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    Darrien Lee

WHEN HELL FREEZES OVER

The unforgettable characters from the bestseller What Goes Around Comes Around are back—in a smashingly suspenseful tale of love, trust, and the secrets that can make or break our lives.

The dashingly handsome Keaton Lapahie has watched many of his friends do the one thing he has vowed he will never do: get married. His plan is to enjoy his retirement, open a restaurant, and remain a bachelor for life. But when he is unexpectedly put on mandatory medical leave, he decides to visit his sister and her family…not realizing fate is about to take him on a trip—not just out of town, but toward his own heart.

In Philadelphia, Keaton is reacquainted with Dr. Meridan St. John, his sister’s pediatrician. Meridan is seemingly the perfect woman—smart, bold, and beautiful. Why can’t Keaton attract her attention? He soon learns that Meridan is haunted by something in her past—and though Keaton can read her better than anyone else, he cannot figure out the cause of her nightmares and fears. Things become even more complicated when Jacob, her jealous childhood friend, arrives in Philadelphia and threatens to expose all the dark secrets of her past. Worried that Keaton will not believe she was innocent in her situation, she does the only thing she can… run. Thus, Keaton must decide—does he follow her, and get to the truth, or does he leave the woman he loves to her own dark nightmares?

Penetrating in language and powerful in meaning, When Hell Freezes Over is a remarkable story about how accepting the past is the only way to make a future.





WHEN HELL FREEZES OVER

Keaton entered the bathroom and leaned against the door. Meridan had confirmed everything and there was no turning back now. He would make love to her and hope he would be able to return back to his life in Texas in a couple of weeks.

When he opened the door to the bedroom, Meridan was sitting on the bed painting her toenails. She looked up and smiled at him. He stood there with his skin glistening with water. He walked over with the towel wrapped around his waist.

Looking down at her, he said, “Let me do that.”

“Are you sure?”

Grabbing her foot, he sat down on the bed and proceeded to finish painting her toes.

This man is killing me!

Meridan was being seduced by the way he was blowing on her toes. He painted each toe methodically, making sure he didn’t make any mistakes.

“You’re good at this. You must’ve done this before?”

He looked up at her mischievously.

“Not as much as you might think. MaLeah keeps me busy, painting her little fingers and toes.”

“I’m talking about big girls, Keaton.”

“You’re the first big girl whose toes I’ve ever painted. Scout’s honor.”

Meridan couldn’t help but admire his handsome features. The silky hair on his chest had now dried. His skin was a beautiful brown and his dark eyes were piercing. He wore his hair closely cropped and had a neatly trimmed goatee surrounded by dimples that surfaced with every smile.

“There! You’re all done. You have pretty feet.”

“Keaton, are you a foot man?”

Keaton put the top on the nail polish. “No, I’m simply a man. I like everything about you, Meridan St. John, and then some.”

They stared at each other for a moment. He looked down on the bed and noticed the bottle of lotion. She followed his eyes, then looked back up at him.

“May I?”

Handing the bottle to him, she said, “Help yourself.”

In her heart, she knew the moment his hands touched her, she would fall apart. Keaton poured some lotion in his hands.

“Ready?”

She swallowed. “As ready as I’m going to be.”

It seemed he had pleased her just by his touch. God knows what the experience would be like when they finally made love.

As Meridan lay there trembling, she prayed he would never find out her secret before he went back to Texas. She wouldn’t be able to look him in the eyes. A man like Keaton would never understand.
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CHAPTER 1

The room was dark and Keaton had listened to Dejá giggle for over an hour. He’d met her at the gym where she worked as an aerobics instructor. She possessed a pair of long, shapely legs, beige skin, and seductive green eyes. She was physically fit with a derriere so firm, you could bounce quarters off it.

“Keaton, why don’t you come over here and give me that massage you promised me?” she beckoned him.

She’d been coming on to him for weeks now and had become extremely hard for him to resist; not that he really wanted to. Dejá was very sexy and wasn’t the least bit shy about telling him exactly what she wanted.

“I had no idea you was so uninhibited, Dejá,” he replied.

She scooted over to him and kissed her way down his body until she made him quiver in ecstasy.

He hissed seductively and moaned, “Damn, girl,” while his eyes rolled back in his head.

It had been way too long since he’d been intimate with anyone and Dejá was working him like a magician.

After a few minutes, she giggled childlike. “My turn!”

He grinned as he watched her scoot backwards on the bed. He stood and said, “No problem, but first let me get the ice cream.”

“Ice cream? Keaton, you’re such an animal.”

