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As they begin to realize their dreams, three dynamic women
walk a thin line between right and wrong only to learn that
one wrong decision can cause everything to fall apart.

The Golddigger’s Club follows three friends—Monica Hatcher, the wife of a popular NFL player; Deidre (Dee) Wright, the outspoken fashion stylist; and Stephanie Robinson, the unmotivated video girl. They want success, money, and status, and they get it the best way they know how: through the men in their lives.

In the beginning, all their sneaking, lying, and manipulating pays off: Monica, who wants her own public relations firm, secures her first client; Dee finds funding to start her own fashion magazine; and Stephanie sinks her claws into the man of her dreams—a suave R&B singer. But after dirty lies and old secrets come to light, the women’s newfound happiness comes close to falling apart.

“An easy to love page turner that captivated me from the very beginning and left me wanting more at the end.”
—Marsha D. Jenkins-Sanders, Author of The Other Side of Through and Jealousy: A Strange Company Keepereasy-to-page-
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Dear Reader:

Golddiggers often get a bad rap with a stereotypical image of using a male’s pockets to attain financial freedom and success. But nine times out of ten, the men are willing participants who only cry foul when things go south in the relationship. It’s not like they do not realize that they are doling out cash and material things, after all. Whether they do it for bragging rights, competition to see who has the finest dime on their arms, or for the sexual favors that they receive in return, no golddigger shall prosper without a man’s consent.

I am pleased to introduce Jaye Cheríe and her debut novel, The Golddigger’s Club. Jaye is entrenched in her own world of celebrity with her online entertainment site. We follow three ladies, Monica, Deidre and Stephanie, who crave money through the men in their lives. But will their scandalous ways continue to lead them to success or cause their worlds to fall apart? Like they always say: “All that glitters is not gold.”

As always, thanks for the support shown to the Strebor Books International family. We appreciate the love. For more information on our titles, please visit www.zanestore.com and you can find me on my personal website: www.eroticanoir.com. You can also join my online social network at www.planetzane.org.

Blessings,
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Monica

Hut, hut, hut.” The quarterback seized the snap and stretched his arm backward, winding up for a throw. He fired the ball right into the arms of Tampa Bay Buccaneers wide receiver, Tony T. Hatcher. Tony cradled the ball and mustered all the speed and power in his six-foot-five, muscular physique to sprint across the goal line. When Tony stopped running, the head coach blew his whistle. All the players broke their positions, allowing waves of sweat to run down their sculpted chests and defined biceps.

The coach hurled his roll of papers to the ground.

“What are y’all doing? If we practice like this, we’ll play like this during the season. Now, pick it up!” the coach shouted. The players trudged back to their line of scrimmage to practice the drive again.

Unlike the spectators perched on the bleachers, Monica Hatcher stood on the sidelines trying to play the supportive wife, but the sweat threatening to escape from her pores made it difficult to concentrate. As she watched her husband practice, she kept lapsing into daydreams of relaxing near the pool with a glass of iced tea at her side. That’s where she preferred to spend the day.

Instead, she stood tall, hastily pulling her long, black ponytail behind her shoulders. Tony loved her manufactured mane but she yearned for her cropped haircut. She vowed to return to her signature tresses, at least while the heat index topped out at 102 degrees. In the meantime, she obliged her husband with her hair and her presence at the field. Monica figured this would stop him from complaining. Lately, he had harsh words for her absence at his practices. Tony claimed she was acting like a fair-weather fan because his team had a rough season last year.

While she would admit she wasn’t attending like she did when he had first entered the NFL, it had nothing to do with the team’s record. It was that practice, home games, and away games got old after eight years. She’d grown tired of feigning fulfillment in the NFL life. She was also tired of moving, tired of politicking and tired of smiling big for the cameras. She wanted to focus on activities more important to her, like planning the dinner for The Hatcher Scholarship Foundation.

The coach blew his whistle for the last time. The players broke their positions as if they’d been carrying a ton of bricks they were waiting to drop. Tony jogged over to Monica, wiping the sweat off his tanned forehead. “Hey. Where the kids at?” Tony asked, out of breath.

“They’re with Marianna. I would never bring them out here. Too much open space for them to run or disappear, and I’m not running them down in this heat. Do you want your son running beside you on the field?” Monica asked.

Tony jerked his head back and frowned. “No.”

Between the look on Tony’s face and the looks from nearby players, Monica guessed she was a little too forceful in her response.

One player walked by, appearing to scowl at her. Self-conscious, Monica glanced around, while smoothing out the wrinkles in her sleeveless dress. She thought about how another passerby might view her as a bourgeois witch, but she really wasn’t that way. She didn’t consider herself a shallow, irresponsible woman—the type who let her “help” raise her children because she was too busy shopping and partying. She did, however, believe in using nannies and cooks to help her out. But even with the extra help, her family was still priority number one for her; the children knew they could count on mommy.

A tiny bit embarrassed at her own behavior, Monica dropped her head and sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s so hot out here. I think my brain is sweating.”

“Well, it is spring and we are in Florida,” Tony said sarcastically. “If you got a problem with the heat, why did you come here?”

“I came out here to support you.”

“And you’re doing that by standing on the sidelines mean mugging?”

“I wasn’t aware I was supposed to be cheesing from ear to ear. You say I never come out. So, I’m out here.” Monica placed her hands on her hips.

Tony threw his head back and pushed his thumbs inside of his sleeveless shirt. “All I’m saying is don’t do me any favors.”

Monica squinted at him. She’d sacrificed not only her comfort, but her time to make him happy. He could have at least acted like he appreciated it. If she’d known he’d react this way, she would have stretched out at her pool, or better yet, she could have used the day to check out a couple of venues for the scholarship dinner in August.

