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Chapter One









The weatherman had forecast at least another five inches of snow. Winston Carter, III, better known as “Skeeter” by his friends, was trying to get used to Northeastern snowfalls, but it had been difficult. These winters were far worse than what he experienced growing up in the South. As he stood to close his briefcase, his cellular phone rang.




“Hello?”




“Hey, Skeeter.”




He smiled. “Hello, Venice. Before you say another word, I’m putting my coat on right now.”




“I’m just checking because I know you. You’ve cancelled the last two dinner dates, and I will drop-kick your butt if you try and cancel on us tonight.”




Venice was the wife of his best friend, Craig Bennett. Their relationship hadn’t always been this close, but over the years, they were able to settle their differences and become close friends. On this night, Winston was to join his friends for dinner. He had been tied up at his law firm with heavy caseloads for several weeks, which accounted for the cancelled dinner invitations. Winston buttoned his coat and said, “I’m on my way, woman. What did you cook anyway?”




Venice smiled. “Don’t you worry about it. You just get over here. Oh! I need a favor.”




He cringed. “Oh Lawd, you don’t need me to pick up any personal items, do you?”




“You’re so stupid, Skeeter.” She laughed. “Listen, Arnelle put her car in the shop this morning, and it’s not ready yet. I was supposed to go back to the clinic and give her a ride home. I’m tied up here with dinner. Can you swing by and give her a lift home…please?”




Skeeter frowned. “Dang, Venice! You know we don’t get along. Why don’t I come and help with dinner and then you or Craig can go pick her up?”




Arnelle was Venice’s partner at her sports medical clinic. Winston was used to women falling at his feet, which left him confused why Arnelle seemed to despise him. Ever since they’d met, she’d acted uninterested with anything he had to say or do in her presence.




Venice pulled the succulent roast out of the oven. “Skeeter, it’s on your way over here so stop acting childish. Arnelle does like you.”




Frowning, he answered, “Sure, I can tell by the way she rolls her eyes every time I try to talk to her.”




Sighing, Venice pleaded, “Do it for me, okay?”




He locked up his office and walked toward the elevators. Thinking about what he was about to encounter, he changed the subject by asking, “How are the kids?”




“I have one on each hip, and Brandon’s clinging to my leg.”




Winston let out a baritone laugh. “That’s a visual. Wait…are you serious?”




“I’m just kidding. The twins are napping, and Brandon’s helping Craig set the table.”




“You owe me big time for putting me in the same space as that woman.”




“Okay, okay,” Venice said, giggling. “I love you and thanks a lot! Make sure you drive safely, and we’ll see you soon. Did you remember to bring a change of clothes, in case the weather gets worse?”




He punched the elevator button and answered, “Yes, Mother.”




“Just for that, no dessert for you. See you soon, Skeeter.”




“Pray for me.”




He climbed into his truck and maneuvered through the snowy streets. He tensed up, knowing his peace and quiet would soon be interrupted.
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Arnelle hung up the telephone and started gnawing on her nails. She couldn’t believe Venice was going to make her ride with him. While they had some unfinished business to discuss, Winston had avoided the subject totally, so she’d done everything she could to stay out of his way. Maybe the distance between them was the best thing for now; until they could sit down and discuss what had happened between them rationally. She stood with her hands on her hips, remembering Venice’s words:Arnelle, it’s going to take a cab two hours or more to arrive. You can do this, just this once.




She vowed to pay her partner back one way or another. Glancing at her watch, she realized Winston would arrive shortly. He was still very handsome, and was always able to shake her foundation whenever he was around her. She had never been very experienced when dealing with men, but the ones she had been in contact with proved to be nothing but heartache. Her desire was to right the wrong she had done to him and try to put her life back together. It only took moments to turn out all the lights and lock up the office. She would wait for him in the lobby.
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Winston turned into the circular driveway in front of the Bennett Complex. He took one last deep breath as he brought his huge truck to a halt. The snow was coming down even harder now and before he could be a gentleman and open the door for Arnelle, she climbed in on the passenger side and buckled her seatbelt.




“Dang, woman. Where’s the fire?”




She turned to look at him with the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen.




“Look, I appreciate you giving me a ride home. But, if you don’t mind, I’m tired and just want to get home, okay?”




He stared at her. “Why do you always have to be so mean, Arnelle?”




“You know why. You’ve been giving me the cold shoulder ever since we ran into each other again. Look, I’m sorry about what went down between us, okay?”




