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Dear Reader:


 


Out of all of the letters that I have written to be placed in front of titles that I publish thus far, this one brings me the most pleasure since the author, Charmaine R. Parker, is my older biological sister. We come from a family of writers—stemming from our parents—and this novel is long overdue. As the Publishing Director of Strebor Books since 2001, Charmaine has been an integral part of developing our stable of authors. She has been their sounding board, shoulder to lean on, and supporter throughout the entire process of bringing their books to life.


In The Next Phase of Life, Tai has recently turned forty and she is dealing what every woman deals with at that age—particularly the ones who are not married and who have yet to have children. She and her friends have to deal with the realization that roughly half of their expected life span is over. But instead of settling down and acting like they are too old to have a good time, they opt for the polar opposite and have the time of their lives.


When Tai’s long-lost sister, Trista, contacts her on Facebook after decades of separation, Tai is excited about reconnecting with her slightly younger sister. Even though they both are committed to bonding with each other, they have grown up in completely different situations, which serves as the catalyst for drama, confusion, and eventually revelation. The Next Phase of Life is a book about friendship, love, and facing immortality with style.


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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1
Pleasure ’n’ paradise



Tai glanced at the nightstand clock: It was close to midnight. Eager to escape, she gingerly arose from the soft satiny sheets, peeping at her bedmate who was in a deep slumber. I’m on this beautiful island and it’s way too early for me to turn in, she thought.


There was little time to worry about hooking up pieces for a sensual outfit; it would be quicker to grab a dress—one of her hot numbers. She pulled a fire-red jersey wrap sundress out of the closet and quietly headed for the bathroom. She analyzed the persona reflected in the mirror. Here she was in St. Maarten and confined in a hotel room with a grumpy ex-boyfriend. Boring wasn’t the word for Vince; he was the king of Lazyville. After they’d had a rendezvous—a quickie—he had done the usual: drifted to sleep in record time.


Tai had buzzed him a few months ago on the relationship rebound. He immediately had agreed to take her to the tropical retreat. She wasn’t looking for love; only a travel escort.


She was still recuperating from the grave disappointment of a no-show. Tai had celebrated her fortieth birthday with a big bash when her longtime beau, Austin, decided to pull a disappearing act. After envisioning them as a standout couple on her grand night, when all eyes would be on them, he was nowhere to be found. Tai was forced to celebrate her four decades solo. She had spent months planning the party of 200 invited guests at the Grand Hyatt in downtown Washington, D.C. Valé, her fashion designer friend, had created a black and gold, form-fitting, one-shoulder dress to show off her curves that she had managed to maintain at her milestone age. Tai was proud that she had held on to her youthful figure and had no problems flaunting it.


Throughout the evening, her guests had continuously inquired about Austin. The duo had been joined at the hip like two peas in a pod. Now, on her special night, he was ghost. Maybe her occasional comments about turning forty being synonymous with marriage had scared Austin. After all, so many brothers shied away from the ring on the finger. However, Tai felt assurance that Austin was ready to settle down after their five-year relationship. She now presumed commitment wasn’t in his vocabulary when it came to a walk down the aisle.


Despite her constant calls, emails and texts, Austin had failed to respond; she snipped her sweating-a-guy behavior. At forty, she shouldn’t chase after any man! Who the hell did he think he was anyway? The chocolate-skinned, baldheaded and dapper attorney was rolling in the looks and intellectual department. But the disappearance proved that he lacked dignity and respect when it came to their relationship. Pulling out on her with no explanation was surely immature. Oh, well, it’s his loss, she thought. Moving on…despite the pain and ongoing heartache. Can’t let this man continue to play ping-pong with my emotions.


Tai reached for the washcloth and freshened up, ensuring that the water ran lightly. She slipped into the little halter dress that lifted her 40-Ds and accentuated her curves. She dabbled on foundation and applied eye shadow and mascara, then searched her makeup kit for her favorite lip gloss. She sprayed on Halle Berry Reveal perfume and then turned to get a full-length view in the mirror on the bathroom door. She slipped into her black strappy heel sandals. The red dress complemented her honey complexion; she was pleased with her late-night look.


