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Praise for Anne Shade

Love and Lotus Blossoms

“Shade imbues this optimistic story of lifelong
self-discovery with a refreshing amount of emotional complexity,
delivering a queer romance that leans into affection as much as
drama, and values friendship and familial love as deeply as
romantic connection…Shade’s well-drawn Black cast and
sophistication in presenting a variety of relationship
styles—including open relationships and connections that shift
between romance and friendship—creates a rich, affirming, and
love-filled setting. (Starred review)”—Publishers Weekly

Masquerade

“The atmosphere is brilliant. The way Anne Shade
describes the places, the clothes, the vocabulary and turns of
phrases she uses carried me easily to Harlem in the
1920s…Masquerade is an unexpectedly wild ride, in turns thrilling
and chilling. There’s nothing more exciting than a woman’s quest
for freedom and self-discovery.”—Jude in the Stars

“Heartbreakingly beautiful. This story made me happy
and at the same time broke my heart! It was filled with passion and
drama that made for an exciting story, packed with emotions that
take the reader on quite the ride. It was everything I had expected
and so much more. The story was dramatic, and I just couldn’t put
it down. I had no idea how the story was going to go, and at times
I was worried it would all end in a dramatic gangster ending, but
that just added to the thrill.”—LezBiReviewed

“Shade has some moments of genius in this novel where
her use of language, descriptions and characters were
magnificent.”—Lesbian Review

Femme Tales

“Shade twines together three sensual novellas, each
based on a classic fairy tale and centering black lesbian love…The
fairy tale connections put a fun, creative spin on these quick
outings. Readers looking for sweet and spicy lesbian romance will
be pleased.”—Publishers Weekly

“If you’re a sucker for fairy tales, this trio of
racy lesbian retellings is for you. Bringing a modern sensibility
to classics like ‘Beauty and the Beast,’ ‘Sleeping Beauty,’ and
‘Cinderella,’ Shade puts a sapphic spin on them that manages to
feel realistic.”—Rachel Kramer Bussel, BuzzFeed: 20 Super Sexy
Novels Full of Taboo, Kink, Toys, and More

“All three novellas are quick and easy reads with
lovely characters, beautiful settings, and some very steamy
romances. They are the perfect stories if you want to sit and
escape from the real world for a while and enjoy a bit of fairy
tale magic with your romance. I thoroughly enjoyed all three
stories.”—Rainbow Reflections

“I sped through this queer book because the stories
were so juicy and sweet, with contemporary storylines that place
these characters in Chicago. Each story is packed with tension and
smouldering desire with adorably sweet endings. If you’re looking
for some lesbian romance with B / F dynamic, then these stories are
a cute contemporary take on the bedtime stories you loved as a kid,
featuring stories exclusively about women of colour.”—Minka
Guides

“Who doesn’t love the swagger of a butch or the
strength and sass of a femme? All of these characters have depth
and are not cardboard cutouts at all. The sense of family is strong
through each story and it is probably one of the things I enjoyed
most. Femme Tales is for every little girl who has grown up wishing
for a happy ever after with the Princess, not the
Prince.”—Lesbian Review
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Chapter One

Eve struggled with a bag of groceries while
attempting to unlock her apartment door. She swore under her breath
when her phone began vibrating in her pocket. She threw her keys on
the credenza in the foyer, yanked her phone out of her pocket, and
tapped the speaker button as she headed to the kitchen.

“Hello.”

“Why do you sound so breathless? Please tell me I
interrupted you gettin’ your groove back,” her best friend, Paige,
teased her.

Eve looked down at the grocery bags she carried in
her other hand. “Unless their name is Häagen-Dazs, nobody’s getting
any loving here.”

Eve could practically feel Paige’s breath from the
loud, exasperated sigh that followed.

“Are you at least using that vibrator I got you for
Christmas?”

Eve shook her head. “Do you think of anything else
besides sex?”

“Not really. Why do you think your brother married
me? Where else was he gonna find a woman as freaky as I am? Ten
years of marriage and we’re stilling hittin’ it like
teenagers.”

Eve winced. “I love you both but please spare me the
details of your sex life.”

“Well, we can’t talk about yours since you don’t
have one. Your stuff is gonna dry up at this rate.”

“Paige,” Eve groaned.

“Okay, okay. You know I’m just worried about you.
You’ve kept yourself locked up since your divorce. Don’t you think
you should start putting yourself back out on the market?”

“We’ve had this conversation before. I have too much
going on with Details to worry about my love life.”