“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and what do you mean…again?You must have me mixed up with someone else.”




“I don’t have you mixed up with anyone else! How could you forget about me…us?”




He stared at her for a moment and tried his best to remember her, but he couldn’t and he didn’t understand why. He knew he had dated a lot of women, but Arnelle wasn’t the type he’d forget.




“You must have me confused with someone else, Arnelle? We’ve never met.”




Turning away, she wiped away a lone tear. “No, I don’t have you mixed up. The reason I know for sure is because we have a…”




His cell phone rang, interrupting her. Arnelle sighed as Winston answered the phone.




“Hello?”




He stared at her as he listened to the caller. He was trying to figure out what the hell Arnelle was talking about.




“Yeah, I’m still here, but I’m kind of busy right now. I’ll have to get back with you later. A’ight?” Hanging up the phone, Winston said, “Sorry about that. Now, what were you saying?”




Arnelle looked at him…really stared. This wasn’t making any sense. She wasn’t getting anywhere with him so she decided to leave things as they were. It was obvious he had moved on with his life and she couldn’t blame him; after what she’d put him through.




“I’m sorry, Winston. If I could take everything back, I would. I just hope you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me. You don’t have to worry about me bothering you ever again. There, I’ve said it. Now please, just take me home.”




Arnelle leaned back on the headrest and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to talk about it anymore. She inhaled Winston’s masculine scent, and it was wonderful. She didn’t know what the fragrance was, but it suited him perfectly. He sat and stared in total confusion. He had no idea where their weird conversation was coming from. Puzzled, he responded, “I’m sorry, but you’re mistaken, Arnelle.”




With tears in her eyes, she replied, “Forget about it.”




“Fine with me,” he muttered before pulling out onto the street. The roads were full of motorists trying to get home in the heavy snow. Occasionally, he would glance over to see if Arnelle’s eyes were still closed, and they were. He tried to figure out what she had meant by her statements. Why was she apologizing to him? He remembered asking Craig and Venice if they knew why she seemed to despise him so much. She was the only woman he hadn’t been able to charm, and that puzzled him. In fact, what he had for her was a strong attraction, and it was getting harder for him to hide it.




When they reached the suburbs, they encountered treacherous driving conditions. These streets had not been traveled as much and even his four-wheel drive vehicle was having some difficulty. Winston turned into Arnelle’s neighborhood and was met with roadblocks and a state trooper.




“What’s this?” he asked.




Arnelle sat up and opened her eyes. The state trooper walked over to Winston’s side and he rolled down the window.




“What’s going on, officer?” Winston asked.




“Do you live in this neighborhood?”




Arnelle leaned toward Winston and answered, “I do, officer. What’s the problem?”




“There’ve been several accidents in this neighborhood, so we had to close this area. It’s just too risky to chance any more accidents.”




Arnelle’s eyes widened. “But I have to get home,” she said, her voice high-pitched.




“Where do you live, Ma’am?”




“Dakota and Pine.”




The officer shielded his eyes from the blizzard-like snowfall.




“Ma’am, Dakota and Pine is one of the worst areas, and it’s too far to walk from here. I suggest you stay with friends or family for the night and maybe we’ll open it back up tomorrow.”




“Are you crazy?”




Skeeter could feel Arnelle’s warm breath on the side of his neck as well as smell her flowery scent. The officer’s irritation showed.




“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but you can’t go past this point. Good evening.”




He walked back to his vehicle and climbed inside.




She stared at Winston. “Why didn’t you help me?”




“Hey,” Winston said, throwing his hands up, “this wasn’t my battle. Besides, what did you expect me to say?”




Her emotions had gotten the best of her.




“What kind of lawyer are you, anyway?”




Winston looked at Arnelle like she had lost her ever-loving mind. This woman was driving him crazy. She was the total opposite of the kind of women he dealt with, so why did he want to get to know her better? It was obvious there was some type of issue she had with him. He just didn’t know what it was. He closed his eyes, trying to be as patient as possible.




“Arnelle, I’m not going to argue with you. I’m tired and hungry, and I have somewhere I have to be. Now, where do you want me to take you?”




Angrily, she said, “Drop me off at the first hotel you come to.”




“Hotel? Woman, please.”




“Just drive, Winston!”




“You can’t tell me what to do, Arnelle!”




Disgusted, he pulled off and within minutes, he was in Craig and Venice’s driveway. Before he could get out of the truck, Arnelle stormed through their front door.




“Venice!”




