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Dear Reader:


Thank you for picking up a copy of Cheryl Faye’s Who Said it Would be Easy? Every once in a while a literary voice tackles a topic that is both unique and intriguing.


In Who Said it Would be Easy? Faye explores the mind of a young man who learns how to truly love and respect his woman through trial and error. Many men do not learn this lesson until they are in their forties or fifties. But this novel shows that it is possible to recognize the errors of one’s ways early on in life.


Faye spins a wonderful faith-based romance that will leave readers yearning for more of her work.


In this society, so much emphasis is placed on sex. It is refreshing to read a novel that stresses how significant other aspects of a relationship are in determining whether a couple succeeds or fails in the game of love.


As always thank you for your support of Strebor Books. I hope that you will continue to enjoy our titles.
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PROLOGUE


“How can you tell me you love me in one breath, and before you even get the words out of your mouth good, you’re with someone else?” she asked as tears streamed down
her face.


“She doesn’t mean anything to me, honey. Nothing,” he insisted, moving closer to her.


She took a step back. “I don’t mean anything to you, obviously.”


“No, Janine. You mean the world to me. I messed up, but please give me another chance. I promise, it’ll never happen again.”


She shook her head as she walked over to the window. “I don’t believe you.”


“Why? Why don’t you believe me?”


“Because you’ve lied to me before, Stefàn. I’m tired of your empty apologies. If you really loved me as much as you claim, you’d never have to apologize for doing me wrong.”


They were in her bedroom at her parents’ house. Her mother and father were out at the time and she was home from college on spring break.


“Oh, come on, baby. Don’t act like you never make mistakes,” he cried.


“I’ve never cheated on you!” she yelled in frustration.


Knowing he needed to take another approach, Stefàn said, “No, you haven’t. You’ve been real good to me and I don’t even deserve a woman as good as you, but if you give me one more chance, Janine, I promise things will be different from now on.”


She looked across the room at him from where she stood and knew, in this very moment, that he was sincere. He was always sincere at the instant the apology left his mouth. It was when they were apart and he was left to his own devices that things went awry.


He was beautiful; twenty-one years old and already on his way to being the successful businessman he would one day be.


Fresh tears sprang to her eyes and spilled over her lids as she thought about how much she genuinely loved him.


They had been together since right after her senior high prom. Another boy had been her date, but she and Stefàn met that night when he defended her girlfriend, Sarah, after Sarah’s date had tried to force himself on her in the parking lot.


To her, he had been like something out of a dream. Tall, slim but muscular, and very well-groomed. He and his best friend and running buddy, Julian Walker, had just arrived at the prom when they had come upon Sarah and Oscar.


Seeing Sarah run into the bathroom in tears, she followed and soon discovered what was amiss. Highly agitated, minutes later, she rushed from the ladies’ room to confront the jerk who’d hurt her friend and crashed right into Stefàn.


“Whoa, baby, slow your roll. You almost knocked me down,” he flippantly stated.


“Sorry,” she replied, as she collected herself and attempted to continue on her way.


“Wait a minute.” He reached for her hand. “Where’s your friend?”


Perplexed, she asked, “What?”


“You know, the girl I always see you with. The one who was with that jerk, Oscar.”


“Sarah? She’s inside,” Janine answered as she gestured to the women’s restroom.


“Is she okay?” he asked.


“Yeah. I was just going to give Oscar a piece of my mind, if that’s okay with you,” she snidely commented.


“Oscar’s being detained. Principal Davis called the police. I don’t think you’ll be able to say anything to him for a while.”


That surprised her. How did this guy know so much about what was going on anyway?


“Who are you?” she finally asked.


“Who am I? You don’t know who I am?” he asked, in mock insult.


“Should I know who you are?”


He smiled at her, exposing a solitary dimple in his left cheek. “I’m just messing with you. No, I don’t expect that you should know who I am, but I happened to come upon your friend when she was trying to fight that creep off. I took care of him for her. I’m Stefàn Cooper. What’s your name?”


“Janine Taylor. You said you see me with Sarah all the time. Where?”


“You’re a cheerleader for Norman Thomas’ basketball team, right?”


“Yes.”


“I know. I’ve seen you at the games.”


“You go to Norman Thomas?”


“No, I graduated from there last year, but I was invited to the prom by a friend.”


She hadn’t had an opportunity to spend much time talking with him that evening because her date had come looking for her, but she managed to give him her telephone number before the night was over, since he’d asked her for it.


When Sarah told her that he had punched Oscar out after he jumped bad when Stefàn tried to rescue her, she knew there was more she wanted to know about the fine young defender of her friend’s virtue.


But the past two years had been turbulent, to say the least. On one hand, Stefàn treated her like a queen—buying her gifts, taking her out to fancy restaurants, etc. On the other, however, he was an undeniable player. She’d heard people talk about his escapades with other girls and on one occasion had even been confronted by some chick who claimed to be his girlfriend. Stefàn quickly squashed that situation by letting the girl know—right in front of Janine—that Janine was his main squeeze. But that wouldn’t be the last time she’d have to deal with another girl and Janine cried each time one of these incidents took place. She couldn’t understand, if he claimed to love her, why did he feel the need to be with anyone else?


But she’d had her fill of all that. Janine had finally come to realize that she deserved better than Stefàn. Yes, he was gorgeous, with his meticulous appearance and unabashed self-assurance. He held a black belt in karate and often competed in tournaments, which Janine usually attended along with his parents. In the time they’d been together, she’d witnessed him winning four tournament championships. He was ambitious. Stefàn was not one to sit around waiting for things to happen; he made them happen. He attended classes at Rutgers University, but was also preparing to take the test to get a real estate sales license. He’d told her that he planned to own his own real estate company one day. And she didn’t doubt it, because whatever he set his mind to, he accomplished and he would never allow anyone to convince him that he couldn’t. His mistake, however, was assuming she needed him so much that she would put up with his lies and unfaithfulness indefinitely.


