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Dear Reader:


The Trophy Wives is an interesting spin on the concept of women marrying for money. Usually, women who yearn to marry into money end up basking in the lap of luxury, “doing lunch” with their like-minded friends, and enjoying a carefree existence. Such is not the case with Amber, Kyle, and Shayla. Yes, all three of their husbands are wealthy: a real estate broker, a professional athlete and an owner of multiple businesses. Yes, they have money to spend on a whim. Yes, they live in mansions, have household staff, and are afforded every luxury imaginable, including birthday parties thrown on multi-million-dollar yachts. However, they all have serious issues to battle and tackle themselves. Everything is not as it seems, and that is usually the case when it comes to wealthy couples that the world envies.


Charmaine R. Parker has done a magnificent job of examining why money truly can never buy happiness in The Trophy Wives. With vividly fleshed out characters, an edge of suspense mixed with an edge of sensuality, this novel will surely be a source for numerous discussions about love, relationships, and the part that finances play in them. Parker has laid the ground for what hints at a sequel to see where these group of women will end up next, after all of their secrets hit the proverbial fan.


As always, thank you for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. We strive to bring you the future in literature today. We appreciate the love and look forward to continuing to bring you cutting-edge voices in the industry. You can find out about our other authors on www.zanestore.com and you can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane. Or you can email me zane@eroticanoir.com.


Blessings,
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Publisher


Strebor Books


www.simonandschuster.com
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CHAPTER 1


Shayla


Shayla Benson opened the glass doors and entered the elegant, brand-new building. She slipped off her sunglasses, stopped briefly to wink at the handsome security guard on duty, then sashayed across the granite lobby floor. Her cobalt-blue clingy dress was tasteful enough for office attire but flirty and attention-grabbing as it swayed with each of her steps. She headed toward the bank of elevators with her clicking stilettos and pretended to push the up button. Today she was riding solo. She’d given her private driver, Tony, the day off.


Suddenly, she faked that she had left something outside, reentered the lobby and walked in the opposite direction toward the rear of the building. Hopefully, no one had noticed. Mondays were usually light at New Visions, her public relations firm, where she spent several days each week. After all, she was the head honcho and could freely be off the clock anytime. Her assistant, Camilla, always managed to be on point. Her eight-employee office in Largo, Maryland was in capable hands.


Shayla exited out the building’s rear doors where a black Town Car was waiting. She gazed to observe her surroundings before opening the car’s back door. She gracefully slipped inside where a gentleman dressed in an all-black Armani suit kissed her lips, then offered her a flute of champagne.


She grasped the glass and the two toasted before they smoothly downed the refreshing Giaconda Chardonnay.


The driver pulled from the parking lot and eased toward the main street.


“Where are we headed?” Shayla inquired, snuggling up to Wilson and offering her best seductive smile.


“I’m not telling. I like surprises.” Wilson placed his arm around her shoulder and pulled her even closer, caressing her tenderly. “You have to wait and see.”


Wilson loved the shock factor. It was their ritual to meet in this fashion twice a month. Their adventures were unpredictable. He wasn’t the bland type of guy and she couldn’t wait to meet up with him whenever that time of month approached.


Shayla closed her eyes and relaxed her mind, eager to find out their destination. Would they be having each other for breakfast? Hmmm. She smiled to herself and then gazed into Wilson’s eyes.


The account executive was precisely what the doctor ordered. Besides his handsome looks, he was suave and cool. However, his charming ways sometimes proved overbearing. Shayla had a nickname for him: “Mr. Class.” It represented his gentlemanly demeanor. He made her feel like she was a reigning queen and he was a servant at her command.


The driver steered onto the main street and then the expressway.


Shayla felt her cell phone vibrate. She opened her purse and pulled out the phone to view the time. It was 9:10. She read the text message: Good morning, my lovely. And how are you feeling? I trust all is well at the office.


Shayla sighed, then her mind started racing on how to respond. Having a great day. Miss you, sweetie. See you tomorrow. Will be wearing your favorite thong.


Mmm-hmm…can’t wait.