Now that Monica thought about it, she didn’t know why she thought giving him what he wanted would make any difference. Nothing seemed to please him these days, especially since the season started. She knew the reasons behind his sour behavior—his smaller contract and unfocused teammates—but it was most disturbing that his attitude was rubbing off on her. Before she could address their growing discord, Tony turned toward the stadium exit.

“Where are you going?” Monica asked.

“I’m gonna shower, pick up the kids and take them to the park,” Tony said.

“Fine. I’m going to meet Dee and Stephanie for an early dinner,” Monica said.

Tony rolled his eyes.

“Don’t start, okay?” Monica asked. Tony didn’t care for Monica’s friends. They didn’t like him much either. She wasn’t sure how it started but she was getting real sick of playing referee.

Tony placed his hand on his chest, faking innocence. “I didn’t say anything. I’ll see you when you get home.”

Tony jogged off the field toward the locker room. When he passed two women sitting in the stands, he winked at them. They batted their eyes back and burst into giggles. The shorter one whispered to her friend, who howled in amusement.

The acid in Monica’s stomach bubbled over like a boiling pot of water. She didn’t attend Tony’s practice to see him flirt with other women. Before the end of the day, she planned to read him about his behavior. Annoyed, Monicawalked toward the exit, eyeing the two ogling women.

During the drive to meet her friends, Monica was still pretty hot with Tony. So much so she had to imagine the layout of the scholarship dinner to calm down. She envisioned an ice sculpture at the front entrance of the venue. Elegant crystal chandeliers in the dining area. Twenty-five tables with champagne tablecloths and floral centerpieces placed at the center. She’d present a plaque along with a $25,000 check for college to two eager high school students.

Thinking about the dinner instantly put Monica at ease. By the time she reached Henrietta’s Bistro, she caught herself smiling. When she entered the quaint restaurant, her friends, Deidre Wright and Stephanie Robinson, were already sitting at a booth. With the Tony incident twenty miles away, she decided to avoid bringing it up to her friends because she didn’t want to ruin the positive vibe. Besides, if given the chance, they’d only use the incident as ammunition against Tony’s character, which she did not feel like defending.

“Hello, ladies,” Monica said.

“Hey. What’s up?” Dee said, glancing up from her pocket mirror.

“Same ole, same ole. What’s up with you guys? Have you ordered yet?” Monica asked.

“Yeah, but here’s a menu,” Stephanie said, handing it to Monica.

Monica took the menu and glanced down at the choices, which included a special with collard greens, ham hocks and sweet potatoes. She shuddered to think she considered asking Henrietta to cater her dinner. Henrietta’s food was savory in a soul food sort of way but she couldn’t imagine serving collard greens and ham hocks to the bigwigs in August. She was going to ask these CEOs and politicians for hundreds of thousands of dollars. They had to take her seriously, and to do that, she needed to produce a high class event all the way—from the venue to the food. Oh, well. Maybe I’ll keep Henrietta in mind for future events, like a small birthday party. Once the waiter returned to their table, Monica ordered the four-vegetable special and a tea. The waiter took her menu and she shifted her attention back to her friends.

“So, which one of you broads is gonna help me plan my dinner?” Monica asked the two women sitting across from her.

Dee looked up from her mirror with her trademark “no, you didn’t” expression. She turned around to glance at people sitting at the tables behind her. “You must be talking to someone else because I know you ain’t talking to me like that.”

Deidre, or Dee to her friends, shifted her eyes back to her pocket mirror, while fixing her wavy weave with French-manicured 
fingers. As a fashion stylist, Dee was so appearance obsessed that she wore pricey hair, refused to leave the house without MAC makeup and shopped every week. She even liked donning hazel contact lenses and fake eyelashes. They complemented her face, she said. Today, she was minus the lashes but she maintained her diva mode with the contacts.

“Since you’re so style-conscious, I thought you might be able to help me with the decoration,” Monica said with a wide smile.

“I do fashion. I don’t do confetti.”

“You’re still styling a room. When you think about it, there really isn’t any difference.”

“There is a difference and you know it. Now, I’m not gonna sit here and debate back and forward with you about decorations and fashions ’cuz I know nothing about the former. So, I sure hope you have something else to talk about.”

Sometimes she is so impossible, Monica thought. She turned to her other friend. “What about you?”

“I would, but I’m not really fashion conscious. I don’t even like those kinds of events. I mean, everybody gets all dressed up and acts like they’re better than you. It gets on my nerves,” Stephanie said, scrunching her round, baby face. The last rays of the setting sun shimmered over her cinnamon brown skin and long, curly hair, hinting to her Afro-Cuban lineage.

“You don’t have to be fashion conscious. You can just help me make some calls. Besides, this is a dinner for a nonprofit organization. Nobody’s supposed to be acting like they’re better than anybody.”

“You know those people aren’t gonna act right,” Dee said, peeking up from her mirror.

Monica shot Dee the evil eye for interrupting her volunteer campaign.

“I don’t know,” Stephanie said.

“You might meet some nice, rich men.”

“When do you need help?” Stephanie asked.

“Well, I could use some help tomorrow afternoon.”

“Oh, no. I have to get ready for the show. Natalie’s gonna get me back stage at the Jam Fest. I already told her I would go. I need to network for more video gigs. I’m gonna spend the whole day getting ready. Sorry.” Stephanie shrugged.

