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Dear Reader:

How far would you go if your marriage was in financial decline? Well, find out how one couple deals with their growing debt in Champagne Life.

Naomi and DeShaun are living the high life, like the title suggests. Their satisfying marriage and job security allow them happiness…until their employment takes a downward spiral and they face money woes.

The couple takes a plunge by sacrificing their morals in hopes of rescuing their situation. DeShaun, a waiter for a high-end restaurant, constantly attracts attention. When a wealthy couple, particularly the wife, adores his service, he falls for extravagant gifts. With Naomi’s blessing, he provides companionship and all’s well until he actually falls for the wife, Jenn.

Sometimes no matter how clever one sets up a plot to use or abuse a situation, it often backfires. Such is the case with this desperate couple.

You can check out how Nicole Bradshaw sets up the novel with its ebook prequel, Caviar Dreams.

    As always, thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. We try our best to bring you the future in great literature today. We appreciate the love. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane.

Blessings,
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Publisher

Strebor Books

www.simonandschuster.com
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This is dedicated to the Whitaker family. I think about us every single day.
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Seven Months Earlier


He scrunched up his face and narrowed his eyes. The tiny, protruding purple vein in his forehead began pounding. Slowly, he balled up his fists. “Nah, man,” he said between clenched teeth. “I don’t believe I heard you properly.”

“Stop it,” I begged, but it was too late. He didn’t even glance in my direction. His eyes were fixated on his mortal enemy, the man who had just told him that I was having his baby. “Did I hear you correctly? Did you say my wife was having your baby?”

I grabbed his arm, but he snatched it away, never once looking in my direction. “Please, let me explain!” I yelled.

The pulsating vein on his forehead was joined by another in his right temple. His breathing was heavy, like a wild beast on the hunt. I had never seen him like this before.

He took another step toward his enemy. The two men were standing toe-to-toe. Neither was ready to back down.

A gust of wind swooshed the front door open and the unseasonably warm winter rain landed in tiny droplets onto the foyer marble floor. The booming thunder was no match for the bedlam taking place inside our refurbished contemporary Philadelphia home. I would have given anything to be standing outside in the rain right now, to be anyplace but here.

I lowered my voice, attempting to calm him down. “Just go.” All he had to do was turn and head for the door; that was it, but it was too late. With his left hand, my husband, who stood over six feet two inches tall, snatched up the much smaller guy, by the collar of his white shirt. He balled up his hand and, with his massive fist, struck the guy in the jaw. There was a cracking noise as blood gushed from the corner of the guy’s mouth. He crumpled to the ground and landed with a hard thud. The fight was practically over before it began.

“Oh, God, please!” I screamed. “Stop it! You’re going to kill him.”

My husband raised his fist again and down it went, crashing against the side of the guy’s face, his eye already starting to swell.

I reached for my husband’s arm, but he yanked it away before I could grab hold. “You have to go! Now!”

The scene may have been chaotic, but for a brief second, he looked up at me and our eyes connected. His eyes glassed over, almost as if an evil force had taken over. We had been together for several years, first as friends and then as lovers, but today, at this moment, it was as if I had never seen this person standing before me.

I thought the fight was over when my husband stumbled backward, but he still had the guy’s collar in his grasp, causing the guy to fall back with him. They tousled on the floor for several minutes. The tables had turned; my husband was now the one on the bottom, his face being pummeled with fists of fury.

I grabbed the guy by his shoulders and tried pulling him off. “Stop it!” It was no use. A sharp, burning sensation traveled up my right side. I had been accidentally elbowed in the midst of the chaos. Seconds later, a stinging sensation moved down my left cheek and I realized I had been struck in the face. The blow didn’t quite knock me out, but disoriented, I fell back. I reached up and held on to the wall to steady myself. Through blurred vision, I glanced over in the direction of the two men, who were still wrestling about on the floor. This time my husband was back on top and pounding the guy with his fists. Blood was everywhere.

I scrambled over to my purse and rifled through it, looking for my cell. When I looked up again, I could only make out the silhouette of two bodies rolling about on the tiled floor of the hallway.

I located my cell and immediately tried to dial, but my vision was so blurred, I couldn’t make out the numbers.

Clumsily, I punched in 9-1-1.

“This is nine-one-one emergency,” the operator said. “What is your emergency?”

“I need help.” My hoarse voice came out in a whisper. “Please. They’re going to kill each other.”

“Please, ma’am, slow down. I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

“I need help.”

The guy stood over my husband while holding a round, light-colored object in his hand. There was a huge crash and pieces of my opaque wedding vase scattered everywhere.

Disoriented and with blood oozing from every orifice on his face, the guy on the floor grabbed a long, sharp sliver of the broken vase. He extended his arm and held out the jagged edge like a sword in a bullfight.

