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Prologue

One day Quentin and I will walk down the aisle.
Sighing dreamily, Alyssa twirled around with her arms stretched high above her head. Quentin Dwayne Hinton, her real-life Prince Charming. True, all the Hinton men were handsome, but Quentin had something extra—something special.
Dizzy, she giggled aloud and then bumped into her father. “Oh,” she gasped. “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t see you.”
Alfred Jansen, Roger Hinton’s personal chef, was a six-foot-four robust man with a long, silver mane of hair and matching goatee that made him look more like a mountain lion than a man. His commanding presence garnered immediate respect and he certainly ran the Hintons’ kitchen with iron authority, but underneath, everyone knew this lion was nothing but a kitten at heart.
“Alyssa, honey. You have to get out of the way. We’re trying to get ready for the wedding.” Alfred smiled as he reprimanded his daughter. He’d always found it difficult to scold her and everyone knew it.
“I’m sorry, Dad. I’ll get out of the way.”
The florist and her assistants rushed around the father-and-daughter pair, setting up the arrangements, while one guy ran past with a birdcage of doves.
“Oh, Daddy, look. They’re going to release birds.”
“Uh-huh.” He grabbed her by the hand. “Too bad you’re going to miss it.”
Alyssa poked out her bottom lip. Why did he have to remind her?
“Do me a favor,” her father said, directing her back toward the kitchen. “Stay out of the trees.”
“What?” she asked, horrified. She was a monkey, a natural when it came to climbing. And she already had her mind set on a perch in her favorite Southern Red Oak tree, with her binoculars and a bag of Cheetos. “But I wanted to see the wedding.”
“You can listen to it from your bedroom.”
“Listen to it? That’s not the same thing. You don’t listen to a wedding. You see a wedding. You experience it.”
Her father shook his head and remained firm. “You fell out of that oak tree last week and almost suffered a broken neck,” he reminded her. “In case you haven’t noticed, I have enough to worry about around here—like trying to feed twelve hundred guests.”
Alyssa clamped her mouth shut.
“Promise me,” he said.
She groaned, wishing he hadn’t added that. What girl could resist watching a fairy-tale wedding in her own backyard? Didn’t he know he was asking the impossible?
“Ally!” He stopped and spun her around by the shoulders. “Promise me,” he insisted.
Alyssa sighed and dropped her head. “I promise,” she mumbled, staring at her feet, all the while keeping her fingers crossed behind her back.
“Hmm. Something smells wonderful in here.”
Alyssa and Alfred turned to see Quentin enter the kitchen and make a beeline toward one of the long silver trays.
Alyssa froze.
Quentin, Q as his friends called him, wasn’t as tall as her father. But at six foot two, lean, and with a beautiful butterscotch complexion, it was no wonder women practically drooled whenever he was around.
Alyssa included.
“What’s in here, Alfred?” Q asked, lifting a tray cover.
“Ah, ah, ah. Those lobster pot stickers are for the wedding.”
Q quickly swiped one and plopped it in his mouth with a wink.
Alyssa stifled a giggle at his playful antics.
“Mr. Hinton, please,” her father begged. “Everything must be perfect or Sterling will have my head on one of these silver platters.”
When Q laughed, Alyssa thought it was the most beautiful sound on earth.
“Oh, loosen up, Alfred. Knowing you, everything will be more than perfect. Relax. Personally, I can’t believe Jonas is crazy enough to give this whole marriage thing another try. Who knows? This time we might even reach the ‘I do’ part.” Q laughed heartily and to Alyssa’s amazement, his eyes landed on her.
“Oh, hello, Alice.” He headed toward her.
Alyssa’s eyes bugged and her tongue glued itself to the roof of her mouth.
“My, my. Aren’t you a tall weed?” He looked her over. “How old are you now?”
She blinked while her mind went blank, mesmerized by his twinkling brown eyes.
After a lengthy silence, Quentin frowned. “Alfred, I think there’s something wrong with your daughter. She’s not a mute, is she?”
“No…um. She’s shy.”
“Oh.” His gaze raked over her bony legs, flat chest and large eyes. “You better watch out for this one,” he told Alfred. “She’s going to break plenty of hearts when she grows up.” He tweaked her right cheek. “Mine included,” he added for her ears only.
