward, drove back to her parents’ bungalow.

			“I’m home,” Sabrina yelled as she entered the house loaded down with several bags. She walked through the living room and into the kitchen, and deposited the bags on the counter.

			Suddenly, Jasmine appeared at the kitchen entrance. “What did you do to your hair?” she asked, stunned.

			“I changed it,” Sabrina stated matter-of-factly.

			“Daddy liked it straight.” Jasmine folded her arms across her chest. “It was his favorite. I guess that’s why you changed it, right?”

			“Young lady, you hush,” her grandmother, who now stood beside Jasmine, ordered. “You need to stay out of grown folks’ business, ya hear?”

			“Yes, Grandma.” Jasmine hung her head, but Sabrina doubted the warning had sunk in.

			“I, for one, love it. I’m so glad you’re wearing your natural hair again, Sabrina. I thought it was a travesty when you went for the straight look. It felt like you were trying not to be you. This is much more befitting. James, don’t you agree?” her mother asked, turning from the kitchen entrance to look in the direction of her husband, who was in his favorite La-Z-Boy in the living room, deep into his television program.

			James shrugged. “I like it either way. Anyway, it’s Sabrina’s choice. Let her decide.”

			“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Sabrina replied as she put the groceries away.

			“Well, it looks fabulous. I’m so glad to see the old you emerging,” her mother said as she pitched in to help.

			“Thanks, Mama.” Sabrina gave her mother a quick squeeze and a kiss on the cheek.

			“No problem, sweetie. I’ll tell you as many times as you need if it’ll help keep that smile on your face.”
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			Later that evening, Sabrina had a long talk with Jasmine as she put her to bed.

			“I miss Daddy and Baltimore so much. Can’t we go back?”

			“No, we can’t,” Sabrina replied emphatically. “This place just so happens to be my home. It’s where I grew up.”

			“I know, but our life is back in Baltimore. That’s where all my friends are. And it’s summer now. We were all planning to hang out and go to the movies, to dance lessons or swimming at Suzie’s house. And now …” Jasmine’s voice trailed off.

			“I’m sorry your summer plans were ruined, Jasmine,” Sabrina said in a firm tone, “but it couldn’t be helped. Our life is going in a different direction.”

			“Great! You get what you want!” Jasmine threw back at her. “And Dad gets what he wants, but what about what I want? And you … you just don’t care.” She flung herself across her pillow.

			“I’m sorry it seems that way, Jazzy.” Sabrina had switched tactics and softened her voice. “But I do care about you and your needs. It’s why I moved us here.” The firm approach was clearly going down the tubes fast, so she tried another style.

			Sabrina leaned down to rub Jasmine’s back as the poor girl cried into her pillow. “Don’t you know that you’re the most important thing in this world to me?”

			Sabrina tried lifting her daughter up by the shoulders, but Jasmine wouldn’t hear a word. “I want Daddy,” she cried.

			Hurt by her daughter’s rejection, Sabrina rose. “Well, he’s not here. And I’m all you’ve got.”
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			On the other side of town, Malcolm sat listening to a pianist while he ate a solitary dinner at the bed-and-breakfast where he was staying. Parker House had a small jazz band every Thursday, which had appealed to him tremendously when he’d made his initial reservation. The blackened chicken, sautéed vegetables and garden salad, however, remained untouched on his plate. It wasn’t that the food wasn’t superb; he just didn’t have an appetite. The waiter had long stopped catering to him, retiring to the kitchen and leaving Malcolm to enjoy his glass of red wine.

			He didn’t remember how many glasses he’d had. Probably just enough to make him forget, but somehow he couldn’t because his mind kept wandering back to saucy Sabrina Parker. Fate had propelled them to meet, first on the side of the road, then at the park and today again at the diner. She’d surely been taking some heat from the waitress when he’d arrived and was none too pleased about it. Yet, something within her compelling eyes spoke to something deep inside his core. He sensed that she too was haunted by a sadness that took over her whole being.

			He knew the kind of pain that enveloped you at every turn, so much so that it was hard to breathe and it stayed with you through the waking hours and in the darkness. The nights were the worst though, because when the uncontrollable memories haunted him, they gave him insomnia.

			Malcolm didn’t know how he made it up to his room several hours later, but he arrived on the third floor in just enough time to hear the telephone ringing from inside. Pulling the key out of his breast pocket, he quickly inserted it into the cylinder.

			Stumbling into the room, Malcolm patted the wall. Finding the light switch, he flicked it on, flooding his room with muted light. Malcolm rushed across the room and caught the call on the last ring. “Hello,” he said breathlessly.

			“There you are,” his mother’s voice came over the line.

			“What do you want, Mother?” He fell unceremoniously across the bed, but landed on the floor instead with a loud thud. Did she hear that? thought Malcolm as he rose from the floor.

			“Is that any way to greet your mother?” Dinah Armstrong asked from the other end, ignorant to Malcolm’s current state as she applied moisturizer to her hands.

			At his silence, Dinah continued, “I called to check on you, that’s what. It’s been weeks since any of us have heard from you. I’ve even been thinking of coming down for a visit. I have something very important to discuss with you and it needs to be done in person, but I can’t stay long. You know how Walter is without me, but I have to talk to you.”

			Walter was Malcolm’s stepfather and although they weren’t close when he was a child, as an adult, Malcolm had come to respect the man. “A visit is completely out of the question.”

			“Why?” Dinah pouted. “I miss you.” She tried a softer approach. It almost worked until she followed it up with, “Do you even realize the potential salary you could be earning right now?”

			“Medicine has never been about the money to me, Mother, and you know that,” Malcolm replied, his blood pressure slowly starting to rise. Her statement showed that she knew absolutely nothing about him or what was important to him.

			“Oh?” Dinah laughed sarcastically. “What was that about healing? Because Lord knows, you sure did a bang-up job of that.”

			Trust Dinah to know how to hit him below the belt exactly where it hurt. “Is that why you called me, Mother? To remind me of my shortcomings? Because quite frankly, I’m not in the mood.”

			“Now listen up, Malcolm. Drowning your sorrows in booze will not bring Michael back, so stop this nonsense right now and come back to Boston before you ruin your career and your reputation.” Her voice was smooth and insistent.

			“Is that all you care about, Mother? The recognition that comes from being the mother of an award-winning surgeon?” Malcolm commented, avoiding the subject of his late twin.

			“Of course not,” she said firmly, “but you have to admit that this … this is a bit over the top even for you. I mean, for Christ’s sake, Michael was the spontaneous fly-by-the seat of your pants kind. You were always the logical and practical one with a good head on your shoulders. This is completely out of character.”

			As she remembered her twins in their youth, Dinah smiled. Every time she tried to dress the two of them alike, they always resisted her urges and found a way to change clothes. “We’re fraternal, not identical,” Malcolm would always say. And boy, were they different. Michael was the sunshine boy, naturally exuberant and social. He got along with everyone. And women? Her youngest was God’s gift and the ladies fell easily for him. He was never without a girl by his side.

			Malcolm, on the other hand, was a loner and given to sullenness except where Michael was concerned. And as far as she knew, Malcolm rarely dated, except during those early years with Halle, but that didn’t last because the only thing Malcolm was passionate about was medicine. He adored his three-minutes younger brother, Michael, though, and cared for and nurtured him like he was his father. Michael’s death had devastated him.

			At the moment, Malcolm wanted no part of his mother’s walk down memory lane. “I’m not coming back,” he stated firmly. He’d made a decision to move to Savannah and Dinah was going to have to just live with it.

			“Stop this, Malcolm.” She began to get frustrated. “You’re my only son and I want you here.” She was sick and tired of him torturing himself with memories of Michael. It wasn’t healthy.

			“It’s not going to happen, Dinah,” Malcolm said, calling his mother by her first name, trying to make his point clear. “Boston holds too many bad memories for me. I need to make a fresh start.” Didn’t she understand he was a broken man? If he hadn’t been so cocky, so sure of himself …

			“Why the South? And Savannah of all places? Couldn’t you have picked a city close by to get over this funk you’re in?”

			“It’s not a funk. I’m grieving the loss of my brother. I’d think you’d still be doing the same. Or maybe Michael wasn’t that important to you, but he was my twin after all.”

			“Don’t you dare,” Dinah replied, standing up from her pedestal stool for effect, even though Malcolm couldn’t see her. Tears welled in her eyes. “I may not have been his twin, like you, but I loved my son, just as much as you, Malcolm. You’ve no right to doubt my love for him.”

			The hurt in his mother’s voice was evident, so Malcolm apologized immediately. “I’m sorry, Mother. But you have to respect my decision and let this go.” She had to. He wasn’t going to change his mind.

			“Fine, if that’s the way you want it,” Dinah muttered. “Then I hope you’re happy in that hobunk town, because you’ve just ruined your life.”

			Seconds later, Malcolm heard the dial tone and hung up the phone. He hoped that he’d finally freed her of any notion that he’d be returning up North. Boston was his past and Savannah was his future.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Later that evening, after Jasmine had gone to bed, Sabrina’s father stopped her in the foyer. “I spoke with Felicia and it seems that Mary, one of our maids, has to take a leave to take care of her sick mother, which leaves an opening at Parker House.”

			“And I suppose you expect me to fill it.”

			“If you can spare the time.”

			Financially speaking, Sabrina was under no strain. She had plenty of money left from the sale of the house, but she also felt irresponsible for not having been here to help her parents.

			After a moment pondering what to do, Sabrina replied, “Okay, Daddy. I suppose I can pinch-hit until Mary returns.”

			“Splendid,” her father said with a wide grin. He was quite happy to have procured employment for his baby girl, so Sabrina let him have his moment.
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			The following morning, Sabrina drug herself out of bed for her first day on the job at Parker House. Turning on the taps, she let the steaming hot water wash over her weary flesh. Five minutes later she emerged, somewhat alive and ready for her new temporary job.

			She was determined to show Felicia and her family that she was not above hard work. Sure, she hadn’t had to work during her marriage to Tre. His career as a labor attorney had provided them a luxurious lifestyle. In fact, Sabrina had grown quite accustomed to it, but truth was she wasn’t born with a silver spoon in her mouth, and she’d never forgotten that.

			To prove it, Sabrina threw on a T-shirt and a pair of paint-splattered jeans and put her curly hair into an unfashionable ponytail. Bounding down the stairs, she searched the foyer for her keys and purse before hurrying out the door. Thankfully, her mother had generously agreed to keep an eye on Jasmine.

			When Sabrina closed her parents’ front door behind her, it was six thirty a.m.

			Minutes later, kicking her convertible into gear, Sabrina backed out of the driveway.

			Early morning was very light on the roads and she made her way to the B & B within fifteen minutes, but when she opened the front door, it was already bustling.

			Pausing a moment, Sabrina reacquainted herself with what had been her second home throughout most of her teens. The fresh smell of lemon immediately flooded her nose. Glancing down, she noted the hardwood floors had already been buffed and shined.

			Sabrina couldn’t remember a time when she and Felicia hadn’t been polishing floors or helping their mother prepare the guests’ buffet breakfast or watching Alton mow the lawn.

			The three-floor Victorian was just as luxurious as she remembered. The first floor housed two parlors, a grand dining room with High Tea at four o’clock, complete with cucumber sandwiches and Earl Grey, a gourmet kitchen and a wine cellar in the basement. The parlor was furnished with several pieces of antique furniture. Sabrina didn’t relish the thought of dusting each and every one of them.

			Glancing up the winding staircase, she thought of the eight master bedrooms with adjoining baths she’d have to clean. Each had hardwood floors and crown moldings. Most had a spectacular view of the secluded garden in the rear courtyard. Fact was, everything about Parker House stated quality and elegance. It had been a staple in their community for generations, at least eighty years or so, Sabrina had been told.

			When she’d been nothing more than a wide-eyed child in love with Dorian, Sabrina had often envisioned them in one of those rooms making love. Though that teenage fantasy had remained simply that—a fantasy—Sabrina smiled at the memory.

			She was just about to head to the kitchen when she caught sight of a man leaning over a chair as he tied his sneakers. From where she was standing, she had a good view of his rear-end; it was tight! Just as she was allowing her mind to wonder about what else he could be working with, she noticed his profile. Dr. Winters? What is he doing here?

			It seemed that everywhere she turned up, the doctor was not far behind.
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			Sabrina approached the Adonis. Her footsteps on the hardwood floor made Malcolm turn around. He focused his coal-dark eyes on her, and Sabrina’s breath caught in her throat. Before, he’d looked handsome, but now he just looked damn hot … no, make that virile. His T-shirt clung to his pectorals, making it clear that the doctor kept himself in very good shape.

			“Ah, if it isn’t the lovely Ms. Parker.” Malcolm smiled. A tingle of awareness shot up her spine as she imagined his full, smiling sensuous lips on hers.

			“Malcolm.” He grinned when she used his first name. “What are you doing here?” Sabrina asked as she smoothed her hair. She looked an absolute fright.

			“I was on my way out for a run.” He motioned to his clothing. “I usually try to get a few miles in before work.”

			“I meant at my family’s bed-and-breakfast?”

			“This is your family’s place?” Malcolm glanced around. “I had no idea. Parker is a common name, is it not? When I booked it weeks ago, I was looking for a place near the clinic. Was I supposed to put two and two together?” Malcolm’s left eyebrow rose a fraction.

			“No, I don’t suppose you would have.”

			“So, when did you start working here? I don’t recall seeing you before.” He hoped he’d have the pleasure of her feistiness to start each and every morning. Sabrina Parker was definitely a woman he wanted to get to know better and not just her story, but in the biblical sense. Even though she was wearing a ratty pair of jeans, apron and an unceremonious ponytail, he still wanted to take her upstairs to that king-sized bed and tear each item of clothing off her, bit by bit and then have her writhing underneath him, calling out his name.

			“I’m helping my sister out for a bit.” Sabrina folded her arms across her chest. Although he wasn’t exactly ogling her, she suspected Dr. Winters did indeed find her attractive, if the appreciative look he was throwing her way was any indication. “Why do you want to know?”

			Malcolm’s face curved into a smile, revealing very straight pearl-white teeth. “Because once my charms wear on you, you’ll be dying to date me.”

			“You wish.” He was looking at her as if he were ready to eat her up with a spoon. It unnerved her more when he came toward her. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear the room had suddenly become hotter as he neared.

			Malcolm reached out and with his index finger lifted her chin to get a better look at her eyes. “That’s what you say now, but I promise you, you’ll change your mind. I can be very persuasive.” Behind her ear he tucked an errant strand of hair that had fallen free of her ponytail.

			“You’ll never get your way, Dr. Winters.” Sabrina swallowed visibly. Truth was, she desperately wanted him to kiss her right then, right there in the middle of the foyer.

			Malcolm came even closer and bent his head. His mouth was inches from hers when he whispered, “Never say never, Sabrina, because I always get what I want.”

			Without another word, he began to leave.

			“Of all the arrogant things …” Sabrina replied, putting her hands on her hips, but Malcolm was already out the door, leaving Sabrina to wonder if he were right. She hadn’t felt that tingle in her belly just now since her early days with Tre. Something told her that a night alone with Malcolm would erase all the bad memories of her ex-husband. She pondered the notion.
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			“Having fun?” Felicia asked later that morning when Sabrina stopped in the kitchen to refresh her coffee. “What do you think?” Sabrina asked, brushing her damp hair back with her hand before pouring a new cup.

			“I think,” Felicia said, stalking over to the sink and glaring at her younger sister, “that you need to learn the value of working for a living.”

			Sabrina recognized the contempt. “Like you, I suppose?” Sabrina tossed a sponge into the soapy dishwater and spun around to face Felicia. “Oh, please. Up until Anthony was born, you were just like me. Content being at home and letting your man support you.”

			“But I didn’t have that chance, did I, little sis?” Felicia slammed down her coffee mug on the Formica counter, spilling hot liquid everywhere.

			Sabrina stuck her hand in the dishwater and pulled out the sponge to wipe up the mess, but Felicia snatched it from her and began furiously cleaning the counter. “Dad decided he wanted to retire. And someone had to take over Parker House. Sean couldn’t do it. He’d been managing the Tybee Island Resort for years. And Alton? Oh, please.” Felicia tossed her hair across her shoulders. “He’d long since decided he wasn’t in the hospitality business. So who do you think the responsibility fell to, Sabrina, while you were off in Baltimore and nowhere to be found?” Felicia pushed Sabrina’s shoulder with her forefinger.

			“You,” Sabrina answered, accepting Felicia’s wrath by simply looking her in the eye. Felicia had waited a long time to have her say, so Sabrina would let her vent. “All you.”

			Sabrina turned away and stared outside. She was beginning to understand some of Felicia’s animosity. “You took the load off of Daddy so he could rest, and for that I’ll always be eternally grateful.” It was a feeble answer, but Sabrina meant every word. She tried reaching out to her sister, but Felicia jerked away.

			A muscle flinched angrily in Felicia’s jaw. “I don’t need your sympathy or gratitude,” she replied harshly. “I needed some help. But you were too busy enjoying your amazing life in Baltimore. The ironic part is that it turned out to be not all that amazing.”

			“Does it make you happy, Felicia, to see me in pain, to know that Tre hurt me? Did you get warm fuzzies when you found out my marriage had broken up?” Sabrina fought hard against the tears that threatened. She bit her lip, refusing to let Felicia see her cry.

			“Of course not, Sabrina.” Felicia stalked across the room to face her sister. “I wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on anyone, let alone my sister.”

			“Well, that’s good to hear.” Sabrina smiled. “So does this mean that we can finally act like sisters again?”

			Felicia opened her arms. “Welcome home.”
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			Malcolm left work early that afternoon for two reasons. One, he needed to renovate the decrepit old house he’d bought and two, because despite his busy schedule, thoughts of a certain ponytail-wearing single mother kept intruding all day, causing him to lose focus. He was hoping some good ol’ fashion brawn and muscle were what were needed to get the place back into mint condition … and his mind off the lovely lady.

			His first project was flooring. It was concrete now, but he planned on adding hardwood floors throughout the foyer, parlor, dining room and his study while the kitchen would have some kind of decorative marble tile. He planned to install plush-cut pile carpeting in the upstairs bedrooms. Sure, he could have hired a professional to do the work, but he didn’t need to.

			He’d hired day laborers to completely gut the place, and now a lot of work was ahead of him. But he could already “see” the end result, so he welcomed the opportunity to expedite this project. Malcolm’s mouth was already salivating at his plans for the master bath. The interior would be completely remodeled, starting with a free-standing tub. Unlike most men, he loved a steaming hot bath after a long day at work.

			He wished he had a little female intuition to help with the decorating. The hardest part would be choosing the right cabinetry, fixtures and accessories that went into making a house a home.

			Opening up his cooler, Malcolm reached inside for a Gatorade. He was going to be living off the stuff for months as he whipped the house into shape. He cracked open the seal and began chugging, then the doorbell rang. He figured it must be his shipment of oak planks that he’d ordered from the Home Depot up the street.

			Malcolm opened up the large oak glass door and found Corey Johnson from the Ace Hardware store. He carried some oak planks.

			“Were do you want these?” Corey asked.

			“Put them in the parlor.”

			“Sure thing, sure thing.” Corey strode toward the door.

			When Corey was finished unloading his truck, he took a handkerchief out of his jeans pocket and wiped his sweaty brow.

			“Now correct me if I’m wrong,” Malcolm began, “but don’t you work for Ace Hardware.”

			“And your point?”

			“I ordered these from Home Depot.”

			“Well, a man’s gotta eat,” Corey replied, picking up his baseball cap that had fallen unceremoniously from his head while he had unloaded. “And a second job takes care of that.”

			“Enough said,” Malcolm stated and walked toward the door. But for some reason, Corey wasn’t taking the hint because he was still standing in the parlor. “Can I do something for you?”

			“Well, uh,” Corey stuttered. The doctor made him a little bit nervous with his commanding presence. At six foot three to his five foot nine, Corey felt a bit dwarfed. But he’d been asked to extend the invitation and so he would.

			“You see, me and the fellas meet at Mimi’s on Saturday nights and throw back a few beers, shoot pool. You know, the usual manly stuff. You should come on down and hang with the fellas.”

			“Doesn’t this look like fun?” Malcolm’s arm swung out to the parlor in complete disarray.

			“To tell you the truth, no. You’re out here all alone and missing out on a good time at Mimi’s. Trust me. These truly are a great group of people. When I first moved to this town, they embraced me and now I know just about everyone in the community. Matter of fact, our annual picnic is this weekend.”

			Malcolm had heard about the picnic and he was thinking about attending, if for no other reason than to get his name out. “Well thanks for the info, Corey, but I like my solitude.”

			Corey shrugged. “It’s your loss. But if you ever want to stop by, we’re there after work.”

			“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind,” Malcolm said before shutting the door. “Whew, what a relief,” he sighed. He had more important things on his mind, like installing a hardwood floor and getting Sabrina Parker out of his head.
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			Later that week …

			“Sabrina, are you ready?” Beverly Parker called upstairs as they all prepared to go to the First Baptist Church’s annual picnic. Beverly was supplying her famous potato salad and several cakes and pies. Everyone in the church and in the Parker family enjoyed the annual event. There was always plenty of down-home cooking, music, games, prizes and dancing. And it sure had been awhile since Beverly and James had done the two-step.

			Sabrina poked her head across the banister.

			“Mom, I’m not ready yet. Give me a few more minutes to finish my makeup.” She was excited about a family outing in the beautiful eighty-degree weather.

			“Hurry up, child. My group is waiting on me with the rest of the fixins.”

			“Okay, okay, I’ll hustle.” Sabrina rushed toward the bathroom and found Jasmine playing in her makeup bag.

			“Move aside, darling. Your mama’s got work to do.” With one hip, Sabrina pushed Jasmine aside. Jasmine rebounded by pulling down the toilet seat and sitting atop to watch her mother get ready.

			Sabrina applied a small dab of texturizing lotion to her new curls. She just loved this ‘do. With a little moisturizer, her hair lay in soft waves around her face. She looked sexy.

			“You look nice, Mom,” Jasmine said, regarding Sabrina’s ensemble of an orange halter, cream capris and a pair of mules. It was the perfect outfit considering the high temperature expected for the day.

			“Thank you, Jasmine, and can you hand me my makeup bag, please?”

			Jasmine did, but not before pulling out Sabrina’s red lip gloss. “Can I have just a little?” She held the tube up in the air.

			“Okay, but just a little.” Sabrina took the gloss from her and dabbed a small bit on Jasmine’s lips. “Mmmwahh,” Sabrina kissed her on the cheek.

			“What was that for?”

			“Because I’m your mother and I love you, that’s why.” She finished up her makeup and then turned to her daughter. “Now let’s go,” she ordered as they exited the bathroom. Sabrina noticed Jasmine’s pink T-shirt hanging out of her cute jean skirt. “Wait a sec,” Sabrina said as they passed her room. Quickly, she fixed Jasmine’s shirt and patted her bottom. Together they went bounding down the stairs.
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			When the family arrived at the First Baptist Church annual picnic, things were already in full swing. The church grounds had been transformed with long buffet tables filled with food, games and prizes and there was also a large temporary dancefloor. The men had already abandoned the women’s group, which was preparing the food, to play football on the small grassy knoll behind the church or shoot hoops on the basketball court.

			Disembarking from her father’s sport utility vehicle, Sabrina noticed just how many people were actually assembled. Is the whole community part of the congregation?

			Felicia, her husband, Sean, and their three children had already arrived and were seated at a large picnic table, while Alton and his wife, Danielle, sat with his deputies and their wives.

			“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the dark sheep of the Parker family,” Althea Prichard, her parents’ neighbor, said upon Sabrina’s and Jasmine’s approach. Sabrina rolled her eyes, but kept her cool as she placed a cake on the buffet table. “Wherever have you been hiding yourself?”

			“I’m doing well, Althea. How are you?”

			“Oh, just fine, just fine.” Althea looked Sabrina up and down. “But it looks like we’re going to have to fatten you up. What have they been feeding you up North?”

			“Nothing but fruits and vegetables.” Sabrina laughed. “Though none are as delectable as those in your garden.”

			Althea smiled at the compliment. Her garden was one of her most prized possessions. “Thank you. I’ll be sure to give some to ya mama so we can put some meat on your bones.”

			“And I’d love to have them,” Sabrina replied as she continued down the row. Sabrina continued making introductions until she ran smack-dab into Alton and Danielle.

			“There you are,” Alton said, stopping her. “You’re a hard woman to track down these days.”

			“Really?” Sabrina feigned ignorance. The truth was she had been avoiding interrogation by her older brother on her failed marriage.

			“Yes, you have been,” Alton replied. “You’ve been back for well over a month and I’ve barely seen you.”

			“I’m sorry, Alton,” Sabrina apologized. “Now that I’m working at the bed-and-breakfast, it’s really taking up quite a bit of my time. I’m sorry if I’ve been neglecting you.”

			“Well, I was beginning to wonder,” Alton murmured. “I was beginning to think it had something to do with the good-looking doctor in town.”

			“What are you talking about?” Sabrina asked. “What have you heard?”

			“Oh, a little of this, a little of that,” Alton teased. “Look at him over there. All the ladies are swooning over him. Each just salivating at the idea of landing a rich doctor.”

			Sabrina glanced around and spotted Malcolm at a table surrounded by women. With a stethoscope around his neck, he was taking several women’s blood pressure, which Sabrina was sure were quite high.

			“Oh, he’s being quite the hero,” Alton replied, “giving everyone free blood pressure and glucose screenings.”

			Sabrina wasn’t surprised. Dr. Winters struck her as the dedicated doctor, one who cared deeply for his patients.

			“And? Don’t play with me, Alton,” Sabrina warned, smacking his shoulder playfully. “If people are gossiping about me, then I want to know it.”

			“I’ve heard nothing,” Alton said, spinning around and avoiding the sisterly abuse.

			“Good,” Sabrina said, walking away. Parched, she stopped by the refreshment stand for a cool glass of lemonade, but found a line. When she finally reached the front of it, a football came flying through the air, knocking the cup clear out of her hand, sending lemonade onto the trousers of the man standing in front of her.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Sabrina apologized profusely. Without hazarding a glance, she accepted a napkin from a volunteer and patted the man’s linen pants, which now held a noticeable wet spot. “I’m so sorry, sir. The boys weren’t looking where they were throwing.” Sabrina eyed the dreaded football that now stood at her feet. When she bent down to pick it up and finally looked up at her victim, she found a pair of dark irises glowering down at her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“Dr. Winters …,” Sabrina began, flustered at his sudden appearance. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you.” When he didn’t respond, she continued fumbling, “I mean … it wasn’t intentional.” Sabrina attempted a half-hearted smile. “Can I have your pants dry cleaned?”

			She was embarrassed to find herself in yet another compromising situation with the illustrious Boston doctor. “It’s okay.” Malcolm’s eyes instantly softened once he realized Sabrina was the culprit who’d soiled his freshly pressed linen trousers. “I’ll take care of it.” He took the napkin from Sabrina and patted his pants dry as best he could. Luckily the damage was minimal. He handed Sabrina the soiled napkin. “We really have to stop meeting like this.”

			“I know.”

			“If you don’t mind my saying so, I like the new look. It suits you.” Malcolm noticed Sabrina’s hair had changed from long and straight to luscious and sassy curls—something he couldn’t really see when she’d had it up in a ponytail as she toiled away at Parker House. This new ‘do was the very same hair that once or twice had wandered into his dreams when he imagined the two of them making love.

			“Oh, this,” Sabrina said, smoothing her long ringlets. “I needed a change.”

			“Sometimes change is good,” he commented.

			Sabrina broke out into a breathtaking smile that threw Malcolm a little off kilter. “Now if you don’t mind, Sabrina, I’m going to grab some food before those teenage boys get hold of everything.”

			“I think I’ll join you,” Sabrina said, following behind him to the buffet table, “because it looks like I’ve lost my daughter to her new best friend.” Sabrina glanced over at Jasmine playing with Monique’s children.

			Their appearance together at the table did not go by unnoticed. Regina, her mother’s good friend and a member of the First Baptist Church Women’s Group, stood up upon their arrival.

			“What can I get for you, Dr. Winters?” she asked, holding up a paper plate. Malcolm eyed all the goodies and for once threw practicality out the window. “I’ll take a slab of those baby back ribs, some of that potato salad and an ear of corn. Oh, yes, and a spoon of those barbeque beans, please.”

			Regina prepared his request and handed him a plate that said “heart disease” all over it. But Malcolm supposed one meal wouldn’t hurt him. Especially since the women’s group had gone through such trouble. “Thank you, Mrs. Douglas.”

			“And you, Sabrina?” she asked.

			“Hmmm, I’ll have the same, but replace the ribs with barbecue chicken, please.” Sabrina turned and smiled up at Malcolm.

			“Dr. Winters, I see you’ve already met our little Sabrina here,” Regina gushed. “We’re just so happy to have her back in Savannah.”

			“Yes, we’ve met,” Malcolm replied after a hearty bite of the baby back ribs. “On several occasions.”

			And Sabrina could recall every single one of them.

			“Good, I’m glad you’ve made the acquaintance. Sabrina, perhaps you can show Dr. Winters the sights around town. There’s plenty to see and do.” Regina smiled knowingly and handed Sabrina her plate.

			“There’s an empty table over there.” Regina pointed to a picnic table that had suddenly become available. Sabrina turned and smiled at Malcolm. He too recognized Regina’s obvious matchmaking attempt.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Douglas. It’s so nice of you to look out for us,” Malcolm replied. “Sabrina.” He waited for Sabrina to precede him and followed behind her. The table might have been empty, but it was dead center in the middle of the picnic where all eyes could focus on their every move. Did Regina set it up just so? Sabrina wondered.

			“It looks like we’re the entertainment,” Malcolm said as he joined her at the picnic table.

			“It does appear that way.” Sabrina glanced around and found several curious sets of eyes on them. “Those ladies have nothing better to do but to poke around in other people’s business. Don’t they know that I don’t need a man right now? Matter of fact, that’s the last thing I need or want.”

			“Because of your failed marriage?” Malcolm asked, plowing into his lunch plate.

			“Of course,” Sabrina replied. She bit into a piece of chicken, relishing the sweet, tangy sauce smothering it before taking another bite. “My husband cheated on me, you see, and I guess I blame myself.”

			With a smile, Malcolm watched Sabrina tear into the barbecue and lick her fingers. She was unpretentious and completely herself. If he didn’t stop spending time with her quick, he could come to like her even more. “But you shouldn’t take all the blame either. Your husband was a jerk for ever cheating on you. He didn’t realize what a gem he had.”

			Sabrina blinked several times, thinking she’d misheard. Did he just call me a gem?

			“Mom, mom!” Jasmine came running toward her, proudly holding up a big stuffed horse. “Look at what I won playing horseshoes. Wait a second.” Seconds passed before recognition set in. “I remember you. You’re the man from the park. Dr. Winters.”

			“Guilty as charged,” Malcolm replied, putting down his fork and pushing away his empty plate. He extended his hand, which Jasmine accepted. Her little hands barely made a dent over his. “And you, young lady, look as pretty as a princess.”

			“Thank you.” Jasmine blushed and turned to face her mother.

			“Can I go back and play with Brianna and Brandon? The egg toss is next and I can’t wait to throw an egg all over Emma’s shoes.” Jasmine laughed as she ran away toward the children’s activities.

			“Jasmine Matthews!” Sabrina stood up. That child is going to be the death of me!

			“Let her go.” Malcolm touched Sabrina’s arm to halt her. The flesh underneath his fingers burned while his touch rendered Sabrina speechless.

			“Hello.” Malcolm snapped his fingers in front of her face.

			“Hmmm, yes.” Sabrina came out of her fog. “Did I miss something?”

			“No.” Malcolm eyed her curiously before continuing. “I just said to let her go. You know the old adage: Kids will be kids.”

			“True, but that one is more like a mini-me.”

