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Every head turned when Cleveland Alexander walked into the dining hall of First Baptist Church in Covington, Georgia. Groups of women huddled together and whispered about the caramel God who had entered the building and all the wanton things that his chiseled body made them want to do. As he walked, their eyes followed him like he was the flame and they were the moths, only they wouldn't mind getting some of his fire.

One bridesmaid wanted to stare into his slate grey eyes and run her fingers through his long, black Nubian locks while he kissed her senseless, because despite the frown on his thick lips, they looked so kissable and delicious. Another bridesmaid leaned into her friend and told her that if she had the chance, she'd turn that frown on his face into the biggest smile because a man like that needed a woman who could work her hips. The only thing that stopped her from giving a demonstration was a stern look from the reverend who'd overheard their conversation.

But there was one woman who didn't give a damn if he smiled or not. The only thing that Winfred Barker cared about was seeing him turn around and walk out the door so that he could get to the Atlanta Falcons pep rally that he couldn't stop talking about. Unfortunately, she was the only woman who was going to know the feel of Cleveland's big hands. He was the best man, and she was the maid of honor they had to walk down the aisle together.

While there was a table full of bridesmaids who would've switched places with her in a heartbeat, Freddie was dreading spending time with Cleveland Alexander. Sure, part of it had to do with the fact the she was tired of hearing him complain. Cleveland had told everyone in earshot that the only reason he'd been a part of the wedding party was because his brother, Darren Alexander, was expecting his first child and at the last minute he'd graciously stepped up and stepped in for him. But she couldn't deny his sex appeal, either. Freddie glanced at Cleveland as he took a seat at the table with the groomsmen. 

She rolled her eyes when she heard him start with that damned Falcons pep rally story––again. Part of her wanted to walk over there and ask him why he was even here. The best man was supposed to be the friend of the groom and if this is how he treated his friends, she would hate to be one of his enemies.

The bride, Lillian Thomas, walked over to the table where the bridesmaids sat. “Ladies, thanks for a great rehearsal.” She ran her fingers through her shoulder-length raven hair for dramatic effect. Freddie smirked as she watched her friend. Lillian had always had a flair for the dramatic, but this wedding had turned her into an actress worthy of an Oscar. “I appreciate all of your hard work, and I really enjoyed last night's bridal shower. Give yourselves a hand,” Lillian said, then she turned to Freddie. “Now, if I can borrow the maid of honor for a moment.”

Looking at her best friend and seeing the look of drama in her eyes, Freddie figured that she wasn't going to be eating her plate of spaghetti and marinara sauce tonight. Rising to her feet, she headed to a quiet corner with Lillian. “What's up Lil?” she asked, ignoring the rumbling in her stomach. Lillian had been keeping her so busy that she hadn't had a bite to eat since breakfast, which had been more than twelve hours ago.

“I need you to find out what Cleveland and those groomsmen have planned for tonight. See, if Darren had been the best man, I wouldn't be worried about a bachelor party, you know? He's married and wouldn't do anything too wild. But Cleveland . . .” Lillian cut her eyes in his direction, and a dark shadow seemed to cover her face. “He's a bachelor and I'm sure he's planned something wicked. The last thing I want is to have my future husband spending the night before our wedding with some greasy, silicone-enhanced stripper. You remember what happened with Mario Lopez and that pretty B-list actress he was going to marry. He cheated on her the night before their wedding. It's okay if they have a party planned, but do strippers have to be involved?”

“Lil, you know your future husband loves you more than anything in the world. Besides, you're not a pretty B-list actress,” Freddie joked. Lillian slapped her friend on the shoulder.

“Freddie,” Lillian said. “I'm serious. I don't want to be up all night worrying about what my future husband is doing.”

“It's Louis's last night as a free man, let him have his fun.” Honestly, Freddie didn't want to talk to Cleveland. Though she thought that Cleveland was beyond arrogant and a total ass, he embodied everything that made her knees quiver. Maybe that's why she kept looking for reasons not to like him. If she didn't like him, she could play down the attraction that had been building since the moment their eyes met. She didn't want to admit it, but she felt a jolt when he closed his hand around hers as they walked down the aisle during the rehearsal.

“Louis will always be a Freeman.”

“You're corny, I know the man's last name is Freeman, but you know what I mean.”

Crocodile tears welled up in Lillian's eyes and Freddie knew that her friend was about to start with the theatrics.

Here it comes, she thought.

“When you get married, you will understand what I'm feeling. I don't want my future husband to spend the night before our wedding with some hootchie on his lap.”

Freddie rolled her eyes. “Umm, you got a lap dance at your bridal shower, and you still want to marry him. I don't think a stripper is going to change his mind about marrying you.”