The waiter returned to the table with Dee’s pepper steak and Stephanie’s chicken fettuccine alfredo. Monica watched Stephanie divvy up the chicken chunks and sprinkle extra cheese over the pasta. It was amazing how much effort Stephanie put into the food on her plate, considering she didn’t like putting effort into anything else. Whenever Monica or Dee asked her to do something—if there was any real work involved—they could forget about her. It was like she was allergic to any type of exertion. She knew Stephanie wasn’t that sorry for ditching her on the dinner preparation but decided not to press the issue right then. These chicks are going to help me whether they know it or not.

“Sure. I’ll let you know when I need help with something else.” Monica tried her best to look dejected.

“How is the dinner going? Are you gonna use a deejay or an actual recording artist?” Dee asked, biting into a tender piece of steak.

“Well, since you don’t intend to help, you’re gonna have to wait and see like everybody else,” Monica said, smirking.

“That’s okay. It ain’t that important.” Dee rolled her eyes.

Monica shook her head. “Don’t you want to be a part of something meaningful?”

“I’m a part of many things that are meaningful. I just think it’s time for me to focus on me right now,” Dee said, reaching for the barbecue sauce.

“Dang, that sounds kinda selfish,” Stephanie said.

“Doesn’t it?” Monica asked.

“I don’t think so,” Dee said. “When I said I wanted to start a fashion magazine, did any of you heifers say, ‘Wow! Great, Dee! How can we help you out?’”

“We don’t know anything about creating a magazine,” Monica said.

“Monica, your degree is in mass communications. Even if you didn’t know, I could have used your media knowledge. I could have shown you what to do, just like you were willing to show us what you needed to plan your scholarship dinner but oh, no. Instead, I was greeted with cynicism.” Dee dropped her fork on her plate and crossed her arms.

“I wasn’t trying to be cynical. I thought you should know magazines are losing advertising money these days,” Stephanie explained.

“What did that have to do with me and my dreams?” Dee asked.

Monica raised her eyebrows and looked at Stephanie, who had a similar expression on her face. Within the past two years that they’d known each other, Dee had tried to “come up” so many times. There was the time she bought a lot of stock but ended up losing money because the companies closed or underperformed. Then, she bought real estate from a bank but lost that because she forgot to pay property taxes on it. Actually, she forgot about the property altogether. As expected, they had a hard time taking her next big thing seriously, but Dee’s passion for the fashion magazine surprised Monica.

The waiter walked up to the table with Monica’s special and laid it down gently in front of her. “Is there anything else I can get for you ladies?” he asked.

“No,” the women said in unison.

Monica returned her attention to Dee. “Look. I’m just concerned about your abrupt change in direction,” Monica said. “But I like seeing you serious about something. So, I guess that’s why I need to be more supportive of your magazine. It’s a good match for you, Dee. You’re right. I apologize,” Monica conceded. Dee smiled and pushed her chin up.

“I am too, Dee. From now on, I promise I’ll be more supportive of your dreams,” Stephanie added.

“Thank you, ladies. I really appreciate it,” Dee said, reaching out to touch her friends’ hands.

“Now, will you help me with my dinner?” Monica asked.

Looking up at the ceiling, Dee sighed. “I’ll think about it.”
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Stephanie

Five years after its inception, people still flocked to Jam Fest. HOT 91.7 blasted commercials about it every few minutes for the past two months, but even if they hadn’t advertised it heavily, people still would have broken their necks to see the who’s who of pop and urban music. As in the past, eager fans circled around the stadium an hour early to see the show. Stephanie bypassed the long line and entered the stadium through a side door to meet up with Natalie, her friend and the event coordinator, who got her into the event for free. The two high school friends had entered the entertainment business together and kept in touch. So when Stephanie wanted to get into an event coming to town, she knew who to call.

Stephanie searched the backstage area for Natalie. It didn’t take Stephanie long to find her; she could hear her friend talking on her cell phone from a mile away. As soon as Stephanie approached her, Natalie reached into a box, grabbed a backstage pass and dropped it around her neck without breaking her conversation.

“Do I have to wear this? It’s gonna mess up my outfit,” Stephanie said.

Natalie reviewed her low-cut blouse and short skirt. “Hold on,” she said to the person on the other end. “Girl, you betta wear that thing. You don’t want them kicking you out, do you?” Natalie asked Stephanie.

“No, I was hoping I could name-drop my way through this.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. Stephanie obeyed her friend, even though she believed her way worked fine. After all, she’d been talking her way into places since she was sixteen years old. Once, she talked her way into a rapper’s hotel room. He thought she was cute, but his road manager thought she was trouble and quickly escorted her out of the room before the rapper caught a case. It could have been worse; security could have dumped her out on her head. Although she didn’t get the full reception she wanted, that incident gave Stephanie complete confidence in her ability to get next to whomever she chose. She believed this night would be no different.

Outside the stadium, the security team ran Guard Tour Wands over people before allowing them to file into the stadium. It was a good thing they did check for weapons, because the crowd became rowdy when they realized they had to wait another forty-five minutes for the show to start. But when the deejay finally jumped on the microphone and played music, they cheered and all was forgiven.

Stephanie stayed far from the ruckus. While Natalie tended to production issues, Stephanie walked around backstage, chatting with stage hands and dancers. When the show started, she was still talking, trying to sniff everybody out for potential gigs but, to her dismay, they acted like they only had gossip for her. Stephanie’s senses told her they had more information but they likely feared she would take their jobs. They were probably right. She did look better than them.

After an hour of getting nowhere, she decided to take a break from her digging and stopped to enjoy the show. Suddenly, Natalie dashed to Stephanie’s side huffing and puffing.

“What’s wrong with you?” Stephanie asked.