Looking at him now, as he feebly defended the indefensible once more, and knowing that if she gave in to him, this scene would be replayed again sometime in the future—maybe several times—she couldn’t deal with the hurt anymore.


“I’m sorry, Stefàn, but I can’t do this anymore. I’m done. I really do love you, but I don’t want to see you anymore,” she tearfully stated.


“What?”


“I want you to go.”


“Come on, Janine. I said I was sorry,” he replied as he started toward her.


“No, don’t come any closer.” If she let him touch her, she would give in to him and she could not let him take her love for granted any longer.


“Janine. You can’t forgive me?”


She shook her head sadly. “Not right now, no. Maybe after some time, but I can’t right now. I don’t want to see you anymore. I can’t let you hurt me anymore.”


Always the tough guy, for the first time since she had known him, Janine saw a chink in Stefàn’s armor. Tears welled in his eyes as he pleaded with her, “Please, Janine. Look, I messed up bad. I… Come on, baby, just this last time. I swear. I’ll never hurt you again. I love you. For real. I love you.”


“No,” she cried, barely above a whisper. “I can’t.” She turned her back to him then, shutting him out of her life for good.


Dejected, defeated and demoralized, Stefàn stood frozen to the spot for the next several minutes, trying to pull himself together. She doesn’t really mean this. She can’t. She’s angry right now, and I get that, but she can’t be serious that it’s over.


Not willing to accept that this was the end for them, Stefàn softly murmured, “All right, J, I’ll go now, but I’ll call you later so we can talk about this, okay?”


Janine didn’t react or respond.


“All right, baby?”


He stood for seconds that seemed like hours, waiting for her to answer. When she didn’t, he moved to stand behind her. Without asking permission, he embraced her from behind but immediately felt her body stiffen at his touch. He continued to hold her tightly, before brushing a soft kiss against the nape of her neck. “I love you. I’ll call you tonight,” he whispered.


When she didn’t respond, he released her and left.


His Honda Accord was parked in front of her parents’ house, and as he opened the door, a girl that he had flirted with many times called out to him.


“Hey, Stefàn,” she purred. “I’m still waiting for that dinner you promised me.”


The girl was hot, with a body that cried for his attention and a manner that let him know all he had to do was say the word and he could have his way with her. He was about to speak when something told him to look up.


Janine was still standing at her bedroom window, only now she was watching him. Wisely, he ignored the girl, got into his car and drove away.


Later that night, Stefàn called Janine. He was hoping she had cooled off and would at least take his call. After two rings, her mother picked up.


“Hello, Mrs. Taylor. This is Stefàn. How are you?”


“I’m fine, thank you.”


“May I speak to Janine, please?”


“She doesn’t want to talk to you, Stefàn.”


“What?” he asked in disbelief.


“She doesn’t want to talk to you,” she repeated.


He could hear the indifference in her tone and was momentarily at a loss for words.


“I have to go,” Mrs. Taylor said, interrupting the silence. “My dinner’s on the table.”


Realizing that she was about to hang up, Stefàn hurriedly asked, “Can you please tell Janine that I called and that I’ll call her again tomorrow?”


“Okay. Good-bye.”


Stefàn felt a moment of panic at the sound of the line disconnecting. Please God, make her forgive me. I won’t mess up anymore if she’ll just give me another chance.


At least twice a day, every day for the next week, Stefàn called Janine. She never took his calls and the few times she had answered herself, she quickly hung up on him.


Her spring break was almost over and Stefàn was no closer to working things out, so he did the only thing he could to get her to talk to him face-to-face—he waited for her after church.


She was laughing as she came out of a side exit with her older brother, Sean, and another dude that he didn’t recognize. Stefàn got out of his car and waited since they were heading in his direction. Whatever they were discussing must have been hilarious because the sound of Janine’s laughter seemed to float in the wind, massaging his ears with its sweet sound.


They were about three yards away when Sean saw him. Noticing that Sean immediately tensed, Stefàn tried to be as humble as possible. He didn’t want to get into anything with her brother. Stefàn liked him, but he needed to speak to Janine and was determined to not let anyone prevent him from doing so.


“Janine,” he called to her since she still hadn’t seen him.


When she noticed him, the smile immediately fell from her face. Taking a deep breath, she rolled her eyes as they stopped in front of him. “What are you doing here, Stefàn?”


“We need to talk.”


“I don’t have anything to talk to you about. I’ve already said everything I had to say.”


“Well, maybe there are some things I need to say to you.”


“I’ve heard everything I want to hear from you, Stefàn. I told you, I don’t want to see you anymore,” she coldly stated.


Feeling the control of his emotions slipping away from him, he quickly averted his eyes and tried to collect himself. She didn’t hesitate to turn and continue on her way with her brother and the other dude. C’mon, Stefàn, don’t give up, his subconscious self screamed. “Janine, please. I love you. Why can’t you forgive me?” He probably looked lame standing out in front of the church begging, but at that moment, Stefàn didn’t care. He refused to let Janine walk out of his life like this and if that meant making a fool of himself, then so be it.


“I already told you. There may come a day when I will, but this ain’t that day. Even if I do forgive you, I still don’t want anything else to do with you. So please, leave me alone and get on with your life.”


Tossing aside the remnants of his guilt, his desperation led to anger. “You’re supposed to be a Christian, but that’s only when you in there, huh?” He jabbed a finger toward the edifice she had exited. “I thought Christians were supposed to forgive people when they make a mistake. You’re nothing but a hypocrite, like all the rest of these holier-than-thou people.”