Lillian sighed, placed her hands on her hips and pouted at her best friend. “I don't think he's going to cheat on me or run off with the stripper. I just want to know what's going on.”

Slapping her hand against her forehead, Freddie expelled a loud breath. “Whatever.”

“Just ask Cleveland. No one is near him; you could get it over with right now.” Lillian practically pushed Freddie in Cleveland's direction.

Rolling her eyes, Freddie slowly walked over to him. Each step she took toward him made her heart race. Calm down, she thought. He's just a man, no matter how good he looks.

“Excuse me,” Freddie said as she sat in the empty chair to his right. “Can we talk for a moment?”

* * *
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CLEVELAND FOUGHT BACK his smile when Freddie asked him if they could talk. Hell yes, they could talk. His excitement was tempered, though. From the moment he arrived in Covington, every bridesmaid had hit on him. He was flattered, as any man would be, but Cleveland liked a challenge. And she was the only one who hadn't, but he'd be willing to hear her out if that's what she wanted to talk about. He studied her face as she sat down. She was a beauty––rich brown skin like ebony wood and the darkest brown eyes that he'd ever seen. Her hair, which was naturally curly, looked to be softer than cotton. With it pulled back off her face, her striking beauty shone like the sun in the sky.

“Yes?” he said, keeping his voice cool. The last thing he wanted was to reveal the lusty fantasy he'd been having about her since he held her hand walking down the aisle.

Sighing, she rolled her eyes, “Look, Lillian's a little worried about what you're planning for Louis's bachelor party tonight.”

“Really?”

“Do you even speak in sentences? Or do you have to be complaining about how much you don't want to be here to do that? If you could just not keep Louis out too late, Lillian would appreciate it.”

Cleveland snarled at her. “It's Winfred, right?”

“Freddie to my friends. But you can call me Miss Barker,” she said, her voice tinged with indignation.

“Well, Miss Barker, tell Lillian that I have no plans to keep her husband out at all tonight. I'm a stand in; I'm getting him to the church on time and I'm holding the rings. Other than that, I'm doing nothing else. If I had my choice . . .”

“You'd be in Atlanta at the Falcons' pep rally,” Freddie finished. “I know, you've been saying it for a day and a half. You're not there so I wish you would get over it.”

“You women like stuff like this? A big production for nothing? Instead of going into debt to declare your undying love, why not go to a Justice of the Peace?”

“But this isn't your wedding, so show a little respect to your friend and shut up.” Freddie rose to her feet, casting a sidelong glance at Cleveland. Even though she was scowling, she had the prettiest lips he'd ever seen. He was ready to write her off, though. She was obviously one of those stuck up sisters who thought her role as maid of honor made her an extension of the bride. Lillian was a bridezilla, if he'd ever seen one, and her friend Miss Barker was one in training.

“Listen, lady,” Cleveland said, “I'm showing respect, as you say, just by being here as the best man. My brother has an obligation to his wife, and I came in off the bench to walk you down the aisle. Where's the gratitude? All I'm getting from you is attitude.”

Whirling around, Freddie focused her dark glare on him and Cleveland thought for a second that she might take a swing at him. And even though she had an evil glint in her eyes, her lips looked delectable, and he had to fight the urge to kiss her in a way that he was certain she hadn't been kissed in a long time, if ever.

“You have a high opinion of yourself that I just don't share,” she said as she turned and walked away.

Roland Hamilton, one of the groomsmen, walked over to the table with his third helping of spaghetti. “She shot you down, huh?”

Cleveland waved his hand as if he were swatting annoying gnats. “Lillian said not to keep her future husband out too long tonight. While you fools are out spending money you don't have at some strip club, I'll be in my hotel room.”

“What do you have against strip clubs? Besides, we got to help this man remember what he's giving up,” Roland said in between bites of pasta.

“This is a waste of my time. I'll bet you these two won't last a year,” Cleveland said snidely as he watched Lillian straighten Louis's shirt.

Roland wiped his mouth. “Shit, I don't give them six months. But I've been wrong before too. Look at Darren and Jill, hell, who thought they would still be together. When's the baby coming? I still can't believe that they're married and about to be parents.”

“Darren said Jill was having severe labor pains last night. The doctor thought she was losing embryonic fluid, so she's been in the hospital for the last few days. Her pregnancy was high risk from the beginning,” Cleveland said.

Roland nodded as he twirled spaghetti around his fork. “Chief has been on pins and needles lately,” he said of Darren.

“He really wants to be a father and will do anything to make sure his wife and unborn child are all right,” Cleveland said as he glanced down at his food.