He left the room and quickly returned with a half-pint of strawberry swirl. Dejá’s eyes widened as she watched him dip his finger into the cool mixture. He turned to her, growled, and said, “This may be a little cold.”

Dejá took a breath to prepare herself. Keaton smiled, disappeared under the sheets, and happily returned the pleasure.
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Keaton’s doctor had put him on mandatory medical leave, keeping him from working at his beloved San Antonio restaurant, Lorraine’s. It was named in memory of his grandmother, who’d spoiled him to no end as he was growing up. Because of that, it meant everything to him. Now, he wasn’t even allowed on the premises, just because his blood pressure had been registering a little high. Everyone in his family had become worried that a stroke was inevitable and vowed to help him regain control of his health before allowing him to return.

Locked out from his restaurant by his parents, he didn’t know what he was going to do with himself until his sister, Arnelle, had invited him to come to Philadelphia for some rest and relaxation. He’d be sharing a home with his sister, who was a sports medical doctor at her friend’s clinic. Winston, Arnelle’s husband and a prominent lawyer, would be spending most of his days in court. Following close behind were their two small children, MaLeah, age four and a half, and Fredrick, age one.

Keaton’s parents assured him they’d keep a watchful eye on his restaurant while he was away. He tried to remain positive, knowing he had a dependable staff running the restaurant in his absence.

Leaving Lorraine’s in the hands of his trusted assistant manager, Trenton, wasn’t something he wanted to do. However, Trenton had done an excellent job running things during a brief absence once before. He’d never been away this long and he couldn’t wait until his medical leave was up so he could return.

His father, Judge Herbert Lapahie, was in the process of gearing down his campaign to be San Antonio’s next mayor. He was patiently awaiting elections, which would take place within three months. Almost daily, his parents had stressed the importance of following the doctor’s orders before he left for Philly. He only hoped his visit to Philly would be a short one.


 

CHAPTER 2

Keaton was awakened by his energetic niece, MaLeah. She found it amusing to sit on his back and bounce up and down like she was riding a horse. He’d had a long night with Dejá and had returned home a few hours earlier.

MaLeah tugged on his T-shirt and yelled, “Uncie Key, wake up!”

Keaton thought he was dreaming at first.

“Uncie Key, I’m hungry! Wake up!”

Keaton turned over, causing MaLeah to roll off his back. She giggled as she tried to pry his eyes open with her fingers. Keaton suddenly grabbed her and started tickling her. MaLeah screamed with laughter as her uncle playfully wrestled with her. Her long pigtails swung wildly as she kicked and screamed for mercy. He finally stopped allowing her to catch her breath. She looked adorable, dressed in her Philadelphia Eagles football jersey.

“Shorty, what are you doing in here waking me up so early? Where are your mom and dad?”

“Mommie’s feeding Freddie,” she announced as she poked his dimples.

Freddie was MaLeah’s one-year-old brother, Winston Fredrick Carter IV. Keaton threw the covers back and climbed out of bed. MaLeah stood and started jumping up and down on the bed, turning it into her personal trampoline.

He turned and said, “Stop before you fall and break your neck.”

“K!”

He sat her on the side of the bed. “Sit right there until I come out of the bathroom. Then we’ll go make breakfast.”

MaLeah giggled and clapped. Her uncle couldn’t do anything but laugh as he entered the bathroom.

Dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt, Keaton returned to the room, slid into his slippers and took MaLeah by the hand. Walking out, he noticed the time: seven-fifteen. He sighed and figured this was the first of many rituals he’d have to perform while visiting his sister and her family.
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Downstairs, Keaton and MaLeah found Arnelle finishing up breakfast with Fredrick.

Arnelle looked up and smiled. “You had a late night last night, Keaton. Why are you up so early this morning?”

He nodded toward MaLeah as he raised his coffee cup up to his mouth.

She laughed. “You know she can’t help herself. You created that monster. That’s why she stays up late with you, and she’s your alarm clock in the morning.”

“I’m going to start locking my door,” he proclaimed.

“You know that won’t stop her. She’ll sit outside the door, calling for you until you open it. Accept the fact, dear brother, that MaLeah Carter is going to continue to be your little shadow. At least until her daddy comes home. Only then will you get a temporary break.”

They laughed together.

Keaton added more cream to his coffee, then asked, “Where’s Perry Mason?”

Arnelle threw Fredrick’s toy at him. “Winston had to go into the office early this morning, and stop calling him Perry Mason.”

Keaton grinned. “He’ll always be Perry Mason to me.”

She smiled and walked over and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Whatever, Keaton. You and Winston are always teasing each other about one thing or another.”

He defended himself. “He starts it most of the time.”

Leaning closer, she whispered, “Look, Keaton, I hope you’re being careful with those women you’ve been going out with.”

