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Chapter 1

			The car lock echoed in the parking garage. Reluctantly, Ronin began the long walk to the mall’s French entrance.

			It was his tenth wedding anniversary, and he was in no mood for romance. It’d only been a month since Ona burst into his office and confronted him. “Are you sleeping with Alice?” It wasn’t so much a question as an accusation. She’d humiliated him, embarrassed his clients, and cost two of his colleagues their jobs.

			Ona apologized, but he couldn’t let it go. She was his wife, and she didn’t trust him. Worse, she didn’t respect him. All her apologies and assurances to the contrary had done little to change his mind or his heart. But tonight, considering the significance of the occasion, he’d decided to call and end the hostilities.

			*****

			A chime sounded as Ronin came through the door.

			“Good afternoon. Welcome to Amour et Chocolat. May I help you find you something?” Solis greeted him.

			Ronin didn’t acknowledge her. He skipped the counter and made his way past the marble-topped tasting tables to the mahogany display cases with prepackaged specialty items. Amour et Chocolat imported confections from around the world, and they were the only confectioner that carried the French truffles Ona loved.

			“Damn it,” Ronin murmured under his breath. He couldn’t remember which truffles Ona liked, and the boxes went on forever.

			Solis smiled to herself. Ronin’s frenzied search for prepackaged chocolates told her all she needed to know. She called to him from behind the counter.

			“If you bring that run-of-the-mill box of chocolates home, you’ll be in the doghouse for sure.”

			Ronin turned to the voice behind the counter, prepared to tell her to mind her own business, until he came face-to-face with her soft brown eyes, warm copper skin, and devastating smile.

			“Is it that obvious?” Ronin replied, ending his fruitless search for the right box of truffles.

			“Those boxes say, ‘Honey, I forgot, so at the last minute, I dropped by the store and got these.’”

			“Don’t spare a brothas feelings.” Ronin clutched his chest, feigning injury.

			Solis’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “I can help, but it’s going to cost you.”

			“A gentleman never refuses a lady. You got me. How much?”

			“A few hundred, give or take.”

			“Seriously?”

			Solis raised her left hand— “Doghouse?”—and then her right— “Or …”

			“I’ll take the door on the right.”

			“You’ve chosen wisely. Birthday or anniversary? Dinner or night in?”

			“Tenth anniversary, dinner out.”

			“A milestone. Inga’s Garden is two blocks down Main Street. Ask for the doghouse bouquet with yellow roses. Smirnov Jewelers is on Fifth Street. Get a diamond and birthstone pendant. That way, you don’t have to worry about sizing. Ask for the silver box. While you’re gone, I’ll hand pack you a box of our best truffles—you know, the ones she likes that you can’t remember.” Solis winked.

			“How do you know all of this?”

			“Trade secrets,” she replied coyly.

			“Solis?” Ronin pointed to her name tag. “Do you offer advice often?”

			“I usually don’t have to. Most patrons ask for it, Mr. …?”

			“Ronin Jackson. Please call me Ronin. Well, Solis, you’ve given me some errands to run. See you in a few.”

			“I’ll be waiting.” Solis waved him away.

			Ronin glanced over his shoulder as he exited the store. What twisted irony put a temptation like you in a candy store? Ronin rolled his eyes at the thought, turning his wrist to check the time. Door number 2.

			****

			Piper smiled at Ronin on his way out of the store. “Solis! He was in here?”

			“Yes, he came for an anniversary gift. I sent him on a few errands to make it special.”

			“Why are all the hot ones taken? And why do they only come into the store when you’re here? Don’t answer that, you goddamn Egyptian goddess.” Piper pouted.

			Piper, twenty-five, was forever on the hunt for Mr. Wrong. A pretty blonde, with sapphire blue eyes and porcelain skin, she got her fair share of attention.

			“Piper, this is a candy boutique. Men only come in here when they need something for another woman. Mother, daughter, wife … doesn’t matter. If you want to find a single guy, you need to work in the outlets. Tons of eligible bachelors coming in and out of there.”