Roland ripped into a piece of garlic bread before saying, “I can't believe that rich woman wanted Darren. Hell, I should've worked that night and I could be Mr. Jill Atkinson.” He wiped a spot of sauce from his lips with the back of his hand. Cleveland looked at his friend in disgust and laughed.

“Only if she would've gone blind that night.”

An excited Louis walked over to the table. “All right, where's the bachelor party and when are we leaving?” He glanced over his shoulder a few times as if he was checking to make sure Lillian wasn't in earshot. “I love Lillian and all, but if I don't get out of here soon, we're going to elope. Who knew weddings were this stressful? Let's hit it, guys.”

Yawning, Cleveland rose to his feet. “That's on y'all. But before you get too drunk and up to your eyes in strippers, make my reservations for Mardi Gras.”

Louis shook his head. “I can't believe I had to bribe you to step up and be my best man. That's real foul, man.”

“You're lucky it's only costing you a trip to New Orleans. After all the Falcons went through to make it to the playoffs, you got me down here in Newton County when I could be partying and making use of my sister-in-law's sky box in the Dome. Besides, you know the future Mrs. Freeman doesn't like me.”

“Well,” Roland said, “the way these women are throwing themselves at you, you should be paying Louis. I'll give Lillian credit, she has some fine friends. There’s nothing like banging a bridesmaid.”

Louis laughed hysterically, “Too bad you won't be finding out what that's like. Lil said the women are talking and they want you to leave them alone.”

“All these fine women around here, it's like being in a candy shop. They need to stop acting so stuck up and get with this good thing. I'm going to say it again, your future wife got fine friends.”

Cleveland sought out Freddie, and he silently agreed.
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Chapter 2
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Just as Freddie was about to take a bite of her cold dinner, Lillian pulled her away from the table again. Damn it, she thought as Lillian dragged her back to the corner.

“What did Cleveland say?” she demanded.

“Nothing. He said there isn't a party, or at least he isn't involved in it.”

Lillian folded her arms across her chest. “Whatever. Why does he keep staring at you?”

“Who?”

“Cleveland. I like his brother a lot better than him. Cleveland is so blah. He's one of those guys who's good to look at, but once you talk to him, he’s so arrogant.”

Tell me about it, Freddie thought. Her eyes collided with Cleveland’s, and he smiled, well it was more like a smirk. She knew he was the kind of man that her mother, Loraine, had warned her about. A man like her father, Jacques Babineaux. He probably thought the sun didn't rise until he got out of bed.

She rolled her eyes in repugnance at the thought of Cleveland getting out of bed, shirtless with his hair spilling over his shoulders while some bimbo lounged in his bed. She could almost hear him softly telling his booty-du-jour that it was time for her to leave. Surely, a man like that didn't sleep alone often.

Turning her head, Freddie cast a sidelong glance at Cleveland as he laughed it up with his friends. As infuriating as he was, she couldn't deny that this man had sex appeal beyond description. Maybe it was the way his light eyes twinkled when he laughed or the curve of his lips when he smiled. And what lips they were, thick and luscious, reminding her of juicy strawberries. Their eyes met again, and her hormones betrayed her by heating her up like a summer's day in the desert. How she wanted to tear her eyes away from him, but she couldn't. And it seemed that he knew it and liked it. Licking his lips, he winked at her and held up his glass in a mock salute.

Lillian looked from Freddie to Cleveland. “So, what's that all about?” she asked.

Shrugging, Freddie pretended that she didn't know what Lillian meant. “Who knows? Do you know all he's been talking about is the Atlanta Falcons? Why would he agree to stand in for his brother if he was only going to complain ?”

“That's just who he is . . .” Lillian stopped talking as she saw the florist walk into the reception hall. “What is this? These are not the silk flowers that I ordered. I wanted pink, this is mauve.” Her voice rose several octaves as she stalked over to the florist. 

The few people who were left in the reception hall started making their way to the door, as if they could feel the storm brewing. Lillian didn't handle stress well, she just screamed at whoever was around, whether they deserved it or not.

Freddie stuck her finger in her right ear as the shrillness of her friend's voice seemed to split her eardrum. Ah, there it was, the maid of honor migraine. She knew it wasn't going to be long before it flared up.

Why did I agree to do this? I should've stayed in New Orleans and sent a gift. These big weddings are a waste of time anyway.

She ran her hand down her face and closed her eyes. When she opened them, Cleveland was standing inches away from her.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I couldn't help but notice you staring at me, which I found kind of odd, because moments ago, you were chewing me out,” he said, with a smile plastered on his face.

Freddie didn't like the way his silky voice made heat rush to her cheeks, and her groin catch fire. And she couldn't stand the fact that her heart was doing flip-flops at the sight of his smile. 