Tai peeped into their luxurious suite and Vince was like a statue. He had shifted slightly but not enough to awaken. Boy, I must’ve put a whammy on him, she thought. He’s sixty, but damn, he should have a little bit more stamina.


Tai had dated Vince briefly when she was in her early thirties. Her associates, not her close friends, had considered her a gold digger. But she refuted, saying that she was attracted to Vince despite the age difference; it wasn’t for his wallet. Yes, he was wealthy, a surgeon with a mansion in Beverly Hills and the ultimate bachelor. His sprawling spread was a fabulous six-bedroom resort with an indoor and outdoor pool, tennis court and a full gym. It was a fitness guru’s paradise and Tai ensured that she took advantage of the amenities. She and Vince would work out on the weights and treadmill and then she’d whip up health-conscious meals in his huge gourmet kitchen.


Tai had met Vince during one of her business trips to L.A. when she was a marketing representative. The two became travel companions and their getaways were mainly on the West Coast: from bed and breakfast inns in Santa Barbara to shopping in Carmel to views of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. When Tai desired to escape to the islands after Austin’s disappearance, she had thought of Vince. Now she was in St. Maarten at the fabulous Sonesta Maho Beach Hotel and he was snoozing in sync with the sounds of the flat-screen TV.


She tiptoed across the room and opened the door, being careful to close it securely behind her. She strutted to the elevator; feeling uplifted and ready for whatever was in store. When the doors opened, she stepped inside and headed to the lobby. The outdoor café beckoned.


Tai spotted a barstool where she sashayed toward and pulled it up to the bar. Scoping out the scene, she noticed that tonight’s crowd was thin. It didn’t matter; she was simply trying to chill and forget about the whole Austin saga. Sure, she was forty and eager now to find a “Mr. Right,” if one existed, but meanwhile, she was in paradise.


“Hey, sweetie, what can I get you?” the charming bartender asked, flashing a Cheshire cat grin.


“I’ll take a pomegranate martini. Please make it stiff.”


“You bet.”


The sounds of Maysa blared through the speakers. Tai loved neo-soul music; it always placed her in an upbeat mood. She absorbed the atmosphere on this moonlit night. A slight breeze was comforting and offered relief from the steamy sunshine that had blanketed the small island during the day.


It was Tai’s first visit to the island known for being Dutch on one side and French on the other. Earlier that day, she and Vince had driven their rented Jeep throughout the countryside. They had heard about a nude beach on the French side where they stopped to take in the sights. Of course there were visitors who had no qualms about showing their bodies; no matter their shape or form. Vince had encouraged Tai to shed her swimsuit and join the others, but she wasn’t following the old adage: “When in Rome do as the Romans do.”


SINGLES AND COUPLES WERE SCATTERED THROUGHOUT THE COCKtail lounge featuring brilliant shades of turquoise, mango and fuchsia. The bright colors generated a feel of tropical living and created a lively ambience. Tai was enjoying the fruity flavor of her martini and was ready to order a second one. She stopped in her tracks when she locked eyes on a handsome islander. He commanded attention as his smooth cocoa complexion glistened under the low lights. His black button-down shirt showed off his well-chiseled chest. When he caught her look, Tai quickly turned her attention back to the bar scenery. She was slightly embarrassed but also pleased he had noticed.


“Hello, lovely, you sure are wearing that dress. It’s on fi-yah.” Tai jumped slightly as she was startled. The mystery man had made his way to the bar and was now overlooking her shoulder. “Hope I didn’t scare you.”


Tai turned and offered a sexy smile. “Oh, no…thanks for the compliment. I think you saw me checking you out.”


“I did. What’s your name?”


“Tai. And yours?”


“Carlton,” he responded, rolling the “Carl” with his accent. Tai was admiring his full physique now that he was positioned close. “Care if I join you?”