Arnelle went straight into the kitchen and found Venice and Craig locked, as usual, in a passionate embrace.




In unison, they asked, “What’s wrong?




Arnelle folded her arms. “Don’t you ever put me in the same space with him again! He is the most stubborn man I’ve ever known!”




Craig laughed. “What did you do to him?”




“Don’t start with me,” Arnelle replied, her finger pointed at Craig. “My neighborhood has been closed because of this snow, and I can’t get home. I left your friend outside.”




Craig continued to laugh as he walked out of the kitchen in search of Winston.




Arnelle paced back and forth across the kitchen, ranting and raving about Winston. Venice let her vent for a while, and then said, “Calm down, Arnelle. He’s only a man. Damn! Why don’t you like him? If you ask me, I think you like him more than you’re pretending. You always get like this when he’s around. What’s going on with you two?”




“Nothing.”




“You might as well go on and give him some loving and maybe that will take the tension out of the both of you.”




Arnelle put her finger in the cake batter. “I can’t believe you went there. Winston’s pissing me off. We have some issues to work through, but he’s avoiding it.”




Venice smacked Arnelle’s hand. “Well, whatever it is, you guys need to hurry up and straighten it out. We’re all friends, and I want us to be able to get along, okay? He’s a nice guy, Arnelle. I admit, we didn’t hit it off at all in the beginning, but he’s really a sweetheart.”




Arnelle rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Look, since I’m stranded here, do you still have my gym bag I left at the clinic? It has a change of clothes in it.”




“It’s in the hall closet and if you want to take a shower, make sure you use the one downstairs. I’d hate for you and Winston to accidentally run into each other in the upstairs shower. He’ll probably stay over tonight, so try to be nice to him.”




Laughing, Arnelle said, “I’ll do my best, and payback is hell, Venice.”




“I’m so scared. Get out of here and go relax. Brandon is going to be so excited that you’re here.”




“I can’t wait to see him, either.”
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Craig ran into Winston as he walked through the front door. He folded his arms and asked, “What’s up, Bro?”




Walking past him and up the stairs, Winston solemnly said, “Not right now, Craig. I’m going to take a shower and try to calm down. A’ight?”




“Take your time. You know where everything is.”




Before Winston could get to the top of the stairs, he mumbled, “That woman is crazy.”




“I take it you’re talking about the witch doctor?” Craig asked.




Winston gripped the railing and nodded. “Yeah, man. She was yelling the whole way over here.” Turning, he asked, “Hey, have you or Venice said anything to that woman about the things I told you?”




Frowning, Craig said, “I haven’t, but I don’t know about Venice. Why?”




“She said some weird things on the way over here; that’s all.”




“Oh, I see. Anything you want to talk about?”




“Not yet. I need to chill out first ’cause she’s a trip!”




“She sure is beautiful when she’s angry, huh?”




“Go to hell, Craig.”




Winston could hear Craig laughing as he entered the guest room where he had spent many nights. He sat on the bed and placed his hands over his face, letting out a sigh. He hated to admit that Craig was right about Arnelle being beautiful when she was angry. To Winston, she was beautiful twenty-four/seven. He tried to dismiss the fact that she was drawing him in against his will. He just wished he knew why she hated him so much. Moments later, he stood under the hot steamy water of his shower.




After stepping out, he wrapped a towel around his wet body and reentered the bedroom. He found Brandon using the bed as a trampoline.




“Hey, Uncle Skeeter!”




“What’s up, Brandon? How long have you been in here?”




Brandon stopped jumping and sat on the bed next to Winston.




“Not long. I didn’t know you were here, but I knew you were coming.”




Brandon put his feet into Winston’s large sneakers and walked around the room. Winston proceeded to rub his body with lotion as he watched Brandon use his shoes as toys. He eventually tripped over them and said, “I wonder if my feet are going to be big like yours and Pop’s.”




Winston stood and removed the towel, and seven-year-old Brandon said, “Ooh, I wonder if my penis is going to be big like yours, too!”




Winston froze. He never thought Brandon would pay attention to him dressing, let alone comment on his male form. Playing the comment down, Winston slipped into his boxers and said, “Don’t rush things, my man. How is it that you’re calling it a penis already?”




“Because Momma said that’s what it was. My friend Jamal calls his a pee-pee.”




“I see.”




“Uncle Skeeter,” Brandon began, smiling, “did you know girls have virginias?”




“It’s vaginas and yes, I know,” Winston stuttered. “Just remember what I said about rushing things, okay?”