Like a bull, my husband stood up and charged, right toward the sharpened edge. There was a scuffle and the guy fell to the floor, a deep crimson liquid swelling from under his body

My legs buckled from underneath me and I fell to the ground. The faint sound of approaching sirens was the last thing I heard before everything went black.
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Naomi and DeShaun


One Year Earlier

Sunday afternoons were my time of solace. At the age of twenty-eight, before getting married, I lived in a sexy, single apartment in downtown Philadelphia. I said sexy because the place always reeked of sex; not in the overpowering, recently finished getting down and dirty way; more like in an artsy way. More specifically, I took pleasure in displaying the sensual nude paintings on my walls of black men and women alone and as a couple. Back then, I liked to walk around naked when I was at home, especially in the sweltering summer months. It was my apartment and I did as I pleased. My single Sunday afternoons consisted of sticking in a Paulinho Moska CD and doing a little baking. It was something I enjoyed. Now, at thirty-two, things were definitely different. I was married and didn’t hang out much with girlfriends because my husband had become my best friend. I had an older sister, but to say we weren’t close was an understatement.

Back then, I never invited guys over much. I preferred to keep my space just that; my space. DeShaun and I dated a year before I even brought him over to my spot. I didn’t want him becoming like the guy before him, who took all of two weeks to move out of his momma’s place and into mine—without paying rent, a power bill or even a measly cable bill. That definitely wasn’t going to happen again. DeShaun had his own spot and I had mine. My momma didn’t raise no two-time fool. You got one mess up; twice was not an option.

“Move a little closer to the cage,” DeShaun said. “That way I can get the full shot of your sexy body.”

I inched myself closer to the edge of the birdcage. It was in the middle of the summer and we were in the midst of a heat wave, the second one of the season. My peach-colored sleeveless summer dress stuck to my thighs as tiny droplets of sweat rolled down my back and settled inside the tip of my crack.

“I feel disgusting,” I complained.

DeShaun narrowed his big, doe-like gray eyes and scanned my body up and down as if he wanted to take more than the picture. He rubbed the tiny, coarse stubbles of hair on his chin and licked his thick, juicy lips. “I like sweat. That’s why I married you.”

I stared him up and down, almost in disbelief that he was my husband. I never ever thought I would get married, especially to a man that was six years younger than me. Add the fact that he was born and raised in the Bahamas and this four-year marriage was damn near mission impossible.

He reached inside his back jeans pocket and pulled out a washcloth. He wiped away the sweat from his deep mocha brown face and neck. “Here. Let me wipe you down now.”

“Ewww,” I squealed. “Get that nasty thing away from me.”

My married Sunday afternoons consisted of DeShaun and me visiting the bird sanctuary, a hobby I hadn’t acquired until three years into our marriage. The admission was free from eleven until closing and we usually carried our own snacks. In the late afternoon, we’d sneak off to our cherry tree in the sanctuary quad and enjoy whatever goodies I had baked early Sunday morning. Today it was apple turnovers that Mom had taught me how to bake from scratch, and a bottle of wine that Mr. Stiles, DeShaun’s boss, had given him. His boss was always giving him bottles of wine. I figured it was because he recognized that DeShaun was such a hard worker and Mr. Stiles needed him much more than DeShaun needed that crap waiter’s job.

His smile was wide and mischievous. “A little closer.”

I squeezed in next to the cockatiel as much as I could, with the scorching steel bars pressed against my left shoulder. The bird squawked and I jumped, but I pressed up against the bars once again. “Hurry and take the pic.” My dress, matted down with beads of perspiration, pressed up against my leg. Damn, it was hot. The lingering scent of the birds was far from pleasant.

“Now smile.” DeShaun lifted his head and took in whiff of the air. “Damn, girl, is that you or these nasty birds?”

“Very funny. Shut up and take the picture. It’s hot as hell out here.”

He raised the camera and focused. I pulled my sun hat over my spiky, cropped cut and gave my silliest, toothiest grin. “How does this look?”

Click.

I lunged at him. “Oh, no you didn’t! Delete it now!”

He held the camera above his head. “That’s what you get for trying to be cute.”

“Oh, so I have to try now?”

“Yeah, well, you know how it is when you’re an old lady,” DeShaun said. “You have to work at it.”

“Is that so? And I’m only thirty-two, thank you.”

“And a beautiful, sexy thirty-two you are.” DeShaun’s smile faded and he got those tiny wrinkles between his brows, the way he did whenever he was deep in a thought. “Do you know how much I love you? If I paid you five hundred bucks, would you let me take you right here?”

“First of all, you ain’t got five hundred bucks,” I said. “And second, if I did take the money for that, wouldn’t that make me a prostitute?”

“Well, then let me hit it for free.”

“If I was a prostitute that would make me stupid.”

He laughed. “Bring your sexy body over here.”

I inched up alongside him and delicately ran my fingertips up and down the panther tattoo on his sweaty bicep. Today we both were in a playful mood. “I dare you.” I leaned over and gently licked away the drips of sweat from around his tat. “I have on a sundress and guess what?”

“What?”

“I don’t have any panties on.”

DeShaun’s smile widened. “Seriously?” He moved in closer. “You freak. Why don’t you have on any drawers?”