“The lighting guy thinks he knows everything. Meanwhile, he’s messing up everyone’s set. Look! He’s not even putting the spotlight in the right place.” Natalie took a deep breath and exhaled quickly. “He is so fired.”

Stephanie switched her attention to the male singer performing in front of them. His lights were a little off but the crowd of 10,000 people didn’t seem to notice. They sang along with the performer word for word. The women swooned over his velvety notes and seductive movements. One fan, who looked about twenty-five years old, charged the front of the stage, screaming and reaching for the singer.

In response, he walked down the stage steps and took the fan’s hand. While she giggled, he placed her hand up to his mouth and then moved it down his chest toward his lower region. The women within eyeshot squealed with anticipation and envy. The singer then sang one last, long note. He finished it off pulling the young woman’s hand up to his lips, kissing it and letting it go. She almost fell to the floor as the audience erupted into cheers.

“Thank you. I love y’all,” the singing Don Juan said, walking off the stage.

Who exactly is this dude? Stephanie thought. He walked in her direction, where she could see him clearly. All 5’11” of him.

“Hey, Levin!” Natalie shouted to the singer who grabbed a towel to wipe his face.

“Hey, baby. What’s up?” Levin’s speaking voice was as rich and smooth as his singing voice. Stephanie’s spine tingled. Her pulse quickened as she searched her mind for the right thing to say to him.

“Ah, you know. Everything is everything. Oh, I want you to meet my girl, Stephanie. Stephanie, this is Levin.”

“Hey. How you doin’?” Levin turned to Stephanie and flashed a dimpled smile. A feverish heat rushed to Stephanie’s face.

“I’m good,” Stephanie said, toying with the pass around her neck. “I see you’re doin’ your thing out there.”

“Well, it’s all in a day’s work.” He smiled again.

Just then someone bumped Natalie from behind.

“Hey!” Natalie yelled.

The young man slowly turned around to find the angry voice he heard. “Oh, my bad, shorty. I didn’t see you there.” He looked over and spotted Stephanie talking to Levin.

“Hey!” the stranger said, raising his eyebrows.

At the sound of his voice, Stephanie felt queasy. She almost doubled over before finding Natalie’s shoulder to balance herself. Of all the places for her to run into Jimmy, her music producer ex-boyfriend, she had to run into him here. It had been four months since they broke up and it was the ugliest four months of her life. So far, he’d followed her around. He’d sent other people to follow her around. He even repossessed the Mercedes-Benz he bought her for Christmas. She still had nightmares about sprinting down the street screaming at the tow truck driver.

“Hey,” Stephanie said in a small voice she didn’t even recognize. She stared at the floor to avoid the smug look on Jimmy’s face.

“Aww. Is that the way you greet the man who took care of you for two years?” Jimmy asked. The nearby stage crew and dancers turned around to stare at them. Jimmy’s face conveyed calm geniality but his tone revealed a hint of his lingering resentment—the type of resentment that could keep someone up at night thinking about revenge.

Stephanie widened her eyes in embarrassment and looked over at her present company. Natalie’s mouth had dropped open, while Levin began backing away.

“Listen. I have to go,” Levin said to Natalie.

She nodded.

“Oh no, man! You don’t have to leave on my account. Stay. Hey, I’m sorry I interrupted your rap.” Jimmy walked up to Levin and patted him on the back.

Levin nodded, obviously confused.

“Just remember one thing, man.” Jimmy paused and nodded over his shoulder at Stephanie. “She is not worth it.”

Horrified, Stephanie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She pulled the backstage pass from her neck and threw it at Jimmy.

“Who do you think you are?” Stephanie yelled.

As Stephanie tried to lunge at Jimmy, Natalie placed her hands on Stephanie’s shoulders, attempting to hold her back. Stephanie’s breath became rapid and shallow. She balled her hands into fists to keep them from shaking. Pressing her lips together and looking up, she hoped to stop the avalanche of tears threatening to come down her face. Jimmy walked away, laughing.

“Uh, excuse me, ladies. I really must leave. It was good to have met you,” Levin said, nodding to Stephanie. “Later, Natalie.” He parted planting a light peck on Natalie’s cheek.

After he left, Natalie sighed. “Girl, are you okay?”

Stephanie shook her head and covered her face.

“Aww. What a jerk! I know you’re not in the mood to go to the after party tonight. So, Why don’t you go home, get some rest and I’ll call you later?” Natalie said, as she hugged her friend.

Stephanie nodded and turned to leave, passing people who’d just witnessed the spectacle between her and Jimmy. Many of them were the same jealous gossips who wouldn’t tell her about up-coming video shoots. A few of the observers openly gawked at her as she walked by; others turned the other way, pretending they hadn’t heard anything.

As her heavy feet beat the floor, she found herself wondering how Jimmy could do this to her. Break-ups were never easy, but he made theirs impossible. She was sick of him bad-mouthing her to anyone who would listen. She wouldn’t be surprised if the gossips had talked to him first, but all she could do was hope people didn’t take his slander to heart, especially professional and personal prospects. The only silver lining in the situation was her faith. She still believed she would find the man for her in this industry. Just because their relationship didn’t work out didn’t mean she should give up. Stephanie still had dreams of living in a big, beautiful mansion with a wealthy entertainer husband. And nothing, not even Jimmy, could change that.

It wasn’t her fault she deserved the best and it certainly wasn’t her fault Jimmy didn’t have enough money to give it to her. Maybe if he spent as much time getting to know people as he did spreading lies about her, more artists would seek him out for music and he’d have more money, kind of like Levin.

