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Dear Reader:

Every Woman Needs a Wife! The title itself says it all; this is one hot book. How many people have dealt with a cheating spouse or mate? Just about everyone, I am sure, whether you admit it or not; whether you even know about it or not. People—both male and female—cheat for various reasons. Imagine if you could take that situation and turn it around in your favor. Imagine if the person your lover is cheating with has to become indebted to you. Would you whip their ass every single day? Would you make every moment a living hell? Would you make sure they never, ever even think about trying to break up another happy home? Or…

Would you become their best friend? Would you realize that it is not all their fault; possibly not their fault at all? Would you be able to understand that they are a victim just like you? The possibilities are endless.

What Naleighna Kai has done with this book—this storyline—is create a work of imaginary genius. She has a couple—both needy in many ways—who find themselves in the midst of a threesome to end all threesomes. I have no intention of giving away all the twists and turns in this book, but I will say this: Once you start reading, you will not stop until you reach the very last page. Yes, this novel is that good!

Thanks for purchasing this book and giving an awesome author a chance to impress you. Naleighna is talented, creative, and I dare to say brilliant. I am sure you will agree and will be anxious to read her next book: She Touched My Soul.

Thanks for supporting all the authors I publish under Strebor Books, an imprint of ATRIA Books/Simon & Schuster. You can find more information on all of them at www.streborbooks.com and you can always visit me at www.eroticanoir.com. To join the Strebor mailing list, please send a blank email to Strebor-subscribe@topica.com and to join my personal mailing list, please send a blank email to Eroticanoir-subscribe@topica.com. That way we can keep you informed about new books, appearances, and events. If you would like to become an independent sales rep for Strebor Books and/or sell my personal body products and other items, please send an email with “Opportunity” in the subject line to StreborBooks@aol.com.

Blessings,
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Praise for Every Woman Needs a Wife by Naleighna Kai

“Off the hook, wild, and a thoroughly awesome ride! After reading Naleighna Kai’s Every Woman Needs a Wife, I knew I needed one, too!”

—L.A. Banks, National Bestselling Author of The Hunted,
The Bitten and The Forbidden

“Simply marvelous! An original story which takes a different approach on a subject that strikes a chord with all women. Definitely a novel that book clubs will be talking about for years to come. I haven’t laughed so hard in ages.”

—Ella Houston, The Book Lovers Club, Chicago

“Kai has given an original twist to an age-old problem that shows the many dynamics of marriage and what one must do to get over the betrayal. It also shows that it is possible to heal from past wrongs.”

—Nina Lewis, RAWSistaz Guest Reviewer

“Every Woman Needs a Wife is an ingenuously crafted novel from Naleighna Kai which is more than a catchy title with over-the-top drama; it is a plausible storyline with an inspiring and empowering message for all women who have ever felt they were less than a woman if they did not have a man in their life. Naleighna Kai has created a compelling read with unforgettable characters and sub-plots. If you are looking for a contemporary fiction relationship novel to enjoy with a cold glass of lemonade or sweet tea on a warm, summer day, then check out Kai’s latest novel.”

—Yasmin, APOOO Book Club

“Every Woman Needs a Wife had me forcing myself to keep reading even when my eyes were telling me to give up. I couldn’t. I wanted all the juicy details Kai was serving up in her tantalizing novel. I needed some more popcorn for all this drama. Just when you think it’s about to come to an end, another twist is thrown in to put you on edge again. Brandi and her new wife realize they have a lot in common even though they are of a different race. Experiences see no color, they just happen. In the midst of their revelations, too much gets revealed. Will there be a cat fight? Or, will Brandi finally realize her idea was a bad one?”

—Esther “Ess” Mays for Loose Leaves Book Review

“I want a Wife, too! I loved the original concept of the book. And it is true, every woman does need a wife. Someone at home who can do the cooking, cleaning, scheduling, laundry, whatever, leaving you to pursue your career or whatever you’re into. I thought Naleighna did an excellent job telling this story…by the end of the book, I was flipping the pages, waiting with bated breath to see how it would all end. I loved it!!”

—Gayle Jackson Sloan, author of Wednesday’s Woes
and Let the Necessary Occur


[image: image]


[image: image]
Strebor Books
P.O. Box 6505
Largo, MD 20792
http://www.streborbooks.com

Every Woman Needs a Wife © 2006 by Naleighna Kai.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means including electronic, mechanical or photocopying or stored in a retrieval system without permission in writing from the publisher except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages to be included in a review.

ISBN-13 978-1-59309-060-9
eISBN-13 978-1-4516-3995-7
ISBN-10         1-59309-060-9
LCCN 2006923548

Cover design: www.mariondesigns.com

Distributed by Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com
1-800-223-2336

First Strebor Books trade paperback edition June 2006

1 0 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Manufactured and Printed in the United States of America



DEDICATION

My mother, Jean Woodson
My grandmother, Mildred E. Williams
My brother, Eric Harold Spears
My aunts, Mabel Fosten and Ruth Scott
My sister and friend, Pamela Denise Franklin
and to Rev. J. B. Sims, Jr.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

All praise is due to the Creator. A special love and acknowledgment of my guardian angels, ancestors, teachers, and guides.

To my mother Jean Woodson, to my spiritual mothers: Bettye Mason Odom and Sandy Spears, thank you for your continuous inspiration. To my son, Jeremy, for his encouragement and for always reminding me that the Universe will always provide me with everything I need; my brother Donny and his wife, Diane, for their constant belief and support. To Rev. Renee “Sesvalah” Cobb-Dishman for your wonderful words of wisdom and for being such a healing force in my life, Mary B. Morrison, Vinah Collins, and Leslie Esdaile/L. A. Banks for always being there for me even at points when I was ready to throw in the towel; to Zane for having the faith when so many others didn’t, to Charmaine and Carlita—the words “thank you” and “you are greatly appreciated” are not enough; Avalon Betts-Gaston, Esq., Marisa Murillo, Esq., and Jonathan Friedland for being the best lawyers and agents a woman could have.

To Aisha and Janice Lusk, Dr. Yosha Yvonne Tolbert (the woman who started the Every Woman Needs a Wife syndrome), Pat Arnold (the “No Drama” Queen), Cassandra Heining, Janet House, Earlee Hubbard, Lester Tehuti Dishman, Judy Clarke, Larry C. Tankson, Liz Thomas, Anna Moore, Lisa Brown, Wanda Muhammad, and Leslie Dishman for their kind words of encouragement; Tee C. Royal for coming through for me in a crunch (thanks also to the RAW4All family); Yasmin Coleman and the APOOO family, Gevell, Monica Sullivan, Esq., Michael Leonard, Esq., David Chizewer, Esq. and Debbie Chizewer, Esq., Frankie Payne and Alyse Payne (the Superior Office Services Team); to authors Gayle Jackson Sloan, Corlis Martin, Candice Dow, Tina Brooks McKinney, Karlyn LeBlanc, Brenda Hampton, Eric Pete, Darrin Lowery, Victoria Christopher Murray, Ehryck F. Gilmore, Cheryl Katherine Wash, and Nikki Woods.