“Okay, Uncle Skeeter. Did you know Miss Arnelle was here?”




He took a deep breath, sighed, and said, “Yes, she rode over here with me.” Brandon stared at Winston for a moment and asked, “Don’t you like her? I do. I love touching her hair. It’s so long and pretty.”




Winston was now fully dressed in some jeans and a pullover. He bent down to lace up his sneakers and said, “Well, Brandon, I’ve tried to be friends with Miss Arnelle, but I don’t think she wants me as a friend.”




“Why not?”




“I don’t know, but let’s not worry about her. I came over here to challenge you in a snowball fight, but you have to eat all your dinner. Have you been taking care of Clarissa and C.J.?”




Brandon sat back on the bed. “Yeah, Uncle Skeeter. I’ve been taking care of them, but I hate holding their stinky diapers.”




“Don’t forget,” Winston said, as he rubbed his hand across Brandon’s head, “somebody had to hold your stinky diapers when you were a baby.”




“I know,” Brandon said, as he jumped on the bed. “And I will eat all my dinner so we can go out and play.”




“Good, now get down off the bed before your mom comes in here and goes ballistic on both of us.” He took Brandon by the hand and left to join the others downstairs.
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When Winston and Brandon entered the dining room, Brandon ran over and gave Arnelle a hug. Craig was feeding the twins, and Venice was in the process of putting dinner on the table. Winton’s eyes met Arnelle’s briefly and it was then he realized she had changed into jeans also. The pink cashmere sweater accented her shapely figure. He figured that Venice must have loaned her some clothes because Arnelle didn’t have a bag with her. He also couldn’t take his eyes off the long, wavy hair spilling over her shoulders and down her back. He remembered Craig telling him that she had Navajo blood in her and her beauty reflected it. He stood motionless as he watched Brandon sit on her lap and run his hand through her thick mane. Even though she’d angered him only moments earlier, he felt his body starting to betray him. The last thing he wanted Arnelle to see was him getting aroused just from looking at her. He turned to walk out of the room, but Craig stopped him.




“Sit down, man. I could use some help here.”




Venice and Arnelle looked at Winston as he sat down and took a bowl of baby food from Craig and fed Clarissa.




“Ok, Princess,” Winston warned. “Don’t give me any trouble tonight.”




Clarissa smiled at him as he brought the spoon up to her mouth. He’d fed the twins before and was beginning to be a pro at it. He leaned in and gave Clarissa a wet kiss on the cheek, then over to little C.J., repeating the gesture. Clarissa sneezed, spraying his face with baby food. Everyone laughed, even Arnelle. Brandon put his hand over his mouth and laughed the loudest. Venice walked over and handed him a towel to wipe his face. Winston looked at Clarissa and said, “Sweetheart, you’re going to pay for that.”




She squealed with laughter as he kissed her again before rising to wash up.




“You might as well wait until she’s done,” Craig warned. “She’ll probably do it again.”




Winston sat back down. “You’re right. Now, Princess, I’m warning you.”




He pointed his finger at her in a playful way, and then tickled her before continuing to feed her.
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After feeding the twins, Craig and Winston took the twins upstairs, bathed them and put them to bed. When they walked back into the dining room and sat down, they realized Brandon had been keeping the two women entertained while they waited on them to return.




“Momma, I was talking to Uncle Skeeter, and we’re going out to play in the snow after dinner.”




Venice glared at Winston. “I don’t know, Brandon. It’s cold outside. Maybe you guys should wait until it stops snowing.”




“Ahhh, Momma.”




Minutes later, everyone joined hands as Craig blessed the food. It was mostly silent; except the occasional chitchat about the weather and work.




“I know something ya’ll don’t know,” Brandon said in a singsong voice.




“And what might that be, Lil’ Man?” Venice asked as she picked up her fork.




“Uncle Skeeter has a big penis just like my daddy’s, and I’m going to have one just like them when I grow up. Pops, I haven’t seen yours yet, so I don’t know if it’s big or not.”




Craig spat his tea out and started laughing as Venice screamed, “Brandon!”




Slumping down in his chair, Brandon whispered, “Well, he does, Momma.”




Arnelle didn’t even flinch. She just arched her eyebrows and stared at Winston as he showed his obvious embarrassment. She knew he dared not look her way. Venice stood and said, “Brandon, you don’t say things like that; especially at the table. Now you apologize to Skeeter.”




Brandon lowered his head. “I’m sorry I told everybody you had a big penis, Uncle Skeeter.”