Never!
“Don’t I know it.” Her father winked at her from over Q’s shoulder, oblivious to the youngest Hinton’s teasing.
“There you are!” Sterling Hinton burst into the kitchen. “I’ve been looking all over the place for you.”
Quentin swung his arm around Alyssa’s shoulders before turning to face his older brother. “You know me. I can’t stand to be apart from beautiful women.”
Alyssa’s face flushed with heat. His arm is around my shoulder!
“Don’t you think Alyssa is a little too young for you?”
She frowned at Sterling. Who was he to rain on her parade?
“First of all,” Q said, waving a finger, “her name is Alice. Second of all…well, there’s no second.”
“Have you been drinking?” Sterling asked, suspiciously.
“There’s no law against it and it’s well past noon. At least five minutes or so.”
Fire lit behind Sterling’s eyes and Alyssa cowered. Sterling didn’t explode often. But when he did, watch out.
“If you ruin this day for Jonas—” Sterling seethed, jabbing a finger into the center of Q’s chest “—I swear I’ll kill you.”
Q’s arms fell from Alyssa’s shoulders as he smiled in an attempt to tame a dragon. “I resent that. I was on my best behavior at Jonas’s last wedding and I will be so again tonight. But if there’s a third one, all bets are off.”
“Smart-ass.”
“Hey, hey. Watch the language in front of young Alice.” Q looped his arm around his brother and directed him out of the kitchen. “The poor girl is painfully shy.”
When the Hinton brothers disappeared from view of the kitchen, Alyssa’s small shoulders slumped forward as her tongue finally unglued itself. “My name isn’t Alice.”
“Tough break, sweetheart.” Her father tugged her fat pigtail. “At least this time he paid you a compliment.”
“Some compliment.”
“He basically said one day you’ll be so beautiful you’ll have your pick of any man, if my heart can take it. And the ones you don’t choose will be heartbroken.”
“Then I choose Quentin.”
“Who knows? Maybe one day you’ll have him.” He sighed. “But you should keep your options open. Wide-open.”
Alyssa knew her father didn’t approve of Quentin—mainly because Q was a playboy—but he never came right out and discouraged her from her lofty dreams of marrying the man.
Yes, she knew what a playboy was. Being thirteen didn’t mean she was naive. Besides, it didn’t matter. When she grew up, Q would only have eyes for her. She would make sure of it.
A line of servers bowled through the kitchen’s swinging doors and nearly knocked Alyssa over.
Her father cocked his head and gave her a pleading look.
“I’m going. I’m going,” Alyssa said dejectedly and shuffled out of the kitchen with her head down. She headed out of the main house by the back door, hoping to catch one last look at the elaborate preparations.
Her frown wilted to an all-time low as she crept across the yard toward the servants’ quarters. But, to get there, she had to pass her favorite oak tree. As she approached, a pair of male voices drifted on the afternoon air.
“Are you sure you’re ready to do this again, son?”
Alyssa recognized her father’s employer Roger Hinton’s voice and she crouched down behind a line of shrubbery to eavesdrop.
“There won’t be any surprises at this wedding, will there?”
“I can only hope not,” Jonas joked with a nervous titter. “I think this time I picked someone who really wants to marry me.”
“Good. Good,” Mr. Hinton encouraged. “That’s always a good strategy. Well, at any rate, I’m glad you chose to have the wedding here at the house. I can’t tell you how much it means to your mother. Of course, she’s hell-bent on getting the other two married off.”
Jonas’s gruff laughter rumbled around the men. “Good luck with Quentin. Mom might have to hogtie him and drag him down the aisle.”
“True. The boy is stubborn as a mule. He inherited that from your mother’s side of the family.”
Offended by the conversation about her future husband, Alyssa rolled her eyes. There was no one more hardheaded than Roger Hinton. A man who built a real estate empire by never accepting the word “no” and greasing a few pockets to make sure that he never would.
“You know, son, you never did tell me how you came to meet this new bride of yours.”
“Didn’t I?”
“No.” A long puff of his cigar trailed his clipped response. “There’s even talk around the house that she dated Sterling for a minute.”
Alyssa’s eyes widened at that revelation.
“I didn’t know you listened to idle gossip, Dad.”