Many thanks to Christine Meister, Marilyn Weishaar, Donna M. Rivera and Susan Mary Malone (my editors) for their expertise. Michael Slaughter & Barron Steward (the best cover designers and website designers in the world!); Pete Stenberg Photography; Althea Spellman of Simon & Schuster, and L. Peggy Hicks, my publicists, for much-needed advice. Much love to: the Slaughter family (Pam, thanks for adopting me!), Ella Houston, Deborah “the Miniature Queen” Mitchell, Elizabeth (Grannimouse) Hill, Tanisha Kwaaning, Audrey Johnson, Charlotte Manning, Geneva Arvinger, Allison Ferconio, Nancy Wheeler, Kimberly Morton Cuthrell and Eric Cuthrell; to the Aloha Documents Team: Tom and Ginger Peak; members of the MPG Book Club Collective, and to all the people who kept asking, “So when’s the next one?”

I love and appreciate all of you.

Wishing you love and joy,

Naleighna Kai



CHAPTER One


“I could kill both of you,” she said softly. “I’d probably go to jail, but I certainly won’t feel guilty…”

Brandi Spencer turned the key in the ignition, still trying to come up with a good opening line as she braced herself to walk in on her husband and his mistress. Killing them would be too quick and painless. She wanted them to suffer.

Settling into the black leather seat, she tried something else. “Heifer, what the hell do you think you’re doing with my husband?” No, too common and too weak. She’d have to use something a bit stronger than heifer.

“Vernon, do you think I’m stupid? Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” That was lame and overused. She had let this thing ride for six months before deciding to confront him.

“Since I’m paying for half of this affair, what’s in it for me?”

That might work!

Fingers of doubt sent a chill through her; she knew Vernon would have every excuse in the book.

The fading sunlight cast a subdued glow into the car. Leaning back in the cool seat, she realized that asking for a divorce while the woman he’d been sneaking around with for the past six months was looking on wouldn’t leave him any breathing room. And she didn’t mind one bit if he choked on what she was about to serve up. If she could find the courage. She reached into her purse, grabbed her equipment, and placed it in her bra, tucking it out of sight.

Brown and yellow leaves danced in the chilly October wind as Brandi left the security of her car and inched her way toward what could be a total liberation or her worst nightmare. Doing the unthinkable tugged at her mind, but common sense kicked in. How long would the pleasure from killing them last? She had to find a better way.

Walking up the cobblestone path, she gazed at the house her accountant said Vernon had paid for out of their business account. Taking a long, slow breath, she knocked on the wooden door.

Moments later, a tall, blonde with deep-set blue eyes and a curvaceous figure some women would give an ovary to have, appeared in the doorway. She was wearing a sheer red robe and not much else.

Gathering her strength, Brandi abandoned her rehearsed lines. “Good evening, Tanya. I’d like to speak with you and my husband,” she said, breezing past the mistress into a spacious, tastefully furnished living room.

“Husband? Wait a minute,” the woman shrieked, grabbing for Brandi, who shimmied just out of reach. “You must have the wrong house. Your husband’s not here.”

“Oh, yes he is,” Brandi shot back, outrage fast replacing fear as she stood facing Vernon—a man whose charisma, handsome face, and tall, muscular build had put moisture in the driest panties. “That man right there on your sofa is actually married…to me.” Brandi flashed her wedding ring in the woman’s face before venturing further into the room. The table had been set with a candlelight dinner for two. The scent of grilled steak, mashed potatoes, and apple cobbler mingled with the fresh citrus smell of the house. Somehow, Brandi didn’t think that the cozy little dinner would grace Tanya’s lips—or Vernon’s.

A quick glance at the mistress showed a flash of pink coloring the woman’s high cheekbones before her sensuous red lips tightened into a hard line. She was strikingly pretty, with a heart-shaped face and classically pert nose. She looked as though she belonged on the pages of Cosmo or Vogue rather than hidden away in a bungalow on the south side of Chicago.

Vernon, dressed in a casual suit that complemented his warm brown skin, short-cropped hair, and piercing dark brown eyes, had been lounging comfortably on a plush maroon sofa in the living room when Brandi stormed in. He had one leg thrown over the arm, a glass of cognac in one hand and a remote control in the other. He quickly switched off the television, leaving only the faint sound of music drifting in from the dining room. His eyes widened to the size of saucers and his thin mustache twitched just before his jaw dropped. He jumped up, spilling the warm amber liquid onto the cream carpet. His mouth opened and closed, opened and closed, looking like a fish waiting for the first available hook. The action seemed to swallow every other sound in the room.

Unable to conceal a satisfied smile, Brandi used the calmest voice she could manage. “I want her to come live with us.”

This time, Tanya’s jaw dropped. Her face went from slightly tan to white as chalk in mere seconds. But the mistress recovered a lot faster than Vernon, whose mouth still hadn’t closed. Brandi’s lips lengthened into something between a sneer and a smirk.

“We’re going to end the deception you’ve got going and save some money, too. As your wife, and the person who’s footing the bill for this affair, I don’t think this is an unreasonable request.” Brandi leaned in close enough to catch a whiff of his earthy cologne. “The nerve of you to charge her upkeep to the business. You wanted to get caught.”

“Baby, I’m just waiting on Jeremy and Craig, I—”

Brandi put up a single hand before whirling to face the woman who had entered her marriage like a bad odor on a windy day. Tanya stared back at her as though she had lost her mind. Brandi was beginning to question her own sanity, but watching her oh-so-handsome husband lose his cool had its own rewards.

Finally, Vernon backed slowly away, almost stumbling over the glass end table, putting some distance between him and his pissed-off wife. “You’ve got a lot of balls showing up here.”

“That’s right,” Brandi shot back keeping in step with him. “I have my own pair, and right now I’m holding yours, too, my brother.”

“Where are the girls?” he demanded, finally getting his bearings.

Tanya’s shock finally gave way to anger as she folded her slender arms across her full breasts, glaring at Vernon. “Wife? You, you didn’t say anything about a living wife! You said she died in childbirth and—”

The rush of words came to an abrupt halt as Brandi interrupted, with a bitter chuckle, “Yeah, right about now I think he wishes that was true.”

The temperature in the room rose ten degrees. Brandi smiled sweetly, watching Vernon creep away and slump back onto the sofa. His eyes darted around the room as he grimaced, mumbling something she couldn’t quite catch.

“Mr. Smooth himself, speechless? Definitely a first,” Brandi taunted, following him, then leaning in, lowering her voice to a breathy whisper. “But what can you say, Mr. Spencer? The marriage license is burning a hole in my purse as we speak.” She grinned. “I’d like to see you work a lie around this one.” And the man could tell them, too. He could lie well enough to make a hooker pay premium price for what she got free every day. Brandi had fallen for a few lines in her lifetime, sweeping the smallest ones to the side to keep peace in her home. Those days were over.