			“Nah, too many teenagers. Teenagers are a pain in the ass.”

			“Oh, so I’m a pain in the ass?”

			“Solis, you couldn’t be a teenager if you tried. You don’t know how. I didn’t have my shit together at your age.”

			“You don’t have your shit together now.” Solis nudged her playfully.

			“Very funny. Marlon will be happy, you’ll put us over quota with just that one box.”

			“What does Marlon say, ‘If you want a man to buy something … have a beautiful woman sell it to him.’”

			“And that doesn’t sound even remotely sexists to you? I know he’s your cousin, but he’s the manager too.”

			Solis set a sateen candy box on the counter. “Sexist? No. Ingenious? Definitely. You gotta know your clientele. It’s all a show. Piper, you are the slightly unattainable girl next door. Bobby is the All-American boy you’d find in any Gap ad. There’s a reason we’re the highest-grossing boutique. It’s also why we get paid so well.”

			“Still sexist, but it beats commission. You want me to help you with that box?”

			“No. I got it.”

			“I’ll be in the back. Holler when tall-dark-and-yummy comes back. He may not be Mr. Right, but I could settle for Mr. Right Now.”

			Tall, dark, and yummy—a good description. Broad-shouldered, with rich umber skin, a high fade, and a close-cut goatee in a fitted Armani suit, Ronin was an ebony daydream.

			Solis sighed. “Why are all the good ones taken? No, Piper, why are all the good ones older than me?”

			

	

Chapter 2

			Ronin held the door for another patron and followed her inside. Life in the Jackson home was better of late. His anniversary gifts and after-dinner sex calmed the waters. Ona was happier, but he was restless, distracted.

			It was Solis. Their brief encounter the month before had a profound effect on him.

			The boutique was busy. Ronin perused the shelves, waiting for Solis to notice him. Conflicted, he half hoped she wouldn’t but was elated when she did.

			“Ronin! Welcome back. I take it your gifts were a hit?”

			“Door number 2, definitely the right choice. Thank you.”

			“My pleasure. So, you’re back for more … chocolate?” Solis blushed. Seriously, Solis, could you be more obvious?

			Solis’ timid but less than subtle flirtation caught Ronin off guard. It’d been a while since a woman played coquet with him. Encouraged, he decided to up the ante.

			“I was wondering if I could take you for coffee, you know, to say thank you for all your help.”

			“Today? I don’t get off for another hour.”

			Ronin grabbed a bag of chocolate-covered almonds. “If that’s a yes, I’ll wait.”

			Solis shot him a wickedly playful look. “You said you weren’t here to buy chocolate.”

			Ronin grinned. “What kind of customer would I be if I didn’t? I’ll see you in an hour. Café Paris, okay?”

			“Café Paris? I’m a little underdressed, but okay.”

			“Great. I’ll be outside.”

			*****

			Ronin Jackson was the sexy kind of charming; that was hard to forget. She’d often wondered if she’d see him again. Until now, it’d been nothing more than a harmless fantasy.

			Solis checked her reflection in the breakroom mirror; as always, echoes of her mother stared back at her. She unpinned her hair, letting it fall past her shoulders. She rolled down her sleeves and opened a few buttons on her shirt. For a finishing touch, she glossed her lips and freshened her perfume. Satisfied, she headed for the exit. Ronin was waiting right where he said he’d be.

			What are you doing, Solis? He’s a man—a married man. Solis stood still, paused by the scolding of her conscience.

			Because of her uncommon beauty, older men hit on her all the time. The perverts, the persistent, and the predators—Solis knew them all too well. But Ronin, Ronin didn’t feel like the others. Solis dismissed her conscience and went out to meet him.

			“Best a girl could do in five minutes,” Solis shrugged, commenting on her appearance.

			“You did a lot in five minutes. Not that you needed it.”

