







“If we stop to think about it,

we’ll never do it,” Madison said.



“It’s like it was meant to be,” she pressed. “We all agreed on a cruise and then LaShawn just whips out a cruise schedule. It’s as if he wants us to go.”

“Let’s do it,” Blair whispered, thinking about Rich’s reaction. He’d be pissed. To hell with him! Then she smiled wickedly at her thoughts.

“Yeah!” Lauren and Madison said at the same time, then looked over at each other and laughed, surprised at one another’s enthusiasm.

“It’s a go, then,” LaShawn said, pulling out her cell phone. “I’m going to make the reservations right now,” she said, and called her travel agent. She wanted, no needed, to get away from everything. “Hey, y’all, the agent says that a huge Atlanta singles group will be on the ship. They’re practically taking it over,” LaShawn informed them. “Still want to go?”

In less than twenty minutes they were all booked on a two-week Caribbean cruise. They were so satisfied with the turn of events that they all ordered dessert. They were enjoying the sweet treats when Madison yelled, “Let’s have a contest!”

Lauren quirked an eyebrow at Madison. “What kind of contest?”

Madison pretended to consider the question, but she already knew what she wanted. “Let’s see who can have the most sex!”
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Chapter 1



“…nine, ten, eleven…and twelve.” Madison DuPree took one last look around the restaurant, then smiled triumphantly. “Twelve gay men, but that’s not including the one who doesn’t know what the hell he is. Check him out,” she said before nodding toward the bar. As usual, Leonard’s was crowded, but it seemed even more so for a Thursday evening.

Squished in between a nightclub and a strip joint, the restaurant was the first thing people noticed because of its shocking purple brick front and cotton-candy-pink trimming. It was in downtown Atlanta within walking distance of Centennial Olympic Park, an arm’s length away from the CNN Center, and a quick jog from the Georgia Dome.

But it wasn’t too packed to figure out who Madison was talking about. Honey-hued and with the black man’s requisite bald head, he was flitting between men and women as though he was at an all-you-can-eat buffet and he wanted to sample each one.

“He could be bi,” Lauren Hopson offered in a dry tone, then rolled her eyes and took a sip of her apple martini.

Madison turned around in her seat and scrutinized him. After a minute, she concluded, “You’re right, he’s bi.”

Blair Ricci turned wide green eyes on her friends. “Do you think he knows…that he’s bi?” Even though she was white and a housewife from the suburbs, in all the years that they’d known one another, she’d never been uncomfortable with asking them questions. In some ways the three of them were closer than her own sisters.

Madison gave a loud snort. “Hell yeah, the dude knows he’s bi. After all, this is Atlanta, where the dicks play double duty.”

Blair swiped a handful of red hair out of her face before glancing at the man. He had moved on to a woman and was whispering something in her ear that caused her to blush. “I don’t know…now he looks totally straight,” she said, bewildered. This whole bi-gay thing was confusing.

“Oh Lord,” LaShawn Greene groaned and fingered the Bible in her lap. Their level of conversation had sunk to a new low.

Madison shot her a look but continued. “That’s all part of their plan…to fit in and play both teams without anyone finding out. I bet Leonard would know.”

“I bet he would,” Blair answered as she gazed around the restaurant. The owner of the club was easy to spot. He was the only two-hundred-pound, six-foot-four black man dressed in a gold sequined dress and Jimmy Choo shoes. “Oh, he’s busy,” she said, disappointed, spying him at the front door greeting customers.

“Thank God,” LaShawn muttered, relieved as she relaxed against the leather cushions of the spacious booth. Not even the half-eaten birthday cake, gifts, and wrapping paper that littered the table could make it feel cluttered.

It was Thursday, and like every first Thursday for the last five years, it was their official Screw Men Night and Blair’s birthday.

On Screw Men Night families were forgotten, worries were nonexistent, and fun reigned. They were teenagers again. Mortgage-paying, suburb-living, pedicure-loving, thirty-something-year-

old teenagers. In a town where beautiful women were as common as succulent peaches, they held their own.

But it was Laura’s, Madison’s, Blair’s, and LaShawn’s beautiful coloring—slick brown, luscious red, luminescent pink, and vibrant yellow—that made one think of M&M’s. In the crowd of chalk-colored blondes, ashy brunettes, and muddied-down grays, they stood out like splashes of sunshine against a black canvas.

They had met five years ago at a yoga class. In the middle of twisting their bodies into shapes that made them look like human pretzels and stretching their limbs to what felt like the ends of the earth, they had become fast friends.

“Why do you insist on doing this every time we go out?” Lauren hissed at Madison.

“You guys weren’t talking about anything interesting,” Madison answered in a defensive tone. “Besides, all this gay stuff reminds me of my same-sex experience,” she boasted and a loud groan went up. They all had heard the story hundreds of times.

Lauren shook her head and sipped her drink. “Are you talking about the time you got shitfaced at Mardi Gras and tongued that blond chick?” she asked, but didn’t wait for a reply. “I wouldn’t call that a same-sex experience…it’s just another slutty moment in the life of Madison DuPree,” she finished and everybody laughed, even Madison. “Speaking of Madison’s slutty moments, isn’t that Keith?” Lauren asked, and then nodded toward the bar. He had sauntered in, carved his way through the crowd, and made a spot for himself at the bar.