Vernon slowly stood to his full height of six foot two and glared down at his wife. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Check the record, Brandi. She’s a client.”

“Bullshit!” she snapped, head whipping around to the mistress. “A client? A white one at that?” Brandi lowered her gaze to the woman’s groin. “Wearing a robe so sheer I can see blonde hairs covering the gateway to heaven. Or should I say the gateway to hell, if she doesn’t know what to do with it.”

Tanya wrapped the robe closer, averting her eyes.

“And since I’ve had to be awful friendly with Mr. Dildo these past six months, she apparently knows how to get you over here.” Calm was returning slowly to Brandi. “If I have to use equipment to fulfill my basic needs, and I’m helping to run the business, taking care of the house, bringing home the bacon, frying it, and cleaning up right after, what the hell do I need you for?”

Vernon’s gaze flicked between the two women before settling on Brandi. “She’s only a client, Brandi,” he said, trying to use a convincing tone—a tone that worked with their customers, but not with Brandi. Not anymore.

“You called me a client?” Tanya’s words, almost a resigned whisper, had savage simplicity. “A client? You asshole!” She pushed him back onto the sofa with a single hand, strolled to the bar, and poured herself a drink. Brandi almost joined her; she needed a damn stiff drink herself.

All three silently held their ground, each waiting for the other to make the next move.

Tanya’s statements only proved what Brandi thought—he’d spent so much time with the woman that she hadn’t suspected a thing. Brandi decided she’d delivered her opening lines just right. Now all she had to do was wait for Vernon to tighten the noose around his own neck. Arrogance could always do that to a man, and Vernon had arrogance by the bucketful.

Faint light crept through the vertical blinds and splayed onto the carpet as the icy silence created a sliver of uneasiness that only heightened the tension.

Vernon stood, rubbing his temples. “We’ll talk about this when we get home.”

“No, we’ll talk about this right now,” Brandi shot back.

“Vernon,” Tanya began, “I think she’s right—”

“Shut up,” he growled, casting an angry glance at Tanya, whose alabaster skin blushed once again as he snapped, “You stay out of this!”

“Don’t tell me to shut up,” she replied evenly, soft curls billowing out around her shoulders. “You brought this into my living room and you’ve lied to me. I have every right to speak my mind.” The woman squared her shoulders, somehow growing her own pair of balls. The change was so subtle, it was neither movement nor sound.

The mistress was a startling contrast to Brandi’s honey brown skin, light brown eyes, wide, fleshy hips, and full breasts that always used to make Vernon’s mouth water every time he looked at them. Suddenly, Brandi felt a bit self-conscious about those extra fifty pounds. But then, her full-figured frame had never mattered to him—only her leading role in the business they started ten years ago had bothered him, causing more fights than she cared to count.

“Enough of this. This is not going to happen right now,” Vernon said, with a swipe of his hand. “Brandi, go home!”

“Technically, I am home.” Brandi dropped down on the sofa next to her husband, casually crossing one leg over the other. “Thanks to your stupidity, I own part of this one, too.” Then a sudden thought came to her. “Hey! You want me and the girls to pack our stuff and move in?” she asked, lifting a single eyebrow as though warming up to the idea. “It’ll be a little tight, but then again you’re used to tight places.” She glanced slyly at Tanya. “But then again, maybe not…”

Anger flashed in the woman’s eyes as she cast a narrowed gaze at Brandi, but when she spoke, it was to Vernon. “Deal with this! I can’t believe you pulled this crap on me!”

Glancing down, Brandi’s anger came back faster than she could rein it in. Tanya had a block of ice on her left hand large enough for a whole village to skate on—with or without lessons.

Tanya edged away from the not-so-happy couple. “You could’ve gotten me killed. Suppose she came here with a gun?”

“Actually, I don’t use those,” Brandi said, plucking an imaginary piece of lint from her navy pants. “But I did bring a knife. I got it from my friendly neighborhood hoodlums. They say it works a hell of a lot better than a gun. Less chance of discovery. Notice, I haven’t touched anything since I’ve been here.”

Tanya’s eyes widened as she swallowed hard. “Are you serious?”

Brandi shrugged. “The way I figure it, Biblically I have the right to kill both of you. You know, the adultery and casting the first stone thing and all.” She sighed wearily, placing a single hand on her chest. “But stones can be a little messy…”

Tanya glared at her, countering with, “But there is that do not kill line in there, too. You do know the Ten Commandments, don’t you?”

No this heifer didn’t come back with that! Brandi leveled a stony gaze at Tanya, pissed that she had said anything at all, but then grinned anyway and answered, “Yes, Tanya, they’re in Exodus. But two books later in Deuteronomy it says that stoning the adulterers is A-okay.” She winked. “Now I’m down with that program. You first, babe.”

Vernon’s look was fierce, almost malicious. “You’re out of your mind!”

“No, stud, you’re out of yours,” Brandi shot back. “How the hell did you think you were gonna keep giving me the short end of the stick?” She lowered her gaze to his waist. “Literally—and think I wouldn’t figure it out?” She laughed. The outburst seemed to startle them both. “Normally, I can’t get my panties off quick enough. Now I can’t get a drive-by sniffing of dick. It doesn’t take a master’s to realize someone else is getting it, ’cause it certainly isn’t me.”

Vernon winced, glancing over his shoulder at the now-cold dinner, then into the corner, then slowly back at Brandi. Her gaze followed his, landing on the black briefcase she had given him for their last anniversary. He squinted, speaking through clenched teeth. “You’ve got things all wrong.”

Brandi folded her arms across her breasts. “Oh, really? There’s no problem here. I figure if you’re gonna sleep with the woman, don’t sneak around; just let me in on it.” She grinned, hiding the pain that shot through her heart. “I should at least get something out of it. If she’s reaping the fruits of my labor, she can come on home with me, help clean the house, wash your dirty drawers, and keep the kids.”

Brandi glanced at Tanya, who stared ahead blankly, her bottom lip held prisoner by perfect white teeth. “She can even put some money on the bills, too. I don’t have a problem with that. I’m all for us having a mistress as long as she does her share of the work. There has to be more to it than her just lying on her back to keep you happy. Hell, I wanna be happy, too. Clean my damn house, help a sister out—take some of the pressure off me.”

Tanya flinched as Brandi’s words chipped away at her dignity. She resembled a mannequin, staring at Vernon.

Brandi turned to gaze solidly into his face. Her fingertips smoothed over the soft material covering his muscular chest. She straightened the tie loosely draped around his neck. “If you’re going to have a mistress—and this marriage is all about sharing, honey—then I should have a mistress, too. Every woman needs a wife.”