“What’s all that sexting about?” Wilson asked, guessing the nature of her messages. “You’re with me now. That’s a little rude, don’t you think?”


“What would you be concerned about? I’m with you.” Shayla was defensive, then warmed up. “And, are you kidding? I can’t ignore my hubby.” She reached over and placed her right hand on his waist and snuggled even closer. “Can I?”


“No, I guess not.” He relaxed his body and accepted her comfort. Shayla had Wilson wrapped securely around her pinkie. Spoil me were the words that bonded them. He was a sucker for a wild sexfest, especially mornings and afternoons. Both of them playing hooky from their offices was a stimulant for their sneaky rendezvous. Wilson could easily slip away, claiming he was out on a sales call from his busy downtown D.C. securities firm. Whenever he didn’t want snoopy trails on his own car, he hired a driver. He was willing to risk it all to be in the presence of Shayla, his dream bombshell.


Shayla gazed out of the window, the sun reflecting on her café au lait skin. Her piercing eyes were in deep thought. Her husband, Chad, was the ultimate spoiler who lavished her with expensive gifts and a luxurious lifestyle. Their custom-built, 8,000-square-foot estate with a brick and stone exterior and circular driveway nestled in the woods stated that she had arrived. Her enormous diamond ring had enough bling to be used as a flashlight.


Chad was a realtor extraordinaire, one of those multimillion-dollar sales folks who only had clients in a high-level tax bracket. His demanding position required him to travel frequently to serve clientele on both coasts. Today he was in Beverly Hills where his college classmate, Pierce Collins—born Dennis Jones—had hooked him up with home sellers that he’d met through his cosmetic surgery practice. It was a viable connection and Chad was reaping the benefits. In fact, so was Dr. Collins, who received a commission for each deal that Chad turned from his patients.


Shayla was aware that Chad was the ideal husband that any young girl would desire. He seemed to literally worship her and live his life to provide a comfortable world for both of them. They had recently celebrated their fifth wedding anniversary and the one missing link was a child. At thirty-three, Shayla felt the second hand quickly moving on the clock, but she was skeptical about being a parent. She was determined to keep her figure and she wasn’t certain about dividing her time. Not that she was selfish but despite the pressure rising from Chad, she didn’t find that now was the right moment. Maybe somewhere down the line, she would realize it was time to succumb and welcome a child into their prestigious world.


The driver steered off the expressway, then proceeded along twists and turns on rural roads before stopping at a private entrance. A “No trespassing” sign awaited them as they crept slowly on the long dirt driveway surrounded by trees. Shayla gasped at the sight of a landmark in the image of a castle. The massive stone façade was jaw-dropping.


“Wow! What in the world?” she asked in disbelief of the storybook setting.


“Now this is what you call a home. Breezy Bend belonged to my great-grandfather who was a successful farmer who amassed a fortune,” Wilson explained as they slowly approached the spectacle. “We’ve kept it in the family for a century. Yes, you could call it a plantation but we razed it to a castle. My grandmother was obsessed with Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty and all those tales, so she wanted to create her own fantasy.”


“Fantasy isn’t the word.”


The driver parked in front of the awesome palace’s circular driveway. Wilson walked around to open the door for Shayla. She stepped out onto the steps as he led her to the huge ten-foot double doors. Once inside, Shayla truly felt like a queen. She walked through the foyer in amazement, soaking up the classic features in the sprawling replica of a castle. Tall ceilings and candle-lit sconces were throughout.


Wilson clutched her hand and proudly led her up the spiral staircase and into one of seven bedrooms. This one he called the Grapevine, where three bottles of fine wine sat on a table. He motioned to them. “The choice is yours.”


Shayla walked over and picked up each bottle, reading the labels intensely. Which one spoke passion? She was unfamiliar with them and chose a Riesling.


Wilson uncorked and poured the wine in two crystal glasses. He handed her one and they toasted again. “Cheers to the Grapevine.”


“Cheers,” Shayla repeated, then sipped. “Hmm, this is delicious.”