“Please…”


Carlton sat on the barstool next to her. “What would you like to drink?”


“Well, I just finished a pomegranate martini.” Tai made eye contact and edged closer. “But now I’d like a Sex on the Beach,” she said slowly and teasingly.


“Hmmm…cool,” Carlton responded. “Eric, the lady wants a Sex on the Beach. And I’ll take Hennessy and Coke,” he told the bartender.


“Got it. Will make it real sexy.”


“Where are you from? Here alone?” Carlton inquired.


“I’m from D.C. and yes, I’m alone…for the moment.” Carlton raised his eyebrows in curiosity but he dared not barrage her with more questions.


Tai had never tasted the cocktail, but tonight she thought it was fitting. The name itself conjured up images of how her body was feeling; she was starting to heat up down south. She squirmed on her stool as she crossed her legs.


She sure looks luscious in that red dress, Carlton thought. His mind drifted to Coco Brown and the Phat Cat Players…Caressing you so close… Sundress…


“This is delicious. Wow, I’ve never tried it but was always curious.” Tai was enjoying her newly discovered Sex on the Beach. She was relieved to have met Carlton as she didn’t want to spend her last night “alone.” She didn’t mind being restless; just not lying in bed next to a knocked-out lover with a TV watching him.


“What do you do on the island? It’s such a beautiful place. I can’t imagine working here. I’d be stretched out on the sand, laid back and soaking up the scenery.”


“Actually, I’m in law enforcement. I’m a cop.” Carlton cleared his throat. “Mostly undercover.” He stared into her eyes. “But we like to let our hair down, too.”


Tai grinned and twirled her stool to face him. “Oh, I’d better behave.” She smiled and took the last sip of her drink. Her mellow mood blended with the light jazz. Carlton recognized she was relaxed, and he didn’t want the night to end.


“Let’s take a walk,” he suggested.


“Why not? That sounds cool. It’s such a pretty night,” Tai agreed.


Carlton helped her from the barstool, admiring her vision of beauty. Now he really could check out the dress he was singing about in his head.


TAI’S AND CARLTON’S SHADOWS DANCED ALONG THE SOFT SAND as they strolled barefoot. The waves of the turquoise sea played their own melody, offering a romantic breeze. They continued to a secluded sandy spot hidden below a cliff overlooking the moonlit landscape.


Wow, now this is what I call paradise, Tai thought, then exhaled.


Tai dropped her sandals and her tiny shoulder bag as Carlton embraced her tightly. They kissed ferociously and groped each other with intensity. Peeling off their clothes, they discovered irresistible passion. Their nude bodies meshed as they lowered to the sand. And the moon radiated a magical love potion.





2
Listen and lunch



“Hey, girl.” Nevada plopped down at the table and sighed. “This better be good. I was working on a new case when I got your text.”


“Well, it’s all good. I like sharing the crazy stuff. Thanks for stopping by.” Tai always invited her best friends for lunch whenever it was time for girl talk. Actually, it was a couple of days early before their monthly lunchtime hookup. She was anxious to share her latest news.


Nevada, a journalist who had lost her newspaper job during the recession, had launched a detective agency, Sleuths on Us. She had received accolades as a star reporter who had won numerous awards, including one for breaking a community case. A local pastor had been brought down on pedophile charges as a result of her clever investigative work. A church member had sent her a letter at her newspaper describing the pastor’s past life in South Carolina. He’d been investigated for molesting boys in his church there; and then he had relocated to Maryland. He had befriended three male teens that he later invited to stay at his home. They were all from troubled backgrounds and their parents had welcomed the idea of them living with a “concerned” and “caring” man of the pulpit. Nevada’s instincts and journalism legwork had landed the pastor in jail.


A waitress approached. Her exhausted expression looked as if she’d been on skates for eight hours. It was only midday and she was scheduled until closing.


“Hello, I’m Mia. Do you ladies know what you want to order? Drinks maybe?”


“I’ll take a glass of Chardonnay, please.” Tai picked up the menu and flipped through the pages. “I’ll need a few minutes. We have a friend on the way.”