Levin. He seemed really nice and he was cute. He had the most gorgeous dimples. She would’ve liked to have seen him again, but she could tell by the look on his face as he walked away that he wasn’t interested. She wished he hadn’t seen all that drama. Now, she could only imagine what he thought of her. As she trudged down the long hall toward the side door, Stephanie took another shallow breath but promised herself she would not cry until she left the building. This way, she wouldn’t have any more witnesses.
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A couple days later, Stephanie still had trouble pushing the night at Jam Fest out of her mind. She regretted so many things about that night. For one, she regretted allowing Jimmy to talk her down but she also regretted failing to get more professional contacts. Stephanie couldn’t believe she didn’t find one person that knew anything about upcoming video gigs. The lack of contacts meant she had to turn her attention to looking for auditions, which irked her but she had no choice. Her agent was too busy riding his new pony—upcoming video girl, Alexis—to focus on finding her work. Stephanie didn’t see the big deal about her. She was taller but Stephanie had the curves. That alone should have kept her as the priority.

If the situation with her agent didn’t get better soon, she would have to look for another agent. In the meantime, she’d heard about a local audition at the mall and decided to check it out. She doubted anybody with real connections would be there, but at this point, she couldn’t afford to pass it up. She was going to need more money soon. I’d rather be home watching Maury Povich. She pouted.

Before she could grab her purse and walk out of the door, her phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hey, girl. How you feelin’?” Natalie exploded onto the phone.

Stephanie rolled her eyes as she contemplated a conversation with Natalie. She did not feel like rehashing her humiliation from Jam Fest and she knew that was exactly what her friend wanted to do. As it stood, it took everything for her to push it out of her mind so she could participate in the audition. Stephanie was ready to forget the night ever happened. She preferred to rush her friend off the phone before she could get started on the incident.

“Oh, great. As a matter of fact, I’m on my way to an audition,” Stephanie said in a hurried tone.

“Oh. Cool. I didn’t know they had one today,” Natalie said.

“Yeah, at the mall. I’m running late. So, I need to leave now. Did you want something in particular?” Stephanie clipped her words even more for effect.

“Yeah. I wanted to say you made a big impression on ya boy the other night.”

“What boy?”

“Levin!” Natalie shouted.

“I made a big impression? Don’t you mean I made the wrong impression?” Stephanie frowned.

“No. I talked to him yesterday and he was all about you.”

Stephanie’s ears perked up but she refused to reveal her interest in Levin. Sometimes, Natalie jumped to conclusions, and Stephanie did not want to look like a fool because Natalie misunderstood him. She sucked her teeth. “Girl, I’m not interested in him.”

“Yes, you are! I saw you two flirting,” Natalie said.

“Was not.”

“Was, too.”

“I was not flirting. I was being friendly. I’m not interested,” Stephanie lied.

“But don’t you wanna know what he said? He asked a lot of questions about you.”

“Like what?” Stephanie asked.

“How do I know you? Are you from here? Do you have a man? Blah, blah, blah,” Natalie said.

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him we met through friends. You’re from California and you really like women.” Natalie laughed.

“What?! Girl, don’t play like that.”

“Not for real,” Natalie said, still chuckling. “I’m joking. He said he wanted me to give you his number so you could call him. I’m simply doing what I said I would do. I think you should call,” Natalie said.

Stephanie twisted the left corner of her mouth in deep thought. She wondered why he would want to talk to her after the spectacle. Maybe he liked her. Maybe he pitied her. Or maybe he thought she’d be an easy woman to play, since she was vulnerable and all. Either way, she couldn’t see herself facing him again.

“I don’t want it,” Stephanie said, shaking her head.

“What? Are you kidding?”

“No. Tell him I’m not interested.” Stephanie bit her thumbnail.

“Didn’t you say you wanted to make some contacts? But now, you’re turning one down? Are you crazy?” Natalie asked.

“I don’t wanna talk to him. I don’t ever want to talk to him after what happened.”

Natalie sighed. “Yeah, that really sucked, Stephanie, but you can’t let that bother you. Let that slide off your shoulder. Besides, I really don’t think Levin even cares about that.”

“I don’t know. He kinda looks like trouble. You saw those girls falling all over him.”

“Chile, every chick wants him. Take his number and think about it.” Natalie ignored Stephanie’s apprehension. “If I were you, I’d be all over that. I heard he’s good, if you know what I mean.” Natalie burst into laughter.

Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Bye, Natalie.”
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Dee

Dee sped eighty-five miles per hour down Gulf Boulevard, switching lanes in between cars. She peeped through the rearview mirror every two minutes to look for a police car. She had a radar detector on her dashboard to warn her of their presence but somehow she always managed to miss them. That is until they were behind her, blaring their sirens and flashing their red and blue lights. Dee already had five unpaid tickets buried under her car manual in the glove compartment. She didn’t need any more.

Right as she was about to outrun the Ferrari ahead, her phone rang.

“Agh!” Dee jumped, nearly losing her grip on the steering wheel. She pressed the button on her Bluetooth.

“What?!”

“Hey, Dee,” Monica sang into the phone. “Listen. I know you’re busy but I was thinking. It would do you some good to give back.”

“To who?” Dee asked.

“Me!” Monica said.

“I don’t have time for this right now,” Dee said.

“Why? What’s your problem?”

“I’m running late for my fitting with Tasha and that’s a no-no. You know how my clients are.” Dee thought back to her former client who hired a new stylist, after Dee arrived five minutes late. That was the part of her job she hated the most. People with a ton of money felt like they should never have to wait for anything. Yet, they didn’t mind making you wait—for a phone call, for an answer, or for a check. They were such hypocrites. The more she thought about it, the more she wanted to stop everything she was doing and get her magazine going today.