“What? Where?” Madison asked. She dared a look over her shoulder and groaned. In a city where people tried on relationships as easily as sweaters, Madison had worn more than her fair share.

“Shit!” she muttered, then eased down in her seat. Not that that would’ve made her less noticeable; at five-ten, a hundred and thirty-five pounds, skin the color of spiced cinnamon, and the face of a model, Madison was noticeable. Less than ten yards away was the man she had dated four months ago. She wouldn’t even call it a relationship. Three dates: First was dinner, second was movie, then came playing finding the booty.

She grinned at the memory, but when she sneaked a second look, her heart nearly stopped. Next to him was Robert, whom she’d dated right before Keith. “Dammit, this city is getting too fucking small,” she groaned and scooted farther down in her seat.

Lauren smirked at her friend’s distress. She was wiggling faster than a fish caught in a net. “Weren’t you dating Keith the same time you were dating Robert and Carlton? You and Keith were getting hot and heavy there for a minute. Wow, girl, what happened between you two? You never did tell us. Did you give him one of your breakup speeches?” She fired the questions rapidly at her friend. Madison’s breakup speeches were a running joke with the group. Madison cocked her head and gave her a blank look. “You know what? Maybe I should call him over and ask him. I’m sure Keith will spill the beans,” Lauren teased, then motioned as if she was getting up.

“No!” Madison and LaShawn shouted at the same time. LaShawn glared at her friends. “Why can’t we go out and have a good time? It’s the same thing every time we go out, bicker, bicker, bicker. You guys fight worse than four-year-olds,” she scolded. “You’ve always been like that. Remember that first yoga class?” Madison rolled her eyes in response. “Y’all fought over the yoga mats.”

“It was my mat, I had just bought it. I had set it down for a second, then when I went to pick it up, Miss Sticky Fingers had taken it.”

“It was my mat!” Lauren insisted.

“Stop it, you two!”

“I’m sorry. I guess we get carried away,” Lauren said. “We’ll be good,” she promised, then reached into her purse and pulled out a white medicine bottle. Without glancing right or left, she flipped off the lid and popped two quarter-size pills in her mouth, which she quickly followed with a swallow of her martini.

Madison’s love life was forgotten as LaShawn, Madison, and Blair shot furtive glances at one another. Madison raised her eyebrows at LaShawn, who jutted her chin at Blair. “What’s wrong, sweetie? You sick or something?” Blair asked.

Lauren shook her head. “Not really, I’ve had this headache for a couple of weeks now and it won’t go away,” she answered, then glanced over at Madison, who had by now inched her way up in her seat, but was still occasionally glancing over her shoulder toward the bar.

“Oh Lord,” LaShawn groaned, as she discreetly glanced down at her watch. It was getting late and she needed to call her fiancé for their nightly prayer session. “We all hope you feel better. Let’s pray,” she announced and bowed her head, thus missing the annoyed looks from her friends. “Heavenly Father,” LaShawn began, “please free Lauren from her pain. Please take away her affliction so that she can walk through life with a clear and unencumbered mind and spirit. Fill her soul with peace and happiness. And please, Lord, bless everyone here tonight, especially Blair on her birthday. In Jesus’ name we pray, amen,” she finished.

Madison turned to LaShawn. “So how’s Calvin doing? Did you finally decide to give him some?” she asked.

“Madison!” Lauren and Blair shrieked. LaShawn’s decision to be celibate wasn’t something they talked about. It was like crazy relatives. The whole family knew they existed, but they were never mentioned.

“What?” Madison asked, feigning innocence. “As if you guys weren’t thinking it. Come on…do you really think she’s gonna wait until the wedding night?” Blair and Lauren couldn’t meet her eyes. Madison turned her attention back to LaShawn. “So?” she pressed.

LaShawn swallowed a retort. Three years ago when she walked in on her then fiancé, Troy, screwing his secretary on his office couch as though they were two rabbits on crack, she had dumped him. After that, she decided to wait until marriage before any man even got a glimpse of her goodies. There was only one force strong enough to make her keep her resolve: God.

“Calvin is fine, and my celibacy is fine,” LaShawn answered prissily, but she breathed a little bit easier. She’d known Madison would get around to asking her about her sex life some time that evening, and at least now it was done and over with. Now they could move on to another topic.

Lauren shook her head at Madison before she looked across the table at LaShawn. “Hey, girl, how’re the wedding plans? Is there anything we can help you with?”

LaShawn smiled brightly at the question. “Naw, everything is fine. My sister is a big help. I can’t believe that in another six months I’ll be Mrs. Calvin Worthy,” she whispered dreamily.

Madison snickered and Lauren toed her, the pointy tip of her shoe digging into Madison’s shin, Madison inhaled a short yelp. “Did you all get fitted for your dresses?” LaShawn asked nonchalantly, but she stared pointedly at Madison. Something told her Madison hadn’t even tried on her bridesmaid dress. Lauren and Blair nodded and Madison mumbled under her breath. “What did you say, Maddy?”

“I’ll do it next week,” she said. Madison hated the bridesmaid dress. It was lemon colored with yards of ruffles and made her look like a canary. “So are we all going to yoga this week?” A chorus of protests went up. “Come on, y’all, don’t be so lazy. Besides, where else can you touch your nose with your toes?” Madison quipped, then turned to LaShawn. “I bet that’s something Calvin will be thanking you for on your honeymoon.”