Clearing his throat, he answered, “Apology accepted, Brandon.”




Craig was still laughing as he wiped up the tea he’d spat out. He looked up at Winston and burst out laughing again.




After dinner, Craig and Skeeter cleaned up the kitchen while Venice and Arnelle retired to the den to enjoy the fire the men had built. Brandon was sent upstairs for his bath since he had lost the battle to go out and play in the snow. Venice gave Arnelle a slice of cake and a cup of cappuccino before settling down on the sofa.




“Arnelle, I hope you’ll be comfortable in the guest room.”




She folded her legs under her and sighed. “I’m sure I will, but I’ll need something to sleep in.”




“Well, since Skeeter is here, do you want something sexy? I mean, since he has a big penis and all.”




Arnelle threw a pillow at her and yelled, “Venice! Stop it!”




“I’m just teasing you.” Venice laughed. “I’ll go find something for you to wear. I’ll be back.”




When she left the room, Craig and Winston entered, talking about sports. Craig immediately went for the cake.




“Skeeter, you want some?”




Winston went over to the fireplace and threw another log on the fire. Arnelle was silent as she sipped her cappuccino. She had to admit, the man could wear a pair of jeans.




“Nah, man. I’m cool.”




Craig turned to Arnelle and asked if she wanted another piece. She declined, unfolding her legs and placing them on the floor.




“No, thank you. I think I’ll turn in.”




Winston turned and stared down at her, not showing any particular type of emotion.




He asked, “So soon, Arnelle?”




She stood less than two feet from him. Winston couldn’t believe how tall she was. She was the perfect height. Hell, he was beginning to feel she was the perfect everything. The only problem was she hated him. She placed her hands on her hips and explained, “I’m just tired. Is that a crime, Winston?”




He stood his ground, folded his arms, leaned in within inches of her ear and whispered, “No, it’s not, Arnelle, and I hope you have sweet dreams.”




She backed away. “Thank you. Goodnight.”




He couldn’t help but watch her curvaceous body exit the room. Once again, his body betrayed him. Craig sat in the oversized chair, eating his cake. “Man, you need to put that thang on a leash. The witch doctor’s not going to fool around with you. You’re too much of a playa for her, and she hates you, remember?”




Winston braced himself against the mantle as he willed his body back to normal in silence. Craig mumbled, “You’re sad.”




“Oh, like it doesn’t happen to you every time Venice walks into the room.”




Craig bit into the slice of cake, laughed and said, “It’s all about control, partner.”




“For some reason, control is the last thing I think about when looking at that woman. I don’t know why I can’t just forget about her. She’s not even my type.”




Craig sat up. “Do you want me to tell you what’s up?”




Winston sat down, sighed and said, “Knock yourself out.”




“You want her because you can’t have her. She’s not like all the others you’ve played around with. With them, it was all about you, and they did everything they had to do to please you. Arnelle is not like that. I will tell you this, though. If you decide to pursue her, it’s going to take effort and, frankly, I don’t think you’re up for the job.”




“Craig, I don’t know what to think or do about Arnelle right now. Something is going on with her because she’s been saying some weird things to me.”




“Like what?”




“It’s strange. She said we’ve met before, but I don’t remember her. It’s weird.”




“Damn, Skeeter, have you fooled around with that many women that you don’t remember her? If so, no wonder she’s pissed off at you.”




Standing, he said, “I don’t know, Craig. There have been a lot of women, but I know for a fact that I would remember kicking it with her.”




“Maybe she has you mixed up with someone else.”




“That’s what I told her, but she seemed sure.”




“Well, what’s done in the dark will eventually come out in the light,” Craig said, smiling. “Give it time. Hopefully you’ll remember and she’ll be more specific.”




Winston didn’t respond. He just took a sip of coffee, sat back against the plush sofa and stared into the roaring fire.















Chapter Two









Later that night, Winston found himself tossing and turning in bed. He tried to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, thereshe was. He kept remembering what Craig said about Arnelle. He still didn’t know what to do to remove her from his thoughts. Arnelle had now become a distraction for him and, in his profession, that was a no-no. Frustrated, he threw back the covers and headed for the kitchen to raid the refrigerator.




When he walked into the kitchen wearing only shorts and his robe, he stopped in his tracks. What he saw was an unexpected pleasure and the source of his sleeplessness. Arnelle sat there, whispering softly to Craig Jr., feeding him his bottle. Immediately, she became aware of his presence without even turning around.




“What are you doing up so late, Winston?”




He folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “How did you know I was here, Arnelle?”




With her back still to him, she answered, “You’d be surprised at what I know, Winston.”




Electricity shot through him with her comment.Does she also know how much I want her?




Arnelle stood and faced him as she placed C.J. over her shoulder to burp him. Her eyes pierced his thoughts and heart. He tried his best not to lose his composure, but seeing her standing there, with that silk robe brushing against her brown skin did something to him. Coming further into the kitchen, he towered over her. He could hear Arnelle take a breath as he reached up and ran his hand down the baby’s small back in a soothing motion.




His closeness made her nervous. Stuttering, she said, “He’s asleep.”




Without breaking eye contact, he answered, “I know.”




“Winston, I’m sorry about earlier. I know you’re upset with me, so you might as well go ahead and get it out of your system because I can’t take this much longer.”




He frowned.




“Arnelle, I’m sorry that officer wouldn’t let you go home, but that was no reason for you to go off on me.”




“I’m not talking about that, Winston.”




“Then what are you talking about?”




She stared at him and noticed he didn’t look away. They stood there for what seemed like an eternity staring at each other. She looked deep into his eyes.




“Arnelle.”




His voice snapped her back to reality.




“I’m sorry, Winston. Forget about it.”




Yawning, he answered, “You sure do know how to confuse a brotha.”




“I don’t mean to. I just want things between us to be better than they were.”




Silently, he reached over and pushed a strain of her hair out of her eyes. “Were?”




“Yes.”




“Arnelle, I have to be honest…I don’t remember you and I’m sorry. If that’s why you’re so upset with me, I understand. I hope you can forgive me. Where did we meet?”




Confusion settled in her stomach as she answered, “It’s late, Winston. I don’t feel like getting into that tonight.”




“I understand. I will say that I have to be senile not to remember a woman as beautiful as you.”




She blushed. Seeing Winston in fewer clothes than normal was not what she wanted or needed right then.




Extending his hand, he whispered, “Can we please try and start over? I’m exhausted from all the yelling we’ve been doing at each other. Truce?”




Shaking his hand, she answered, “Truce.”




She had been unable to sleep since going to bed and had volunteered to put the baby monitor in her room in case the twins woke up. No matter what she did to try to sleep, her mind wandered to him. She had been without a meaningful relationship for almost three years and was starting to feel the strain both physically and emotionally. She prayed every night that she would be able to recover her lost love, but too much had happened.




Releasing his hand, she said, “I need to get C.J. back to bed.”




Winston looked at her in awe and asked, “Where are the happy parents?”




“They took first shift, and I volunteered for the second.”




He continued to stroke C.J.’s back lovingly, then said, “You handle the kids well; especially Brandon.”




“So do you, and Brandon’s my man.”




Taking a step backward out of his space, Arnelle picked up the baby bottle and said, “Goodnight, Winston.”




“Goodnight, Arnelle.”
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When Winston woke up the next morning and entered the kitchen, he found out that Arnelle had called a cab and gone home. Craig had offered to drive her, but she’d insisted that he stay at the house with Venice and the kids.




Craig raised his coffee mug in salute and yelled, “Look what the cat dragged in!”




Winston slowly walked over to the counter and poured himself a hot cup of coffee. Craig sat smiling and asked, “What happened between you two last night that made Arnelle run out of here like a firefighter?”




“What are you talking about?”




Craig folded his arms across his chest. “I know you two were in the kitchen together late last night.”




“You were spying on us?”




“This is my house, remember? Besides, I got up to check on the kids and realized she had C.J. I was coming downstairs to see if she wanted me to take him, and I heard you two talking. Don’t worry, I didn’t hear anything. Anyway, I just went back to bed. When I got up this morning, she was dressed and had already called a cab. She wouldn’t let me drive her home. So, are ya’ll cool?”




Winston sipped his coffee. “I don’t know what we are and to tell the truth, you were right. I don’t have it in me to deal with Arnelle. She’s too complicated.”




Craig stood and laughed. “I have a feeling you’re not throwing in the towel yet.”




“I don’t know.”




“I hear you, Bro.”
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Arnelle sat in her office days later, twirling an ink pen with her fingers. She was feeling homesick for the first time since coming to Philly. She missed the warm Texas evenings; especially sitting out on her parents’ porch and watching the sun set. She also missed her daughter, MaLeah; the source of all her determination to succeed. She was in the middle of her “terrible two” stage. Leaving her with her parents temporarily was difficult but necessary. She didn’t want MaLeah with her until spring, since the winters were so severe in Philly. She was very reluctant about leaving her parents in Texas to watch over MaLeah since her father had announced his candidacy for mayor. She knew he had to concentrate on his campaign and keeping up with her two-year-old could be a distraction. The telephone rang.