			Malcolm laughed. Laughter had been something in short supply these days. It was good to feel happy for a change and not sullen and withdrawn. He was finally remembering what it felt like to enjoy life and not regret that he was still living it.

			“Now, whose turn is it to wander off?” Sabrina asked when she caught Malcolm staring far off into space.

			“I’m sorry,” Malcolm apologized.

			“Forgiven. Now what do you say we go join in on the fun?” Sabrina stood up and pointed to the potato sack race getting ready to begin.

			“Isn’t that where two people get in a sack and try to hop to the finish line?”

			“Yeah,” Sabrina answered, grinning mischievously. “You game?”

			“Not only am I game, Sabrina, but we’re going to win this thing.” He grabbed her by the hand and ran with her across the field.
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			An hour later, Sabrina returned to their table with a giant overstuffed hippo that she and Malcolm had won in the race. The man sure was competitive. He’d nearly carried her across the finish line. But that wasn’t all there was. An attraction that had been simmering between them all afternoon surfaced during the game. Had she felt someone’s temperature rising behind her?

			Malcolm, on the other hand, had been overjoyed at the turn of events, especially when her delicious curvy bottom had settled between his thighs while racing. When that happened, he held Sabrina extra tight, causing his groin to stiffen. He now knew he was indeed amongst the living.

			“That was a lot of fun,” Sabrina said when they made their way back to the refreshment stand for bottled water. The sun was setting, so the volunteers were putting up a small stage for some live entertainment and a little dancing.

			“Did you see my brother trying to hop across the field in that potato sack?” Sabrina asked. “It was hilarious.”

			“It was.” Malcolm smiled in return as he walked beside her. “I can’t remember the last time I let loose like that. I had a lot of fun, Sabrina.”

			Sabrina stopped and her eyes grew alight with devilry. “Well, you should do so more often. Was that actually a smile I saw?” Her index finger reached out and touched the slight dimple in Malcolm’s cheek. Malcolm quickly grasped her hand, and when he did, the very air around her became electrified.

			Startled, she pulled away and Malcolm released her. He hadn’t realized he’d actually acted out on his desire to touch her. He surveyed Sabrina. He wondered what lay beneath the murky depths of her arresting light-brown eyes. From what he’d gathered in their brief conversation, Sabrina was still hurting tremendously over her divorce, yet he detected a spark of interest in her eyes.

			“Would you like to dance?” Malcolm inclined his head toward the dancefloor. Several couples had already begun swaying to the smooth rhythmic sounds coming from a local jazz band and it would finally give him an excuse to do exactly what he’d wanted to do all afternoon—to take the beautiful Ms. Parker in his arms.

			“Okay,” Sabrina said hesitantly.

			Malcolm took her arm and with gentle authority he led her onto the dance floor. Standing there, Sabrina nervously looked up at him, and Malcolm pulled her close. He wrapped one hand around her narrow waist until they were separated by a fraction of air while he clasped her other delicate hand in his.

			Sabrina was stiff at first. It had been awhile since a man held her tight and looked at her with such warmth and passion not to mention that she was blindsided by the muscular steel of him against her curves. When she finally hazarded a glance up at him, his gaze was as soft as a caress. It caused a ripple of excitement to shoot through her. It took several minutes for her to finally loosen up and enjoy the music, but when she did, a new and unexpected warmth surged through her veins. Is it the music or the man? Sabrina wondered. It had to be the man, because each time she saw him, the pull was stronger. More and more, she found herself extremely conscious of his virile appeal and this time was no different. She could feel her breasts constricting in the confines of her halter top. Could he feel the straining buds?

			Disconcerted, she forced herself to look away and keep her head low. She was afraid of the feelings that Malcolm evoked in her. Their bodies were meshed so closely, it sent Sabrina’s pulse spinning.

			“You set me on fire, Sabrina,” he murmured in her ear.

			Sabrina’s heart lurched as he pulled her into close contact with his hips; it was impossible not to feel his growing erection. She tried to maintain her composure at the sexual magnetism emanating from his every pore, but she failed. Her body was completely aware of his every move.

			She wasn’t alone. Malcolm was experiencing a gamut of emotions too. He knew she had to notice that he was more than a little bit attracted to her. His groin was calling out for a release that only she could provide.

			Relief flooded through her when the band finally took a break. When they separated, Sabrina and Malcolm turned and found they had indeed caused a commotion. All eyes were on them.

			Embarrassed, Sabrina’s cheeks warmed up. She was glad that the semidarkness provided cover for her blushing. “Thanks for the dance.” She rushed off the floor, suddenly anxious to escape Malcolm’s disturbing presence.

			“Wait!” Malcolm ignored the audience and followed her down the steps. He had to hurry to catch Sabrina because she was quickly walking back to the picnic area. He caught up with her at a big old oak tree and halted her escape by putting a firm hand on her arm.

			“Malcolm, please,” Sabrina said, “don’t come any closer.” She held her hand up to stop him.

			“Why are you running away?”

			“You know why.” A wave of apprehension had hit Sabrina the moment she stepped away from him. “I’m not capable of anything else right now, Malcolm. All I have room for in my life at the moment is me and my daughter.”

			“And all I’m asking is that we spend a little time together. Who knows, you just might enjoy yourself. Kind of like you did tonight.”

			Malcolm brushed his lips across one delicate hand. “You can’t deny the attraction between us, Sabrina. It’s been simmering since day one. I know you can feel it.”

			His strong hands circled around her waist and pulled her snugly against him. With his index finger, Malcolm tenderly traced the line of her cheekbone and then cupped her chin, forcing her to look at him. The smoldering flame Sabrina saw in his eyes caused a delightful shiver to run through her and though every fiber in her body warned her against this, Sabrina wanted him.

			But he didn’t kiss her right away. Instead he bent down and nibbled at her earlobe before searing a path from her neck to her shoulders. Sabrina felt her knees weaken, and when his lips finally descended on hers, his kiss was slow and thoughtful, sending spirals of ecstasy through her.

			She returned his kiss, savoring every delicious moment as he explored her lips and the soft inner recesses of her mouth. She deliberately shut out any awareness of her surroundings and instead focused all of her attention on Malcolm, drinking him in starting from his soft and caressing touch on her arm to the sweet intoxicating musk of his cologne tickling her nose.

			She drew his face to hers and crushed her lips against his. He responded by cupping her jaw and tilting her head back for a deeper kiss. He left no part of her mouth untouched, so much so that she didn’t remember where she was until the stunt gun sounded, signaling the end of the picnic games.

			Dragging her mouth from his, Sabrina’s senses reeled and she clung to Malcolm’s arm for support. Emotions were equally high for him, because Malcolm’s broad shoulders were heaving and his breathing was labored.

			Malcolm took a step back and a minute to catch his breath. When he finally spoke, he whispered, “Sabrina, we’re so good together. Please tell me you’ve changed your mind.”

			“Alright, alright.” Sabrina finally gave in. She could no longer fight the inevitable. “I’ll go out with you,” she said, then threw in, “but just as friends.”

			Malcolm paused. If after that kiss, she could still say they were merely friends, then she was deluding herself; but he would do things her way for now.

			“Okay,” he replied. “How about next Saturday night?”
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			From the sidelines and several lamps away, Malcolm noted Sabrina talking to a short, stocky man with wire-framed glasses that were a little too big for his face. Malcolm was playing chess with his patient, Mr. Gibson, who he had mentioned the picnic to during one of Mr. Gibson’s office visits. Malcolm was becoming so livid that he could hardly concentrate. Who is that guy with Sabrina and why is he fawning all over her? Why is he touching her? Malcolm didn’t like what he was seeing one single bit. He wanted to go over there and knock the guy’s block off.

			It bothered him that some guy was hugging up on Sabrina as if he had the right to. Since when did he become so jealous and possessive? Maybe because Sabrina had finally agreed to go out with him and he was feeling more alive than he’d felt in years.

			“Hey, are you with me?” Mr. Gibson asked, running a hand across Malcolm’s face. He’d already set up the chess pieces on the board and made his first move.

			“Yes, I am,” Malcolm replied, turning away from his view of Sabrina and the man she was with. It wasn’t long before his attention was diverted from the beautiful divorcee and onto the chess game. Mr. Gibson was quite good and gave Malcolm a run for his money. He’d already captured one of his pawns and they’d only been playing ten minutes.

			“How have you been feeling, Mr. Gibson?” Malcolm inquired, staring at the board intently while trying to figure out his next move.

			“Still under the weather, Dr. Winters,” Mrs. Gibson answered for her husband as she came back to the table with a plate of food. Because of his heart, she’d kept it simple—a few thin slices of barbeque rib roast, potato salad and roasted corn on the cob. “He can’t seem to shake the lightheadedness and shortness of breath.”

			“Yeah, doc. What’s up with that? I thought this medication was going to fix me right up.” Mr. Gibson moved another pawn.

			“Still?” Malcolm asked, rubbing his jaw. Then the clot-dissolving medication he’d given Mr. Gibson wasn’t working. “I’d like to see you back in my office on Monday,” Malcolm said, moving his pawn one square and capturing Mr. Gibson’s pawn.

			“Hey, how’d you do that?” Mr. Gibson asked.

			Malcolm laughed. “You weren’t paying attention.” But he would have to be if he intended to repair Mr. Gibson’s heart problems. It disturbed him tremendously that the medication wasn’t opening up the arteries.
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			“Wow, it’s what, eight o’clock,” Monique said, glancing at her watch as she joined Sabrina’s table, “and I finally get to speak to you?”

			Sabrina blushed.

			“Seems someone else took up all your attention this afternoon,” Monique commented.

			“Yes.” Sabrina shook her head. “And all due to Mrs. Douglas’s matchmaking.”

			Monique laughed. “Don’t kid a kidder. Mrs. Douglas may have been the catalyst, but the two of you did the rest and boy did ya.” Monique chuckled again. “You and the hot new doctor had the gossips buzzing today.”

			“Oh, Lord, did we?” Sabrina asked, touching her chest. Upon reflection, Sabrina thought about the way he’d gazed at her, or the way his compelling eyes had lazily appraised every inch of her body, or the feel of Malcolm’s hand on the small of her back and how she’d tingled with excitement. “Okay, I suppose we did.”

			“So, what happens next?”

			“Dinner and a movie,” Sabrina replied evenly.

			“And that’s all?” Monique asked. “If a sexy doctor had been chasing me for weeks, there would be no question as to where you might find me.”

			“And where might that be?”

			“His bed,” Monique stated. “Oh, don’t be surprised,” Monique added in response to Sabrina’s shocked expression. “Why shouldn’t you spend some time with the good doctor?”

			“I don’t want to use him as a substitute for Tre. He’d be the rebound guy and that wouldn’t be fair.”

			Monique stood up and looked around for her kids. It was time to leave the picnic. “Girlfriend, I love ya, but I am tired of hearing about Tre. You need to move on from that cheater and what better way than the handsome doc. And if he’s ready and willing, then why not? I suggest you grab him up quick because with the amount of single women in this congregation, he won’t be available for long.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			The week flew by fast for Sabrina. Her hands were full with working at the bed-and-breakfast and rearing Jasmine. She was finally beginning to settle into her new life in Savannah.

			After seeing how successful Malcolm was, she’d immediately gone to Savannah University registrar’s office and enrolled for the fall semester. She’d discovered that most of her credits from her two years at Georgetown would transfer and that she only had two years remaining to obtain a diploma. It was all coming together.

			It appeared she was finally making peace with her life. She was truly happy to be home and enjoyed the time she spent with her family. She’d renewed her friendship with Monique and formed a new one with Dr. Winters. Although she’d offered friendship, it wasn’t the first thought that crossed into her mind when she thought of Malcolm.

			Whenever she was around him, she flustered easily or ran at the mouth. Whether it was the warm, melodic tone of his tenor voice, his infectious grin or those dark, unfathomable eyes that penetrated hers whenever she saw him, Sabrina admitted to herself that she was falling hard for Malcolm. The thought of being with a man again, however, terrified her.

			Tre, who she met in college, was the only man she’d ever been intimate with, but Tre, on the other hand, had been dipping out on their marriage for quite some time. Sabrina had discovered his other infidelities during a heated argument as he was moving out. He blurted that Melanie was not his first mistress. He told Sabrina that he was “tired of having to train” her, that the women he was with knew how to please a man in bed.

			If there was a problem with their sex life, he should have looked in the mirror. She wasn’t asexual. Maybe he just didn’t know how to satisfy her. But Malcolm, he seemed like the right man to bring out the passion in her!

			While washing some dishes at the B & B, Sabrina’s mind wandered to a hot daydream with Malcolm as her leading man, but the shrill of the phone interrupted her thoughts. And it was none other than the subject of her dream.

			“Malcolm!” Sabrina blushed. “I’m surprised to hear from you.”

			“Why? Did you forget about our date?” Malcolm asked. “We’re on for movies and dinner tonight, right?”

			“Yes, of course.” Sabrina fanned her face with a nearby envelope.

			“What time shall I pick you up then?”

			“Ummm, pick me up …? Malcolm, you do remember that this is a platonic date, right?” Sabrina hoped he didn’t think otherwise, despite where her lascivious thoughts had led a moment ago or her mixed signals at the picnic.

			“Of course I do.” Malcolm was exasperated. “But it’s the gentlemanly thing for a man to pick up a woman for dinner, but if that’s being too forward”—he paused for effect—“then by all means, we can meet me at the theater.”

			“No, no, that’s fine.” Sabrina was embarrassed. “You can pick me up at six at my parents’.”

			[image: 204053.jpg]

			Malcolm placed the phone back in the cradle and leaned back in his high-backed leather chair. He’d been looking forward to his date with Sabrina and now he would have his chance. The thought of gathering her in his arms and planting another kiss on those sensual lips of hers made his groin tighten.

			Returning to his work, Malcolm signed some prescriptions and paperwork before locking his office and heading to reception. He had just enough time to run to Parker House and change clothes.

			Nurse Turner was turning off the exam room lights when he exited his office. “I believe these are for you,” Malcolm said with a smile, handing the manila folders to his nurse.

			Grace smiled back at her boss. Since she’d begun working at the clinic, Dr. Winters’s expression had either veered from angry to sad, but never happiness, so this new look was a pleasant surprise. From what she’d heard from the local gossips, Grace could only assume it had something to do with a certain single mother.

			“Hot date tonight?” Grace queried.

			“Something like that,” Malcolm answered, not offering any further information. “Don’t forget to lock up.”
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			“Going out with Dr. Winters, tonight, huh?” Beverly asked from the doorway as Sabrina scrunched her curly hair with a gel to keep the look in place.

			“Mom, don’t start.” Sabrina smiled as she spritzed her earlobe and wrists with her favorite perfume, Casmir. Sure, they had spent a great deal of time together, but they were friends, nothing more. “Malcolm and I are just two friends going out to share a meal and a movie.”

			“You’re sure going through an awful lot of trouble for just a friend,” her mom commented, indicating Sabrina’s new sandals and silk sunflower halter dress.

			“Oh, this old thing?” Sabrina smiled as she added a touch of blush to the honey-brown foundation she’d applied earlier. She’d brought the ensemble for tonight’s occasion, eager to look her best. The woman in her wanted Malcolm to find her attractive. When Sabrina was finished with her makeup, she whirled around and posed for her mother. “Well, how do I look?”

			Beverly smiled. “You know I think you’re beautiful even without all that makeup.”

			“I know, Mom. But you are not who I’m trying to impress,” Sabrina said, scooting past her in the doorway and walking to her room for her wrap and purse. Malcolm would be arriving shortly.

			“So, you admit, you like Dr. Winters?” Beverly pressed for more information. “Don’t you think it’s entirely too soon to be getting involved with someone?”

			“I know you mean well, but I’m going to have to ask you to butt out,” Sabrina replied. “I’m a grown woman.”

			Jasmine caught Sabrina in the hallway. “Is he here yet?” Jasmine asked excitedly. Her face broke into a wide-open smile, revealing a missing tooth. When it fell out last night, Jasmine had been beside herself because she hadn’t wanted Dr. Malcolm to see her this way.

			“No, not yet, Jazzy,” Sabrina replied. “He should be here any minute. Let’s go downstairs and wait.”

			They marched downstairs to await Malcolm’s arrival like Sabrina was a princess going off to a ball. Could Dr. Malcolm Winters be my Prince Charming? A little part of Sabrina hoped that were true. Only time would tell.

			The doorbell rang and Sabrina inhaled deeply.

			“He’s here, Mommy!” Jasmine jumped up and down as she looked through the window. Jasmine was excited to see Dr. Winters again. He was really cool and always used big words.

			“Calm yourself,” Sabrina replied, even though she too was excited at the prospect of seeing Malcolm again. And when she opened the door, he didn’t disappoint. She stood frozen in the doorway letting her eyes travel the length of him. He looked arresting in a tapered black suit, navy silk shirt and Ferragamo shoes. Everything about the man oozed sex appeal.

			She caught his appreciative glance and watched those onyx eyes fix on her. She hoped he was pleased because she had gone through a great deal of trouble to look her best.

			Malcolm liked everything he saw, especially that touch of cleavage peeking out of her yellow silk dress. It suited her coloring perfectly.

			He caught the eagerness in Sabrina’s eyes and the glow to her cheeks as he stepped into the hallway. A tumble of naturally curly dark hair shone even in the low lighting while the silk dress clung to her nubile curves.

			“Sabrina.” Malcolm brushed his lips lightly against her cheeks. “Good to see you,” he said, trying to appear nonchalant. “And you, Jasmine,” Malcolm said, bending down and lifting her in his arms, “how’s my little munchkin?”

			“I’m good now that you’re here, Dr. Malcolm.” Jasmine squeezed her tiny arms around his neck. Malcolm retuned the hug before setting her back on solid ground. “Have fun,” Jasmine said, joining her grandparents in the living room.

			“Ready to go?”

			“Yes,” Sabrina replied nervously.

			The moment they were in the comfort of Malcolm’s Jag, Sabrina felt more at ease. She’d thought Jasmine might be upset by their date, but she genuinely seemed to like Malcolm.

			“Are you ready for our friendly date?”

			“Absolutely.” Sabrina raised her eyes to meet his and found him looking in her direction. His eyes were filled with something Sabrina couldn’t quite name, but the moment passed and he quickly shifted his gaze back onto the road.

			They arrived at the theater with enough time for Malcolm to grant Sabrina’s wish for popcorn and soda. While they waited for the clerk, Malcolm spoke of how fond he was of Jasmine. “She’s really special.” His heart skipped a beat when she’d looked up at him adoringly at the Parkers’ home. He didn’t know why he felt such a close bond with the nine-year old, but he did. “You’re really lucky.”

			Sabrina wondered if Malcolm regretted that he didn’t have a family of his own. She was determined to find out later over dinner.

			“Thank you.” Sabrina glanced up at Malcolm as she accepted the large bag of popcorn and soda from the clerk. His six-foot-three stature nearly dwarfed her.

			Malcolm pulled out a twenty and handed it to the clerk. “Keep the change,” he said, assisting Sabrina by pulling the soda container out of her hand.

			“I wish her mother was as equally fond of me,” Malcolm said, leading her by the elbow to the theater.

			“Fishing for a compliment?” Sabrina queried.

			“Absolutely,” grinned Malcolm.

			“And when I have one, you’ll be the first to know,” Sabrina teased, walking in front of him into the movie.

			Malcolm chuckled. It was going to be a long night.
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			When the movie let out two hours later, they were both starved. Luckily, her parents knew the owners of Lady and Sons, who’d graciously agreed to hold a table for them even though they didn’t usually accept reservations. Known for its good food, the restaurant was always crowded on the weekend.

			Almost immediately upon their arrival, the waitress sat them in a corner table by the window and handed them their menu.

			“We’d like to start off first with a bottle of your best red wine,” Malcolm stated.

			“Mmmm, it all looks good,” Sabrina commented as they reviewed their menus. “What are you going to order?” Sabrina focused her copper eyes on Malcolm’s dark ones.

			“Are you on the menu?” Malcolm whispered silkily in her ear as he scooted his chair next to hers and stretched his arm across the back of it.

			The underlying sensuality of his words captivated Sabrina, catching her off guard. “Hmmm, I don’t believe that I am,” she replied, her voice a little shakier than she would have liked. “I guess chicken and grits will have to do for you,” she said, noting an item on Lady and Son’s menu.

			“I suppose so,” he said, sending an irresistibly devastating grin her way, “though I did have something else in mind.” Sabrina wondered about the implication of his words when the waitress returned with a bottle of wine and uncorked it, pouring a generous amount into Malcolm’s and Sabrina’s glasses.

			“Are you ready to order?” the waitress asked, pulling out a small notepad and pen.

			“Definitely,” Sabrina said.

			The waitress left to place their orders, and soon Sabrina and Malcolm were deep in a conversation. She asked him about his past in Boston, from his family life to his schooling to his career as a renowned cardiologist.

			He surprised her by answering all of her probing questions. She discovered that his mother lived back in Boston with his stepfather, Walter, and that he’d attended Johns Hopkins for medical school. Something, however, about his explanations bothered Sabrina. When he spoke of his family, his voice was kind of cold and impersonal. She wondered if there were more to his story than he was letting on, and although Malcolm’s tone remained dispassionate, his eyes betrayed him and told a different story entirely.

			Sabrina learned more during the one dinner than she had from any of their previous encounters. And it all fascinated her. She was more intrigued with Malcolm than ever. She couldn’t tell if it was his aloofness that piqued her curiosity or if it was something more.

			Next thing she knew, she was finding out he had a passion for sports.

			“I enjoy the usual ones: basketball, baseball. Playing as well as watching.”

			“Me too. I’ll have to get us some tickets to a Braves or Hawks game sometime.”

			“That would be great,” Malcolm replied.

			The waitress returned and sat the steaming hot plates—steak for Malcolm and pan-seared tilapia over jasmine rice for Sabrina—on the table while Malcolm discussed the renovations on his house on Tybee Island. Sabrina wondered why a bachelor his age would buy a five-bedroom house. He had to be looking for a wife to fill it, whether he knew it or not.

			“That’s an awfully big house you’ve got there, Malcolm,” Sabrina commented. “You must want a really big family.”

			Malcolm was silent for several long moments and Sabrina wondered if he’d heard her.

			He had. It’s just that he’d never really thought about starting a family before. In Boston, he’d never had time for a relationship let alone a wife and kids. “I guess I never considered it,” he replied honestly.

			“Really? Well, you have plenty of room out there. And you’re certainly wonderful with Jasmine.”

			“I adore Jasmine and maybe one day I’ll have children of my own. I’d like to anyway, when I meet the right lady,” he said, his eyes burning into hers. His fierce gaze caused Sabrina to look away and stare into her wineglass.

			Sabrina surmised from the way he was looking at her that he was thinking she might be that choice, which completely frightened her. Malcolm’s intensity scared her at times, so much so that she wasn’t sure how to respond.

			So instead, she focused on their delectable dinner, after which they shared a decadent dessert of chocolate mousse cake, which Sabrina had to browbeat the extremely health conscious Malcolm to share with her.

			All in all, Sabrina enjoyed her evening tremendously, and afterward, when Malcolm returned her to her parents’ bungalow, she was somewhat reluctant for the evening to end.

			“I had a wonderful time,” Sabrina said after Malcolm turned off the ignition.

			“So did I, Sabrina. You have no idea what tonight meant to me,” he began. “To socialize with another person after all this time …” His voice trailed off.

			She knew it. She was right. He was hurting over some kind of loss. “What is it, Malcolm? You can talk to me. Whatever it is that’s bothering you, you can tell me.”

			“I want to Sabrina,” Malcolm replied, “but now is not the right time. We’ve had such a lovely evening; can’t we just leave it at that?”

			Sabrina wanted to comfort him, but she was afraid of reaching out to him. Turns out she didn’t have to because he made the first move by twisting her massive curls in his large hands. He brought her face within inches of his and she watched his emotions change from anguish to desire.

			His steady gaze traveled a slow leisurely path to her lips and there it stayed, sending a dizzying current racing through Sabrina as she waited for his lips to brush across hers. His breath was warm and moist against her face and the touch of his fingertips against her lips sent all the blood from her toes straight to her head. She was desperate for him to kiss her again, because if he didn’t soon, she was going to go mad with desire.

			A light came on in the house.

			“Maybe I should let you go inside,” Malcolm said quickly, unbuckling his seatbelt and jumping out of the car.

			“Darn!” Sabrina swore and folded her arms across her chest. She knew it had to be her mother. Why can’t she stay out of my business?

			In the warm night air, Malcolm took a deep, calming breath and rested his back against the driver’s side door. If that light hadn’t come on, the car would have become steamy in minutes.

			When he finally caught his breath, Malcolm opened the Jaguar and helped Sabrina out. As he escorted her to her parents’ front door, the sexual tension between them sizzled.

			“Thank you again, Malcolm, for a wonderful evening,” Sabrina said, drawn to his profile against the moonlight.

			Malcolm studied her intently, trying to read her expression and find out if she too was reluctant for the night to end. He found what he was looking for when she stared back at him with the same intense longing.

			Swiftly, he swept her up in his arms and pressed her snugly against him. A lurch of excitement leapt through her and the air around them crackled. When her soft curves molded into his lean body, Malcolm knew it was time for another taste of Sabrina. Bending his head, he claimed her lips with an urgency that demanded a response. And Sabrina answered it by returning the velvety warmth of his kiss with some passion of her own—passion she’d been holding inside for months, passion that begged for release.

			She began by planting feather-light kisses on his chin as she slowly made her way back to his soft, succulent lips. She coaxed open his pliant mouth with her tongue, dipping inside it to explore its soft recesses. As she did this, his hands lightly caressed her shapely contours. When they came to her full, pert B-cup-sized breasts, Malcolm eagerly caressed them with his fingertips, causing the nipples underneath her bra to blossom into ripe buds. Sabrina quivered at his tantalizing kisses and the touch of his hands as they stroked her arms, the small of her back and her buttocks.

			When they finally parted, Malcolm was as shaken as she. His breathing was labored. The long-awaited second kiss was even better than the first and had the blood in Malcolm’s brain pounding and hot, flaming desire running through his loins.

			Sabrina’s arms stretched and caressed his cheek. “Wow, that was some kiss.”

			“And well worth the wait,” Malcolm replied, gazing at her intently. “I’ll call you later.”

			They’d tried their best for friendship, Sabrina thought as she watched him drive away, but after tonight, all bets were off.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			A week later on a sunny and nearly ninety-degree Saturday morning, Sabrina and Monique were volunteering at the refreshment stand for the summer camp’s softball team. Their children were playing in the game today, so they’d offered to pitch in. Of course, they had no idea the temperature would spike so high, and they were seriously regretting their generous offer.

			“It’s hotter than hell out here,” Monique said, wiping her brow with her bandana. “Why on God’s green earth did we ever agree to this?” She’d much rather be inside sipping on some ice-cold lemonade. The hot baseball uniforms that she and Sabrina were wearing sure weren’t helping either.

			“I know, I know,” Sabrina said, trying to stay hydrated. She’d already consumed two bottles of water and was well through her third. “Remind me never to suggest this again. It’s just that this is one of the few things that has made Jasmine happy this summer and I just wanted to show my support.”

			“So what’s it like doing grunt work for Felicia? I’ve been dying to hear how it’s going,” Monique said as she prepared a hotdog for yet another parent and his child. “Need anything else?” she asked brusquely. The parent shook his head, handed Monique a five dollar bill and wandered back to the bleachers.

			“Fine, I guess,” Sabrina answered as she selected a hot pretzel and cheese for a pint-sized girl who couldn’t be more than six or seven, “if you can call scrubbing floors and cleaning toilets fun. The problem is I let Felicia paint me into a corner about my absence all these years, so I’ve reluctantly agreed to continue helping out. But don’t you worry. I’m going back to school when the new semester starts in August.”

			“Aren’t you going to be burning both sides of the candlestick?” Monique turned to face Sabrina. “I can barely work one job at the diner and manage two kids, let alone school and homework too.”

			“I know.” Sabrina heard the admonishment in Monique’s tone.

			“But a good education will help me make a better life for me and Jazzy and get me out of Parker House.”

			Monique stepped back with her hands on her hips. “Are you sure, Sabrina? Because juggling a job, school and Jasmine is hard work. You are not Superwoman, ya know.”

			“True …” Sabrina leaned back against the fence. “But I want this so bad, Monique. You just don’t know.”

			“Hmmm, and don’t you have something else you want to tell me?”

			“Like?” Sabrina smiled.

			“You know what. How did your date with dreamy Dr. Winters go?”

			“It was marvelous.” Sabrina sighed and looked heavenward.

			“Wow, it was that good, huh?” Monique stared at Sabrina’s starry eyes.

			“Better,” Sabrina answered. “He’s not only good looking, he’s charming and funny.”

			“Sounds like someone’s hooked,” Monique teased, poking her in the arm.

			“Oh, no, it’s not like that.” Sabrina squared her shoulders and shook her head in denial. “Malcolm and I just enjoy each other’s company. He’s a good listener.”

			“I just bet.” Monique chuckled to herself. Sabrina could believe they were just friends if she wanted, but Monique was not convinced.

			They continued watching the game and Sabrina cheered when Jasmine hit the ball clear across the field and slid into home base … that’s until she saw that her daughter wasn’t moving from the ground and the coach was running from the dugout.

			Jumping over the counter, Sabrina ran across the field with Monique close behind her.

			“Jasmine, Jasmine!” Sabrina yelled as she ran toward home base. Coach Carter, an ex-Marine, was helping Jasmine off the ground. He was touching her arm and checking for broken bones when Sabrina arrived.

			Thank God she’s standing, Sabrina thought. “How does that feel?” the coach asked, wiggling Jasmine’s arm to the left and to the right; she screamed in agony. The coach looked over at Sabrina. “Could be broken. We’d better take her to Doc Winters.” He lifted Jasmine into his arms.

			At the mention of Malcolm’s name, butterflies swarmed in Sabrina’s stomach. She could still almost feel the touch of his lips on hers as they kissed passionately on the front porch of her parents’ house.

			“I’m coming with you,” Sabrina stated emphatically as she rushed toward Coach Carter’s Jeep Cherokee.

			“I’m right behind you,” Monique yelled.

			Gingerly, the coach helped Jasmine into the backseat as she held her left arm. Jasmine’s face squinted in pain and her face bunched up in a frown when he set her down.

			It hurt Sabrina to her very heart to see her child like this. Sabrina climbed in beside her. “It’s going to be okay baby,” she said, lightly hugging Jasmine.
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			Malcolm glanced down at his watch. Where are the Gibsons? They had missed a follow-up visit at his clinic and now they were late.

			He hadn’t spoken with Sabrina in several days. It killed him to not pick up the phone and simply call her so he could hear her sweet melodic voice. But he had to resist the urge. He was trying to give her some space and not overwhelm her.

			It surprised him how important she’d become to him. When he moved here, he’d planned on keeping a low profile, but since meeting her, everything had changed.

			“Dr. Winters, the Gibsons are here,” Grace said, poking her head inside his office.

			“Thank you, Grace. I’ll be there in a moment.”

			Malcolm hated what was about to come next, but it had to be done. Knocking on the door, he entered the room and saw the inquisitive looks on the Gibsons’ faces. He wasted no time in informing them that with continued symptoms of a heart attack, he wanted to perform an immediate coronary angiography at Memorial Health’s Heart Institute as soon as it could be scheduled.
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			Sabrina arrived at Malcolm’s clinic in record time. The coach lifted Jasmine out of his Jeep and headed to the front door. Sabrina met him there, opening it wide for him to enter.

			Malcolm had just made arrangements to ensure Mr. Gibson’s angiography would be on the schedule for tomorrow morning and was talking to Nurse Turner at the reception desk when Sabrina and the coach came bursting in carrying Jasmine. Malcolm immediately focused in on Jasmine, who was holding her arm and wincing in pain.