Just then Leonard traipsed over to their table, his wife Thomaseena at his side. She preferred to be called Thomas and dressed in men clothes.

“How are the finest ladies in Atlanta doing tonight?” Leonard asked and smiled so brightly that it blanketed them all in its warmth.

“Hi, Miss Lenora!” they chorused together as they took in his appearance. His fingernails were polished a sultry red, his makeup rivaled any Essence magazine cover model, and he rocked his blond wig as though he had been born with it.

“I’m loving the shoes,” Madison said as she admired the three-inch-heel, strappy stilettos.

“Thanks, gurl,” Lenora gushed. “Outlet mall…let me know when y’all got time, we can roll up there. I’ll show y’all where all the bargains are. But it all depends if Tommy lets me get away,” he giggled and shot “Thomas” a coy look. She winked in response.

“Bet!” Madison smiled, but as soon as the couple was out of earshot, she turned to her friends. “I wonder who’s the man in bed.”

“Madison!” LaShawn reprimanded.

“I was kinda wondering that, too,” Blair admitted, then turned to Madison since Lauren and LaShawn could care less. “Maybe they switch off.”

“Maybe.” Madison considered the idea. “Do you think that he dresses up in lingerie and stuff?”

Blair shrugged. “I bet he does…he’s already in full drag.” She glanced across the room at Leonard, who was greeting some customers. “Check out his makeup, it’s fabulous.”

“I know. Do you think Thomas uses a dil—”

“Okay, enough of this!” LaShawn hissed. “Can’t you find something more enlightening to talk about? Why does it always have to be about sex with you, Madison?”

“It’s not always about sex,” Madison snapped. “I was just curious. And I bet you all are, too,” she said, only to be met with silence. “Well, I’ll stop talking about it then.” She was quiet for a moment, then drawled, “Soooo, Blair, what are you and Rich doing for your birthday? Some horizontal action?” she teased, then gyrated her pelvis as if she was making love.

Blair reddened, drawing attention to her freckles, which looked like flecks of brown paint. “We’re going to Europe,” she said airily. “We’re going to tour Rome. I can’t wait. We were supposed to go ages ago, on our honeymoon, but you know how things happen. He said if we had time, we’ll hop over to Paris.” She shrugged nonchalantly, then stuffed a piece of her birthday cake in her mouth.

“Go ’head, Rich!” Lauren said. “I’m so jealous. Cleve and I haven’t been on a real vacation in years. Between his business and my job we don’t have the time. I wish we could get away,” she said wistfully. “You two have the perfect marriage, the perfect house, and the perfect kids. You got it all, girl.” Lauren sighed, then reached over and clasped Blair’s hand.

Blair smiled weakly. “Oh, thanks. But I think we all have it all,” she said, glancing around the table and then raising her cup. “We should make a toast.” Blair cocked her head and studied her friends. Her green eyes flicked over the ladies she loved like sisters. Like her momma used to say, they were tighter than a gaggle of geese. “To our perfect lives,” she murmured.

There was a moment’s hesitation before a round of cheers went up. The friends shot furtive glances at one another before gulping down their drinks.








Chapter 2



Blair slid behind the wheel of her Volvo and began her drive home. “I’m such a liar. ‘Oh, he’s taking me to Rome,’ ” she said, mimicking her earlier comment. “Yeah, right!” She laughed bitterly. “I’d be lucky if he’d take me to Rome, Georgia. And what was ‘hopping over to Paris if we have the time’ all about?”

She glanced in her rearview mirror and was startled to see a pair of dull green eyes staring back at her. Her stomach lurched and she quickly shifted her gaze back to the road. “Perk it up!” she demanded. “It’s your birthday!” she shouted. “And you’re the prettiest, luckiest, and happiest lady in the whole wide world,” she said, then grinned until her mouth hurt. “Yep, sweetie, keep telling yourself that and maybe you’ll believe it,” she muttered, and her smile faltered.

“At least I got my girls,” she whispered and managed a genuine grin. The gifts from her friends were neatly packed in an oversize gift bag. It was all there: the edible strawberry-flavored panties from Madison, Susan Taylor’s In the Spirit from Lauren, and a personalized Bible from LaShawn. Her happy feeling lasted until she got home, then it deflated like a boob job gone bad.

She pulled into the garage. The spot where Rich’s Mercedes should’ve been was empty…again. She sighed and hurried into the house, where she was met by the roar of the TV and the sight of her children sprawled out like crash test dummies all over the living room. Five-year-old Ariel was on the floor, twelve-year-old Caitlyn blanketed the couch, and fourteen-year-old Richard hugged the chair. She clicked off the TV and began the cleanup.

“Everybody up!” Blair demanded, nudging them with her foot. “Go on up to your own bed!” she ordered and was met with cries of protests. “If you don’t, you’re gonna wake up tomorrow with kinks the size of boulders in your neck.” Mumbling under their breath, they all sleepwalked upstairs to their bedrooms.

“Hola! You’re home!” Maria, the housekeeper, hurried into the room. “They promised they were going right to bed, but you know how they are.”