At that, her brother said, “Yo, Stefàn, you need to check yourself.”


“No! You need to tell your sister to check herself. I might have messed up this time, but I’ve been good to you, Janine. You can’t tell me I didn’t treat you right.”


Janine was fed up by now. “You call running around with other girls behind my back treating me right? You think just because you spend money on me, you can do whatever the hell you want to do and everything’s supposed to be fine? No! I’ve given you chance after chance and listened to your apologies long enough. You’re never gonna change because you think the world revolves around you!” Janine was yelling by now and a small crowd had gathered to witness the spectacle.


“Calm down, J,” Sean said to his sister. Taking her arm and attempting to lead her away, he added, “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”


“Yes, please, let’s,” she said, shaking her head in disgust.


As they started to walk away, Stefàn thought about going after her, but when he looked into the faces of the people who stood staring back at him, he decided against it. Banging his fist on the roof of his car in anger, he yelled, “To hell with you then.”


Before he could duck into his car to get away, an older gentleman who had been standing near his rear door, empathically said to him, “Son, if it’s God’s will for you and that young lady to be together, you’ll get her back. But you’ve got to surrender your will to Him.”


“I don’t need her and I don’t need your God, either!” Stefàn yelled at the old man.


Slamming the door as he sat behind the wheel, Stefàn immediately started the car and recklessly peeled away from the curb and sped off.


I don’t need her! I can have any chick I want. Later for her. Janine’s rejection and unforgiveness tore Stefàn’s heart in two. Realizing too late how much he truly loved her, Stefàn, nevertheless, refused to take credit for the demise of their relationship. Yes, he’d made a terrible mistake and had been called to task for it, but the way she completely disregarded his feelings and dismissed his pleas was so wrong. He had never begged anyone for anything, but he had pleaded with her to give them another chance in front of her whole congregation, practically.


I must have looked pathetic to those people, he thought.


Stefàn’s attempts to assuage his bruised heart and ego were unsuccessful. He’d reached out to the girl he’d ignored that day outside of Janine’s house, as well as several others who had offered themselves to him, and he still hadn’t been able to purge Janine from his heart and mind.


When he was alone in his bed—after all the drinking, partying and carousing was done—Janine filled his every waking moment. There were several nights when all he had were his tears for her, but that was something no one knew, not even Julian.


After a month, he made up his mind that it was time to stop crying over Janine and start living. From that day on, Stefàn decided that he would spend the rest of his life in pursuit of the best of everything the world could offer, be it fame, fortune or females. The only love he would allow himself to feel was that for his family and maybe a few friends. Women were to be kept at arm’s length and never again given an opportunity to get into his heart. He would never expose himself to the pain of rejection again.





CHAPTER 1
AT FIRST SIGHT


It was a perfect day for a wedding. The temperature may have been in the high-nineties, but there wasn’t a cloud to be seen in the cerulean blue sky and the air was free of humidity.


Charisse Ellison was happy about that. She had spent three hours at her best friend’s salon yesterday getting a manicure, pedicure and facial, plus a new cut and perm and would have been fit to be tied if she’d had to worry about her style shriveling up.


Standing among the throng at the bottom of the steps of First Canaan A.M.E. Church in Queens, New York, Charisse took in her surroundings. Most of her large family had turned out for the mid-July wedding. Watching them as they all waited for the bride and groom to appear, Charisse realized that the only time they got together nowadays was either for a wedding or a funeral. During her childhood, her parents, uncles and aunts did not need a reason to get their collective families together on a fairly regular basis. Most lived in the New York, New Jersey area, and others were spread out between there and Baltimore, so it was never difficult for them to get together. Sadly, as the elder members of the family got older and died off, the younger generations seemed to be too wrapped up in their own lives to make time for simple family gatherings. That was probably one of the reasons the turnout for Jewel’s wedding was so large.


As Jewel and her new husband, Terrance Wilson, emerged from the church, the crowd in front broke into applause. Remembering the conversation she’d had with Jewel the night before, and knowing how happy her cousin was to finally be married to the man of her dreams, Charisse’s face was lit by her bright smile.


Still, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy because God had yet to send her husband-to-be. Charisse looked forward to the day she would start her own family. Unbeknownst to most of the Ellison clan, Jewel and Terrance were already on their way to becoming parents. Jewel had confided in Charisse at the end of her bridal shower last weekend that she would be three months pregnant this coming week. It didn’t matter that she was thirty years old; Jewel’s parents were old school and legalistically religious. Aunt Jean was the eldest of Charisse’s father’s siblings. Charisse and Jewel both knew that she would not have been happy about her daughter being pregnant on her wedding day.


Charisse’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of her mother’s voice. “Johnny, why’d you bring your camera if you’re not going to use it?”


“I’m getting the pictures, Barb. Besides we’ve got all afternoon to take pictures of them,” her father said.


“But you should at least get a shot of them leaving the church.”


Charisse smiled as she watched her parents’ playful bickering. Having tied the knot right after high school, they had been married for thirty-eight years. They were both quite youthful looking fifty-six-year-olds and they made an incredibly handsome couple. Childhood sweethearts, the elder Ellisons had met in the ninth grade when John had been assigned as a math tutor to Barbara.


Always thrilled by watching them together, Charisse’s heart swelled with pride and joy. Even after all these years, her parents’ mutual adoration, admiration and affection were still very evident. She believed their loving playfulness was what kept them so young looking and young-at-heart.


Dressed today in a Christian Dior gown, Barbara presented a striking picture of maturity with her stylishly coiffed silver hair. Looking polished in his Armani tuxedo, John got many second looks from women in the crowd—young and old alike—but he had eyes for no one but his comely wife.