“Bennett Sports Clinic. How may I help you?”




“Hello, Arnelle, remember me? I used to be your best friend.”




Arnelle froze at the sound of the deep baritone voice.




“What do you want, Cyrus?”




He laughed. “You know exactly what I want.”




Arnelle held her ground, though she could feel herself growing agitated. “I can’t do it, Cyrus!”




With firmness in his voice, he answered, “You owe me, and you know it!”




“Why can’t you just face this thing?”




“Come on, Arnelle. I’m sure your daddy wouldn’t be too pleased with what I could tell him about you; especially since he’s running for mayor. The media would love to get hold of this kind of information.”




“Are you trying to blackmail me?”




“I’ll do whatever it takes. You’re supposed to be my friend. You owe me!”




“Go to hell, Cyrus! I’m sick of you calling here bullying me.”




Arnelle slammed the phone down and practically ran from her office. When she turned the corner, she ran right into a tall, hard body. Strong, firm hands kept her from falling to the floor.




“Excuse me! I’m so sorry!”




Arnelle lowered her head and tried to hold in the tears but was unsuccessful. She looked up into Winston’s eyes and broke down crying in his arms. Startled by her response, he embraced her.




“What’s wrong, Arnelle? Did somebody hurt you?”




She shook her head as he led her back into her office and sat her on the sofa. He retrieved some bottled water from her small refrigerator and handed it to her.




He sat next to her and asked, “Arnelle, why are you crying? Where’s Venice?”




She took a sip of water and wiped her tears away with her hand. “I’m fine, Winston.”




Even though he knew she wasn’t, he said, “If you insist.”




“Thanks for being here for me though.”




“You’re welcome,” he said softly.




“Venice went out to lunch with Craig.” She wiped her nose with a tissue. “They should be back shortly.”




She still wouldn’t make eye contact with him. She just stared at the bottle she held in her hands. Winston was angry, knowing that someone had caused her pain.




“Who upset you, Arnelle?”




She finally looked at him. “You’re getting a little personal, Winston. I’m allowed to cry sometimes.”




Reaching over, he wiped a lone tear from her cheek. “I’m not trying to get in your business, Arnelle. I’m just concerned and wanted to make sure no one had hurt you. You are a friend of my best friend. I just wanted to make sure no one messed with you.”




She stood and so did he. He was dressed in a dark gray suit; looking every bit the greatattorney that he was. His neatly trimmed goatee outlined a pair of luscious lips and for a moment, she couldn’t take her eyes off them. The slight contact she was having with him caused chills to run over her body.




Clearing her throat, she asked, “Was Venice expecting you?”




“Not really. I just dropped by to see if I could take Brandon to the ballgame Saturday.”




“Brandon will love that.”




“We’ve been before. It’s really cool. We always have a good time.”




“I’m sure you do.” She folded her arms. “Thanks again for being concerned. I’ll be fine…really.”




He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Well, I guess I’d better go. I’ll just leave Venice a note on her desk.”




His eyes were doing a number on her, and she tried her best not to let it affect her.




Looking into his warm eyes, she asked, “Why are you doing this, Winston? Don’t you feel anything for me?”




“I’m concerned about you, and it bothers me to see you cry.”




He wasn’t about to reveal what he was really feeling for her lately.




“No, besides that?”




“Is there something you’re not telling me, Arnelle? We never had a chance to talk about where we met.”




Panicking, Arnelle waved him off nervously. A part of her wondered if Winston’s act was indeed an act, or if he wanted to see her sweat.




“I’m sure Venice will call you as soon as she gets back. I’ll walk you out.”




Winston left Venice a note on her desk as Arnelle waited for him in the front lobby. When he walked toward her, she felt his awesome magnetism. He stood over her and without any warning, he picked her up and hugged her. Arnelle hugged him back and tried to recover from his sudden action. He released her, reached into his jacket pocket, and pulled out a small card.




“Arnelle, if you ever need anything or you just want to talk, call me. This card has my home, cell, and private office numbers on it. Okay?”




Arnelle took the card from his hand and smiled. “Thank you, Winston.”




She watched through the window as he walked in long strides out to his truck, climbed in, and drove away.