Turning slowly to face a now-trembling mistress, whose eyes flashed with a glimmer of something that might have been pain, Brandi said, “Tanya, if you’re going to sleep with him, you need to earn it just like I do.” Then she rose, covering the distance between Tanya and her. A new, shocking idea forming with each step. “And you know what? Since I pay most of the bills, and I’m part of the reason he looks good enough to make you want to spread your legs,” she said, swallowing her revulsion as she reached out to cup Tanya’s buttocks strictly for effect, “then I’d like some ass, too.”



CHAPTER Two


Tanya’s face froze. Surely she hadn’t heard right. Emphasizing the point, Brandi stroked Tanya’s buttocks with one hand, relishing the woman’s wide eyes and tense body with every move. Violated, Tanya’s cheeks went from a bright red to white and back.

Brandi leaned in, whispering, “You should know that I’m the real source of the money. So I’m not above you doing me, either.”

Tanya trembled, face darkening with anger as she jerked back. She glanced at Vernon and just as suddenly her expression changed. The startled look in her eyes slowly fading, Tanya tilted her head back and roared with laughter.

Interesting, Brandi thought, and I was only joking. The request was pure boldness, a way to shock them and frighten the hell out of Vernon. Judging from the third serving of cognac sloshing into his glass, she had managed—but then again, she had more up her sleeve. If she could make it home before he did.

Vernon stormed across the living room until the two of them stood eye to eye. “I think you’re taking a little too much credit here.” He took another long swig of cognac, nearly emptying the glass. “I’m the reason we’re so successful. It was my money that started things. I’m the real reason we made it, so get off it, Mrs. High and Mighty.”

Brandi glowered at him. “You mean the money you got from your daddy? That was barely lunch money, just enough to buy a refrigerator and stove. And it may have helped to get things off the ground, but the ideas and drive to pull everything together came from me.” Her gaze traveled the length of his well-toned body—one that hadn’t been draped in anything less than designer suits for years. “The business, the Armani suits, the six-figure income were all a joint effort,” she said, feeling a sudden rush of anger that he would belittle her efforts. “If I’d left things up to you, we’d still be stuck in that tiny storefront on Michigan Avenue, barely making ends meet. Seems like you forgot all that.”

“Wait a minute—”

“Oh, shut up, Vernon!” Brandi dropped back down on the sofa, resting a hand on the arm. Tanya offered her a glass of vodka. Brandi gazed into the woman’s eyes for a moment before accepting and taking a sip.

“Either we share Tanya and she helps me around the house, or we divorce right now. You’ll keep the mistress,” she said, holding up a single finger. “And I’ll keep the house, the cars, and get alimony and child support. We’ll split any profits from The Perfect Fit down the middle. I’m sure she,”—Brandi nodded in Tanya’s direction—“won’t be happy with what you’ll have left. And that will be…” Brandi rubbed her chin, gazing toward the ceiling as though checking an imaginary calculator. “Oh, let me see—about one-fourth of what you make now.” She shrugged, grinning at Tanya. “Unless one-fourth will be all right with you?”

Scanning the woman’s body, taking in the expensive La Perla dressing gown, remembering the burgundy Lexus sitting in the driveway, the Oriental artwork and Lalique figurines decorating the house, Brandi felt her anger springing forth like molten lava from a volcano. Hell, Brandi didn’t drive a damn Lexus! And she’d never purchased anything from Lalique.

As her eyes continued their travel, the engagement ring made her pause—again. The damned thing was twice the size of the one he’d given her for their tenth anniversary, and four times the size of the one he’d given her on their wedding day.

Tanya followed Brandi’s gaze to her slender fingers gripping the back of the loveseat. She looked into Brandi’s eyes. “I’m truly sorry. I didn’t know. Even the girls never mentioned you.”

Vernon’s eyes widened bigger than golf balls. He glared at Tanya as his lips formed a hard line.

There was no mistaking the sincerity behind the woman’s words. Girls? The woman knew her children, too? Vernon would fry!

Tanya glanced at the ring; then at Vernon, whose dark, liquid eyes had filled with worry; and finally to Brandi once again. “He said he was a widower and waited so long to get married again because of his daughters. He wanted to build a business first. Then he told me he wanted his girls to be a little older.” She grimaced as a tear fell from her bright eyes. “I wonder what excuse he would’ve given me next time.”

Brandi wasn’t a bit surprised; he’d taken this lying thing to a higher level. And now the children, this woman, and Brandi would all feel the crunch. Vernon, ever the man to land on his feet, wouldn’t feel a damn thing. She would have to change all that.

Tanya loosened her grip on the soft cushions, pacing angrily, her eyes glazing over with unshed tears. “Amazing what they think they can get away with,” she said. Eyes narrowing at him, she snatched off the ring and raised it above her head, aiming to hurl it across the room.

Then she paused, wincing as though struck by lightning, to roll the jewel between her fingers. The diamond was illuminated with a surreal glow, as though it was on display at Tiffany’s. The woman’s bright smile lit up the room as she faced Brandi, holding up the ring. “You don’t mind if I keep this as his going-away present, do you?”

The woman was a lot smarter than she looked. Brandi shrugged, taking a small sip of vodka. “Go right ahead.”

Vernon finally found the will to move. His gaze first fell on Tanya, then on Brandi, obviously trying to decide which was the better bargain. After several agonizing moments, he reached for Brandi’s hand. “Baby, it’s not what you think. She doesn’t mean anything to me…”

Brandi’s level gaze said she wasn’t falling for the bullshit.

“We’ll get counseling or something. You can’t divorce me…”

Brandi watched the mistress back away, gripping her stomach as though she had been punched. For a split second, Brandi felt a tinge of compassion. She quickly brushed it aside the moment she lowered her eyes to her handsome husband, who had all but sunk to his knees as he put a vise grip around her waist.

He repulsed her, but she didn’t pull away from him. She sank down on the sofa once again, listening to his sad speech, letting him say everything he wanted about staying together, that his little fling didn’t mean anything—really. Brandi looked up at Tanya, who now stared at Vernon with a faint, bitter smile on her lips as her breasts heaved, a single hand resting on her chest. Tears streamed, pooling at her chin before dripping to the carpet in a steady rhythm. The woman was telling the truth. She hadn’t known.

“I can’t believe this,” Tanya said, staring at the ring, then at Vernon.

Diamonds were truly a girl’s best friend, and the size of the one on the woman’s finger told Brandi that Tanya was more than just a fling. He was serious, but not serious enough to pull away from the business or his current life. Too late! Brandi would have that all wrapped up, as well as a few other things.

Brandi blinked to clear her vision as Tanya’s pain triggered her own. How many nights had she longed for her husband? How long had she allowed the fear of losing him to cloud her judgment?

Tanya wiped her face with the back of a trembling hand, looking more like a child than the beautiful, confident woman who greeted Brandi at the door.

Brandi reached out, stroking Vernon’s head gently as he pressed his face into the soft curve of her neck. “Brandi, I can make this up to you. I promise.”

She touched him, knowing it would probably be her last time. Her world had changed. It had been easy to imagine the other woman, but seeing her husband in Tanya’s house, settled in as though he didn’t have a family somewhere else, brought forth emotions no amount of waiting could prepare her for.