“Okay. Then say yes and I’ll call you later with more details,” Monica pressed.

“You know what…” Dee paused as she stretched her neck to look around the slowpoke in front of her.

“Out of all of us, you’ve lived in the Tampa Bay area the longest and your vendor list is much bigger than mine. You could make this process much easier for me,” Monica said.

“Why don’t I give you a list of people I know that could help you? Why do I have to do the work?” Dee asked.

“Because you’re supposed to be my friend,” Monica said.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Monica sighed.

A truck driver honked at Dee as she dodged him.

“I really have to go,” Dee rushed off the phone.

After Dee finished risking her life on the road, she arrived to Tasha’s estate twenty-five minutes late and agitated. If she hadn’t been arguing with Monica, she might have been at least ten minutes earlier. It’s hard to dart through traffic when you’re on the phone. As she pulled up the driveway, she thought about her excuse, barely noticing the blue-gray BMW beside her car. Dee usually didn’t apologize but, this time, she had to make an exception. This was one of her easier clients, and she didn’t want to risk losing the relationship or the money. She conceded as soon as she walked through the double doors.

“Tasha, I am so sorry. I thought I had everything I needed for you but I realized one of the outfits was missing.” She turned around and spotted Roco, Tasha’s younger brother, walking out of the kitchen.

Well, well. The answer to my prayers. Dee knew Roco had a thing for her. He didn’t have a chance with her but she saw him as the key to retaining her client.

She laid the clothes down. “Hi, Roco. Well, don’t you look handsome today? I’ll bet the chicks be calling, huh, playa?” Dee asked, sticking her right hip out and placing her hand on it.

“Well, you know, I do all right with the ladies but you know I’d be even better with you.” Roco shot her a crooked smile.

“Honey, everybody gets better with me. Just wait ’til you see what I brought your sister to wear to the charity event.”

Tasha, a model and singer, frequented charity events and award shows to network and get her demo into somebody’s—anybody’s— hands. Music was not her calling, but that didn’t stop her. Instead, she employed her arresting beauty to make the right connections at the right time. Occasionally, she played her tone-impaired songs for Dee and, ever the professional that she was, Dee would find something positive to say. All the while, she would tell Stephanie and Monica her true opinion. “Like listening to dogs cry, girl.”

At the sound of Tasha’s footsteps, Dee turned to greet her and found a tall, dark-skinned gentleman striding into the room with her.

Dee clutched her pearls. “Oh, I didn’t know you had company,” she said to Tasha.

The well-dressed visitor studied Dee as she returned the gesture.

“Yeah. Deidre? Let me introduce you. This is my financial manager, Dwayne Shoreshire. Dwayne, I’d like you to meet my personal stylist, Deidre Wright.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Deidre.” Dwayne’s deep, articulate voice echoed through the hallway.

Financial manager. I wonder if he can help me get capital for my magazine, Dee thought. “Please, call me Dee.” She reached out her hand, smiling.

Tasha’s brother noticed the chemistry between the two of them and decided to interrupt it. “Is that the best he’s got? I got more game than that.” He cracked up laughing like a kid expecting others to join in.

“Roco, don’t you have something to do?” Tasha chastised him.

Tasha pulled Roco down the hall. Thank you. I thought he’d never leave, Dee thought. She returned her attention back to Dwayne. “So, financial manager? How long have you been working with Tasha?”

“She’s been my client for the past year but I’ve been doing this for ten years,” Dwayne said.

“Wow. You have a passion for numbers?”

“Among other things. I actually got into this accidentally. My brother used to play for the Houston Texans. He needed someone to handle his money. I did it. Not bad for a then-recent college graduate.”

“Oh, okay. What a lucky break,” Dee said.

“Eh. I don’t believe in luck. Only hard work.”

Interesting, Dee thought, while she nodded. “Well, my friend’s husband plays for the Buccaneers and I think those guys need to always keep a financial advisor and a lawyer on speed dial.”

Dwayne laughed. “You’re right.”

“So, how did you do?” Dee asked.

Dwayne stopped laughing and cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

“With your brother? How well did you handle his money?”

She peered at Dwayne and he frowned. “Just fine. I would say.”

“Yeah, but what do you mean by ‘fine’? Does he own real estate? Does he own a yacht? Is he part owner in the Houston Texans?” Dee asked. She fired off questions one after the other, without paying attention to Dwayne’s growing discomfort with the conversation’s direction. It wasn’t that she didn’t care; she really wanted to figure out his level of expertise. Was he a flunky who lived off his brother? Or did he actually help his brother amass a bigger fortune?

She had to know because she didn’t want to waste her time. The last man she dated, Mark, told her he was a successful businessman. He told her he owned a 15,000-square-foot vacation home in Jamaica and three cars worth $250,000. As it turned out, his vacation home was a two-bedroom apartment in a lowly part of Orlando. And those three cars were a 1998 Honda Accord, an old, rusted-out Chevy, and a Ford. Every time she thought about Mark, it surprised her that she actually believed his lies. She thought she’d seen it all, heard it all, and could smell the stench of bull from a mile away, but, for some reason, she didn’t see Mark coming.

To tell the truth, that still bothered her. It changed her forever. She hated that someone could take advantage of her time and energy without offering her anything in return. She decided that would be the last time a liar would come into her life and turn it upside down. The next man must be legit, honest and stacked. For real stacked. No brand-new money. No “I just got this money yesterday in a lottery” money. More like “I’ve been stacking this money so long it’s starting to collect dust” money. She wanted the security and the financial push to finally bring her magazine to life. That meant Dwayne had to get the third degree.