“Glass of Merlot for me.” Nevada looked at the entrance. “Wonder where Candace is? She’s always late.”


“Got it. You should know the deal. Shopping, of course.”


“Of course…”


Although Candace was the classic shopaholic by nature, she also was employed as a fashion merchandiser for Blitz, a chain of stores on the East Coast. She had graduated from Pratt Institute and was quickly recognized as one of the leading fashion representatives in the field.


Nevada glanced through the menu. It was her first time at Desiree, and it was rare that she could take time for a casual lunch on a weekday. But she always made it a point to appear for their monthly lunches. She was always hustling and chasing behind men for women with trust issues. From silver-haired wives in forty-year marriages to widows checking out new prospects to young newlyweds on rocky roads, Nevada’s spy business was on the case. She rarely had time for a breather.


“Finally, I made it. Sorry I’m late. You know me; I had to check out the sales. Tai, why you always pick one of these downtown restaurants? You know I can’t stay away from the stores.” Candace sighed as she took a seat, dropping her multicolored bags on the hardwood floor. “It’s on fire out there today. Whew.”


Candace was geared for the sweltering heat in her Marc Jacobs orange-and-lemon sundress and Mario Valentino sandals. She exuded a model image each time she stepped out of her two-level Northwest condo. She looked like she had stepped off the pages of Essence magazine. From each hair in place to her glowing caramel skin to her pedicured feet of commercial quality, she ensured she was immaculate whenever she appeared. She was never caught without the serious hook-up, even if she were simply heading to the grocery store. Hey, you never know who you might meet was her philosophy. Candace was forever on the prowl for her man of the month. She switched men like most people changed clothes.


“I’m so excited I found all these bargains,” she stated, full of her usual pizzazz. Candace reached down and pulled out a teal shirt and held it up, and then a pair of pewter-colored designer flats. Next she flashed a necklace and earrings she’d bought from a street vendor. “Love it.” Candace looked at Tai. “So what brings us here?”


“Excuse me, what would you like to drink?” The waitress set the glasses of wine on the table and then turned her attention back to Candace.


“I’ll take wine also. Riesling is fine. Thanks.”


“Let’s go ahead and order. I’ve got to get back to the office. I’ll take the blackened salmon Caesar salad,” Tai said.


“The chicken and dumplings for me,” Nevada added, suddenly deciding to divert from her thirty-day diet. She needed some comfort food and wasn’t feeling the light stuff. Her size-fourteen figure was always undergoing punishment.


“Hmmm…what do I have a taste for…” Candace perused the menu. “What about the shrimp linguine?”


“It’s one of my recommendations. I’ll be right back with your drink.”


“As I was saying, how was Saint Maarten? I bet it was the bomb. You look well-rested. You needed that R and R, as hard as you work,” Candace assured Tai.


Tai sipped her Chardonnay. “Girl, it was spectacular. We had a great time. The beach was gorgeous and so was the hotel. It was the ideal spot. Even gambled a little something-something.” Tai laughed. “No luck there. Then we went to Cheri’s to hang out and right up your alley, we shopped in Philipsburg. Talking about bargains. Check out my bracelet.” Tai jangled her gold treasure. “But, hey, on the last night, well, it was…wild. I got restless hanging in the hotel room so I left to go to the lobby bar. Outside in the breeze—”


“You…alone? Can’t believe you went to the bar by yourself,” Candace interrupted.


“I did that night. I couldn’t stay in that room any longer. It was so sweet of Vince to agree to take me to the islands. I needed to get away, so he cancelled a week of appointments with his patients.” Tai sighed and sipped her wine. “Of course Vince didn’t know I’d asked him because of that no-good Austin pulling that vanishing act. Vince was fun and not as stiff as he can be sometimes.” She laughed. “He always did pick the best travel spots. He’s a class act.


“But, girl, the last night was heaven. I met a local guy at the bar, ordered me a Sex on the Beach and before I knew it, I was on the beach.” Candace’s eyes lit up. “And got me some of that rod right there on the sand,” Tai whispered like it was the best-kept secret on the planet.