While Vernon rattled on, Tanya scurried from the living room. She returned with suitcases, garment bags, all Vernon’s things, which she piled directly outside the front door. Brandi watched every move, thinking, Did she forget that technically this is not her house? It didn’t really matter—right now she was making a statement. Two women, both hurt—one man, the source of the pain. Vernon had lost both of them.

Brandi managed not to laugh as she pushed her husband away. She strolled toward the door, leaving a disgruntled Vernon struggling to get off the sofa to catch up with her. Tanya glanced at her as she touched the knob, their gazes locked in woman-to-woman understanding. If Brandi knew her husband as well as she thought, the rest of the night would prove to be very interesting. Very interesting indeed!

Especially when he found out what else awaited him when he got home.





CHAPTER Three


The door hadn’t closed when Tanya Kaufman pivoted to face a bewildered Vernon. In just twenty minutes, her life had gone from being on her way to happily married with two beautiful children, to practically homeless with nothing to show for her relationship with a man that the Sun-Times had touted as Chicago’s Man of the Year. She felt lost, adrift in a lifeboat with no land in sight.

That smooth brown face, those luminous dark eyes and charming ways had made her fall for him. The day she entered the doors of The Perfect Fit looking for a job, Vernon had taken her out to lunch after the interview. More dates followed. He swept her off her feet, then gave her so much more. She had never considered having a relationship with a Black man before she met Vernon. But he swept aside any reservations, and she opened to him, loving him as much as she could any man, which wasn’t saying much, since she had a low opinion of men in general.

The moment he called her a client, the second he said she meant nothing to him, the instant he dropped to his knees begging his wife’s forgiveness, the love that had been growing slipped away like sand in an hourglass, replaced with a pain so indescribable she knew it would take years to recover. Like it had taken her years to get over what her father had done, and the fact that she could never return home under any circumstances.

When she didn’t find employment with The Perfect Fit, she took a job as a waitress at Mitchell’s and had been happy with it. Vernon was not pleased. He told her that he would take care of all her needs, if she’d take care of him. She refused. In another bid to get her to stop working, he said he would get her a private tutor to help her finish school. Now that had impact. But, somehow between his demands for dinner…sex, and her full attention, the private tutor never materialized.

Tanya strolled across the living room and switched off the music in the dining room. Turning to him, she demanded, “What the hell were you thinking?”

“Don’t lecture me,” he snapped, stretching out on the sofa again. “I was just trying to tie up loose ends. Then I would’ve told you everything. I needed some time.”

Her lips twitched as she bit back a nasty retort. “You didn’t have to lie to me.”

“Would you have stayed?”

“No, but I would’ve had a choice.”

Vernon’s face darkened. “At least you had a roof over your head, clothes on your back, and—”

“A liar in my bedroom,” she shot back. “How did you expect to keep this from me?”

He lifted a warm brown hand to pick up the remote and switched the television back on. “It worked all this time.”

“Stupid me.” She crossed the room, heading toward the bedroom. “It’s over.”

Vernon’s hand snaked out, gripping her wrist so tightly that the color bled away. “You’re not going anywhere until I sort this all out.” She tried to yank away, but he held fast. “I see you’ve packed my stuff. Where did you think I was going? This is my house.”

Tanya snatched her hand back, rubbing some color back into the painful flesh. “Well, as your wife so lovingly pointed out, it’s hers, too,” she said, trying to put a little distance between them. “You got busted and you still want to make demands? What planet do you live on?”

“Planet? Baby, this is a man’s world, you have to learn the rules.” Vernon lowered his voice to a whisper. “That world revolves around money. Money you don’t have.”

“And money you won’t have either when your wife gets done.” She stepped out of his reach, glancing warily at the front door. “I’d like to be a fly on the wall when you get home. If she’s as smart as I think she is, you’re going to have hell to pay. And you deserve to hurt as much as she’s hurting right now, as much as I’m hurting now.”

Only her father, the mayor of Social Circle, Georgia, had hurt her as much as Vernon had tonight. And when she tried to make him pay for what he had done, he used his power and took it out on the one person she would lay down her life for—her sister, Mindy. Men had been off-limits to her since she had left that small city. She had set sail at age fourteen, wandering through life trying to find roots, but had never quite managed—until Vernon. Now this home, too, had evaporated into nothingness.

As she turned away, he spun her back around. His cocky expression turned cruel. “You say it’s over? Cool!” he said through clenched teeth. “Then pack your shit and hit the bricks. Because if you stay here, it’ll be business as usual, babe.”

Tanya pulled away and cleared the table, outwardly ignoring him, but inwardly cringing. What happened to I love you and I can’t do without you? What happened to start planning the wedding for June?

He didn’t move when she went into the office across the hall, pulling her personal papers from the drawers. He hovered nearby and she braced herself, expecting the worst. He had never hit her, but sometimes his quick temper could make him roar ferociously. Strangely enough, he had been meek as a lamb when his wife had pulled a fast one. Now that was a woman after Tanya’s own heart. Boy, if she had the chutzpah Brandi had, Tanya would definitely be on the upside of life, instead of settling for being a kept woman.

“If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be a poor little white-trash blonde looking for a job—a minimum wage job at that,” he said harshly, following her upstairs to the bedroom. “So don’t act like you didn’t get something out of this.”

She began packing, locking gazes with him as she said, “I’ve never been white trash. Strapped for cash, maybe—but never anyone’s trash.” She continued folding a gold blouse. “All I wanted was a man who loved me. An honest man. You couldn’t even manage something as simple as that.” Snapping the case shut, she yanked it off the bed and almost lost an arm because it was so heavy. “And you weren’t the only one who got something out of the deal. How the hell else do you think I dealt with the fact that you’re swinging two inches less than what I need for a real orgasm?”

Vernon reared back, his hand sailing through the air. Just as suddenly, it fell back to his side. “You bitch,” he spat, his skin turning an even darker shade.

“Oh, come on, can’t you do better than that?” she taunted, marching out of the bedroom. “Jeez, and I thought you were such a master of words.” Then she grinned. “To be honest, my G-spot’s been invisible to you since day one, although strangely enough I know how to find it so…”

Vernon appeared behind her. “I’m sorry for talking to you that way.”

She didn’t face him. “Save the apologies for your wife. You’ll need them.”

He reached for her, pulling her against him. “I’ll take care of everything with Brandi. Just show me that you want to stay…”

“Which means I have to continue to sleep with you?”

“I know I lied,” he said, glossing over that point. “But I can pull things together and it’ll be all right. I just didn’t know how to manage things between us and I didn’t want to lose you. I still want you.”

“Right now, I wouldn’t screw you with somebody else’s pussy.” She jerked free of his hold. “And to tell you the truth, I’ve got a better offer on the table. I’ll be seeing you around.”