“No problem,” Blair responded. “And I do know how they are.”

“How was your birthday dinner?” she asked slyly. Blair always kept Maria up-to-date on her friends’ lives, which were better than Guiding Light, especially Madison’s.

“It was nice,” Blair answered in a distracted tone. “So where’s my hubby? Did he call?” Blair asked, her green eyes wide and expectant. Maria shook her head no. Blair slumped a little and Maria’s heart hurt for her.

“I’m sure he’ll be home soon,” Maria optimistically offered.

“Yeah,” Blair answered sadly. Maria, sensing her distress, offered to fix them both a cup of herbal tea, but Blair waved her away. “Won’t Jorge be waiting for you?” Blair asked.

“We’ve been married for ten years. He can wait another hour or two.”

“Well, it’s settled.” Blair made herself comfortable in one of the kitchen chairs and watched while Maria moved around the room.

Minutes later Maria placed the steaming cups of tea on the table. “So what did your friends get you for your birthday?” she asked, curious. Blair filled her in and Maria roared. “That sounds just like your friends,” she said and Blair readily agreed. They were silent as they sipped their tea.

“He wasn’t always like this,” Blair said softly. “When we first got married he got me ‘just because’ gifts. Every day there was something special on my dresser waiting for me. And when I had the children, you would’ve thought they were solid gold the way he carried on. He lavished me with diamonds, gold jewelry, and designer gowns…he’s changed. Now he’s hardly home. I bet the kids were trying to stay up to see him.”

“He’s a hardworking man,” Maria offered weakly.

“He shouldn’t be working so goddamn hard that he forgets my birthday,” Blair retorted hotly, then set down her teacup. “Has Jorge ever forgotten your birthday?” she asked.

“Once. And I’ll tell you, it didn’t happen ever again,” Maria answered and Blair quirked an eyebrow. “We had just started dating,” Maria began. “And everything was wonderful.” She smiled at the memory. “So on my birthday, me and my friends were expecting Jorge to do something romantic. So that morning when I didn’t hear from him, I wasn’t worried. I just thought he was going to do something in the afternoon. He didn’t. By nine o’clock I hadn’t heard anything from him, and I tell you, I was heated. The very next day, I broke up with him and started dating his cousin, Jose. For three months Jorge didn’t exist to me.”

“Oh no! What did he do?”

Maria grinned. “What didn’t he do? He started courting me again. I tell you, he was like a bitch in heat. And you know what?” Maria asked, and Blair shook her head. “I made him cry like a bitch, and he came crawling back to me,” she bragged. “He hasn’t forgotten my birthday since. And he’d better not, he knows better. Jose lives just around the corner from us,” she joked.

They laughed and talked a little more. When Maria thought that Blair felt a little better, she left.

Blair pretended to be asleep when her husband crept in at two o’clock in the morning, pulled off his clothing, crawled into bed beside her, and drew her to his side. Can I make Rich cry like a bitch? she fumed silently.








Chapter 3



Madison slowly navigated her Lexus through her subdivision, cruising past quarter-million-dollar houses whose owners were her age or younger. Her headlights splayed over professionally manicured lawns, brick homes, and an occasional Jaguar or Mercedes.

Never in her wildest dreams did she think the little girl from upstate New York would be living large; getting the job offer of a lifetime and moving to Atlanta turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to her. And the fact that her auntie and cousins were already happily settled in Atlanta was the ultimate cherry on top.

Nestled in a cul-de-sac, her four-bedroom brick house was the largest in the subdivision. With its white shutters and doors and velvety brown bricks it looked like an oversize gingerbread house. Getting her MBA had bigger dividends than she had ever imagined.

“Not bad for a nappy-headed girl from Buffalo. You did very well for yourself, young lady,” Madison said, chuckling mirthlessly. The stress and embarrassment of seeing her exes had worn off like a bad hangover, leaving a dull ache. “Girl…one day you’re gonna get into a whole lot of trouble. But they’re gonna have to catch you first.”

She pulled her Lexus into the garage. Designed for two cars, the garage’s other half was filled with items from the past. Last year’s Christmas tree, boxed-up clothes that needed to go to the Salvation Army, and dozens of unopened cans of dog food from six months ago when she got the urge to buy a puppy, but changed her mind when she realized how much work it would be.

She stared at the mess, wondering how to get out of her car without scratching the door. Taking a deep breath, she inched the door open and eased out backward, butt first. “Mission accomplished,” she said, and grinned once she was standing in the garage. Her smile of accomplishment lasted until she spied the slice of birthday cake on her front seat.

“Crap!” she muttered, breathed deeply, reversed her steps, grabbed the cake, then slammed the door shut. “I really need to clean out this garage—ooooh!” The garden hose had caught her heel; she pitched forward and before she knew it she was kissing the cement floor. “Double crap! I really need to clean up this booby trap!” She groaned as she kicked off her pumps and gently massaged her right ankle. Instinct told her that it wasn’t sprained, but it hurt like hell.

Next to her was the birthday cake. She slipped the box’s top open and peered inside to see that it had stayed intact during the fall. “You’ll go perfect with a glass of white wine,” she murmured, eyeing the cake in anticipation. Clutching her shoes and with the cake box tucked under her arm, she pulled herself up, then tested her ankle before hobbling into her house.