			“Flattery will get you everywhere. Shall we?”

			“After you.”

			

	

Chapter 3

			“Bienvenue au Café Paris. How may we have the pleasure of serving you today?”

			“Thank you. Two, please. On the terrace,” Ronin replied.

			“Yes, sir. Will you and the beautiful lady follow me?”

			Patrons in business attire conversed cheerfully over coffee. Servers moved quickly from kitchen to table and back again, never forgetting to smile. White linen and silver place settings dressed every table. A sky light gave the very convincing illusion of being outside on a warm sunny Paris day. On the terrace, one could people-watch while sipping their noisette, perched above the mall patrons one floor below. Café Paris was as far from a Starbucks as one could get.

			“Here we are.” The host pulled out the chair for Solis.

			“Thank you, Lucas.”

			“You remember me?” Lucas asked, surprised.

			“Yes. Did your mother like the Brazilian chocolates?”

			“She said they were sinfully delicious! Your box was so lovely, she kept it. Thank you. Your server will be with you momentarily.”

			Ronin waited for Lucas to leave before he spoke. “He likes you.”

			“Who? Lucas? No. It’s the name. People like it when you remember their names, their moments. It makes them feel valued, important.”

			“How long have you worked at the boutique?”

			“A year. I worked for Ms. Inga before I worked here. She and her husband Mr. Smirnov own the florist and the jewelry store.”

			“I hope you get commission. You’re very good at what you do.”

			“You’re sweet.”

			“I’m a contract lawyer. I practice at Jackson & Owens. Our offices are on the fourth floor. I can’t believe you’ve worked here for a year and I’ve never seen you.”

			“I’m not always here. I think that’s our server.”

			“My name is Julie. Have we decided? Would you care for a list? We have a variety of specialty coffees and an assortment of macarons.”

			“Julie, I’d like a noisette Vanille crème d’amande.”

			Julie noted Solis’ order and turned to Ronin. “And you, sir?”

			“Just coffee with cream.”

			“Coffee?” Solis asked incredulously. “You don’t come to Café Paris and order café Americain. Julie, he’ll have a café aux noisettes à la crème. Thank you.”

			“Good choice. Be back soon.” Julie left for the kitchen.

			Ronin cocked an eyebrow. “You speak French, or you’ve been here before?”

			“Oui, je parle français. I came here once on an assignment for a French class.”

			“You’re a student. Where?”

			“I start my junior year at Roosevelt High in the fall.”

			Ronin sat quietly as the weight of her words sunk in. He couldn’t believe it. Solis carried herself with an intelligence and maturity far beyond her years. It didn’t matter. The voice of reason was clear. He needed to leave.

			“Oh, you thought … sixteen. I’ll be seventeen in December. I’m sorry. You didn’t ask. I should’ve said something. I won’t be upset if you want to go.”

			Julie returned. “I have a café aux noisettes à la crème for the gentleman, and for the lady with impeccable taste, I have a noisette vanille crème d’amande. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

			Solis gave Julie a smile and a nod. “No, thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. I’ll be back to check on you in a while.” Julie made a hasty retreat toward the barista counter.

			“We could ask her to make these to go,” Solis offered.

			“I asked you to coffee to thank you. What kind of thank-you would it be if I left before you got to enjoy it?”

			“You do this often?” Solis asked in earnest.

			“No. I’m not in the habit of asking beautiful young women who are not my wife out for coffee.”

			“Then I guess I better enjoy it.”

			Solis sipped her coffee slowly, checking the temperature. Ronin did the same.

			“Mmm, now that’s good. You’ll have to tell me what it is in English so I can order it again.”

			“Hazelnut coffee with almond cream. Glad you like it.”

			“Speaking of, Ona loved everything. But why yellow roses?” Ronin asked.

			“Red roses say, ‘I went to the florist and spent a lot of money.’ Yellow roses say, ‘I went to the florist and picked out something special just for you.’ Big difference. Don’t take this the wrong way, but after ten years of marriage, I’d like to think a man would have it together.”