Wilson led her to a corner loveseat opposite a huge window where trees formed a scene from a Southern romance novel.


“This place makes me feel back in the day. It also makes me feel like somewhere in the South, my homeplace, New Orleans. We had a lot of mansions and plantations surrounded by weeping willows. This really takes me back.”


Shayla’s mind drifted to her school nights and weekends helping her dad in his extremely successful restaurant, Chez La Vie, in the French Quarter. She, too, had a background where traditions were full of pride and a valuable property had been handed down. Her dad’s father had opened the popular spot on the tourist map, and its Creole-Soul cuisine was worth waiting in long lines to experience. Shayla knew the family recipes by heart, although since married, she rarely spent time in the kitchen. If it were up to her, Chad might as well have put a sofa in it. However, her private chef, Natalie, was a talent to be reckoned with. Her dinners were prepared fresh with a creative spin, spoiling Shayla to evacuate from her own state-of-the-art kitchen. One day soon she would put her memory to test and show Chad once again that she still possessed her cooking skills.


Shayla was proud of her New Orleans heritage, although depending on her state of mind, her not-so-proud experience would ease its way in and block her thoughts. Shayla was the exemplary honors student at her high school. Even voted as the Most Likely to Excel. She also was the victim of an awful crime.


Being a standout cheerleader with a coveted, curvy figure had all the jocks craving for her attention. Only one player, tight end Rod Richardson, would be able to woo her as his girlfriend. The six-foot-five athlete at 235 pounds reminded her of a bodyguard who would protect her to no end. Girls often proved jealous and gritted on her for being the center of attention. Sometimes she was threatened and accused of trying to steal their boyfriends, or their so-called boyfriends. Shayla ignored their behavior and always held her head high with the utmost confidence. It wasn’t that she was snooty, but she had to emit a hard exterior to avoid physical attack. The verbal assaults were devastating, but she never could show that her knees could buckle.


During her senior year, following a football team victory, Rod suggested they meet in their favorite spot, an abandoned house near the wooded area of the field. Shayla agreed and wrapped up in her light fall jacket. While waiting for Rod, she attempted to make herself warm during the cool evening temps. After fifteen minutes, Rod finally entered and closed the door in the bedroom where a few blankets were piled on the floor. They both undressed and as he stripped off his last piece of clothing, suddenly, they were barraged by five of his teammates. Shayla felt so ashamed as each of the five brutally raped her, one by one, taking turns as they ran a train on her. She was so frozen and shocked at eighteen that she couldn’t get out a scream, only tears and whimpers. Rod, the only one whom she trusted, not only as a boyfriend but a friend, had planned the ultimate setup. She’d never said a word…to anyone.


“Are you okay?” Wilson noticed Shayla’s mental state had changed, and he didn’t think it was the effects of the wine.


“Yes, I’m fine,” she lied, zooming back from her past. Now she wasn’t sure she was in the mood. The sun was bright and peered through the windows, but at this moment, it didn’t provide an uplifting mood. Her mind was in a dark place. But she needed this badly and she zoned out. This time, she led Wilson by the hand and headed toward the four-poster canopy bed. Mr. Class, take me away from darkness. I need a dose of sunshine.


•  •  •


New Visions was abuzz. It was always the case whenever a celebrity was expected in the office. Word spread like wildfire that a local and hopeful national hip-hop star was due for a 2:00 appointment with Shayla. In fact, whispers on the previous day alerted the staff from the youthful and fashionable to the wannabe cougars to the prudish, seventy-five-year-old Joan who refused to retire. So all had arrived in full force in their pick-me-up outfits, with heels reigning supreme.


When the clock struck 1:50, the ladies started to emerge and place themselves strategically along the burnt-orange and olive-green sofas. Some stood in the hallway or pretended to cross back and forth between offices. Shayla’s male staff members were cool and visibly smirked at how this visitor brought out the wolves. All were aware that Shayla had a tendency to arrive barely before her scheduled appointments. Today was also a Wednesday when she often was late.