Dwayne straightened his back and scowled. “I don’t discuss my clients’ financial portfolio with others. However, if you would like a consultation,” he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a crisp business card, “You can give me a call.”

Dee grabbed the card and read.

Dwayne looked out the window and inched toward the door. “I must be going now. It was good to meet you,” Dwayne said, nodding his head and leaving the room before Dee could ask anything else.

Dee stood there, twirling the card between her fingers, while watching him pull out of the driveway. Something about Dwayne intrigued her. Between his expensive suits, polished manners and refined speech, Dee knew he wasn’t an ordinary man. He had too much dignity and pride to be a loser, unlike Mark, and he was too educated to be anything less than professional. Even though her questions must have annoyed him, Dwayne made sure he gave her his card before he left. Business first. I have to call this one, Dee thought putting his card in her purse.
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The next night, Stephanie and Monica sorted through the food platter. Cheese, crackers, fruit, chocolate and wine—the usual spread across Dee’s dining room table. The women often congregated Thursday nights to talk about their week, their plans and their problems. But, this night, excitement hung in the air. Dee had found a new man and the ladies demanded details. After Monica and Stephanie settled into the living room, Monica decided Dee should spill it.

“Uh, Ms. Thang. I need you to come on out here and start talking!” Monica yelled.

“Yeah, I feel like I’m watching a bad movie, where the trailer built me up and then let me down,” Stephanie chimed in.

“I’m coming. I’m coming.” Dee emerged from the kitchen. “Where do you want me to start?”

“From the top. Who is this guy? What is he like?” Stephanie said. She poured a glass of wine and sat on the couch next to Dee.

“Well, his name is Dwayne and he is absolutely delicious. He’s suave and distinguished,” Dee gushed.

“You don’t mean he’s snobbish, do you?” Stephanie asked, scrunching her face.

“No, just really smart and confident. Best of all, I think he might be the answer to my magazine dreams.”

“You think he has the money?” Monica asked.

“No. Not all of it, but I found his website. It says he works with models, athletes and other business people. They might be interested in investing. I have a business plan. All I need is a couple of really good, solid investors. I think he can help me with that. There’s just one problem,” Dee said, taking a sip of her wine. “He hates me.”

“What?” Stephanie and Monica asked in unison.

“He doesn’t exactly hate me. You see, I teed him off a little bit in our first meeting.”

“As usual,” Monica said, picking up a strawberry from her plate.

“It’s not that bad. I asked him some questions and I think he took them the wrong way but that’s okay. I’m gonna call him and schedule an appointment to meet with him.”

“And you’re sure he’ll want to talk with you after you’ve pissed him off?” Monica asked.

“Yes. I’m still not sure he’s going to be open with me about his contacts but I’m up for the challenge.”

“So, are you using him or do you really like him?” Stephanie asked Dee.

Dee paused to think back to the day she’d met him at Tasha’s house. She instantly recalled his tailored black suit and tie, clean-shaven face and neatly trimmed hair. He looked like he visited the barber every week. She appreciated his impeccable style and attention to detail. She also sensed great drive and determination from him, qualities that were sorely missing in some of her previous men. Qualities that she was about to give up on—until now. In many ways, she felt like she’d met her match. Dee wasn’t pining away for Dwayne but, when she stared into his face, she couldn’t help feeling like he was the male version of her.

“Both,” Dee said.

“Are you sure?” Monica asked.

“Yeah, ’cuz he’s the perfect complement to me. He’s ambitious and he takes care of himself. I do like that. Ultimately, I want the best of both worlds,” Dee said.

“I don’t think that’s possible. In my experience, you either get love or money, not both,” Stephanie said, frowning.

“Oh, I don’t know. I knew Tony and I would make a lot of money but I can still say I love him,” Monica said.

“Yeah. But would you have loved him, if he didn’t have any money?” Dee asked, leaning forward.

“I might have loved him but I wouldn’t have wasted my time marrying him,” Monica said.

“Some love,” Dee said.

Stephanie laughed.

“You know why?” Monica added. “Because from the beginning Tony had everything he needed to succeed. He had scouts coming to the campus to see him. He even had me marketing him to teams and media. So, if he didn’t become successful, it would have been because he wasn’t trying. And I would never want a man like that.”

“I’ve never heard of that before. How did you market him?” Stephanie asked.

“I got to know the media, sent them information on him—pictures and stats. How do you think footage of Tony in college and high school got to the media?”

Dee raised her eyebrows. She never thought about the kind of monetary effect a woman could have on a man. Getting what a man already had was more natural to her. Helping a man make something of himself seemed like too much work to Dee, but she guessed she understood why Monica might have done it. They were in college and she wanted to support him. Dee, on the other hand, was not a college kid. There was no way she planned to help carry a grown man to greatness. He should either already be there or have the drive to do it on his own. Besides, if she could rely on him, there was less chance he would use her for money or anything else.

“Well, I don’t need to contribute to anyone else’s success. I need someone to contribute to mine,” Dee said.

“Dee, I know you say you want to date this man and get his help, but are you sure you don’t just want some money from him?” Monica asked.

“No, I like him. I just have my priorities straight,” Dee said.

“Still, you should be careful about using him,” Monica said.

“So, I shouldn’t meet with him?” Dee asked. Sometimes she tired of Monica’s self-righteous, upstanding attitude. It was easy for her to tell somebody not to use a man. She had a husband at home to use.

“No, I’m saying be careful,” Monica said firmly.

“Whatever.” Dee rolled her eyes and faced Stephanie.

“You’re asking about me. How was Jam Fest? Did you meet any new victims?” Dee cheesed. Stephanie grimaced.

