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He dropped a hand against her knee and gently stroked it. Harper jumped ever so slightly feeling as if she’d been touched by a hot torch. The heated sensation swept through her muscles and each one quivered for attention. Quentin leaned forward then hesitated, meeting her stare. Her bottom lip trembled ever so slightly as she leaned in to him, allowing her mouth to meet his. The kiss was soft and gentle and brief. Quentin closed his eyes and sighed softly.

Harper leaned in a second time. This time the kiss was more urgent, the passion rising as she opened her lips ever so slightly, allowing his warm searching tongue to enter and tangle with her tongue. They both tasted sweet, like the sugared dessert they’d just shared, hints of banana and chocolate between them. She moaned and he moaned with her as both his hands gripped the sides of her face.

Quentin traced his finger across her profile, over her cheeks, her nose, each of her eyelids. Where his fingers led, his mouth followed with a damp trail of kisses. Every bit of her tasted like sugar and he suddenly couldn’t get enough. Harper suddenly gripped his wrists, stalling the path his hands were determined to make over her body.

“What are we doing?” she whispered, as she breathed heavily.

“You know what we’re doing,” Quentin whispered back.
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To our little princess,
JoAnna Alaina Woody.
I love you very much!
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Quentin Elliott suddenly grabbed the pastry dough he’d been kneading and flung it across the room, watching as it slammed harshly against the brick wall. On the other side of the space Troy Elliott paused, his own gaze moving from the wet dough sliding toward the polished concrete floor to his baby brother’s face. Tears misted Quentin’s eyes, stealing past his forest-thick lashes to roll down his cheeks.

“Do you feel better?” Troy asked casually.

Quentin shrugged his broad shoulders as he swiped at his eyes with his forearm. “Who is she? And why didn’t Pop ever talk about her?”

Staring at his computer screen and the document he’d been working on, Troy paused momentarily before answering. “You know exactly what I know, Quentin. Maybe she’ll be able to tell us why her father never told us anything about her.”

“I just want to know why he’d leave her in control of the bakery. Didn’t he trust us?”

“I don’t think this has anything to do with trust, baby brother. Harper Donovan was his blood.”

Quentin bristled. “But we were his family,” he said defiantly, meeting his brother’s intense stare. “Where was she when he was sick?”

Troy sighed deeply. “We may never know, Quentin. We can only hope and pray that everything works out when it’s all said and done.”

Quentin paused, his own stare moving back to the pastry that had puddled in a thick lump on the floor. “I miss him already,” the man whispered loudly.

Troy nodded. “I miss Pop, too,” he answered. “Now, clean up your mess and get back to work. Until she gets here we still have a business to run.”

 

 

“He left you a sweatshop?”

Harper Donovan rolled her eyes skyward, meeting her best friend’s gaze. Jasmine Holt’s dubious expression almost made her laugh out loud. Almost. She shook her head and frowned instead. “A
sweet
shop!” Harper exclaimed. “
Sweet!
It’s a pastry, bakery thing.”

Jasmine’s eyes widened with understanding. “Ohhh! Okay, that makes so much more sense.” She paused for a split second. “So, what are you going to do with a
sweet
shop? And, one in Memphis, Tennessee, of all places?”

Harper shrugged her narrow shoulders, feigning indifference. “I don’t want it. I don’t want anything from him.” She stared down at the certified letter that rested in her lap.

News of her father’s death had come three days earlier, that letter detailing the date and time of his homegoing service. A telephone call from his attorney earlier that afternoon had confirmed her attendance and informed her of her inheritance. Since learning of her father’s passing Harper hadn’t been able to focus on much of anything. And now all she wanted was to ignore it all until it went away.

“You might not want it but you still have to deal with settling his estate,” Jasmine reasoned, dropping down onto the sofa beside her.

Harper shook her head as she pulled her manicured fingers through the length of her short pixie haircut. “No, I don’t. I really don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do. And right now I’m not interested in dealing with anything Everett Donovan had to do with.”