“Of course I am,” he answered with a frown. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

“You’d better be,” she argued. “You know your history with women.”

Without responding to her last comment, he walked over and kissed Fredrick on the cheek before adding pancakes to MaLeah’s plate. He didn’t need Arnelle playing momma to him. If that was going to be the case, he’d find somewhere else to chill until he could return to Texas.

MaLeah tried to follow in her uncle’s footsteps by walking over to her brother. She glanced up at Fredrick as he sung and made other baby noises. She leaned in and planted a kiss on his tiny hand. As she turned to walk away, he grabbed one of her pigtails with a kung fu grip. It took only seconds for her to let out a bloodcurdling scream. Both Arnelle and Keaton turned at the same time to find Fredrick trying to put MaLeah’s hair into his mouth. Arnelle quickly went to them and popped Fredrick’s hand so he’d release his grip. Startled, he closed his eyes briefly, but continued to hold on to her hair.

“Fredrick! Turn your sister’s hair loose!”

Fredrick was big for his age and he wasn’t easing up on his grip at all. She popped his hand again as MaLeah continued to scream. Arnelle couldn’t believe that she’d popped his tiny hand twice and he’d neither cried nor turned MaLeah’s hair loose. Keaton watched this go on for a few more seconds. He shook his head, then walked over with his plate in his hand.

He stood in front of Fredrick and yelled, “Fredrick! Let go!”

Fredrick’s eyes quickly filled with tears as he looked up at his uncle who was frowning at him. He slowly released MaLeah’s pigtail as he looked at his momma and burst out crying. Keaton turned around and casually sat down at the table to eat his breakfast.

Arnelle hugged MaLeah. “Don’t even try it, Fredrick! You hurt your sister!”

MaLeah clung to her momma’s neck for comfort. Looking over Arnelle’s shoulder at her uncle, she saw him wink at her and smile. A few sobs later, she kissed Arnelle on the cheek and walked over to Keaton.

He smiled and asked, “Are you okay, Shorty?”

“Freddie hurt my head,” she said as she pointed to her hair.

“I know, but he’s sorry. Aren’t you, Fredrick?”

Fredrick was still crying as Arnelle hurriedly cleaned up the kitchen. She had no sympathy for her crying toddler.

Keaton picked up MaLeah and took her back over to her brother. He knelt down. “Fredrick, stop crying and give your sister a kiss so she’ll know you still love her.”

He poked out his bottom lip and looked at his uncle. He was only one but seemed to understand.

Keaton said again, “Kiss, Fredrick!”

Fredrick leaned over and kissed MaLeah on the cheek.

“Now, MaLeah, you kiss your brother,” he instructed her.

MaLeah reluctantly kissed her brother, then quickly jumped back into Keaton’s arms. When all was finished, he sat her in her chair with her plate of pancakes in front of her. Arnelle watched him be the peacemaker with her children. She thought to herself, realizing he’d make a great father one day.

“Why did Winston have to go in so early this morning?” Keaton inquired.

Giving the kitchen another look, she replied, “I don’t know, but I need to hurry up and get out of here myself.”

Keaton laughed. “Are you guys ready for tonight?”

He was talking about the Professional African-American Awards banquet. Winston was up for Man-of-the-Year.

Arnelle turned on the dishwasher. “As ready as we’re going to be. Winston’s so excited, but if he doesn’t get it, he’s okay. He enjoys working with those young boys over at the youth center. Since he’s taken over, the attendance has risen.”

“Dang, Sis, those kids must really like old Winston.”

She smiled with pride. “They love him and so do I.”

Keaton watched his sister’s eyes brighten when she spoke of her husband. They’d had a rocky start, but neither of them could fight off the inevitable. With what they’d shared, they were destined to be together. He couldn’t imagine having that kind of love and connection with one woman for the rest of his life. Besides, marriage wasn’t for everyone.

Looking around the kitchen once more, Arnelle said, “Okay, I’m out of here. We should be home by four so we can get ready for the banquet. Are you sure you’re going to be all right with these two rugrats tonight? Camille said she’d watch them for us.”

Keaton frowned at his sister. “You act like I’m the babysitter from hell or something. I told you, I got it. We’ll be fine!”

Arnelle threw up her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I didn’t mean for you to get all bent out of shape.”

“I’m cool. I have a lot of fun and games planned for these two.”

MaLeah was smiling at her uncle as she sat eating her pancakes. She’d heard the words “fun” and “games” in the same sentence. When her uncle said “fun” he meant fun.

On that statement, Arnelle grabbed her jacket and said, “Well, it seems you have everything under control so let me get out of your way.”