Vernon followed Tanya to the car. As she stuffed the last of her most important things into the backseat he asked, “Where the hell do you think you’re going? You don’t have any family. You don’t have any friends. All you have…is me.”

Something really ugly had come into his voice and she couldn’t resist saying, “What I have is a Lexus. What I have is a diamond ring that can probably carry me for at least eight months. What I have is the common sense to leave while my ass is attached to my body. Thanks to your wife.”

Tanya slammed the door, crossing to the driver’s side. “You’ve lied to me and I don’t mean a little white-collar lie, I’m talking a state prison kind of lie.” She pulled the seat belt over her breasts. “It was different when I didn’t know. Now that I do, it would be wrong for me to even think about staying with you. Really wrong.” She cranked up the engine. “You dismissed me as if I were nothing but a pile of shit caught on the bottom of your wingtips. So screw you.”

“I was good to you when it counted,” Vernon said softly, gripping the edge of the window. “You didn’t say anything then.”

“True, but I would’ve appreciated a lot less attitude and dick, and a lot more honesty and love.”

Vernon dipped his head, reached in and snatched the keys from the ignition. She grabbed his hand, which he yanked back, victoriously waving the keys. In the struggle his wallet had slipped out, lodged between the seat and the door.

He glared at her. “You can’t take the car.”

“It’s in my name free and clear. Something I should’ve done with the house.” She reached in her purse, scrambling the contents for a second before pulling out the spare keys. “The Lexus will probably get better mileage than this relationship,” she said with a faint, bitter smile as she let the window up slowly. “And it certainly goes the distance, which is more than I can say for your bedroom techniques. And it hits corners much better. See you around.”

She pulled away before he could reply, hitting the corner at Wabash before turning onto Eighty-Seventh Street. Then the tears came.

Growing up, her mother had read her all the fairy tales about Prince Charming—an ivory-skinned, handsome blond with blue eyes the color of the sky, six feet tall, and a smile that ushered in the sun. He’d come riding in on a unicorn—oh, how she had loved those magical creatures—and he’d sweep her off her feet and they’d live happily ever after.

In reality, Wilbur Jaunal, Tanya’s father, the king of the castle, was a child molester who used his power and money to cover up his crimes. Margaret, “the queen,” did whatever it took to keep him on the hill, even going so far as trying to kill Princess Tanya in the process.

Prince Charming Number One was the pimp who tried to rein her in the moment she got off the bus in New York. He soon learned that country was not synonymous with dumb.

Prince Charming Number Two was an East Indian man who needed her to marry him so he could stay in the country and continue his work as a restaurant chef. He had a wife back home whom he planned to bring over once his visa was in the clear. At least he was upfront about his sins. She declined this prince’s offer because she didn’t want to take three years out of her life trying to convince the Department of Naturalization that they were truly in love—especially not for the mere $15,000 he offered. Surely Princess Tanya deserved much more for three years of her life.

Prince Charming Number Three was the wonderful man she had married, who had loved her and treated her like a real princess. Unfortunately, he hadn’t realized that not having a will leaving a portion of his business to his wife would lead to greedy partners swooping in like vultures, scooping everything up and leaving zilch for Tanya.

Prince Charming Number Four—Vernon—was a silver-tongued man who already had a castle filled with a queen and two little princesses in training. Somehow, the fairy tale had been one big lie. Could she sue the Brothers Grimm or Hans Christian Andersen?

She switched on the stereo and jazz filled the car. She glanced down at Vernon’s wallet; it gave her a brilliant idea. She flipped it open and scoped out his driver’s license, checking the address of Queen Brandi and King Vernon.

Tanya whipped into the nearest alley, pulled a U-turn, and aimed the car in the direction of the Jackson Park Highlands.



CHAPTER Four


Vernon stormed back into the house, grabbed his jacket and keys, locked up Tanya’s place, and tore out of the driveway, racing to cover the distance from Chatham to South Shore. He had to catch Brandi before she got home and alerted the tribe and the troops. And he didn’t want to discuss things in front of Sierra and Simone.

Slamming his hand on the SUV’s steering wheel, the horn honked at no one in particular. Damn, he’d fucked up. He wasn’t actually going to marry the woman, things were too perfect as they were. A Black woman who held down the home front and a submissive white woman in the wings to take care of his needs. And Tanya could put a shine on his dick better than Johnson’s Wax.

Sure, Brandi was spectacular in the boardroom, but sometimes her demands for equal play in the bedroom were a bit too much—all that was missing were bullwhips and an occasional flogging with a side order of—“yes, Brandi, I’ve been a bad boy.” Tanya was willing and soft-spoken. Just the way he wanted his women. Just the way Brandi had been in the beginning. Then she found her wings when they opened The Perfect Fit, a human resources and staffing agency, and she took off—sometimes without him, especially when he hesitated to take risks. She would leave him on the runway without checking to see if he was behind her. Most times he wasn’t.

He made a quick swerve onto 87th Street and was soon in creep-and-crawl traffic. “Hell! I’m gonna make a career out of getting home.”

His father had said that the two places a man needed to maintain control were the boardroom and the bedroom. With every deal she sealed, Brandi had the boardroom locked up better than a virgin’s drawers. So a few months ago, he changed his strategy. When he stopped having sex with her, he expected a little more consideration all the way around.

It hadn’t quite worked out that way.

His father had managed to keep a wife and three mistresses without anyone ever finding out. Well, at least not until two years ago when had Mama sent him packing, extracting a hefty divorce settlement in the process. That was not going to happen to Vernon. He could never please the man who had always said that his son would never top his accomplishments. He had to prove his father wrong.

Vernon had excelled in the business, and the League of 1,000 Professional Black Men accepted him just as it had his father. The men in the league were all about church, home, security, and business. Members frowned on infidelity, but as long as no one found out, it still happened. Now this little episode jeopardized everything he’d worked hard to maintain. How the hell did Brandi find out? I made it home every day at a reasonable time. Who could have told her where Tanya lives?

He had only given Tanya a ring to keep her with the program. She’d been edgy lately, but his promise to marry her had put her back on point. And when she was on point, he was on point. Both women had appetites that would make porn star Vanessa del Rio look like a saint.

That one time where Tanya had tied his wrists to the bedposts and had him whimpering like a child had taken every ounce of his energy to keep up. Then he went home that night and Brandi rolled over and wanted some, too. That night he’d almost been put into a coma. His dick had stayed hard hours beyond the act—and wouldn’t come down. A trip to the hospital for a shot of muscle relaxant proved interesting. The chuckles of the emergency room staff only pissed him off.

And when had Brandi gotten a dildo? He’d never seen it around the house. If he found that little sucker, it would hit the garbage so hard it would bounce three times before settling. There would never be another dick in his house besides his—human or battery-powered. And especially not something that had the ability to bypass him even with a fifteen-year head start. No wonder denying her some nookie didn’t get the results he wanted—she was still getting it on the regular.