The conversation was interrupted by Harper’s maternal grandmother, the matriarch clearing her throat as she moved into the room and took a seat in her favorite chair. She tapped her cane harshly against the hardwood floors.

“You will not disrespect your father,” the old woman admonished. “The man’s dead and you owe him better than that.”

“Mama Pearl, I’m not disrespecting him,” Harper countered. “I didn’t know him well enough to disrespect him.”

“That wasn’t all his fault,” Pearl Townes answered. “Your mama had a lot to do with that.”

“Maybe, but what was his excuse after my mama died?” Harper questioned.

The matriarch met her granddaughter’s gaze. “Good question. It’s one you need to ask yourself.”

“You say that like it was my fault!”

“Harper, I imagine between your mama and all her evilness, and you just being ugly for no good reason, refusing to meet him halfway every time he reached out, that you two put that poor man through some things.”

Harper rolled her eyes. “I didn’t put him through anything,” she said defiantly.

Mama Pearl scoffed. “Okay,” she said, her head bobbing up and down.

“I didn’t!” Harper insisted.

“Maybe not,” Mama Pearl countered as she wagged her index finger in Harper’s direction, “but I done told you time and time again that you and your mama both were wrong. When you had the chance to do better you should have. Now it’s too late.”

“I cannot believe you’re blaming me!”

The old woman blew a deep sigh, her head waving from side to side. “No one is blaming anyone, Harper. I’m just saying that now is not the time to disrespect your daddy’s memory with your foolishness.”

Harper threw herself back against the sofa cushions, her lips pushed into a full pout. She crossed her arms over her chest.

Jasmine laughed softly. “So, when do you leave for Tennessee?”

Harper shrugged her shoulders a second time. “I don’t know. I really don’t want to go but . . .” She hesitated as she cut an eye in her grandmother’s direction.

Mama Pearl interjected. “She’s leaving tomorrow morning ’cause her daddy’s funeral is on Thursday. And you will not miss your daddy’s funeral,” she said firmly, leaning forward in her seat to meet Harper’s stare.

“But I don’t want—” Harper started, her voice rising.

Mama Pearl cut her off midsentence. “You don’t get to say this time, Harper.
I’m
saying. You will honor your father by going to his funeral. Are we clear?”

Harper stared back, both women knowing just how much Harper hated the thought of attending any funeral. Something out of turn always happened when her family was sending off a dearly departed. If it wasn’t some relative’s bad behavior, it was a family secret being spilled because some cousin or uncle talked out of turn. Family weddings weren’t much better.

At the last family gathering it was Harper’s cousin Tuck whose tongue got to flapping around before anyone could stop him. The occasion had been Harper’s mother’s funeral where her aunt Bernice’s third child found out Tyrone Taylor wasn’t his daddy. Tyrone had only fathered Bernice’s first two children, before Bernice had gotten into the bad habit of hopping from bed to bed across the great state of Louisiana. And although everyone knew Ullman James was the little boy’s daddy, no one had ever dared to speak it out loud. No one until Tuck said something while they’d all been standing together in Hyco Zion Baptist Church’s fellowship hall and Bernice’s little boy just happened to be standing by her side. The ensuing drama still had family not talking to one another. Harper didn’t want to begin to think about the secrets that might come out at her father’s funeral.

“Tch!” The young woman sucked her teeth, her eyes spinning skyward as she threw her torso back against the couch for the second time.

“Girl, if you roll your eyes at me one more time,” Mama Pearl admonished, shaking her cane in Harper’s direction. “You will never be that grown!”

Her eyes wide with amusement, Jasmine repeated her question. “So, when will you be leaving?”

Harper sighed, blowing warm breath past her full lips. She looked over at her friend and tossed up her hands in frustration. “I guess I’m leaving tomorrow morning.”
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