			“What happened?” Malcolm asked as the coach approached.

			“She was running and she lost her footing as she slid into home base. I think the arm could be broken or at the very least sprained,” Coach Carter replied. “Where should I put her?”

			“In here,” Malcolm said, rushing toward Exam Room One. The coach laid Jasmine on the exam table and left the room.

			“I’ll be right outside, kiddo.” The coach smiled at Jasmine and gave her a thumbs-up. Sabrina, however, was directly on Malcolm’s heel, following him into the room.

			Fifteen minutes later, his initial exam revealed that Jasmine’s arm was not broken, but sprained. But just to be on the safe side, he insisted on taking Jasmine to the hospital for X-rays.

			Malcolm slid Jasmine’s arm into a sling. “This should alleviate some of the pain until we see what the X-rays say.”

			“See that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Sabrina asked, wiping her daughter’s tear-stained cheeks.

			“No,” Jasmine sniffed, holding on to her mother’s arm.

			Even though her baseball uniform was muddy and her face was smeared with dirt, Jasmine looked like a crestfallen little angel to Malcolm and it tugged at his heartstrings. Somehow this nine-year old and her mother had slipped under the radar and gotten under his skin.

			“Since you’ve been so brave, I have something for you,” Malcolm said, reaching inside his white coat pocket. Instead of handing it to her, Malcolm held it behind his back and teased her. “You have to guess first.”

			“What is it? What is it?” Jasmine perked up. She pushed her mother aside and reached for Malcolm’s coat. As Sabrina watched from the sideline, she could see that Malcolm really cared for her daughter and it made her feel really good to know Jasmine had a father figure like him in her life. It was also why she thought so very highly of Malcolm. What woman could resist a man who adored their child?

			“It’s a lollipop,” Malcolm said, bending down and extending it to Jasmine.

			“Thank you, Dr. Malcolm.” Jasmine gave him a one-armed hug.

			Sabrina watched as surprise registered on Malcolm’s face at her daughter’s tiny act of thankfulness. He didn’t seem to know what to do at first, but after several moments, he returned Jasmine’s hug.

			Disconcerted, Malcolm rose from the exam table and pulled off his white coat. “If you want, I can give you a ride to the hospital.”

			“That’s very kind of you, Malcolm, but Monique is outside.” Sabrina wasn’t sure she could sit alone with Malcolm in his car for the ride to the hospital and not rip his clothes off.

			“It’s no problem at all. I’m finished with my patients for the day.”

			“Are you sure?” Sabrina was at a loss for words because there was really no logical reason why she couldn’t go with Malcolm other than the fact that she was extremely attracted to him and therefore he made her nervous.

			“I believe Ms. Jackson has two children to attend to, doesn’t she?” Malcolm said. He wanted to drive them because any time spent with Sabrina was better than none at all. “Trust me, with a doctor present, you get treated immediately. But if you’d like to go to the ER and sit for hours waiting to be seen, then by all means, don’t let me stop you.”

			“Well in that case, how can I resist?” Sabrina helped Jasmine off the exam table and onto the floor. “Can you walk, sweetheart?”

			“Yes, Mom. I’m better now. It doesn’t hurt as bad. Dr. Malcolm made me feel much better. I like him a lot,” Jasmine replied as they headed for the doorway.

			Sabrina smiled. Apparently she wasn’t the only one Malcolm had made an impression on.

			In reception, Malcolm gave Nurse Turner some final orders while Sabrina spoke with the coach. She shook his hand and thanked him for his assistance. Monique and her two children were also in the waiting area anxious to hear about Jasmine’s condition. They rushed over to Jasmine to make sure she was okay.

			“She’s fine. It’s just a sprain,” Sabrina said, giving Monique an update. “But Malcolm and I are going to take Jasmine over to the hospital, just to be on the safe side.”

			“Malcolm, huh?” Monique’s eyebrow rose and she gave Sabrina a secret wink. “Well, then I guess I’m not needed here. Give me a call later and let me know how Jasmine is doing.”

			“Sure thing.”

			“C’mon, kids,” Monique yelled at her crew from the front door. “Let’s get home so I can start dinner.” Brianna and Brandon gave Jasmine a quick hug before leaving.

			“Aren’t they the coolest?” Jasmine stated right after they left.

			“Who’s the coolest?” Malcolm asked as he approached the duo.

			“I was just telling Mom about my best friends,” Jasmine said, taking Malcolm’s hand and heading toward the door.

			“See you in the morning,” Malcolm called out to Grace over his shoulder.

			He couldn’t see it, but from where Grace was, it sure looked like they were a family.
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			While Jasmine was with the technician having her X-ray taken, Malcolm and Sabrina sat in awkward silence next to each other in uncomfortable hospital waiting room chairs. They were both trying to maintain the appearance that they were unaffected by the other’s presence.

			Malcolm was the first to break the ice. “I really enjoyed our date,” he said casually, turning to her.

			“So did I,” Sabrina returned politely.

			“Then we should do it again.” Malcolm picked up her delicate hand in his large one. “I want to learn more about what makes Sabrina Parker tick.”

			“Hmmm, you’re a mystery to me too, Malcolm,” Sabrina said, pulling her hand out of his. “I don’t know if you realize it, but you keep a lot on the inside. I’d like to know more.”

			“Do I?” Malcolm laughed. He supposed he kept his feelings close to the vest, but that was him. He’d been more open and honest with her than he had with any other woman.

			“Yes, you do.”

			“Then I guess there’s room for improvement on my part, huh?”

			Sabrina eagerly shook her head. “And I have just the idea.”

			“And what might that be?”

			Sabrina didn’t have time to expound on it any further, because the X-ray tech came back with Jasmine and the test results.

			Malcolm rose to speak with the technician while Jasmine sat next to Sabrina. Sabrina watched them speak in hushed tones before Malcolm strolled back over.

			“Good news,” he said, directing his attention Sabrina’s way. “The arm isn’t broken. Jasmine only needs to take it easy on that arm for a couple of weeks before returning to her normal lifestyle.”

			“That’s great,” Sabrina said, smiling up at Malcolm. “After she’s better, why don’t you come out with Jazzy and me? I promised her we’d go rollerblading in the park sometime soon.”

			At Malcolm’s dumbfounded expression, Sabrina continued, “Kind of like ice skating, but not on ice.”

			Malcolm shook his head. “Sorry, never done it.” And he wasn’t all that sure he wanted to learn.

			“You’ll love it, Dr. Malcolm,” Jasmine chimed in. “It’s loads of fun, even if you do fall on your butt.”

			If it meant time he could spend with two of his favorite ladies, he supposed he could give it a try. “Sounds dangerous. Sign me up.”

			“Great.” Sabrina assisted Jasmine out of her chair. “I’ll set it up. You just remember to wear long sleeves.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“So she’s okay?” Tre asked from the other end of the line later that evening. Sabrina had felt it was her duty to keep him informed, even though he rarely called Jasmine himself. Since they’d arrived, Tre hadn’t picked up the phone even once to check on Jasmine to see how she was adjusting to life in Savannah.

			Doesn’t he know how much it hurts Jazzy when he doesn’t return her calls? His negligence killed Sabrina a bit each day.

			“Yes, she’s fine,” Sabrina replied, not offering any further explanation.

			“Thank God.” Tre sighed in relief. “So, how did it happen?”

			“Jasmine was playing softball and—”

			“Softball? Since when did my little girl who plays with Barbies turn into a tomboy?” Tre queried harshly.

			“Somewhere between seven and eight,” Sabrina offered sarcastically from her perch atop the bed. “Of course, I’m not surprised you didn’t notice. You were never very good at paying attention to anyone else’s needs but your own.”

			“Don’t start, Sabrina,” Tre warned as he paced the floor of Melanie’s apartment. “Do you really want to start another fight?”

			“No, I don’t Tre,” Sabrina began, “but you really should make more time for Jasmine. I realize you have a busy lifestyle, but our daughter still needs a father.”

			“Well, well. I’m surprised to hear you say that. From the way you’ve been behaving, you’d think you’d made Jasmine all by yourself. And in case you don’t remember,” Tre whispered into the phone, “you and I burned up that bedroom in Jamaica and gave passion a new name.”

			Sabrina remembered all too well the night they’d conceived Jasmine. It was one of those rare occasions early on in their marriage when Tre had actually taken the time to be romantic. He’d gotten a bonus from his job and had splurged on a weekend getaway to Jamaica. They’d frolicked in the sun, basking in the crystal-blue water, and made love until the sun rose the following morning, but Sabrina didn’t want to go down that road with Tre. He was the one who’d been unfaithful and destroyed their marriage. And every happy memory they’d ever shared was now sullied by that one act.

			“Tre, honey, aren’t you coming back to bed?” Sabrina heard a female voice coo through the phone. Melanie. Yes, the evil, deceptive witch who had ruined her marriage. Just thinking of that woman caused Sabrina to see red and reminded her of what a jerk Tre really was.

			“Well, I’ve got to go, Sabrina,” Tre said as he watched Melanie parade in front of him in a sexy Frederick’s of Hollywood number.

			“Don’t you want to talk to Jasmine?” Sabrina asked.

			“No, not right now. But tell her I love her and I’ll call her.” Seconds later, Sabrina heard a dial tone. Furious, she slammed the phone down on the nightstand.

			It infuriated Sabrina to know that Jasmine did not come first with Tre. Yet lately Jasmine seemed to love Tre the most while she treated Sabrina like a second-class citizen.

			Turning off the lights and pulling the comforter over her head, Sabrina could only hope that one day Tre would not break their daughter’s heart.
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			The next morning, Malcolm nervously drove to Memorial Health. Why hadn’t the clog-dissolving medication worked? Why did he have to have a cardiac patient so soon into his family practice? He’d thought he wouldn’t see a heart case for quite some time at the clinic. Nervous tension ran through his entire body at the prospect of having to perform an angiography. He hadn’t been in a catherization lab in well over a year and he wasn’t all that sure he was ready, but what other choice did he have? Dr. Baker was retired, therefore, he alone was qualified enough to perform the procedure. It wasn’t like he wasn’t well-qualified, so why did he have a nagging feeling in the pit of his stomach?

			Once he arrived at the hospital, he stopped by the catherization lab. He found everything in order and had enough time to change clothes before checking in on Mr. Gibson.

			The familiar scent of antiseptic greeted him as he walked through the halls of Memorial Health on his way to Mr. Gibson’s room. Several candy stripers smiled adoringly up at him as he passed them along the way. Now that he remembered.

			He found Mr. Gibson prepped and ready for surgery.

			“How are you feeling?” Malcolm asked, stepping into the room.

			“Oh, I’m fine,” Mr. Gibson said, “but this one is kind of scared.” He pointed to his wife.

			Mrs. Gibson’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Please take care of him, doc.”

			Malcolm smiled inwardly. Never let them see you sweat.

			“I’ll do my best,” Malcolm replied. He wished he could reassure her more, but he no longer believed that miracles were possible every time.

			Once his patient was settled comfortably and had been given a local anesthetic and intravenous sedation, Malcolm went into the viewing area to wash his hands again. In the mirror, he stared at the reflection of the scared man in front of him. What had happened to the invincible Dr. Malcolm Winters, superman of Cardiology, able to perform miracles in a single bound?

			Malcolm didn’t see that superhero standing in front of him now. Instead, he saw a rookie afraid of performing his first solo procedure. Images of Michael falling onto the floor at Dinah and Walter’s anniversary party haunted him.

			Malcolm shook his head and blinked several times to erase the negative picture while he furiously scrubbed his hands. Get it together, Malcolm! he told himself before entering the lab. The X-ray technician was standing by, waiting for word from Malcolm on when to begin.

			When the lab nurse handed Malcolm the catheter attached to a fluoroscope, he stared at it and her for several long moments before finally accepting. The instrument shook in his hands. It was all up to him now.

			“Are you ready, Dr. Winters?” the X-ray technician asked. “I can insert the radiographic contrast if you are.”

			Taking a deep breath, Malcolm replied, “Yes, let’s begin.”

			The procedure was over fairly quickly, taking Malcolm only two hours to perform. Once it was complete, he sutured up Mr. Gibson’s leg. There was a small risk of complication from the angiography, but although he’d been nervous, the procedure was a success.

			“He’s all yours, Dr. Jeffries,” Malcolm commented to the anesthesiologist as he pulled off his mask and prepared to leave.

			Once he was back in the locker room, Malcolm forced air back into his lungs. He’d hardly taken a breath during the procedure for fear he was making a wrong move. Thank God it was over, but the procedure had shown him one thing: He hadn’t lost his touch.

			“Great job, Dr. Winters,” the anesthesiologist said a short while later as Malcolm packed up his bag.

			“Thanks. Thanks a lot,” Malcolm said as he left the locker room.

			He found Mrs. Gibson sitting in the waiting area. When she saw Malcolm, she rose from her chair and rushed toward him. “How is he, Dr. Winters?”

			“He’s doing just fine, Mrs. Gibson. You can take him home tomorrow morning.” Malcolm sought to reassure the frazzled woman’s nerves. “Now it’s just a wait-and-see game.”
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			A few hours later at Parker House, Malcolm woke up with a start, bathed in sweat. He’d been having that dream again. The same one he’d been having since Michael’s death. The one where he was in surgery trying to repair Michael’s aortic dissection, except this time, he was the surgeon and try as he might, he couldn’t repair the damage and his twin died on the operating table.

			Jumping up from the king-sized bed, Malcolm padded to the adjoining bathroom. He flicked on the switch, flooding the room with light. The cold water he splashed on his face did little to ease the nightmare that had plagued him for the last year.

			Instead, he relived the last year.

			His twin had come to him several months before his death complaining of chest pains. Malcolm had run all kinds of tests and had found nothing. He’d missed something and because of it, Michael was dead. The guilt had crippled him.

			After Michael’s death, he’d felt inept as a cardiologist. He was so paralyzed with fear that he hadn’t been able to treat his patients. Sure, he’d taken some customary time off as the chief of staff had suggested, but it had done little to alleviate his guilt.

			He just replayed his actions over and over. The chest X-ray and MRI had revealed nothing, causing Malcolm to allow Michael to resume his normal lifestyle. Normal to Michael meant skiing, rock climbing or whitewater rafting with his buddies. Malcolm hated that Michael had an affinity for risking his life, but his stubborn twin refused to listen to reason. “I like taking risks,” he’d told Malcolm. “That’s what makes me who I am.”

			So Malcolm had let him continue as if nothing were wrong. No precautions. He just threw his brother to the wind. He’d been wrong, however. Dead wrong.

			He should have insisted on another opinion, allowed a fellow heart man to take a look. Top of his field at the time, he’d been cocky and assumed that he was infallible. He never figured that his thirty-five-year-old brother could have a tear in the inner wall of his abdominal aortic artery. It was a condition normally found in men much older.

			He couldn’t see a heart attack in Michael’s future because all signs indicated that he was the picture of health. Was there anything I could have done to prevent it? That question lived with him each and every day.

			Could they have performed surgery and repaired the aortic rupture if he’d diagnosed it earlier? If the tear was caught prior to a rupture, at least half of patients survived. Of course, now he would never know. He would forever be haunted by the last image of Michael, crumpled on the floor. Malcolm would never forget his pallor and clammy skin, his profuse sweating and shortness of breath. And the feeling of powerlessness Malcolm had felt as he’d desperately tried to save him.

			He’d done his best before the ambulance arrived. He gave Michael mouth-to-mouth to resuscitate him, but it didn’t work. The rapid blood loss had caused an irreversible shock to Michael’s system. Once they admitted him and got Michael to surgery, he died on the table.

			Malcolm glanced up at the ravaged image in the mirror. He looked haggard with bloodshot eyes. Quickly, he turned on his heel into the bedroom. He found his sweat pants on a nearby chair and pulled them over his hips. Throwing the matching sweater over his head, Malcolm rushed out the door.
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			Malcolm frantically walked down the corridor of Memorial to the nurse’s station. “Excuse me, nurse, I’m Dr. Winters and I’m here to check on my patient, Mr. Gibson.”

			The redhead reviewed the charts and responded, “I’m sorry, Dr. Winters. Mr. Gibson suffered a massive heart attack earlier this evening and was taken up to the Coronary Care Unit. I think the surgeon on duty is working on him now.”

			Horror crossed Malcolm’s face. “He’s in surgery? Why in the hell wasn’t I paged? I’m his primary care physician after all.” Malcolm snatched his pager off his hip and checked the memory. There were no earlier messages on it. He was furious with the Memorial Health University Medical Center staff. At Malcolm’s thunderous expression, the nurse attempted to explain. “I’m sorry, doctor. There wasn’t time. The surgeon wanted to get him to surgery.”

			“So what?” Malcolm yelled, running his fingers across his forehead. “After the surgeon took him to the O.R. someone could have paged me. How inept is this hospital?” Malcolm said, rushing down the hall to the elevators.

			Frantically, he pressed the buttons and paced the floor. When the elevator finally arrived, he was going out of his mind with worry and rushed inside.

			When the doors finally opened on his patient’s floor, he shot through them and ran down the hall, nearly colliding with a stack of supplies. He pushed through the Intensive Care doors and was on his way to the O.R. when he saw Mrs. Gibson sitting in the waiting room.

			She was clutching a handkerchief. He could see that she had been crying; her eyes were swollen.

			“Mrs. Gibson?” Malcolm said, striding toward her with his hands extended. “Have you heard anything?” he asked, taking a seat beside her.

			“No, Dr. Winters. They haven’t told me anything.” She took both his hands and squeezed them tightly. “I’ve been out here for an hour, and no one’s told me what’s happened to my husband.”

			Malcolm released her hand and jumped up. “Stay right here, Mrs. Gibson. I’ll find out your husband’s condition.” He stormed over to the nurse’s desk. “I want an update on Mr. Gibson’s condition.” He pulled out his I.D. and flashed it to the nurse. “I’m his primary doctor, Dr. Winters.”

			“I understand, sir,” the nurse acknowledged, “but the surgery is still ongoing.”

			“What O.R.?” Malcolm asked, glancing toward the swinging doors.

			“You can’t go in, Dr. Winters. You’re not scrubbed in.”

			“I didn’t ask you that,” Malcolm said, annoyed with the young nurse. He understood she was trying to follow protocol, but he needed to find out Mr. Gibson’s condition. “I asked you what O.R. he was in.”

			Afraid of offending him, the nurse supplied the room number. “O.R. five,” she said nervously and watched Malcolm rush off.

			Running through the hall, Malcolm glanced at each operating room until he found number five. When he pushed open the front door and looked through the glass mirror, he didn’t like what he saw. The crash cart was out and the cardiac monitor was flat-lined. He heard the surgeon say, “Time of death: ten thirty p.m.”

			“No!” Malcolm rushed inside the room.

			The surgeon walked toward him. “Dr. Winters, I presume,” the surgeon said, glancing at the I.D. badge hanging from Malcolm’s neck and extending his hand. “I’m Dr. Moore. I’m sorry, but Mr. Gibson did not make it. I did my best, but the damage from the massive heart attack was too severe.”

			Malcolm was silent as he looked down at the surgeon’s extended hand. He completely ignored him and walked toward Mr. Gibson’s lifeless body. After everything he’d done, Mr. Gibson had still died.

			The surgeon patted him on the shoulder as he walked away. “It’s rough to lose a patient. Would you like me to tell the wife?”

			Malcolm shook his head. “No, I’ll do it.” Somehow he would walk out those doors and inform Mrs. Gibson that the love of her life had passed away. Somewhere he had to find the inner strength.

			As he stared down at Mr. Gibson’s lifeless body with his chest cracked open, Malcolm inwardly screamed to himself, the gods or whoever else was listening at how unfair life was. How could this have happened again? He was supposed to get it right this time. A lonely teardrop fell down his cheek at the injustice of the world. Disgusted, he stormed out of the O.R.

			Mrs. Gibson was waiting for him on the other side, hopeful that all was well. He hated to deliver the heartbreaking news, but better it come from him than someone else. The moment she saw him, however, she knew the truth. His head was hanging low and defeat was etched across his whole face.

			“No!” she screamed. “No!” She cried out and collapsed to the floor. Malcolm and the nurse from the station reached her at the same time.

			“Let’s get her into a chair,” Malcolm said, lifting her into his arms and gently placing her into one. She came around slightly once she was seated, muttering under her breath.

			“Nurse.” He turned to the young nurse whom he had treated terribly before. “Get me a cold cloth and a sedative.”

			“It’s okay, Mrs. Gibson,” Malcolm soothed the older woman. “We’ll get you through this.”

			And that’s how Malcolm ended his evening, sitting by Mrs. Gibson’s side until her sister arrived to take her home. He’d given her a mild sedative in the hopes that it would alleviate some of the pain and get her through the night. But the real test would begin in the morning, when she would have to face the world alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			After a hard day’s work the next day, Sabrina and Monique decided to commiserate over a smart cocktail at Mimi’s. They’d only been there for a few minutes when Sabrina noticed Malcolm sitting alone at the bar. An air of isolation surrounded him and it seemed like he wanted it that way if his ranting at the barkeep were any indication. This was not the Malcolm that Sabrina and Jasmine encountered when her daughter sprained her arm.

			“Excuse me for a moment,” Sabrina said to Monique.

			“Go get him, tiger,” Monique growled.

			Sabrina slid off the barstool and sashayed toward Malcolm. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Monique giving her an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

			“Hey, Malcolm.” Sabrina attempted casualness.

			Malcolm glanced up from his fifth shot of Patrón, but didn’t respond. Instead, he pulled the Tequila bottle over toward him and poured himself another drink.

			“So I take it you intend to tie one on?” Sabrina asked as she glanced at Malcolm; for his part, he didn’t bother to look her way.

			It was the first time she’d seen him disheveled. His hair was uncombed and his white shirt was hanging out of his jeans. But it was his eyes that Sabrina noticed the most. Though they were bloodshot, there was something more. The hurt and pain lying in those murky dark depths was evident. Something had happened. Something devastating that had rocked him to his very core.

			“Are you okay?” She touched his shoulder, but Malcolm flinched and moved away. Sabrina felt horrible. She wished she knew what was eating him up. She knew about that kind of pain because she’d lived through it. When she discovered Tre’s infidelity, it had taken her days to get out of bed.

			“Malcolm, whatever it is, you can talk to me about it.” Sabrina sat beside him on the adjacent stool. “I’m your friend. You can tell me anything.”

			He didn’t respond at first, instead he just stared into his shot glass. After several minutes had passed, he finally turned to her and said, “I know you mean well, Sabrina, but you can’t help me, okay? Just go back to Monique.”

			Sabrina’s eyes welled up seeing him this way. “Malcolm, please,” she whispered, scooting closer to him. She grabbed his arm and when he tried to move away, she hung on tighter. “Please tell me what happened. Sometimes talking helps.”

			Malcolm shook his head. She couldn’t help him. No one could. No matter how hard he’d tried to fight it, to beat the odds, death was a part of life and he was just going to have to accept it.

			Sabrina watched Malcolm look up and roll his eyes heavenward. Is he praying for something? If so, she hoped he prayed for inner peace.

			Surprising himself, Malcolm said, “I lost a patient last night.”

			He spoke so low, his words were barely audible. “What did you say?”

			“I said I lost a patient,” he repeated, taking a generous gulp of Tequila and turning to face her. “He came to me with symptoms of a heart attack. And I did everything I could, everything I knew of to save him, but he still died.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry, Malcolm.” She shuddered inwardly at the thought of what he must be going through. Sabrina leaned over and squeezed his shoulders and covered his hand with hers. “How’s his family?”

			“His wife is completely devastated. And I feel so bad, Sabrina.” Malcolm’s voice cracked. “I told her I could save him and she believed me.”

			“Malcolm, this is not your fault.”

			He shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

			“Yes, I do. You’re blaming yourself right now for his death, but didn’t you say you did everything you could? Everything you knew how? Listen to me,” she said, grabbing him by the chin, “this is not your fault, Malcolm. You did your best.”

			“My best wasn’t good enough.”

			“So now what?” Sabrina asked, fast becoming annoyed. “You’re going to wallow in self-pity and drink yourself into a drunken stupor.”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			“Well, that’s not going to happen,” Sabrina said.

			“And what do you have to say about it?”

			Sabrina jumped off the stool. “I’m your friend, that’s what. And as your friend, I’m taking you home to Parker House. Barkeep,” she called, “close out his tab, please.” The bartender nodded.

			“Excuse me for a moment.” Sabrina went back to Monique. “Listen, girl. Malcolm lost a patient today and is pretty upset about it. I’m going to take him back to Parker House.”

			“And is that all you’re going to do?”	Sabrina blushed. “Yes, that’s all. I’m going to put him to bed and leave.”

			“If I were you I’d be hitting that with the quickness.”

			“Is sex all you think about? You know what, don’t answer that. Can you catch a ride?”

			Monique looked down the bar at a chocolate-skinned brother. “Oh, yes, I can find my own way home.”

			Sabrina grinned. “Good. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” When she returned to Malcolm, he was nursing yet another shot. The bartender slid his tab her way. “Do you have a credit card?” Sabrina asked Malcolm.

			“My jeans,” he mumbled. She thought he was oblivious and stupid drunk, until she accidentally brushed his manhood when she reached inside his pocket and felt him jerk from her touch.

			He grinned mischievously at her. “Hello.” He grabbed handfuls of her hair and began playing with them.

			“Stop that.” She swatted his hand away just as she found his credit card. Sabrina slid the card in the bartender’s direction. He returned with a receipt, which Malcolm scribbled his name across while Sabrina assisted him out of the bar to her car.

			“Hmmm, I think I like being manhandled,” he said jokingly.

			“Hush your mouth.” Sabrina fumbled to get her keys out of her jeans pocket while holding him upright. Once the door was open, she slid him into the passenger seat.

			“Sabrina, did I tell you about my twin, Michael? He was the best.”

			Sabrina peered at him strangely. “Did you just say twin?”

			Sabrina was surprised he’d never mentioned it before or during their dinner when they’d talked about their families, but now that she thought about it, he had changed the subject when it had come to his personal life. Now, as she glanced over while driving, she noticed that he’d closed his eyes; he stayed that way until they reached Parker House.

			“We’re here.” Sabrina nudged Malcolm when the car stopped.

			“Hmmm …” His head popped up and he looked at his surroundings. “Where are we?”

			“Home,” she stated as she turned off the engine and came around to help him out of the car.

			While Sabrina helped Malcolm to the elevator, he mumbled about how beautiful she was and how much he loved being her friend.

			Sabrina blushed and pressed the “up” button several times. She was grateful her parents had the foresight to install an elevator for the disabled. Thankfully it arrived seconds later and she dragged Malcolm down the hall to his bedroom. When she reached his door, Sabrina reached inside Malcolm’s jeans pocket and produced his key. Inserting it into the cylinder, she twisted the lock and opened the door.

			“C’mon, boy,” Sabrina said as she flicked on the light switch. “Let’s get you to the bed.”

			She helped him to it and just as she was about to turn away he hauled her on top of him. “Malcolm—”

			“Yeah?” he asked, sliding his hands behind her head and pulling her forward.

			“What are you—”

			“I’m not that drunk,” he murmured seconds before his lips claimed hers in a kiss. Earlier, when he’d see her at the bar, his groin had tightened. Sabrina was sexier than any woman had a right to be, in tight jeans and a tank top. His heart hammered loudly and he knew that only Sabrina could ease his pain. He grasped the sides of her face and kissed her.

			When Malcolm’s mouth captured hers, the kiss was so scorching Sabrina thought they’d set the sheets ablaze. He kissed her with a hunger that excited and surprised her. Malcolm didn’t hold anything back. His tongue plunged inside her mouth and asked hers to dance. Sabrina had no choice but to accept.

			Sensations tore through her as Malcolm’s large hands tightened around her and his tongue delved deeper. It caressed hers with languorous strokes while his body pressed harder. She felt his excitement, knew she should push him away, but truly, she wanted to feel his hardness, to take it in at the juncture between her thighs. And as if he knew what she was thinking, what she was feeling, his aroused member shot up like a missile to her feminine core. Sabrina couldn’t resist letting out a soft moan and knew her panties had to be wet.

			When she saw him earlier tonight, so bereft, all she wanted to do was be there for him, to help him, but she never imagined this. Never imagined that it would feel so good to be in his arms. It had been years since she’d felt this way, this hungry for a man, but not just any man—Malcolm.

			When she felt his hands leave her face and make their way to her breasts, she didn’t stop him. He stroked her over her tank top. Sabrina could feel her nipples turn to hardened buds underneath his skilled touch. But that wasn’t enough. He lifted her top, pushed the satin folds of her bra aside, and began flicking and teasing her buds with his fingertips.

			“I want you, Sabrina,” Malcolm moaned against her skin. “I need you.” His hands roamed lower to the curve of her hip. Then she felt him at her abdomen as he tried to unbutton her jeans.

			As much as she wanted him too, Sabrina knew deep down that this wasn’t the right time. Malcolm was grieving and he just needed a warm body. She could be anybody if it meant he didn’t have to feel the pain of his loss. Though she knew deep in her heart that probably wasn’t so, she also didn’t want their first time together to be like this, some drunken encounter, at least on his part. Intuitively, Sabrina had known that they would end up becoming intimate, but she’d wanted it to be at a time and in a place of their choosing, when they were both conscious enough to make the decision.

			“Don’t deny me,” he whispered as he finally worked the button loose on her jeans, unzipped them and pushed his hands all the way inside her panties. “Please …” 	

			Sabrina cried softly when she felt Malcolm’s hand reach the folds of her sex and slide inside of her.

			“Yes, baby.” Malcolm began kissing and sucking on her neck and despite herself, Sabrina began gyrating her hips, meeting the thrust of his fingers as they drove deeper and deeper inside of her. “That’s right, Sabrina, come for me.”

			“Oh, God!” Sabrina couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this good, this sublime. His fingers delved into her heated wetness, thrusting in and out with such precision that they obliterated her senses. When she couldn’t hold back any longer, she screamed.

			Malcolm’s mouth returned to hers, covering her screams as she began to shiver underneath him.

			Malcolm was rock hard and it was all because of Sabrina. Making her come just now had been a major turnon because it seemed as if her orgasm had been a long time coming. He couldn’t wait to be inside her, to taste her, to breathe her in. He was about to reach for her again and help her remove her jeans when Sabrina sat upright on the bed.

			“Sabrina?”

			She turned to look down at him with hooded lashes. “I, I—”

			“Stay with me tonight.”

			Sabrina shook her head. “Malcolm, I can’t.” She began zipping her jeans back up. “This”—she motioned between the two of them—“sh-shouldn’t have happened. I came here to help you.”

			Malcolm grinned. “You are helping.” And she’d be helping him a lot more if she spent the night and let him lose himself in her.

			Sabrina grinned ruefully. “Not like that, not like this. It’s, it’s clear that we’re attracted to each other. There’s no use in denying that now; but we should both be clearheaded when we finally do make love. I don’t want to be a salve for you tonight. I want you to want me, for me.”

			Malcolm bolted upright. She had a point. If they’d gone to bed tonight, he would be using her to get over losing Mr. Gibson and it wasn’t fair. “I understand.”

			She rose from the bed, straightened her top, then headed for the door.

			“Sabrina?”

			“Yes?”

			“You know this isn’t over between us, right?” he asked with a smile.

			“I know.” She winked at him as she closed the door behind her. On the opposite side, Sabrina leaned against it. Dear God, what the hell just happened?

			Her body knew the answer—Malcolm had just given her her first orgasm in Lord knows how long. If he could do that with his fingers, imagine what it would be like to have him inside her, deep inside her. Sabrina groaned inwardly. That was the problem, because she couldn’t wait to find out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“Mom, can I have this?” Jasmine held up some Cocoa Pebbles in her hand. It was Friday evening, and she and Sabrina were shopping for groceries at the local Winn-Dixie.