Tossing the pumps into a growing pile of shoes next to the door, she reached out and felt the wall for the light switch. Instead of the switch she connected with something soft and fleshy. It grunted and Madison let out an earsplitting scream.








Chapter 4



LaShawn stepped into her modest apartment and turned the deadbolt. Her place was smaller than she wanted, a one-bedroom with a thumbtack-size living room, but it was the right price. With what she was saving on rent, she was able to sock away an extra eight hundred dollars a month toward the wedding-and-new-house fund. So far, her bank account had swollen to twenty thousand dollars.

Where’s Calvin? she wondered as she went over to the window and pulled back the curtains to peer worriedly into the night. He had promised to stop by. Three phone calls to his home and five to his cell phone turned up nothing. He was another brother MIA. Turning away from the window, she took the five steps necessary to walk through her living room and into her bedroom. This was the third time this week that he had missed their nightly prayer session.

They had met two years ago at Bank of America, the guardians of her money; he was keeping guard over the building. Early into their relationship he wooed her with surprise picnics, dates to the drive-in, and impromptu trips to the mall.

He showered her with so many compliments that she was convinced that he couldn’t sleep if he didn’t hear her voice before he went to bed. And best of all he had signed on with her decision to be celibate, stating simply that she was worth the wait.

What’s going on with him? she mused. Settling on her bed, she dialed his number and immediately got his voicemail.

“Whadup, y’all. This is Calvin. I’m not here right now, or maybe I am and don’t want to talk to you, but you know what to do…later!” LaShawn left a quick message for him to call her, then hung up.

LaShawn gave the telephone one last look before reaching for her great-grandmother’s Bible. She lovingly kissed it before peeling it open to her favorite verse.

For forty minutes she read about serving Him and the words filled her spirit and cleared her mind. It wasn’t until her eyelids started drooping that she set the Bible on the nightstand.

She pulled off her knee-length skirt and long-sleeve blouse and headed into the shower. Fifteen minutes later, she made her way back to her bedroom and knelt on the side of the bed and prayed.

As soon as she said “amen,” she guiltily walked over to the closet and reached to the top shelf to pull out an old tattered shoebox. Out of the box came the paperback, filled with erotic stories, and her lubricating gel. A blissful expression came over her face while her body shivered with anticipation. Floating across the room, she settled on the bed in her favorite position. Once she was on her back with her legs splayed wide open, she quickly glazed her fingers with the gel. With the book in her left hand, her right hand automatically drifted to her clit.

Flipping through the pages, she came to her favorite piece, a ménage à trois, involving two men and one woman. Her mouth formed a small O and her eyelids became slits as the cool gel connected with her hot spot. Her fingers, slick with her juices and gel, roamed gently through her soft folds. Soft whimpers escaped through her parted lips as she read the familiar story. Her hips rocked up and down with her fingers.

Before she could finish the story, the book fell from her hand and she reached up and began stroking her breasts. It was as though she had a private lover. Her hand danced over her breasts like gentle kisses, caressing, fondling, and rubbing them until her nipples became hardened bits of chocolate.

She moaned softly as she tenderly inserted her finger and her hips swirled slowly. Suddenly her fingers breezed over her clit and she gasped out loud at the pleasure and her back arched. Her hips moved up and down as if pulled by an invisible lover. When the climax came, it was long and hard. She gasped as her body shuddered and her toes tingled. Her eyes suddenly widened in embarrassment and she turned her face into the pillow.








Chapter 5



Lauren padded into her bedroom and found her husband, Cleve, in his usual position, stretched out on their king-size bed with his laptop computer. She always teased him that one day his body was going to lock up in that position and she would have to take over his computer consulting business.

“Were the kids okay?” She had peeked in on them as soon as she had gotten in and found them sleeping harder than two extra firm mattresses.

He continued to peck at the keyboard and didn’t bother to look up. “Oh…they were fine,” he answered absentmindedly.

“Oh really? I would like to see that. You sure we’re talking about the same two children?” she asked, surprise in her voice. At twelve and ten they weren’t bad, but they hardly qualified for the Kids of the Year Award.

“Hey, how’re the girls?” he asked in a dry voice, expecting the standard “they’re fine” response, but Lauren surprised him.

“Maddy was being extra mean tonight. Acting like she wanted to beat up the world. I hope she’s okay.” She worried about Madison; not that she’d ever tell Madison that. “LaShawn was LaShawn, Bible and all. She was excited about her wedding.” Cleve glanced up from the computer and watched his wife as she undressed. Off came the red power suit, stockings, and bra, then the jewelry, leaving her wearing a pair of plain white cotton drawers.

“I wish you would get some decent panties,” Cleve muttered. “Why don’t you wear the ones I got you for your birthday? You’d look good in them.”

Lauren shook her head. The pair of eye patches that Cleve called panties were teeny enough for her daughter to wear. “Floss really should be used for your teeth…not your butt,” she retorted, but with little steam; the day was catching up with her.

Today had turned out to be one of those days that made her feel as though she was on a nonstop roller coaster. Being vice president of public relations for a Fortune 500 company was the job she had dreamed of ever since she graduated from Spelman. After ten years of fighting off backstabbing coworkers and sacrificing time with her family, the title was hers, and she wore it the same way a soldier wears his uniform, with dignity, pride, and a touch of arrogance.

