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Dear Reader:

It is indeed a pleasure to present Under Wrapped by Charmaine R. Parker, my biological sister’s third book, a sequel to The Next Phase of Life. Tai and Trista are back; two sisters separated by a horrific murder-suicide of their parents for many years. They are still trying to become reacclimated with each other but the task will not be easy. Tai has it all: a successful career, a fine husband, and a great support system. Trista has nothing to boast about except for her ability to dance. But she is trying, despite numerous challenges.

Tai has a group of friends who are also dealing with their own problems, from trying to get the proverbial ring put on their fingers to coping with relationship drama. All are right around the forty-year mark in life—slightly over or under—and that is a milestone age where things truly get real. Under Wrapped is full of drama, sex, intrigue, and thought-provoking scenes that will have readers yearning to turn each page to find out what happens next.

    As always, thanks for the love and support shown toward myself and the authors that I publish under Strebor Books. We appreciate each and every one of you and will continue to strive to bring you cutting-edge, exciting books in the future. For more information, please join my Facebook page @AuthorZane, Twitter @AuthorZane, or Instagram @AuthorZane. You can also find my “toys” at Zanespleasureproducts.com and my main web site remains Eroticanoir.com.
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CHAPTER 1

TAI

The sounds of Jill Scott streamed through the mini Bose speakers mounted on the walls, providing a mellow oasis as Tai melted her mind and body in her Jacuzzi. The sandalwood vanilla candles tantalized her nostrils, allowing her peace after a challenging day at the office. This was her coveted ritual.

Moments like this allowed her to meditate and reflect. She was overjoyed as her dreams had blossomed into reality. After years of waiting for her knight, it was her landscaper, Marco—eight years her junior and an unlikely candidate—who’d finally uplifted her. During two years that he’d maintained her yard, she’d never gazed past the flowers and plants to open her eyes to the man of her dreams. It wasn’t until one day while working in her backyard during the searing heat, he’d removed his white tee and revealed his chiseled, dripping mocha chest. She did a double-take and thought, Oops, no, not the landscaper…not my type. Plus, I wonder how old he is; looks like a baby. After inviting him inside for strawberry lemonade, the sparks began. Now he was her husband, her soul mate. Tomorrow would be their first anniversary and with her enthusiasm, one would think it was their twenty-fifth.

Like other women with a similar plight, she had hit the four-decade mark with no future partner in sight. Her lover of five years, Austin, had suddenly dropped off the radar as she approached her milestone birthday, even pulling a no-show at her grand party. She’d long decided if her relationship had fizzled, she would simply take a dating hiatus. After all, she’d viewed their longtime dating as an investment—one leading down the aisle. Suddenly, when she least expected, her eyes opened to the unlikeliest prospect. Marco had been caring for her landscaping, but he was equally as capable of caring for her body and soul.

She stroked the mango-coconut gel over her body with her loofah, then closed her eyes.

“Hey, sweetheart,” a soothing voice announced.

“Marco…” She exhaled, staring up at her husband. “Don’t scare me like that. I didn’t hear you come in and I was definitely in another place,” she added with a seductive smile.

“Sorry, babe. Hmmm, that’s some good-smelling stuff.”

“Well, you can join me,” she teased. “Plenty of room, ya know.” She winked. “Plus, tomorrow’s—”

“Our anniversary.”

“And we can start celebrating early. Nothing wrong with that.”

Marco agreed, “You bet.” He slowly peeled off his shirt and then unloosened his pants, letting them and his boxers drop onto the granite floor tile.

Tai admired his muscled physique and his well-tanned skin from days in the sun. “Before you step in, why don’t you pour me another glass of wine and you one, too?” He picked up her empty glass from the tub ledge and placed it atop a small cabinet. He opened the door and pulled out a wineglass. They were connoisseurs and having a stash in the bathroom was a must. He filled the glasses and carried them to the tub, setting both on the edge. He stepped inside and immersed in the soothing water, careful not to knock over the glasses.

“Hmm, feels good, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“Better than good.” He picked up his glass and she followed. “Let’s toast.”

They tapped their glasses.

“To the sexiest woman on the planet.”

“Hmm, and to definitely the finest man on earth… and as you guys say, p-h-i-n-e, phine.” She giggled and sipped the wine.