			“No, too much sugar,” Sabrina replied, going down the next aisle absentmindedly. She was too caught up with images from earlier in the week when she and Malcolm had almost made love. They constantly replayed in her head and she was unable to get illicit thoughts about the sexy doctor, his tongue or his skillful fingers out of her mind. Nor could she forget the way he’d made her whole body quake with longing to have him inside of her.

			“How about this?” Jasmine asked, holding up some Oreo cookies.

			“Jasmine,” Sabrina said in an annoyed tone, “why don’t you go look for some fruit because that’s the only thing you’re going to get.” They were on their own tonight because Sabrina’s parents were having dinner with friends from Bible study.

			When several minutes passed and Jasmine still hadn’t returned, Sabrina began to worry and started searching every aisle of the store. She finally came across Jasmine in the meat department, but she was not alone.

			“Look who I found?” Jasmine smiled adoringly up at Malcolm.

			The man had impeccable timing in catching Sabrina off guard, and tonight she was a little embarrassed, looking like a ragamuffin in her old, faded jeans and T-shirt.

			“Malcolm.” Sabrina’s face broke into a smile even as she blushed all over. Why does he have to look like he’s just stepped out of the pages of GQ magazine? He smiled, revealing a beautiful set of perfect white teeth, and he cut a sharp figure in his tailored maroon slacks and a crisp white shirt, casually opened at the top. Sabrina licked her lips. “It’s good to see you. How are you doing?” Clearly, he had recovered from his previous bout of depression.

			Malcolm watched Sabrina lick her lips and wished he could rush over and take them in his mouth as he had done a few nights ago.

			“Well and you?” Malcolm asked as he peered down at Sabrina’s light-brown eyes. They shared a knowing smile. Moments passed and Sabrina didn’t answer him. During the long pause, he noticed her nipples were beginning to harden underneath her tank top.

			“What are you doing here, Dr. Malcolm? Doesn’t Parker House have a restaurant?” Jasmine blurted, interrupting his lascivious thoughts.

			“Yes, Jasmine, I …” Malcolm bent down to Jasmine’s level.

			“Call me Jazzy,” Jasmine said. “Mom does.”

			Sabrina smiled at her forward daughter. Jasmine was smitten with the good doctor, as was she.

			“Alright, Jazzy! I’m here picking up some fruit, snacks and protein drinks. I like to stay healthy.”

			“Well, that’s no fun,” Jasmine remarked. “You should come eat with us. Mom’s making meatloaf and mashed potatoes. I’m sure there’s enough, right, Mom?”

			“Jasmine!” Sabrina couldn’t believe her child’s audacity. “I’m sure Malcolm has other plans.” They shared a sizzling-hot attraction and it was just a matter of time before they combusted. Sabrina was sure her stomach would be tied up in knots sitting across from him all evening, knowing the way he could make her body feel with just his hands.

			“As a matter of fact I don’t,” Malcolm replied evenly. “And I would sure love to have a home-cooked meal.”

			“Well, uh …” Sabrina was at a loss for words.

			“It’s set then,” Jasmine said. She grabbed Malcolm’s large hand in her tiny one and pushed him toward the checkout. “You’ll come over to Grandma’s and have dinner with me and Mom.”

			Malcolm halted the pushy little shrimp and turned to face Sabrina. “That is if you don’t mind,” he said. He hoped she didn’t.

			Sabrina shrugged. “Of course not. Jazzy’s right. There’s plenty to go ‘round.” She added, “Give me a minute to grab the ground chuck and we’ll be on our way.”

			After Sabrina grabbed two pounds of ground chuck from the butcher, they were out the door. Malcolm helped her carry the bags to the car.

			“Thank you.” Sabrina smiled at him. “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re quite the gentleman?”

			“I think I’ve heard it once or twice.”

			Minutes later, Malcolm was following behind Sabrina as she drove the short distance to her parents’ bungalow. He looked forward to spending even more time with her. Not only had the chemistry between them been off the charts, but she’d shown such kindness taking care of him and listening to his woes. It made him adore her all the more.

			Pulling up behind her, Malcolm turned off his engine and jumped out to assist Sabrina with the groceries.

			Inside, Sabrina flicked on the kitchen light and held the door open for him to pass.

			“Where do you want these?” he asked, holding up the bags.

			“On the table is fine.”

			Malcolm placed the bags on the kitchen counter and turned to her. He owed her a huge thanks. They stood facing each other for several awkward moments until Jasmine chirped up. “Would you like a tour of the house?”

			Malcolm smiled at his pint-sized hostess. “I would love one, if you don’t mind,” he replied, hazarding a glance at Sabrina, who was busy putting away groceries. Although he didn’t mind a tour, he would have preferred to sit in the kitchen and watch Sabrina. He thought he was guarded, but Sabrina gave new meaning to the word. He wished he knew what she was thinking, feeling, but he couldn’t read her closed expression.

			“Why would she mind?” Jasmine asked, holding out her hand for Malcolm to take. “This isn’t even her house.” 		Malcolm laughed at the wisecrack. Jasmine certainly was a little firecracker, just like her mother.

			“C’mon.” Jasmine pulled him along toward the front of the house.

			Sabrina grabbed her mother’s apron off the hook and wrapped it around her middle.

			“Wait a sec,” Malcolm replied, coming to Sabrina’s aid and tying it for her. He lingered a moment longer than necessary, breathing in Sabrina’s sweet scent before stepping away. He was infatuated with this woman and her spitfire of a daughter. But Jasmine was anxious to begin her tour and spurred him along. She didn’t notice the appreciative glance Malcolm sent her mother’s away, but Sabrina sure did.

			Sabrina exhaled. She’d been holding her breath when Malcolm had stood behind her to tie her apron. The hairs on her neck had stood up at attention. How was it that a tiny action like that made her all hot and bothered? Blinking, she shook her head and began gathering all the ingredients and spices to prepare her delicious Italian meatloaf. When she was finished, Malcolm would be salivating and not just for her.

			It didn’t take long for her to mix all the ingredients and form a loaf to put in the oven. When Malcolm returned to the kitchen without his companion, who’d gone upstairs in search of board games, he found Sabrina cutting up potatoes.

			“So?” Sabrina looked up from her task at the kitchen sink. “What do you think?”

			“Your parents have a lovely place,” Malcolm replied, “very lived in and homey.”

			“I couldn’t agree with you more.” Sabrina placed the potatoes on the stove to boil. “It’s why I came back.”

			“For the sense of security that only your parents could provide?”

			“Yes,” Sabrina replied, grabbing salad ingredients out of the fridge. How does he always seem to know what I’m thinking?

			“And has being home done that?” he asked, leaning against the counter to watch her.

			“It has,” Sabrina answered nervously. She could feel Malcolm’s eyes on her as she cut up the vegetables, so she kept her eyes focused on the task at hand. “I’ve never felt so safe.”

			When she finally turned around, their eyes made contact and locked together, causing Sabrina’s emotions to spin out of control. Malcolm’s close proximity was causing her body to go haywire. Her heart thumped loudly. She quickly turned back around to the sink to rinse the salad ingredients.

			Long before she felt his breath on the back of her neck, Sabrina sensed Malcolm behind her.

			“Have I told you how much I appreciated your help the other evening?” he whispered in her ear. “I was really torn up and you pulled me out of a rough place.”

			“Ummm, no, I don’t believe you did.”

			“Then by all means, let me say thank you.” Slowly, he began to massage her shoulders with his strong, narrow fingers until he felt her relax. He heard her sigh deeply as she turned around to face him. Malcolm wrapped his arms around her midriff, gathering her closer to him. He regarded her quizzically for a moment, gauging whether to pursue his impure thoughts. Resting his forehead against hers, he lightly brushed his lips across her forehead, trailing soft kisses down her face until his mouth was a hair’s length away from her lips.

			“I want you so much, Sabrina,” he said huskily.

			“I want you too.”

			He paused for what seemed like an eternity before smothering her lips with demanding mastery. Sabrina’s mouth parted in response and she drank in the sweetness of his kiss. When she wound her arms around his neck, Malcolm stepped forward and clasped her body tightly to his, pressing her against the counter.

			He fused his lips with hers, and her breasts, stomach and thighs melded like perfection against his rock-hard body. When she gripped his back and purred like a kitten, Malcolm nearly devoured her … that’s until he heard tiny footsteps on the backstairs leading into the kitchen. They both pulled away quickly, startled by the interruption.

			Reality came whirling back to Sabrina when Jasmine, oblivious to their interlude, bounded into the room.

			“I found the games, Malcolm.” Jasmine sat the boxes for Life and Monopoly on the kitchen table. “Grandma had these upstairs in the guest closet. Do you want to play until dinner’s ready?”

			Shaken, Sabrina refused to look Malcolm’s way even though she could feel his eyes burning a hole in the back of her head. She scooted over to the sink, desperate to get away from him. Being near the man was dangerous to her sensibilities.

			Malcolm felt bereft after Sabrina moved out of his embrace. He’d been so ready for that kiss and the promise of what it offered—a chance to hold and caress Sabrina in his arms again. Sabrina roused a passion in him that he hadn’t felt in a long time and he wanted more, which is why it was probably a good thing that the little shrimp interrupted them. He looked down at Jasmine, who was pulling on his shirt. She was bubbling over with excitement at having a playpal.

			“Malcolm,” Jasmine said, fast getting annoyed from his lack of response, “don’t you want to play with me?”

			“Of course I do, sweetheart.” Malcolm bent down to her height. He walked over to Sabrina, who stood at the sink, and whispered in her ear, “I’ll be in the other room if you want me.”

			Sabrina rolled her eyes as a smile lit up her face. Of course she wanted him! That much was obvious. If Jasmine hadn’t interrupted, she’d have been ready to offer herself up to him on a silver platter. He probably thought she was a tease seeing as how only a few weeks ago she’d stressed friendship. With all she had going, she had no business even contemplating getting involved with another man, let alone someone as commanding and charismatic as Malcolm Winters. She could easily have her heart broken and Sabrina didn’t want a repeat performance of Tre Matthews. She was just now getting over that mistake. She needn’t make another, but she wasn’t sure she could resist the pull she felt toward Malcolm.

			She managed to finish dinner by banishing all thoughts of him from her head. Forty-five minutes later, an Italian meatloaf, mashed potatoes and salad were on the table.

			“Ready to dig in?” Sabrina asked, stopping by the living room to check on Malcolm and Jasmine, who’d been surprisingly quiet throughout her dinner preparation.

			“Yes,” Malcolm replied, looking up from the Monopoly board. He’d been trying to get out of jail after little Ms. Jasmine had trounced him for the majority of the game. “I’m starved,” he rose to his feet.

			“So am I,” Jasmine said as Malcolm lent a hand to help her up. Together, they walked toward the dining room, where Sabrina had already set the table and laid out supper.

			Before they began, Sabrina stopped Malcolm and reached for his hand. “Let’s say grace.”

			“I’m not really into that,” Malcolm retorted and snatched his hand away.

			“What’s that?”

			“Religion.”

			“Then maybe you should be,” Sabrina returned, grabbing Jasmine with one hand. “Have you ever thought that some prayer might help you get over the traumatic events in your life?”

			“No, I haven’t. Although my mother attended services, it was more for show than anything else.” Malcolm wasn’t all that sure that he believed in God anymore. There was something wrong with a world that would take his brother.

			“I understand you’ve lost your faith, Malcolm, but a little faith might be good for your soul.” Her other slender hand reached out again and grasped Malcolm’s strong massive hand. He resisted, but Sabrina held on firmly.

			At first, Malcolm didn’t know how to react to Sabrina’s spirituality, but he soon followed suit when she and Jasmine bent their heads in prayer. “Lord, we thank your for this food we are about to receive,” Sabrina began, “and we pray that you will see your way to guiding those that may be lost back home to your safe haven. Amen.”

			Sabrina glanced up and looked over at Malcolm. His expression was unreadable, but he did say, “Amen” before digging into his meal.

			Dinner was uneventful. Malcolm and Sabrina tried to ignore the sexual pull between them by catering to Jasmine’s every whim. Sabrina could see how happy her daughter was in Malcolm’s company. It was so obvious to Sabrina that she missed that male companionship, that father-daughter bond.

			Somehow, Malcolm was providing exactly what Jasmine needed and Sabrina was grateful. He didn’t seem to mind that Jasmine had taken a liking to him. He listened to all her stories and answered her endless questions. Sabrina glanced up from her dinner plate and made contact with Malcolm’s dark irises. When he smiled at her, she was hit with the full power of his magnetism and a delicious shudder heated her body. God, help me, thought Sabrina, he’s sexy as hell. Back in the kitchen, she’d wanted far more than just a kiss.

			It was no mystery what he was thinking when he looked at her with those bedroom eyes. The good doctor wanted to take her to bed and she doubted she’d resist.

			“Mom, what do you think?” Jasmine asked.

			“What was that, baby?” Sabrina shook her head to clear her thoughts, which was close to impossible since Malcolm hadn’t taken his eyes off hers. Wherever she moved, his eyes followed.

			“Malcolm said he’s remodeling his house, and I thought maybe we could help. He’s painting his parlor on Saturday, isn’t that right, Dr. Malcolm?”

			“Yes, it is, Jazzy,” Malcolm answered, turning his gaze from Sabrina for a moment and leaning across the table to squeeze Jasmine’s nose.

			“Hey, stop that.” Jasmine laughed.

			“Oh, this,” Malcolm said, squeezing it again.

			“Stop!” Jasmine pushed his massive hand away when he attempted it again. “Mom!” She pushed her chair and prepared to run away, glancing at her mother for help.

			“Hey, you.” Sabrina smiled at Malcolm. “You wanna give it a rest?”

			“Why? What are you going to do about it? Are you going to try and stop me?” Malcolm teased. “‘Cause if so, I’d sure like to see you try.”

			“You think I can’t?” Sabrina asked, rising to the challenge. “Well, I’ll show you.” She boldly lunged at him. Malcolm halted her assault by swinging an arm around her middle, landing her directly in his lap. Sabrina used the opportunity to tickle Malcolm’s center, and he let out a hearty, masculine laugh. “Jazzy, help,” Sabrina called out to her daughter.

			Jasmine assisted and pretty soon they were all tickling each other. Sabrina and Jasmine managed to push Malcolm out of the chair and onto the floor. Their loud laughter drowned out the noise of the front door opening and closing.

			“Ahem,” Beverly and James Parker said loudly, coughing from the doorway. They were rather surprised to find their daughter and granddaughter sprawled across Dr. Winters.

			“Excuse us,” James said, grabbing his shocked wife by the arm and leading her to the living room.

			“Did you see …?” Beverly began. She couldn’t believe her daughter’s behavior.

			“Yes,” Sabrina heard her father say. “And she’s a grown woman.”

			Sabrina heard every word from her location across Malcolm’s chest. It was pretty hard not to. Her mother made no secret of her displeasure.

			Malcolm rose and helped Sabrina and Jasmine to their feet. “Listen, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean any disrespect to you and your family.”

			“It’s okay.” Sabrina rearranged her clothes even though she was completely embarrassed at being found in a compromising position by her parents.

			“Jasmine, why don’t you go into the living room with Grandma and Grandpa while I show Dr. Malcolm out?”

			“Do I have to?” Jasmine pouted, folding her arms across her chest. “Can’t I stay with you guys?”

			“Go on, Jasmine,” Malcolm warned. “Do as your mother ordered. We’ll see each other real soon.”

			“Promise?” Jasmine’s big eyes fixed on Malcolm and he knew he was a goner.

			“I promise.” Malcolm crossed his heart.

			Sabrina glanced back and forth at the two of them. An alliance had been formed before her very eyes. Sabrina watched Malcolm give Jasmine a bear hug before she disappeared into the living room.

			“You have a wonderful daughter,” Malcolm told Sabrina once Jasmine left.

			“Clearly the feeling is reciprocal,” Sabrina replied with a smile. “She adores you.”

			“And I her,” Malcolm replied, “but she’s not the only one I like.”

			Sabrina didn’t respond to Malcolm’s flirty comment, instead she said, “Let me fix you a plate to take home.”

			“That would be great.”

			Sabrina fixed Malcolm a Styrofoam plate filled with leftovers, covered it with aluminum foil and handed it to him by the back door.

			“Thank you, Sabrina, for a wonderful dinner. It was surely better than eating dinner alone. I really enjoyed myself.”

			“So did I.”

			Malcolm was leaving to turn away, but thought better of it and swooped down to plant a ravishing kiss on Sabrina’s lips. Before she had time to protest, he broke the barrier of her lips and teeth and plundered her mouth. Sabrina had no choice but to surrender completely to his masterful seduction.

			It was divine ecstasy and when he finally pulled away, she had a burning desire and an aching need to be with him.

			“I can’t take this anymore, Sabrina. You’re driving me insane.” Malcolm inhaled to force some air into his lungs. They had reached the point where their relationship had to be resolved. “It’s time we became lovers.”

			Sabrina nodded. “I think so too.” The admission was dredged from a place beyond logic and reason, a place that was base and primitive.

			Malcolm smiled broadly. Finally. “Well, I look forward to that time,” he stated and quietly closed the door behind him.

			Sabrina stood and stared at the door several long moments before bringing her fingertips to her lips.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“Hello?” Malcolm answered the phone beside his bed.

			“Malcolm, darling. Don’t be such a grouch. It’s your mother.”

			“Mother?” Malcolm wiped the sleep from his eyes and sat upright. “What are you doing calling me this early?” He pushed the pillows back with his fist and leaned against the headboard.

			“It’s nearly noon,” Dinah returned. “Aren’t you a morning person? You’re usually up with the roosters.” She remembered her son’s habit of getting up early for his morning exercise.

			“Well, I had a long night,” he answered harshly. But one he’d enjoyed tremendously, and he was looking forward to picking up where they’d left off the next time he saw Sabrina. He was in such a good mood, why ruin it by talking to his mother? Especially when he hadn’t even had his morning cup of coffee.

			“Well, wake up,” Dinah said loudly, “because I’m here in Savannah, and I want you to come by and pick me up.”

			“What!” Malcolm yelled. What is Mother doing down South? She said nothing was good this far south of the Mason-Dixie line. “What are you doing here?”

			“I came to convince you to move back home with your family, among other matters.”

			“What other matters?”

			“All in due time, all in due time. Why don’t you pick me up for lunch first and I’ll tell you all about it.”

			“Mother …,” Malcolm began.

			“Don’t start, Malcolm. Meet me at Foley House within the hour.” Perturbed by his behavior, Dinah hung up the phone on him. Malcolm rubbed his chin thoughtfully, wondering what his mother’s agenda was.
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			Malcolm showed up within the hour to pick up his mother for lunch. They’d never had the average mother-son relationship, so he wasn’t looking forward to seeing her. Inhaling deeply, he opened the front door. Foley House was as luxurious a bed-and-breakfast as they come, not that he expected anything less. Only the best for Dinah Armstrong!

			Malcolm came appropriately attired in khakis, a navy polo shirt and cream blazer so he could avoid a lecture on proper dress. “Mrs. Armstrong, please?” he asked the attendant, “Can you let her know I’m here?”

			“Mrs. Armstrong advised us you’d be coming. She’s waiting in the parlor,” the female clerk said. She was giving him her best come-hither look, but Malcolm wasn’t interested. He’d tasted heaven last night and he wanted another helping.

			The clerk led him to the parlor, where he found Dinah sitting on a chaise, sipping tea as she flipped through Home and Garden. “Mother.”

			At the sound of his voice, Dinah whipped around. “Malcolm!” she cried, stood and rushed toward him. Dinah greeted her son with an affectionate hug, which Malcolm received stiffly, but she didn’t seem to notice his less than enthusiastic response.

			Elegantly dressed in a cream Dolce & Gabbana pantsuit with matching shoes, Dinah Armstrong oozed sophistication with a capital “S.” Covered in pearls from the choker on her neck to the pearls on her earlobes, her look said “old money.” When Malcolm and Michael were seven years old, Dinah had begun working as a secretary for Walter Armstrong.

			Walter was nearly twenty years her senior, but that didn’t matter. With an older man like Walter and a good-looking woman like Dinah rearing twins, it didn’t take long for Walter to bend down on one knee and beg her to let him take care of her and the boys. Whether Dinah married for love or money, Malcolm didn’t know, but from what he’d seen, it did eventually turn into a deep, abiding love, which surprised him, considering he’d never been on the receiving end of it. Her affection had always been reserved for Michael.

			“It’s so good to see you,” Dinah gushed. “Let me look at you.” She held either side of his face and stared at him before kissing both cheeks. Malcolm blushed at the show of affection and moved away. No lovey-dovey stuff for him, Dinah thought. Sometimes she wished he was more like Michael, but it was too late to teach an old dog new tricks. “You look just as handsome as ever,” she said, taking a seat.

			“So, Dinah, what brings you to Savannah?” Malcolm asked, folding his arms across his chest.

			“Must you call me by my first name?” Dinah asked. “It’s so … so disrespectful. Have you forgotten your manners as well as your brains down here in the land of Dixie?”

			“No, I haven’t. And if I’ve offended you, then I’m sorry,” Malcolm apologized, yet he couldn’t help but wonder what was truly going on and what had brought her to Savannah.

			“Why don’t we go have some lunch and catch up? Allow me to get my wrap and I’ll be ready to go.” She left Malcolm standing there, waiting for what, he didn’t know.

			Twenty minutes later, they were seated outside at a café along Riverwalk, while a waiter filled both their glasses with Evian. Dinah waited until he left before speaking. Leaning over, she grasped Malcolm’s hand. “It’s been too long, son.”

			Malcolm pulled his hand away. “Yes, it has. I’m sorry I’ve stayed away this long. It truly wasn’t my intention. I guess I got caught up in my new life here.”

			“And forgot that you have a mother that still cares about you and would like to know what’s going on,” Dinah commented. “Won’t you tell me about it?”

			Malcolm heard the beseeching tone in her voice and acquiesced. He wasn’t purposely trying to be evasive. He was a private person and Dinah knew that, but she was his mother, so he supposed he should make an effort. “What do you want to know?”

			She shrugged. “Whatever you’d like to share with me. I’m just so happy to be here with you.” Her eyes misted with tears.

			Malcolm patted her hand. “Alright.” He removed his blazer and set it on the back of his chair. “I’ve taken over a family practice and now have my own clinic.”

			“Oh, really,” Dinah said quietly.

			“And,” Malcolm continued, “I recently purchased and renovated an historic house on Tybee Island. It’s beautiful. It’s got five bedrooms, with a parlor and study and lots of wide-open space outdoors.”

			“Since when do you like the country?” Dinah asked sarcastically.

			The waiter came back carrying their salad plates and set them on the table before Malcolm could answer, which was a good thing because he didn’t really care for her tone.

			“Since I needed to get away from the pressures in Boston,” Malcolm answered unapologetically. He hoped Dinah wasn’t going to start in about him moving back there, because if so, she’d be wasting her breath. He liked his new life and his new woman here in Savannah and if Dinah didn’t like it, that was too darn bad.

			“I don’t understand you, Malcolm. With a brilliant career like the one you had, you blow it to smithereens. Why? What possible purpose will it serve? You’re giving up your dream of being the best cardiac surgeon in the country.”

			Malcolm couldn’t answer that. All he knew was that somewhere along the way his dream had changed. Being the best cardiologist no longer mattered. He was tired of being alone and now he didn’t have to be. “I know it’s hard for you to understand, but I’m happy here. Can’t you take that at face value?”

			“I wish I could, Malcolm,” Dinah said, shaking her head, “if that’s all there was to it, but it’s not.”

			He knew it. Dinah was being too coy. She had a secret that she wanted to share. “What’s so important you couldn’t tell me over the phone?”

			Dinah paused to take a long gulp of her Evian before proceeding. “There’s no easy way to tell you this …”

			“Mother, whatever it is, just tell me.”

			“A woman named Tasha has come forward claiming that she had an intimate relationship with your brother that resulted in a child.” The words tumbled out of her mouth before she had time to prepare Malcolm. His face broke into complete shock.

			“A son!” he muttered, leaning back in his chair. Could there really be another Michael out there? If it were true, it would just be too …

			“Malcolm, did you hear a word I’ve said?” Dinah wanted to offer him a shoulder, but he remained distant across the table. She could see his mind was a million miles away.

			After several long deadening moments, Malcolm finally found his voice. “Do you think she’s telling the truth?” Could Michael have left behind a child for us all to love? The news had caused Malcolm’s heartbeat to speed up rapidly and make him lightheaded.

			“Of course not,” Dinah said, pulling out a cigarette. “If Michael had a son, we’d know. You and I were very close to him. If he’d gotten a woman pregnant, he would have told us.”

			“So you think this woman is after his money?”

			“Yes,” Dinah stated emphatically. “Michael’s estate is sizeable and she could be looking for a way to subsidize her lifestyle.”

			Malcolm punched his fist down on the table for emphasis. “As executor of his will, I’d never allow that to happen.”

			Dinah smiled. There was the fearless, determined son she remembered! Malcolm’s anger was encouraging. She knew her son would wipe the slate with this scheming conniver.

			“So, what’s the next step?” Malcolm asked, because Dinah always had a plan.

			“Well, I’ve been dismissing her claims for the last few months, but she’s hired an attorney and now it has come down to a court-ordered paternity test.”

			“Then I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Malcolm replied. The results would speak for themselves.
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			“Hey, girls.” Monique gave Sabrina and Jasmine a quick hug. “Come on in. Forgive the mess,” she said when Sabrina and Jasmine entered and found Monique’s one-story bungalow in complete disarray. Toys were all over the front room while Brandon and Brianna played with the television blaring in the background.

			And Monique, well, she was another story entirely. She had answered her front door wearing skin-tight jean capris and a tank top two sizes too small for her overly large bosom. Her beautiful face was covered in makeup and bright red lipstick, which she really didn’t need.

			“Look who’s here,” Monique said, glancing in her children’s direction. The twins looked up from their video game and beckoned Jasmine to join them on the couch.

			“Come on back to the kitchen,” Monique ordered.

			Sabrina followed, taking in her surroundings. The bungalow was small with only a large living room, three bedrooms, one bath and a large eat-in kitchen.

			“I hope you don’t mind takeout.” Monique slid several Boston Market bags from the stove while Sabrina took a seat. “I really had every intention of making dinner tonight,” she said, pulling out several paper plates and plastic tumblers, “but the diner was busy because that trifling waitress of mine called off sick again to be with her boyfriend, leaving me holding the bag. I had to complete her shift until help arrived. Lord, I swear that restaurant is going to be the death of me.”

			“Then let me help.” Sabrina rose from her seat, found a sponge in the sink and proceeded to clean the table.

			“Thanks, Binks,” Monique commented, opening up the roast chicken, macaroni and cheese and creamed spinach she’d brought. “So how’s everything going?”

			“Did I tell you that Mary isn’t coming back to Parker House?”

			“So why don’t you tell Felicia to find someone else?” Monique asked. “Dinner’s ready,” she yelled to the children.

			“I can’t.” Sabrina tossed the sponge in the sink. “I have to show her that I’m capable of doing hard work.”

			Minutes later, Jasmine, Brianna and Brandon came stomping into the room causing a ruckus. “None of that in this house, ya hear?” Monique warned her children. After being scolded by their mother, Brianna and Brandon quickly sat down.

			Sabrina was starved, but she fixed a plate for Jasmine first.

			“I don’t like spinach.” Jasmine scrunched her nose at the offending vegetable when Sabrina set the plate in front of her.

			“Spinach is good for you,” Sabrina explained, trying to be calm because she didn’t really care for Jasmine’s tone.

			“I’m not eating it.” Jasmine pushed her plate away and folded her arms across her chest. Brianna and Brandon looked across the table at their mother. If they ever tried that move in front of company, their mother would kill them.

			“Yes, you are,” Sabrina said, fast becoming annoyed.

			“No, I’m not and you can’t make me.” Jasmine pouted.

			Sabrina counted to ten before she lost her temper. Monique glanced in her friend’s direction and intervened before World War III broke out.

			“Listen up, Jasmine,” Monique’s voice rose in an authoritative tone. “In this house, children do as they’re told. You’re going to sit there and eat your vegetables like the rest of the children at this table. And if you don’t, you won’t be eating at all. So, what’s it going to be?”

			Jasmine looked at Brianna and Brandon for help, but they shrugged. Defeated, Jasmine acquiesced and pulled the plate back toward her.

			Sabrina sighed. Thank God for Monique! She was rough around the edges, but she knew how to rule her roost.

			Later, when Sabrina and Monique sat out on the couch drinking coffee and listening to Roberta Flack, they commiserated about the sad, pitiful state of their love lives.

			Monique told Sabrina about her failed relationship with Brianna and Brandon’s father. “Sabrina,” Monique said, shaking her head as she tucked her legs underneath her, “the man was incredibly gifted in a certain department, if you know what I mean, and I was too young and naïve to realize he was bad news. But when he got involved with the wrong crowd and started bringing those thugs around my babies, that’s when I told him he had to go.”

			“Good for you,” Sabrina said, “though you should consider yourself lucky that you didn’t have Tre Matthews.”

			“Oh, I do.” Monique patted Sabrina’s thigh. “But now that you’ve found Malcolm, that must ease the pain somewhat.”

			“It has.” Could she admit her true feelings to a dear old friend, someone who wouldn’t judge her? Sabrina thought so. “He’s wonderful, Monique,” Sabrina admitted. “He makes me feel special and desired in a way I’ve only dreamed of. You should see with him with Jasmine. He’s so kind and giving.”

			“Have you acted on this attraction?” Monique asked, sipping her coffee.

			Sabrina blushed. “Sort of.” She filled Monique in on what happened after they’d left the bar.

			Monique fanned herself. “Sounds like it got pretty hot and heavy. So what are you waiting for? You’re a grown woman. And you’ve got to be horny. When was the last time you had any?”

			Sabrina laughed out loud. Trust Monique to be brutally honest. “It has been awhile.”

			“Don’t be afraid to take a chance. The man obviously desires you, Sabrina. Even I’ve seen it. Find that Sabrina of old. You do remember her, don’t you? The fearless girl who left town to pursue her writing career? You haven’t lost that person, Sabrina. She’s still inside you. So, go after what your want.”

			“I don’t know, Monique.”

			“Don’t act like the idea sounds preposterous to you. The best way to get over an old man is to find yourself a new one. And with a doctor as fine as Malcolm, you’d be a fool not to.”

			“You do have a point,” Sabrina replied. “Perhaps it’s time I turned our relationship up a notch.”

			[image: 203990.jpg]

			“So, what do you think?” Malcolm asked after he’d given his mother a complete tour of the property and the house.

			“It’s really quite amazing,” Dinah said over a glass of wine inside the parlor. The Merlot warmed her after the cool night temperature.

			“I did all the work myself,” Malcolm said proudly.

			“Without any help?”

			She sounded aghast at the very thought of him doing manual labor alone. “Yes, with my own two hands.”

			“I never thought I’d see the day when you’d become so domesticated.” She couldn’t imagine him getting his hands dirty. A chill ran through her and Dinah tossed her wrap around her shoulders.

			“Cold?” Malcolm asked. “This house can take care of that. It comes with two working fireplaces.”

			“Well, you sure are the real estate agent.”

			Malcolm bristled. “I don’t need to sell you on my home. It’s already a done deal. But if you’re asking if I want you to be proud of my work, then yes, I am. I’ve worked very hard on this place.” He fingered the doorframes still left to be painted.

			“So, it’s been cathartic?”

			Malcolm nodded. “Yes, it has.”

			“Then come home,” Dinah started in on him again. “Once you’re done renovating, sell it and move back where you belong.”

			Annoyed, Malcolm became silent and faced the window. After the news he’d heard, he was really in no mood for another round. “You don’t get it, do you?” He spun around to face his mother. “This is my home.”