Before walking out the door, she kissed Fredrick, MaLeah, and lastly Keaton.

“See you guys later,” she said as she pulled on Keaton’s ear playfully like he was a little boy. Even though he was her younger brother, he looked older than his thirty-two years.

“Bye, Mommie!” MaLeah loudly shouted.


 

CHAPTER 3

Later that evening, Keaton helped MaLeah with her bath while Arnelle and Winston dressed for the banquet. As MaLeah splashed and tossed her duck at Keaton, he sat on the toilet seat and tried to read his Sports Illustrated in peace.

“Uncie Key!”

Without looking up, he answered, “Yes, Shorty?”

“Look! My ducky can fly!”

Keaton glanced over and watched her throw the duck against the wall and giggle loudly.

He shook his head. “Are you almost done?”

“Nope!”

About that time, Winston walked in looking debonair in his suit.

“Daddy!”

Keaton eyed him up and down. “Dang, Bro, you look like you stepped off the cover of GQ.”

“Thanks. So how did it go with Dejá last night?” Keaton smiled mischievously. Winston laughed. “Say no more. Are you sure about being the nanny tonight? I mean, you don’t have another date or something?”

Keaton chuckled. “Get the hell out of here. I have everything under control and no, I don’t have a date. You just make sure you win tonight.”

“Oooo! Uncie Key said a bad word!” MaLeah screamed.

Keaton rolled his eyes while Winston laughed.

Winston folded his arms. “You do know she watches and listens to everything you say and do?”

“Yeah, I know. I hope I don’t leave any bad habits with her when I leave.”

Winston looked over at his daughter. “MaLeah, you make sure you behave tonight and help take care of your brother with your uncle. Now blow me a kiss ’cause you’re not about to get me wet.”

Keaton stood up. “Hold up, Bro. That’ll never work with her, and you know it.”

Keaton grabbed the towel and pulled MaLeah’s naked, slippery body out of the suds. He wrapped the towel around her body, pinning her arms to her side so she couldn’t move.

“Now, give your daddy a kiss.”

She smiled and gave her dad a welcomed kiss.

Afterwards, Winston yelled, “Arnelle, you’d better get in here so you can give your daughter a goodnight kiss while she’s retrained!”

MaLeah saw this entire scene as a game. She giggled as she looked up at her daddy. “Daddy, kiss, kiss!”

“You’re greedy, just like your momma,” he said with a smile.

Arnelle walked in looking stunning in her ivory beaded gown. “I heard that, counselor,” she warned him. He turned to kiss Arnelle on the cheek. “Hurry up, woman, so we won’t be late.” She looked at her brother, standing there holding her daughter imprisoned in the towel.

“What have you done to my baby?”

Keaton laughed. “I’m attempting to keep you and Winston dry. Hurry up before she figures out this towel is a restraint and not a game.”

Arnelle kissed her daughter. “MaLeah, we’ll be back later, so make sure you don’t drive your Uncle Keaton crazy tonight. Okay?”

“K!”

Keaton looked at his sister. “You clean up real good, Sis. You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. Now make sure you call if you need us, and all the important numbers are by the telephone in the kitchen. Fredrick is sleeping right now, but he’ll probably wake up in a few hours for some milk and a diaper change.”

Keaton dried MaLeah’s body. “Arnelle, I got this! Go! Get out of here with your Man-of-the-Year.”

Kissing him on the cheek, she smiled. “Okay. We’re out of here.”

MaLeah yelled, “Bye, Mommie!”


 

CHAPTER 4

Keaton and MaLeah had been watching TV for almost two hours. Dejá had called his cell phone three times, but he’d let his voicemail catch her calls. He’d been out with her several times, and it seemed like she was starting to get too attached to him, demanding more of his time.

MaLeah sat next to him, sharing popcorn and Pepsi. Fredrick’s monitor had been silent for a while, so Keaton said, “Come on, Shorty. Let’s go check on your brother. He should’ve been up by now.”

“K!”

“You’re supposed to say ‘okay,’ Shorty; not just ‘K.’”

She giggled as Keaton took her hand and led her up the stairs. When they reached the landing, he knelt down. “Now you have to be quiet so you won’t wake your brother.”

“K! Uncie Key.”

Hearing her say “K” again made him shake his head and laugh. It would be a while before she got it right.

They pushed open Fredrick’s door and walked over to his bed. Keaton looked down on him and ran his hand across his back. It felt unusually warm. Frowning, he picked him up and cradled his head against his neck.

“Whoa! MaLeah, your brother feels kind of warm. We’d better take his temperature.”