After taking a sip, Marco set his glass on the sprawling ledge, then gently took her glass from her hand and placed hers beside his.

Facing each other, he moved her in front of him, her back facing his chest. He took her loofah and dampened it, squeezing the suds over her breasts and down her back.

“Hmm, that feels soooo good, baby.” She felt him rock-hard beneath her and she was overthrown with excitement, ripe and ready to make their Jacuzzi a love nest. Peering up through the skylight, she could see the raindrops that had started to pelter the glass. Luckily, it wasn’t a storm or she’d have to leap out of the tub in fear of danger. Instead, the mood was ripe and sexy as she maneuvered around to face him and mount his piece, wrapping her arms around his back. She gyrated atop him as the warm, sudsy water blended with her juices, as he suckled her tender breasts.

In her head, she started singing the Dramatics’ “I Wanna Go Outside in the Rain.” She peeped at the wall clock over the sink and thought of the lyrics to Tony! Toni! Tone!’s “Anniversary.” It was now midnight and they had survived their first year. She paused to gaze in his eyes. “Happy Anniversary, sweetie.”

Marco turned toward the clock. “Oh, right, it’s that time.” He smiled and pecked her lips. “Happy Anniversary, sexy mama.”

In his head, he was listening to Michael J’s “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough.” Naw, ain’t no stopping me now, he thought, as he continued to thrust upward.



CHAPTER 2

CANDACE

    “Hey, girls, what’s happening in your worlds?” Candace beamed boldly with her usual excited disposition while Tai and Nevada watched her on the camera.

“Well, did you remember it’s Tai’s anniversary?” Nevada inquired.

“That’s right…sorry! Happy Anniversary, Tai! Cheers to you and Marco on Year One!”

“Thanks. I couldn’t be happier.” Tai joined her close friends in celebration.

“My mind, as usual, has been all over the place, so forgive me.”

“We know how you do, silly!” Nevada joked. “No worries. You must’ve forgotten why we said we’d plan the Skype date for today.”

“I did, and I apologize. You’re my girls and I’ll never let anything change that. Nawwww.”

“Well, let us guess where you are this time,” Tai stated.

“Some place exotic, of course.” Candace offered a tip.

“That’s without saying,” Nevada concurred. “I kinda get that island feel, tropical breezes and gorgeous sunsets.”

“Okay, you’re scaring me now. You are so close,” Candace teased. “But I don’t think you’d ever figure this one.”

“Somewhere in the Carib—” Tai started.

“Nope, I think you should give up, Tai.”

“I don’t like to give up or give in, so I’mma keep brainstorming.” Nevada laughed. “Never mind. Where the hell are ya?”

“Tahiti.”

“Who the oops goes to Tahiti?” Nevada asked.

“Girl, ha-ha. I’ve been all over and we’re continuing to make stops on my bucket list.” She paused. “You should remember I told you Don was taking me to Tahiti.”

“Naw, I’ve got a great memory, but hell, you’ve been around the world and back. My brain skills don’t function to that capacity,” Nevada teased. “Hey, I ain’t mad at ya, though. Keep on keeping on, Candace.” She added, “One of these days, I’m gonna grab Ryan, tell him to take off his cop badge and we’re hitting the road. Pick out some places on the map.”

“So, Tai, we should be talking about you and yours. What’s up for your anniversary? You are Miss Chef-a-roo, so are you cooking a special dinner or dining out?” Candace inquired.

“We have reservations for Mandarin Oriental. I like the spa there, so we’re getting massages as well.”

“Well, enjoy,” Candace offered.

“Where are you heading next? Can’t imagine anywhere more exotic than Tahiti,” Tai said dreamily.

Candace whispered, “Wish it was down the aisle.”

“Say what? Don must not be around,” Nevada figured.

“No, he isn’t.”

“So, why you whispering?” Nevada asked.

“Dunno. Maybe I’m nervous. Look, it’s been a year.”

“Sister, most women wouldn’t have an ounce of complaint if they’d been over the world like you’ve been. Hanging out.” Nevada was firm.

“Yeah, it’s all good, but it’s been such a whirlwind and now it’s not dying down or anything, but I guess I’m looking for something steady. Settling, stable, whatever.”