			Ronin laughed. “Brutal, beautiful, and brilliant—a triple threat.”

			“I tend to be too honest. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. I find it refreshing. Sometimes the years, the kids, work … life, you just drop the ball.”

			“Well, I’m glad I was able to help you pick it up. You have kids?”

			“Two sons: Ronin Jr., ten, and Robert, six.”

			“Sounds fun. I bet they’re sweet.”

			“They are. And you?”

			Solis felt her phone vibrate. “Ronin, I have to go. Thank you for this. I really enjoyed it.”

			Solis left the table too quickly for Ronin to stand. He watched from the terrace as she exited the café.

			Waves of coffee broke on the sides of his cup when his silent ringer went off. It was Ona. He’d ignored her last text, he figured he better answer.

			“Hey, sweetness. I’m sorry. Lunch with a client ran long. I’m on my way home now. Do you need me to stop and get anything?”

			“No. I was worried. You didn’t text me back,” Ona replied.

			“Sorry, my phone was on silent. See you soon.”

			Ronin hung up. For the first time in ten years, he’d lied to his wife about where he’d been and who he’d been with. He found his lack of emotion around the act unsettling. What is wrong with you?

			Before he could call for it, Lucas appeared with the check. He set it on the table, giving Ronin the oddest look.

			“For you, sir, when you’re ready. No rush.”

			Lucas turned on his heels, back to the host area. Ronin opened the billfold, and a pink monogramed note card fell out.

			“Thank you. Solis Monroe. 530—”

			Ronin ran his fingers over the card. Solis intrigued him in a way no woman ever had. It was easy to forget she was sixteen—too easy. Throw it away. You’ve indulged this long enough. You shouldn’t be here.

			Ronin tucked Solis’ number away in his wallet.

			

	

Chapter 4

			“Ronin, where are you?” Ona asked. “We’re supposed to be at Joi and Marcus’s this afternoon, remember? The boys and I are here waiting for you.”

			“How could I forget?”

			“Ronin, she’s my sister. Marcus is a great guy. I know you like him.”

			“I’m meeting up with Damien to go over legal briefs.”

			“Maybe Damien can come. The boys would love to see their uncle.”

			“I’ll ask Damien to come and meet you and the boys over there later. Okay?”

			“Later? What—”

			“Love you … I gotta go.”

			Dial tone. Ronin hung up before she could get the words out. What’s going on with him?

			Ona relaxed in the shade of the patio while the boys played in the shallow end of the pool. Ona had no intention of getting in the water. A statuesque five feet eleven inches, with flawless blue brown skin, striking eyes, and an eye-catching figure, her fuchsia Gucci bikini was about fashion, not function. Thankfully, Marcus was on duty as both referee and lifeguard.

			Joi sat down on a chaise next to Ona. “Look at those boys. A bunch of guppies, all of them. We’re never going to get them out of the pool.”

			Ona half smiled but didn’t respond.

			“Earth to Ona?” Joi waved her hand in front of Ona’s face.

			“Sorry, sis.”

			“Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind?”

			“Ronin.”

			“Where’s Ronin anyway? Trying to avoid me?” Joi snorted.

			“He’s with Damien. He’ll be over later.”

			“Damien knows he’s fine with those dreamy eyes. You should’ve married Damien.” Joi smiled deviously.

			“Have you no shame, Joi?”

			“None. Come on. What’s up?”

			“Ronin has been distant lately. It’s like the closer I try to get to him, the farther away he gets.”

			Joi peered over her Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses. “You know that’s how it starts.”

			“Don’t go there, Joi. What was I thinking, going to his office like that? He still hasn’t forgiven me.”

			“All the signs were there. Who knew it was Brodie?”

			“I still can’t believe Brodie left you for Alice Stubbs.”