“First of all,” she said, hoping her voice didn't waver or crack, “you flatter yourself, I wasn't looking at you.”

Stepping closer to her, Cleveland laughed, his breath tickling the tip of her nose. “I know you were staring. But that's okay, because I was doing the same thing.”

“Don't you have a gentleman's club to go to?”

“Nope.”

“Well, excuse me, but I need to go check on Lillian. At least I'm doing my duties with a smile,” Freddie said, needing to escape Cleveland. 

When she inhaled, his masculine scent––patchouli, a hint of vanilla, and mint–– filled her nostrils and if she didn't turn away now, she'd fantasize about what it would feel like to be held in those strong arms and have his lips pressed against hers.

* * *
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WATCHING FREDDIE WALK away made all types of thoughts dance through his head and most of them had her walking straight into his bedroom. It had been a long time since he'd had to chase a woman. The thrill of the chase was much better than just having everything handed to him on a platter. 

Freddie definitely wasn't trying to hand him anything and that made him want everything she had to offer. Louis walked up to his friend, forcing him to tear his eyes away from Freddie's shapely backside. 

“You're never going to get any of that, so don't even try it.”

“I can get whatever I want,” Cleveland said confidently.

“That's a hot-blooded Louisiana babe. She and Lillian grew up together and went to Xavier. When Lil and I were dating in college, Freddie was always around. She was pretty cool, and I thought she'd make a brother a great girlfriend and give us some space. Then I made the mistake of trying to hook her up with my cousin who was at Dillard. Well, he said something that she didn't like, and she ripped him a new one. I think she made him cry. Ever seen Deliver Us From Eva? She's the Eva prototype.”

Shrugging him off, Cleveland said, “She can't be that bad. If anyone can break her, you're looking at him.”

Louis shook his head as he laughed hysterically. “She's not a stallion. Oh, my bad, this is your MO.”

“What are you talking about?” Cleveland asked.

“You go after that unattainable woman so you don't have to commit but can say I tried. Aren't you tired of serial dating? Countless encounters that lead to nothing?”

Cleveland placed his hand underneath his chin and pretended to be deep in thought. “No. Don't think that because you're getting married that it's your job to marry everyone else off. Darren is doing a good job of trying, but it's not going to work. Marriage and misery seem to go hand in hand. So, while I'm still young and fly, I'm going to enjoy myself. There are too many single women in Atlanta to be tied down to just one.”

“Who did a number on your heart?” Louis asked.

Looking away from his friend, Cleveland didn't answer him. He didn't have a snappy comeback because he'd never been brave enough to fall in love. He'd had relationships, entanglements and the like, but he'd never met a woman he felt he could trust with his heart. 

Unlike Darren, his older brother, Cleveland didn't love easily; hastily rushing into marriage and relationships. When things got too deep, Cleveland would walk away because he didn't want to care too much and end up hurt. He'd seen Darren's devastation after his first marriage ended because of the lies his first wife told. He'd seen how even women with good intentions had caused hurt. 

His second wife, Jill, nearly destroyed Darren when she'd lied about her identity and that newspaper blasted her, making it seem as if she was a man-eating CEO who was only using him.

Cleveland knew he'd never be able to handle anything like that, so if he was a serial dater, then so be it. Women, he reasoned, say they want one thing and turn around and go for the exact opposite. Deep inside, he wanted a love like his parents or even like his brother's marriage to Jill. But he didn't think he'd find that with a woman in Atlanta since they all seemed to want men with huge bank accounts and prestige. 

As a firefighter, he was far from rich, but he was comfortable and could take care of himself and a family, if he ever had one.

Cleveland turned to Louis. “Listen, I bet you Freddie and I will be leaving your reception together.”

“You don't stand a chance. But hey, it's going to be fun to watch. I'm out of here. Roland is salivating to see some naked women. You sure you don't want to come?”

Nodding as his cell phone rang, Cleveland waved good-bye to his friend and answered the call.

“Yeah.”

“How's it going?” Darren asked.

“How do you think? Overbearing bridesmaids, the bride is tripping, Roland is taking the groomsmen to some strip club, and I have a room at some hotel that I think Norman Bates built. Your wife had better have given birth by the time I get back.”

“Well, I don't think that's going to happen. Jill's lying in bed mad,” he said.

“What happened to the contractions, and I think my baby is coming early?” Cleveland asked.

“Well, thankfully, she's not leaking any fluids as the doctor thought, but her blood pressure is higher than the doctor would like so he put her on bed rest. I had to hide that damned laptop from her.”