“At least you’re having a blast, and you enjoy him and his company, right?” Tai asked.

“Definitely.”

“I say don’t rush. Keep your eyes open and let your mind be free,” Nevada suggested. “Take your time.”

“Again, it’s been a year and look, I’m pushing over forty, up the hill and down soon.”

“Okay, you lookin’ good and you’re in good health. What more?” Tai asked.

“I got you, but hear me out. Someday I’d still like to settle down and have a child.”

“Give it time. Chill out and relax, Candace,” Nevada said coolly. “I’m not tryin’ to be mama or anything, but you’re my girl and I must be honest. Don’s in love and lust with you. I see it in his eyes. And take it from me, I see all types and can read them in a flash. I always liked him from the very first time you introduced us.”

“Me too. After all these years, he was your soul mate waiting to make that connection,” Tai suggested.

“Thanks to you,” Candace said, referring to Tai’s party where they’d met.

“Hey, but I didn’t introduce you two. You met up on your own; no, I guess it was Sierra who hooked you up.” Tai recalled their mutual flight attendant friend intentionally making the acquaintance.

“But if you hadn’t provided the venue or the party, we never would’ve crossed paths.”

“Maybe not. Guess it was meant to be,” Tai agreed.

Tai had thrown a celebration for her employment firm, Next Phase of Life, where Don offered to buy Candace a cocktail, and then the rest was herstory. Candace had a reputation for adventurous men. Her past included a scuba diving instructor. Sometimes it backfired, such as during her first date with a ventriloquist. After changing into a role-playing outfit—a lion tamer at his request—and entering his bedroom, his puppet Sammy was lying in his bed. She couldn’t leave his place fast enough. She didn’t mind a little freaky-deaky, but getting it in with a wooden doll watching over her was beyond bizarre.

Now, with pilot Don, she’d explored the most unusual sites.

“Well, we must celebrate when you get back on this side of the world,” Nevada offered.

“Definitely. I’m so happy for our gurl,” she said, referring to Tai. “Last time we had one of our ladies nights was the bridal shower.” Candace smiled. “So, Nevada, I’ll be in touch and we must plan something off the chain.”

Nevada laughed. “Yeah, make it rain. No, maybe not; she’s a married woman now.”

“That don’t mean a thing. Oops, it’s not how it sounded. I still like how we roll out, ladies. I miss our old times. So, hurry up, Candace, and get back to D.C.,” Tai demanded, laughing.

“What she means is get your shopaholic crazy ass back here.” Nevada giggled.

“Can’t wait.”

Candace worked as a buyer for a local department store and had taken a hiatus to travel with Don. She had tried to ease up on her shopping episodes, but her wallet was like a magnet to store windows. Her unselfish nature had prompted her to buy gifts for her two closest friends during her recent journey.

“Seriously, let’s make it happen.” Nevada missed her friend who made up their trio.

“Well, I definitely want you both to help me plan my shower… I guess if I ever get that ring.” Candace suddenly looked sad. “Sorry, Tai, not to dampen your parade—”

“Oh, no problem. It’s cool. I understand totally. You do remember that I was the one worried about turning forty and no Mr. Right. My Mr. Wrong had left me hanging in the wind,” Tai reminded. “If it’s in the stars, your light will shine.”

“You’re right. I’ll continue to be patient—” Candace heard the door open that led to the terrace overlooking the beach. “Well, ladies, he’s back inside. Gotta go. Love ya.”

“Love ya, too,” they said in unison and the screen went blank



CHAPTER 3

NEVADA

Nevada absently twirled a piece of her curly ’fro as she studied her laptop screen. She was thankful she’d decided to go natural as being a full-time detective allowed little mirror time for the glam. Her once daily flat-iron routine was often a bust if her plate was full, and it was more often than not. However, she didn’t skimp on her looks and while she regularly wore comfy clothing, when she stepped out with Tai and Candace, she was on point with her attire.

Her home office was cluttered with stacks of papers and the walls showcased a zoo of photos, awards and thank-you notes. Her most prized office prop was the framed photo of her deceased grandmother, Iris, with whom she’d spent blistery Chicago summers while her father, a blues musician, sold out juke joints and toured the country. She often sensed her grandmother watching over her, carefully guarding her every move. Life as a detective could be risky and Nevada always thought Grandma was her protective angel.