“Mommy, stop picking on Daddy. David’s getting the shots. He’s right up front,” Charisse playfully scolded. Her oldest brother was a professional photographer and, with the help of his crew, was recording the entire event on film and video as a gift to his cousin.


“That’s right, Barb, so stop fussing. You know we’ll get copies of all the best shots.”


John turned to his youngest daughter, placed his arm around her shoulder, and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, baby.”


Frowning, Barbara said, “You need to mind your business, Risi.”


Sidling up to her mother, Charisse purred, “I love you, too, Mommy,” and wrapped her in a quick embrace as she kissed her cheek.


“Get off of me,” Barbara said as she smiled and playfully shrugged Charisse off before turning back to the happy couple. “Jewel looks so beautiful.”


“Doesn’t she?” Charisse agreed as she turned and gazed at her cousin.


“He’s quite a handsome fellow,” Barbara added.


Cutting her eyes at her mother, Charisse said, “Mommy, brotha’s fine.”


“Oh, no, I missed the ceremony.”


Turning simultaneously when they heard the female voice behind them, Charisse and her parents were joined by her sister.


“I was wondering where you were,” Barbara said.


“Joe was late picking up the girls,” she replied as she kissed her mother’s cheek.


“Hi, Daddy. Hey, Risi,” she said and kissed them both in turn.


“Hey, Star,” Charisse greeted her older sister.


 “Why didn’t you bring them?” John asked, referring to his granddaughters.


“Because I want to have a good time. It’s so seldom I get to go out. I’m going to enjoy myself today.”


“I heard that,” Charisse muttered.


Known to family and close friends as Star due to her childhood aspirations of becoming a world famous model and actress, Angelina James was five years older than Charisse and the divorced mother of two young daughters upon whom she had transferred her aspirations. Dressed in a simple, but stylish red tank dress, Star was almost the mirror image of their mother save her long, blond-tinted hair.


Star asked, “Did they start on time?”


“Five minutes late,” Barbara answered.


“I was hoping Jewel would have taken her time getting here.”


“Jewel was too eager to get married to be late to her own wedding,” Charisse stated.


“Hey, Risi!”


Charisse and her family turned at this new voice.


“Hey, girl!” Charisse was thrilled to see her best friend making her way through the crowd. Embracing, the women exchanged pecks on the cheek.


“Ooh, your hair looks great! And I love your dress.”


“Thanks,” said Charisse.


A portrait of walking elegance, Charisse was wearing a crystal-blue raw silk strapless knee-length dress that flattered her hourglass figure. Her feet were ensconced in ice blue Ferragamo sandals with three-inch heels that exposed her freshly pedicured toes.


“Connie definitely hooked me up, but look at you.” Taking her friend’s hand, Charisse spun her around as if in a dance.


Almost a full head shorter than Charisse’s five feet, six inches, Myra Lopez wore a stunning lime green print halter swing dress—the colors of which blended splendidly with her dark, Mediterranean skin tone—and gold t-strap sandals. Her waist-length hair was styled in loose, flowing curls.


“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Ellison. Hey, Star.” Reaching out, she hugged both of Charisse’s parents.


“Hey, Myra,” Star answered.


“How you doin’, sweetheart?” John asked.


“I’m good. You’re looking sharp,” she said, gingerly touching his lapel.


“Well, you know, I can’t have my children looking better than me,” he said smugly.


Everyone laughed.


“Were you inside?” Charisse asked Myra.


“Yeah, I got here right after they started. I was in the back. I saw you when you were leaving the church, but I didn’t want to be yelling in there, you know.”


Turning back to Jewel and Terrance, who were still standing at the door of the church, Charisse sighed. “Doesn’t she look beautiful?”


“She sure does. She looks so happy, too.”


“I know.”


“I forgot how fine Terry is,” Myra said.


“Yeah, isn’t he? I was checking out his groomsmen, too. There’s some good looking brothas on his line.”


“Well, you know I was checking them out.”


“How’re you getting to the reception?” Charisse asked, changing the subject.


“I was hoping to bum a ride with you. Do you have room for me?”


“Of course.”


STEFÀN WAS DECKED OUT IN A STEEL BLUE, five-button single-breasted suit, which was accessorized by a pale gray Italian cotton shirt monogrammed with his initials, its French cuffs boasting white gold knotted links. A silver lattice silk tie expertly knotted at his throat, and midnight blue snakeskin shoes completed the ensemble.


Equally eye-catching in a light olive, four button, single-breasted suit with an ecru cotton shirt and olive silk jacquard pattern tie was his best friend, Julian, whose outfit was complemented by brown calfskin oxfords.


Suddenly intoxicated by the smoothness of dual auras, women of varying ages turned to get a better look when the two men entered the reception hall during the cocktail portion of Jewel and Terrance’s reception.


Walking with a rhythmic bravado that bellowed as if he was stepping to theme music, Stefàn knew he looked good. He also knew the females were checking him out. They always did. Notoriously vain, the slender six feet, four inches tall, butterscotch complexioned man took great pains to maintain his impeccable appearance. His hair—worn about a quarter inch in length and gradually faded on the sides and back to the hairline—was always freshly cut as he had a standing appointment every Friday with his barber of ten years. Flawless skin and a pencil-thin mustache and goatee complemented his uncommonly handsome face. As the quintessential finishing touch, Stefàn’s smile gleamed, exposing a row of perfectly straight white teeth, and brought to light a single dimple in his left cheek.


By contrast, Julian, who was a very handsome man in his own right, but did not possess the “pretty-boy” good looks or self-satisfied demeanor of Stefàn, was quite subdued. One might even say he was slightly bashful. Standing about four inches shorter than Stefàn, but more solidly built, he sported a shiny baldpate and his skin was the color of creamy peanut butter. Julian’s only facial hair was a neatly trimmed mustache, but it was considerably thicker than Stefàn’s. Whereas Stefàn had a somewhat untouchable countenance, Julian’s eyes were warm and very welcoming. An appreciative, playful smile danced across his lips as he slowly scanned the room, taking in the variety of well-dressed female attendees.