Keaton moved Fredrick over to the changing table, with MaLeah following closely behind. When he laid him down, he woke up crying.

“Hold on, little man. I’m getting ready to take care of you.”

He removed the footie pajamas from his chubby body. Fredrick screamed louder as MaLeah looked on.

She watched her uncle fumble with the pajamas, then yelled, “Be quiet, Freddie!!”

Keaton softly said, “MaLeah, your brother doesn’t feel well so be nice.”

“K!!”

After removing the soaked diaper from Fredrick’s bottom, he immediately released a stream of urine directly in Keaton’s face.

“Oh shit!!”

He tried to duck, but it was too late.

MaLeah giggled out loud. “Ooooo! You said another bad word, Uncie Key!”

“I know, Shorty. I’m sorry and I better not hear you say it either,” he explained as he wiped the urine from his face with a baby wipe.

She nodded in agreement, then said, “Freddie tee-teed in your face, Uncie Key!”

He placed a cloth diaper over Fredrick’s naked body and continued to wipe his face.

“Yeah, he got me, Shorty. Man! I don’t see how people do this every day!”

When he finished cleaning his face, he cautiously removed the cloth diaper and cleaned Fredrick’s body. MaLeah watched with curiosity as she handed him the powder and fresh diaper. Fredrick had calmed down a little, until Keaton put the thermometer in his ear. While waiting for the results, he rubbed his round tummy in a soothing manner.

“Hold on, little man. I’m just taking your temperature,” Keaton said as he tried to remain calm.

About that time a beep sounded and Keaton looked at the digital reading.

“Damn…103 degrees! Not good, Fredrick!”

Keaton now took on a serious tone. “MaLeah! Go get the telephone,” he instructed, trying not to panic. He hardly ever called her MaLeah so she looked at him as if he was talking to someone else.

He raised his voice slightly this time. “Shorty! Go get the phone!”

MaLeah sprinted out of the room and brought back the cordless phone. Fredrick continued to cry as Keaton put a fresh diaper on him. He gently put his pajamas on him and picked him up.

“Let’s go get your brother some milk. I have to get his temperature down. Shh, Fredrick! I’m going to take care of you.”

When they walked into the kitchen, he removed a bottle from the refrigerator.

“MaLeah, hand me that piece of paper on the table.”

“K!”

MaLeah handed the piece of paper to him as she watched him balance Fredrick and the telephone on his shoulder. Keaton dialed Arnelle’s cell phone, but got an out-of-area message.

“Damn it!!”

MaLeah covered her mouth. “Oooo! You said another bad word, Uncie K!”

“Not now, MaLeah, and stop being the bad word police. Okay?”

She smiled. “K!”

Keaton tried to dial the number again and once more, got the out-of-area message.

Fredrick’s bottle was almost empty and Keaton sat there trying to figure out what to do next. He knew Craig and Venice were also at the awards banquet so he couldn’t call them for help. As Fredrick continued to suck on his bottle, it soothed him temporarily.

“MaLeah, I can’t get your parents on the phone.”

She patted him on the leg. “I’m sowwy, Uncie Key.”

“I know. Oh! I can call your Ms. Camille,” he remembered.

Keaton dialed Camille’s number, trying to stay calm. Within seconds, a female voice answered.

“Hello?”

“Ms. Camille. This is Arnelle’s brother, Keaton.”

“Oh yes! How are you?”

“Fine, but Fredrick’s not doing so well. Arnelle and Winston are out for the evening and I can’t get either of them on their cell phones.”

Ms. Camille asked, with worry in her voice, “What’s wrong?”

“Fredrick’s crying and has a fever of 103 degrees. He’s drinking his milk right now, but I don’t know what to do.”

“The best thing is to get him to the hospital right away. I’m sure he’ll be fine. If I didn’t have the Bennett children, I could meet you there. Look, I’ll keep trying to get in touch with Arnelle and Winston. Call me from the hospital and let me know what’s going on. Do you have MaLeah with you?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Well, wrap her up good. It’s cool outside. I’m sure it’s nothing, but we’re better off safe than sorry.”

Keaton stood. “Thank you. I’ll call you back later.” He hung up the phone. “Let’s go get some clothes on, Shorty. We have to take Fredrick to the doctor.”

“K!”


 

CHAPTER 5

Keaton was getting frustrated at the nurse asking him all sorts of questions regarding Fredrick. Another nurse had taken Fredrick to an examining room and Keaton was unable to see what was going on.

“Look, Ma’am! He’s my nephew. I can’t get in touch with his parents and I need to get back there to see what’s going on!”

The nurse stood up. “I’m sorry, Sir, but I need this information to make sure your nephew gets the proper treatment.”