Cleveland laughed at his sister-in-law's unnatural attachment to that machine. She'd been the talk of the fire station when Darren pulled her from her burning high rise apartment and she wouldn't let go of it. At that time, no one knew she was one of the richest women in Atlanta and the future Mrs. Darren Alexander.

“So, how is she coping without it?” Cleveland asked.

“I had to distract her with the NFL Network's coverage of the Falcons' pep rally. You know Jill loves football more than the average man and the Falcons are her favorite team.”

Cleveland chuckled. “Yeah, she has some prime seats in the Georgia Dome. I hope someone took those tickets off her hands.”

“Well,” Darren said, “you know she was holding those tickets for you. There was even going to be a meet and greet with the new quarterback.”

“Shut up! I should've been there.”

“Come on, with all the single women in that wedding party, you should be thanking us for having a baby.”

Cleveland's eyes sought out Freddie again and found her standing at the door trying to hold Lillian back from the florist. If things worked out with the fiery Miss Barker, then maybe he would be thanking his brother. 

“We'll see about that,” he said. “It looks as if some of these ladies are losing their minds in here, so let me go and offer my assistance.” 

After hanging up with Darren, Cleveland walked over to the bickering women. “Ladies, is there a problem?”

Freddie rolled her eyes. “No.”

Lillian waved her hands frantically. “There’s a problem and I'm not going to have these ugly mauve roses at my ceremony.”

“Ma'am,” said the flustered florist. “These roses are pink. This is what you ordered, we went over your order three times. I showed you these very same roses two days ago.”

Stomping her foot, Lillian shrieked, “I know what I ordered, this isn't it. The live ones better look like what I ordered.”

Cleveland stepped between Lillian and the florist, calmly placed his hand on Lillian's shoulder and smiled. “Calm down, beautiful. Now, these roses are very pretty, but the lighting in here isn't. I'm sure that when the candles are lit and the sun is beaming in through the windows, you're going to see how beautiful these roses really are. Then again, when people see you in your wedding dress, they aren't going to care what these roses look like.”

Casting her eyes upward, Lillian seemed to calm down. “You really think so?”

“Yes,” Cleveland said. “Right Miss Barker?”

Freddie nodded. “It really is the lighting, Lil.” She shot an apologetic glance at the frazzled florist.

“So, may I unload the rest of these flowers?” the florist asked, refusing to look at Lillian.

“Yes,” Freddie said, “unload them and set everything up. Lillian, go home, run a bath and relax.”

Running her hand over her face, Lillian nodded. “Fine, I think I need to relax, but you two had better stay here and supervise.”

“I don't think so,” Freddie said. “I have a million . . .”

Cleveland cut her off, “Come on, Miss Barker, you're not trying to get out of your duties are you? I mean, your little speech earlier inspired me and if we have to stay here all night, to make this wedding perfect, then that's what we have to do.”

She folded her arms underneath her breasts and glared at him. “If you think I'm staying anywhere with you . . .”

“Freddie,” Lillian interrupted, “you're doing this for me, not him, and you did tell me to go home. If you want me to stay and do these floral arrangements, then I will.”

Sighing, Freddie placed her hand on Lillian's shoulder. “No, you go home, Mr. Alexander and I will handle your flowers,” she said.

Lillian hugged her friend tightly then turned to Cleveland. “Please, be nice,” she warned. “I know if you had it your way, you wouldn't be here.”

“We all know that,” Freddie mumbled with a smile on her face. “Lil, let me walk you out.”

“No,” Lillian said. “Stay here and please make sure this woman doesn't ruin my arrangements because she's too busy staring at Cleveland.”

He waved at the women, letting them know that he was listening to their conversation. Freddie rolled her eyes, alerting him to her annoyance. 

Cleveland returned her gesture with a bright smile. Once Lillian was out the door, he turned to Freddie, watching her every move. He didn't realize he was smiling until she walked over to him with a deep frown on her face.

“Is there a reason why you're standing here with your mouth agape looking at me when you told Lil that we would get her flowers ready for tomorrow?”

Cleveland took Freddie's hand in his. “Why are you trying to be so difficult?”

Snatching her hand away from his, she focused an intense glare on him. “Excuse me? So, since I'm not throwing myself at you, I'm being hard?”

“That's not what I'm saying, but you could lighten up a bit, since you're going to have the pleasure of spending the night with me.”

Scoffing at his suggestion, Freddie folded her arms across her chest. “As if that's some sort of prize. I don't want to spend all night here.”

“I have a nice room at the Best Western.”

Freddie raised her hand to slap him, but Cleveland was quick enough to block her blow. 

When he enclosed her hand in his, he whirled her around as if they were dancing then pulled her against his chest. In one quick movement, he brought his lips down on top of hers. Surprisingly, she didn't resist him, and she tasted even better than she looked.