“I’ve always found that there’s a little truth to gossip and I have to say I’m mighty curious—me and your mother. Who is she? Where did she come from? And please tell me you had the bride sign a prenuptial agreement this time around. There are rumors you don’t like those things, as well.”
Jonas chuckled. “I’m not going to answer the prenuptial question, Dad. But it is sort of an interesting story about how Toni and I met…”
“Alyssa,” Beatrice, the waiting staff supervisor called out at her, which gave away her position hiding behind the tree that shielded her from the Hintons.
Jonas peeked around the tree and grinned broadly down at her. “How long have you been down there?”
Alyssa’s face reddened with embarrassment. “Not long,” she lied.
Beatrice marched up to her like a wild twister in the middle of Oklahoma tornado season. “I have the staff setting up the buffet tables, do you mind helping me take the tea trays up to the bride’s suite?”
Alyssa perked up. “Sure!” It was her first chance to get a good look at Jonas’s future wife.
The family, as well as the staff, was surprised and curious about the woman who’d mended Jonas’s heart and made him forget all about his former fiancée, Ophelia.
Alyssa and Beatrice loaded two serving carts and trekked to the east wing of the sprawling estate. As they approached the bride’s suite, music and laughter spilled out into the hallway.
That magical buzz of excitement once again surrounded Alyssa and she couldn’t wait to enter the room. The moment she did, it was like walking into Barbie’s dream house. Beautiful women clustered together in different parts of the room. Some were getting their hair done, some getting their makeup done, and in the center stood the bride in a gorgeous, shoulderless, white gown.
The woman was practically glowing—and everyone knew why.
Alyssa sucked in a breath, convinced she’d never seen anything so beautiful in all her life—a real-life fairy-tale princess.
“Oh. The tea is here,” one of the beautiful women in the bridal party exclaimed and rushed over to the carts.
“Tea?” a Spanish beauty quipped. “Please tell me there’s something a little stronger than that on the cart.”
“You’re in luck,” Beatrice said, reaching underneath the cart to the hidden second tray to pull out a bottle of champagne, chilling in a bucket of ice.
“Whoo. That’s what I’m talking about!” The Spanish beauty grabbed the champagne. “Now, let’s get this party started.”
“Maria, you just make sure that you save some for the others,” the bride warned.
“Don’t be mad just because you can’t have any. What? Are those butterflies finally kicking in, Toni? It’s not too late to plan an escape route.”
Alyssa’s heart clutched. The idea of another bride ditching Jonas at the altar scared her.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Toni said, holding still for last-minute alterations. “It took me forty-three years to find a man I wouldn’t mind waking up to for the rest of my life.”
“Who knew he was younger than you?”
“He’s not that much younger…just seven years.”
“Humph! Seven years means that he was in elementary school when you were graduating from high school,” Maria said.
“And in elementary when you lost your virginity in the back of Jaron Miller’s Hoopty,” another woman added.
Alyssa quickly thought about the difference between her and Quentin’s age.
“Ashley, there’s a young lady in the room,” Toni reminded her, and then smiled politely at Alyssa.
“Sorry,” Ashley quipped.
“Aren’t you a pretty little thing,” Toni said.
Alyssa looked around to see if she was talking to someone else.
“I’m talking to you,” the bride reassured. “How old are you?”
“T-thirteen.”
“Ah, I remember thirteen,” she said dreamily. “I received my first kiss at thirteen. Have you had your first kiss yet?”
Alyssa shook her head, but couldn’t stop imagining a fantasy kiss with Quentin. He would pull her into his arms and…
“Aaah…so there is a boy you want to kiss,” Toni said, reading her like an open book.
Alyssa dropped her gaze as her face heated.
All the women in the room noticed her reaction and chorused a long, “Awwwww…”
“Well, we should be getting back to the kitchen, Alyssa,” Beatrice said.
“Alyssa. What a pretty name,” the bride cooed. “Oh, can’t she stay and help us around here?” Toni asked.
Beatrice hesitated.
“I’m sure my dad won’t mind,” Alyssa said before Beatrice could make up an excuse.
“Then that settles it. You can stay and hang out with us.”
Beatrice’s lips pressed into a hard, firm line and her eyes flashed a warning to Alyssa to be on her best behavior before she backed out of the room.