			“I wasn’t around. She was. It doesn’t make it right, but it is what it is. I’m just grateful she cares for Little Brodie and Michael. I’d never tell the home-wrecking bitch that, but it’s true.”

			“Mom was around. That didn’t stop Dad from leaving her—leaving us.”

			“That was a long time ago, Ona. Have you talked to Ronin?”

			“I’ve tried. It’s infuriating.”

			“Finish that glass and have another. I find life looks a lot better when seen through a bottle of wine or two.”

			Ona drained her glass and offered it to Joi for another pour. She peered through the stemware mockingly as if expecting her life to be better. The thought of Ronin leaving conjured a toxic brew of fear, rage, and desperation inside her no glass of wine could fix. She wasn’t her mother or her sister. She wasn’t going to let what happened to them happen to her.

			****

			Irritated and running late. Ronin called Damien from the mall entrance.

			“D, I need you to come with me to Joi’s house for a barbecue today, and if Ona asks, I was with you all afternoon.”

			“Ro, I got plans.”

			“Whoever she is, bring her with you or bow out. I’m sure you can think of something.”

			“Wait, why do you need me to tell Ona you’re with me?”

			“Stop giving me shit and just do it, okay?” Ronin pleaded.

			“Fine, what time?”

			“About two.”

			“Hold up. It’s twelve. What are you? I can’t believe it. Who is she?”

			“There’s no she. You know I’d rather chew lead than spend one minute with Joi Cooper; and the thought of spending the whole afternoon talking to Marcus makes my head hurt.”

			“Then don’t go.”

			“Be real, you know I have to. She’s Ona sister, the two are inseparable.”

			“And this is why I don’t have a wife. You’re really not going to tell me who she is?”

			It was no surprise to Ronin that Damien would find the idea of his infidelity amusing. The only thing Damien studied in college more than the law was beautiful women. He had no intention of getting married. To him, monogamy was a disease that made men weak, and he avoided it like the plague.

			“There is no she. I got to go.”

			“Be careful. You ain’t got the skills to keep two women happy, and Ona is crazy as hell.”

			“Yeah. Yeah. Bye.”

			Ronin joined Solis at a table outside the café. He stopped a barista. “Espresso, please.”

			Solis could tell he wasn’t himself when he sat down. “Ronin, is everything okay?”

			“Sorry I’m late. Ona’s upset. I didn’t stay and go to a barbecue at her sister’s house. I told her I’d come later.”

			“You could’ve gone. I’d have understood.”

			Ronin gently touched her cheek. “And miss our weekly date?”

			Smiling, the barista set the espresso on the table between them.

			“I love our dates too, but I’m not naïve. You’re a married man with responsibilities.”

			“Solis Monroe, how are you sixteen?”

			“I get that question all the time. But seriously, get a babysitter. Take her out. Make it something simple.”

			“You want me to spend time with her?”

			Ronin couldn’t believe it. Solis was encouraging him to spend more time with his wife. It was sound advice, but coming from her, he couldn’t help but wonder if her feelings for him were mutual.

			“Ronin, she’s your wife.”

			“Yes. She is. A date night? It’s doable. My parents are out of town … my assistant, maybe she knows a good sitter.”

			“I’m off Friday. I’ll do it. I love kids.”

			“And how do you suppose I explain that I just happened to find a charming and lovely babysitter?”

			“You’re a lawyer. Isn’t that what you guys do?” Solis winked at him playfully.

			“It’s been a while since I argued a case, but I think I can come up with a convincing argument. Friday night?”

			“Friday night it is. Ona should give Dahlia a call.”

			“Dahlia?”

			“My mother.”

			It always caught him off guard when Solis referred to her mother as Dahlia. There was something there, but he wasn’t ready to ask, and she wasn’t ready to share.

			Solis wrote Dahlia’s phone number on one of her monogramed cards and handed it to Ronin. “Have Ona call tomorrow. It’ll give you a little time to make your case, counselor. I got to get back. See you Friday.”