Shayla stopped in the ladies room on the first level and freshened up. She smoothed on her lipstick and straightened her hair to ensure each strand was in place. Satisfied, she left and walked to the elevator. When she entered her office suite, everyone quickly maneuvered to get in their respective places. Little did she know that it had been a chatfest before she’d arrived.


“Good morning…sorry, good afternoon. I’m still confirmed for my two o’clock, right?” she asked Camilla.


“Yes, ma’am,” Camilla responded, smiling about the prior scene, direct from a beauty pageant lineup.


“What did I tell you about calling me ‘ma’am’?”


“Mrs. Benson,” she corrected. “How’s your day so far?”


Shayla looked to see who was present. “It’s been wonderful.” She smiled. Yes, Class made sure of that. He keeps me satisfied. Pleasure comes before business. Despite her scheduled appointment, Shayla had ensured that her hump day started with a taste of Class.


“I’ll be in my office when Mr. Harrison arrives. You can bring him back.” Shayla strutted toward her office.


•  •  •


“Wow, you got a lotta pretty ladies up in here.” Blaze looked over at his bodyguard who nodded in agreement and then continued to peruse a magazine. “I wouldn’t get any work done.”


“Thank you and I’m sure you are used to pretty women wherever you go.” Shayla smiled at the tall glass of chocolate who was displaying his muscular physique in a form-fitting, black T-shirt.


“You know it. That’s one of the best things about performing. They follow me and my entourage,” he admitted, nodding toward Tory, who resembled a henchman. “But sometimes you can get tired of the groupies and wanna settle down, nah what I’m sayin’?”


“True, I understand.” Shayla unconsciously rubbed her ring finger. Marriage was a blessing, but sometimes you wanted a fling—except in her case, it was always. She cleared her throat. “How may I assist you, Mr. Harrison?” she asked, putting on her A-game.


“Please, call me Blaze.”


“Mr. Blaze,” she corrected.


He explained how he had become an Internet sensation, a popular D.C. artist whose style was a mix of homegrown go-go and hip-hop. The younger staff already had informed her of his crowd-pleasing antics. He incorporated gymnastics in his act. He was eager to move on to the national scene with live performances and expand his career. He didn’t want to become a one-hit wonder like so many of those who had inspired him. A makeover could assist in turning his world around. He needed sponsors and distribution.


Blaze, aka Robert Harrison, had grown up in Northwest D.C. where drug dealers attempted to recruit him to no avail. His mother had put the fear in him at a young age after her older son had been gunned down in the streets. She was overprotective of Blaze and encouraged him to pursue a natural talent. At sixteen, Blaze hooked up with neighborhood kids and formed a band. He was the lead singer and they performed regular gigs throughout the city. Now he was on his own and ready to continue the ride.


New Visions and Shayla Benson had a reputation for not only salvaging images but creating positive ones. As he shared his life story with her, he was uplifted by her vibe—smooth and assuring. Shayla jotted notes and promised she would come up with ideas for a future discussion.


•  •  •


“Ooo, baby, baby! Aw, right there. Yes, baby.” Shayla bit her tongue to keep from being a screaming fire alarm, waking up the hotel’s residents. Blaze continued to pound her as she was positioned on the wet bar of his lavish suite at the Marriott. His thrusts penetrated deeply as she gripped his back and pulled him toward her with a vengeance. She tossed her hair from side to side as sweat dripped from her forehead. She didn’t want to end up looking like a scarecrow and would be reluctant to see her fresh do gone limp. Oh, well, I can make another trip to the salon, but I can’t always get this kind of young loving.


Blaze was ten years her junior and it was rare for her to connect with a younger man, especially one with a taste of thug. She mostly hooked up with mature, established men whom she encountered in her upscale world. But it was something about Blaze that was raw and real and she loved it. She had a penchant for creating nicknames for her side jobs and decided she would call Blaze “Raw.” After their initial meeting, they had decided to meet at his hotel suite two days later. Shayla was about her PR business, but she also was on a mission for a sexual adventure. Why not mix business and pleasure?