Both men were single and enjoyed that status. The difference was that Julian had a respect for the fairer sex, which would not, in good conscience, allow him to be but so much of a Casanova. Having been married once, Julian could actually see himself walking down the aisle a second time, if the right lady came into his life. Stefàn, on the other hand, was a bona fide bachelor and not interested in being yoked to anyone. As an object of desire for numerous members of the opposite sex, he reveled in the fact that he had his pick of so many.


As Stefàn stood checking out his prospects, Julian said, “I’m going to get a drink,” before walking away.


Stefàn eyes veered in the direction Julian was headed. Scanning the scene briefly, he was about to turn back when he had to do a double-take.


The woman was stunning. She was laughing at something her friend had just said and although she was too far away for him to hear the sound, he knew it would be music to his ears. He could not have been happier when he noticed that Julian had paused right near them.


CHARISSE AND MYRA WERE STANDING AT THE BAR, sipping their drinks and chatting when they were interrupted by a stranger.


“Excuse me, ladies. Could one of you get the bartender’s attention for me?” he asked kindly.


Turning and quickly giving him the once-over, the girls gave him a silent stamp of approval before facing the bar again to summon the bartender.


Charisse suddenly turned back to the man. “What are you drinking?”


“Remy Martin,” he said with a smile.


Myra waved the bartender over to their end of the bar.


“What can I get you ladies?”


“Remy Martin, please,” Myra stated.


Charisse then asked the stranger, “Straight?”


“On the rocks,” he replied.


“On the rocks,” she added.


Smiling, the man said, “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome,” Charisse replied in a preoccupied tone as her attention was directed beyond the gentleman at the gorgeous man whose dark eyes were locked on hers. As he moved toward them—in slow motion, it seemed—Charisse suddenly and inexplicably felt butterflies in her stomach.


“Good afternoon, ladies.” His smooth baritone voice was accompanied by an interested gaze that lingered on Charisse a moment longer than was necessary.


“Good afternoon,” they chorused.


“You’re both looking quite lovely this afternoon.”


In unison again, “Thank you.”


“Are either of you related to the bride or groom?”


“Jewel is my cousin,” Charisse answered.


Nodding, he replied, “Now that you mention it, I do see a bit of resemblance around the eyes. I’m Stefàn Cooper.” Offering his hand, he asked, “And you are.…”


“Charisse Ellison.”


Extending her right hand, a quiver ran up Charisse’s spine as Stefàn firmly but tenderly grasped and softly kissed it, without breaking eye contact.


“Pleased to meet you, Charisse,” he seductively whispered. Turning then to Myra, he again offered his hand.


“Myra Lopez.”


He kissed her hand as well, but not nearly as demonstratively.


What a smooth operator, Charisse thought.


“I see you’ve already met my man, Julian.”


“Actually, we haven’t been formally introduced. We were just helping him order a drink,” Charisse stated.


“Well, I can understand that. I’m sure Brother behind the bar is more apt to notice two beautiful ladies like you before this guy,” Stefàn commented as he tilted his head toward his friend.


“Julian Walker, and thank you again for your assistance,” he said softly, shaking both of their hands.


“Are you guys friends of Terry’s or family?” Charisse asked.


“Friends,” Stefàn answered.


“We play ball together,” Julian added.


“Here you go, partner,” the bartender said as he placed Julian’s drink on the bar.


“Can I get a Ketel One shot with a 7-Up chaser, please?” Stefàn asked.


“You got it.”


“Thanks.” Addressing the women, Stefàn asked, “Do you ladies live in the city?”


“I live in Brooklyn,” Myra answered.


“I live in New Jersey,” Charisse said.


“Where about?” asked Stefàn.


“Englewood.”


Apparently amazed, Stefàn responded, “Oh, yeah? We’re in Teaneck.”


“Small world,” said Charisse.


“No doubt,” Stefàn murmured with that seductive glint still flickering in his eyes.


“You guys live together?” Myra asked.


An emphatic “No!” issued from both men’s mouths.


“We’re just good friends,” Stefàn stated.


“Been hangin’ since junior high school,” Julian added.


“Oh, okay,” Myra said.


The bartender returned with Stefàn’s drink, which he placed on the bar. “Thank you.” Reaching for the shot glass, he said, “So, Charisse, I guess your whole family’s here, huh?”


“Pretty much.” Pointing to the photographer who was going around the room taking pictures of the guests, she said, “That’s my brother right there.”


“I’m guessing,” said Stefàn, “since neither of you are wearing wedding bands, that you’re both single.”


“You guessed correctly,” Charisse said with a coy smile.


“And I don’t have to worry about anyone running up on me if I stand too close to you, do I?” Stefàn asked. As he put the shot glass to his lips and downed the clear liquid in one swallow, he looked at Charisse in a manner that indicated he wanted to get even closer.


Feeling suddenly anxious about Stefàn’s suggestive words and mannerisms, she nevertheless answered, “No, you don’t.”


“Charisse, don’t believe a word he says to you.”


Turning at this audible intrusion, the quartet was joined by the best man, Don Wilson, who had, at one time, tried to get close to Charisse.


Smiling patiently, Charisse said, “Hi, Don.”


Reaching behind Charisse and placing the shot glass back on the bar, Stefàn retrieved his soda. Then, flicking his thumb in Don’s direction, he mockingly asked, “You know this guy?”


“Yeah, she knows me but she doesn’t wanna know you, so leave the lady alone,” Don jokingly instructed.