“Very funny. No, I didn’t. But I did meet that singer Levin.”

“Oh, I heard he’s about to blow up,” Monica said.

“Yeah, he’s okay. He gave me his number but I have no intention of calling him,” Stephanie blurted out.

“Calling him? He really gave you his number?” Monica asked.

“Yeah, he gave it to me through Natalie. I don’t know why.” Stephanie shrugged.

“Uh…’Cuz he wanted to talk to you,” Dee said, looking at Monica and shrugging.

“I know that, but there was a little incident with Jimmy at the show. And he started all this drama saying that he took care of me for two years and that I’m not worth it.”

“He was there? Ugh! In a minute, you’re gonna need a restraining order,” Dee said.

“I know. He said this in front of everybody, including Levin, and I don’t know if I should call,” Stephanie said, shaking her head and staring at the table.

Dee sucked her teeth. “Oh, girl. I wouldn’t worry about that. Levin’s an entertainer. They’re used to drama. It’s called publicity. Right, Monica?” Dee asked.

“That’s right,” Monica said.

“You said you wanted a contact for a video gig, right?” Dee asked.

Stephanie nodded.

“Well, there you go. Focus on that. Forget Jimmy! It’s time for him to get over you. Just make sure Levin doesn’t use you,” Dee said.

“And I hope you make sure Mr. Dwayne isn’t using you. Don’t forget about that Mark character,” Monica chimed in.

“Girl, please. You’ve forgotten who you’re talking to. Give me a couple of weeks. I’ll have Dwayne wrapped around my finger.”
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Monica

Monica’s Tuesday morning started off rocky. First, her six-year-old son, William, didn’t want to wake up. Then, she went through his book bag and found a math quiz with a D at the top. She didn’t even know he’d taken a quiz. If that wasn’t enough, Angela wanted to argue with Monica about the outfit she’ chosen for school. In Monica’s opinion, eleven-year-olds should not wear blouses with their tummies out. No matter how many times she told Angela this, they still argued about it every single week. It was as if the child thought she would wear her mother down. There wasn’t a chance, but Monica had other issues with Angela. In addition to the typical preteen problems, Angela hadn’t adjusted to life in Tampa very well. Monica initially thought things would change after they moved and her little girl would make new friends. She did make new friends; however, she still resented uprooting and leaving the old ones. Instead of overcoming her sadness about leaving friends behind, she became moodier, even though two years had passed since their move from St. Louis. Monica couldn’t understand why Angela hadn’t gotten over it. Tony thought it was a phase. Monica wasn’t so sure. She was sure about one thing: she would not let this girl run her crazy. If push came to shove, she’d ship Angela off to boarding school first.

By breakfast time, the morning seemed to return back to normal. Angela was dressed in the clothes Monica approved and sitting at the kitchen table. She appeared peaceful but time had taught Monica this was likely the calm before the storm. For that reason, she kept one eye on Angela. Marianna, the Hatchers’ cook and nanny, placed a plate of hot pancakes on the table in front of Angela. The butter was melting quickly, running off the sides of the cakes. Angela picked up the syrup to finish drowning them.

Monica leaned over and grabbed Angela’s hand before she could shove a bite in her mouth. “Thank you, Ms. Marianna,” Monica said to Angela.

The girl sighed. “Thank you, Ms. Marianna,” Angela mumbled.

Marianna patted Angela on the head and left the kitchen. Monica released her hand. She glanced at the kitchen clock and noticed William still hadn’t come downstairs. He’d better not be asleep, Monica thought.

“William, come down here right now!” Monica shouted.

Within a few minutes, the little boy raced into the room. He stood beside his mother, breathing hard and shaking.

“What’s wrong with you?” Monica asked him.

William pointed at Angela. “She took my Spiderman.”

Monica turned to her daughter, who hadn’t missed a bite of her pancake. “Do you have his toy?”

Angela didn’t say a word.

Monica counted to five silently. In addition to giving Angela a chance to respond, she also wanted to give herself a chance to calm down and resist the urge to snatch her daughter out of her seat. “Angela, you better answer me when I’m talking to you.”

“No, I don’t have it,” Angela said, looking at her plate.

“Yes, she does!” William yelled.

“How do you know?” Monica asked.

“’Cuz she’s always taking my stuff and hiding it. She’s always being mean to me.” William’s eyes watered and his lip quivered.

“I’m gonna ask you one more time and you’d better not be lying. Do you have his Spiderman?” Monica asked. This time she had much more force in her tone.

“Look, Mama! It’s in her pocket. See?” William pointed to the girl’s jacket pocket.

Angela squinted at William.

“Empty your pockets,” Monica said to Angela. “Now!”

Angela threw her fork on her plate and shoved her hands in her pockets. She pulled William’s Spiderman figure out of her right pocket. At the sight of his favorite toy, the little boy lunged over his mother to grab it. Angela waved it back and forth, keeping him from grasping it.

“Give it back,” William whined. “Stop!”

“Hey. Hey! Cut that out,” Monica scolded. “Angela, give him his Spiderman back!”

Angela finally returned the toy back to her brother. When he snatched it back, she sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes.

“You keep rolling your eyes, little girl. I’mma slap ’em right out of your head, you hear me?”

“Why do you always take William’s side? He stole my hair brush and he threw his truck at me,” Angela said.

“Because knowing you, you probably instigated it,” Monica said.

“So, it’s my fault?” Angela yelled.

“You need to watch your tone with me, young lady!” Monica yelled back.

Angela fell back in her chair and poked her lip out.

“I am still your mother,” Monica said. Before she could lay into Angela further, Marianna walked back into the kitchen with mail.
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