			“You’re wrong.” Dinah shook her head. “Listen to me, Malcolm. You’re not too old to learn a thing or two from your mother. I’ve been around the block a time or two. Trust me, an ordinary life is not in the cards for you. Please come back with me.” Dinah held out her arms to him.

			“No.” The word got his point across.

			Dinah stomped her heel. “Why must you be so stubborn, after everything I’ve done for you?” She reached into her Louis Vuitton bag and pulled out a lace handkerchief. “After the life I’ve given you, the clothes, the cars and the education. I’ve given you the best of everything. Please look at what you’re doing to yourself!”

			“I never asked you for any of those things.”

			“No, but you sure didn’t mind them, did you?” Dinah asked sarcastically. “I implore you to stop this farce. Enough is enough. This … this life of poverty will not bring Michael back!”

			Rage shot through Malcolm and he stormed across the room to confront his mother. “Don’t you dare bring Michael’s name into this conversation! His name has no place here.”

			“Like hell it doesn’t,” Dinah returned and grasped him by the shoulders. “You’ve been grieving for a year. Well, enough is enough, Malcolm. Get on with life!”

			“Why? So you can feel better?”

			“No, so you can. I’m doing fine. I’m coping. I’m not the one who feels guilty for my role in Michael’s death.”

			“What did you just say?” Malcolm pushed away from her. Maybe they were finally down to the heart of the matter.

			“Nothing,” Dinah backtracked. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Oh, yes you do!” Malcolm roared, stepping toward her. “Why don’t you finish what you started, Dinah?” He returned to the use of her first name. “You started down a path. Why sensor yourself. Since we’re talking”—he imitated quotation marks— “then why don’t you say what’s really on your mind? Tell me how you truly feel.”

			Dinah frantically glanced around the room for her purse. Once she found it, she walked to the front door. “I’m not going to do this. I’m not going to feed into your masochism. Kindly take me back to the hotel.” She rushed toward the front door.

			“Why are you running, Dinah? Are you too afraid to reveal the real truth?!”

			“And what might that be?”

			“That you blame me,” Malcolm hissed. His eyes met his mother’s from across the living room and they were as cold as ice. Dinah’s blood ran cold seeing that lethal look in his eye. It was the same look she’d seen the night Michael died, when the light had gone out of Malcolm’s eyes.

			“That’s right.” He saw her café-au-lait coloring turn scarlet at the statement. “Yes, Dinah.” Malcolm nodded. “Can’t we be ‘honest’ here? Admit that you blame me for Michael’s death.”

			“No.” Dinah shook her head.

			But Malcolm wouldn’t stop. He continued to press her. “I’m the one that misdiagnosed Michael’s heart condition, right? Admit that you hold me responsible.”

			“Alright!” Dinah yelled, unable to hear anymore accusations. “Yes,” she screamed back at him. “Yes, I hold you responsible. You … you were the renowned cardiologist. You should have seen the tear in his aorta.”

			Malcolm’s expression turned to stone. “Finally.” He clapped his hands. “Finally, you say what’s been in your heart this entire time. Thank you, Mother. It’s nice to know that you think I murdered my own brother.” He stormed toward the door. “If you collect your things, I’ll take you back to your hotel.”

			The instant she’d said the words, Dinah wished she could take them back, but it was too late. “Malcolm, I know you didn’t mean …,” she began, but he was already out the door.

			The second he was outside in the fresh, clean air, Malcolm wondered why he’d called his mother out on her feelings regarding Michael’s death. Why couldn’t I let sleeping dogs lie? Could it be because I think she’s right?

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			A week later, on the spur of the moment, Sabrina decided to stop by Malcolm’s home on Tybee Island. She’d been so busy working at the B&B, registering for college classes and preparing for her ex-husband’s pending visit that she needed to focus on something else. Tre had phoned a few nights ago to tell her he’d be visiting Savannah in a couple of weeks before Jasmine started school. Sabrina had in no way prompted the call. Tre had decided to visit all on his own; and although Sabrina hated the idea of his coming, she knew it would make Jasmine’s summer.

			Today, the possibility of catching Malcolm at home excited her, though it also filled her with some apprehension. She hadn’t heard from him after that night at her parents’ house, and considering the passionate way he had said goodbye, her mind raced over the reasons why he hadn’t called. Did I do something to push him away? Why is he keeping me at arm’s length? Weren’t we getting closer?

			Sabrina discovered from Nurse Turner that Malcolm had moved out of Parker House and into his remodeled home. Driving on Ninety-five, she pulled off the road and into a beautiful residential district on Tybee Island. When she pulled up in front of the house, she was surprised at how traditional it was. The exterior had been given a complete update as had the carport, which now housed Malcolm’s Jag. Sabrina pulled alongside it.

			She knew she had her work cut out for her because from what she’d heard from Nurse Turner, Malcolm hadn’t been to the clinic in a week. She’d rescheduled all of his appointments, which meant he’d had a lot of free time on his hands to brood. Today, she was determined to make him talk about whatever was troubling him as well as let him know that she wanted him with the same intensity that he wanted her.

			Turning off the ignition, Sabrina stepped out of her convertible wearing a bias-cut skirt, camisole and matching sweater. Closing the door behind her, she prepared to face Malcolm.

			She opened the white picket fence gate then climbed the wooden porch steps of the two-story pale-green house. Glancing around, she saw a father and son playing with their dog and an elderly man watering his lawn. It was so surreal for Sabrina to picture Malcolm in this family setting. There was so much more to the man than even she’d realized.

			Nervous tension ran through her veins as she pressed the doorbell. Several minutes passed and when no one answered, Sabrina knocked on the glass door. When he still didn’t appear, she banged even harder until Malcolm had no choice but to answer if he wanted the racket to end.

			Sabrina began to wonder if he were there, when the door suddenly swung open and Malcolm appeared shirtless, bathed in sweat and holding a hammer. He looked haggard and exhausted. Seven-day-old stubble surrounded his regal jaw while he wore paint-splattered blue jeans. Her eyes roved over him. His body was so incredible to look at that Sabrina stuttered, “Ma-Malcolm?” Sabrina nearly lost her voice.

			“Sabrina,” Malcolm greeted her in a husky whisper. “What are you doing here?”

			“I came to surprise you.”

			“Trust me, I’ve had enough surprises.”

			“Indeed.” Sabrina smiled. “Can I come in?” She tried stepping inside, but Malcolm blocked the doorway.

			“Now isn’t it a good time,” he muttered.

			So, she was in for a battle. Well, Malcolm would soon discover that she was just as stubborn as he and that she didn’t cower easily, at least not anymore.

			Sabrina found her voice. “Yes, well, uh … I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d finally stop by and see this masterpiece you’ve been working on for months,” she said, squeezing underneath his arm and rushing inside before he could stop her.

			Malcolm couldn’t resist smiling at her ingenuity. At five foot two, Sabrina sure could maneuver through tiny spots.

			Before Malcolm closed the door, he asked, “Where’s Jazzy?” He looked around for his ray of sunshine. He could use that right now.

			“I’m sorry. I came alone,” Sabrina responded. “I hope that’s okay.”

			“Yeah, it’s fine. Now that you’re here, would you like a tour of the house?” He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

			“Yes, I’d love one.” When she entered the hallway, the smell of oak greeted her and tickled her nose. “The floors are beautiful, Malcolm,” Sabrina commented as she walked into the empty living room. “And this fireplace,” she said as she walked over to the mantel and ran her fingers across the cold marble, “it’s magnificent. Does it work?”

			“Of course. What would be the purpose in having a fireplace and not using it? Let me show you the rest of the house.” Malcolm’s arms swung open.

			When he was several feet away, Sabrina turned and found his gaze riveted on her in a lazy appraisal. The sexual magnetism emanating from him entranced her and she couldn’t stop staring at his bare rock-hard chest. It made her want to touch him. Feel the strength and warmth of his flesh against hers in a purely sensual way, but she didn’t dare be that bold. So she moved away and continued touring the house.

			The parlor, study and dining room had been beautifully restored like the rest of the house. Most of the rooms were empty except for his study, which he’d decorated with the furniture from Boston that had been in storage. But he still needed help with the living room and parlor. His current modern living room set had no place in a house like this.

			“Everything looks good,” she commented, glancing around the kitchen. It was completely masculine, with hardwood floors, maple cabinets and stainless steel appliances. The two large windows by the sink overlooked a small retention pond with a lapping fountain. “But it could use a woman’s touch. Like some curtains,” Sabrina suggested.

			Malcolm watched Sabrina from the doorway, wondering why she’d come. “Are you volunteering?” he asked.

			“Maybe, but then again, that would mean you would have to return my calls.”

			“I’ve had a lot on my mind. There’s a lot you don’t know.”

			“So why don’t you tell me?”

			“You wouldn’t understand my crazy family dynamics.”

			Sabrina fumed over his refusal to open up and share his feelings, so instead she glared out the side window at a happy older couple taking in their groceries.

			When she remained silent, Malcolm tried again, “Listen, Sabrina”—he jumped up and sat on his island counter—“I’m going through something right now and I just need time alone.”

			Sabrina spun around. “What could have happened within the last week that would change you this drastically?”

			“I don’t want to discuss it,” he said, avoiding her eyes and looking at a spot on the wall. He couldn’t bear looking into those beautiful light-brown eyes for fear he’d lose himself in them. Would that be so bad? his inner voice asked.

			“Well, you’re going to.” Sabrina walked toward him and stood in between Malcolm’s legs.

			“Sabrina.” Malcolm tried pushing her away by the shoulders, but she ignored him and lightly caressed his chin.

			“Don’t even think of acting like you’re unaffected by me, because I know otherwise,” Sabrina said, touching his messy hair. For once it wasn’t perfectly combed. She inhaled deeply and plunged ahead. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, Malcolm? I’m here to listen, just like I was the night you lost Mr. Gibson.”

			“I can’t.” He lowered his head.

			“Yes, you can. You just have to try.” Sabrina cupped his chin and he lifted his head to meet her gaze. “Wouldn’t it be nice to talk to someone?”

			“I can’t do that to you.” Malcolm jumped off the island.

			Sabrina refused to be dismissed. “And why not?” she said, turning her head and glancing up at him. “I’ve got strong shoulders. I can handle it.” She posed for him, revealing her buff forearms.

			“I don’t deserve you.”

			“Why on earth would you say something like that?”

			“Because I don’t, but if you refuse to leave then I guess I’ll burden you. C’mon.” Malcolm grasped her hand and led her to his study. It was the only comfortable place to sit and talk, considering his limited accommodations.

			Once they were seated on the leather reading sofa, Malcolm recounted the details of Michael’s diagnosis and subsequent death.

			“How could I have missed the tear?” Malcolm’s voice broke as he relived the last few weeks of his brother’s life.

			“Didn’t you say it’s nearly impossible to diagnose?”

			“Yes. But I should have let another physician check him out. I was too close to assess the situation and provide an unbiased opinion.” Malcolm ran his fingers through his wildly unkempt hair. “I should have known better.”

			“Oh, Malcolm.” Sadness filled Sabrina’s eyes as she thought about the depth of grief that Malcolm must be experiencing. The guilt he must be feeling over the loss of his brother had to be tremendous, which would explain his life-altering decision to give up practicing cardiology full time. Clearly, he loved medicine too much to give it up completely, but in his role as a family practitioner, heart patients would be few and far between.

			“I’m so sorry for your loss.” Sabrina cried for him. “What can I do? Is there anything I can do for you?”

			Malcolm shook his head. There was nothing anyone could do; he’d have to live with the guilt for the rest of his life. “No. I wish there were, but there’s more. I’m not done with the story.”

			“There’s more?” How much more can he possibly handle?

			“Yes,” Malcolm continued. He realized that Sabrina was right—telling someone what was going on made him feel less alone, less isolated. “My mother was here for a visit.”

			“When?”

			“Last week.”

			Understanding dawned on Sabrina’s face. That’s why she hadn’t heard from him. “And what happened?”

			Malcolm let out a long, reluctant sigh. “She said that she held me accountable for Michael’s death.”

			“No!” Horror crossed Sabrina’s face and her eyebrows furrowed together.

			“Oh, yes, she did. Though I don’t know why it upsets me so much. It’s not like it’s something I haven’t already thought myself a thousand times.”

			“But, Malcolm, it’s not your fault.”

			“Wasn’t it? Maybe subconsciously I wanted him to die for some reason. I mean he was the twin everyone adored. He was the center of Dinah’s life. I was always left out in the cold wishing for just a little bit of that attention.” Malcolm stood up and bit back the tears that stung at his eyes. He didn’t want Sabrina to see him like this. So weak. So unglued.

			“No, no, no.” Sabrina rose and grabbed Malcolm’s hand. “That’s not true. Not the gentleman I know that has cared for my daughter like she were his own,” she replied defiantly. “I refuse to believe it. And you can’t convince me otherwise.”

			Malcolm looked down at his little spitfire and attempted a half-hearted smile. “Wow, such an impassioned speech! Has anyone ever told you that you’re amazing?”

			“Not recently. He’s been a little preoccupied,” Sabrina answered.

			“I’m sorry, Sabrina.”

			“It’s okay. I just hope next time you know that you can tell me anything because I always fight for the people I care about.”

			“And you care about me?”

			“Of course, I do,” Sabrina said nervously. “Why else would I be here?”

			“Why else indeed?” Malcolm wondered aloud.

			Even though she’d said the words, Malcolm could feel Sabrina’s anxiety though they’d yet to really make love. Was she afraid of the emotions going on in her head and her body? Didn’t she know that he understood how she felt? It had been a long time since he’d shared a woman’s company—hell, even wanted a woman’s company, but his desire for Sabrina was rapidly rising and he could no longer deny it. He wanted her in his bed.

			Malcolm didn’t want to wait any longer for what he knew they both desired. She wanted him too and he intended to show her just how much he wanted her.

			He swept Sabrina into his arms and kissed her with all the fire and passion that had been burning inside him for weeks.

			Desire flooded Sabrina as Malcolm’s hands quickly dispensed with her sweater and then crept upward to cup her breasts over the exterior of her camisole. At his touch, her full breasts rose and Malcolm bent down to have his first taste. He teased them over the damp fabric and inhaled deeply. Sabrina smelled of lavender and tasted as sweet as a Georgia peach.

			The feel of Malcolm’s bare chest against hers sent Sabrina into overdrive. Burying her face in his neck, she responded by planting hot, moist kisses on Malcolm’s neck, burning a path of fire all the way to his earlobe before laving it generously with her tongue. He moaned sensuously when she continued kissing the pulsing hollow at the base of his throat. When she suckled on the spot, Malcolm stopped her before he lost control.

			“So you are not afraid that your feelings for me have deepened to something more than friendship?” he asked her in a passion-filled haze.

			“No,” she responded huskily. “You and I have been fighting this for some time. It’s time.”

			“Oh, yes, it is. And I promise you we’ll both enjoy it.”

			With two long strides backward, he pinned her against the wall, reclaiming her lips. His mouth covered hers hungrily as he devoured every inch of her honeyed softness.

			“Do you know how much I want you?” he whispered against her earlobe as he helped rid her of her camisole.

			Just about as much as I want you, Sabrina thought, responding to his demanding kisses with equal fervor.

			While his mouth claimed hers, his hands explored every inch of her fevered flesh and when he eased the lacy cup of her bra aside to fasten his lips on one small turgid peak, Sabrina didn’t stop him. She couldn’t think, let alone speak. She felt transported on a soft and wispy cloud. When Malcolm finally turned to the other breast and, with equal attention, bathed it with his hot, wet tongue, Sabrina finally succumbed and gave in to the desire rising within her.

			“How does that feel?” Malcolm whispered huskily as his teeth teased one swollen nipple.

			“So good, so good,” Sabrina moaned aloud, arching her back.

			At that moment Malcolm knew that Sabrina Parker was finally his for the taking. He wanted to undress her slowly, savor each moment and worship her luxurious body. Lifting her off the floor, he quickly marched out of the study and up the stairs.

			He took the steps two at a time and at the bedroom entrance, he kicked the door open and stalked over with Sabrina in his arms to his king-sized poster bed. As soon as he lowered her feet to the floor, Sabrina took over. Her arms reached out and encircled his waist while her hands and fingers traveled the length of his back. When she squeezed his buttocks, Malcolm let out a tormented groan. He’d fantasized about this moment and now his fantasy was fast becoming a reality.

			“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked, because he wasn’t sure he could stop once they started.

			“I’m not a china doll, Malcolm. You don’t have to treat me with kid gloves. Trust me, if I didn’t want to be with you, I wouldn’t be here.”

			Unzipping her skirt, Malcolm let it fall in a puddle on the floor, allowing him better access to the soft lines of her waist and her hips. He fell to his knees so he could explore the soft lusciousness of her thighs. When he reached down to caress her intimately, he found her bikini underwear slick and wet.

			Oh, yes, Sabrina was ready for him. Malcolm hooked on to the tiny fabric and skimmed it down her shapely thighs and legs before tossing it over his shoulder. Before long, Sabrina would be screaming out his name.

			Nudging her legs apart, Malcolm bent his head between her thighs. He laved the tiny nub at the center of her womanhood and when that wasn’t enough, he inserted his narrow, lean fingers inside her moist cavern, sending Sabrina soaring higher than she’d ever known possible. Her body tightened around his fingers as he eased them in and out.

			She surrendered quickly as her breath came in quick, uneven tones. When he looked up, he found her eyes open and bright with desire, and he nearly lost control. Without taking her eyes off him, she unzipped his jeans and with ease, because he wasn’t wearing any underwear, pushed them down his trim hips. Quickly and succinctly, he took over, and moved them the rest of the way down his thighs and legs, giving Sabrina her first view of his magnificent piece of manhood. She had felt his body against hers before, but the sight of his full erection made Sabrina’s heart pound. Knowing he wanted her as much as she wanted him gave her self-confidence.

			“Come here,” she murmured, opening her arms wide. When he was an arm’s length away, she reached out and pushed him down onto the bed and straddled his waist.

			“You’ve had your fun now,” she said, smiling. “Now, it’s my turn.” Pretty soon, he would be quivering underneath her skilled touch. Tre was very wrong indeed. She had a high-sex drive with the right man.

			Caressing him with her palm, Sabrina’s mouth closed around his thick, hard member. Flicking her agile tongue back and forth across Malcolm’s shaft made him groan loudly, and the sound grew as her hands trailed upward to squeeze and caress his nipples. He wasn’t a bystander for long, though. In the midst of his ecstasy, his hands sunk into the luscious depths of her gorgeous mass of ringlets. He wasn’t surprised when her hair was soft and light to his touch. He groaned when he felt the long pull of her mouth against his penis as she took him deeper inside.

			Once Sabrina had worked her magic and used her mouth and tongue to bring him close to the precipice, he stopped her and leaned over to grab a pack of condoms inside his nightstand drawer.

			“And you just happen to have those lying around?”

			“I’ve been waiting for you,” Malcolm said honestly, reaching across to gather her back in his arms and shower her face with kisses; but Sabrina was as eager as he and when he fumbled with putting on the protection, she snatched the wrapper from him and opened it herself. Easing the condom onto his enlarged member, Sabrina slid herself back on top of Malcolm and lowered herself onto his burgeoning shaft. She didn’t know what came over her, but she wanted to ride him for forever.

			Malcolm marveled at Sabrina’s aggressiveness and allowed her to take the lead. He loved the gentle sway of her hips and the tight feel of her around his engorged shaft.

			“Yes, baby, yes,” Malcolm moaned, grabbing her firm buttocks.

			“You like that, huh,” Sabrina said seductively. “Then you’re going to love this.” She bent down to brush her lips across his. They parted, allowing easy access for Sabrina’s tongue to dart out and delve into his interior. Their tongues met as hers challenged his to a duel that she didn’t win, because Malcolm was ready to take back the lead.

			Flipping her over, he caught her hands and put them above her head. Then he placed one leg over his shoulder and slowly began thrusting in and out of her wet heat. Cocooned in her warmth, Malcolm felt like they were two pieces of the same whole. Their bodies meshed perfectly as he penetrated her deeper and deeper.

			They found a rhythm together and it wasn’t long before Sabrina’s back arched, lifting her off the bed as she reached an earth-shattering climax. Malcolm came right after her, giving a loud shout as his body released itself and he collapsed on top of her.

			Rolling onto his side, he quickly relieved her of his weight, but Sabrina didn’t care. Exhausted, she lay on her back with her beautifully dark hair spread across his pillow like a fan, just like he’d envisioned in his dreams.

			“My, my.” Malcolm sat up on one arm and looked down at her while his other arm gently caressed the side of her face. “Where did all that unbridled passion come from?”

			Sabrina blushed. “I don’t know, probably from years of sexual repression.”

			“You mean to tell me that you and Tre didn’t set the world on fire like we did just now?” Malcolm teased, fingering one tendril in between his thumb and index finger.

			Sabrina shook her head. “No, I’m afraid Tre didn’t always find the spot.” Sabrina smiled. “Often I faked it just to end it.”

			Malcolm’s onyx eyes fixed on her light-brown ones. “Well, there will be no faking between us, got it? If you don’t like anything I’m doing, tell me. And I’ll find another way to please you.”

			“Hmmm, I like the sound of that,” Sabrina said, reaching out and pulling his head down toward her. “Why don’t you begin right now?”

			“I would love to,” Malcolm replied, his arms encircling her waist and gathering her firmly to him.

			It wasn’t long before they were making love again until the wee hours of the morning.
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			Malcolm awoke first and peered down to watch Sabrina sleeping peacefully. Last night had been everything he’d dreamed: hot, passionate and extremely pleasurable. Sabrina had given herself to him completely. She was tenacious, aggressive—God, he loved it! He hoped that she felt the same way.

			Slowly, Sabrina awoke and become aware of her surroundings. He watched her do a double-take when she glanced at her watch. Horror crossed her face when she realized the time. She tried to get up, but Malcolm halted her with his arm. He wanted them to stay in bed all day.

			Sabrina, on the other hand, was beside herself. She hadn’t meant to stay out all night. After making love to Malcolm, she wanted to revel in it, but she hadn’t called home to warn her parents. What must they think? It was most certainly not that she’d just had the best sex of her life!

			Sabrina spoke. “Malcolm, I’ve gotta go.” She pushed his arm away, threw back the covers and began gathering her clothes and underwear, which were scattered across the floor. She couldn’t believe she’d slept in Malcolm’s bed all night long. She’d intended to get up and leave, but their activities had exhausted her.

			“Can’t you stay for just a little while longer?” Malcolm asked, following her lead and jumping off of the bed. Naked, he was unashamed to walk over to where she stood and gather her in his arms. “There’s a lot more I have in store for you,” he said, lightly nipping at her neck. His lips traveled upward and found their way to hers, crushing them beneath his.

			“Hmmm,” Sabrina moaned, but pulled away and slipped on her underwear. “As much as I would love to stay …”

			“I know. You’ve got to get home.”

			“Yes. Jasmine’s probably wondering where I am, while I’m sure my parents are worried sick.”

			“I guess I was kind of selfish keeping you all to myself all night.” He watched her put on her clothes.

			When she was fully dressed, she rushed over and planted a searing kiss on Malcolm’s inviting lips. “You were, but make no mistake, I wanted to be here,” Sabrina responded before rushing out the door. “Call me later,” she tossed over her shoulder.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Sabrina made it home in twenty minutes, but found the house empty, thankfully. She hadn’t wanted to face disapproving looks at her scandalous behavior. She knew a lecture would be forthcoming from her mother about the example she was setting for Jasmine.

			And truly, Sabrina knew all that, but she’d done something completely for herself and it had felt good. Being with Malcolm was incredible and oh so pleasurable, and no one was going to make her feel ashamed of that, not even her mother. Creeping up the stairs, Sabrina entered her bedroom and stripped down to her panties. She was almost near the bathroom when she heard the front door closing. Rushing into the bathroom, she turned on the taps and luxuriated under the pulsating water. She would hear the lecture after a long, hot shower.

			Fifteen minutes later she emerged in her robe feeling energized and ready for her day. It was surprising what a night of good sex could do. Feeling alive and full of more energy than she’d had in years, she headed to her room and was looking for an outfit in the closet when she heard a knock on the door.

			“Mom, you’re home,” Jasmine cried, coming in and throwing herself in Sabrina’s arms. Jasmine’s behavior was a surprise considering she’d been her daughter’s least favorite person lately. “Where were you?” Jasmine asked. “We thought something terrible had happened to you.”

			“I’m sorry, sweetheart. Mommy stayed over at a friends’.” Sabrina returned Jasmine’s hug with a firm squeeze. “I didn’t mean to make you worry, pumpkin.”

			“I’m just happy you’re home.”

			“So am I, Jazzy. So am I.” Sabrina returned to the closet and found what she was looking for in some pale peach trousers and a short-sleeve beaded top. When she turned around her mother was staring at her reproachfully from the doorway.

			“Hey, Mom.” Sabrina came forward and kissed her mother’s cheek. “I’m sorry I made you worry,” she whispered in her ear.

			Beverly didn’t answer, instead she motioned to her granddaughter. “Jazzy, if you still want to help me bake the cookies for Sunday school, I’m getting started now.”

			“I sure do, Grandma,” Jasmine said, running toward her.

			“And you”—her mother pointed—“I’ll have a word with you downstairs once you’re dressed.” She closed Sabrina’s door behind her.

			Sabrina sucked in a deep breath. She was in for it now.

			When she finally made it downstairs, her mother was waiting for her in the living room and wasted no time scolding her. She thought Sabrina’s behavior was highly inappropriate.

			“I’m a grown woman, Mama,” Sabrina replied. “I don’t need your permission to spend the night over at a man’s house.”

			“No, you don’t,” Beverly said. “But you do need to inform me if you’re going to stay out all night. You and your daughter are living here after all. How did you know your father and I didn’t have plans?”

			Sabrina hadn’t thought about that. She just assumed her mother would always be there. “For that I apologize. I truly didn’t think about that.” All she’d been focusing on last night was Malcolm.

			“As you said, you’re grown, so I’m not going to lecture you, but a phone call letting me know when you’ll be home and wishing your daughter a good night is not too much to ask.”

			“I agree,” Sabrina said. “And if I promise to call next time, can we end this discussion? It’s really uncomfortable talking to one’s mother about your sex life.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” her mother replied.
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			“So you and the hot doctor finally did the do.” Monique laughed as she wiped down the counters at the diner. Of course, she’d seen their attraction coming from a mile away, but the two of them had been a little slow on the pickup. “You go, girl.” She extended a hand for Sabrina to slap. Leaning across the counter, Sabrina gladly obliged.

			“It all happened so fast,” Sabrina said as she sat back down.

			“Do you need me to tell you about the birds and bees? ‘Cause I think you already know.”

			“You don’t understand, Monique. One minute I’m there discussing his past and the next I’m up against a wall in a passionate embrace.”

			“Sounds good to me. Where can I sign up?”

			Sabrina giggled. “I’m sorry to tell ya, but he’s taken.”

			“Good for you because whatever he did sure got you glowing.”

			Sabrina grabbed a nearby steel napkin holder and peered at herself. Monique was right. She was glowing like a neon light.

			“I’ll be right back.” Monique stepped away to the pantry and returned a few minutes later carrying several large packages of napkins and two large tubs of ketchup and mustard.

			“Let me help you with that,” Sabrina said, jumping off her stool and rushing forward.

			“Thanks,” Monique replied, out of breath. “So what’s next?”

			“What do you mean?” Sabrina asked, wide-eyed.

			“Now that you’ve been intimate, does this mean that you’re a couple?” Monique asked as she went around the diner and collected empty napkin holders.

			Sabrina assisted by picking up the condiment bottles. “Hmmm, I don’t know.” She took the bottles to the counter and pulled a container toward her. “I guess we haven’t had the chance to discuss it yet.” She also hadn’t had the chance to tell Malcolm that Tre would be here any day now for a visit with Jasmine.

			“Then don’t rush it. Sounds to me like you and Dr. Strangelove are off to a good start.” Monique laughed aloud. She took a large handful of napkins and placed them in an empty holder. “If I were you, I’d enjoy him.”

			“Oh,” Sabrina said in a saucy tone, “I intend to do just that.”
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			The next weekend, Sabrina and Jasmine were equally excited as they waited in Forsyth Park for Malcolm to arrive for their rollerblading date. Visions of rollerblading fun filled Jasmine’s head, while Sabrina’s mind kept wandering to seeing herself in bed with Malcolm. She hadn’t been able to think of anything else since the night she’d spent making love with him. She’d been so resistant at first to a relationship and now everything had changed. The dichotomy unnerved her.

			“This is going to be so much fun,” Jasmine said, excitedly tying on her rollerblades.

			Malcolm was exactly what they both needed. He was kind and patient with Jasmine and passionate with Sabrina. It had been a long time since a man had shown Sabrina that emotion. “Here, put these on.” She handed Jasmine a bicycle helmet, knee and elbow pads and wrist guards. The rollerblade instructor had advised her that injuries were caused by people not wearing the proper protection. It didn’t take long for Jasmine to take off down the sidewalk on her skates.

			Sabrina, on the other hand, was still suiting up when Malcolm arrived five minutes later. Devastatingly handsome in blue jeans and a polo shirt that fit his perfectly toned body like a glove, Sabrina warmed immediately.

			“Are you ready for some fun?” She smiled up at him as she put on her knee pads.

			Malcolm laughed. “Sure.” He bent down and captured her lips with his before sitting beside her. “Though I must admit I’m a little nervous at the prospect.”

			“I understand,” Sabrina said, quivering at his tender kiss. “When I promised Jasmine we’d do this, I had no idea it was so involved. There’s even an instructor here hired by the park district who’ll run through the basics.”

			“Good,” Malcolm replied, “because I’m sure I’m going to need it.” He watched Jasmine zoom up the sidewalk toward him.

			“Are you two a couple now?” Jasmine queried aloud. “Because you’re doing an awful lot of kissing and hugging. Just like my mom and dad used to.”

			“Jasmine!” Sabrina was embarrassed by Jasmine’s precociousness. Sometimes she wanted to ring the living daylights out of her.

			“We are indeed,” Malcolm answered smoothly. “Do you have a problem with that, Ms. Jazzy?”

			“Nope, I like you,” she said matter-of-factly and held out her hand. “C’mon, Dr. Malcolm, I’ll take you to get your gear.” Jasmine inclined her head in the direction of the rollerblade hut.

			Sabrina was relieved that Jasmine didn’t have a problem with their relationship, because they both had been somewhat concerned. They’d discussed it over the phone the prior evening after Malcolm had said he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off Sabrina when he saw her again. That’s when he asked if Jazzy would pitch a fit. Sabrina had been unsure, but was hopeful that her tempestuous daughter wouldn’t cause a rift between them.

			“Lead the way.” Malcolm walked behind Jasmine as she rollerbladed ahead of him. He turned around and gave Sabrina a seductive wink. When they reached the hut, the instructor advised Malcolm of the necessary equipment and helped him select the proper-size skates. Malcolm handed him a twenty.

			“Don’t worry,” the young man said, walking beside him. “I’ll walk you and Ms. Parker through the whole thing. It’s a breeze. You’ll catch on in no time.”

			“From your lips to God’s ears,” Sabrina said as Malcolm sat down to put on his gear.

			“If you’re ready we can begin your lesson,” the young blond man said several minutes later after Malcolm laced up his skates.

			“Yes, we’re all set.” Malcolm attempted to rise from the park bench, but instead of balancing himself he stumbled. He hated being so inept, especially in front of Sabrina.

			“Here, let me help you.” The instructor assisted Malcolm up from the bench. “Rollerblading is all about balance, but I’ll show you some safety measures, like braking, to help you out. Let’s get started.”

			An hour later, Malcolm was happy to safely make it back to the bench. He’d nearly broken his arm half a dozen times. Sabrina had skated circles around him. His mishaps had taken up the entire hour and boy did his bottom feel it. Even though he’d worn jeans, he was sure he’d be black and blue in the morning.