The real reason was that I hadn’t done the laundry before we had left, and the only undergarments clean were my monthly big drawers. Plus, I wanted to wear my cute sundress since I had recently lost five pounds and big ol’ drawers were not cute under a sexy sundress.

Instead of speaking the truth about the laundry situation, I winked and told him, in my best Marilyn Monroe knock-off voice, “I wanted to be sexy for you.”

“Keep playin’, girl. You know if you start it, I’ll finish.”

I knew that, which was exactly why I was tempting him. I reached up, pulled down the right side strap to my sundress, and let it rest against my shoulder. “Well?”

My excitement traveled south. He could do that even before laying one finger on my body. It took a truly gifted man to be able to do that to a woman. DeShaun was a man who was endowed with many gifts.

He grabbed for my wrist. I moved back. He glanced over his shoulder. When the coast was clear, he reached for my waist again, this time securing his arms around me so I couldn’t get away. He steered me toward a shaded corner of the sanctuary. I felt my back against the jagged edge of a limestone rock. “Do you think—”

“Shhhhhh.” He placed his opened mouth over mine and kissed me…hard.

An older couple had wandered into our sanctuary section, so he pressed his body up against mine to back me further into the corner. A tiny drop of sweat trickled down his forehead and dripped onto my shoulder. We stayed mushed up against each other, listening, until the voices faded around the bend.

DeShaun took a step back. He was watching me. He liked to see how incredibly crazy he made me. He wanted to witness me on my knees—literally—begging for it. He unbuckled his belt and his khakis dropped around his ankles. I dropped to my knees. He grabbed the back of my head and pulled me toward him. After all these years, you’d think I’d be used to his size, but DeShaun required effort every single time.

When I finished, I stood up and he kissed me, his lips starting at my forehead, working down my cheek and finally finding a home on my lips. His sweaty cheek rubbed against mine as he reached down for the hem of my dress. He pulled it up around my waist and felt around, trying to find out if I told the truth about not wearing any undergarments. When he realized I hadn’t lied, he quickly stepped out of his pants and kicked them to the side, where they landed in a bush. This was ridiculous. We were like oversexed teenagers doing it in the bushes while the parents were inside watching television.

But, I couldn’t stop.

While he was pulling his shirt over his head, I fumbled around with the buttons on my dress. Unable to wait, he ripped open my dress, popping two or three buttons in the process. Seconds later, he was inside me. He placed his mouth over mine to keep me quiet. The more he pushed, the more I wanted to scream. We did this for ten minutes, until he finished. Quickly, he retrieved his pants while I hurriedly fastened the remaining buttons on my dress.

“Are we crazy, DeShaun? Why are we acting like dogs in heat? We’re grown adults, not seventeen-year-old kids, getting it in before Momma comes home.”

“You like it that way.” He fastened his belt buckle. “You’re a freak.”

“If I am, I learned it from you.”

“Let’s go home and finish this conversation—in bed.” He tugged at my elbow, but I pulled back.

I shook my head. “Oh, no, you don’t. Sunday is my bird sanctuary day. Besides, they recently opened up a new Avocet exhibit.”

He shrugged and threw his hands up in the air. “Don’t know what the hell that is, but if that’s what you want to do, we’ll do it.”

We lasted a total of seven minutes in the Avocet exhibit. I spent the entire time holding my dress closed where he had popped the buttons. We visited three other exhibits and between each, I found myself swatting away DeShaun’s hand from my backside as I tried to read about each bird. DeShaun hated birds almost as much as I hated sitting around the house, watching football. He hated the way the birds smelled, especially on a day like today. He hated the squawking sounds they made. He didn’t much care for the birds at all; however, he trudged along with me on Sundays because I loved them.

That was one reason I adored him.

“Did you know the macaw typically mates for life and can have a long lifespan together with his partner in the wild for more than half a century?” I asked, swatting away his roaming hands.

He kissed my neck. “Like us.” This time, his kiss was tender and sweet. His tongue licked away a bead of sweat dripping down my face.

Right then and there, I decided it was time to go home. We drove seventy miles an hour to get home, and when we did, we spent the rest of the afternoon in bed.
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I searched the entire upper shelf for the bottle but could not find it. In the cabinet, I pushed aside the canned spaghetti sauce, the box of instant mushroom noodles and even the canister of dehydrated gravy, which I had only used once for a Thanksgiving dinner two years ago. I still couldn’t locate the four-ounce bottle of real vanilla. I didn’t splurge on much. My purses could come from Walmart and my sandals from Payless, but my baking supplies and my lip glosses—they had to be top-notch.

I opened up the next cabinet and began frantically searching. I reached behind the package of brown rice and found the box of mac and cheese I had searched for last week and a single dusty pack of beef-flavored ramen noodles. Those noodles had to have been stashed back there from last year or so.