She scooped up a pair of ratty sweatpants and a T-shirt and threw them on. Then came her laptop, her third hand. “Rich is taking Blair to Europe for her birthday. I’m so jealous. When was our last vacation?” she asked as she slid into bed and plopped the computer onto her lap.

Just as Cleve powered off his laptop, Lauren turned hers on. Jumping out of bed, Cleve started to remove his clothes. He was six-foot-five, the color of watered-down mustard, with a muscled body that would cause a twenty-six-year-old man to double his weight-lifting routine. “Last year…in Milwaukee, for my family reunion,” he answered before sliding into bed next to his wife.

“You call that a vacation? That was pure hell. A week with your family…” her voice trailed off. “I mean a real vacation, just the two of us, no kids, no Uncle Hezekiah, and no family members trying to wear us down for a loan. It would be nice…” she said wistfully.

Before Cleve could answer, she bent over her laptop and all thoughts of a romantic vacation were forgotten. A marketing agreement was due tomorrow and she hadn’t even begun working on it. Her fingers were flying over the keyboard when she felt Cleve’s hand caressing her thigh.

“Cleve!” she protested. “I really need to get this done, it’s due tomorrow,” she murmured and gently pushed his hand away.

“I’ll do it really fast,” Cleve reassured her.

“Honey,” she cajoled. “I’m really tired, I can barely keep my eyes open, and this needs to get done. Why don’t we make plans to do it this weekend? We can spend all day Saturday in bed.”

“I can’t wait until then…I want you now,” he pleaded as he slipped his hand underneath her T-shirt and began stroking her breasts. “You don’t even have to move,” he promised, then tugged at her pants.

“Take your hands off me! This really needs to get done tonight!” she barked and Cleve’s hand froze, then he yanked it away. Squaring off like two heavyweight boxers, they glared wordlessly at each other, each wondering when their marriage had been reduced to this.








Chapter 6



“Dad?” Madison squeaked when she finally found her breath. Staring at her with a sheepish grin was her sometimes dad. Ever since she was a little girl, he’d drop into her life whenever he needed something. Madison stepped back and peered up at him. At six foot six, one hundred and ninety pounds, and shrouded in Rocawear, he looked more like her older brother than her father. She quickly scanned his face. Whatever he needed this time must be a doozy; he was wearing the shamed look of someone who had farted in the middle of church service.

Neither made a move to hug the other. Madison frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “What are you doing here?” she asked harshly.

Lucius stared at his daughter, who looked like she was two minutes away from kicking him out on the street. “What’s wrong, baby girl? Can’t a father visit his daughter?”

“How did you even get in here?” She had changed the locks after his last visit.

The sheepish look returned. “I remembered where you hid your spare key,” he admitted.

“That wasn’t a goddamn community key! Don’t you ever—”

“Thank you for letting us stay here.”

Madison jumped and turned toward the voice.

“I’m Mosaquiema, Moe for short. You have a very beautiful home,” she answered in a voice so cultured that it left Madison speechless. In the past her father’s friends ranged from forty-year-old ex-convicts to twenty-year-old strippers. Moe, who was staring wide-eyed around Madison’s house as though she had died and ended up in P. Diddy’s crib, looked like a person barely grasping the straws of sophistication, despite her fancy drawl.

Her hundred-dollar designer jeans were so tight that she looked like all the air had been sucked from her legs and pumped into her stomach. Her spiky haircut, which tried hard to mimic Halle Berry circa early 1990s, made her look like a rooster instead. And her artistically but caked-on makeup made her thirty-something face look like a Glamour don’t.

“Umm, thanks, I like it,” Madison muttered as her anger simmered to irritation. She glanced down. Her slice of cake had fallen out of the box and was lying in a pile in the middle of her floor.

Her father caught her looking at the now-ruined dessert. “Baby girl, I’m sorry about the cake. I’ll buy you a whole one. What kind was it?” he asked, but both of them knew that he wasn’t going to replace it.

“Carrot,” she mumbled, playing along. Madison shook her head, then busied herself with cleaning up the cake. She crooked her finger and pointed to the kitchen table. “Whassup?”

“We’re here to visit Moe’s people. Yep, down in the A-T-L, where the playas play.”

Madison shook her head; he was never going to grow up. “How did you get here? I didn’t see a car when I drove up.”

“Her brother, Coot, dropped us off. He got some business to take care of, but he should be rolling through here in a little while to scoop us up.”

Coot? Madison bit her tongue. Instead she asked, “How long do you plan on staying?”

“Not long, a week…or two,” he stuttered, then sneaked a peek at her reaction. Seeing Madison’s neutral expression, he felt safe enough to turn to Moe and say, “Didn’t I tell you my little girl was da bomb?” Moe yawned loudly. “You tired?” he asked and fussed over her as if she was a child. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Madison as he practically carried Moe up the stairs to the guest bedroom. Madison could hear him noisily tucking her in, their laughter wafting down to the kitchen.

While her father was upstairs, Madison pulled two beers out of the refrigerator for them. She was sitting at the table, arms crossed and ready for answers, when he ambled into the room. It wasn’t until he demolished his third beer that he announced why he had come.