“Alyssa, do you mind pouring my friends some tea?”
She shook her head and quickly went to work.
“So finish telling us how you snagged a ring from this young pup,” another friend of the bride asked. “I want details.”
Alyssa’s ears perked up. She was eager to hear more about Jonas and Toni’s love story. Who knows, maybe she would learn a few pointers.
“All right. Well, like I said I first started dating his brother…”
For an hour Alyssa remained rapt, caught up in Toni’s version of events, but just when the story was getting really hot, the bride stopped talking. Then she slowly became aware that all eyes were on her.
“What? Did I do something wrong?”
Toni smiled and gathered up her dress so that she could glide over to her. “No, sweetheart. You haven’t done anything wrong.” She slid an arm around Alyssa’s thin shoulders. “It’s just that, uh, some of this story isn’t fit for young ears.”
The bridesmaids snickered softly behind them and Toni softened the blow by pinching Alyssa’s apple cheeks.
“You mean that you want to talk about sex?” Alyssa asked.
“Well…” Toni looked around while her face darkened abruptly. “Something like that.”
Alyssa’s shoulders deflated as she dropped her head dramatically in hopes of convincing everyone to let her stay. When no one said a word, but instead let her cross the room slower than a turtle, she decided to offer a suggestion.
“You could always skip over the sex part.”
“Not if she knows what’s good for her,” Ashley quipped.
“I know that’s right,” Maria agreed.
Brooklyn shook her head at her friends. “Behave.”
“I’m sorry,” Toni said again, this time poking out her bottom lip.
Defeated, Alyssa turned and walked out of the door. The minute she closed the door, peals of laughter erupted on the other side. “I can’t wait until I grow up.”
Another trickle of laughter slipped under the door, tempting Alyssa to press her ear against it to see if she could hear the rest of the story.
“Whatcha doing, Alice?”
Alyssa jumped and twirled away from the door. At the sight of her future husband strolling down the hallway, the muscles in her throat tightened and made it impossible for her speak.
Stopping in front of her, Quentin laughed and shook his head. “You know there’s no need for you to be shy around me. You’ve been living here at my parents’ home your whole life. We’re practically family.”
His words caused a world of butterflies to flutter madly in the pit of her stomach. She wanted to be a part of his family all right—the part that would marry him and give him at least a dozen babies that looked just like him.
The women laughed again; the melodic sound caught Q’s ear. This time, he pressed his ear against the door but then winked down at her. A second later, he pulled away with a knowing smile.
“Oh, this isn’t fit for young ears,” he said, planting his hands on her shoulders and turning her away from the door. Alyssa sensed that if she wasn’t there, he would have been more tempted to hang around and listen.
“We better find you something else to do,” he said, laughing and directing her down the hallway. “If your father knew you were listening to that kind of stuff—”
“I wasn’t,” she said, finding her voice.
Q laughed. “Ah, so you do speak.”
They reached the staircase and Alyssa’s panic increased when she saw her father rushing around with the servers.
“Really,” she insisted. “I just wanted to hear how the bride and groom fell in love. I didn’t hear anything bad. Please don’t tell my dad.” She turned and glanced up at Quentin. “Please.”
“Alyssa?” Her father called.
She turned and smiled down at him. “Hey, Dad.”
“Is there a problem?” His suspicious gaze darted from her to Quentin.
“No, sir. I just finished helping the bride and the bridesmaids.”
Alfred nodded, but his eyes remained locked on the youngest Hinton. “All right, then. You go on to your room and try to stay out of the way.”
“Yes, sir.” She started down the staircase, but relaxed when she heard Q’s soft whisper.
“Don’t worry. It will be our little secret.”
 
Alyssa was supposed to go to her room.
She always had a hard time doing what she was told—especially now that the guests had started to arrive. Beautiful women draped on the arms of handsome men had her young, romantic mind churning and her body itching to be a part of the festivities.
Maybe she could.
The moment the possibility crossed her mind, her shoulders deflated when the promise she made her father floated through her mind.
“Cheer up, Alice. Things can’t be all that bad.”
Alyssa’s head jerked up to see Quentin leaning against the oak door, leading to the service quarters. Her heart flip-flopped in her chest and when he flashed his dimpled cheeks, she nearly swooned on the spot. “What are you doing here?”