“Oooo, no way…now that’s my kinda girl.” Candace giggled, commending her act. “You know me—crazy. I like ’em wild. Plus, this is like déjà vu…reminds me of Aruba.” Candace had been a contestant on Wild Isle, a reality TV show where ten women had vied to hook up with five men. She’d enjoyed the six-week stint on Aruba until she was eliminated during the final episode. Her fondest memory was a hot tub scene where she and Marshall, a body builder from Texas, had poured champagne all over their bodies, then licked it off each other. They had fed each other chocolate-covered strawberries and then tongue-kissed until dawn.


“So how did you get away with that? Vince didn’t question you? Weren’t you nervous he’d find out?” Nevada shot off the questions; it was the journalist in her.


“Girl, he was knocked out when I left the room and when I returned. I was in heaven and so was he. My island man had a buff body; the bomb diggity.” Tai laughed and savored the memory. “He was luscious. Mmm-hmm. I suppose I’ll never see him again; only in my dreams…”


“Wow, he must’ve been hot, hot, hot.” Candace’s imagination was running rampant.


“Tell me about it. Hot wasn’t the word.”


Mia returned with their dishes. “Can I get you ladies anything else?”


“No, thanks,” Tai spoke for the group, then returned to her hot topic. “Well, do you think it was cool? It wasn’t like me these days. I’ve slowed my roll; don’t care for the quickies too much. But I guess meaningless sex is okay now and then,” she surmised. “I’m ready to connect with a new man, though…in a meaningful relationship.”


“You and me both.”


“You’re always ready, Candace. You and your manhunts.”


Candace took pride in her adventurous dates. “Actually, I have a date tonight. I met him today while I was checking out the shoe sale at Aldo. He’s a salesman. I bet he has a foot fetish.” Candace smiled mischievously. “I told him I like to have fun, so he’s taking me to a comedy club. He wouldn’t tell me which one so that’ll be a surprise.”


“You move fast. I’ll be buried in my notes and going over my pics.” Nevada pushed a heaping spoonful of dumplings into her mouth. “I’m working on a case with a widow, or at least, an alleged widow. Seems like movie material; she’s not so sure her hubby is dead. Thinks he may have faked his death or something.”


“That does sound like straight out of Lifetime. At least it’s interesting. Why does she believe her husband is alive?” Candace scooped up linguine and twirled it around her fork.


“We all know that women have gut instincts, Candace,” Nevada replied. “If a woman can sense when her man is cheating, surely she has a sixth sense about whether or not he’s still walking the earth.”


“Good point,” Tai said, taking a bite of her food. “Sounds like an exciting case, Nevada. But, please, whatever you do, be careful.”


Nevada giggled. “Now Tai, you know that if I’m nothing else, I’m careful. I’m going to crack this case though; no matter what.”


Tai grinned at Nevada, realizing how determined her friend was to always get her way in life. If there was anyone who could find the missing man, it was Nevada.


“Let’s eat up before it gets cold,” Nevada suggested. “Besides, if we don’t finish soon, Candace is going to spot a man and chase him out of the restaurant.”


Candace rolled her eyes at Nevada. “Whatever, tramp.”


The women all laughed and then enjoyed the rest of their meal.





3
Strictly business



“Good morning. Next Phase of Life. How may I help you?” Noni answered from the posh fifteenth-floor office. “Thank you. I’ll transfer you to an employment specialist.”


Tai walked briskly past the receptionist’s area. Mondays were always the busiest day of the week. Her black Christian Dior pantsuit with crisp white collared shirt was complemented by cheetah print pumps. “Do I have any emergencies?”


“No, not today. We have a lot of people calling in response to the ad in yesterday’s Post.” Next Phase of Life was picking up momentum since Tai had started the employment agency two years ago. After graduating from the University of Southern California with an MBA, she had returned to her hometown brimming with ambition. She had aspired to become an entrepreneur in a few years. She had achieved her goal after a frugal lifestyle of eating at home, maintaining her wardrobe and cutting back on the nightlife. She had managed to pad her bank account and amass a decent savings.