“She’s pregnant. And I don’t want the baby,” he stated before he popped open the fourth beer.








Chapter 7



Blair was standing at the stove, putting the finishing touches on dinner when Rich strolled into the kitchen, twirled her around, and kissed her cheek. Blair laughed softly, as her lips melted against her husband’s. The pain from her forgotten birthday was long gone; he’d sent four-dozen long-stemmed red roses to her the day after, and all was forgiven.

She quickly scanned her husband of fourteen years. He looked the same as he did in college. Six foot two, one hundred ninety-five pounds, curly hair so black it glistened, and a smile so devastating that if the receiver wasn’t prepared, she’d swoon. Just like she did the first time she’d seen him, on her first day of college.

He and half the football team had rumbled past her like an avalanche, but he paused long enough to toss her his crotch-warming smile.

Later that week she had found a single long-stemmed rose along with his name and phone number propped against her dorm room door.

During their college years he had wined, dined, and sexed her so well that just the mention of his name got her wet. Blair sighed softly at the memory, then she refocused on Rich. She tilted her head to the right; something wasn’t right. It took her half a minute to figure out what it was.

She lightly stroked his chest. “Hon…you weren’t wearing this shirt when you went to work this morning…what happened?”

“I was wearing it,” Rich answered easily.

“No, you weren’t,” Blair argued. “You wore your light blue with the white pin-stripes. I remember because you asked me to help you find your cuff links.”

“Umm, yeah,” Rich said, then smacked his forehead. “I spilled coffee on it, that’s what happened. Bob and I went out to lunch and I splashed coffee on it. Then I ran over to Macy’s and got a new one. This one.” He grinned and pointed to his shirt.

“Oh.” She turned her back to him and picked up a big wooden spoon and began stirring the pot of spaghetti sauce. “So what happened to the one with the coffee stains?” she asked softly.

“Mmmm, I threw it away,” he said, grinning sheepishly. “It didn’t make sense to keep it…it being stained and all.”

“I could’ve washed it for you,” Blair squeezed out, between clenched lips.

“You do way too much around here as it is,” Rich answered. He had snuck up behind her and began kissing her favorite spot, right between her shoulder blades and the nape of her neck. Her body automatically relaxed against his.

Rich pulled away and turned her around so that they faced each other. “I didn’t bring home any work tonight,” he winked and Blair blushed. “I’ll go see what the kids are up to,” he said, then gave her a heated stare. “Mrs. Ricci, after dinner you’re all mine,” he promised.

Blair giggled, but as soon as he turned away, her eyes narrowed as she watched him saunter out of the kitchen, her eyes on his new shirt. Her only thought: Why couldn’t you bring home the dirty one?








Chapter 8



LaShawn stuffed a forkful of lettuce in her mouth and chomped down so hard that her teeth rattled. The night wasn’t going the way she had planned. Instead of being bathed in soft candlelight, she was drowning in harsh fluorescent lights. Instead of being wooed by the sensual sounds of jazz, she was being assaulted by misogynistic rap. Worst of all, instead of being romanced by the love of her life, she was becoming nauseated. Her night of romance had turned into a night of a hundred horrible jokes. Sitting across from her was the culprit, Malcolm Bowers, Calvin’s best friend.

Malcolm personified everything LaShawn despised in a man. He lacked education, couth, intelligence, and ambition.

She snatched up a roll and slathered it with butter. Neither Calvin nor Malcolm noticed when she groaned loudly and slouched in her chair. They were too busy guessing the waitress’s bra size. Her jaw dropped with amazement when Malcolm called her over, and it nearly hit the floor when Calvin egged him on.

LaShawn silently regarded her fiancé while slowly chewing her bread. I’m watching a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde show, she thought. It never failed; whenever Malcolm came around Calvin’s personality changed faster than Atlanta’s weather. Before Malcolm’s arrival Calvin was the perfect gentleman. An hour ago, before Malcolm joined them, Calvin had held her hand and looked deeply into her eyes as they talked about their wedding day. Now he acted as though she was an irritating rash.

Malcolm sneered when LaShawn blurted out an excuse and practically ran to the ladies’ room. After reapplying her lipstick and whispering a soft prayer for strength and understanding, she walked calmly across the restaurant and slid into her seat.

Calvin kissed her cheek, then turned his attention back to Malcolm, who was voicing his admiration for a lady sitting across the restaurant. It took LaShawn one glance to determine the woman was out of Malcolm’s reach as everything about her yelled class, starting with her Kenneth Cole shoes and her Prada suit. She was in an animated conversation with her dinner mate, an equally sophisticated lady, and she definitely looked too smart to fall for any of Malcolm’s stuff.

“Stop dreaming. You can’t get that,” Calvin joked, and LaShawn couldn’t resist snickering.

“The hell I can’t,” Malcolm responded as he glared at LaShawn. “Malc can get any woman he wants,” he bragged.

“Yeah, right!” Calvin scoffed. “She’s so far out of your league that you gotta have ten jobs just to sniff her perfume.”

“Well, I can be a working mofo.” Malcolm laughed, then his tone turned serious. “Wanna bet?” he challenged.

“Would you guys stop! You’re being silly. Let’s just finish eating,” LaShawn softly pleaded. “Besides, it looks like she’s having a good time…why ruin her dinner?” Then as if to prove LaShawn’s point, a round of laughter exploded from the lady’s table.