Details by Eve was her event planning business that
she had started two years ago. Thanks to Paige’s assistance, the
business had taken off and grown quickly in a short time as
Crenshaw Associates, Paige’s talent agency, hired Eve for all their
events and referred Eve to all their business associates.

“I’m not saying you have to get married. I just
think you need to go out and start having some fun. Like you did
before Stefan came along.”

Eve sighed. “If this is what you called for, then
you’re wasting your breath.”

The last thing Eve wanted to talk about was her
failed marriage to Stefan Kennedy.

“All right, subject closed…for now. I actually
called to throw some business your way.”

“Hold on, let me get to my computer.” Eve put the
last of her groceries away, then walked to her desk.

“I’m ready.”

“We need your talents to put together a book release
party for a new client.”

“Yeah.”

“We’re looking for something a little
different.”

“Every event I do is different since each client is
different, you know that.”

“Well, this client’s genre of work isn’t something
we’ve not represented before. Her name is Lynette Folsom. She
writes lesbian erotica.”

Eve’s fingers halted over the keyboard. “Oh.”

“She’s releasing her first book, Venus’s
Garden, at the beginning of Pride week next month.”

“When can I meet with her to go over what she’s
looking to do?”

“Unfortunately, you won’t get a chance to meet her
until the night of the event. She’s out of the country for several
weeks for her day job as a tech consultant, so it’ll just be you
and me, kiddo. I’ve had a copy of her book sent to you via
messenger to help you get your creative juices flowing. I’ve gotta
run to a meeting, but I’ll call you later to schedule some time to
go over ideas.”

“All right, talk to you later.”

Eve slumped back into her chair staring at the
computer screen but seeing nothing. Their friendship consisted of
twenty years of sharing everything from their clothes to their
heartaches. When Eve’s brother and Paige started dating and
eventually married, she was thrilled. Paige had already made
herself a part of Eve’s family when they met during their sophomore
year in high school. But there was one thing Eve had never shared
with anyone, including Paige, and now she feared her friend might
have unknowingly put her on a path with this event that she wasn’t
sure she was ready to follow yet.

 


* * *

 


“Girl, as usual, you’ve managed to pull off another
masterpiece,” Paige said, gazing around the room.

“I just hope your client likes it. I really wish we
could’ve met to get her input on our plans.”

“You mean your plans. I just nodded and let you do
your thing. I guess sending you Lynette’s book really did get those
juices flowing.”

“You have no idea,” Eve said under her breath.

“What?”

“Oh, I was just saying yeah, what a great idea.”

Paige gazed at her curiously. “Well, I think she’ll
love it. You did a great job. I’m gonna give her a call to find out
what’s keeping her.”

“I’ll go check on the caterers.” Eve headed toward
the back of the art gallery they had rented for the event.

She had to admit that this was one of the most
unique events she’d planned. The theme was “A Night of Sensuality”
to go along with the genre of the book. They chose the gallery
because of the erotic art exhibit on display. The entertainment was
a live jazz band known for the sultry voice of their lead singer;
the menu consisted of lobster, oysters, shrimp, strawberries,
chocolate, and many other items known for their aphrodisiac
qualities. The servers, dressed in long toga-style dresses tied
over one shoulder with a thigh-high slit up the leg, were all tall,
voluptuous women from a local modeling agency. They rented low
cushioned chairs, tables, and ottomans that were dispersed
throughout the room and set up special lighting that bathed it in a
soft glow with subtle intermittent color changes throughout the
night. The environment oozed eroticism, which Paige claimed was her
client’s only request. After reading Venus’s Garden, Eve
could see why.

 


* * *

 


As Lynette Folsom walked into the gallery, she was
greeted by her slightly annoyed agent.

“It’s about time,” Paige reprimanded her.

Lynette grinned. “You didn’t think I was going to
miss my own party?”

“Last time we spoke you said you’d just gotten off a
flight from London and would call me after you got some sleep. That
was a day ago.”

“Yeah, I apologize for that. I turned all lines of
communication off so I wouldn’t get any interruptions. I didn’t
want to end up suffering from jet lag and crash in a corner of the
room.”

“Well, we’ve got about fifteen minutes before we
officially open the doors, so why don’t we do a quick run-through
of the evening.”

Lynette followed Paige around the gallery as she
described what the event entailed. She was very impressed and
couldn’t have done better if she’d planned it herself. The setup
was sexy without being vulgar. Paige had told her to leave the
planning in her hands, and Lynette was glad she had.

“This is great, Paige. It’s far more than I
expected.”

“I can’t take all of the credit. My girl Eve did
ninety-nine-point-nine percent of it. I did book the band, though,”
Paige said proudly.