“Move that piece of shit!” Vernon yelled at the driver who moved in front of him, into the fast lane, and dared to go the actual speed limit. What’s wrong with people! Turning onto Stony Island, he punched the pedal to the floor and zoomed into traffic.

If he could get home, make sure the girls were in bed, square things with Brandi, and end it with a little tongue gymnastics followed up with some “below the waistline sunshine,” he’d probably only feel her wrath for two weeks or so. Yeah, he’d get her back in line, too. Great sex had always won the worst arguments. All except one, and he still hadn’t given up on Brandi letting him take over the business so she could stay home and tend to the girls.

Showing up at Tanya’s? When had she become bold enough to do some shit like that? Brandi had always been the one to avoid confrontations in their marriage; he could recall only three or so. She would hold her ground silently until the situation or someone else proved her point. Passive, easy to maintain…when had she changed?

As his SUV lunged forward, a driver flipped him the finger. Vernon flipped one right back.

And how dare that white trash talk about him like that? She wasn’t saying that shit when she wrapped her lips around his dick and sucked it as though gold had been layered on the opposite end. Damn, just the thought of those hot red lips on his—

“Get a grip, Vernon!”

His SUV swerved into the left lane, cutting off a grandma who didn’t know the first thing about pushing that money-green Mustang to full capacity. Her horn blared as he barely missed swiping the front end of her car. “If you can’t drive the damn thing, get off the road.”

He jammed his foot on the gas to avoid danger, the engine roared, protesting every inch of the way. Moving between a beater held together by spit and shit and a contractor’s van, he flowed into traffic, then swerved out again and thought he saw Tanya’s Lexus. Heading toward his house!

The scream of sirens became louder with each second. Vernon glanced into the rearview mirror, straight into the glare of a windshield and the flashing blue-and-red lights of Chicago’s finest.

“Damn!” Vernon banged the steering wheel. “Great. Just great!” He slowed, hoping the police wanted to zoom by on the way to a real emergency. But inwardly he knew the truth.

Unfortunately, Officer Friendly had kept pace with Vernon’s SUV, obviously wanting to reel in a big one. End of the month was quota time—and without noticing, Vernon had just been reeled in right before 79th and Stony, the third longest speed trap in the city. Forty-five miles over the speed limit could not be easily explained. He’d never make it home in time to beat Brandi’s call to her best friend…Avie Davidson. A lawyer who had never liked him all that much anyway. If she got started with divorce proceedings she would never let Brandi back down, no matter how much pressure he applied.

Vernon veered off to the right. The officer followed.

“Just what I need.”

Vernon pulled over and parked on the shoulder, imagining Brandi whizzing through the house at that very moment, whipping up dinner and talking on the cordless, filling Avie in on everything. That meant it would all find its way to the League. Avie’s husband, Carlton, was a member.

Officer Friendly, with a frame so wide he had to roll out of the car, moseyed over to the car. The dark-skinned man whipped out his nightstick and tapped on the glass.

Vernon lowered the window.

“License and registration, please.”

Vernon searched his jacket with no success. Then he scrambled around in his pants pockets—no luck. Flipping open the glove compartment, his registration and insurance card fell out. He handed both to the officer, before continuing the search for his wallet.

“Do you realize you were going seventy-five in a thirty zone?”

Shit, was it that fast? Vernon cleared his throat, jamming his hand between the seat cushions as he said, “I was going with the flow of traffic, man. People were going faster than me.”

The officer leaned in. “Yeah, but none of ’em were weaving in and out like an idiot.”

Vernon grimaced as the man—Officer Holland, according to badge—continued, “What were you rushing off to? A fire?” He whipped out his ticket pad.

“Naw man, I’m trying to catch up with my wife. She just left my woman’s house.”

The pen froze. Officer Holland leaned in. “Come again?”

Vernon shrugged. “I was just busted, man. My wife showed up at my girl’s house and raised holy hell.”

The officer started chuckling. Seconds later he bent over letting out a loud guffaw.

“You think that’s funny?” Vernon asked, bristling with anger. “She asked my girlfriend to come live with us.”

This time the officer turned away from the car, holding his sides as the metal belt clanked against his keys.

“Then she demanded to get some ass, too.”

Officer Holland roared with laughter, unable to say anything. When he regained a modicum of composure, he turned back to Vernon. “You know, I’ve heard some stories, but yours takes the cake.” Putting away his ticket book, he said, “That’s my laugh for today. You’ve got enough troubles. But slow it down, man. I don’t see why you’re rushing home. Your wife’s gonna kill ya.”

Checking the side mirror, Vernon watched the officer glance back at the SUV and start laughing again. Pulling into traffic, Vernon had a sudden sense of foreboding that his nightmare had not ended at Tanya’s house.

♥♥♥

He’d seen exactly what Avie could do in a divorce. Vernon had come into his father’s downtown office when the burly, baldheaded man was in an absolute rage. Though he was dressed in his trademark three-piece suit, which included the addition of a timepiece in left pocket—the man was far from professional at the moment. Luckily most of the employees were gone.

“She wants fifty thousand per month!” he roared in that booming voice that could start an earthquake. “She doesn’t even spend that in a damn year.”

“Well, Dad, you guys were married for forty years, she deserves something.”

“She’s living off my prestige, my image, my friends. She’s trying to steal my life.” William Spencer shook a pudgy fist in the air. “She wants the house. My house,” he bellowed. “My money paid for that house, she didn’t make a dime—just sat up on her ass and took everything I handed to her. Bettye Spencer and that money-grubbing family of hers have taken the last dime from me.

“I bet one of her relatives put her up to this.” Then he glared and pointed at Vernon. “No, that wife of yours did this. She’s getting back at me for that dinner.”

“You were pretty mean to Brandi, but I don’t think she told Mom about Avie on purpose.”

“Hmph! A woman lawyer at that! Doesn’t she have three kids?”

“Yes,” Vernon said, cautiously. “But what’s that have to do with anything?”

“She should have her tail at home raising her children. What kind of mother is she?”

Vernon shrugged, realizing he would have to choose his words carefully. “A modern Black woman, who works and raises a family.”

“That’s what’s wrong with children today. Women gallivanting in places only men should be allowed.”

Vernon took the glass of cognac his father offered. “So, you’re saying women aren’t competent enough to hold their ground in the boardroom? You haven’t been watching the news.”

“I’m saying men are having a harder time aspiring to success, now that women are pushing us out of our spots. Children are being raised by God knows who and are turning out to be God knows what.”

Vernon remained silent for a moment as he watched his father pace. “And working women are the cause of that? I don’t buy it, Dad. Brandi’s good at what she does.”

“Yes, in some ways she’s better at running the business than you are,” his dad said with a sly grin. “How will you ever know your full potential if she’s around? I keep trying to tell you that but you won’t listen. And where are my grandsons?”

“Brandi doesn’t want any more children.”

“She doesn’t want? She doesn’t want!” The man’s voice got louder with every word. “Never have to wonder who’s wearing the pants in your household.”