Since buying this house, DeShaun and I hadn’t changed a thing in our three-bedroom, two-story contemporary home outside of Philly. We made a few updates here and there, like stainless steel appliances since I loved to bake, and minor updates to the three bathrooms, but other than that, I considered our cozy place perfect. DeShaun wanted to add another bedroom for all the kids he wanted, but thank goodness I was able to hold him off that—the kids and the bedroom.

I pulled open the cabinet above the sink.

Aha! There it was, hiding behind the box of instant mashed potatoes. I poured a teaspoonful of vanilla into the wet mixture and stirred.

You could not pay me a million dollars to enjoy cooking, but baking, that was a different story.

When I was a kid, Mom introduced me to baking by way of homemade apple pie made with granny smith apples. She taught me how to treat and slice the apples so that they were thin enough to properly cook, but thick enough to hold on to the gooey sweetness of the sugar and cinnamon mixture. One holiday—I wasn’t sure if it was Thanksgiving or Christmas—we woke up early, before the sun rose, and spent the morning peeling and slicing apples. It was a moment when I remembered being truly happy. By the time the sun was high in the sky, the entire house smelled like the sweet sensation of Momma’s homemade apple pie. My mouth watered from merely thinking about it.

“What smells good in here, Mimi?” DeShaun entered the kitchen, wearing only a beige terrycloth towel wrapped around his midsection.

We had spent the entire Sunday afternoon, making love. While he slept, I was full of energy, so I hopped out of bed and started baking chocolate chunk cookies, one of DeShaun’s favorites.

“It’s a surprise.” I sifted through the bottom kitchen cabinets in search of the electric mixer.

He dug his index finger into the open bag of flour and flung it at me. I ducked and the flyaway flour missed. He then dipped his finger into my batter. “I put it on you that good that you had to jump out of bed and bake me cookies? Now that’s what I’m talking ’bout.” He raised his finger to his mouth and sucked off the chocolaty goodness. “Mmmm, this is almost as good as your sexy chocolate.” He smacked my backside. He took four fingers and dunked them into the mixture once again, this time producing a big chunk of batter and shoveling it into his mouth.

“Hey, I need that, you know.”

“It tastes different.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” Greedily, he licked off the remaining batter on his fingers. “Am I tasting a hint of peanut butter?”

“Yup. I’m trying something a little different. What do you think?”

“You should sell these things. They are damn delicious.”

“Aw, thanks.” With mitted hands, I went to the oven and pulled out my first batch. I reached over to the counter and stuck in the awaiting second, and last, batch.

He sidled up next to me. “How long is that going to take?” He grabbed my waist and then planted a small peck on my forehead, then my cheek.

“Why?”

He looked down, grinned and then tugged at the hem of my lace boy short panties. “I’m ready for round two.”

“Hmmmm, really? Didn’t we have round two about an hour ago? I think we’re up to three.”

“Whatever, I just know I’m ready.” He whipped off the towel wrapped around his waist and let it fall to the tiled floor. Standing in his nakedness in the middle of the kitchen, I saw his member slowly rise to attention and salute me. “Hurry up and finish those cookies,” he said, turning and heading back into the bedroom. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

I turned off the oven, pulled out the last batch of underdone cookies and placed them onto the countertop. I scooped up several fully baked cookies from the last batch. I licked away the warm, melted chocolate chips from my fingertips as I headed back into the bedroom

Tonight we were having dessert in bed.



Naomi


Mrs. Leanora Pritcherd was a stodgy old lady who reminded me of those demons in horror movies. She looked sweet and innocent on the outside, but once you got to know her, you realized she was Satan’s second coming, disguised in a pink and blue floral dress that she wore at a minimum twice a week, and yes, she was in the bank that often, which, for the life of me I couldn’t understand why. Perhaps loneliness or boredom was the bane of her existence. Mine was spotting her on the curb Monday mornings, waiting for Percy, the bank guard, to unlock the double glass doors. As soon as he did this morning, Mrs. Pritcherd made a beeline straight for my counter. She clunked her brown leather purse onto the marble countertop and pulled out a tattered, stained handkerchief stuffed with coins. She told me she wanted to open a new account.

She may not have dressed the part, but Mrs. Pritcherd had plenty of money. She had a savings account of over sixty-seven thousand dollars. I also knew she had at least two other accounts with different banks. On several occasions, I thought about what I would do with all that money, the first being to get rid of those damn credit card bills. After that, DeShaun and I would go on vacation; it didn’t matter where, just somewhere.

I wondered if she would even notice if a few bills were gone.

Customers—usually older folks who didn’t have direct deposit—filed in as soon as the doors opened. In most cases, they deposited their social security checks or the meager paychecks from part-time jobs since they couldn’t afford to retire. The thought of someday not being able to relieve my weary mind and body from the hustle of the grind gave me nightmares.

Each week, as the older folks handed me their deposit slips, I reminded them that direct deposit was an option and even gave them the necessary paperwork. Every Monday, they returned bright and early, with their check in hand.

“I need the best possible rate.” On this particular morning, Mrs. Pritcherd was more incensed than usual. “You banks are always trying to cheat me out of my money.”