Keaton ran his hand over his face in frustration. “I don’t know any more than I’ve already told you!” he yelled.

MaLeah sat on the counter in front of her uncle, singing. She entertained herself by sticking her Barbie doll inside his jacket pocket. She looked over his shoulder and yelled, “Doctor MeMe!!”

Keaton turned and was face to face with Dr. Meridan St. John. He hadn’t seen her since the day Arnelle had given birth to Fredrick, but there hadn’t been a day he hadn’t thought about her. Her natural beauty and tall athletic body had caused him to have many sleepless nights. Her skin was cocoa brown and her smile was as bright as the sun. Her hair was short and brown with blond highlights and today she wore it curly.

Meridan walked over. “Well, hello, MaLeah. What are you doing here? This is your uncle…right?”

Giggling, MaLeah said, “Uncie Key!”

Meridan pretended not to remember his name. In reality, his name, face and other important attributes had been etched in her brain since she’d met him.

“It’s Keaton, right?”

Keaton blushed. “You remembered my name?”

“I wasn’t sure,” she answered as she blushed. She was lying. She hugged MaLeah and asked, “What brings you guys here? MaLeah, are you sick? Where are Arnelle and Winston?”

MaLeah yelled, “Freddie’s sick!”

She frowned. “What’s wrong with him, Keaton?”

Frustrated, he answered, “I don’t know. When I went to check on him, I could tell he was running a high fever. I couldn’t get in touch with Winston and Arnelle on their cell phones so his sitter told me to bring him here. Arnelle and Winston are at a banquet at one of the hotels in the city, and I don’t know the answer to all the questions this lady is asking me.”

Meridan turned to the nurse. “Tamera, Fredrick Carter is one of my patients. Look up his records in my files. Everything you should need will be there.”

The nurse listened attentively. “Thank you, Dr. St. John.”

Meridan then turned to Keaton. “Don’t worry. I’ll go see what’s going on with my little patient. I’ll be right back. Tamera, when you’re done, please get Mr. Lapahie something to drink and MaLeah a snack.”

“You got it.”

Keaton watched as Meridan exited through the double doors leading to the examining room. She’d taken a lot of worry off him because he knew Fredrick was in good hands. Now, if he could only get in touch with Arnelle and Winston. Finding a seat in the waiting room, Keaton pulled out his cell phone and tried Arnelle’s number again. The nurse walked in with a hot cup of coffee for Keaton and a fruit roll-up for MaLeah.

Inside the examining room Meridan assisted the emergency room doctor as he worked on Fredrick. Once Meridan informed him that Fredrick was her patient, he let her take over while he left to treat another patient. Meridan talked to Fredrick in a soothing voice while caressing his chubby cheeks. His temperature was still around 103, but at least it wasn’t climbing. Once she completed the examinations, she instructed the nurse to prepare a syringe of medicine. She gave Fredrick the shot, then immediately picked him up to comfort him.

“Shh. I know it hurt, but this will make you feel all better. I promise.” She turned to the nurse. “Heather, go ahead and get this medicine so little Fredrick can get home to his warm bed.”

“Okay, Dr. St. John.”

Meridan put Fredrick’s pajamas back on him and kissed him on the forehead. She looked in his eyes. “Your Uncle Keaton did the right thing bringing you here. I’ll have to tell you how worried he was about you when you get a little older. Now, let’s go show him you’re much better. Your uncle and your sister are very concerned about you.”

When Meridan walked out the door with Fredrick, Winston and Arnelle were coming around the corner with fearful expressions on their faces. She waved at them, smiling. “He’s okay. Calm down, guys. It’s only an ear infection.”

Arnelle grabbed her heart and, with tears in her eyes, took Fredrick into her arms. She could see the relief in Winston’s eyes also as he seemed to slowly let out a breath. Arnelle planted kisses all over Fredrick, then said, “Thank you, Meridan.”

“That’s what I’m here for, but the credit goes to Keaton. He’s the one who noticed Fredrick had a high fever and brought him here.”

Winston patted Keaton on the shoulder. “Thanks, Man! You just don’t know…”

“Yes, I do. These guys are my blood and I love them like they’re my own.” Tears were flowing down Arnelle’s cheeks as she walked over and kissed Keaton. “Thank you, little brother,” she said as she hugged him.

MaLeah was hugging Meridan’s leg and from nowhere shouted, “Freddie tee-teed in Uncie Key’s face!”

Keaton lowered his face in embarrassment. “Thank you for the reminder, Shorty.”

Everyone laughed together.

Winston said, “Well, I guess we’d better get this little guy home. Thanks again, Meridan, and don’t work too hard. Goodnight.”