“We share the responsibility in our house, Dad. That’s how things are done these days.”

“Pretty soon you’ll be wearing an apron and doing dishes,” he said with a bitter chuckle. “Have a few vacuuming tips you’d like to share?”

“Have a few divorce tips you’d like to share?”

That shut him up. Vernon slumped down in the sofa as worry lines furrowed his father’s forehead. “She’s not getting my house.”

“Correction: Mom already has the house, and two of the cars, and a huge settlement. It’s not like you can’t afford it.”

“That’s not the point! It’s the principle of the thing,” he shot back. “Never in a million years would I believe that woman would leave me, then hire a big-boned, bitter bitch of a lawyer to try and take every penny.”

By the time Avie Davidson was done, William and his lawyers were whimpering in defeat as the judge read the divorce decree and settlement. Bribes to the judge didn’t matter. For every string puller Vernon knew, Avie knew another who could tie them together again. Her father was a judge; under no circumstance would he let his little girl go down without a fair fight.

When Vernon’s dad didn’t win on the financial front, he took things to an even uglier place. One day he told Vernon, “Either me or her.”

Stunned, Vernon could only say, “Dad, I’m not choosing between my parents. I love you and I love Mom.”

William, never one to be outdone, slowly found a way to dominate the majority of Vernon’s time, then dangled the prospect of taking over the business in front of his son. Always one who could never seem to do enough to please the old man, Vernon took the bait and soon his relationship with his mother became more and more distant.

Inwardly, though, Vernon was proud of her. “Looks like Mom is a lot smarter than you gave her credit for,” he told his father one day during another of the old man’s rants.

“If she was so smart,” William snapped, “she would’ve stayed married.”

“Three mistresses, Dad? You expected her to hang around after that became public?”

“Don’t fool yourself. She’s known about Marlene Stewart for years. She only found out about the other two recently. And that’s only because Mildred Roman’s daughter met Crystal Chadwick at a sorority dinner and they became friends, and over a period of time the two compared notes. Then they talked with Marlene’s youngest daughter, who knew Brandi. Brandi blabbed her suspicions to Avie, who then talked my wife into suing me for divorce. Damn gossipy women! The bane of every man’s existence.” Vernon took it all in. “Well, it was bound to come out sooner or later.”

“I would have preferred later.”

“I would have preferred you weren’t unfaithful to my mother at all,”

Vernon said, softly. “I still don’t see how you managed to stay in the League after it all came out.”

“Who, in their right mind, would even try to kick a founding member of the League of 1,000 Professional Black Men out of his own club? If you try to get away with it, you won’t be so lucky.”

As Vernon turned on Sixty-Seventh Street toward Jackson Park Highlands, he didn’t see Brandi’s car, but he had the distinct feeling that his father’s words and Officer Holland’s would come back to haunt him.



CHAPTER Five


Brandi scrambled out of the car with a bag of groceries in each arm, sprinting toward the house on Cregier Avenue. She passed several cars parked along the street—all leading to her packed driveway. Music grew louder with each step she took toward the split-level gray, white, and black brick home.

Brandi trotted across the grass like a trespasser, through a small grouping of shrubs, past the magnolia tree, and landed on the “Home Sweet Home” welcome mat. She had made it! And Vernon was nowhere to be seen. She just might pull this off!

As she entered the safety of her home and closed the door behind her, the blasting dance music made her ears throb. The scent of food reminded her she hadn’t eaten all day. She placed the brown paper bags on the foyer’s marble floor and turned toward the living room. The sound of screeching tires made her heart race and propelled her to the window. Peeking out through the sheer curtains, she saw Vernon sprinting across the lawn, black blazer flying out behind him.

She laughed. Evidently, he hadn’t had much success convincing Tanya he would still make perfect husband material. Somehow, lies could always do that to a relationship.

Brandi clicked the lock to buy some time, then ran out of the foyer straight into the throng of waiting guests who had turned toward the front door, wearing a wide range of puzzled expressions. The music played on, even though the dancers had found something more interesting unfolding at the front of the house. Fireworks at Navy Pier would rate second to what would go down in just a few minutes.

Soon the music scratched to a halt. No one moved.

Several scrapes of a key against the metal tumbler signaled Vernon’s struggle for access. The front door burst open. His nostrils flared. The fire in his eyes meant World War III was about to begin. Then again, with every one of their relatives looking on—maybe not.

He cast an angry glance around the room and slowed his pace toward Brandi.

She inched back into the safety of the crowd as Vernon blinked and froze, eyes widening in horror. Friends and family were scattered all over their house. A banner overhead said, “Happy Anniversary.” Their anniversary—unlucky number thirteen. She fumbled in her pocket, trying to find the one thing that proved maybe thirteen wasn’t so unlucky after all—at least for her. Vernon was a different story.

“Surprise…surprise!” everyone chanted, though not as enthusiastically as they had last year. People glanced curiously at each other, then at Vernon and Brandi, waiting for some type of explanation.

“Yes, surprise indeed,” Brandi mumbled under her breath.

Vernon strolled past the glass curio cabinet, the rows of abstract paintings, and the fireplace in a daze. He scanned the living and dining room areas as though he didn’t recognize the home he’d lived in for the past six years—a testament to the efforts they had put in to making The Perfect Fit a success. He stood absently in the middle of the floor, eyes darting around, landing on each person, reality dawning with each passing moment.

Brandi strolled over to the stereo, flipped in a tape, and punched “Play.” Soon the sounds of his strong tenor voice filled the room—begging, pleading, and groveling. The micro recorder she had had hidden in her bra at Tanya’s home had recorded much clearer than she thought possible.

Tori, her younger cousin, and Avie, her best friend since high school, reached up to the anniversary banner. Pulling it down, they revealed a “Bon Voyage” banner. Cousin Thomas, wearing a navy sheriff’s uniform, strolled by Vernon, patting the shocked man on the back. Stuffing a jumbo shrimp in his mouth, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a document, which he handed to the stunned husband.

Vernon looked around, then down at the papers in his hand, growling, “What’s this?”

Thomas struggled to speak around his mouthful of food. “It’s called the new rules of the house. This is a contract Brandi wants you to sign, giving her the right to split the business and start her own company.” Thomas grinned. “She thought you’d have a problem with this, but judging from all that begging you were doing, she doesn’t need to worry, eh bud?”

People gaped, still listening to Vernon’s voice on the tape; they stared, murmured, and pointed, trying to grasp the reality of the situation. Soon, the room filled with hearty chuckles. Everyone but their parents found the whole thing funny. Vernon’s father and Brandi’s mother glowered at both of them.

Uh-oh, Brandi was in a bit of trouble, too. She avoided eye contact with the woman who had helped her make every major decision of her life—including marrying Vernon instead of her first love. She hadn’t bothered to ask her about this, knowing what her mother would say.

When the tape finally switched off, Brandi said, “All right, let’s keep the party going,” as though she hadn’t destroyed thirteen years of her life with a flick of the wrist.
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