I glanced at the line of impatient customers behind Mrs. Pritcherd. Half of them looked to me, pleading with their eyes to tell her to hit the road—or at the very least, go to the next teller.

“Yes, ma’am,” I told her. “I’ll be sure to give you the best rate possible.”

Several customers groaned and grudgingly changed lines.

“Is there a problem?” Jeremy Butler, another teller, walked up behind me. He stood so close, I could smell the cinnamon on his breath from the breakfast bun he ate this morning. “You’ve been on your feet all morning, Naomi,” he told me. “Why don’t you take a break? I’ll handle Mrs. Pritcherd.”

“I’m supposed to be on my feet. It’s what we do. Besides, I only got here thirty minutes ago.”

He placed the palm of his hand on the small of my back. “I got this. You go take a break.”

I shifted away from his inappropriate touch. “I’m fine. Go ahead and do whatever it was you were doing.”

“I’m only offering because Rebecca wants you to finish up filing that stuff.”

“What stuff?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. She told me to tell you to file some junk.” He turned to Mrs. Pritcherd, who was fidgeting impatiently on the other side of the counter. “I’d be more than happy to take care of Mrs. Pritcherd.”

Mrs. Pritcherd wasn’t going to make this easy. She nodded in my direction. “I normally deal with her.”

In a perverted sense of justice, I smiled, hoping she would insist I deal with her. Normally, I would relish in someone taking away a headache, but Jeremy was a jerk; a real jackass whose aunt was the branch manager. Being the stereotypical pretty boy type with light skin and curly hair bothered me about him, too. Jeremy Butler was that guy who always got what he wanted, today, yesterday and forever. I had overheard him talking about his days as homecoming king and being president of the Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity during his single year at Howard University. He never finished college, though, and I never cared enough to find out why.

“She has been my teller since I started coming to this bank,” Mrs. Pritcherd complained.

“It’s warm in here, isn’t it?” Jeremy unfastened the top button of his white polo shirt. I rolled my eyes. It pissed me off that a few of the younger, thirsty girls stared at him like he was the flyest cat in the world. To me, he was kind of short and looked scraggly with his five o’clock shadow.

Did Mrs. Pritcherd just check him out, too?

“I understand you normally deal with Ms. Knowles, which is precisely why I am going to treat you as my special customer. When we finish here, I will personally walk you over to our new accounts department.” When Jeremy flashed a grin and gave a wink, it was all over for old lady Pritcherd. It was also all over for my breakfast.

She took a second to respond, but eventually that old woman cracked a crooked smile, exposing stained, chipped dentures. “I suppose that’s fine,” she said, finding it difficult to keep her sour demeanor. “Start off with cashing in this loose change.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a glass jar. “I have at least one hundred dollars’ worth of change and I want to use that to start my new account.”

“I’ll be going on break now.” I grinned as I headed off to the back, toward the lounge. Served him right.

When I got to the back, I made sure the room was empty before flipping off my black peep toes. I headed straight for my purse stashed away in the closet reserved for bank employees and pulled out my phone. I quickly dialed.

“Hey, baby,” DeShaun said when he answered the phone. “You never call me during the day. What’s up?”

I was relieved to hear his deep voice. “Are you busy?” I reached down and massaged my aching dogs, starting with my big toe and working my way down to the littlest piggie.

“Nah. Mr. Stiles is taking a long lunch, but let him tell it and he’ll say he’s scoping out new locations for another restaurant.”

“Is he really considering opening another one?” I whispered into the phone, making sure Rebecca, my manager, or anyone else couldn’t hear me. “I thought you said he was in over his head with the current restaurant.”

“He is, but when you’ve got money, you’re looking for ways to blow it.”

“Do you believe he’ll make you manager of this new restaurant?” I asked.

DeShaun hesitated on the other end, taking a second to clear his throat. “I don’t know. He claims I’m the front-runner, but that’s what dude from the last restaurant said.”

I sighed, desperately wanting to tell him to quit these waste-of-time positions. Every restaurant he worked in promised him a promotion, and every one of them fell through for one reason or another. I was getting sick of it. Unlike me, DeShaun was a patient guy with these jobs. He had to be. I’m not professing to be better, but I did graduate college. DeShaun barely graduated high school and came right out of school to work full-time as a busboy at some greasy Bahamian/Chinese restaurant on the island of Freeport to help support his mom.

I shook my head. “That’s not right. You should be the front-runner. You have been at that crappy restaurant the longest and practically running the entire joint singlehandedly. And when he does make you manager, he needs to come up off the dime and pay you what you’re worth. Don’t let him shortchange you.”

“Relax, baby, I got this.”

The door to the back room swung open. “I have to go. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Are you my heart?” he asked.

“Always my heart.” I shoved the phone back into my purse. When I looked up, Jeremy was standing there, looking at me with a cherry Kool-Aid grin on his mug.

I slipped my feet back into my shoes. “What are you staring at?”

“Was that your husband?”