* * *
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FREDDIE DIDN'T REALIZE what was happening until she parted her lips to allow his tongue entry into her awaiting mouth. Damn, he felt so good, so strong and warm. Why had her treacherous body responded to his soft lips and warm tongue? Why had she melted against the rigidness of his body? Before she'd gotten too heady from the passion of Cleveland's kiss, she regained her senses and pushed him away. This time her smack made the connection with his jaw.

“You cocky son of a . . .”

“Excuse me,” the florist said timidly. “I have a question about the archway for the church.”

Freddie plastered a smile on her face and followed the woman into the kitchen where she had the roses laid out. Much to her chagrin, Cleveland followed them.

Ignore him, she told herself as she tried to focus on what the florist was saying to her. But Cleveland's masculine scent filled her nostrils, making him impossible to disregard. Plus, she couldn't get the taste of his lips out of her mind. As much as she wanted to just get through this evening, she couldn't help but wonder if she was going to want more of Cleveland.

No, this man probably has a stable of willing women to do whatever he wants them to do and there's no reason for you to join in.

Turning to the florist, Freddie tried to direct her as to how she was to form the archway.

“I have a suggestion,” Cleveland said, his voice sending a shiver down her spine. “If you're building this grand archway, shouldn't you do it at the entrance of the church, that way when you move it, you won't lose so many petals?”

The florist nodded. “Yes, but this is too heavy for me to move on my own.”

Cleveland lifted the arch as if it weighed less than a pound and headed for the front of the church. Freddie, for the first time since his lips left hers, took a deep breath as he walked away. There was no way she'd allow him to place her under his spell.
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Chapter 3
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It had taken half the night to get the flowers arranged at the church as Lillian had instructed. By the time Cleveland, Freddie and the florist were finished, the place looked like a spring garden. Freddie was surprised that Cleveland worked as hard as he had and he was kind to the florist, who had more than once gotten frustrated by Lillian's constant phone calls and demands for photos to be sent to her cell phone.

But just as she was about to count Cleveland as an okay guy, he'd say something smug that reinforced her initial thoughts of him. As the florist was packing up to leave, Cleveland turned to Freddie and said in a low voice, “Was it everything you dreamed it would be?”

“What?” she asked, furrowing her brows.

“Spending the night with me.”

“You're so crass and we're in a church for God's sake.”

“You need to lighten up. Smiling every now and then would do wonders for you.”

Clicking her tongue against her teeth, she said, “If I had something or someone to smile at then I would. What, did you think I would jump into bed with you because you stuck a few flowers in the right places and you finally stopped complaining every five minutes about being here?”

“No,” he said as he rocked back on his heels. “I thought you'd hop into bed with me because you find me incredibly sexy and you want to have the time of your life.”

“Not if you were the last man on the face of the earth.”

Closing the space between them, he stroked her cheek gently. “If that's the case, then why did you kiss me? There was a spark, and I know you felt it just as much as I did.”

Rolling her eyes, she was about to deny everything he said, but Cleveland quickly brought his lips down on hers again. She was expecting another passionate and fiery kiss, instead he pecked her gently and pulled back. Despite herself, she moaned, and Cleveland smiled knowingly.

“Stop fighting it, Freddie,” he growled. “You want me, and you know it.”

“I want no such thing,” she squeaked.

“Save a dance for me tomorrow,” he said as he headed for the door. “Are you coming, or are you going to stay here and pray that you won't dream about me when your head hits the pillow?”

Straightening her back, Freddie marched out the door, then turned to face Cleveland. “You flatter yourself, you know. You're not a prize and I'm not some empty-headed bridesmaid who believes in the magic of weddings. If I did sleep with you, you'd be the one who couldn't handle it and would be begging me to be with you every night. So, dream of that as you go to sleep hot and bothered. And one more thing, touch me again and I'll make certain that you'll regret it.”

“Or will you regret it if I don't kiss you again and make you quiver all over. When's the last time you had . . .”

Freddie pushed away from him. “That's all it's about to you, isn't it? Sex.”

“I never said anything about sex –– you keep going there. If that's what you want, it can be arranged and trust me, you'd love it.”

She fought the urge to flip him off, instead she walked to her car and ignored him. But she couldn't help wondering if Cleveland was right about how good it would be to lie in his strong arms and feel the heat of his breath against her neck as they wrapped themselves around each other and got lost in a wave of passion and ecstasy. 

“Stop it,” she whispered to herself. “That man is just like all the rest, he's just a little smoother.”

“Only crazy people talk to themselves,” Cleveland said as he walked up behind her.