Exchanging a soulful handshake with the newcomer, Stefàn asked, “Whassup, dog?”


“You, man.” Turning to Julian, who he likewise greeted, Don said, “Whassup, Dub?”


“How you been, man? We haven’t seen you on the courts in a while. Don’t tell me we scared your behind off the last time you were out?” Julian teased.


“Yeah, right, you wish. I’ve been out of town on business. Just got back in yesterday morning,” Don said. Turning his attention away from the men, he then asked, “So how have you been, Charisse?” as he leaned in and kissed her cheek.


“I’ve been great. Did you ever meet my girlfriend, Myra?”


“No, I haven’t. How are you?” Don asked, extending his hand to her.


Myra gently shook it. “I’m fine, thank you.”


“This is Terry’s brother, Myra.”


“Yeah, I was gonna say. You look a lot like him. Are you older or younger?” she asked.


“Older.”


“Are they about to make an appearance?” Julian then asked Don.


“Yeah, I just came in to tell everyone to head on into the banquet hall. The party’s about to begin.”


Shaking Don’s hand once again, Stefàn said, “All right, Bro, we’ll see you inside.”


“No doubt.”


As Don walked away from them, Stefàn asked, “So, Charisse, will you promise to save a dance for me?”


“I guess so, but don’t expect me to come looking for you,” she smugly answered to cover the unease he caused in her.


The corner of his mouth turned up in a sly smile. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’ll be keeping my eyes on you,” he provocatively stated as his pupils bore through her.





CHAPTER 2
AN OFFER SHE COULDN’T REFUSE


Two hours later, the wedding reception was in full swing. Jewel had tossed her bouquet to the throng of enthusiastic bachelorettes, and Charisse had earnestly tried to catch it.


Choosing not to participate in that portion of the festivities, Myra, who had no desire to marry or have children, remained at their table and watched. She was soured to the institution of marriage due to her parents’ failed union. Having watched her mother struggle to raise seven children on her own after their father had left them, Myra refused to be put in a similar situation.


To their guests’ delight, immediately following the tossing of the bouquet, Terrance made quite a show of retrieving Jewel’s garter. Eager, excited, eligible bachelors lined up to catch the meager adornment. Julian, a successful litigation attorney at an up-and-coming firm in New York City, however, was the lucky gent who had the pleasure of sliding the frilly lace up the shapely leg of the woman who’d caught Jewel’s arrangement. Considering how suggestively he had performed the ritual, Charisse was glad she hadn’t caught her cousin’s bouquet.


Thoroughly enjoying Julian’s show, Stefàn, like Myra, sat out this event as he, too, had no desire to give up his freedom.


After dinner was served and the wedding cake had been cut, the skillful deejay set out to entertain the revelers with music that kept them on the floor for almost every song. Myra and Charisse had no shortage of dance partners, and Julian was also enjoying himself on the floor. Stefàn, however, danced only a few times, opting instead, to watch from the sidelines.


Although numerous women at the festivities had made no secret of their desire to become better acquainted with Stefàn and he pretended to welcome their advances, he was inexplicably captivated by Charisse and repeatedly found his eyes drawn to her. Something about her attracted him like a magnet. As beautiful and alluring as she was, there was a deeper influence he could not readily explain. Understanding that her obvious comfort at this celebration was probably due to the presence of her family, Stefàn noticed—as he watched her dance and laugh and flit around the hall—that she was something of a flirt. He was tickled because she was actually quite cute with it. He could tell she wasn’t trying to be a tease; she was simply enjoying the attention she was receiving from the male guests.


Stefàn chuckled as he watched the best man coming on to her. Grinning up at Don, who was nearly as tall as Stefàn, Charisse whispered something close to his ear, then turned and walked away. Seemingly unable to move for quite a while after she had left him, it was obvious that Don was affected by whatever she’d said, as well as by her naturally sensuous strut.


In the next few minutes, the deejay slowed the music down. That was when Stefàn rose from his seat. Slowly making his way across the room in Charisse’s direction, he watched as another man approached her for a dance. Never hesitating in his advance, instinct told him that Charisse was the type of women who didn’t make a habit of dancing slow with men she didn’t know. His ego, however, had him convinced she would dance with him.


As expected, Charisse turned the guy down but seemingly in a manner which did no major damage to the guy’s self-esteem. Stefàn liked that.


Continuing toward her, Stefàn saw that she was talking with an older gentleman who was seated at her table. Stefàn acknowledged the man with a nod, before he interrupted them.


“Excuse me, Miss Ellison.”


Turning, Charisse looked up.


He extended his hand and asked, “May I have this dance?”


“Stefàn, I.…”


“You promised,” he reminded her before she could refuse him completely.


His piercing gaze held her captive as it had earlier, and she was momentarily enthralled. “Yes, I did, didn’t I?”


“Yes, you did.”


“Well, since I try not to break my promises, I guess you may.” Turning to her table mate, she said, “Excuse me, Daddy.”


“Oh, Mr. Ellison.” Immediately offering his hand to her father, he introduced himself. “I’m Stefàn Cooper. It’s nice to meet you, sir. Do you mind if I borrow your daughter for a dance?”


Smiling, Mr. Ellison shook Stefàn’s hand as he said, “Not if she doesn’t.”


Again offering Charisse his hand—which she took—Stefàn led her to a place on the floor in the midst of the many couples already there, yet strangely, they were alone in a world exclusively constructed for the two of them.


Pulling her into his arms, Stefàn was cautious about holding her too close. Aside from the fact that he was slightly aroused by her closeness, the protective eyes of her father were watching them.


Charisse’s own heart was racing. The excitement this man inspired was brand new to her. Mmm, he smells so good. What is that he’s wearing? she wondered.