“Were you listening? And where is that paperwork I’m supposed to file anyway?”

He shrugged. “I guess Rebecca took care of it after all.”

“Whatever.”

The corners of his mouth turned upward into a sly grin. “Oh, and don’t worry about me saying anything to the boss lady. Besides, I know her older sister. We’re tight like that.” He flipped up his collar and winked—a move that irritated me even more.

Without warning, he pulled his shirt over his head.

I quickly turned away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

He looked down at his bare chest. “Oh, sorry. Changing my shirt.” He reached into the locker and pulled out a light pink long-sleeve button down. When he buttoned up the last button, he reached into a gym bag and pulled out a brush. He furiously attempted to brush the strands on his head straight, but each lock boinged back into a fluffy curl.

Everyone in the office couldn’t stand Jeremy. In the beginning, I tried to stay impartial, but he irritated me the way a gnat buzzing in your ear would. He had started working as a teller only four months ago, but being that the manager was his auntie, he strutted around like every cent in the bank was his. I had heard at one point, he even cussed out a senior teller at another branch, something about she didn’t adhere to new procedures regarding bank loans. He was a cocky son-of-a-bitch, but even so, I gave him the opportunity to prove me wrong.

Unsurprisingly, he didn’t.

The younger girls at the job swooned over his muscles, curly hair and light eyes. To me, he looked like any other light-skinned dude that worked out. I only knew his daily exercise regiment because in case you didn’t hear him brag about how much he benched that week, he wore these ridiculous dress shirts that fit like the Baby Gap—exactly like the pink one he had changed into. On numerous occasions, I found myself staring at that poor middle button on his shirts, wondering when it was going to give.

“So what did hubby have to say?” he asked, placing the brush back into his bag.

“Are you really asking me that?”

I never put my business out there. The only thing Jeremy knew about me was that I was married. That was only because for some reason, he confided to me that he considered getting the same style of my wedding ring for his then-girlfriend. According to him, he didn’t because my ring was way too small and she liked extravagant things. I wanted to tell him that was probably the exact same reason she dumped him—too small—but opted not to since I needed a paycheck and he was the nephew of the manager. To this day, I still believe he didn’t see the ignorance in his statement.

“Your husband works at a restaurant, right?”

“How in the world do you know that? Do you have connections to the FBI? Are you having me followed or something?”

He laughed. His laugh even sounded pretentious.

“Not at all. I heard you mention something about him being made manager of a new restaurant or something to that effect. Want some water?” He handed me a paper cup filled with lukewarm water.

I shook my head and he quickly retracted the cup. “Being the manager would be a good thing, right?”

I hesitated, deciding whether to give in to my desire to garner a second opinion on such a touchy subject between my husband and me. I treaded cautiously. “I guess so.”

“If that’s the case. Why do you sound like it’s the end of the world?”

I shrugged, realizing this wasn’t a conversation I wanted to get into.

“He’s got a job and you’re sitting there acting like it’s the worst thing in the world. I will never understand what women want from a black man. You want us to get a job, we get one. Then you don’t want us to have that job you begged us to get. Maybe it’s me, but I don’t understand it.”

“First off, you must be eavesdropping hard on my conversations to know that much about my husband. Second, you’re right. You don’t understand it.” There was a slight tinge of defensiveness in my tone. “Nobody is begging any of ya’ll to get a job, but you damn well should have one. What adult doesn’t work? I’ve had a job since I was fifteen. I can at least expect you to have one by the age of twenty-one, can’t I?”

“Don’t get mad. I’m simply saying, it seems like ya’ll don’t know what you want anymore and us fellas are paying the price for it.”

I stood up and headed for the door. “I’m not having this conversation with you. I have enough problems without getting into some philosophical discussion as to whether or not the chains holding down the black man are real or not.”

“That’s cool, but that’s precisely my point. You women won’t tell us what we need to do to please you, and I’m guessing that’s because you don’t even know yourself. But, on the other side of the coin, I do feel you, though. You look good and you’re somewhat successful, and you said you’ve been working since you were fifteen. I get that you’re trying hard not to be like that stereotypical black woman who has it going on, but—” He trailed off.

“But what?” I was like a tiny fish, trailing after the dangling bait, and he was the fisherman, reeling me in.

“It’s really none of my business, and I don’t mean to be rude, but, you are that black woman and you could have any man you wanted. I find it odd that you chose a waiter, of all things—not that it’s a bad thing,” he quickly added. “I don’t blame you for not wanting to be in the working class all your life. Hell, I want the exact same thing. Let me ask you something. Doesn’t he want to better himself? Didn’t you say he had his bachelor’s degree in something?”

“I never said that.” I wished I hadn’t taken this jagged road that could only lead down a dangerous path.

“And don’t you want to get your mom off your back?”

“How do you even know these things?” I never told anyone that Mom constantly nagged me about marrying some “island coconut” from the Bahamas, not even DeShaun—especially not DeShaun.