“Ooh, I like it rough…keep going, baby…” Shayla was almost breathless while Blaze was quietly being fulfilled. Blaze was like a determined quarter horse in a race to the finish line. He banged her intensely and was all about satisfaction. Finally, they both exploded and she collapsed onto his shoulders.
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CHAPTER 2


Kyle


“May I get you another drink, miss?” the beach bartender inquired.


“Yes, thanks. I’ll try your Lava Flow.” Kyle Andrews was working on number four, sampling various tropical drinks, as she bathed in the brilliant sun. She was beginning to feel her head spinning like she was on a merry-go-round. She’d need to stabilize herself so she wouldn’t look dizzy or ditzy when she arose. Her once light caramel tone had turned to copper after the chaise lounge had become her home for the day. It had started with the most exclusive massage on the spa menu. Jamaica was by far her favorite island, but she had ventured to Tortola in the British Virgin Islands.


The hotel staffers had vied for her attention. Kyle was thirty-two, gorgeous with natural hair and a figure with curves carved from decades of ballet and jazz dancing. Her smooth, silky skin resembled a newborn’s. A week’s worth of continuous flirting and compliments had made her realize that a Caribbean adventure had been a wise choice. And she appreciated that she had made the trip alone.


Kyle and her husband, Bryce, still considered themselves newlyweds after two years. The honeymoon had continued and seemed to end abruptly after Kyle had miscarried. Bryce had decided he wanted a child with his lovely wife. She had desired to work toward her lifetime career goals, then parenting would be an option. However, Kyle gave in to Bryce’s wishes and after discovering she was expecting, her interest heightened. She was excited about experiencing motherhood. She would put opening up a dance studio for youth on hold.


Then her world came crashing down two months ago when she lost her baby. Now here she was on the serene sand, sipping on drink after drink to ease her mental pain. Since the incident, Bryce had become distant and his personality had turned sour. Maybe it was his way of dealing with their darling’s departure from the world before even entering. She had decided to let him have his mental and physical space, venture to a tropical destination, and when she returned, hopefully, they would be off to a fresh start.


Instead of focusing on the miscarriage, when she returned home, she would move forward positively with her plans to help youth through dance. She actually had toyed with incorporating modeling and etiquette in her curriculum. So many young ladies needed a bright outlook on life, and it was her dream to share her lifelong dedication to dance. All those years of vigorous training and performing on New York stages would benefit others.


“Is this your first time in Tortola?” The bartender set the glass on the tiny table planted in the white sand.


“Yes, but I guarantee you it won’t be the last.” Shayla smiled, then picked up her drink. I think I deserve a lobster dinner tonight.


•  •  •


Bryce was nowhere in sight at the terminal at Thurgood Marshall Baltimore-Washington International Airport. Her instinct was that he was late since that was his M.O. She was totally the opposite and insisted on being on time. She would wait outside for another fifteen minutes and then call him. A half-hour was over the top. She had talked to him via Skype the evening before and he promised he would be at the airport. I hope this isn’t one of these days he disappears.


As she reached in her purse for her cell phone, a black Mercedes rolled up and its driver parked and stepped out. “Mrs. Andrews?” he asked, identifying her by a written description.


“I’m Mrs. Andrews and you are—”


“Bryce, your husband, sent me for you.” The driver opened the back door to allow Kyle to get inside, then placed her suitcase in the trunk. He had been puzzled why Bryce didn’t want to alert her to look out for his car.


“I see. Why did he make this arrangement?”


“Sorry, ma’am, I can’t answer that. I’m only doing what I was hired to do.”


And here I was trying to show off my Caribbean-baked body. Kyle was prepared to tease Bryce by wearing a sleeveless, low-cut, fuchsia dress. She had even opted to wear stilettos in lieu of her standby travel flats. It was all to be foreplay before she turned him out in the bedroom.


She leaned back and sighed. Maybe he has a big surprise in store for me, or maybe it’s another one of his vanishing acts.
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CHAPTER 3


Amber


Amber strutted throughout the aisles of Lord & Taylor in Tysons Corner. Her voguish attire exuded that she had walked off the cover of a high-end fashion magazine. Her black raw silk dress with chunky jewelry and large dangling earrings made her a standout. After making her favorite stop in the women’s shoe department, she selected one of the latest trends on display. Her regular salesclerk spotted her and already knew her size. She was aware how her weekly visitor rolled: she would want the identical shoe in all available colors.