Her head came right up to his chin, and what she didn’t know was that he delighted in the clean, citrusy scent of her hair. Decoding her tentativeness while perceiving her tension, he figured some friendly conversation would relax her. “You thought I forgot about you, didn’t you?”


She looked up at him, and when he met her eyes—the most beautiful fiery brown eyes he had ever gazed into—something inside of him changed. A sudden and quite uncommon sense of uncertainty washed over him.


“No, I figured it was a line you used all the time,” she said with a coolness she in no way felt. “I didn’t take you very seriously.”


“Ouch,” he intoned. Stunned by her candor, he felt as if he had been slapped. Not expecting such a cold response from her, he was also surprised at how much her words actually stung. “Why would you think that when you don’t even know me?”


 “Well, you have a way about you. You seem to be…quite sure of yourself.”


“Is that a crime?”


“No, but…. I don’t know, it’s like you expect people—women, that is—to ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ when you walk into a room.”


Immediately transported back to his childhood, Stefàn recalled the original Batman television series. Whenever the Dynamic Duo were embroiled in a fight with the evil villain, words like POW and BAM would flash across the screen with every blow. That was the image that went through Stefàn’s mind with Charisse’s words. “Boy, you don’t believe in pulling your punches, do you?”


Diffidently, she remarked, “If I’m wrong, please feel free to correct me.” Let me be wrong, God.


What am I supposed to say to that? he simultaneously wondered. On more occasions than not, he had noticed women stop their conversations to gawk at him when he walked by. It had happened so often in the past that he had come to expect it, so he couldn’t refute what she said without lying to himself. With less confidence, he insisted, “I’m not as self-centered as you make me sound.”


“No?”


“No.” Having never been at a loss for words in the presence of a beautiful woman, Stefàn found himself swimming uncharted waters, defending himself in a manner he had never had to before. “I may come off as… I’m really a regular guy trying to make it in this dog-eat-dog world like everyone else.”


Looking up at him cynically, Charisse asked, “Are you really a regular guy?”


Knowing she was baiting him now, he decided to play her game. “No, I’m not. I’m anything but, if you want to know the truth,” he stated with an air of arrogance that belied his still uncharacteristic unease.


“I didn’t think so,” she derisively murmured. He has one dimple, she noticed as her racing pulse betrayed her outward calm.


Defensively, he continued, “You see me as some Casanova Brown-type dude, but think about it. What makes a man like that, a man like that?” Giving her only a moment to consider his question, he quickly answered, “Women!” He paused. “Can I ask you something?”


“Sure.”


“Why do women make it so easy for us, then complain when we take what they’re throwing at us?”


Oh, no his fine behind didn’t! Relinquishing all cool, she stated without hesitation, “First of all, you won’t ever find me complaining, because I don’t throw myself at anyone. Why other women do what they do, I can’t say. But you talk about dog eat dog… There are a lot more single women out there than there are single men, and, sadly, a whole lot of women who don’t feel complete without a man, will do just about anything to get one.”


“But you won’t.”


“Of course not! I don’t need a man. I mean, it would be nice to have someone special who I could share my life with, but I don’t need a man to be happy or to feel complete. I have everything I need ’cause God loves me and I love Him. I can go where I want, when I want, with whom I want. I’ve been blessed with a great career. I own my own home. I’m about to buy myself a new car for my birthday.”


“Oh, yeah? When’s your birthday?” Realizing he had met his match but was unprepared to deal with the reality of that meeting, he immediately steered the conversation to less volatile territory at the opening she unwittingly provided.


Unprepared for the abrupt change of subject, Charisse hesitated a moment before answering. “August sixth.”


“Aah, Leo.” That explains her fiery attitude.


“Yeah, Leo, so?”


“Nothing,” he replied with a smirk. “What kind of car are you buying?”


“A Corvette.”


He was surprised, but with her spirited temperament, he shouldn’t have been. It fit perfectly with her demeanor. “You like fast cars?”


“Yes, I do. I collect them.”


“You collect fast cars?” he asked with raised eyebrows.


Laughing now, Charisse replied, “Yeah, I wish. I collect miniatures of fast cars and high end cars. Rolls Royces, Bentleys, Jaguars, et cetera.”


“Really?”


“Yup.”


“How’d you get into that?”


“My father used to participate in drag races when he was younger and used to take my brothers to the races all the time. I had to beg him to take me with them ’cause that was their guy thing, but once I went, I was hooked. I love fast cars. I couldn’t wait to learn how to drive.”


“You don’t drag, do you?”


Cutting her eyes at him, she chuckled. “No, I’m not that daring.”


Stefàn laughed.


Looking down at her as they continued their dance, Stefàn marveled at her uniqueness. Charisse’s conversation was delightfully refreshing—once he had gotten through her attack unscathed, that is. She piqued his curiosity. Is she a church girl? he wondered. She did say something about God, didn’t she? Knowing he would undoubtedly enjoy getting physical with her, talking to her only cemented his interest. Combined with her stunning beauty, her wit and whimsy were unlike anything he had ever encountered from the opposite sex.


In the next seconds, the deejay changed the tempo of the music, bringing an end to their dance. Charisse’s arms fell away from him and she took a step back.


“Well, it was nice chatting with you,” she nonchalantly stated and started away without the slightest hesitation. Whew! That was close.


“Charisse.”


“Oh, no,” she grumbled under her breath. Be cool, girl. Stopping in her tracks, she turned back to him. “Yes?”


Feeling a strange and uncomfortable sense of apprehension in his gut, he drank in her beauty for a long moment before he asked, “Have you ever ridden on a motorcycle?”


“No, but I’ve thought about taking lessons to learn how to drive one,” she admitted with a bright smile. “Myra thinks I’m crazy.” Why’s he asking me about motorcycles? she wondered.