Sleuths On Us was born as a result of her losing her promising newspaper career. After her success as an investigative reporter, Nevada used her creativity to launch a detective agency. She was already polished when it came to being a hawk and she was a glutton for challenge. Now she had become nationally recognized and had attracted a steady stream of clients. Nevada had discovered two bank robbers—twin brothers—after they were profiled on America’s Most Wanted. She had shared her $50,000 reward with her live-in soul mate, Ryan, Tai and Candace. She had treated her BFFs to a weekend at Atlantis in Paradise Island, Bahamas where they celebrated Tai’s engagement and partied nonstop—a surprise native dancer was even more of a treat and typical of their popular ladies nights.

Noting the time, she figured Ryan would arrive shortly. The Washington, D.C. police officer had been on the force for more than twenty years and he operated like clockwork. As their norm, he likely would bring carry-out into their noncooking household.

Their schedules rarely allowed for culinary action. Ryan often joked that Nevada needed to swap their stainless steel stove with a sofa. Nevada wasn’t fazed with his comments, particularly since Tai was a sensational chef and frequently invited her to sample her dishes. Plus, she was forever trying to diet, especially as Ryan was like a drill sergeant at times, coaching her to manage her weight. His health nut status irritated her when he was overwhelming. And when it got to that point, she would simply shut him down.

She reached over and turned on Kem. The artist seemed to put her in the mood each time she needed to emerge in deep-thought mode. The private detective lifestyle was full of snags, roadblocks and twists. Sometimes she’d work crosswords or play games to strengthen her brain. Her latest case had her stumped and Nevada was driven by determination.

Seventy-one-year-old Arthur Primrose, a retired English professor who’d relocated to the D.C. area from Alabama, had hired her to investigate his lovely, Southern belle wife, Jolene. Since she’d turned seventy a year ago, Jolene was entrenched in the Christian lifestyle, obsessed with attending church services, functions, Bible study, and anything related. Her time with Arthur was mainly breakfast and lunch; otherwise, she devoted her free moments to serving the Lord. His dinners were frequently lonely several nights a week. Arthur had informed Nevada that Jolene was torn between two churches and had not settled on a permanent church home.

“Hallelujah” and “Amen” dominated her vocabulary. Now the woman who espoused nonstop praises was the focus of her husband’s suspicion. Nevada had tailed her on several occasions while she entered church. Sometimes on Sundays she would assist the cooks at the smaller church to prepare and serve meals to the members at special functions.

Arthur understood his wife was wrapped up in the church community, but their love life was suffering. Whenever he took his little blue pill, he was eager to take her to paradise, but he found himself on the other side of the pillow. She’d make some excuse: she was tired or exhausted from her church activities. Sex had a permanent spot on the back burner.

The landline rang and the caller ID displayed a name unknown. Nevada picked up. “Hello, Sleuths On Us.”

“Good evening, Ms.—”

“Mr. Primrose,” she responded, recognizing his voice, “I told you to call me Nevada. It’s fine.”

“Nevada, then you must call me Arthur.”

“Yes, Arthur, I will call you by your first name.”

“Thank you.” Arthur looked over his shoulder. “I was checking in to see if you have any news.” Although he was calling from a friend’s home, he instinctively was insecure about his wife suddenly appearing—even if she were miles away. He never called Nevada from his cell or his landline; it would only be guaranteed that Jolene would snoop and question the phone numbers or whom he’d called. After all, when the bills arrived to their home, she would have access.

“Not yet, Arthur. This one is tricky, but I promise you, I will figure it out.” She paused. “Do you have anything new for me?”

“Nevada, it’s the same; in fact, it appears to be more intense.” He recalled the solitary nights when he’d often eat leftovers. “Dinner with Jolene is practically nil. I’ve become used to her absence.”

Nevada tried to keep an objective outlook when dealing with her clients, not get involved emotionally. But it didn’t mean she couldn’t have compassion. As Arthur was her oldest client, she felt badly that he was suffering all around. Confident she would solve his case, she assured him that it wouldn’t be long before she’d have some leads.