These would be added to her overstocked closet designated simply for her shoe collection. Sure, it was over-the-top with more than 500 pairs, but she had it like that. Shoes, clothes, handbags and jewelry gave her the ultimate high.


Today she had decided to bring her personal assistant, Zodi, a sweet, patient twenty-something who was raised in D.C. and still in search of her destiny. Zodi was her confidante and truly was a savior when it came to hiding the truth from Amber’s wealthy husband, pro-baseball first baseman Trevor Trent. The Washington Nationals considered him among their top lineup, and he had been voted Most Valuable Player when they’d earned their division championship title.


Zodi would often stash Amber’s brand-new purchases in hidden compartments throughout the house. It wasn’t that Trevor chastised Amber for her shopping sprees; he thought they were excessive. He loved her style and basking in the limelight with a trophy wife by his side. So if shopping to look good was her priority, then so be it. The reality was that he wouldn’t be young and athletic infinitely. At some point, it made sense to focus on saving instead of spending. They planned to start a family soon, and he would set the children financially for life.


Their palatial mansion, designed by a popular local architect and featured in the Washingtonian magazine, was proof of their upscale existence. He was a country boy from the rural suburbs in Maryland and had grown up on a farm. He learned the necessity of hard work and how it would always pay off in the end. Fine things in life were not his goal. If he’d had it his way, he would have settled for a moderate-style house surrounded by acres of land. To satisfy his lovely wife whom he simply adored, Trevor agreed to build a dream house for his bride. He often wondered if it had been a mistake. Amber was obsessed with adding decor to their already magnificent home and definitely her own closets. It was overkill. Sure, he had bank with his multimillion-dollar contract, but he’d heard about pro athletes ending up broke, and he was determined he wouldn’t join them in the ranks.


•  •  •


After returning from her shopping spree, Amber felt a pang of guiltiness as she climbed the spiral staircase. She turned around and looked down at Zodi. “Thank you, Zodi, for having my back,” she whispered.


“No problem. I got you.” Boss lady sure has an obsession. She’s a closet over-the-top shopper. She stealthily walked to an area in the sunroom where she hid Amber’s latest possessions.
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CHAPTER 4


The Wives


Amber made her grand entrance into Canyon restaurant after valet parking her convertible. It was her knockaround, everyday ride that she cherished. At thirty, she was a thrill seeker who found joy zipping through the suburbs on back roads. It appeared she was first to arrive.


She asked the maître d’ for a table for three and was seated by a window. The sunlight’s reflection on the copper walls provided a peaceful ambience. She smoothed out her turquoise dress and crossed her legs to show off her latest sandals.


“May I start you off with something to drink?” a waitress inquired.


“Water with lime for now. I’ll wait on the others. Thanks.” Amber pulled out her iPad and started perusing her favorite retail online sites. Gotta have these. A new line of spring dresses was featured in a special. She clicked her size 8 and pressed to order all six colors. She ensured the delivery address was at her neighbor’s house. Her girl, Jaslyn, would cover for her. After all, Amber usually showered her with routine gifts, throwing in an extra order occasionally.


“Hey, girl.” Shayla approached and startled Amber, who quickly closed her tablet. She never shared her shopping sources. “Hope we didn’t keep you waiting too long.”


“Oh, no, you’re right on time.” Damn, I didn’t get to finish my order…


Shayla, dressed in a tan dress, and Kyle, sporting a bronze strapless dress, sat and then grabbed their menus. Amber placed her tablet in her purse and then checked out the menu.


Amber, who sometimes practiced a vegetarian lifestyle, ordered a Greek salad. She veered from her diet when she attended parties with Trevor. Seafood and steak were the norm at these high-end events and she had no issues giving in to temptation. Shayla ordered a chicken club sandwich and Kyle decided on linguine. A bottle of wine graced the table, then another bottle and another.