“Winston Carter, I will find out why you’re acting like you don’t know me; if it’s the last thing I do. If Cyrus is involved, I’ll never forgive him.”
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Back in his office, Winston put his hand over his face. “What the hell is wrong with me?”




He couldn’t believe he’d practically lifted Arnelle off the floor when he’d hugged her. It was a spontaneous reaction that reminded him how out of control he became in her presence. Walking around his office in a daze, he wondered who or what was the cause of Arnelle’s tears. He’d never asked Venice or Craig if she was dating anyone. To tell the truth, he really didn’t want to know. It would be too painful for him to know someone else was touching her in a way he wanted to. He thought he was going to be able to forget about her, but after holding her in his arms, there was no way he could walk away. The most surprising fact was that Arnelle had accepted his embrace. He hoped she would eventually sit down and tell him everything about their past and how they had met.




[image: space]






Saturday came and went with Brandon. They had a great time at the NBA game. The 76ers won as usual, and Winston and Brandon filled up on all sorts of snacks at the game. Since it was over so late, Brandon spent the night at Winston’s place. As they prepared for bed, Winston decided to quiz Brandon on Arnelle’s personal life. He knew it was pathetic of him to quiz a child, but what the hell.




“Brandon, have you seen Miss Arnelle since we were all over at your house for dinner a couple of weeks ago?”




“She was at my house one day this week. She’s so pretty, isn’t she, Uncle Skeeter? She looks just like a Barbie doll.”




“That she is, my man. Has she ever brought a friend over to your house with her?”




Brandon sat there looking confused, then answered, “Oh, now I remember. Yes, Uncle Skeeter, she brought a man with her a lot of times, but I don’t know his name. You want me to ask her?”




“No, I was just wondering. Goodnight, Brandon.”




“Goodnight, Uncle Skeeter, and thanks for taking me to the game. I really miss going to the ballgames with my daddy. It makes me sad sometimes that he had to leave me and go play football in heaven.”




“I’m sure you miss him very much, but remember if he could’ve stayed here with you and your mom, he would’ve. Your dad loves you and your mom very much; just remember that.”




Sighing, he said, “Yeah I know, but I still cry for him sometimes; mostly at night. I don’t want my momma to know ’cause it’ll make her sad. Having Pops around helps her a lot, though.”




“I’m sure it does.” He rubbed Brandon’s head. “I’m proud of you, Brandon. I know your mom is proud of you, too.”




“Thank you, Uncle Skeeter.”




“Anytime, my man.”




Winston’s head dropped and his heart thumped against his ribs. He felt sad for Brandon and couldn’t imagine what he had gone through with losing his dad. He hoped he had comforted him in some way. He felt another pain in his chest as he realized that Arnellewas seeing someone.




When he got back downstairs, he made a pot of coffee and decided to work on some of his case files. It didn’t take long for his phone to ring.




“Hello?”




“Well, hello stranger. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me.”




Skeeter smiled. “I haven’t, Victoria. I’ve just been busy.”




“So when are you going to spend some time with me? I know you’re busy, but you have to take time out to have some fun. What are you doing tonight?”




He leaned back in his chair. “Well, I’ve been busy, and you’re right, I could use some fun. Tonight is out because I have my friend’s son spending the night with me. How’s next weekend?”




“Well, I guess next weekend it is,” she said in an airy voice, pouting. “Call me tomorrow, so we can decide what we’re going to do.”




“I will. Goodnight, Victoria.”




Winston hung up the phone, not feeling his normal enthusiasm when talking to Victoria. She taught classes at a local university and for a professor, she was very uninhibited and very freaky. She was closing in on 30 and was starting to hint around about a commitment. He knew he was tired of running around with a lot of women, but he just couldn’t see himself settling down with Victoria. She was intellectual, fine and beautiful. She just didn’t ignite the passion he wanted in a mate. So far, only one woman had been successful in setting him on fire, and she didn’t have a clue of the feelings she stirred up in him.
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It was nearing midnight when he decided he’d worked enough on a particular case file. He turned off the light in his office, checked on Brandon and retired to bed. Tomorrow, he would take Brandon to church, then back home. He had a standing pick-up game of basketball that he played every Sunday evening with friends at the local Y. He always looked forward to the games since it usually helped relieve a lot of stress. He took his shower, dressed in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, and turned in for the night. Before closing his eyes, he thought about Arnelle. He didn’t want to think about her too much because he knew what it did to his body. That was the last thing he wanted to deal with tonight.
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