Lynette chuckled. “Please be sure to thank her for
me.”

“You can do that yourself. Let me introduce
you.”

They walked toward one of three bars that had been
set up and a woman whose back was toward them as she spoke with the
bartender. Lynette saw a full, curvaceous figure nicely enveloped
in a sleeveless black silk wrap dress that came to just above her
knees. When she stood on tiptoe to look at something on the other
side of the bar, Lynette’s gaze traveled the length of her torso,
down her rounded behind, to her smooth legs and the strappy,
high-heeled sandals on her feet. If this woman looked as good from
the front as she did from the back, Lynette was in trouble.

“Eve, our guest of honor finally arrived,” Paige
announced.

“Great. I can’t wait to find out what she thinks.”
Eve turned around and Lynette’s heart skipped a beat at the sight
of her beautiful smile.

“Eve Monroe, I’d like you to meet Lynette Folsom,”
Paige said.

Lynette smiled, thinking that if the original Eve
looked anything like this woman, she could see why Adam fell from
grace. Eve’s shoulder-length hair lay in soft, golden brown curls
framing her heart-shaped face. Her complexion was the color of rich
caramel, and she had almond-shaped, light brown eyes. Her only
makeup seemed to be a wine-colored lipstick that made her full lips
appear to be more luscious.

She offered Eve her hand. “Thank you for all of
this.”

Eve accepted it and Lynette felt a spark at the
contact. “You’re welcome. Reading your book gave me the idea.”

“You read it? What did you think?”

“I enjoyed it very much. Your writing is
very…vivid,” Eve said, smiling shyly.

Lynette chuckled. “Vivid, huh. I like that.”

“Well, we better get your signing table set up,”
Paige interrupted them. “People will be arriving any minute.”

Eve slowly slid her soft, warm hand from Lynette’s
grasp. Lynette hadn’t even realized she was still holding it.
“Enjoy the party. I’ll be here the entire time, so don’t hesitate
to let me know if you need anything.”

“I’ll do that. See you later,” Lynette said,
hesitantly turning to follow Paige.

 


* * *

 


Eve watched Lynette walk away admiring her casual
but stylish dress; slow, easy stride; and athletic build. Lynette
wore a pair of black jeans that hugged her slim hips, rounded
behind, and long legs, a caramel color button-down suede shirt that
looked great against her smooth dark complexion. Matching suede
loafers finished the look. The sight of the tight waves in her
close-cropped hair made Eve’s fingertips itch to run over them.

“Get a hold of yourself, girl,” she said under her
breath, but found she couldn’t tear her eyes from Lynette’s
retreating figure.

When Lynette and Paige stopped at the table set
aside for her to sign books, she glanced back at Eve, grinning
knowingly. Eve forced herself to slowly turn away and walk, instead
of run, to the ladies’ room. Her attraction to Lynette was
instantaneous the moment she turned around, and Eve had lost all
train of thought as she gazed into the deepest brown eyes she’d
ever seen. Putting a face to the woman who had put such erotic
images in Eve’s mind was a little more overwhelming than she had
expected. Was she hoping that Lynette would be the nerdy,
bookish-looking woman she’d imagined when Paige told her Lynette
was in the technology industry? Maybe. At least then she wouldn’t
be standing in the bathroom holding a cool, wet towel to her cheeks
to stave off the rush of desire she felt at the thought of
wondering if Lynette wrote the steamy sex scenes in her book from
experience or a vivid imagination.

Eve gazed at her reflection in the mirror. “Okay,
you need to get yourself together, shrug off your horny divorcee
cloak, put your planner hat on, and do your best to avoid the very
attractive and sexy Lynette Folsom the whole night.”

Satisfied with her personal pep talk, Eve nodded,
took a deep breath, and left the ladies’ room feeling more like
herself.

 


* * *

 


Lynette sat in her office staring down at Eve’s
business card wondering whether to call her. She’d picked up vibes
that Eve was attracted to her, but Paige made it quite clear when
she’d asked if Eve was in a relationship that she didn’t date
women. Either Paige didn’t know her friend as well as she thought,
or Lynette had misread the signals she was getting from Eve. They
barely had a chance to say two words to each other once the party
started, but she’d caught Eve glancing in her direction too many
times to be coincidence. After the event was over, Lynette made it
a point to ask Eve for her card before she left. That was almost a
week ago and she couldn’t get Eve off her mind. Lynette picked up
her phone, called Eve’s number, and was a bit relieved to get her
voice mail.

