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Excerpt #1

Toni flicked her gaze from her phone to the man standing above her with every intention of telling him the same thing she’d told the others. As soon as she looked up, her heart seized on a beat and her breath formed a lump in her throat. Toni not only stared at who was possibly the finest man she’d ever seen in her life, but also one she hadn’t seen in eleven years. 

Ahmad Espen. 

A vision of the last time he’d talked to her flashed across her mind and was just what she needed to close her gaping mouth and firm her back. She stared back at him, waiting for…for what exactly? For him to mention what had happened between them? For him to apologize? 

He smiled down at her, flashing bright white teeth. “I’m sorry to disturb you, miss. But I saw you sitting all alone back here and thought you could use some company.” 

Miss? Company? 

She didn’t know if she should be mad or glad. He didn’t seem to recognize her. On one hand, she didn’t have to relive the embarrassment but on the other, he’d dismissed their last encounter, while she’d held onto it for all these years. 

“I-I’m…um. I don’t need company.” Did she just stutter? She wanted to slap a hand across her forehead. She gripped her cell phone tightly to stop herself from doing just that and making a bigger fool of herself. 

When she’d been a freshman in college and he’d been the sexy and worldly junior, she’d had the same reaction—stumbling, bumbling idiot. Get it together, Toni. She wasn’t a green little girl anymore. 

“Well, if you don’t want me to sit with you, can I have this dance?” 

If she were any other woman at the party, she would’ve gladly jumped up and taken him up on his offer. But while everyone knew Ahmad as an African-American motivational speaker who’d sprung onto the scene five years before, attracting more followers to his ‘black community self-help’ doctrine, Toni knew him as a promiscuous, rowdy fraternity boy. While Toni admired his topic, the man behind the words often left a bad taste in her mouth. Every time she saw him on television talking about his main agenda, the state of the African American community and the need to revitalize and energize the younger generation, she couldn’t help but remember how he’d treated her. “Why?” 

He took a quick glance around. “You’re the only person not on the dance floor or mingling.” 

She smiled up at him like she’d done to the other men. Everyone else in the room could worship at his feet. They thought he was so great, so perfect. “No, thank you. I’m watching the drinks and purses,” she said, but what she really wanted to tell him was to go to hell. 

The emotion on his face quickly went from enamored to confused. “All I’m asking for is one dance.” 

She’d once given him a dance and she’d let that go to her head and let him sweet talk her into his twin-sized bed. Well, there hadn’t really been that much sweet talking involved, it hadn’t been needed. She would’ve gone with him even if he’d recited the alphabet. “I’m not much of a dancer.” The lie quickly fell from her mouth. 

“Sooo.” He motioned his hand through the air. “You’re at a singles mingle—dance party, I might add—and you can’t dance?” 

As she shook her head, her hair bounced around her face. “No, I can’t. Not a lick.” 

“So, that’s your excuse for turning down everyone who asked you to dance?” 

She peered straight into his eyes. “Yes.” It was a good thing that she’d long gotten over wanting to poke his eyes out with a rusty fork because he was in arm’s reach and there was a fork, albeit not rusty, on her table.
Excerpt #2
She stepped into the kitchen and cleared her throat. When he didn’t immediately turn around she said, “Ahmad.” 

He turned, slowly. He held a bottle of wine in one hand and a bag of chocolate chip cookies in the other. Exactly what she’d had for dinner the previous night, but she supposed he looked way sexier standing there than she had. She’d worn sweats, an oversize T-shirt, baseball socks and her hair in a side ponytail. Not sexy at all. She suspected that he could’ve been holding a skunk in one hand and a possum in the other and he still would’ve been sexy. 

“Yes?” he asked. 

The sound of his voice made her heart skip a beat. Her mouth instantly went dry. “I, um, wanted to apologize for lying about my name. I…um…was feeling a bit ornery, and I didn’t want to give you my real name.” 

He frowned slightly. The subtle movement should’ve distorted his features, but only gave him a seasoned look. “I’m not following you. Ornery? About what?” 

She chewed on her bottom lip while she tried to figure out the best way to approach this. “We had sex before,” she blurted. She didn’t mean to—she’d thought she was still mulling it over but the words rushed out on their own. 

He took a step back and his butt hit the edge of the counter. Bewilderment then embarrassment flashed across his eyes. “When?”

There was no point in hiding the truth any longer. She took a deep breath. “I used to hang around your fraternity a lot during my freshmen year at U of M. It was then, second semester, once. You were a junior.” 

His hand tightened around the cookie bag and it made a crackling noise. “Did I…? Um…” He closed his eyes briefly. “Was I nice to you?” 

When she imagined confronting him, she’d always thought she’d be nonchalant about it, maybe tell him what a piece of crap he was, but oddly she didn’t feel that way. She felt…sorry for him. “No.” 

He let out a heavy breath. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t really smart back then. I made a lot of poor decisions in my college days. I can’t express how much I’m sorry. Is that the real reason you gave me a fake name?” 

“Partly.” She shrugged. “But if I’d given you my real name, you wouldn’t have recognized it anyway. The day after…well, you know, you didn’t remember me.” 

Another wave of embarrassment washed over his face. “I was quite the…jerk.” 

She chuckled at that. “Yes you were, but I’m over it. And while we’re coming clean, I have another fib to clear up. I can dance.” 

He raised an eyebrow and suddenly she felt the need to explain herself. 

“I took jazz dance classes at the Y since I was in grade school. In high school I was part of the pep squad, I took advanced dance lessons and my husband and I also took ballroom dance lessons. Oh, and I take a salsa class two nights a week from my neighbor.” 