Q shrugged. “Well, if you don’t want me here, I’m sure I can find a group of females who’d actually enjoy my company.” He pushed away from the door and started to head back toward the wedding party. “I just thought you wanted to hear the rest of Jonas and Toni’s story. Silly me.”
“Wait.” She raced over to him and grabbed him by the wrist. “I do.”
When he turned to face her, she was suddenly stunned by her own behavior and released his hand while embarrassment scorched her entire body.
“Ah. So you are interested?”
She was much more interested in spending time with him.
He laughed. “What is it about women that makes them love sappy love stories?”
Women? Did he consider her a woman now?
Alyssa straightened and even tried to thrust up her flat chest. Her effort wrangled another laugh from him. “Calm down.” He tugged her fat pigtail. “Don’t try to grow up so fast, sport. You have plenty of time to torture the opposite sex, Alice.”
She smiled, enjoying their budding friendship. “It’s Alyssa,” she said meekly.
“What?”
“My name.” She shrugged. “It’s Alyssa—not Alice.”
“Alyssa,” he repeated. His eyes sparkled like diamonds. “I like it.”
Another flash of his dimples and her knees nearly folded.
“Now about this story.” He leaned back against the door. “I can’t tell you all of it, but if you tell me where you left off, I can tell you what I do know.”
For another half hour, Alyssa listened intently to more of Jonas and Toni’s love story before they were rudely interrupted.
“Q!” Sterling shouted and stormed toward his startled brother. “There you are. I’ve been looking all over the place for you.”
“Well then, mission accomplished, dear bro.” Quentin made a mock bow and then winked over at Alyssa. “If I’m not careful, one of these days they’re going to implant a Lojack device under my skin and I’ll never be able to sneak off with you again.”
To her surprise, an uncharacteristic giggle tumbled from her lips. It was what other women did whenever they were around Quentin—not that she was a woman, yet. But soon, she promised herself, she would be.
Belatedly, Sterling noticed the starry-eyed teenager. Suspicion narrowed in his eyes as his gaze ping-ponged between the two. “Am I interrupting something?”
Q took one look at his brother’s face and launched one eyebrow high along his forehead. “Certainly not what you’re thinking.”
Sterling cleared his throat while looking both guilty and embarrassed.
Alyssa wasn’t sure she followed the conversation.
“I was simply filling little Alyssa in on how our wonderful brother Jonas has, once again, found himself ready to walk the plank into the abyss of happily—ever—after.”
Sterling’s gaze fell to the empty champagne glass in his brother’s hand. “How many of those have you had?”
“Not nearly enough,” Q laughed. “But hey, the night is still young.” This time he winked at his older brother.
Sterling drew a deep breath in an obvious effort to remain calm. “Dad wants to see you. He’s in his library.” He glanced at his watch. “When you’re done, Jonas wants to see you.”
“Well, I guess I shouldn’t keep them waiting,” Q said, marching away.
Disappointed, Alyssa’s shoulders slumped at having been so quickly forgotten. Then, as if he’d heard her thoughts, Q stopped and turned with a magnanimous smile.
“Oh, but I haven’t finished telling poor little Alice the story.”
Alice again.
Once again, Sterling’s gaze shifted to the shy tomboy.
“Don’t worry.” Q smiled. “I was real careful to omit the racy parts. Perhaps you could finish for me?”
Horror rippled across Sterling Hinton’s face like he wasn’t quite used to talking to someone so young.
“Don’t worry,” Q continued. “She won’t bite.” He made a silent toast with his empty champagne glass and stalked off.
Alyssa smiled dreamily after her future husband until he disappeared into the house. A sigh, she didn’t even realize she was holding, exploded from her chest.
Sterling chuckled.
Embarrassed, Alyssa’s face heated to the point her cheeks felt like they were on fire.
“I’ve seen that look before,” Sterling said, with an air of superiority that irked Alyssa. She didn’t like it—not even for a moment—that she’d given her emotions away to a man who would undoubtedly feel it was his duty to give her some type of speech.
“Don’t worry,” he covered. “Your secret is safe with me.”
Unable to hide her surprise, Alyssa eyed Sterling with wary and cautious eyes.