“Don’t be angry. I accidentally heard a few things when you were talking to your mom on the phone before. Let’s be real, there’s more privacy at Thirtieth Street Station than there is in this back room. In my defense, as soon as I realized you were on your phone, I’d turn around and leave. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I feel like—”

“Feel like what?” Again, I was that same fish swimming toward the wriggling worm on the hook.

“I feel like you’re expecting too much from him. Maybe that’s all he’s capable of. You chose him, and maybe now, you have some regrets, but again, that’s my opinion.”

“You’re absolutely right. That is your opinion. And what my husband and I talk about really is our business.”

“I realized you’d be angry,” he said. “But, you wouldn’t be if there wasn’t at least a grain of truth to what I’m saying.” He hesitated, waiting for me to make the next move. I stood up and headed for the door.

“Wait! I apologize for offending you. Let me make it up to you.”

As I turned the doorknob, I felt myself relenting a bit. Lately, I was sounding more and more like my uptight psychologist mother when she was given an opinion that didn’t agree with her own.

I took a deep breath and swiped a page from my father’s life playbook, which helped him become one of the nation’s top black surgeons. Who cared what Jeremy thought? He was only expressing his opinion, no matter how wrong and wacked out of an opinion it was. “Nah, I’m cool.”

“Seriously, Let’s talk. I could use your thoughts about some things, too.”

“Like what?”

“Go to lunch with me and I’ll tell you.”

“No thanks.” I stood there for a few seconds, trying to come up with an excuse, but after thinking about it, I realized I didn’t need one. I did not want to go to lunch with him or anyone else from the bank. I did my job and went home; that was it. I wasn’t interested in making friends.

“Why not? It’s just lunch, not some hot, steamy sex session in a seedy motel after-hours.” He laughed.

“Comments like that are precisely why.”

“I was kidding. If we go today I can get us a long lunch.” He winked. “I’m in good with the supervisor.”

I shook my head, getting impatient. “No, thank you.”

He cocked his head to the side as he rubbed the stubble on his chin with his thumb and index finger—something DeShaun did. “Why not? It’s only a burger. It won’t kill you.”

“I’m having lunch with my husband today, sorry.”

“Tomorrow?”

“No thank you.” I turned and walked out the door, shutting it behind me. From behind the closed door, he yelled, “Hey, you owe me. I took on old lady Pritcherd for you. Do you know how many pennies that bag had? And I’m not referring to the container.”

I shook my head and went back to my counter.

“You come with me to lunch and I’ll make it worth your while.”

I started to say no, but something about the way he said it made me consider it for a brief second. “No.” I said the word, but it was a softer “no.” By his sly grin, he knew it, too.

I walked out the door, thinking I was an idiot for even being tempted by this man.



DeShaun


“My good man,” Mr. Herjavec began, “I want to surprise my wife with a birthday party she’ll never forget, and I’m coming to you to iron out all the details. Can you handle that?”

DeShaun nodded. “I’ll do whatever necessary to make sure Mrs. Herjavec enjoys her day.”

The restaurant was crowded, more than usual for an afternoon service. Today, the Toastmasters were having a luncheon for their annual Women’s Day and one of DeShaun’s usual customers, Mr. Herjavec and his wife, were two of the 157 attendees. The spacious room was crammed with overzealous patrons who had nothing more to do with their money and time than to spend it dining on overpriced chicken breast, garlic bread and a choice of two sides.

Mr. Herjavec placed his, tanned, well-toned arm around DeShaun’s shoulders. His pungent cologne stung the inside of DeShaun’s nostrils. “It’s Jenn,” Mr. Herjavec corrected. “You’ve known us for several months now. It’s okay to refer to the both of us by our first names.”

DeShaun, eager to get away from Mr. Herjavec’s grasp, nodded. “Jenn and Berti, it is then.”

Berti Herjavec was a decent guy, but a little too touchy feely for DeShaun’s taste. Berti was that guy who gave you a hearty welcoming hug and kissed you on both cheeks every time he saw you. He frequented the restaurant on several occasions, picking up the sometimes over a thousand-dollar tab to enjoy one evening with family and friends. He loved to tell the story, especially when drunk, of his parents’ trek over to the U.S. from Croatia with only thirty dollars in their pockets. At the age of forty-seven, Berti’s father, Dmitar Herjavec, set up shop in New York with a distant relative of the family who had moved there years before.

Mr. Herjavec gave a quick nod and took his arm from around DeShaun. He reached inside the pocket of his crisp, white shirt and produced an expensive-looking timepiece. The platinum-colored watch was attached to a tiny silver chain and contained a huge diamond stuck smack dab in the center of one of the links.

Berti lifted the watch toward the sun, squinted and checked out the time. “It’s getting late. I’m meeting the head of the Department of Defense this afternoon to hopefully garner another governmental contract. I hate working with those old boys, but I do love that money, you know what I mean?” He ran his fingers through his salt and pepper hair, smoothing down the spiked pieces.

Berti may have been older, but in no way did he look it. One evening when he wrote out a check for a $700 dinner with friends, DeShaun saw his license. According to the date on the license, Berti was sixty-three years old.