			Sabrina and Jasmine glided over to Malcolm and sat down beside him.

			“So, how you’d like it?” Jasmine asked, grinning mischievously as she removed her skates.

			Malcolm frowned. Jasmine and Sabrina had to have seen him fall unceremoniously on his behind. It was embarrassing that he hadn’t been able to master rollerblading. It disarmed him. Usually he was good at everything. “It was great, Ms. Jazzy.” Malcolm gave a half-hearted smile. Jasmine chuckled as she walked away to return her skates.

			Sabrina glanced over at him and found no malice in his smile or tone. “Don’t worry,” she said, patting his knee. “You made a gallant effort.”

			“C’mon, I was terrible.” He wasn’t too proud to admit the truth. He stunk!

			“Aw, you weren’t that bad,” Sabrina lied. She knew how fragile the male ego was. “You just need a little bit of practice.”

			“You didn’t need any,” Malcolm stated.

			“That’s because I went a couple of times with Tre and Jasmine, so naturally it came back to me. I was just like you the first time I tried, but it got better and eventually I wasn’t half bad. I left the activity to the two of them. You know, father-daughter time. But now that Tre’s not here, I’m all Jasmine has so—”

			“So what are we going to do now,” Jasmine asked once she’d returned from dropping off her equipment.

			“How about some ice cream?” Sabrina suggested. “I’d love something cool and Carvel makes the best. What do you say, Malcolm?”

			“Ice cream would be great, Sabrina. Let’s return these skates first.” Once they’d returned the equipment, the three of them walked the short distance to Malcolm’s car for a quick drive to the ice cream shop.

			Several folks from the community were seated outside the shop as the threesome approached holding hands. When Malcolm slid his large hand inside hers, Sabrina didn’t mind, especially when he’d done the same to Jazzy. But suddenly it struck her that the scene they were creating would become fodder for local gossip, and she wanted no part of that. Sabrina dropped Malcolm’s hand while they were still a short distance from the shop and urged him to go inside first with Jasmine while she stopped to say hello to a few folks sitting at the outside tables.

			“So,” Adriana Hunter said, “are you and the handsome doctor an item now?” She was sitting with several other single women who were members of the congregation and who were also very single.

			“Pardon me?”

			“C’mon, don’t play coy, Sabrina. That man has been the cause of every woman’s wet dream at the church. Don’t act like you haven’t noticed.”

			Sabrina’s lips twisted in a cynical smile. Of course she had, but she’d never let these gossips know it.

			“No, I hadn’t realized that.” She glanced inside the glass windows and when she did, she found Malcolm’s eyes glued on hers. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

			“Well, he’s available,” Adriana responded, “and if I were you I’d snap him up quick because if you don’t, someone else will.” She tossed her long jet black hair over her shoulder and returned to her conversation.

			Sabrina nervously laughed off the comment, and walked inside the shop.

			“Mom, I’m having Rocky Road,” Jasmine announced as she stared at all the different flavors through the glass case. “What are you going to get, Dr. Malcolm?” Sabrina tickled Malcolm’s side.

			“Yogurt,” he replied unequivocally.

			Sabrina rolled her eyes at Mr. Health Conscious. “That’s too bad, ‘cause I’m having that,” she said to the clerk, pointing at the mint chocolate chip.

			The clerk slid open the freezer and generously scooped their selections. Jasmine opted for an ice cream cone while Sabrina and Malcolm each asked for cups. Malcolm paid for their ice cream before joining them at the booth they’d procured.

			“What do you say when you’re treated, Jasmine?” Sabrina asked.

			“Thank you, Dr. Malcolm.” Jasmine smiled adoringly at him.

			“You’re welcome.” He ruffled her ringlets with his hand.

			As he ate his yogurt, it amazed Malcolm that he was this taken with a child. He’d never been this kid-friendly before, but somehow this little munchkin had stolen his heart. And when she smiled back at him with those big brown eyes, Malcolm knew the feeling was mutual.

			A second later, Sabrina and Malcolm reached for a napkin at the same time, but Malcolm took it from her. “Here, let me.” He dabbed at either side of her mouth. Their eyes met, then Sabrina caught the ladies outside openly staring at them through the glass. “I guess we’d better get going,” she said, looking at her watch.

			Malcolm turned and saw the direction of her gaze. He didn’t care two bits about the gossips. “Stay, finish your ice cream. Then I’ll take you back.”

			After they enjoyed their snack, Malcolm dropped them off at Forsyth Park.

			“Thank you for a lovely afternoon,” Sabrina said once he walked her to her car. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his square jaw.

			Malcolm turned his face slightly and her kiss landed on his lips instead. His mouth slanted over hers and her lips parted, allowing the invasion. Excitement surged through her at the delving dart of his masterful tongue inside her mouth. It was agonizingly slow, yet intimate, and she wished it would never end, but she had Jasmine with her.

			When he lifted his head, he said, “I’ll see you soon,” then he turned to Jasmine. “Bye, Jazzy.”

			Jasmine came forward and Malcolm bent down to accept the hug she bestowed. “See ya soon.”

			Sabrina and Jasmine got in the convertible. Sabrina blew a kiss at Malcolm and drove away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“Malcolm, I know you’re still upset with me,” Dinah said on his voicemail, “but I’m sorry for what I said. It’s not your fault. Please don’t be upset with me.”

			But Malcolm couldn’t forget her harsh words or the way she’d made him feel. It had taken him to a dark place, a place he hadn’t been since Michael’s death, a place he could easily have gone back to if Sabrina hadn’t stopped the cycle. Her coming to his home that evening had been a godsend in more ways than one.

			They’d shared an unbelievable night making love and the earth had shook for him. Or damn near. That’s just how much Sabrina had rocked his world. She had helped ease the pain and the guilt that he’d lived with since Michael’s death. She and her beautiful daughter were more than just a salve, they were his lifeline. And he didn’t want to go back there to that dark place. So he had to keep his distance from Dinah. At least for now. Or at least until he could control his emotions.

			So he would focus on other tasks, like finding out if the woman who was claiming Michael fathered a child was who she said she was. The instant Dinah had told him, he’d called his attorney back in Boston to make some calls, and Dinah was right. A court order for a paternity test was in the works and the results would be back in about a couple of weeks. Until then, he would just have to wait.
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			Sabrina returned to Malcolm’s several days after their rollerblading adventure. She’d wanted to come sooner, but she wanted to spend as much time with Jasmine as possible before school soon started for them booth. After a hard day’s work at the B&B, she was ready for some TLC and Malcolm was only too happy to oblige when she arrived that evening. He started by devouring her lips as soon as he opened the door.

			“I missed you.” Sabrina circled her arms around his neck as he pulled her inside and sealed his mouth over hers.

			“So did I,” Malcolm replied. He’d been eagerly awaiting her return. He was so hungry for her that he lifted her off her feet without any preamble and carried her straight to his bedroom.

			He took two steps at a time, until he made it to the top floor. He barely made it to the bed before his lips crushed Sabrina’s.

			Her lips felt soft against his and Malcolm’s emotions turned to red-hot desire instantly when Sabrina hugged him tighter. He felt her firm breasts turn to points through his thin T-shirt and it turned him on instantly. Just being near her caused a raging erection. His fingers slid their way up her shirt and he began massaging the tiny little pebbles underneath it.

			“Hmmm, that feels good,” Sabrina moaned in his ear, loving the feel of his warm hands on her and the smell of the clean scent of his skin.

			“Want some more?”

			“Whatcha got?” Sabrina queried flirtatiously.

			“This.” Malcolm quickly lifted her shirt over her head, removed her bra and lowered his head. He tugged on one nipple until Sabrina cried out his name and her breathing quickened. And while his mouth worshipped her flesh, his hands touched and caressed her all over. She wanted to reciprocate but couldn’t. Instead she closed her eyes and let the erotic rush of sensation wash over her sensitized skin.

			When Malcolm’s mouth covered her there, Sabrina couldn’t resist moaning aloud as the most spectacular climax she’d ever had overtook her. At some point, she opened her eyes and found Malcolm staring at her. She met his gaze and the desire she saw shook her to her very core. She wasn’t alone. She was so hot and ready for him that Malcolm strained in his shorts, eager for a release. He wanted to be inside her, to feel her warm cocoon clench around him.

			Swiftly, he disposed of their clothes, slipped on a condom and wasted no time entering her. As he pumped inside her, thrusting deeper and deeper, Sabrina welcomed him, twisting her hips and drawing him in further. She accepted him and every part of her immediately came alive. She gave herself to Malcolm, mind, body and soul. She could even hear the sighs and moans of their lovemaking echo throughout the room. Malcolm’s final plunge pushed them both into oblivion as waves of pleasure washed over them. They collapsed in each other’s arms.

			Afterward, Sabrina fell sound asleep on Malcolm’s chest.
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			Sabrina heard her cellphone ringing as she drove home after leaving Malcolm’s, but she couldn’t reach it, so she kept her eyes firmly planted on the road as she pulled to the shoulder. She put the car in park, opened her purse and flipped open her phone on the last ring.

			“Hello, hello,” she said rapidly.

			“Sabrina, is that you?” Tre asked from the other end. Sabrina exhaled. Great! Tre was the last person she wanted to speak to after such a fine evening. “Yes, Tre. What can I do for you?” she asked glumly, watching other cars pass her by.

			“Wow, don’t sound so enthusiastic,” Tre said as he unpacked his suitcase, throwing items into a hotel drawer. “I just wanted to let you know that I’ve arrived.”

			“Oh, that’s right,” Sabrina replied absentmindedly. Once again, she’d completely forgotten about his visit or to tell Malcolm. “Jazzy will be very excited.” Curiosity got the better of her though and she had to ask the question lingering in the air. “Did you come alone?”

			“Of course not,” Tre muttered. “Melanie is my girlfriend and she decided that it was high time she got to know Jazzy better since she’ll be visiting us during the summer.”

			“How magnanimous of her,” Sabrina replied.

			“Sabrina,” Tre warned, “don’t tell me you’re still sore over Melanie and me.”

			“No, I’m not still sore,” Sabrina imitated Tre’s tone, “but I don’t think now is the appropriate time to be flaunting your new relationship in Jazzy’s face. It’s been a really difficult year for her, and I don’t want her traumatized any further.”

			“Traumatized?” Tre queried. “Don’t you think that’s rather a harsh word? I don’t think that Jazzy spending time with Melanie for a spell will have a negative effect on her.”

			“That’s how little you know about your own daughter,” Sabrina said testily. Tre had no idea who Jasmine really was.

			“You’re the one who has a problem with Melanie being here and now you’re making a federal case out of it.”

			Sabrina chuckled heartily and Tre sniffed on the other end. “That’s utterly ridiculous. I’ve got much better ways to spend my time than thinking about you and your mistress.”

			“My girlfriend,” Tre uttered. “You and I are no longer married.”

			“Thank the Lord for that.” Sabrina couldn’t resist one final comment. “So when shall I expect you?”

			Tre sighed. “Well, I thought that since it was so late and it is our first night here …” His voice trailed off.

			“That I wouldn’t tell Jasmine you’re here until tomorrow?” Sabrina finished. “Typical.”

			Tre snorted. “Tell her I’ll be there to pick her up at nine for breakfast.”

			“Fine.” Sabrina closed her cell before she could hear another syllable of that rat’s voice. Here he was in town and still wouldn’t come to see his own daughter. She shook her head and dismissed all thoughts of Tre from her mind. She had someone else much better to occupy it. She returned to lascivious thoughts of Malcolm and how he’d made her come multiple times that evening, so much so that all thoughts of Tre became a distant memory.
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			Jasmine ran around screaming after Sabrina arrived home and informed her that her father would be in Savannah tomorrow. She rushed straight to her room to select the perfect ensemble for the occasion while Sabrina stayed with her father in the kitchen.

			“Well, it’s good to see you home this evening,” James commented from the stove, where he stood stirring a large pot. “You have been rather missing in action these days.”

			“Have I?” Sabrina lowered her head. “I suppose I have been.” She peeked her head over his shoulder. It looked like her father was making his famous spicy chili. “Hmmm, that smells good. Can I have a taste?”

			“Sure can.” James reached inside a drawer and pulled out a small spoon for Sabrina. “How is it? It’s not too spicy I hope? Your mother hates it when I make it too spicy.”

			Sabrina licked her lips. “No, Dad. It’s perfect. You’re right on the money as always.”

			“Ah, you say that now.” James laughed as he too sampled the chili with another spoon. “Wish someone had listened to me back in the day.”

			“Is this about Tre?”

			Her father nodded. “The first time I ever met him, I knew he wasn’t right for my baby doll.”

			Sabrina smiled. “Would anyone have been right for me?”

			“Well, no.” James chuckled. “But at least they would have been better than him.” He wiped his hands on his apron.

			“Look at it this way. If I hadn’t met Tre, I might not have had Jazzy. And no matter how much Tre hurt me, I will always be grateful for that little girl upstairs.” She pointed upward.

			“Amen!” James replied. “Now pass me that chili powder on the table. I think this chili is missing something.”
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			The following morning, when Sabrina padded downstairs in her slippers to the kitchen, she found Jasmine wide awake and already dressed. Wearing a yellow camisole and blue jean skirt with a belt, Jasmine looked adorable.

			“Morning, Jazzy,” Sabrina said, covering her mouth to stifle a yawn. She walked straight toward the coffee pot. “So you’re excited to see Daddy today?”

			“Yes, Mommy. I’ve missed him so much.”

			“Is that why you’re up so early?” Sabrina asked as she took down a filter and pulled the coffee canister toward her.

			“Yes, Daddy said he’d be here to pick me up at nine for breakfast, remember?”

			“That’s right, Jazzy.” Sabrina wiped the sleep from her eyes, pulled her robe closed and sat down at the kitchen table as she waited for the coffee to percolate. Once it did, she realized she’d forgotten a cup. “Can you pull Mommy down a mug, please?”

			“Sure,” Jasmine answered. She grabbed the stepstool by the stove and grabbed a mug. “When do you think he’ll be here?”

			Sabrina glanced at her watch. It read nine fifteen. “Soon, sweetie.” She found the energy to move from her seat and kissed Jasmine on the head before pouring herself a strong cup of coffee. “If you want, you can use my cell and give him a call. It’s in my purse in the hallway.”

			Jasmine raced out of the room and soon Sabrina heard her talking to Tre. “Dad, how could you forget? You said you’d be here.” Damn that Tre! Why couldn’t he keep his word? “Alright, Daddy. I’ll be waiting.”

			Jasmine returned to the kitchen with a sad face. “Is he on his way?” Sabrina asked cheerily.

			Jasmine frowned. “He said to give him thirty minutes.”

			“Then he’ll be here. You know your father. He was never an early riser.” Sabrina attempted to ease the situation even though she wanted to strangle Tre. She knew Melanie was the reason he was late picking up their daughter.

			Tre arrived an hour later. Sabrina was livid. She waited until Jasmine was out of earshot, running upstairs to get her overnight bag, before telling him so.

			“How dare you have Jazzy waiting here for over an hour,” she hissed, confronting Tre in her robe in the hallway. It wasn’t the impression she’d envisioned making the first time Tre saw her again, but hell he’d seen much more of her than anyone else, except Malcolm.

			Tre’s eyes left Sabrina’s face. She noticed the move and followed the direction of his leering gaze to the V of her robe where the swell of her breasts were evident. He was a pig! She clutched her robe shut.

			“It’s way too early, Sabrina,” Tre began.

			“Don’t shhh me,” Sabrina hissed. “I’m not the one having my daughter waiting an hour for me.”

			“No, but you sure would like to make me out to be the villain. I’m not the one who moved our daughter to this godforsaken town. I got lost getting here from the riverfront.”

			Sabrina stared back at Tre. What a liar! He’d probably been in bed with Melanie. What did I ever see in a jerk like him? His hazel eyes and milky skin had appealed to her when she was nineteen, but when she looked at him now, he completely turned her off despite how well-dressed he was in slacks and a pale-green polo shirt.

			“Is there a problem?”

			“The problem is you, Tre. You really have to stop taking Jasmine for granted. She’s going through a tough period of adjustment since the divorce and she needs you.”

			“Wow.” Tre stepped back. “Did I actually hear you say she needs me?”

			Sabrina sucked in a deep breath. She would not let him get the better of her and descend to his level. “Listen, Tre. All I’m asking is that you stop being so selfish and think of Jasmine’s needs before your own.”

			“You know, Sabrina. I’m sick and tired of all your warnings and your high-and-mighty attitude. I just got here for Christ’s sake! If you keep this up—”

			“What? You’ll leave. Go ahead then, Tre. Leave.” Sabrina waved her hand. “It’s what you do best.” She was tired of trying to get through to him. Seconds later, Jasmine bounded downstairs with her overnight bag. She wrapped her arms around her father in a bear hug.

			“I’m so glad you’re here, Daddy.”

			“Well, let me get some air.” He extracted her tiny arms from around his neck, then he reached into his trousers and handed Jasmine the rent-a-car keys. “Go on, honey, and put your bag in the convertible. I’ll be out in a moment.” He opened the front door and allowed Jasmine to exit before closing it behind him.

			Sabrina was headed up the stairs when Tre grasped her by the elbow. When she whirled back around to face him, his facial expression had turned from anger to menacing. “Don’t dismiss me, ever again, Sabrina,” he hissed. “Listen up, darling. Like you, I’m quite capable of providing for Jasmine and don’t you ever forget it.”

			He released her, turned on his heel, swung open the front door and slammed it behind him.

			Sabrina tightened her robe around her body. The thought of Tre rearing their daughter brought chills to her stomach and if he thought she’d ever let that happen, he was dead wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			“I hoped this evening would cheer you up,” Malcolm said as he and Sabrina sat down to dinner at the River Grill the next week. He needed this outing too. The last few days had stressed him out as he waited for the paternity test results related to his late brother’s possible love child. Waiting was agony. It was like pulling a hangnail slowly. Not to mention, Sabrina’s ex-husband Tre being in town had made Sabrina anxious, which riled him.

			“I’m sorry, Malcolm.” Sabrina forced a smile as she glanced at him over her wine goblet. Two glasses of Merlot later had done little to soften her mood or the brick at the bottom of her belly at Tre’s parting words. She hadn’t told Malcolm about his threat. Tre was her problem and she would have to deal with it, but she had told Malcolm about the visit. He wasn’t happy about it. “Guess I’m not much company this evening.”

			Malcolm bent down and brought her delicately soft hands to his lips. He brushed them ever so lightly across hers and she glanced up. His eyes were riveted on her natural beauty. He didn’t know if it was her smooth honey coloring, vibrant light – brown eyes or radiant smile, but Malcolm was falling head over heels for Sabrina Parker. He shouldn’t be surprised. Matter of fact, he probably knew it the first time when he laid eyes on her and Jasmine stranded on the side of the road.

			He supposed that’s why it was hard thinking Sabrina may not be over her ex given how anxious she was tonight. His feelings for her were growing exponentially and he needed to know she felt the same way.

			“Malcolm, are you okay?” Sabrina asked, breaking into his reverie. He was wearing a rather odd expression.

			“Yes, sweetheart, I’m uh, I’m fine.” When he tried to reach for his water glass, his cufflink caught ahold of the remaining contents, sending water spilling across the floor. Sabrina jumped up to help him and was patting his lap when she heard a feminine voice say, “Well, how apropos, darling. Sabrina on her hands and knees.”

			Sabrina would know that voice anywhere. Melanie. The woman who had single-handedly ruined her family. Sabrina would have preferred to melt into a pool of water than to deal with Melanie at such an awkward moment. But she had to rise to the occasion. Sabrina stood up, brushed off her dress and looked up at her nemesis. Melanie loomed over her at five foot eleven.

			The evil witch was exactly the same as Sabrina remembered. Same weave. Same overly made-up face on high-yellow skin. Same designer duds that Sabrina was sure Tre was paying for.

			Sabrina would have said something, but Tre and Jasmine were behind her. Was that her baby all dressed up in a ruffly concoction AGAIN?! Dear heavens, when will everyone learn that Jasmine hates girly clothes! “Baby, what are you wearing?”

			Jasmine pouted. “Melanie made me wear it.”

			“Well, I had to. The child had absolutely nothing to wear in that entire bag of clothes you sent over,” Melanie said. “I mean, what’s wrong with people down here? Don’t they know anything about fashion?”

			Sabrina deigned not to answer the way she really wanted to with Jasmine in their presence, or Melanie might lose that weave. In her best imitation of a Southern drawl, Sabrina instead said, “Well I guess we country bumpkins need one of you Yankees to tell us how to dress.”

			Malcolm chuckled. The family scene playing out before his eyes fascinated him. So this was the infamous Tre he’d heard so much about when he’d first arrived. Barely six feet, slender build. He wasn’t much to speak of except for the Hugo Boss suit he wore and maybe the eyes. Women dug hazel eyes.

			And the piece he brought with him, well she was nothing more than one of those bottom-feeding women he’d encountered during his cardiologist days in Boston. She was just another viper looking for her next victim and she’d found it in gullible Tre Matthews. To Malcolm’s surprise, Tre stopped along the way to acknowledge him. “Listen you must be, Malcolm, right?” Tre offered a hand that Malcolm declined to take.

			At Malcolm’s glower, Tre pulled his hand away quickly. “Jasmine’s told me a lot about you, but listen up, my man.” Tre put a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Jasmine has a father and she has no need for a new one. Got it?” Slapping Malcolm’s shoulder, Tre walked away.

			Once Tre was finally seated at his table, Malcolm swore under his breath. “I could … I could …” The thought of that slimy bastard touching his Sabrina … there. There it was again. His Sabrina. But that’s indeed how he felt. She was the only woman he wanted to be with, spend time with. The only woman he wanted to talk to, make love to. His heart welled up with joy at the thought. Their meeting one another couldn’t be luck. It had to be fate. They were destined to meet.

			“Malcolm.” Sabrina waved her hand back and forth in front of his face. “Are you with me?”

			“Yes, I am most definitely with you.”

			Sabrina heard a flirty giggle. When she turned around she caught Melanie smiling at her as she leaned over and rubbed her hand suggestively across Tre’s arm. And to make matters worse, Sabrina saw Melanie fixing Jasmine’s hair and clothes. She glared harshly at Melanie before turning back to Malcolm.

			“We have to go.” Sabrina suddenly stood up. “I can’t stand watching that witch carry on with my daughter and my—”

			Malcolm interrupted her rant. “You’re not jealous seeing Melanie with Tre, are you?” Sabrina was acting a little like the jilted lover. It was a crushing blow.

			Sabrina glanced over at Tre and the mealy-mouthed Melanie and laughed. “Of course not. That’s utterly ridiculous. Melanie can have his sorry behind.” Suddenly her voice sounded shrill, even to her.

			“Then why leave?” Malcolm asked. “We are not going to let that bastard run us off. No, I don’t think so. Sit down.” He grabbed Sabrina’s forearm and helped her back in her seat. “Listen up, today we’re not running. So let’s order dessert.”

			Malcolm yelled out to the waiter passing by. “Waiter!”

			Sabrina burst into a fit of giggles at Malcolm’s caveman routine. “Okay, okay,” she said as she held up her hands in surrender. “We’ll stay.” When the waiter arrived and asked what they wanted, they said in unison, “Crème Brûlée.”
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			“You’re right,” Tre admitted to Sabrina two days later when he stopped by unannounced at her parents’ house. She’d been surprised to find him on her doorstep after returning from work early that afternoon.

			“About?” Sabrina asked, closing the door behind him.

			“I think I need to stay another day or so. Jasmine’s been very clingy and I’d like to spend some more time with her.”

			“I think that’s an excellent idea. Where is she?”

			“I left her at the hotel with Melanie so you and I can talk freely.” Tre swung his arm open, indicating that Sabrina should walk ahead of him into the living room. She noted his look of disdain at her mother’s outdated furniture as he entered the room. Sure, it was no Ethan Allen, but it was well-kept.

			Sabrina sat down and joined both hands. “What would you like to talk about, Tre?”

			“You’re moving back to Baltimore,” Tre said with no preamble.

			Sabrina chuckled at his wannabe tough routine. “That’s not going to happen, Tre.”

			“It’s in Jasmine’s best interest to have both her parents in her life, don’t you agree?”

			“Which is why you should take full advantage of your summer visit together,” Sabrina countered.

			“Clearly, you can see that’s not enough.” Tre stood up.

			Sabrina could see he was annoyed that the conversation was not going his way. He used to be able to convince her to do anything he wanted. He was probably wondering what had changed. She had.

			She was fuming too. She didn’t appreciate Tre trying to change the terms of their custody arrangement. “What I can see is that she’s going through a period. First the divorce and now the move. She needs time to heal and then she’ll be fine.”

			Tre shook his head. “I disagree. What she needs is her father, which is why I am suing you for sole custody.”

			Hearing those words caused all the air in Sabrina’s lungs to evaporate. She thought she would nearly faint, but she controlled herself. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She found her voice and her courage. She was not some naïve nineteen-year-old that Tre could walk over. She was a grown woman.

			“I am willing,” Tre began, “not to go through with this and to agree to joint custody if you’ll agree to move back to Baltimore.” His tone was chilly and edged with steel.

			“So now you’re resorting to blackmail?” Sabrina’s eyes widened in amazement. “How dare you come into my parents’ home and threaten me. Have you no shame, Tre Matthews?”

			“Not when it comes to my daughter.” He fingered her family photos on the fireplace mantel. “You should know me better than that.”

			Sabrina shook her head. “You’d do anything to have your way, wouldn’t you? Even if it means uprooting Jasmine again right when she’s beginning to adjust and make new friends, but you’d take her away from all of that, just to spite me. You’re despicable.”

			“New friends like your Dr. Malcolm?” Tre asked in a nasty tone as he spun around.

			“What’s it to you?”

			Tre let out a long, audible laugh. “Nothing at all.” He shrugged his less than buff shoulders. He’s nothing like Malcolm, thought Sabrina. He’s the antithesis of him. “I’m surprised you’ve managed to snag a doctor considering you’ve always been a cold fish.”

			“Only with you, Tre. Malcolm knows his way around a woman’s body and I don’t have to fake it.”

			“And he’s found his way around my daughter’s heart, right?” Tre countered. “Well, I won’t have it! So you’d better decide if you’re willing to give up your daughter to keep him. The choice is yours: Move back to Baltimore and all will be well. Or stay here and face the consequences.”

			Sabrina rolled her eyes and prayed for the strength not to put a hurting on Tre. “You’d really put Jasmine through a court battle? Because I’m here to tell you that’s what it’ll take. I will fight you tooth and nail.”

			“C’mon, Sabrina. I mean look at this place.” Tre swung his arm around her parents’ living room. “Can you honestly tell me that this dump surpasses what I could provide Jasmine?”

			“First of all, don’t call my home, the home I was raised in, a dump. Second, this stunt proves what I already knew when I left Baltimore.”

			“And that is?”

			“That you’re not qualified to raise my child,” Sabrina answered unequivocally, stiffening her back to stand up. “So take your strong-arm tactics and get the hell out of my house.” She pointed to the door. “And if you ever make another threat against me, you’ll see just how dangerous I can be.”

			Tre snorted. “Like you have any power.”

			“Don’t push me, Tre. My brother is the sheriff in this town and he’d like nothing better than to throw your sorry butt in jail.”

			At the fury etched across her face, Tre moved quickly toward the door, but not before leaving one parting comment. “You’ll regret this,” he said as he closed the door behind him.

			How wrong he was. What Sabrina regretted most was all the time she’d spent grieving over him. Tre simply wasn’t worth it.
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			“The results are in,” Dinah said from the other end of the line that same afternoon. An awkward silence followed after she spoke. She hated that they hadn’t talked much since she’d accused Malcolm of causing Michael’s death, but she didn’t know what to do. What could she ever say that would make up for it? It’s why she hadn’t telephoned. Malcolm was stalwart. He understood these matters. In time, he would get over the affront and let her back into his life.

			Malcolm’s breath caught in his chest. This is the call he’d been waiting for for nearly two weeks, but now that it was here, all he felt was fear. If it were true, it would mean that God had handed them a miracle, but if it wasn’t, it would be a devastating blow. It would mean that Michael was truly gone forever. It would be like losing him all over again.

			“Malcolm, are you still there?”

			“Yes, I am,” he said, finding his voice as he settled into his chair in the study. “So, what were the laboratory’s findings?”

			“Malcolm, are you sure you’re prepared to hear this?”

			Malcolm rose from the chair and stared out the window. “I don’t have much choice now, do I? If this woman is who she claims she is, then as executor of Michael’s will, some changes will have to be made.”

			“The test came back positive, Malcolm, with an accuracy of ninety-nine percent. Michael fathered a son.”

			“Dear God.” Malcolm dropped the phone. All the air in his lungs rushed out and he slid down the wall, falling to the floor.

			When Dinah didn’t hear him on the other end, she yelled into to the receiver. Her voice rose several octaves. “Malcolm, Malcolm! Please pick up. Malcolm!”

			After a long pause, Dinah’s voice finally broke through Malcolm’s haze. Reaching across the hardwood floor of his study, he found the cellphone and put it to his ear. “I’m here, okay. You can stop yelling.”

			“Thank God. Are you alright?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“I know this must come as quite a shock.”	

			“You have no idea.” Malcolm scratched his head. “And they’re sure?”

			“The test was done three times for verification.”

			“Then it’s true, Mom?” Malcolm’s voice faded. “My brother has a son. I have a nephew and you have a grandson.” The words seemed strange on his tongue. “What his name?”

			Dinah paused. Her heart filled with joy. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d called her “Mom.” “His name is Jayden Thomas Winters.”

			“Winters?”

			“Yes, Tasha gave him his father’s last name when he was born.”

			“Have you seen him?”

			“Yes. Tasha was kind enough to fly up to Boston and bring Jayden for a visit to meet me. He’s truly the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Michael might be gone, but a part of him will live on in Jayden.”

			Malcolm was silent for a long moment as he absorbed all the information. Then he asked, “And his mother?”

			“Tasha apologized for keeping this news from us and I apologized for not believing her. And Malcolm, she was really great. She vowed that I, that we, Michael’s family, would always be a big part of Jayden’s life because that’s what Michael would have wanted.”

			“How old is he?” Malcolm wanted to know everything and anything about his new nephew.

			“About fourteen months. He looks exactly like Michael did at that age, a mop of curly hair and beautiful caramel skin. He’ll be a heartbreaker, just like his father.”

			Malcolm paused. Could Michael have known he had a son before he died? If so, why hadn’t he told him, his twin, of all people?

			“I’m not sure if Michael knew,” Dinah said, reading his thoughts through the airwaves, “and I don’t want to know. What difference would it make now but to sully this moment? Do you know how lucky we are, Malcolm? We’ve been given another chance.” Her voice broke and Malcolm could hear her crying in the background.

			“You’re right,” he acknowledged. “All that matters now is Jayden and what’s best for him.” His mind started working a mile a minute. He would have to call Michael’s attorney and have him set up a trust in Jayden’s name immediately. No matter what, Malcolm would always be sure to take care of his brother’s son.

			“Where is she now? I mean, where does she live?” he asked, firing off questions.

			“In Savannah.”

			“What?! You mean she’s been here underneath my nose the entire time?”

			“Afraid so. C’mon, haven’t you wondered why Michael chose Savannah of all places as his favorite? It’s why you moved there to feel closer to him.”

			“But why haven’t I run into her by now? Savannah is a small community.”

			“I believe she lives in Hilton Head, which is about forty miles south of Savannah, but close enough to drive.”

			“You have got to be joking.” Malcolm laughed, leaning back against the wall. All this time his nephew had been right under his nose and he hadn’t even known it. “But why did she wait so long to come forward?”

			“Fear, plain and simple. She thought we might try and take Jayden from her and she doesn’t make very much. She thought we’d fight her for custody.”