“What?” he asked innocently enough. “I know what it’s like to have a crush.”
It took everything she had not to protest and proclaim what she felt for Quentin was stronger than any schoolgirl crush. Q was her destiny.
“Or maybe I should say what it feels like to be in love?”
Alyssa experienced another jolt of surprise. Somehow the man was truly reading her thoughts.
Sterling smiled and for a brief moment, his handsome good looks rivaled his younger brother and she was stunned by how it sent her heart aflutter.
“I better get back to my room,” she said, and turned toward to the servants’ quarters.
“You don’t want to hear the rest of the story?”
Surprised, she stopped in her tracks. “You don’t mind telling me?”
“Well, I’m sure I’m not as colorful a storyteller as Q…but if you really want to know.”
Alyssa faced him again to judge whether he was being sincere or just being charitable.
“Where did you guys leave off?”
She hesitated, but when she realized that he was being sincere, she approached. “Jonas kicked Ms. Wright out of his condo after she tried to break things off.”
“Well that is the PC version of things,” he chuckled.
Alyssa frowned and Sterling cleared his throat.
“Well, let’s just say that Jonas refused to speak to Toni after that.” Sterling continued the story and concluded when Jonas finally proposed to his pregnant girlfriend. It was truly a romantic story that had Alyssa casting herself in Toni’s role and Quentin in Jonas’s role. Alyssa sighed. The story had a happy ending—just the way she liked it. Now, here she was at the center of what would undoubtedly be dubbed a fairy-tale wedding…and she had to stay in her room.
“Fifteen minutes to showtime,” the wedding planner said as she rushed by, alerting the wedding party. “Everyone take their places.”
Sterling smiled and stood up straight. “I guess that means me, too.” His gaze raked over her attire: blue jeans, Mary J. Blige T-shirt and a pair of Reeboks that had seen better days. “I know I’m long past being hip. Well, I was never what you would call hip…but is that what you’re wearing to the wedding?”
Alyssa dropped her head and couldn’t help but poke out her bottom lip. “I can’t go. Dad said that I would just be in the way.”
Sterling chuckled and then placed a comforting arm around her shoulders. “Nonsense.” He looked her over again. “It just so happens that I require a date for this evening. How fast can you change clothes?”
Hope bloomed in Alyssa’s heart. “But Daddy said—”
“I’ll have a talk with Alfred. I’m sure I can get him to change his mind.”
“Do you really think so?”
Sterling’s chest swelled with confidence. “I’m a pretty persuasive guy. It’s served me well in business.”
“Yeah, but—”
“Trust me.”
He winked and again Alyssa was charmed by his uncharacteristic playful side. “Okay,” she said backing away. “I’ll go change.” She turned and raced off to her room. The only dress she had in her closet suitable for a wedding was the frilly number her father bought her for Easter. She frowned at the excessive lace, but quickly showered and shimmied into the dress in what had to be an Olympic record.
A couple of brush strokes through her hair, a ribbon and she was out the door. As she rushed to grab one of the white, wooden lawn chairs she took in the final staging for the ceremony and felt as if she had been cast into a glorious dream. White and pink flowers were strewn as far as the eye could see while a live orchestra played as if they were introducing her to the crowd.
No sooner had she found a seat on the groom’s side, than someone handed her a folded letter. She suspected it was from her father before she even opened it.
And she was right.
 
Be on your best behavior.
—Dad
 
Alyssa smiled and folded the letter. Sterling had pulled off a miracle and she would be eternally grateful.
A handsome Jonas took his place before the preacher, looking happy and nervous. The processional music started up and everyone turned in their seats in time to see the first bridesmaid and groomsman march down the aisle.
Of course, Alyssa’s heart didn’t start pounding until Quentin appeared, escorting a blushing Maria. Alyssa pretended not to notice the subtle signs of the beautiful Latina flirting with her future husband. Q spotted Alyssa in the crowd and winked.
In that moment, if she had died, she would have left this world the happiest girl alive.
I will marry you one day, Quentin Dwayne Hinton. I will.
Sterling was the next Hinton to walk down the aisle. When he, too, spotted her in her silly Easter dress, he smiled and gave her the thumbs-up. She smiled and mouthed the words thank you.