“Are you following me?”

Cleveland rolled his eyes as he watched her fumble with the lock on her door. “Most women would just say thank you.”

“For what? Stalking me? You’re a fucking ego manic.”

“No, for seeing you to your car in this dark parking lot, making sure no harm came to you. I could've just gotten in my car and sped off.”

“I don't need a man to take care of me. I've done a fine job of keeping the boogeyman at bay without your help.”

“Forget it, you're so damned bitter that you wouldn't understand someone being nice to you if he kissed you dizzy. Which, I might add, I did a few minutes ago, even if you try to pretend that it didn't happen.” 

Cleveland stormed away from her and Freddie slid into her car. Placing the key in the ignition, she turned the key, but nothing happened. Banging her hand against the steering wheel, she cursed herself for not getting her vintage Mustang serviced before making the trip to Georgia. The candy apple red car was the only thing of value that she had from her father, a faceless man whom she had only fleeting memories of. What she did remember was her mother, Loraine, telling her how men like her father were not to be trusted. They only wanted one thing and once they got it, they'd move on. Just like her father did. Just like the boy she loved in college did and just like Cleveland would if given a chance.

Freddie wasn't bitter, she was a realist. And in her reality, love didn't last and didn't exist. She had too much going on, running her business and trying to rebuild her life after the devastation of Hurricane Katrina. 

The last thing she needed was to be worried about some man and his comings and goings. Her childhood home had been destroyed, and she wasn't sure if she wanted to rebuild it. On the other hand, the boutique hotel that she and her mother owned in the French Quarter was thriving. Though with tourism at a standstill in the Crescent City, it wasn't going to be long before they started feeling the economic pinch as well. Freddie wanted to start over like so many people in New Orleans had done following the storm, but her mother depended on her to run the place.

Since the storm, Loraine had been living in Houston at Freddie's expense. A part of her thought that her mother was happy that Hurricane Katrina had washed most of New Orleans away. It gave Loraine a chance to put her past behind her, a past that included Freddie's father, Jacques Babineaux. He was known around New Orleans because of the crime he'd committed, killing a man of God. While Freddie knew bits and pieces of the story, her mother never told her everything.

Freddie remembered the day when her father disappeared and the whole city started treating her and her mother as if they were criminals as well. While the whole city knew the story, no one ever told Freddie. As she grew up, she started to search through old newspapers and Internet articles about the 1986 murder, but she wanted the truth from her mother or her father, who was now an escaped convict.

Getting out of the car, she slammed the door and kicked the new tires. Sure, the car was pretty, but right now it was pretty useless. Pulling her cell phone out of her purse, she started to dial AAA, but a car pulled alongside her. The driver got out without saying a word and took the phone from her hands.

“Do you need some help?” Cleveland asked softly.

Turning her eyes upward, Freddie realized that she was hardly in a position to turn him away. “My car won't start.”

“Pop the hood and let me take a look,” he said, rolling up his sleeves.

She did as he requested, surprised that he was willing to get his manicured hands dirty.

Cleveland released a low whistle. “Man, I would've given anything to have one of these back in the day. It looks as if you've kept it in good condition.”

“This car has been nothing but a headache, much like its previous owner.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Do you have any idea what's wrong?” she asked, biting her bottom lip.

He shook his head as he jiggled cables. “I think I found the problem,” he said as he stepped back from the car. “Get in and try it again.”

Freddie slid into the driver's seat and turned the key. The car started immediately. “What did you do?” she asked as she hopped out of the car, afraid to turn the ignition off.

Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, Cleveland wiped the oil from his hands then smiled at Freddie. “Loose battery cable,” he said. “You might want to get your battery cleaned. And you have some acid leaking from your battery. If you have a cola in your car, I could clean the built up crude on the battery. That's why your cables aren't connecting tightly.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I thought you'd left.”

He shrugged. “I was going to, but I saw that you were having some issues with your car and being the gentleman that I am, I stopped to see if I could help you. Besides, I wondered who this car belonged to.”

“I have to get to Lillian's mother's house before she thinks that I'm not coming home tonight.”

“Let me follow you just in case your car conks out on you again. If you don't consider that stalking,” he said.

“Cleveland,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I don't mean to be rude, but you have to admit that you come off a little arrogant, and I don't find that attractive at all.”

“And that shrew act you put on, it ages you ten years. Do you want me to see you home safely or what?”

Freddie chewed again on her bottom lip. She really didn't want to go to Lillian's tonight. She'd actually told her friend and her overbearing mother that she was going to check into a hotel. She couldn't deal with those drama queens and their wedding chatter all night. The last thing she wanted, as well, was to answer questions about her life in New Orleans and how she was dealing with the hurricane recovery. But the one decent place in town was booked.