CHAPTER 4

TRISTA

The door slammed shut, reverberating throughout the modest studio apartment off Hollywood Boulevard. Trista stood and walked over to the window. Her boyfriend, Darren, who used the stage name, Kwik, was a backup dancer for the celebrity rap artist, Dre Dyson. Kwik had just severed their yearlong ties. Their hurricane romance had abruptly ended in a tornado of pretense and deception.

Trista’s eyes became waterworks as she stared at Kwik until he disappeared around the corner, likely to his favorite hangout, where he’d down cognac until he drowned his sorrows. This time, however, she would not hit the pavement in pursuit. Often she’d run behind him and would be short of begging him to forgive her. Tonight his words, “it’s over,” had a finite ring. And for once, she agreed it was best to split.

She ambled to the sofa bed and sat. She picked up the remote and turned on the DVD player. Trista figured perhaps watching some of her dance performances with Kwik on Dre’s videos would bring some cheer. After all, he was the only reason she was living her dream in the entertainment world.

A year earlier, when one of Dre’s dancers was injured and he needed a substitute for his concert tour, Trista was a standout at an audition in D.C. She’d received the opportunity after Dre’s manager contacted Next Phase of Life on a gamble, seeking a dancer. Later, she joined his entourage and became a permanent fixture in his videos, and relocated to California. It was only weeks before she and fellow dancer Kwik became romantically involved.

Equipped with one suitcase, Trista had arrived in D.C. to connect with her long-lost sister, Tai, after finding her on Facebook. The sisters had been separated as youth after losing their parents to a murder-suicide in N.C. Their grandmother, Harriet, could only afford to take in one sister, and she selected the oldest, Tai, to live with her in D.C. while Trista initially stayed with a family friend, Miss Laine, and once she passed, she entered N.C.’s foster care system. Their father, John, a vice principal, had shot their mother, Diana, a schoolteacher at a middle school, with a shotgun after discovering she’d been having an affair with the principal of her school: Then he took his own life.

Tai and Trista were becoming acclimated to each other living under the same roof and after the lengthy separation. They were true opposites, but their sisterly bond was brewing when Dre Dyson scooped up Trista and added her to his backup dancer team. She later became enwrapped with Kwik, one of the dancers.

As the videos rolled on the screen, Trista sulked, reminiscing about how she’d planned to spend her life with Kwik. Visions of her happiness dominated the screen; her dance moves seemed to be choreographed out of the name of love.

Trista yearned to mirror Tai with a new husband who adored her, but that reality proved elusive. She was sincerely in love with Kwik, but for one night, it had been challenging to be monogamous. A video producer proved to be so sexy that she couldn’t resist the temptation.

Dre Dyson had just ended his rehearsal for a new single. He invited the team to a restaurant to treat them. After the last dancer had slung her backpack over her shoulder and a production staffer turned off a switch, only Trista and Todd remained in the studio. Trista realized that Todd was attracted to her; the way his piercing eyes watched her from head to toe. Trista announced that she was too sweaty to leave at the moment and needed to take a quick shower. Kwik headed on to the restaurant with the crew.

When she dressed and returned to the hallway following her shower, Todd startled her by touching her shoulder from behind. She stopped in her tracks and turned around to see a handsome face staring at her. He quickly kissed her lips fervently before lifting her petite frame and carrying her into his office.

“Oh, no, I can’t do this, Todd… oh, no, don’t make me say…” He kissed her intensely as he had her pinned against the wall. “No, Todd, I can’t diss Kwik and neither can you—”

“Look, who says I can’t…” He smiled, and then unzipped her pants and wrestled them to her ankles.

Trista was helpless. She couldn’t resist the heat between her thighs and succumbed to Todd’s aggressive moves. He opened his fly and entered her, pounding her against the wall and shaking up the studio while making their own music.

Suddenly, the door opened. Kwik had returned after fifteen minutes, realizing he had left something important. His mouth gaped. “Ain’t this a bitch!” Trista and Todd stopped in their tracks, both looking like robots as they tried to dress in record time. Kwik slammed the door shut and walked away furiously.