The wedding march began and everyone rose to their feet when the bride marched down the aisle on the arm of her friend Isaiah Washington. She was six months pregnant and glowed like the sun. When everyone returned to their seats, they all waited in anticipation for the “I do’s.”
This time, neither the bride nor groom stopped the wedding. Precisely twenty minutes later, the minister introduced Mr. and Mrs. Hinton to the wedding guests.
The fairy-tale wedding wasn’t over for Alyssa. To her surprise, Q offered his arm for her first dance. Being in his arms was like a dream come true and it took everything she had not to make a fool of herself.
“Ah, I still stand by my earlier assessment,” he said. “One day, you will break men’s hearts. I just pray I won’t be one of them.”
She was sure her entire body turned beet-red and it was a wonder that she didn’t trip all over his feet.
However, when the song ended, Quentin disappeared to sweep another woman off her feet.
“May I?” Sterling asked.
“Yes, you may.” Alyssa glided into his arms and soon discovered he was as good a dancer as his younger brother. “Thank you for talking my dad into letting me attend.”
“Oh, think nothing of it. What else are friends for?”
She smiled, feeling for the first time that she was his friend and not just some servant’s daughter. Alas the dance ended too quickly and Sterling disappeared into the crowd, as well.
“My. My. My. Aren’t you popular with the Hinton men,” an attractive woman in a stunning aqua-blue gown whispered. “If you were a little older, I’m willing to bet half the eligible women here would be plotting to scratch your eyes out.”
Alyssa giggled, liking the idea of women being jealous of her. Especially those who thought they actually had a chance with her man. “They’re welcome to try,” she whispered back.
It was the woman’s turn to giggle. “I like you, little girl. You have spunk.”
It wasn’t spunk, Alyssa knew. She had a plan.


Chapter 1
The Dollhouse, Atlanta, Georgia


This was the last place Quentin wanted to be.
The alcohol wasn’t so bad. It was the loud crowd and his obnoxious friends that were grating on his nerves, a first since he’d dedicated most of his life to partying and seducing beautiful women. Now he was off his game.
Way off.
“You sorry son of a bitch!” Some guy who didn’t like Quentin putting the moves on his girl grabbed Quentin’s shoulder and spun him around and then crashed his fist solidly against his jaw.
Pain exploded in Quentin’s head as he crumpled to the floor. The sad part was that he welcomed it. Anything was better than the frosty numbness of the past three days.
“C’mon. Get up so I can kick your ass!” the man shouted, his breath strong enough to singe his nose hairs.
Q’s friends parted like the Red Sea while lap dancers screeched and ran out of the way to avoid the fight.
“Get up!”
“C’mon, man. Is all this worth it?” Q struggled to his feet. He casually dusted himself off, and then was careful not to meet anyone’s eyes as he licked the trickle of blood from the corner of his lips. Around him, friends and strangers gawked and waited to see what would happen next. He rather hoped the next blow would render him unconscious for a few days. “The chick wasn’t even all that good-looking.”
“Oh, you got jokes.” The man launched toward Q, but thankfully his best friend, and co-Dollhouse owner, Xavier King, jumped into the mix.
“Whoa. Whoa. I just finished remodeling the place. Y’all want to fight, take it to Caesar’s Palace or something.”
Xavier, a former heavyweight champion with arms that felt like steel bands, successfully dragged the drunkard back a few inches from Quentin’s cowed position on the floor. “Let it go. Let it go.”
Q’s laugh rumbled, but the notes were depressingly sad. “Nah. Nah. Bring it on. I can take him.”
It was Q’s cockiness that goaded the man’s temper and gave him the strength of ten men to break Xavier’s hold. Once he got loose all hell broke loose. There were plenty of screams. Friends and strangers jumped in for no reason at all. Bouncers and security guards tangled and before anyone knew it, there were gunshots popping off in the club.
Q experienced firsthand what it was like to be a defenseless punching bag while receiving blow after blow. The man was really trying his best to permanently rearrange Quentin’s face, and was doing a damn good job of it, too. To his utter dismay, it took a few dozen solid punches before a black curtain closed over this hellish reality. When he finally woke, a stern-looking Hispanic man crouched over him flashing a penlight into his eyes, which caused a near explosion in the back of his head.