“What are you doing over there?” His wife, Jenn, sauntered across the room from the other side of the restaurant. “We need to go now. Have you forgotten we are meeting Leonard and Tina for drinks in an hour? I need to go home and change.”

Jenn Herjavec clunked across the room, her heels clicking the marble floor with each step. For such a short woman, her limbs were long. Her pinned-up, raven-colored hair accentuated her long, slim delicate neck.

Her neck was the only thing that was slender about her. She preferred to show off her curvaceous body in maxi, spaghetti-strapped dresses that clung to every curve. Her dangling gold earrings weighed down her lobes like tiny anchors, but matched her shimmering-tanned skin tone perfectly. The only time a wrinkle became visible on her face was when she frowned while waiting on her husband.

Overhearing a few of Berti’s conversations, DeShaun realized Mrs. Herjavec’s teeth were as fake as her breasts. Her face was round and her cheeks, constantly flushed. Even though Mr. Herjavec was trim, and looked good, DeShaun pegged the misses at least fifteen years younger than her husband.

“I’m coming,” Berti said. “Just thanking our waiter for his impeccable service.” Berti leaned over and whispered, “Impatient, but I guess that comes with the territory of Armenian women, huh?”

Jenn sighed. “I’ve already thanked him.”

Thank him, she did. After DeShaun had brought over the $250 lunch check, Jenn had graciously handed him a crisp one hundred-dollar bill as a tip. When she handed it to him, her fingertips lingered in the palm of his hand. Mr. Herjavec was standing not fifteen feet from them when she whispered, “You’re such a delicious waiter.” She was a little tipsy when she said it. In fact, Mrs. Herjavec was always drinking—during brunch, lunch, whatever. During late night suppers, Mrs. Herjavec always had a glass in her hand, usually filled with a red port wine. Every once in awhile, she ventured into the harder stuff, but those were usually reserved for special occasions.

“It isn’t necessary for Stiles to be involved in our plans,” Mr. Herjavec told DeShaun. “I’d prefer this dinner be between you and me. Your manager has a way of overpricing his menu.” He slapped DeShaun on the back as he gave a hearty laugh that echoed throughout the dining room. Berti’s rings sharply smacked against his shoulder blades.

“No problem, but I’ll have to clear getting the time off with my boss. Plus, if you need a few other servers for your party, I’ll have to clear them too.”

“Fine. Do what you must, however, do not include Stiles in on the original plans. The prices he charged me for our last soiree were ridiculous. Forty dollars a plate for lobster?”

The truth was, DeShaun thought Mr. Stiles didn’t charge enough, especially considering the plate came with risotto and truffles. Where his manager went wrong was providing sub-par service for guests who didn’t mind shelling out the cash, especially for private progressive parties, where guests went from house to house dining on delicious delicacies for each course. DeShaun bet he could get away with charging double and not one complaint would leave Mr. Herjavec’s lips after the event.

Mr. Herjavec wrapped his arm around DeShaun’s shoulders and gave a rigid hug. “I’m trusting you to gather your best men for the event. If all goes well, there will be a big tip in it for you. Plus, if you do a good job, I can refer you to all of my old chaps.” Mr. Herjavec stuck out his hand, but DeShaun wasn’t fast enough to respond. Mr. Herjavec reached down and grabbed DeShaun’s hand and shook it ferociously. He shook his hand so hard, his rings dug into DeShaun’s palms.

“Yes, sir,” DeShaun said. “I will handle everything.”

“Wonderful!” Berti reached up, grabbed DeShaun’s face and double kissed his cheeks.

Jenn grabbed her husband’s arm. “Are we ready yet?”

When Berti hushed her, she turned and walked away, her heavy steps angry and tired. “I don’t have all day.” Her flowery perfume scent lingered in the air.

“One second,” Berti turned to DeShaun. “She is impossible to please.”

“I heard that.” She shot a quick look at DeShaun and smiled with a twinkle in her deep green eyes. “And for the record, I can definitely be pleased.”

DeShaun watched Mr. and Mrs. Herjavec walk out the restaurant doors.

“Yo.” One of the service waiters walked up to DeShaun. “Stiles wants to see you right away.”

DeShaun nodded, still watching the Herjavecs. Berti attempted to hold open one side of the restaurant’s double glass doors for her to exit, but for some reason, she opted to walk through the other door, leaving him to trail behind her. They seemed like polar opposites. Berti was more on the friendlier side while his wife was colder toward people. Berti was also a frugal man. He may have spent money, but it was for things he deemed well worth it, like the expensive family dinners or parties for business associates. His wife dropped money on anything she wanted to, regardless of its worth to her. Mrs. Herjavec would probably explode if she didn’t spend at least a thousand dollars a day on something frivolous.

“You wanted to see me, Mr. Stiles?” DeShaun asked, when he stepped into his manager’s back office.

“Did you know Damien was leaving the restaurant to go to school?”
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