She blushed and folded her arms.

“Goodnight, guys, and don’t forget to follow the directions on Fredrick’s medicine. Oh, by the way, you two, you look great. What’s the occasion?”

Arnelle smiled and proudly announced, “Winston won Man-of-the-Year tonight.”

Meridan smiled. “Well, congratulations, Winston!”

Keaton shook his hand and hugged him. “Yeah, Man, congratulations. You deserve it.”

MaLeah jumped up and down and yelled, “Yeah, Daddy!”

Winston scooped her up in his arms. “Thanks, everyone. It was a great feeling. Now, we’d better get home and get these little people into bed. Keaton, are you coming?”

He turned away to look at Meridan before answering. “What time do you get off work? I’d like to treat you to breakfast, lunch, or something for taking care of Fredrick.”

Meridan blushed. “It’s my job and I’m so sorry, Keaton, but I’m covering for someone tonight. I just came on and I’m on duty until tomorrow afternoon.”

Winston and Arnelle smiled as they started walking out of the hospital, leaving them to their conversation.

MaLeah yelled, “Wait, Daddy! Uncie Key!”

He smiled at Meridan. “Excuse me for a second. Duty calls.”

Keaton walked over and knelt down, giving MaLeah a hug and kiss.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Shorty. It’s way past your bedtime and you need to get some sleep. I love you, and thank you for helping me with Fredrick tonight.”

She hugged his neck and yelled, “K!”

Keaton watched as his sister and her family exited the hospital doors together. When he turned back around, Meridan was gone. Confused, he walked over to the nurse’s station.

“Excuse me. Which way did Dr. St. John go?”

The nurse smiled and handed him a note.

“Thank you,” he said as opened the note and slowly walked toward the door.

Keaton,

Sorry I had to run. Dinner sounds very nice. Call me at 555-8458 and tell me where and the time. It was nice seeing you again.

Meridan

Pleased, he smiled, folded the note, and slid it inside his jacket before walking out into the cool night air.


 

CHAPTER 6

Saturday morning Keaton was awakened once again by MaLeah trying to pry open his eyelids. He was startled awake and when he saw who was staring down at him, he sighed.

“MaLeah, baby, you’re going to have to stop doing your uncle like this. What are you doing up so early?”

She pouted. “I wanna play, Uncie Key.”

Keaton picked her up and put her in bed beside him, covering them both with the comforter.

She cuddled against his chest. “Can I watch TV, Uncie Key?”

Closing his eyes and turning onto his stomach, he responded, “Knock yourself out.”

She crawled over his body and grabbed the remote off the nightstand. She sat on his back and proceeded to watch the Nickelodeon channel. Keaton tried to go back to sleep, but it was difficult with MaLeah laughing and bouncing on his back. Just when he thought all hope was gone, Winston walked into the room.

“Baby girl, I should’ve known you’d be in here bothering your uncle. Get off his back and come on so you can get your clothes on,” he said, laughing.

Pointing toward the TV, she yelled, “Daddy, look! Rugrats!”

Winston walked over to the bed and picked her up. As he turned and walked out, he looked back at Keaton. “Sorry, Bro. We’ll try to keep better tabs on her. You can go back to sleep now.”

Keaton turned over. “She’s all right, Man. Don’t worry about it. How’s Fredrick doing?”

“He’s much better. His temp is down, thank God. You really came through for him last night. Speaking of which…What happened between you and the beautiful doctor last night?”

MaLeah heard the word “doctor” and yelled, “Dr. MeMe!”

Winston looked at her in frustration and sat her down. He playfully patted her on the bottom. “Go find your momma and stop being so nosey.”

MaLeah giggled and ran from the room. Winston folded his arms and said, “Now back to you. What’s up?”

Keaton sat on the side of the bed, smiling. He stood and said, “Nothing’s up. I only asked her out.”

“Tonight?”

“That’s what I’m hoping for.” He grinned mischievously. “I have to call her and see if we’re on.”

Winston watched as Keaton blushed simply from talking about Meridan. It was obvious he’d been very interested in Meridan every since he’d laid eyes on her. As long as Winston had known Keaton, he’d vowed he would never, ever, marry. As Keaton would tell his family…he’d get married “when hell freezes over.” He’d never allowed himself to get serious with any one woman because of the demands of his restaurant and his loyalty to bachelorhood.

Winston laughed again. “I’m surprised she has time for you, or any man. Her medical career is very demanding and stressful. She has her private practice and covers at the hospital when needed. I assume that’s why she was there last night.”

Keaton curiously asked, “I wonder why she works so hard?”