Trista, disheveled and barely intact, opened the door, stepped into the hallway and yelled, “Kwik! Come back! I’m sooo sorry, babyyyyy!” He was already out of view and when she realized he wasn’t returning, she stepped back inside and collapsed at the doorway. “Damn!”

As her thoughts crept back to the video pity party on the screen, she understood why Kwik was around the corner and riding solo. She’d betrayed him with one of his closest running buddies, his right-hand man who forever had his back. She thought how Todd surely could lose his steady gig over her twang as Dre was more bonded with Kwik than Todd. She pulled a tissue from a box on the end table and wiped the stream of tears. Kwik was the unforgiving type, not a believer of second chances. From this point, she would have to plot her own destiny, and this time it would be alone.

•  •  •

Trista tossed her head and wrestled with the sheets. Suddenly, she opened her eyes and glanced at the clock. It was 5:20 a.m. The dampness of her tear-stained pillow tickled her cheek. She finally had fallen asleep after her nightmarish episode with Kwik. She rolled over and spotted him lying next to her atop the sofa bed, fully clothed, Jordans still on his feet. Hmmph, wonder what time he stumbled in after his cognac fest.

Kwik had arrived with the company of his friend, Steve, after a long night of sloshing drinks and rambling about Trista’s cheating. He’d thought he’d found his ride-or-die chick. He’d shared his fairy tale with Steve, who’d walked with him to ensure he’d arrived safely at his apartment.

Trista gazed and her mind played a video of her future. Kwik was pissed and she was sure he would let her leave quietly without a bunch of drama. She yearned to be in his arms, but it was the last hurrah. He’d kicked her out, but apparently he was too intoxicated to force her out last night. Later in the morning, she’d have to pack her bags and leave him and his studio apartment. Where she was headed was in the cards. She flipped over, her back facing him, and lay until she drifted to sleep.



CHAPTER 5

THE LADIES

The tray of fuchsia and canary yellow cupcakes created a tropical ambiance. Tai was proud of her latest chef treats and couldn’t wait for her friends to sample and rate her creations. Her garlic lemon-pepper chicken drumettes, strawberry and mango salad, broccoli and spinach dip graced the table.

She was eager for her besties to arrive. It had been a year since she, Candace and Nevada had done damage with their ladies nights. Tonight would be no different. Candace had returned the previous week and Tai had allowed her some kickback time. Nevada had been so engrossed in her new cases, but the opportunity to see Candace made her take a much-needed break. It was nothing like good ol’ girl networking—live. Not via emails, texts or Skyping.

Candace had island hopped in the Caribbean, explored French Polynesia and traveled throughout Europe for the past six months. Her welcome-home and Tai’s anniversary were reasons to celebrate. Of course, it was always a no-brainer for Tai to party. She was known for cooking and entertaining in her Northwest D.C. home. Tonight, she’d ensured Marco would hang out with his buddies. He understood before their wedding vows that Tai and her friends held a strong bond; there was no need trying to break that cemented relationship. When it was girls time, ladies night, or whatever Tai would call it, he would support her wishes and go his own way.

Tai walked into the kitchen and pulled out some of her fanciest glasses. She set them on the counter and then looked at the clock. She didn’t expect Candace to be on time; she was traditionally late, but Nevada, with a career where timing was crucial, would likely arrive on the minute. Soon, the doorbell rang and Tai headed to the front door.

“Hey, girl, you looking good. Taking care of yourself,” Nevada complimented as Tai, wearing a black jumpsuit, opened the door.

“Yeah, I’m tryin’ to get more sleep,” Tai admitted.

“You’d better be. You’re always on my case.” Nevada reminded her of her constant push to put in more hours on the pillow. “Plus, Ryan works my nerves about sleeping.”

Tai led Nevada into the sunroom. She spotted the cupcakes. “No you didn’t.”

“Yes, I did. You always say you’re on a diet, but there’s nothing wrong with a little taste. Plus, it’s my first time making these and you and Candace are my guinea pigs.” She laughed.

“I’ll sneak one.” Nevada smiled, happy not to be in the company of Ryan, who normally irked her about eating habits.

“One won’t hurt,” she teased.

Nevada nodded. “I like that jumpsuit.”

“Thanks. So tell me, girl, what have you been up to? Any interesting cases?”