“So, ladies, how are you? And how’s everyone’s hubby doing?” Amber asked teasingly.


“I’m sure yours is getting ready for the playoffs soon,” Shayla responded knowingly.


“Oh, yes, they were spectacular this season. I can’t wait until they win the whole shebang. We plan to have a grand party at the house.”


“You mean mansion. You are quite the entertainer,” Kyle added.


“With help, of course. Jaslyn always volunteers to help since that’s her forte.” Amber enlisted her assistance, not only to sneak shipments to her home, but she owned her own event planning firm and had such clients as the Washington Redskins, local celebrities and politicos.


“Chad’s due back tomorrow. He’s been gone two weeks now.” Shayla perked at the thought of seducing her husband in a sexy drama. “I can’t complain though. He’s turning the deals. Real estate is thriving on the Coast.”


“I’m sure you’ll be jumping his bones.” Amber laughed.


“Knockin’ his boots,” Shayla teased.


Amber looked at Kyle. “So, tell us about your Tortolaaaaa island adventure.”


“It was faaaannntastic. Guess you could tell I was still thinking I was there, lying on that white sand and sipping on mojitos,” she responded, snapping back from her faraway gaze.


“Well, tell us about the eye candy ’cause that goes hand in hand.” Hmm-mmm, Shayla thought.


“Girl, what you doing asking about eye candy?”


“It doesn’t hurt to look.” Especially when I’m always on the hunt. Shayla smiled and downed another glass of wine. She needed not get too tipsy or she’d say a little too much. Her girls were her girls, but she hadn’t revealed that she was one horny chick forever in search of a sexual fix.


“Hey, but I will say there was this one native guy who definitely caught my eye all right.” Kyle licked her lips playfully and smiled. “I was naughty but nice…teasing him a little, enough for him to keep the flirting on. I made sure I wore my cutest bathing suit and had my skin all shiny and glistening in the sun. Humph, I gave him some body candy.”


“Like I said, there’s nothing wrong with looking. Just don’t touch, huh?” Shayla was even fantasizing about the islander’s image.


Amber felt awkward but decided to turn the conversation in a serious direction. “Kyle, did the getaway help your state of mind?”


“It’s okay to say it…I lost the baby, and yes, Tortola did take me away to another place. It opened up my mind to see that perhaps it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe it wasn’t my time.” Kyle sipped her wine. “I’m a newlywed, still young, and I can prayerfully give birth in the future.”


“How’s Bryce? Is he acting better, more understanding?” Shayla inquired.


“He’s cool.” Kyle thought back to her arrival home a week ago and how Bryce wasn’t there to meet her with a loving hug and kisses. She direly needed to be in his embrace after her loss. “Although, he didn’t even…” She paused after realizing she wasn’t ready to share details of his behavior upon her return. That night he’d acted indifferently, and after offering a lukewarm hug, they slept in the same bed, but it was like a petition divided them. She simply chalked it up as his way of coping with grief.


“What was that?” Shayla sensed there were other thoughts she was holding back.


“Nothing.” Kyle paused. “He didn’t even say he was sorry,” she lied, realizing she almost slipped and told them about his absence at the airport.


“Awww.” Amber touched her hand and nodded. “It’ll be all right.”


“Thanks.” Kyle resisted the eruption of watery eyes. She had shed enough tears. It had meant the world to Bryce to welcome a child under his wing, and she believed that it would secure their relationship. She still had newlywed jitters and didn’t feel a hundred percent that their bond was solid. Bryce’s sometimes strange behavior possibly would change for the better if a child were in the picture. She had learned that money truly didn’t always bring you happiness.


“I’m here for you. Feel free to call me anytime,” Amber reassured. She looked at Shayla, then Kyle. “We need to regroup. So, what about a ladies’ night? Hell, maybe a weekend.”


“I’m game.” Although she was only a week away from returning from Tortola, Kyle immediately felt her tension ease. She could use another getaway.


“And I’m in, too,” Shayla agreed.