Winston flicked some lint off his sleeve. “I’m not sure. Maybe she loves her job.”

Keaton stood and started making up his bed. He turned and said, “I’m sure as fine as she is, she takes the time to wind down and go out every now and then.”

Winston picked up a CD case off the nightstand and scanned the titles. “I don’t know when she has time for much of a social life. I’m surprised she even considered your invitation.”

Keaton flexed his muscles in the mirror. “She accepted because she likes what she sees and I’m a true gentleman.”

Keaton was a handsome man, all six feet six inches of him. His bronze complexion, dark eyes and heated passion gave away the Indian heritage he’d obtained from his father. His African-American mother passed on to him unbelievable dimples, a fiery temper and his unique culinary skills. He had other talents he was proud of but found cooking to be not only relaxing, but rewarding.

Winston laughed. “Don’t think for one second she’s going to be what you’re used to, Bro. Meridan might surprise you. Actually, you too are a lot alike. Number one, you’re both single. Second, you’re both passionate about your careers and third…never mind, I’ll let you find what number three is.”

This bit of information got Keaton’s attention. When Winston turned to walk out of the room, Keaton asked, “What’s number three?”

“Have a nice dinner, Keaton,” he said as he walked away laughing.

Keaton hurriedly put on his robe. “Yo, Winston, hold up! What were you about to tell me?”

He found Winston in his bedroom retrieving his jacket. “I’ll let you find out for yourself,” he said, still grinning.

“Okay! Hey, don’t make a big deal out of this dinner with Meridan. I don’t want Arnelle telling Momma and Daddy, for them to start acting crazy. I still stand by my vow of remaining single.”

Winston laughed out loud, making Keaton look in his direction. “Keaton, my brotha, Dr. Meridan St. John is going to turn your world upside-down. You’re already on your way, and it shows all over your face every time you get within a mile of her. I’ll put money down on this and I know you don’t like losing money.”

He folded his arms and yelled, “Winston, you’re crazy! Okay! Name your price. I’m up for this little game of yours. How much do you want to lose? I’m in Philly for a short time and I’m going to enjoy taking your hard-earned money. Besides, she seems like she’d be cool to hang out with while I’m here; that’s all.”

“Okay, Keaton. If I win, at your wedding reception you have to get up in front of everyone and tell them how you vowed you’d be single for life until you met Meridan. Then you have to serenade her with a song of my choosing in front of everyone.”

Keaton stood there in silence, staring at Keaton as if he was weighing his options.

“Okay, but if I win, I want that Ninja motorcycle in the garage,” he negotiated as he paced the floor.

Winston glared at him as if Keaton had asked for his firstborn. Now it was his turn to stare his brother-in-law down. After a few seconds, he said, “Aight! You’ve got yourself a deal.”

“Deal!”

The two sealed the deal with a brotherly handshake. Winston walked out of the room, saying, “You need to start practicing on your song.”

“No, you need to get that motorcycle tuned up for me, my brotha! This is going to be so easy.”

“Whatever!”

Winston disappeared down the stairs, laughing.

[image: logo]

It wasn’t until Keaton was alone that fear tried to sneak in on him. After a series of deep breaths, he laughed and said to himself, “Calm down, Playa. It’s only dinner. Winston must be crazy if he thinks I’d let any woman get me to the altar.”

Before he could enter the bathroom, he heard MaLeah coming back up the stairs. “Uncie Key!”

“I’ll be down in a minute, Shorty. Pour me some orange juice.”

“K!”


 

CHAPTER 7

Meridan was exhausted by the time she got home from the hospital. She didn’t know why she’d accepted Keaton’s dinner invitation for that night. Maybe it was the sexy tone of his voice over the phone when he’d called earlier or it could’ve been those unbelievable dimples. Whatever it was, it made her unsure about the evening. He’d called her earlier and told her the name of the restaurant so she could meet him there at seven o’clock. It was now three o’clock and she desperately needed a bath and a nap. She’d been on duty for over twenty-four hours; now she was off for the next four days. Her plan was to get plenty of rest and finally give her house that spring cleaning it needed.

When she entered her house, she sifted through the mail and tossed it on the kitchen table. Opening the refrigerator, she pulled out some bottled water and kicked off her shoes. There were two messages on her answering machine: one from her nosy, older sister, Gwendolyn; and the other from her father, who still lived on a farm in Mississippi. It had been months since she’d had a chance to go visit her family, but her father’s upcoming sixtieth birthday was approaching in about three weeks. The family had planned a huge party for him; one that she’d missed out on helping to plan. Her father had been everything to her since losing her mother when she was eight years old. Getting something very special for his birthday was something she planned to do on her week off.
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