			Solis left the table. A young man stopped her. She smiled sweetly at him. Ronin couldn’t hear what she said, but it was clear she shot him down. The man ran to catch up with his friend. Ronin listened to their conversation as they walked by.

			“Did you see her? Damn, that kind of sexy should be against the law.” The younger of the men shook his head.

			“It is against the law. You hit that, and you’ll be wearing bracelets and a jumpsuit,” his friend replied.

			Bracelets and orange jumpsuits weren’t the half of it. He was committing suicide. Solis could cost him everything. And now, now he was bringing her home. Ronin dropped cash on table and headed for the exit. Deep in thought, Ona’s call startled him. What now?

			“Hey, beautiful,” Ronin answered.

			“Ronin get over here quick. Marcus wants to start the grill. You know what happened last time,” Ona whispered.

			“Roger that. Get the fire extinguisher. Hide the matches. “I’m on my way. Be there in twenty. Oh, Damien is coming too.”

			“Already done,” Ona chuckled. “Great! The boys will be happy. Love you. Hurry up.”

			“Love you too.”

			Ronin synched his Bluetooth to the car and dialed Damien. The line rang longer than he expected. He was about to hang up and dial again when Damien answered.

			“You owe me! Bailing on Aaliyah got me mad shit.”

			“You’ll smooth it over.” Ronin chuckled. “Meet me over there in thirty.”

			“If Ona asks, what were we doing all afternoon?”

			“I told her we were going over legal briefs.”

			“Working? Ro, we got to work on your alibi skills if you’re going to keep this up. Is she worth it?”

			“D, the last time, there’s no she.”

			“You’re a terrible liar. See you at Joi’s.”

			Damien was right, he did need a new alibi. Ona was suspicious by nature, and two months of working on Saturdays wouldn’t go unnoticed for long.

			****

			Solis giggled. She couldn’t help it. Ronin made her deliriously happy. He didn’t treat her like a child. He listened when she talked and had a genuine interest in what she had to say. The attraction between them was palpable, but Ronin never once made her feel uncomfortable. Other than a kiss on the hand or cheek, he’d barely touched her.

			Marlon was waiting at the counter when she returned. “Hey, cousin. Where you been?” Marlon asked.

			“Eating lunch. That’s usually what people do at lunchtime,” Solis quipped.

			“Don’t play dumb. You came in here like a cat who’d caught a mouse. Who is he? Where’d you meet him?”

			“You checking up on me?”

			“Maybe. Don’t change the subject.”

			“His name is Ronin. I helped him with a last-minute anniversary gift. The coffee was a thank-you.”

			“Not tall, dark, and yummy? I’m so jelly.” Piper sighed.

			“Thank you, Piper.” Solis glared at her.

			“Coffee? How helpful were you?”

			“I sent him to see Inga and Demetri and packed him a specialty box of truffles. That helpful, jerk!”

			“Nah, that ain’t it. He wants something. How old is he?”

			Marlon asked the one question Solis didn’t want to answer. Marlon could change roles at the drop of a hat. If he decided to play the overprotective brother, he’d tell Dahlia and put an end to Ronin with a quickness. Solis knew she had to tread lightly.

			“I don’t know … thirty something, but it isn’t what you think.”

			“The hell it ain’t! I hired you to keep you out of trouble and help you earn some money while going to school. Don’t make me regret it.”

			“Whatever, Marlon! You hired me because I’m the best damn employee you have. I bring in more repeat business than anyone, including you, cousin.”

			“Sass all you want. I’m serious.”

			“I’ll prove it. Ronin and Ona asked me to babysit for them next Friday night. He gave me his card with his wife’s number and their address on it. He wants me to have Dahlia call her tomorrow to make sure it’s okay. See?”

			Solis took Ronin’s card out of her pocket and showed it to him. Marlon gave the card a once-over and handed it back.

			“We’ll see. I’ll be in the office.”