“Well, chickadees, where and when?” Amber was eager to get the ball rolling with their plans.


“Since I just came back from Tortola, I’ll let you two decide. As long as there’s a bar, a spa and food, it doesn’t matter to me,” Kyle stated.


“And shopping…I must get some souvenirs,” Amber added.


“Souvenirs?” Shayla teased. “Girl, you won’t be in the gift shops; you’ll be in the designer boutiques.”


Amber and Kyle laughed.


“True, but I won’t be selfish. I’ll bring back gifts.”


“Let’s go someplace where none of us have been.” Amber closed her eyes and reopened them. “What about the Poconos?”


“Sounds like a plan,” Shayla agreed.


“I won’t be able to shop for cute heels in those mountains.” Amber chuckled.
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CHAPTER 5


Shayla


The calming scent of lavender and chamomile penetrated Shayla’s nostrils as she immersed in her Jacuzzi. She was so comfortable she’d have to be careful not to drift to sleep. She looked at the time and calculated when Chad would arrive. It had been two weeks and she could feel the tingle between her thighs. It was all she could do not to jump in his arms and wrap her legs around his waist when he opened the door.


Her plan was to prepare a delectable dinner, then unleash her desires to make up for his time away. Suddenly, she felt a tinge of guilt. She had fulfilled her needs multiple times during Chad’s absence. She trusted he had not played around while on the West Coast. She always considered herself an infidelity detective. There would be some clue.


Shayla softly smoothed the washcloth while Kem played in the speakers. She stepped out and gracefully layered her skin with lotion before spritzing on his favorite perfume, Euphoria. She slipped on her latest investment, a hot pink halter babydoll, and layered it with a sheer black lace kimono. Her strappy black sandal heels showed off her fresh pedicure. She would greet him at the door like she was auditioning for the Playboy Club.


Shayla glided down the stairs and headed for the gourmet kitchen with tall black cabinets and granite countertops. It was a chef’s dream. Tonight’s New Orleans menu reminded her of evenings after school helping out in her dad’s restaurant. And one of her experiments, red velvet cheesecake, was already in the refrigerator.


The preparation triggered thoughts of how cooking was no longer her best friend. It had become her enemy. How shameful since she was from a family of chefs. Sometimes she realized that Chad was a hot catch, and one of the reasons she had snagged him was her kitchen skills.


Tonight she wanted to make Chad feel super special, pulling out all stops to make him feel like a king. She had given their chef/ live-in housekeeper, Natalie, the night off. Her darling hubby would be all hers, and if she wanted to swing from the chandelier, she could do that. If her wish was to play naked tackle on the sunroom floor, it would be fine, too. Tonight, their mansion in Prince George’s County, Maryland was all theirs.


Shayla was familiar with Chad’s schedule as he routinely took the same evening flight from L.A. on Fridays. She paced back and forth from the kitchen into the formal dining room, ensuring that her fresh, brilliant-colored flowers were creatively placed and the scented candles were all aglow. Ambience and structure were extremely important to Chad. He was a stickler for everything in its place.


A graduate of the prestigious Wharton School’s MBA Program, Chad was raised in a prominent Philadelphia family. The Bensons were big in politics and socialites who were popular on the party scene. He never suspected he would unite with a Southern girl as he’d only dated Northerners. It was something about her innocent smile and gorgeous looks that captivated him. Her twang was also appealing and cute, although much of it had diminished through the years of living in the D.C. area.


The key in the lock sounded off her body alarm. She giggled as she realized she was acting like a teen newlywed. She would tame down and appear humble. It had been six years ago when she’d laid eyes on him at a gas station and he offered to fill her tank. Her mother and grandmother had always told her that church was the ideal place to find a man of substance. She’d found it amusing when she found her soul mate at the pump.


Chad opened the front door and was pleasantly surprised to find Shayla waiting in the foyer. His chocolate skin radiated as he looked piercingly at his wife’s sexy ensemble, undressing her with his eyes. He sported a navy, custom-made Italian suit with a butter-scotch-colored tie. He set his luggage at the door and closed it.
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