He croaked out a miserable groan and raised an arm up to shield his eyes. “What the hell, man? Are you trying to kill me?”
“Looks like he’s gonna live,” the man’s heavily accented voice announced.
It should have been good news, but Quentin didn’t receive it as such. In fact, it was the worst news he could have received.
“Sir, how are you feeling? We have an ambulance outside. Would you like to go to the hospital?”
Quentin shrugged from the man’s touch and then waved him off.
“Suit yourself,” the paramedic said, turned and left Q where he sat on the floor.
A second later another set of footsteps strolled over to him. A large hand jutted out in front of his face. “Finished bleeding on my floor?”
Q tried to broker a smile, but it hurt too damn much. Putting his pride aside, he slid his hand into his cousin’s and was grateful that with one firm jerk he was back onto his feet. Now all he had to do was stay on them. He didn’t look directly at Xavier, but squinting his eyes around the periphery, he saw his best friend looking around and shaking his head. Following Xavier’s lead, he took in the scene himself, or at least he tried to with eyes that were ready to swell shut. The crowds were gone and the club was apparently closed. It looked like a wrecking ball had leveled the place.
“Aww, man. Sorry about this.”
“Sorry?” Xavier snapped, his tone nearly the same decibel as a roaring lion. “Sorry doesn’t fix our crib.” He drew in a few deep breaths and seemingly regained control of himself.
“Here you go, boss.” One of the female employees approached and handed him something before flashing Quentin a sympathetic smile and then sauntering off. The old Quentin would have followed up an open invitation like that. The new Quentin wanted to stay the hell away from women.
Far away.
“Man, I’ve never seen anyone get their ass handed to them like that since the Tyson-Holyfield fight,” Xavier said, wincing and handing over a handmade ice pack. Since he was Quentin’s favorite cousin, he felt free to make such a flippant remark. “I might be mistaken, but I think that brother was trying to reconstruct your face.” He chuckled, a clear sign he was getting over his anger.
“Very funny,” Q mumbled, limping his way. He tilted his bruised and bloody head back and put the ice pack back on his throbbing temple. This must be what it felt like to be run over by a Mack truck.
“I wasn’t trying to be funny.” Xavier stepped back. “And don’t drip blood on my shoes.” He snickered and followed his cousin over to the nearest bar. He walked around the counter and grabbed two glasses.
Q moaned and groaned about his injuries.
“You know you could have blocked a few of those punches,” Xavier said. “Haven’t you ever heard of stick and move?”
“You’re not helping.”
Xavier shook his head. “Seriously. What’s up with you? You haven’t been yourself for a while. We either need to talk this out or I’m going to have to ban you from coming in here.”
“I’m part owner.”
“I know. Awkward, huh?”
Q snorted.
“I’m waiting.”
“It’s about this…woman.”
“Now why aren’t I surprised?” Xavier’s laughter exploded, shaking his entire frame.
“Trust me. She’s not just any woman.” Quentin sighed, lowered the ice pack.
Xavier winced and twisted his face as if he was viewing a crime scene. “Put that back on. And you might want to reconsider calling a doctor. That nose is going to need some serious reconstructive work.”
Q moaned but did as his best friend suggested. The ice pack felt good against his tight, throbbing skin anyway.
“What can I get you?” asked Xavier.
“I’ll have what you’re having,” Q croaked. “But make it a double.”
Xavier filled the second glass to the rim with good old reliable Jack Daniel’s. “I think I’ll leave the bottle out,” he said. “It looks likes you’re gonna need it.”
Quentin agreed.
Xavier turned away briefly to put away some glasses, but by the time he turned back, Q had already emptied his first shot glass.
“Whoever this chick is, she’s done one hell of a number on you.” Xavier said, shaking his head as if he couldn’t fathom such a thing. “I’ve never seen you like this and I’ve seen you with plenty of women.”
Quentin didn’t respond. Instead he reached for the Jack Daniel’s bottle himself and refilled his glass.
“Since we had to close early tonight and you don’t seem to be in any hurry to go home, why don’t you tell me about this mysterious woman that’s worth you getting your ass whooped over?”
Silence.
“Well, what’s her name?”
There was another long pause, and then, “Alyssa,” Q said more to his empty glass than his cousin. “But I call her Alice…”
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