			“It doesn’t matter how much money she makes. As long as she loves and provides for him, we’d never fight her. And as executor of Michael’s will, I’ll make sure she never has to worry about finances.”

			“We know that, but she doesn’t. Now it’s up to you to let her know that she has nothing to fear from us.”

			“You’re right.” But the thought of looking into Jayden’s eyes and seeing his twin in them scared him. “It’s just—”

			“Don’t delay, Malcolm. You’ll never know how much joy he could bring to your life, because he’s already brought so much to mine.”

			“Oh, Mom—”

			“Let me finish. You’re right there, Malcolm. You can become a huge influence in his life and tell him what a great person his father truly was. Promise you’ll go see him. And soon.”

			“I will, Mom. I promise I will.” Malcolm had come full circle. His twin had left behind a son and he was now an uncle. It was funny how life surprised you when you least expected it. He’d come to Savannah to escape the pain, only to discover that his brother had left a precious gift behind. And he’d met Sabrina, a beautiful, smart, funny, sexy, vibrant woman who was everything he’d been looking for his entire life. After losing Michael, he’d said he could never love anyone or anything that much ever again.

			But Sabrina had changed all that. She’d changed him and opened up his heart, allowing the love to pour in. Glancing upward, Malcolm, to his own surprise, thanked God for his blessings.

			Rising, he turned on the light to call Sabrina and tell her the good news, but he thought it would be much better in person. Bending down, he grabbed his keys off the floor and rushed out the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			After Tre departed, a knot began forming in Sabrina’s stomach; she felt like she couldn’t breathe. Tre wanted custody of Jasmine—that just couldn’t be. He didn’t even want her. Sabrina knew he was just doing this to get back at her and to try to control her life like he’d done during their marriage. She needed to get out of the house before she went stir crazy. She needed to talk to someone who was clearheaded.

			It didn’t take long before she was hopping in her car and heading to the Sheriff’s office.

			“Hello, Raymond,” Sabrina said to the neighborhood barber standing outside his shop as she disembarked from her car.

			“Well, hello to you too, Ms. Sabrina. It’s good to see you back in town,” the beefy ex-quarterback replied.

			“Thank you. It’s good to be back.” Sabrina offered a plastic smile as she passed him by and entered the Sheriff’s building. The deputy at the front desk directed her to her brother’s office, located in the rear of the building.

			Sabrina knocked on the glass before entering. “Come in,” a tenor voice from inside sung out.

			Shock registered on Alton’s face at the sight of his baby sister standing in the doorway. “Sabrina.” He looked up from reading the Savannah Tribune. “What are you doing here?”

			“I was looking for some brotherly advice. Got a minute?”

			“For you, of course.” He put down the newspaper. “Tell me what’s on your mind. Oh, wait, don’t tell me. You’re here to talk about a certain doctor with cropped wavy hair and dark brooding eyes that you’ve been seen hanging around town with.”

			Sabrina grinned unabashedly. “No, I’m not here to talk about Dr. Winters.”

			Alton chuckled. “Alright, what then?”

			“I’m hear about my ex.”

			“Tre?” Alton sat upright in his chair. “What’s that Negro done now? ‘Cause he’s long overdue for a meeting with my fist.”

			Sabrina snorted. “Well as much as I’d love you to give him one, he’s here in town for a visit with Jasmine. But that isn’t the worst of it, Alton. He’s threatening to sue for custody.”

			“Why?”

			“Because Jasmine has been a bit clingy and he thinks it’s better that she’s back in Baltimore closer to him and around more familiar surroundings.”

			“But we’re her family. What more can she need?”

			“My thoughts exactly, but if he’s determined to go down this path …” Her voice trailed off. “I don’t know what to do, Alton. On the one hand, I think he’s partly right. Jasmine has had a hard time adjusting, but on the other hand, I strongly believe that in time she’ll find her way.”

			“Then you have your answer,” Alton said. “You”—he pointed across at her—“know what’s best for your daughter, Sabrina. Don’t let that man come in and try to bully you into his way of thinking. I’ve seen you grow so much since you’ve been back home. And Dad told me you’re starting classes in the fall. Those are all reasons to stay, though I don’t think those are your only reasons for wanting to stay.”

			“What else could there be?”

			Alton laughed. “Walls have ears around here, and the time you’ve spent with Doc Winters hasn’t gone by unnoticed. Are you honestly going to say that he wouldn’t be one of the reasons you’d want to stay in Savannah?”

			Sabrina lowered her head. Alton was right. Yes, she thought Jasmine would eventually adjust. But she also wanted to see where her relationship with Malcolm was headed. She had strong feelings for the man. Feelings she wasn’t ready to name just yet, but they were there. “No, you’re right. Malcolm has become a big part of my life.”

			Alton grinned. “And I’m glad for it. To see that gleam in your eyes again after Tre had snuffed it out …” His voice trailed off. “Well, we’re all glad to see it back.”

			“So am I,” Sabrina said. “So am I.”

			Alton glanced down at his watch. “I have to make an appearance at the courthouse in an hour, but if you want to talk again”—he came from around the desk—“I’m always here for you.”

			“Thank you, Alton. I truly appreciate it.”

			Now she just had to figure out her next step on neutralizing her ex-husband.
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			“Can I get you anything else, Malcolm?” Monique asked. He’d been nursing one cup of coffee for quite some time at the diner counter.

			Malcolm looked down at the remaining contents. “A refill would be nice.” Unable to reach Sabrina either at home or on her cell, he’d come to the diner to get away from his house and give himself a chance to think.

			“I can handle that,” Monique said, going to the warmer and pulling off the pot of coffee. She returned and filled his mug and the mugs of several other patrons sitting at the counter.

			“Have you spoken with Sabrina?” Malcolm inquired.

			“No, I’ve been a bit here at the diner. Why?”

			“No reason. It’s just that I’ve been trying to reach her all afternoon and she’s been MIA.”

			“That’s unlike her, but I’m sure she’ll be in touch. That’s if Tre hasn’t gotten her riled up. The man has a way of getting under her skin.”

			Malcolm had thought as much too and he didn’t like that her ex could still affect her that way, but they had a child together, so he knew it wasn’t easy. “The infamous Tre Matthews. I met him recently.”

			“Oh, yeah? What did you think?”

			“That he was a smug bastard, and that nothing would give me greater pleasure than to rearrange his face, but it’s not my place to butt in.”

			“Smart decision,” Monique said, taking a check from a customer and ringing him up at the register. “Here’s your change. Come again.” She handed the customer a five dollar bill and some coins. When she was finished, she walked back over to Malcolm, but he didn’t seem to see her; his expression was far away.

			“Why do I have the feeling though that Sabrina isn’t the only thing on your mind?”

			Malcolm glanced in Monique’s direction. “You would be correct. I received some very shocking news and I’m trying to process it.”

			“Can I help?”

			“No, this next step requires action on my part, except I’m kind of afraid to take it.” Taking risks had always been his twin’s department, not his. He’d always been much more cautious. But why was he afraid of meeting a child? His brother’s child? He couldn’t understand why he wasn’t rushing to make the arrangements.

			“Well, I for one have always been the kind to jump right in, if you know what I’m saying.”

			Malcolm grinned. “Now why doesn’t that surprise me, Monique?”

			“So, Sabrina’s told you a story or two about me, huh?” She glanced over at the door when the bell chimed, indicating another patron. Monique smiled Malcolm’s way. “Believe every word, because it’s probably true.”

			As Monique walked away, Malcolm wondered where Sabrina was. He was eager to share with her his news about Michael and Jayden and wrap himself in the comfort of her arms. He just hoped everything was okay.
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			Sabrina was sitting on the porch swing outside Malcolm’s house when he arrived back home.

			“Baby,” Malcolm rushed forward. “Where have you been?” He swept her into his arms and kissed her lips.

			She kissed him back, but Malcolm could tell something was wrong. “Is everything okay?” He pulled away and searched her face for answers. “I’ve been trying to reach you all afternoon.”

			“I’m so sorry, Malcolm,” Sabrina turned to face him. “Tre stopped by for a visit and …” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t need to burden him with her troubles. “I’m sorry I haven’t been more attentive. I know you’ve been trying to reach me all afternoon. What’s going on?”

			“It’s okay.” Malcolm stroked her chin. “I know that Tre has a way of pushing your buttons. What has he done now?”

			Sabrina didn’t want to ruin their evening with bad news and that’s exactly what she would do if she brought up his latest threat. In any event, she was glad Jasmine had one more night with Tre because it would give her and Malcolm an entire evening together. And this time, she’d told her mother not to expect her until tomorrow.

			“Let’s not talk about Tre.” She slid her hand inside his.

			“Sabrina, if I’m going to be a part of your life, you’re going to have to let me in.” He was surprised to be saying those same words back to her, considering she’d had to pull his past out of him. But she was right and so was he.

			Sabrina sighed and began rocking on the swing quietly. Malcolm slid his arm around her shoulders and waited, waited for her to tell him what was on her mind.

			Eventually she spoke. “Tre is suing me for custody of Jasmine.”

			“He’s doing what?” Malcolm stopped the swing and stared back at her.

			She hazarded a glance. “He’ll back off if I agree to move back to Baltimore.”

			“He’s trying to blackmail you?” Malcolm couldn’t believe his ears. “That bastard.” He rose to his feet. “I’m going to—”

			Sabrina grabbed his arm. “Malcolm, don’t. This isn’t your fight. It’s mine.”

			He glanced at Sabrina.

			“Tre is used to pushing me around and I usually cave, but not this time. As much as I appreciate you wanting to be my knight in shining armor, I have to stand up to him. So please let me handle this.” She urged him back toward the swing. “Please.”

			He nodded, came back to the swing and took a seat. “I’m sorry. My first instinct—”

			“Is to solve it for me,” Sabrina finished. “But I can handle it, okay?” He nodded and she inhaled deeply. “So let’s focus on us instead. Or more importantly, you. Tell me what’s on your mind. From the number of calls and texts you sent me, it must be pretty important.”

			Malcolm brought her hand to his lips. “Let’s go inside and talk.”

			Several moments later, Malcolm flicked on a lamp in his foyer. Sabrina was surprised to find the adjacent living room had been fully furnished. When did he have the time?

			“Oh, my goodness,” she said, touching her chest, “where did you get all this?”

			“Ethan Allen.”

			“It’s lovely.” Sabrina eyed the four-piece living room set, area rug and tapestries. She made herself comfortable on the couch while Malcolm started a fire. The evening had turned chilly and it was the perfect night for one. “Do you have any wine?” she asked.

			“A bottle of Malbec is in the fridge.”

			“Excellent.” Sabrina removed her flats and padded to the kitchen to find the essentials for a romantic evening: a bottle of wine, wineglasses, candles and a lighter. Once she arranged them on the coffee table, she sat back down on the couch and watched Malcolm stoke the fire. When it was in full swing, Malcolm joined her, settling between her thighs as he lay back in her arms.

			“So,” Sabrina said, “what do you want to talk to me about?”

			Suddenly, Malcolm became still and unusually quiet, which made Sabrina nervous. Whatever he had to tell her was pretty serious.

			Several moments passed before he finally spoke. “I left something out about my mother’s visit.” He turned around to face her.

			“What? And why didn’t you tell me?” Her brows furrowed.

			“Because I wasn’t sure of the outcome. Now I am.”

			“That’s no excuse, especially when it’s important, but I’ll forgive you this once.”

			Malcolm smiled half-heartedly. “You’ll hardly believe it when I tell you. Hell, when my mother first told me I was stunned.”

			His mysteriousness had Sabrina’s mind wandering all over the place. What could it possibly be?

			“A woman came forward claiming that she conceived Michael’s son.”

			Sabrina’s jaw dropped. “Why did she wait nearly a year after his death to come forward with this news?”

			“Fear. She thought my mother or I might sue her for custody. And maybe she might have been right. At the time, neither my mother nor I was in the best shape emotionally.” Malcolm went on, “Needless to say, we didn’t believe her initially and requested a court-ordered paternity test.”

			“And?” Sabrina eyes were wide. She was dying from curiosity. “What were the results?” If the woman was honestly telling the truth, it could change Malcolm’s life forever.

			“I have a nephew,” Malcolm blurted.

			“Omigod!” Sabrina covered her mouth with her hand. “Are they certain?”

			“Yes. The test was ninety-nine percent accurate.”

			“That’s wonderful. You and your mom must be thrilled at the news.” Sabrina leaned over and gave Malcolm a bear hug, but he seemed less enthusiastic than he should have been, so she pulled away and glanced at him. His face was unreadable.

			“This comes as quite a shock,” Malcolm replied, reading her thoughts. He sensed that she couldn’t understand his apprehension.

			“So you haven’t seen him yet? What’s his name?”

			“Jayden Michael Winters. And no, not yet.”

			“Why not?” Sabrina inquired softly.

			Malcolm rose from the sofa and walked to the fireplace. He moved the wood strategically around with the poker. “To be quite honest, I don’t know. I guess I’m afraid to, which is why I was hoping you might join me when I go.”

			“You want me to be there the first time you meet Michael’s son?” The sentiment overwhelmed Sabrina as she reached for her wineglass and took a sip. That Malcolm was willing to share such a momentous occasion like this showed her how deeply he cared for her.

			Or was there more? Had Malcolm’s feelings grown like hers? Her heart swelled with a feeling she had thought was long since dead. Can this be love? She wasn’t sure. They both had so much going on in their lives. He had a new nephew and she had a potential custody battle looming. It was better that she keep her feelings for the brilliant doctor to herself. Until she was sure. Sure of him, sure of herself.

			“Sabrina …” Malcolm broke through her thoughts as he returned to the couch.

			“Yes?”

			“What do you say?” he slithered toward her like a panther and held her gaze. “Will you come with me?” He was thinking not just about her coming with him to visit Jayden, he was thinking about coming inside her too. He couldn’t forget her scent or the taste of her. And he wanted more.

			“Of course I’ll come with you.” Sabrina touched his cheek. “There’s no place I’d rather be.”

			Malcolm caressed her face. Sabrina was everything he could ever want in a woman. She was beautiful, smart, funny, caring and passionate. Coming to Savannah was the best thing that had ever happened to him because he’d truly found the woman for him. He’d love nothing better than to shout it from the rooftops and tell Sabrina his true feelings, but he wasn’t sure she was ready to hear them. He believed that since they’d only known each other a short time, he’d have to wait and give her a chance to catch up to him. “It’s a date then.” Malcolm grinned. “I’ll make the arrangements and call Tasha, Jayden’s mother, and set up a time.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Now that we have that out of the way …” Malcolm reached for her, sliding his masculine hand behind her neck to pull her forward. She tumbled onto his lap, allowing him to ravish her mouth. An intense yearning overtook him and he pressed her body further into his. He could feel the buds of her breasts pressing against him. “I want you, Sabrina.”

			A burst of desire had already flooded through Sabrina at just a kiss. “Love me, Malcolm.”

			He complied by combing his fingers through her mass of ebony hair and planting playful pecks on her forehead, brows, eyelids and the tip of her nose. When he found the sensitive area at her neck and throat, Sabrina moaned again. “Hmmm, you’re very good at that, Mr. Winters.”

			“I’m good at a lot of other things too,” he whispered, tracing the edge of her lips with the tip of his tongue before darting inside. Languidly, he rolled his tongue over her teeth, feeling the moist contours of her mouth before dancing together with hers in an up-tempo swing. Every cell of Sabrina’s body came alive at his tenderness.

			She covered his face with a carpet of kisses as they slowly undressed each other, peeling off layer after layer of clothing like the skin of a forbidden fruit. When Malcolm reached her lacy underwear, he edged them down, squeezing her buttocks gently. And once their clothes were no longer a barrier, they wasted no time caressing and stroking the length of each other’s bodies.

			Malcolm kneaded her breasts and squeezed them between his fingers before bending his head and flicking his tongue across one nipple. He licked and nipped it until it turned into a rocky-hard pebble beneath his hot, wet tongue. While one hand stimulated one breast, his other softly stroked her belly and navel, traveling downward until he made it to her feminine core.

			Sabrina moaned, “Yes, oh yes …” Then he inserted a finger into her and simulated the action he was preparing to take with his manhood, and she clung to his shoulders, crying out in ecstasy.

			Malcolm’s erection tightened. He wanted to show her just how much he treasured her by worshipping her body. He spread her legs wide and dipped his head lower to her feminine center. Gently he nuzzled her, teasing her with his tongue. He stroked her softly at first and then changed his thrusts as she became more and more aroused. When he sucked gently on the nub at the center of her womanhood and flicked his tongue from side to side, Sabrina nearly bucked off the couch as the pressure built deep within her. Seconds later, she came with quick short breaths.

			“Oh, Malcolm! That was incredible.”

			“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Malcolm shifted his weight to one side and tenderly brushed her hair away from her face.

			“Well, let me return the favor,” Sabrina said, turning toward him.

			“Relax a moment.” Malcolm laughed, pushing her back onto the pillow and reaching inside his pocket to pull out protection. “We’ve got all night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			The smell of fresh coffee and frying bacon wafted through the air when Sabrina entered her parents’ kitchen.

			Her tummy instantly flip-flopped. A solid breakfast would suit her just fine. She hadn’t eaten hardly a thing the day before. She was starved. It was hard to have much of an appetite when her whole world could fall apart. That’s why being with Malcolm last night had been just what she needed. They spent most of the night making love. They christened every inch of the house. They made love on the couch, the floor, on the desk in his study and on top of the counter as he pounded inside her from behind.

			Sabrina blinked several times. She had to focus on the day ahead and all that it might bring.

			Her eyes widened when she found Felicia in the kitchen wearing an apron. At Sabrina’s footsteps, Felicia turned around from the stove.

			“Good, you’re finally here,” she said, stirring a pot of grits.

			Sabrina regarded Felicia strangely as she took a seat at the kitchen table. “What are you doing here?” Although the two of them had made their peace when she returned, they still weren’t the best of friends.

			“I thought you might need a hearty breakfast for the fight ahead,” Felicia said, walking to the coffee pot and filling a cup on the counter. She handed it to a stunned Sabrina. “‘Cause fight you shall.”

			Sabrina stared at her suspiciously and then realized Felicia knew about Tre’s threat. “Who told you?”

			“Alton. Did you honestly think he was going to keep that a secret?”

			“Well-”

			Felicia cut her off. “The Parker family is not going to let some outsider come and intimidate one of us. We’re going to stand up and fight.”

			Sabrina couldn’t believe Felicia’s fervor. What’s gotten into her?

			“I have a friend from high school. She’s a big-time family lawyer now. I spoke with her this morning. I only gave her a few facts, but she’s willing to take your case and would like to meet with you day after tomorrow. And don’t worry about Parker House. I have that covered.”

			Sabrina’s eyes teared up. “You’d do that for me?”

			“Of course,” Felicia said, walking over to the stove to check on her grits. “I’m proud of you, Sabrina. I’ve seen how hard you’ve worked the last couple of months and you’ve been amazing.”

			Felicia shook her head at Sabrina’s misty eyes. She hated when Sabrina got like this. Even when she was a kid, it had been the hardest thing for Felicia to bear. It’s why she and Alton had always taken the brunt of the punishments even if they’d all done wrong. Sabrina was the baby of the family and they had always looked out for her.

			“Unlike the divorce, you’re not alone,” Felicia said with her back turned. “You’re home now and your family will support you.”

			Sabrina couldn’t believe this was all coming from Felicia. She rose, pushed her chair back and walked toward her sister. “Thank you, sis.” She hugged her tight from behind. After several seconds, Felicia said nicely, “Enough of that.” She returned her focus to breakfast. “I don’t do mushy, okay?” She finished up the bacon and grits and prepared some eggs and toast to go along with them. When she was done, she brought the platters to the table.

			“Now dig in,” she said, pushing the platter toward Sabrina. “I’ve got to go.”

			“Aren’t you going to stay and have breakfast with me?” Sabrina gave her sister a puppy dog look.

			“Sorry, kid, that stopped working when I was nine. Listen, I’ve got to get back to the B & B, but we’ll talk later.” Felicia waved and headed out the door. “Call Mom and Dad down too. I made enough for them.” Seconds later, she was gone.

			Am I delusional? Did Felicia really just make breakfast for me?

			Wonders never ceased.
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			“Oh, baby, I am so happy to hear from you,” Sabrina said the next day when she heard Jasmine’s high-pitched voice from the other end of the line. “Have you been having fun with your father?” No matter how angry she was with Tre, she must not let Jasmine see it. That was the sign of a good parent.

			“Yes, Dad and I went to the zoo and to the aquarium. Then we went shopping for new sneakers,” Jasmine stated plainly, with no enthusiasm.

			“That’s good, ‘cause those Nikes were on their way out.” Sabrina wondered why Jasmine didn’t sound more excited. “Is something wrong?”

			“I’m ready to come home.”

			Sabrina sighed in relief. Thank God nothing was wrong. On the other hand, she was secretly thrilled that Jasmine wanted to be with her and not Tre. “Really?”

			“Yes, I love spending time with Daddy, but I hate Melanie. Why did she have to come? Why can’t she just go away and leave us alone?”

			Sabrina paused for a moment before answering. “Hate is such a strong word, Jazzy. I know you dislike Melanie, but your time with her is limited. Focus on the positive, like spending time with your father.”

			“I know, Mom, but she’s just so miserable. She complains about everything. She’s rude to the hotel staff. She’s just plain mean.”

			Sabrina smiled. From the mouth of babes! Jasmine had voiced exactly how Sabrina felt about her ex’s choice of companion. “Some people are mean to others because they are unhappy themselves, Jasmine. But I’ve taught you better than that. You just always remember to be kind and courteous.”

			“I will, Mom,” Jasmine promised.

			“Where’s your father now?”

			Jasmine glanced at the suite’s master bedroom door, which had remained closed all morning. “They haven’t made it out of bed yet and the door is locked.”

			“Well, go ahead and call room service and order yourself up some breakfast. If your father has any problem with that, tell him I told you to do it.”

			“Okay, Mommy. I’ll see you soon. And I promise I’ll take care of Melanie,” Jasmine replied.

			Seconds later, Sabrina heard a dial tone. What does Jasmine mean, “I’ll take care of Melanie”? What’s she up to?
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			“Where are you headed?” Sabrina’s mother asked the next afternoon when Sabrina came downstairs after returning from work. She was buttoning a suit jacket over her sheath dress, and her hair was pinned up in a sophisticated chignon. Curly tendrils caressed both sides of her face. Since Jasmine was with Tre, she’d spent the last couple of evenings at Malcolm’s and had only returned home for a change of clothes.

			“I’m on my way to meet that attorney friend of Felicia’s,” Sabrina replied. “I need to know what my options are if Tre is serious about his intention to sue for sole custody.”

			“Although I’m not happy by the circumstances, I’m so glad to see you and Felicia healing the rift between you.” Beverly Parker walked over to give her daughter a firm hug.

			“So am I,” Sabrina said. “I just hope Felicia’s friend is able to offer some good advice.”

			The doorbell rang. “That must be Malcolm.” Sabrina opened the front door with a flourish. When she told him about the meeting with the attorney, he all but demanded to come along. He wanted to be there for emotional support, but Sabrina was hoping she didn’t need it.

			“Hey, sweetheart.” Malcolm walked inside the foyer and bent down to brush a tender kiss across Sabrina’s lips. “Mrs. Parker.” He inclined his head in her mother’s direction.

			“Malcolm,” Beverly greeted, “you’re looking very smart, as usual.” A new cropped haircut revealed wavy lines. He was also fresh shaven and smelled divine. The Brooks Brothers suit wasn’t too shabby either.	

			“Thank you, Mrs. Parker.” He looked at Sabrina. “You ready to go?” She looked smart and sophisticated with her curly hair swept up, revealing her slender swanlike neck.

			“Yes, I am.” Sabrina bent down to grab her overnight bag. This was her last night with Malcolm as Jasmine’s visit with Tre was coming to an end tomorrow. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mama.” For once, her mother didn’t make a face. Maybe she’s finally accepted that I’m a grown woman now, making my own decisions, Sabrina thought.

			“Are you going to pick up Jasmine, because I don’t want Tre in my house ever again,” Beverly said.

			“Yes. I’m picking her up on the way back home.”

			“Excellent. I’ll see you later then.” Beverly headed to the kitchen.

			Sabrina was silent on the drive over to attorney Tamara Jenkins’s office. Her head was filling up with all kinds of nasty daydreams, like Tre kidnapping Jasmine and whisking her back to Baltimore. She shuddered at the image.

			Anxiously, Malcolm watched Sabrina as she fiddled on the passenger side and stared at some spot off in the horizon. He wished he could say something that would be of comfort, but he had a feeling she wouldn’t be all that receptive.

			He ran into a little bit of traffic and made it to Attorney Jenkins’s office with minutes to spare. Her office, which she shared with another attorney, was located in an old cottage in the historic district. Malcolm and Sabrina climbed the stairs to the second floor and knocked on the office door.

			“Come in,” beckoned a voice from inside.

			When Sabrina and Malcolm entered, they were surprised to discover Tamara and Felicia laughing and talking.

			“Felicia?!” Sabrina exclaimed.

			“I know you’re wondering why I’m here,” Felicia said, reading her mind. “I just thought you might need some help, but I see you got that covered.”

			“Yes, she does,” Malcolm replied with a warm smile. “But great minds think alike.”

			Felicia smiled back at him.

			Tamara Jenkins came forward to greet them. “You must be Sabrina Parker. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

			Sabrina shook her hand.

			“And you are?” Tamara queried.

			“Malcolm Winters. An interested party.”

			“That’s fine so long as Ms. Parker doesn’t have a problem with that.” She looked at Sabrina.

			Sabrina leaned over and grasped his hand. “No, I want him here. Here’s my divorce decree.” She handed Tamara a manila folder.

			“Well then, please come inside.”

			Malcolm closed the door behind them.

			“Felicia tells me that your ex-husband is threatening to sue for sole custody.”

			“Yes he is.”

			“Do you know what brought this on? According to your divorcee decree,” Tamara said, scanning the legal document, “the terms of your custody arrangement are very clear.”

			“Well,” Sabrina began, “our daughter has had some trouble adjusting to the divorce and our move to Savannah.”

			“As most children do.” Tamara nodded. “Is that the only reason? Is there more to the story?”

			“Not that I can think of. I did express that he needed to make more of an effort to telephone and keep in touch with Jasmine. But that’s it, Ms. Jenkins.”

			“He’s a little weasel,” Felicia commented from her perch near the window.

			“Thank you for the commentary, Fish, but I’ve got this.” Tamara turned back to face Sabrina and Malcolm. “Let’s get down to brass tacks here. You are the primary caregiver, yes?” She pulled her legal pad forward on her desk to take notes.

			“That’s correct.”

			“And you’ve been as such since Jasmine’s birth?”

			“Yes. Tre has always worked while I’ve been a stay-at-home mom.”

			“Another excellent checkmark in our favor. You also are living at home with your parents while you work part time?”

			“Yes. If I’m at work, my parents are often there to pick up the slack as far as childcare.”

			“See you’ve got it all covered,” Felicia said to no one in particular.

			Tamara put down her pen and gave Felicia a warning stare. “Quite frankly, Sabrina, I don’t think you have much to worry about here. From the decree and what you’ve told me, Tre would be hard-pressed to have the initial court’s recommendation overturned unless he can prove some kind of negligence on your part.”

			“Do you really mean that?”

			“Yes, but I would like to ask what Mr. Winters’s part is in all of this.”

			“Perhaps Tre’s jealous that a new man is in my and Jasmine’s life. Jasmine adores Malcolm.” Sabrina smiled at him and squeezed his hand.

			“Very possible.” Tamara nodded in agreement. “I’ll check the courthouse here and in Baltimore to see if any orders have been placed requesting a custody hearing. Tre could be bluffing to intimidate you.”

			“That wouldn’t surprise me,” Sabrina replied.

			“Stay positive.” Tamara rose to her to feet. “Tre doesn’t have a leg to stand on. Unless he marries Melanie, and not even then, since apparently both of them work, would he ever win custody. And even then, because I won’t let it happen.”

			“Thank you.” Sabrina sighed. “You don’t know how worried I was when he threatened me. He is an attorney after all.”

			“Meaningless threats that he can’t back up,” Tamara said. “Tre’s a labor attorney. He couldn’t even try the case himself if he wanted to. He would need to hire a family law attorney.”

			Sabrina’s lips formed an “O.” She had no idea. She assumed he’d do it himself.

			“Give me a call if anything more occurs or if you are served with any papers.” Tamara handed Sabrina her business card.

			“I will, Tamara. Thank you for hearing me out.” Sabrina rose and extended her hand.

			“No problem,” Tamara replied, accepting the handshake. “I owe Fish one.” She glanced in Felicia’s direction, who smiled in return. “Your sister helped me out with daycare during my own bitter divorce and custody battle. Mr. Winters, it was indeed a pleasure.” Tamara smiled up at Malcolm.

			Malcolm saw no one but Sabrina. Once they were outside of Tamara’s office, he lifted her off the floor and swung her around right in the middle of the foyer.

			“Malcolm, put me down,” Sabrina cried and laughed all at the same time. It was such a relief knowing that Tre didn’t have a chance. He was just being a bully.

			“See, didn’t I tell you everything was going to be okay?”

			“I know, I know. But it’s hard not to feel doom and gloom. The prospect of losing Jasmine is frightening.”

			“Well, no matter what Tre does, we will be ready for him, right?” His last words were smothered on her lips as his lips coaxed hers with divine mastery. His tender kisses tantalized and caressed her lips, causing her to quiver and become weak with need.

			“Let’s go home,” Sabrina said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			“Malcolm, where are we going?” Sabrina asked when Malcolm didn’t drive toward his home but toward River Street instead.

			“I’m taking you someplace special.” He pulled his Jaguar into the driveway of a boutique hotel.

			“Malcolm.” Sabrina sighed when he came around to help her out of the passenger seat. “You didn’t have to do this.”

			“I know. I just wanted to go someplace special tonight.” Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t deny his feelings for Sabrina any longer and he just had to tell her how he felt. This romantic hotel seemed like the best place to do that.

			The concierge greeted them when they arrived and Malcolm watched Sabrina glance around at the art deco décor as they were escorted to a private suite. At the doorway, the concierge handed them the keys. “The room is as you requested, sir. Have a good evening.”

			Malcolm slid the key card into the slot and allowed Sabrina to walk ahead. She gasped when she entered. Rose petals were strewn across the floor, and a large four-poster bed stood imposingly in the middle of the room, along with a jetted Jacuzzi tub filled with rose petals too.

			Sabrina turned around with tears brimming from her beautiful brown eyes.

			“You like it?”

			“Oh, Malcolm. I love it.”

			“C’mon.” He led her out onto the terrace that faced Emmet Park and a candlelight dinner was waiting for them. Silver domes covered two plates while a bottle of champagne chilled in an ice bucket.

			“Hungry?”

			“Starved.”

			He pulled out her chair. “Sit. Let’s eat.”

			While Malcolm took care of uncorking the champagne and pouring them flutes, Sabrina removed her jacket and rattled on about Tre’s lawsuit; Malcolm, however, didn’t hear any of it, because he knew the suit was frivolous and he wasn’t going to allow her ex-husband to come between what might be the best night of his life.

			He reached for her hand. “Let’s focus on us tonight.”

			“I’m sorry. I guess I’m running at the mouth. I’m just anxious.”

			“Don’t be. It’ll all work itself out.”

			“How can you be so optimistic?”

			“Because … I was a walking dead man letting the guilt and grief over losing Michael consume me. I shut out everyone and everything. But then I met you and my whole world changed. You and Jazzy have been a ray of light, helping me come out of the darkness of the last year.”

			Sabrina beamed. “You’ve been just what I’ve needed too.”

			“Have I told you how much I’ve enjoyed having you to myself this week?” He watched her from the other side of the table.

			“As much as I’ve enjoyed being with you,” Sabrina said. Her eyes didn’t waver from his piercing gaze.