Tai took pride in screening her candidates that she accepted and later sent on interviews. Felicia Brown was her right-hand manager who ran a tight ship at the office, but also a confidante. Often Tai shared stories about her personal life but sometimes was selective about which ones. Felicia was fifty-something and had grown up in Tai’s neighborhood in upper Northwest. They were old-school acquaintances and Felicia was more like a big sister to whom Tai could consult when she needed an ear. Felicia was always on the up and up with an ongoing positive outlook.


Tai entered her executive suite that offered a sweeping view of downtown D.C. She marveled at the scene of the Washington Monument and Capitol from her L-shaped corner office that exposed the city from various angles. She smiled as she thought about her island rendezvous. Kicked back in her chair, she turned on her desktop iPod and tuned in to Kem’s latest single. She swiveled to gaze out the window and soak up the sunshine. Her office was in warm, calming colors of rust and cream. She was startled from her distant thoughts by a knock on her door.


“Come in.” Tai turned to face the door. Felicia entered and closed the door behind her. Dressed in bold shades of green and blue, she was pumped up on this Monday. She walked over and sat in the overstuffed chair facing Tai’s desk.


“Good morning. Did Noni tell you how the phones have been ringing like crazy? Absolutely everyone wants that modeling assistant position. It’s different from our usual inventory, so I can understand. Also we’ve gotten a lot of calls about the cruise concierge. Who wouldn’t want to travel the world? I’m excited about filling these jobs.”


“Yes, Noni told me it’s been busy. That’s great. I’m sure we’ll get some good candidates.”


“So, how was your trip? You deserved a vacation, finally.”


“It was relaxing. Beautiful place,” Tai responded bittersweet.


“I was starting to get concerned about you, so I’m glad you got away. You gotta take care of yourself—mentally and physically. Sometimes it gets stressful but you know Noni and I support you a hundred percent.” Felicia insisted, “You get your check-ups… but you were due for a head break, too. Austin not showing up for your party was a major blow.”


“Right. Tell me about it…”


“Well, hang in there. We’ve got your back.”


“Yeah, I appreciate it. I had lunch with Candace and Nevada last week.” Tai tried to shake off her somber mood but was having a hard time focusing on her day’s work.


“You’re lucky to still be with your girls; that’s a good thing. I miss my best friends from high school. They all moved away. I’ve connected with them on Facebook but I’d love to see them. I’m glad to have met you ’cause, as you see, I don’t mix and mingle with too many sistahs. Too much drama if they’re the wrong ones.”


“You’re right about that. I’ve been fortunate to maintain these friendships for so long.”


Tai had met Candace at a high school dance when she was a senior and Candace was a sophomore. They both had been attracted to Trent Jamison, the all-star athletic specimen who had all the girls feening for him. They almost had come to blows but had realized it wasn’t worth it; he wasn’t interested in either one of them. He’d broken both of their egos when he’d left the dance that night with another chick. They’d been close friends ever since.


Nevada was working as a writer when she was assigned to do a feature story on young talents in the D.C. area. Tai had dabbled for a while in acting and had landed the leading role in the musical Fame at the Lincoln Theater. Tai’s gifted voice soared as she lifted the roof with her soprano notes and nightly standing ovations. She performed for a year until the show closed and moved to Broadway. She elected not to accept the offer to continue with the show as she didn’t want to leave her then-boyfriend, Torian, and head to New York. Reflecting on this opportunity twenty years later, she regretted that she had held Torian on a pedestal, placing her wayward ex before her career.


“Yes, we’ve been tight a long time. Sometimes it gets rough and you need your girls. You need to have fun. It’s hard for a woman these days; a lot of competition for jobs and men. But I believe in bonding. Maybe I should plan a ladies night soon. You’d better make sure you make it. And bring a friend.” Tai rose from her desk.