However, there was no way she was going to let Lillian and her nosy mother see Cleveland following her to their house. She would be forced to answer too many questions and all she wanted to do was go to sleep. “I'll be fine,” she said. “Thank you for helping me.”

“You're welcome.” Cleveland said and got into his car and drove off.

Freddie watched as he drove away and wondered if she might be wrong about him.

* * *
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ALONE IN HIS HOTEL room, Cleveland had finally found something to think about other than the Atlanta Falcons' playoff berth. 

Freddie Barker. 

She wasn't the wicked witch that he thought she was. The way she kissed him was enough to make him want to bury himself inside her until the earth and sun became one and the same. Pacing back and forth in the dank room, he wondered what would've happened if she were in the room with him. Did she wear sexy, lacy underthings or nothing at all? Glancing over his shoulder, he imagined Freddie lying in his bed, inviting him to taste her all over.

What in the hell is wrong with me? Cleveland thought as he threw himself on the bed, locking his hands behind his head and staring up at the ceiling.

Sleep didn't come easy for Cleveland because Freddie haunted his dreams. He could smell her, taste her, and he damn near expected to feel her in the bed beside him. What was it about this woman that had made him painfully aware of how long it had been since he'd slept with a woman?

After Darren and Jill got married, Cleveland didn't find the satisfaction in temporary entanglements that had gotten him through the last few years. He wanted something like what Darren and Jill had. 

A real connection, not just a physical one, but he wasn't going to admit it. With Freddie, he'd settle for a physical one because she was one sweet piece of–– The telephone rang announcing his wake-up call and Cleveland rolled out of bed. He wasn't rested, but at least this wedding would be over soon.

* * *
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FREDDIE CLOSED HER eyes tightly as the alarm clock blared. Why in the world was she in Covington, Georgia? Oh, yeah, Lillian's wedding. Today was the day and she couldn't wait for it to be over. Before she could force herself out of bed, the door to the guest room flung open and Lillian burst in as if it were noon and not six in the morning.

“Good morning, maid of honor. So, how did it go last night? You rushed in here and went straight to bed before I could ask you any questions.” Lillian pounced on the bed and Freddie grunted. “That well, huh?”

Freddie flung the covers back and sat up in the bed. “First of all, things went fine last night. Secondly, why are you in here and how in the hell are you so damn perky?”

Lillian stretched her arms over her head. “It is my wedding day. I'm marrying the man I love in twelve hours and there is so much to do. When are you going to settle down, Winnie?”

“Don't call me that. Settling down isn't in my future. I have to rebuild, remember? My home was blown away.” Freddie gritted her teeth. “You could've brought me some coffee.”

“I forgot, you're a caffeine addict. Why not leave New Orleans and start fresh? You could move here. It would be like old times at Xavier, except we wouldn't be roommates this time.”

Freddie shook her head. “New Orleans is my home and let's not forget that my business is there. Thankfully the water didn't reach the French Quarter, and my hotel is still standing. With Mardi Gras coming up, I've got to see if I can make enough money to get the ball rolling on rebuilding. The government isn't helping, and my insurance company is a damned joke. This is going to be a do-it-yourself project.”

Lillian pushed her hair behind her ears. “I couldn't do it. It was too horrible to watch New Orleans drown and the government do nothing to help. Then I couldn't find you . . . Freddie, you're like a sister to me and I'm scared for you. Look at all the crime and what about the levees? Are they fixed? I mean, hello, hurricane season is right around the corner and who's to say that another storm won't come and . . .”

“Lil, it's your wedding day, can we please talk about something else and get me a cup of coffee?” Freddie said as she swung her legs over the side of the bed.

“All right. Did you and Cleveland get my flowers arranged right? He didn't do anything sleazy, did he? He has a reputation, you know.” Lillian rolled her eyes for effect. “I don't trust him as far as I can throw him.”

Intrigued, Freddie turned around and faced her friend. “What kind of reputation?”

“A real ladies man. Did you see how those other women in my bridal party looked at him? He walks around like he's some kind of Egyptian god. Since Louis and I have been together, I don't think I've seen him with the same woman twice. And they're all the same airheads. So, you can imagine what he wants them for, and it's not stimulating conversation. Ugh, and to think that he was the one who planned Louis's bachelor party.”

“He didn't plan the party, remember,” Freddie said, feeling as if she needed to defend Cleveland. She shook her head and tried to focus on what Lillian was saying. But her mind when back to the two kisses she and Cleveland had shared the night before.

“Are you listening to me?” Lillian asked when she noticed her friend's silence.

“Yes,” she lied.
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