“Oops, my bad. Your fiancée said no.” Malcolm smirked, then, “Aw, damn you dropped something.” Malcolm made a big show of getting out of his chair and bending at Calvin’s feet.

Calvin’s eyes widened with confusion as he peered down at his friend. “No, I didn’t, maybe Shawn did.”

“Yeah, you did…your dick!” Malcolm screamed and broke out in hysterical laughter. He picked up the imaginary appendage and threw it at Calvin.

“Naw, quit joking. It ain’t like that!” Calvin muttered, frowning. “I’m in!” Calvin answered and LaShawn sucked her teeth so hard that she dislodged a piece of lettuce. She stared angrily at Malcolm. Her hands slid to her lap for her Bible, but then she remembered she’d left it in Calvin’s truck. “What are you willing to lose?”

Malcolm considered the question, then grinned slowly and said, “A hundred bucks.”

“Bet!”

“A hundred bucks!” LaShawn shrieked. Calvin needed to start saving money for their wedding; so far he hadn’t contributed a penny to the fund. She grabbed Calvin’s arm. “Calvin, that’s too much money. What about our wedding?”

Calvin shrugged her hands off. “It’s all right. There’s no way possible that Malcolm gonna be able to pull that. You’ll see. I just made an extra hundred dollars for your wedding fund.”

LaShawn watched in disgust as Malcolm swiped a napkin over his bald head, checked his breath, then sauntered across the restaurant to the lady. Her disgust turned to fascination as the lady smiled and invited him to join her and her friend.

It took him less than ten minutes to find out her name, her profession, her marital status, whether she had kids, and her home and work numbers.

“Man, you got my props. Whassup? How did you do it?” Calvin asked, impressed, then slipped his friend a Benjamin when he returned to the table. LaShawn gulped back her protest.

“Easy, man, it was easy,” Malcolm drawled. “You gotta speak their language.”

“Word?”

“Yeah, man! Right off I noticed that she was a professional woman, so I had to approach her from that angle. Basically I just told her what she wanted to hear.” Calvin smiled. “You know what I’m talking about. With the professional ladies, it’s all about your JAC: your job, your abode, and your car. Then you got to put it on hard and tell them that you’re tired of dating, that you’re looking for a good woman, blah blah blah blah blah,” he said and chuckled nastily.

LaShawn shook her head, appalled. She had enough of this, of Malcolm, his uncouth behavior, and most of all how Calvin’s behavior changed whenever he and Malcolm were within ten feet of each other. She leaned toward her fiancé and hissed in his ear, “I’m ready to go.”

Calvin glared at her, a look not lost on Malcolm. “Come on, Shawn.” He glanced at his watch; it was only eleven o’clock. “It’s still early, let’s hang out for a minute. Besides, how often do I get to hang out with my boy and my fiancée at the same time?” he asked. Then Calvin grinned at her and her heart melted.

“Too often,” LaShawn muttered. Fortunately her comment was drowned out by the rap music.

“I’m—not—ready—to—go—yet,” Calvin said, emphasizing each word as though LaShawn was hard of hearing.

“Go on, man,” Malcolm said, waving them off. LaShawn gave a satisfied smile, which quickly dropped at Malcolm’s next words. “We’ll hook up later tonight.”

She shot a glance at Calvin; he hadn’t mentioned that to her. She gritted her teeth and said, “Let’s all gather hands and pray for a safe ride home.” She bowed her head and reached out for Calvin’s and Malcolm’s hands.

Malcolm raised his eyebrows at Calvin, who averted his eyes, then reached for his fiancée’s hand.

 

“Why do you have to be so mean?” Calvin asked as soon as they got into his truck. “All Malc was doing was being Malc. I guess Miss Goody Two-shoes is too good to have some fun.” He sneered while he spoke, wondering what happened to the lady he had fallen in love with. The one who had always encouraged him to not only shoot for the stars, but to aspire to be one in his own world.

LaShawn flinched. He knew that she hated that nickname. “What’s wrong with us? We were having such a good time before Malcolm came. This is like the third argument we had this week. And they were all over stupid stuff.”

“Well, I’m not keeping count. But, yeah, you’re right, they’re all over stupid shit!”

“Calvin!” LaShawn warned.

“What’s wrong, because I said ‘shit’? Well, shit! Shit! Shit!” he said with satisfaction, tired at having to hold his tongue around her. She’s worse than my mother, Calvin fumed to himself. He took his eyes off the road long enough to see LaShawn staring straight ahead with her lips pursed tightly. “Come on, baby, don’t be so uptight,” he softly pleaded. “It’s just a word.”

“Yeah, a bad word.”

“A bad word? What are you…five years old? Come on, Shawn. It’s not that serious. It’s not like I’m calling you a piece of shit or something.”

“It’s a vulgar word, regardless of how you use it. And I don’t like vulgarity in any shape, manner, or form,” she said prissily. “So don’t do it in my presence.”

Calvin shook his head and didn’t respond. The rest of the ride to LaShawn’s apartment was made in silence. Being the gentleman that he sometimes was, Calvin escorted LaShawn to her apartment, gave her a chaste peck on the lips, then escaped to an evening with Malcolm.
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