“Sounds like a plan.”


Her thoughts raced throughout her head as her creative juices stirred. She wanted to guarantee a fun evening. “Hey, let’s make it a seventies party.” She sat down, pulled out her notebook and started jotting ideas. In another life, she’d be an event planner.





4
The big throwback



The strawberry incense permeated throughout the den lit by colorful votive candles strategically placed on the mantle. Magazines with reminiscent covers decorated the glass coffee table: Essence issues featuring Lisa Bonet and Vanessa Williams; ’70s Right On! with The Jackson Five; and Ebony graced with the historically black college campus queens. Tai treasured her extensive magazine collection and had selected a mix to represent the mood of the evening.


Tonight, Tai’s first level of her three-thousand-square-foot home in upper Northwest would be transformed into a ’70s and ’80s haven. Glass beads dangled from atop the entryway of the kitchen. A massive, multicolored neon peace symbol hung from the ceiling. Black light posters were plastered on the walls of her cozy den including those of Jimi Hendrix; a psychedelic maze; and her favorite: a chart of Zodiac sex positions. Tai had managed a collection of knick-knacks from her childhood era, many of which were thrift-store and Internet finds.


In her huge gourmet kitchen with stainless steel appliances and granite countertops, recessed lighting glowed upon black-and-white framed photos of film and stage goddesses Pam Grier, Lola Falana and Vonetta McGee. Tai had prepared a scrumptious-looking smorgasbord of her favorite dishes: Buffalo wings, spinach and cheese pastries, ground turkey meatballs, deviled eggs and shrimp puffs. Her best pound cake and peach cobbler also graced the counter. Tai was known for her baked goods and often received dessert requests from friends and neighbors during the holiday seasons. Baking was a hobby and she took pride in every savory moment.


Tai leaned on the kitchen counter island and took in her surroundings. The atmosphere oozed retro and she hoped that her guests would immerse themselves in her shindig. They would start arriving in about an hour. She’d made a conscious effort to invite friends and acquaintances whom had come of age during both eras. Despite her wish to find a replacement for Austin, her main focus lately was to bond with her girlfriends. Life was too short and women could always use an escape. She considered such nights as the optimum way to de-stress.


Tai headed upstairs to her bedroom. Her master suite was her oasis where she spent most of her time. Besides the kitchen, she rarely used other rooms except when she was entertaining. After stepping into the shower in her brilliant yellow master bathroom, she lightly scrubbed her body with oatmeal-almond exfoliator, followed by a lavender and chamomile wash to open up her senses and relax her mind. It would be a long night and she was excited that the ladies would be rolling in any moment. After drying off, she lotioned with a lavender-scented solution. She’d already picked out her outfit and had laid it across her king-sized bed. She pulled on a yellow and green, tie-dyed, long-sleeved midriff top and tied it. She was still able to flaunt her abs. Then she stepped into a pair of jean capris and black tie-up boots. Tai returned to the bathroom where she brushed on soft-yellow eye shadow and rouge on her cheeks. She put on large gold hoop earrings and then a wig with Afro puffs. Gazing at herself in the mirror, she smiled in satisfaction. She looked like she had stepped off the set of a blaxploitation movie. Superfly and Shaft had been her favorites; not to mention the fine-ass actors Ron O’Neal and Richard Roundtree. Tai reflected on her former crushes and how their good looks and the soundtracks were the highlights of the films.


“GIRL, YOU DID YOUR THING. IT FEELS LIKE OLD SCHOOL, FOR real.” Nevada flaunted her bellbottoms layered with a dashiki. A black wood fist chain dangled from her neck. Red, black and green earrings complemented her straight-out-of-the-Black-Panther-era look. She recalled reading such novels as Manchild in the Promised Land and Soul on Ice. Her father, an African-American studies professor and blues musician in Chicago, maintained an enormous library. In high school, she would seek refuge in her home’s basement and peruse his bookshelves for what later would be viewed as culture classics.