“Glad you asked.” Nevada tasted the cupcake. “Hmmm, delicious.”

“Thanks.”

“There’s this guy named Art—” She stopped midstream, with a rush that it was unethical to announce clients’ names, unless related to law enforcement. “My client is the cutest older guy, very bright, retired professor from Alabama. Truly a cool dude. Well, he and his wife have been married and he’s puzzled about her sudden change in attitude and habit. I don’t like using this term, but he calls her a ‘holy roller’ ’cause she’s about Jesus twenty-four-seven. Her church is not her second home—it’s numero uno. Spends more time between these two churches. He says she’s trying to decide which one to join. On the gut, I could say he’s simply a lonely—and again, I don’t like to use these words either—old man. But after some digging in my mind, it could be something underneath the surface.”

“Hmm, interesting…how old are they?”

“He’s seventy-one and she’s seventy.”

“Sounds like she’s dedicated to the church and keeps him simmering on the back burner.” She teased, “You’ll get to the bottom of it, Miss Spy.”

“Well, I’m damn sure trying.”

Tai glanced at the wall clock. “Wonder where Miss Fashionably Late is?”

“Right,” Nevada eyed the spread, her taste buds working overtime, “any longer and I’ll be biting off my fingers.” She laughed.

“Don’t mean to torture you.”

The doorbell rang. “Finally.” Nevada sighed. They both were eager to see their jetsetter friend and headed toward the door.

Tai looked through the peephole and swung it open. An elated Candace stepped across the threshold and embraced Tai and then Nevada. “Ladies! I’m back!” She swirled around in her black tube-top jumpsuit and black heels, dripping in bling.

“Oh, we look like twins,” she noted of them both in jumpsuits. “And we didn’t plan it this way. Come on in.” Tai led the way back to the sunroom and motioned for them both to sit in chairs while she sat on the sofa. She looked at Candace as if she were judging her for a fashion show. “You look fantastic! Don’s treating you on the up and up, I see. You are beaming, girl.”

“Yes,” Candace said shyly. “My baby has come through. Let me catch my breath. Lots to share…but hey, look at you, married lady! We’re here to celebrate you, not me… How’s the first year?”

“Couldn’t have asked for more.” She gazed at the framed wedding day photo. “Truly, a gem. I feel like diamonds.”

“Well, let’s toast,” Nevada suggested.

Tai rose and sauntered to the bar area. Nevada and Candace followed and watched Tai pour the bubbly. They raised their glasses.

“To friendship,” Nevada announced.

“To love, love and more love.” Tai giggled, blushing with romantic thoughts.

Candace teased, “To shoes, clothes and more shoes.” She laughed, joking about her massive wardrobe she’d managed to collect during her career as a fashion buyer.

“To all of the above,” Tai suggested.

They sipped and returned to their seats, setting down their glasses on the coffee table.

“Well, I’ve been sooo polite, Candace, but girl, I can’t wait another minute to munch on these eats. Tai looks like she threw down as usual.”

“Right, I spotted those lovely little cupcakes.”

“Help yourselves. Besides you two, the kitchen’s my best friend.”

They walked over to serve plates and then relaxed on the sofa.

“So Miss Adventure Queen, tell us about all these fabulous sites,” Tai suggested.

“Girl, I don’t even know where to start.”

“I hear ya.” Nevada bit into a drummette. “Hmmm, so flavorful. Tai, I swear you really need to think about catering. You’re busy and all that with running your bizness, but you could do a little sumthin-sumthin on the side.” She placed the bone on her plate and sampled the dip. “Hmmm-mmm. Sorry, Candace, didn’t mean to disrupt your flow.”

“No problem, girl. We’re some lucky chicks to have a friend like Tai who’s a diva in the kitchen.” Candace tasted the salad. “I’ve eaten in a lot of restaurants and your food…” She looked at Tai. “…is truly the bomb.”

OEBPS/images/sign.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781451696561.jpg
-
WRAPPED

A NOVEL

CHARMAINE R. PARKER









OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html

CONTENTS


Acknowledgments


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Epilogue


About the Author







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ANE PRESENTS

Unaer

CHARMAINE R. PARKER

B

STREBOR BOOKS