“Husband.” He said it as a statement rather than a question. 

“Ah, yeah. I have a husband. Had,” she corrected. “I had a husband, but he’s dead. I mean, he died. Drunk driver.” Good Lord, she was rambling again. She’d been telling people her husband died for three years now. Normally it was a well-rehearsed speech. “We thought about dancing competitively, but we probably wouldn’t have won. We weren’t that good.” 

“Sorry to hear that.” 

She shrugged. “It’s okay. I knew we weren’t the best dancers out there. I had trouble letting him lead and it usually resulted in us having a battle of wills on the dance floor.” 

“Um, no. I’m sorry that your husband died.”
Excerpt #3

“Toni,” Cindy called as she approached her. 

Even though everyone she’d seen so far was in casual wear, Cindy dressed as if she was still on the clock. She wore red dress pants with a matching jacket, a cream-colored top, and high heels. It was a safe guess that the fund-raiser wasn’t a social event for her—she was in full work mode. 

Toni let go of Piper’s hand to wave back. “Hey.” 

Cindy’s face had been almost flat when she’d called out to her, but when she got closer and saw the girls by Toni’s side, she smiled. “Oh, you brought additional guests.” 

“Um, is it a problem? Ahmad just said it was a fund-raiser, I didn’t know I couldn’t bring anyone with me.” 

Cindy waved her off. “Of course it isn’t a problem. He mentioned you two were on a date. I wasn’t expecting it to be a group date.” She crouched in front of the twins. “Hello, sweeties, what are your names?” 

“I’m Penny and this is Piper,” Penny said first pointing to herself then to her sister. 

“How sweet. Are you ladies ready to skate?” 

Penny and Piper jumped up and down and screamed. Toni didn’t bother trying to calm them down—their voices mixed in with the rest of the excitement around them. 

Cindy stood and placed her hands on her hips. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 

“Is Ahmad here yet?” Toni asked. “I saw a limo out front and assumed it was his.” 

“Yes, we got here about an hour ago.” 

Toni caught the emphasis on the ‘we’. 

“I have a few rules to run over with you before you meet up with him.”

Toni’s back straightened. “Rules?” If she’d known going on a semi-date with Ahmad came with a rule book, she would’ve stayed at home and got caught up on her DVR. 

“Nothing major,” Cindy said. “It’s just that since he’s in the public eye, there are some things that we have to be careful about. Most of the things I was going to discuss are moot now since you have the kids with you. They’ll serve as a good buffer.” 

That was exactly what Toni had thought when she asked Michelle if they could come with her. The invite had been a last-minute decision based purely on her out-of-control feelings. Ahmad made her nervous—everything about him did. Her traitorous body reacted all funky whenever he was around. She couldn’t hold a decent thought in her head, her heart didn’t know if it wanted to beat fast or slow so it alternated between the two, her stomach flipped and flopped and she felt…weird. Just weird. 

“No selfies,” Cindy was saying and Toni realized that she’d blacked out on part of Cindy’s list of rules. “Try not to be alone with him—people will think you two are dating.” 

Toni wanted to point out that according to Ahmad this was a date, but decided to hold her tongue because Cindy was clearly on a roll. 

“No hand holding.” Cindy paused. “I think that’s it. Got it?” 

Toni smirked. Some of the rules Cindy had mentioned, her and Ahmad had already broken. “Sure. Basically just stay away from him.” 

Cindy let out a fake laugh. “That might be a good idea.”
Excerpt #4

“Look, I know you’re trying to be conversational but I’d rather keep my writing private.” 

“Sure. I can change the subject. We can talk about your hair.” 

She instinctively touched one of the wavy locks. “My hair? What about it?” 

“I like when you wear it down.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Next subject.” 

He chuckled. “So here we are, I don’t want to talk about what finally changed my life around and you don’t want to talk about your stories or your hair.” 

“I know you think that you have the most to lose if something very personal got out about you, but I have a lot to lose too.” 

He leaned forward. “What do you have to lose, Toni?” 

There was seriousness in her eyes. “My anonymity. I don’t want to give anyone any information about my writing life. I’ve worked hard to keep my personal life and my author life separate.” 

“I understand.” 

She tilted her head. “Do you really?” 

“Toni, I get it. Once you let people in, they feel like it’s their right to know everything about you, to judge you. Sometimes it’s good to keep something for yourself, to not feel like you’ve lost who you are. 

“I’m glad you understand.” 

He leaned against the hard back rest. “So is that why you won’t go out with me?” 

“One of the reasons,” she said without hesitation. 

“I just want you to know that if we did go out and your pen name somehow became public, I would take care of you.” 

She snorted. “Take care of me? I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I own everything that I have. I’m set.” 

“Not financially, even though I don’t see the big issue with letting a man take care of you that way, but I’ll take care of you”—he lifted a shoulder—“you know, I’d give you your very own PR team to make sure the reporters don’t drag your name through the mud.”

“It would just be a lot easier if I didn’t get my name out there at all.” She sipped her Coke and peered around the rink, anywhere but at him. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do here.” 

“What do you mean? I’m not trying to do anything but show you a good time.” 

She squinted. “Why?” 

“I’ve been thinking about my future—wife and kids.” 

Her gaze swept the room. “Well, I’m sure you wouldn’t have any problem with finding someone who wanted the position of Ahmad’s baby maker in here.” 

He stared at her. “What if the one I wanted was sitting in front of me?” 

She stood and grabbed her plate. “Then I’d tell you to look again.” She left him sitting alone at the booth.