Candace was such a fashionista and bling artist. She made her grand entrance in a Soul Train image wearing an Afro wig, halter top, choker and twirled in a mini skirt to show off her toned thighs. Black knee-high patent leather boots completed her ensemble. “Where’s Don Cornelius? Let’s get this party started!”


Cori, her older sister, followed behind her wearing a black polyester jumpsuit with flared legs. A thick gold chain graced her neck and a large gold bangle adorned her wrist.


Sierra showcased her ’70s flair in a snakeskin top, black bell-bottoms and platform shoes.


Felicia, who had been a teen during the ’70s, was styled in a peasant dress and tie-up sandals. Multiple beaded necklaces hung over the scoop neckline.


“Ladies, here are the strawberry daiquiris. Let’s toast to Ladies Night.” Tai circled the room and filled all the glasses. “Cheers!”


Ramsey Lewis’ “Sun Goddess” blared from the iPod, followed by War’s “All Day Music.” Tai figured she’d start the flashback night with jazz and mellow music that reminded her of tuning in to WHUR-FM, Howard University’s radio station. Back in the day, one could always discover the latest cool-jazz sounds.


“Oh, that’s my song!” Cori was ecstatic. “That was the all-time cooling-out, chill-outside-on-the-blanket moment,” she said of Maze and Frankie Beverley’s “Happy Feelings.” “Wasn’t life so peaceful and laid-back then? Not all this crap we have to deal with now.”


“No, I tell you what I thought was the best kick-back-and-relax song: ‘Everybody Loves the Sunshine.’ Roy Ayers.” Just bees and things and flowers, Felicia sang and bopped her head. “You could sit back and groove with your dark shades.” She laughed.


They sat comfy style on large fluffy pillows and munched on popcorn—not the microwave version but the old-style Jolly Time that you pop on the stove.


“I tell you one thing. We don’t have album covers anymore and these CD covers can’t compete. I lovvveeeddd the Ohio Players. Their covers were the best. What about Honey with the sister licking a spoonful of honey? Or the one with the bald-headed sister with the chain necklace?” Felicia reminisced.


“Right, and the guy positioned behind her with the dog collar. It was called Ecstasy. That was hot,” Cori chimed in.


“And then Fire; the woman’s wearing the firefighter helmet and holding the hose. They were ahead of their time. Erotic album covers. Now that I look back, I was young so I didn’t realize the covers were provocative. I just thought they were hot.” Tai sipped her drink.


“I’ll drink to that.” Felicia downed her drink; she wasn’t fazed about the elegant glass or sipping in ladylike fashion. “Some of us,” she cleared her throat, “old-timers remember the cover with the best-looking brothas of all time.”


“Which one was that?” Cori laid down the coffee table book that she had been flipping through.


“Black Ivory! Don’t Turn Around! Those brothas were phine, phine, phine. They all had the huge Afros and the one in the center had the most gorgeous eyes. Who were they anyway? Where’d they come from? They disappeared,” Felicia gushed. “Don’t turn around ’cause nothing in the past will change,” she sang. “I loved the falsetto on that song.”

OEBPS/images/bm1.jpg
r

B

BOOKS
INTERNATIONAL

A story of ionshij passion, and family reuni forty-

P 'P

something woman meets the challenges of finding while iting i

with along-lost sister, and monitoring the escapades of her friends.

her dreams—now she just has to find him. An executive who has success,
her dream home, and a flourishing employment agency in Washington,
D.C.,, she wants a partner to make her world complete.

Her attempts to focus on the right guy get pushed aside as her long-lost
sister returns, and she balances the time between the two. Tai and her only sibling,
Trista, were separated as children when their parents passed away. Trista’s past is
completely unlike Tai’s upscale world. Tai introduces her to fine restaurants and
treats her to spas, but Trista has trouble trying to fit into her sister’s world.

Tai treasures female networking as she celebrates friendship with her sidekicks,
Candace, a fashionista; and Nevada, a journalist turned private detective. Each has |
their own lifestyle but when they unite for ongoing adventures, they are as one.
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