			Malcolm was silent for a few moments. He didn’t want to waste another minute. Before he lost his nerve, he had to tell Sabrina that his love for her had deepened with each passing day. “Sabrina …,” Malcolm began, “I love you.”

			Sabrina’s eyes filled with tears.

			“I don’t know when or where or how it happened, but I do. And I don’t expect you to say it back, at least not right away. I know you’ve been through a great ordeal over the last year, but in time I was hoping that you would come to feel the same way as I do.”

			“You love me?” Sabrina was stunned, not by his admission, but by what was mounting inside her. She had questioned her feelings before, but now, as Malcolm opened up to her and laid his heart completely bare, she knew the answer: Yes, she was truly, madly, deeply, head over heels in love with Dr. Malcolm Winters. How did this happen? She thought she’d been protecting her heart so well and then bam! Love snuck in.

			“Sabrina-”

			She reached across the table and, with the tip of her index finger, stopped him from speaking. “Can I say something too?” Her head told her maybe it was better to wait and err on the side of caution, but her heart said go for it and reveal to him her feelings.

			“Of course.”

			“When I left Baltimore I was a broken, tattered woman who’d vowed to never love anyone ever again, ‘cause I didn’t want to feel that way …” Sabrina’s voice cracked. “To feel … th-that kind of hurt and pain ever again.”

			As Malcolm stared at her, his heart raced. “And now?” he said, almost out of breath from excitement as he scooted closer to her on the terrace.

			“And no matter how hard I’ve tried to deny it,” Sabrina whispered, “to resist you, I couldn’t. I’ve fallen for you too.” She caressed his face. “Malcolm, I love you with all my heart. I love you more than I thought possible.”

			Tears fell from his eyes at hearing Sabrina voice her heartfelt declaration of love. “You do?” he murmured.

			Sabrina shook her head fervently and he reached for her, pulling her into an embrace and kissing her passionately. When he lifted his head he said, “I love you so much. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

			“Do you know how happy you’ve made me, Malcolm?”

			He kissed her face over and over, planting kisses on her forehead, her eyelids and her cheeks before finally coming to her mouth. “No more than you’ve done for me. You’ve changed my life, Sabrina.” With the back of her hand, Sabrina wiped away the tears streaming down his face. “Once I met you and opened up my heart, I was a goner. I thank God for you, Sabrina, every day.”

			Malcolm bent down and swept Sabrina up in his arms. Quickly, he marched off the terrace and into the bedroom, carrying her as if she weighed nothing more than a feather. Within minutes he was laying her down on the massive king-sized bed and joining her.

			“I want to show you just how much I love you, Sabrina,” he murmured silkily in her ear as he nipped an earlobe. “Let me love you.”

			“You can,” she said. “But first”—she eyed the Jacuzzi tub across the room and quickly slid off the bed—“we have to take a bath.”

			In seconds, she was standing in front of the tub, easing out of the dress she’d been wearing until she was standing completely naked in front of him. Malcolm allowed his gaze to rove over her sumptuous curves. He couldn’t wait to be inside her and immediately began removing his clothes. He watched as she slid that delectable body of hers into the rose-scented water.

			Then he joined her, crushing her succulent mouth below his. His mouth demanded all the pleasure that only Sabrina could give him. And when she darted her tongue inside his mouth, he groaned. She was like a powerful drug. Her fingers caressed the planes of his torso and heat suffused his entire body. Knowing that he had Sabrina’s body as well as her love stirred the aching he’d had since they first met. An ache he was ready to dispense with.

			He lay backward and pulled Sabrina on top of him. Then he feasted on her dark nipples. Little involuntary sounds escaped her throat when he snaked his hand between her thighs to cup her sex.

			“Oh, yes,” she cried when he slid one finger inside her swollen flesh. She pulsed around him and let out a guttural groan. He thrust in again, this time deeper. Sabrina moaned as he continued to tease her breasts while tormenting her center. He slid a second finger inside her and Sabrina arched against him. She urged him onward, rocking against him. He couldn’t stand it anymore. He needed to be inside her.

			Sabrina was shaken as she realized Malcolm’s need was as fierce as her own and when he finally drove inside her, she moaned her pleasure. Nobody had ever made her feel the way he did. He touched her and made her burn in ways she never thought possible, making her a bundle of nerve endings. The union of their bodies was electric and when he caressed her skin and buttocks, it felt oh so right.
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			Unable to sleep after a rousing evening of lovemaking, Sabrina crept over to the champagne still in the ice bucket on the terrace. Before she reached it, her cellphone rang. She rushed to her purse and found the display read ten p.m.

			“Hello.”

			“Sabrina, it’s Tre.” Tre was curt—a little too curt for her taste.

			“What is it, Tre?” Why had she answered the phone? She was in no mood for his shenanigans. She glanced back at the bed. She had a good man like Malcolm Winters waiting for her who just so happened to love her with his whole heart and was the best lover. Sabrina was blissfully happy. Malcolm’s love brought bottomless peace to her soul.

			“I need you to come and get Jasmine. I have to leave town unexpectedly.”

			“Whatever for? I thought you wanted to spend more time with your daughter? Well, you got it, buddy. Deal with it.”

			“Do you mean to tell me you’re not going to come get her?”

			“Why should I do you any favors?”

			“I suppose not. I see that Jasmine’s behavior this evening is a reflection of you.”

			“Pardon me?” Sabrina’s tone changed from flippant to angry.

			“Don’t act like you didn’t have anything to do with Jasmine behaving like a spoiled brat the entire day.”

			Had Jasmine done something wrong? “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Jasmine has been completely miserable today. She’s practically terrorized Melanie all day. She put a frog on her chair at the pool and refused every plate brought for lunch, but the final straw was accidentally spilling red wine all over Melanie’s cream sleeveless gown. So, Melanie came upstairs, packed her bags and left. She called me from the airport to say she was returning to Baltimore immediately.”

			“Did she?” Sabrina acted horrified, but inwardly, she giggled. So, Jasmine had played devil child and scared the woman off. Good!

			“Don’t act like you care in the slightest bit, Sabrina. Hypocrisy doesn’t become you.”

			“Okay, fine. I won’t. So why do I need to pick up Jasmine? Now you have all the time in the world to spend with her.”

			“No, I don’t. I’m going back to Baltimore to repair the damage your daughter’s caused.”

			“Oh, now she’s my daughter.”

			“Yes, she is,” Tre replied. “You needn’t worry about a custody suit either.” His bags were already packed and he’d called the concierge and requested a limo, but he needed Sabrina to come fetch Jasmine first. He had to get back to Baltimore and soothe Melanie’s ruffled feathers.

			Sabrina chuckled. “What’s wrong? Is Melanie not prepared to be Mommie Dearest?”

			“Go ahead, gloat. You win, Sabrina. Melanie has told me in no uncertain terms that she does not want Jasmine living with us full time. A week here or a month in the summer there is all she’s willing to abide.”

			Sabrina sighed in relief. Thank God for small miracles. “I’m glad to hear you both have come to your senses. Jazzy is much better off with me. And of course, I’ll come and pick up my child. Give me about thirty minutes.”

			“No can do,” Tre said. “If I want to catch Melanie, I’ve got to leave now.” He looked over at Jasmine, playing with her Game Boy on the hotel sofa. He hated to leave, but he had no other choice.

			“Don’t you dare leave my daughter at that hotel alone, Tre.”

			“I’ll leave her with the hotel concierge. She’ll be fine until you arrive. I’m sure they’ll give her some free ice cream or something until you get here.” Tre hung up the phone without waiting for her response.

			“Tre! Tre!” Sabrina screamed, but she heard nothing but a dial tone. Running inside, she searched the suite for her scattered clothing. In seconds, Malcolm turned on the nightstand lamp.

			“Sabrina.” Malcolm wiped the sleep from his eyes. “What’s going on?”

			“That bastard is going to leave my child at a hotel alone,” Sabrina said as she dressed hurriedly. “Has he not heard of child kidnappings?”

			“What? Why is he leaving early?” Malcolm threw the covers back and jumped out of the bed. He began looking for a pair of briefs.

			“Apparently, Jasmine behaved poorly and sent Melanie running off to the airport with Tre following behind her like some lost puppy dog.”

			“And the man can’t wait a day to fly back?”

			“No!” Sabrina snapped her bra closed. “So he’s decided to leave Jasmine at the hotel alone until I arrive.”

			“I swear I could kill the man.” Malcolm had found his briefs and was pulling them on.

			“You and me both,” Sabrina replied, slipping on a camisole and pulling on a skirt. A few beats later she asked, “You ready?” She glanced over at Malcolm, who was now wearing his trousers and was pulling a T-shirt over his head.

			“I’m ready now.”

			Minutes later, they were in his Jaguar, speeding through the streets of Savannah to Tre’s hotel. They made it there in record time. Pushing the swinging doors open, they rushed inside. Sabrina headed for the front desk, while Malcolm glanced around searching for Jasmine. Sabrina was about to speak with the manager when Malcolm caught sight of a tiny head full of ringlets sitting on the lobby couch. “Sabrina, I see her!”

			They both rushed over to the couch and sure enough they found Jasmine eating a chocolate ice-cream cone.

			“Jazzy,” Sabrina said, gathering her daughter in her arms, “thank God, you are all right. All the way over, all I could think about was what could happen …” Her voice trailed off.

			Malcolm watched relief descend over Sabrina’s face at finding Jasmine unharmed.

			“I’m okay,” Jasmine replied, licking her lips. “Daddy got me a cone before he left.”

			“Did he? I’m just so glad to have you all back to myself.” She placed kisses all over Jasmine’s face.

			“Mommy, stop. We’re in public.” Jasmine wiped the kisses away.

			Sabrina grinned. She’d missed being called “Mommy.” “I know, and I don’t care. I just love you to pieces.” She hugged her daughter close.

			“Mommmy, I can’t breathe.”

			“Sorry, baby.” Sabrina released her and stood up. “You ready to come home now?” She hoped that was the case, because she couldn’t bear it if they were still at odds.

			“Yes, Mommy. I can’t wait to go home.”

			Sabrina glanced upward and thanked the Lord. Maybe all this craziness with Tre had to happen to make her and Jasmine appreciate each other all the more. Sabrina and Jasmine began walking hand in hand toward the swinging doors.

			“You coming, Dr. Malcolm?” Jasmine held out her other free hand. “‘Cause I missed you both terribly.”

			Malcolm’s mouth curved into a smile as he accepted her tiny hand. He was not alone anymore. He had a family.

			Together, the three of them walked out of the hotel and into the chilly night air.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Malcolm was nervous when he hung up the phone. He’d just spoken to Tasha for the first time. He’d finally scheduled a visit with his nephew, Jayden. He’d never really been around children until Jasmine, and he had absolutely no idea how to act around a baby. He was glad he was bringing reinforcements along for the visit. He hoped Sabrina’s presence would have a calming effect on him and the child.

			Malcolm couldn’t remember the last time he was this nervous. Perhaps it was when he tested for his medical boards. Or maybe it was when he operated on his first heart patient as the lead surgeon, but none of those experiences quite equaled this momentous occasion.

			It didn’t take him long to finish dictating some notes for Grace before locking up the clinic and hopping in his Jaguar. Along the way, he would pick up Sabrina and they would head out to Hilton Head Island. It was approximately a forty-mile drive from Savannah.

			The drive gave him time to reflect on his future, their future. He knew it was too soon to talk marriage with Sabrina, so soon after her divorce, which is why he hadn’t broached the subject. He was content to wait and enjoy her company because one day soon they’d be married and have a child of their own, right along with Jasmine. He was sure of it.

			“Are you excited, nervous, scared?” Sabrina asked on their way to Tasha’s apartment.

			“All of the above,” Malcolm replied, brusquely taking his eyes momentarily off the road. They were wide with fear. “Sabrina, this is Michael’s child. When we lost him, Dinah and I thought that was it. He was gone, but now he’s not. A part of him will live on in his son. I can hardly believe it’s possible, but it is.” He returned his eyes back to the road.

			Sabrina knew how much this meant to Malcolm. “Neither can I, but I’m happy that you chose me to share in this experience with you.” She reached for his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

			“There’s no one else I’d want by my side.”

			The short drive to Hilton Head went by quickly and they made it to the Colonial Grand Apartments within an hour. Stepping out of the car, Malcolm looked up at the three-story resort-style apartments. From what he could tell, Tasha and Jayden were in a good neighborhood and he was glad for that. He was not only there to meet his nephew, but to inform Tasha that Michael’s estate would provide financial support until Jayden reached eighteen and then of course, pay for his college education.

			His brother had amassed a substantial fortune in his short time on earth and Malcolm had hired an excellent firm to oversee his portfolio. Jayden would be well taken care of. And of course with his uncle Malcolm and grandmother Dinah behind him, he wouldn’t have a need they couldn’t meet.

			“Let’s go.” Malcolm held out his hand to Sabrina. She accepted it and they ascended the stairs.

			When they found apartment 302, they stopped in front of the oak door. Malcolm smiled nervously at Sabrina before knocking. Tasha answered barefoot and wearing a green silk loungewear set. She nearly equaled Malcolm in height. He estimated she was at least five foot ten. Model-like and statuesque, Tasha was exactly the kind of beauty that Michael would have gone for.

			“Malcolm.” She leaned forward to give him a quick hug. “It’s so good to finally meet you. Please come in.” When she saw Sabrina standing behind him, she said, “And you must be Sabrina. Nice to meet you.”

			“Thank you,” Malcolm and Sabrina said in unison, entering the apartment.

			The place was roomy and nicely decorated with contemporary furniture and top-of-the line electronics. Malcolm was impressed, but what or rather who he was most interested was in the playpen in the corner. Slowly, he walked toward it.

			“Please have a seat,” Tasha said, indicating Sabrina should sit on her gold leather sofa. Sabrina did as ordered, but Malcolm had already found someone who caught his fancy. Tasha left them for a moment and returned carrying a tray with fresh-squeezed lemonade and three glasses. “Would you like something to drink?” She held up the pitcher.

			“Yes, please,” Sabrina said. She glanced over at Malcolm. He was standing over the playpen, enraptured by his nephew. She rose to go over to him, but Tasha stopped her.

			“Let him be.” She poured Sabrina a glass of lemonade and handed it to her.

			What Malcolm found in the playpen was the most beautiful child he’d ever seen. Though he adored Jasmine, Jayden was breathtaking. Tasha had dressed him up for the occasion in overalls, a striped T-shirt and baby Nikes. But what caught him completely off guard was how much Jayden favored his late twin.

			Jayden had a head full of curly hair, chubby little cheeks and amazing brown eyes with long curly lashes. Michael’s eyes. It overwhelmed Malcolm. Tears ran down his face as he fell to his knees and stared at his amazingly beautiful nephew. Leaning in, Malcolm reached inside and gathered Jayden in his arms. Though a complete stranger, Jayden came to him without fussing. He merely smiled up at Malcolm and chewed on his plastic toy.

			“He’s teething,” Tasha offered from the couch.

			Malcolm turned around suddenly as if it had occurred to him that he and Jayden were not the only people in the room.

			The light and glow in Malcolm’s eyes were wondrous. Sabrina couldn’t be happier for him.

			“He’s beautiful, Tasha,” Malcolm choked out from across the room.

			“Isn’t he.” Tasha shook her head. “I’ve truly been blessed. And now so have you.”

			“No doubt,” Malcolm replied, running his hands through Jayden’s hair. After several minutes, he finally rose and brought his nephew over to the couch to introduce him to Sabrina.

			“Say hello to your Auntie Sabrina.” Malcolm placed Jayden in her arms.

			Sabrina experienced true bliss holding another baby again. She hadn’t held one since Jasmine and she just loved his baby smell.

			“I have a photo album with pictures of Jayden from the day he was born until now if you’d like to see them, Malcolm,” Tasha spoke up.

			“Yes, I would love to.”

			Tasha rose and went over to her bookshelf. She removed a large album labeled “Baby’s First Year” and handed it to Malcolm. He accepted it eagerly and flipped through the pages. Tasha had a complete photo history of Jayden’s life. There were pictures in the hospital, at a month old, first tooth, Jayden’s first step and much more. “I’ve got some professional pictures too. I’ve put some aside that you can take back with you.”

			“Thank you, Tasha.” Malcolm was very appreciative of her kindness considering her shaky start with the Winters family. He and Sabrina made a swap. He took back his little nephew while she perused Jayden’s photo album.

			Malcolm moved from the couch to the floor and that’s where he and Jayden played for nearly an hour. Sabrina and Tasha used the opportunity to get to know each other better. She discovered that Tasha had modeled and traveled the world extensively before becoming pregnant. She met Michael during Fashion Week in New York and the two continued to see each other on and off for several years. Michael, however, had been unable to commit and the two had split up right before his death.

			Tasha had come back home to Hilton Head to have Jayden. She didn’t discover that Michael was gone until nearly six months after his death and then she’d been scared of the repercussions if his upper-crust family found out. She realized, however, that that was unfair to Jayden. He had a right to know his father’s family, so she contacted Dinah and told her the truth. Dinah, however, had automatically assumed Tasha was a gold-digger out for her son’s fortune, until the paternity test proved that Michael was Jayden’s father. Now Dinah’s tune had changed and she was eager to be a part of his life.

			Malcolm sat back while he played with Jayden and listened to Tasha’s entire story. “I’m sorry for my mother’s reaction to your news.”

			“It’s not your fault. Neither of you knew that Michael and I were seeing each other, so I’m sure it seemed like an implausible story. But that’s behind us now. The truth is out and that’s that.”

			“That’s very gracious of you,” Malcolm replied.

			“I want the Winters family to be a big part of Jayden’s life and tell him about his father. That’s all that’s important.”

			Malcolm stood up and placed Jayden back in his playpen. The child fussed a little. “I’ll be right back, little man. I promise.”

			Malcolm walked back over to the women and pulled out an envelope from his breast pocket. He handed it to Tasha and took a seat beside Sabrina. “It’s a document on a trust that’s been set up in Jayden’s name. The trust will provide a monthly stipend until Jayden reaches the age of eighteen. A separate college fund has also been set up for him.”

			“Malcolm, this is way too generous—”

			“Trust me, Tasha,” Malcolm interrupted her, “it’s what Michael would have wanted and as the executor of his will and Jayden’s uncle, I’m going to see to it that his son is well provided for.”

			“Thank you so much.” Tasha was deeply touched.

			“You’re more than welcome,” Malcolm said, smiling at her then at Sabrina. “I want you and Jayden to consider yourself a part of the Winters family. Now and forever.”

			“You’re incredible.” Tasha rushed over and gave Malcolm a great big hug. “God bless you.”

			As Sabrina watched the scene unfolding in front of her, she couldn’t be prouder. Malcolm was a prince among men.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			It was nearly ten and if he didn’t hustle, Malcolm would be late to church. Unable to sleep last night, he’d arisen late, but felt alive and full of zest for life.

			He was finally going to take Sabrina’s advice and see if a little religion could heal his wounds and help him regain his faith. He had an ulterior motive for attending: Nothing would please him better than to see his two favorite ladies. Everyone in the community frequented the First Baptist Church for Sunday service and he was sure the Parker family was no exception.

			Malcolm rushed into the shower and was in and out in ten minutes. Quickly, he brushed his teeth before twisting open his favorite aftershave. A few quick pats to his cheeks and he was ready for the day.

			When he arrived late, Malcolm sat in the back of the hall and as he did, the memory of Dinah forcing him and Michael to attend Sunday worship rushed back. It reminded him that once upon a time, he hated church. He never cared for all the whooping and hollering folks did. At the time, he was much more interested in reading a science book or performing surgery on his stuffed animals.

			Malcolm was surprised though when the preacher’s sermon hit on some relevant points that he could apply to his everyday life. Like forgiveness. Maybe it was high time he started forgiving himself for Michael’s death. He was contemplating the meaning of it all after the service when Sabrina appeared.

			A vision in a simple white sheath that fit her petite frame to perfection and a whimsical scarf wrapped lightly around her neck, Sabrina was breathtaking. She rendered Malcolm momentarily speechless.

			As she stood outside the church in the balmy afternoon breeze with her family, she was surprised to see Malcolm approaching. Just like it always did when he was around, her heart began thundering and a certain place between her thighs began to get damp.

			“Well, well,” Felicia commented, turning around to get a better look at Malcolm as he walked over toward them, “look who’s coming.”

			“Shhh,” Beverly Parker whispered.

			Sabrina’s mouth became dry as Malcolm drew near, looking hot and sexy in a smart grey suit and tie and polished Italian leather shoes that suited his smooth nutmeg complexion and sexy mustache. Sabrina shivered.

			“Ladies.” Malcolm glanced at Felicia and her mother. “Sabrina.” Malcolm smiled at her and leaned down to bestow a kiss on Jasmine’s forehead. “And how’s my favorite girl, today?”

			“Good,” Jasmine replied, blushing and blinking several times. “Am I really your favorite girl?” she asked, glancing up at him with large wide eyes.

			“Of course you are.” Malcolm grinned and pinched her nose. “You’re second only to another special lady.” He responded never taking his eyes off Sabrina.

			“Why don’t we let the grown folks talk,” Beverly suggested, leading Jasmine and Felicia away from them.

			Sabrina silently mouthed “Thank you” to her mother and followed behind Malcolm, who was walking away from the sun and into the shade under a big maple tree. She had to admit she was curious as to how Malcolm felt about coming to church again.

			Despite his attempt at privacy, however, they’d still acquired an audience, who were watching them intently from across the grass. Her mother and several of the women’s church group were huddled together. And then there was Monique and her kids, smiling and giving Sabrina a thumbs-up. It wasn’t a secret that they’d been spending time together over the last few months, but she was a bit embarrassed by all the attention they garnered.

			“I’m surprised to see you,” Sabrina said, turning her focus back to Malcolm. “What made you finally decide to come to church?” She knew how hard it must have been for him to take this difficult step, but she truly believed that this was exactly what Malcolm needed to move on.

			“I realized I needed to find peace, and let go of the past and forgive myself.”

			“And have you found it?”

			Staring deep into her eyes, Malcolm stated emphatically, “Yes, I have.”

			[image: 203903.jpg]

			Nearly three months later, on the night of the Sweetheart Dance at church, Malcolm was as jittery as a rabbit. He had no doubt that Sabrina was the woman for him and he’d told himself that he would wait until she was ready, but when he stopped at the jeweler for a gift for the dance, he hadn’t been able to resist purchasing a platinum three-carat-diamond-solitaire engagement ring. He knew it was way too soon to spring this on her. He and Sabrina hadn’t discussed their future and after her miserable divorce, Malcolm wasn’t altogether sure if she would be agreeable to the idea of marriage just yet. He was just hoping Sabrina might agree to a long engagement. He intended to ask her after the dance, but the ring was burning a hole in his pocket.

			After showering and applying Sabrina’s favorite aftershave and cologne, he teamed a coral shirt with dark slacks to finish the look. He could have fun with his metrosexual side because Sabrina had requested he wear the same color as her dress.

			Since she had started classes at the university, he planned on meeting her at the dance, but when he arrived the parking lot was jam-packed. Malcolm had to park two blocks away and walk over. Several couples were already milling around in the cool night air, soaking up the romantic ambience.

			He passed several of his clinic patients, who wished him well, but he was looking for one person and one person only.

			Sabrina was already standing outside waiting for him. A wrap warmed her shoulders, while a sexy silk number with a deep V-neck and spaghetti straps let in a little air. To top it off, with her hair in an updo, Sabrina was a knockout. He was a very lucky man. Without a doubt, Malcolm knew what he had to do.

			Sabrina warmed when she saw him walking toward her. Six months ago, she could have never believed she’d be here with the man of her dreams. She’d vowed never to fall in love again, but Malcolm was everything she had waited her whole life to find.

			He was strong, kind, compassionate, loyal, a great doctor and an extremely fabulous lover. He would make a great uncle and an even better father. Wow! Malcolm as a stepfather for Jasmine? Has our relationship progressed that far in such a short time? Sabrina’s answer: Yes!

			She’d fallen hard for the enigmatic, charming, reclusive doctor and she wanted nothing more than to be with him. She was just scared of making that commitment again. After Tre, how could she be sure? She’d been wrong once before. She couldn’t afford to make a mistake twice.

			Once Malcolm reached her, however, all negative thoughts and fears flew out the window. Sabrina knew he would never hurt her. At least not intentionally. He would always love and respect her. He would take care of her and Jasmine, even though she now knew how to do it herself. He would never dishonor her by being unfaithful with another woman. She could believe in him. Trust him. Her heart told her he’d never betray her faith in him.

			Malcolm held out his hands and Sabrina readily accepted them. “You’re breathtaking,” he whispered, twirling her around.

			“Well, you look pretty spectacular yourself.”

			“You ready to go inside?” he asked. The smooth strains of a Luther Vandross song could be heard through the swinging birch doors.

			Sabrina nodded. Oh, yes, she was. She was ready to shout it from the rooftops. To let everyone, including the church congregation, know that she loved Dr. Malcolm Winters and she didn’t care who saw them.

			Thankfully, her parents had accepted Malcolm and he’d transitioned easily into the Parker fold. At first her mother was a little hesitant, but when she saw how happy Sabrina was, she couldn’t argue. They had never cared for Tre, so it was a welcome relief for Sabrina to know that this time around, her family was in her corner.

			Malcolm and Sabrina walked hand in hand into the church’s recreation room, which had been transformed into a romantic fantasy. The lights were dim, but Sabrina could see hearts and roses and balloons and streamers everywhere. The women’s church group had certainly outdone themselves.

			Glancing around, Sabrina saw her parents, her brother and sister and their spouses all dressed in their finest and seated at a table for eight.

			“Is there room for more?” Sabrina asked.

			“Of course,” Felicia replied, pulling out a chair. “We saved you both some seats.”

			“Thanks, sis.” Sabrina couldn’t believe how well they were getting along now. Their relationship had blossomed since her early days back in town. Sabrina was sure the family was happy about that too. No more bickering at the dinner table.

			Sabrina leaned over. “It’s good to see you and Sean out tonight.”

			“Yeah, we’ve decided that we need a little more time for ourselves from now on,” Felicia replied with a grin as she looked at her husband.

			“I couldn’t agree more.” Sabrina squeezed her arm. “You’re always with the kids tending to their every need. It’s good that you’re catering to each other’s needs.”

			Sabrina noticed Malcolm didn’t sit down beside her. Instead, he whispered something in her father’s ear and they both disappeared through the swinging doors of the church. She wondered what was going on and hoped everything was okay.

			“Do you have any idea how bright your eyes shine when you look at him?” Felicia asked. It had been a long time since she and Sean had looked at each other that way. It was why she was trying to get them out more. Felicia hoped to add a dash of romance in her marriage before she too ended up in divorce court.

			“Do they?”

			“Yes, they light up whenever he’s around. I’m real happy that you’ve found a stand-up guy like Malcolm.”

			“Thank you.” It meant a lot that Felicia liked him. Now that he had her sister’s stamp of approval, there was no reason not to marry the guy, Sabrina thought with a smile.

			Marriage? Did that thought actually just cross my mind? Sabrina shook her head. Yes, they were in love, but marriage? She’d been divorced less than two years. Surely, she couldn’t be ready yet to jump into marriage, could she?

			Malcolm and her father returned a short time later. Her father sat next to her mother while Malcolm walked back to his seat. A huge grin had replaced the nervous look he’d worn since he’d arrived.

			“Do you have your dancing shoes on, Ms. Parker?” Malcolm asked, striding toward her and extending his arm.

			“I sure do.” Sabrina grabbed hold of it. “Let’s do this. See you later,” she said to Felicia and her husband over her shoulder.

			Holding hands, Malcolm and Sabrina slowly walked onto the crowded dancefloor and found an open spot. His strong hands slid sensuously over her as he gathered her close while he brought their entwined hands to his mouth and planted a kiss across them. “Do you have any idea how crazy in love with you I am?” he whispered.

			“I do, because I feel the same way.” They stared into each other’s eyes for a prolonged moment. His were serenely compelling as always, but this time something was different; this time they were filled with such … such promise. Sabrina finally looked away. She rested her head on Malcolm’s chest and listened to his rapid heartbeat.

			When his favorite Maxwell song, Fortunate, came on, Malcolm pressed his body even closer and leaned down to place a hot, searing kiss on Sabrina’s lips. His mouth moved over hers, slow and thoughtfully, sending shivers of desire racing through her.

			“Hmmm,” he moaned. “You taste so good.”

			“So do you,” Sabrina said, bringing her arms up and circling his neck.

			“Come with me,” he said, taking her by the hand. He led her off the dance floor and walked outside. The air was cool and crisp so Malcolm removed his jacket and draped it over Sabrina’s shoulders.

			“What’s going on?” she asked, looking up at him.

			“You’ll see soon enough.” He brought her to the front of the building near the concrete steps. “Sabrina.” Malcolm took her hands in his.

			“Yes?” Sabrina’s eyes gleamed in the dark and Malcolm almost lost his courage. Almost.

			“Sabrina.” Malcolm reached forward and tucked an errant curl that had fallen loose from her updo. “You know how much I love you, right?”

			“Of course. Just as much as I love you.” She touched his cheek.

			“And Jazzy too. You know I adore her. She’s my little angel.”

			Sabrina nodded. Her daughter had loved Dr. Malcolm from the moment they’d talked in the park when she’d run away on her second night in Savannah. She couldn’t wait for the day when he officially became a part of their family.

			“Then you must know that there’s no one else I want. No one else I want to be with.” Malcolm paused, struggling to find the words to express how deeply he cared for her.

			But he didn’t need to make Sabrina understand because she knew what he was trying to say and her eyes welled up with tears. “Me either. There’s no one else for me, Malcolm. I am so over Tre. It’s not even funny. I hope you know that.”

			“That’s good to hear, because I want I spend my life with you, Sabrina.” He dropped to one knee and pulled the ring box out of his breast pocket.

			Sabrina’s heart lurched.

			“What I mean to say is this.” Malcolm opened the box and produced the solitaire. “Will you marry me?”

			“Yes! Yes!” she said, leaping into his arms and nearly knocking him off his feet.

			“Did you really just say ‘yes’?” Malcolm grabbed her face and searched her eyes for any doubt. He found none.

			Sabrina nodded. “Yes, I want to marry you, Malcolm. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Together. Me, you and Jasmine.”

			“Yes!” Malcolm shouted and lifted Sabrina off her feet, swinging her in the air. Breathless, he put her back down and slipped the ring onto her finger.

			“Then it’s official. We’re engaged.” He smiled and bent down to recapture her lips with a searing kiss. It was a kiss of promise, of hope, of family.

			When he withdrew his lips, Sabrina asked, “Is that why you and my father disappeared when we arrived?”

			“Guilty as charged,” said Malcolm with a large grin that he knew would never go away, not as long as Sabrina was his. “I asked your father for your hand in marriage, yes.”

			“Wow. How very old-fashioned of you.”

			“I can be sometimes. I was just so happy that he said yes.”

			“And if he hadn’t?”

			“Then I would have proposed anyway,” Malcolm stated unequivocally.

			“Good boy.” Sabrina caressed his cheek. “Now let’s go tell everyone,” she said, and excitedly pulled him inside.

			At the announcement, the Parker family let off a series of “hoorays” and hugs that just wouldn’t stop. They thought the world of Malcolm and extended their best wishes and heartfelt congratulations.

			As the newly engaged couple danced the night away, cheek to cheek, they were the happiest people alive.

			“Jasmine’s going to be thrilled when we tell her the news,” Sabrina said.

			“Hmmm, she sure will be,” Malcolm commented. His breath was hot against her ear while his hands roamed the sides of her petite figure. “But just think how happy we will be when I get you alone later.”

			“Oh,” Sabrina whispered, loving the feel of his arms around her. “You’re one bad, bad boy.”

			“And you love it.”

			“I sure do.”
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