“What are you doing tomorrow?”


“Going to church.”


Taking a step to close the distance between them, he asked, “What time do you get out of church?”


Looking up at him questioningly, she answered, “About eleven o’clock. Why?”


“I’m going to a cycler’s get-together tomorrow in Connecticut. There’ll be live music, plenty of great food and good folks. Why don’t you take a ride with me?”


“You have a motorcycle?”


“Yeah. A few years ago a couple of my friends and I made a bet over some beers that we’d all buy bikes, learn how to ride them and start a little club, you know?”


“Doing that macho thing, huh?”


Laughing, he had to agree. “Anyway, only Dub and I and one other dude actually followed through.”


“Who’s Dub?”


“Oh, that’s Julian. Dub is short for the W in his last name.”


“Oh.”


“So, what d’you say? Want to take a ride to Connecticut with me?”


“I don’t know, Stefàn,” she hedged.


“You’ll be perfectly safe,” he assured her as they slowly strolled back to her table.


Stefàn volunteered information about his motorcycle driving safety record, the proposed rendezvous time and the company they would be joining on this excursion. When he informed her that he was originally planning to go alone, despite his friends all bringing a companion, she inquired as to why.


“Well, honestly, because it’s a pretty diverse crowd that attends these gatherings and I don’t want to have to listen to anyone moaning and groaning about the people there. You strike me as an open-minded sister, and I think you’d enjoy the diversity of this type of get-together.”


“Thank you, but I’m probably more conservative than you think,” she told him. After pausing momentarily, she continued, “But you know what? I think I will join you. I’ve always wanted to ride on a motorcycle and, well, something about you gives me the sense that you’re as safe a driver as you say you are.”


“I am,” he responded.


An awkward silence fell over them momentarily as they stood near Charisse’s table. Her father was no longer seated there.


“I like talking to you,” Stefàn suddenly admitted.


“Yeah, you seem pretty cool to talk to, too,” she off-handedly remarked.


Chuckling stoically, he said, “You’re something else.”


“Yes, I am.”


“So do you want to give me your number now or later?”


“Why don’t you give me your information and I’ll meet you at your place.”


Trying to determine if she was playing with him or not, he gazed into warm brown pupils that unabashedly challenged him. Another involuntary chill coursed through his body as they stared each other down.


Finally raising his hands in surrender, Stefàn declared, “You win.” Reaching into the inner breast pocket of his jacket, he removed a business card holder and flipped it open. Taking out one of his cards, he asked, “Would you have a pen, by any chance?”


“Yes, I do.”


She reached for her pocketbook on the table and removed a pen and handed it to him.


“I’ll put my address on the back.”


She sat down at the table and he sat across from her in the empty chair. As he proceeded to write his information, he asked, “Do you know Teaneck?”


“Somewhat.”


When he’d finished, he handed her the card. Looking at the address he had written down, she responded, “Oh, I know this street.” Turning the card over, Charisse read the information there. “You sell houses, huh?”


“Yup.”


“Are you any good?”


“I’m very good,” he answered in what she perceived to be a sensuous tone.


“I meant at selling houses.”


“I did, too.”


Charisse blushed and lowered her eyes.


Smiling at her reaction, he asked, “What do you do for a living?”


“I’m a CPA.”


“Really?” He was impressed.


“Yup.”


He nodded in admiration.


“What should I wear tomorrow?”


“Well, for the ride up, you should probably wear jeans and a sweater or lightweight jacket. It can get cool on the bike. You might want to carry a pair of shorts, though, for once we’re up there, ’cause it’s supposed to be pretty hot tomorrow.”


“Okay, so I’ll be at your house at about noon.”


“Yeah, that’s good.”


Smiling sweetly, Charisse said, “Okay, so…I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Reaching across the table for her hand, Stefàn gazed into her eyes as he gently pressed his lips to the back of her hand before whispering, “I look forward to continuing our discussion.”


Blushing, Charisse replied, “Me, too.”


He rose from his seat. “I’ll let you get back to your family,” he said before he turned and walked back across the room.


Returning to their table seconds after Stefàn had walked away, Barbara took the seat he had vacated and asked, “Who was that, Charisse?” Star was right behind her and took the seat next to Charisse.


“Stefàn Cooper,” Charisse said, reading his card aloud. “Certified Residential Specialist and Licensed Real Estate Broker. He’s a friend of Terry’s.”


“He’s cute,” Barbara said.


“No, Mommy. Brotha man is fine!” Star stated.


“That he is,” Charisse agreed with a smile as she nudged her big sister.


“And what’s his story? I saw him talking to a couple of different women in here tonight, including your cousin, Debbie.”


“So did I.”


“So….”


“So, what?”


“What’s up with him? I saw him giving you his card, but I didn’t see you give him yours,” Barbara added.


“That’s ’cause I didn’t.”


“I hope you’re not going to be chasing that man. He looks like he gets plenty of exercise as it is.”


Laughing at her mother’s play on words, Charisse assured her, “No, Mommy. I’m not going to be chasing him, but I’m thinking about going riding with him tomorrow.”


“Riding? What? On horseback?” Star asked.


“No, on his motorcycle.”


“What?” Catching the tail-end of their conversation, Barbara’s query was echoed by Myra, who had walked over and sat down.


“What? What’s so wrong with that?” Charisse asked.


“You don’t know that man. How you gonna be riding on his motorcycle?” Barbara said.

OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
WHO
SAIDIT
WOULD
BE EASY?

CHERYL FAYE

8B
Staenor Books





OEBPS/images/f0iii.jpg
Z,ANE PRESENTS





OEBPS/images/f00vi.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000i.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781451608007.jpg
WHO
SAIDIT
WOULD
BE FASY?

CHERYL FAYE

8By
Stresor Books