			Solis joined Piper behind the counter. “Really, Piper? Could you be any less helpful?”

			“Jailbait,” Piper whispered.

			“Not funny, Piper.”

			“Oh, but it is. Liar,” she laughed.

			“Don’t you have something to do?” Solis asked, irritated.

			“No, but you do. Enjoy.” Piper sauntered off.

			Piper was joking around; but the situation was serious. Marlon knew her better than anyone, and it was only a matter of time before he figured it out.

			

	

Chapter 5

			Dahlia leaned over the steering wheel. “These houses are so big; you can’t see the numbers.”

			“Twenty-seven. It should be up there on the right,” Solis pointed.

			Dahlia pulled into the drive and cut the engine. Solis got out, motioning for Dahlia to follow. She didn’t.

			“Solis, why do you want me to come to these people’s door?”

			Solis knew Dahlia didn’t do well in new social situations, especially ones where she felt inferior. She had to cajole, convince, and finally, drag Dahlia into the car to get her here.

			“Dahlia, the Jacksons are people, no different than you and me. Chill out. It’d be weird if you didn’t come to the door and meet them.”

			“Look around. If you think for one minute there ain’t no difference between us and them, you’re fooling yourself.”

			Dahlia had a point. Ronin lived in The Willows, a gated community of modern colonials with sweeping driveways and tree-lined streets; it was hard to believe they were only twenty minutes from their home in Laurel Heights. It didn’t matter. She needed Dahlia to come to the door.

			Solis came around to the driver side door and opened it. “Whatever, Dahlia! Just come already!”

			“Fine.” Dahlia got out of the car.

			****

			Ona greeted them at the door. She and Dahlia exchanged pleasantries. Ona explained they would be back late and asked if it was okay for Ronin to take Solis home. Dahlia readily agreed and left.

			“Okay, a quick tour.” Ona gestured for Solis to follow.

			They walked past the grand staircase through the living room into the family room.

			“This is the only place outside of their rooms where the boys can play and watch TV. Through here is the kitchen. You may help yourself to anything. Our emergency contacts and instructions for the night are on the fridge. Don’t let the boys eat too late. The bathroom is just down the hall here.”

			Solis could tell Ona took pride in her décor. It was a beautiful home. But no one would guess a family with young children lived in it. And the house didn’t feel like Ronin at all.

			“Mrs. Jackson, you have a lovely home.”

			“Call me Ona. Thank you for watching the boys and for my anniversary gifts.”

			“He told you?” Solis asked, surprised and alarmed.

			“I figured it out. Ronin would never have picked yellow roses or the right truffles. I knew there had to a woman involved. I’m just glad it was you.” Ona smiled.

			Ronin came downstairs, interrupting their conversation.

			“Solis, thanks for coming. I hope you and your mom didn’t have trouble finding the place.”

			“Just a little,” Solis replied, trying not to make direct eye contact. She had a terrible poker face and didn’t want Ona getting any ideas.

			Ronin called up the stairs. “Boys, come and meet Solis. She’s going to watch you tonight while Mommy and Daddy go out.”

			Ronin Jr. and Robert thundered down the staircase.

			“Hi, Solis. I’m Robert. How old are you?”

			Solis smiled and knelt to Robert’s level. “Well, Robert, you’re six, and I’m ten years older than you. Can you guess how old I am?”

			“Sixteen,” Ronin Jr. answered.

			“Right. Ronin, you look just like your father. Is that why they call you Little Ronin?”

			“I guess so.” He shrugged.

			“What do you boys want to do first? Maybe a movie? I brought my favorite microwave kettle corn.”

			“Popcorn!” Robert squealed, running off to the kitchen.

			“You’re really pretty. Do you have a boyfriend?” Ronin Jr. asked sheepishly.

			“Ronin! Go find your brother,” Ona snapped.

			Ronin Jr. dropped his head and turned to leave. Solis could tell Ona’s reaction embarrassed him.

			“Ronin.
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