“Hey, Eve. It’s Lynette Folsom. I just wanted to
thank you again for a great party. I hope you’ll let me take you to
dinner or for drinks in appreciation of all your hard work. Give me
a call when you get the chance.”

Lynette left her office and cell number, then hung
up. She’d done her part. The ball was now in Eve’s court.

 


* * *

 


Eve looked down at her watch. She’d just finished a
meeting with a local councilwoman planning a fundraiser that took
much longer than expected. Now she was going to be late for her
next client meeting. She was supposed to meet with a bride and
groom in fifteen minutes about the final arrangements for their
wedding that weekend. There was no way she was making it from
Brooklyn to Harlem in time. She was going to have to reschedule for
later that afternoon. Reaching into her bag for her phone, she
noticed one missed call. She didn’t recognize the number so decided
to check the voice mail after she called her client. Unfortunately,
the bride wasn’t very understanding and told her she’d give her an
hour to get there rather than reschedule, so her voice mail would
have to wait until she got home.

Three hours, and one happy bride later, Eve arrived
home, kicked off her shoes, turned on her Bluetooth speaker,
flopped back on the sofa, and let the soothing sound of jazz music
wash over her before she dialed her voice mail. As she listened to
the message, Eve’s eyes widened in surprise. Although she’d been
thinking about her since the night of the party, Lynette Folsom was
the last person Eve expected to hear from.

Paige mentioned Lynette’s interest and how she’d
told her Eve didn’t date women, so she assumed that was the end of
it. Obviously, she was wrong because Lynette was asking her out.
Eve shook her head. She was reading too much into it. After all,
Lynette didn’t mention anything about a date. She said she wanted
to thank her for the party. If Paige told her Eve wasn’t interested
in women, then she wouldn’t waste her time by asking her out on a
date. Would she? Was it possible that she picked up on Eve’s
attraction that night despite what Paige told her? She should just
call Lynette, thank her politely and tell her she wasn’t
interested. But Eve found she didn’t want to.

She called Lynette.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Lynette. It’s Eve Monroe.” She hoped her voice
didn’t sound as shaky as she felt.

“Hey, Eve. Hold on for a sec.”

Eve heard muffled talking then some shuffling before
Lynette got back on the line.

“Sorry about that.”

“Did I call you at a bad time?”

“Oh, no. I was paying the delivery guy for my
food.”

“Oh, okay. Well, I was just returning your call
about going to dinner. I’d like that.”

“Great. I’m available this weekend. What’s your
schedule look like?”

“I’m available after five Saturday night. I have an
early wedding that day.”

“Great, Saturday it is. Will seven work for
you?”

“That’s fine. Gives me time to rest and recover.
Weddings are a killer. Fortunately, I love what I do.”

“You’re very good at what you do. Being able to
understand what people want and making it come to life for them is
pretty cool.”

Eve felt her face heat with a blush. “Thanks. It’s
not as special as being able to make your words come to life. I got
so caught up in your stories that I could practically feel each
embrace and touch.”

“That’s one of the best reviews I’ve received so
far. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Well, I’ll let you get to your
dinner.”

“Speaking of dinner, where should we meet?”

After deciding on a place to meet and saying their
good-byes, Eve attempted to dispel the nervous fluttering in her
stomach as she tried to convince herself that it was simply a
“thank you” dinner from a satisfied client, nothing more. Eve could
no longer deny the truth. She was, and had always been, hopelessly
attracted to women. She’d fought the feelings for so long that, for
a little while, she’d managed to convince herself that it was just
a minor curiosity at best.

She should’ve known better when she tried appeasing
that curiosity back in high school and college and all it did was
make her want more. Instead of accepting it for what it was and
allowing herself to explore her feelings further, she went in the
opposite direction because of fear of how her family would react if
she admitted to her attraction to women as well as men. Especially
after the way her mother’s family in Puerto Rico reacted when her
cousin Julian admitted to being gay.

Eve’s mother had grown up in a very strict Catholic
family, and although her mother loosened up her moral compass after
moving to the United States, her family, especially her sister,
Cecelia, Julian’s mother, were still just as devout as ever. Even
after Julian came out, his mother had ignored the truth for as long
as she could until Julian became more open and honest about who he
was. Now it had been almost twenty years since they’d seen or
spoken to each other. Eve didn’t believe her parents would go to
such extremes, but she also knew her mother well enough to know
that she might not be accepting of it, her brothers probably
wouldn’t be thrilled, and her family in Puerto Rico would be just
as unaccepting as they had been of Julian. Eve was close with her
brothers and both parents, but the bond she had with her mother was
one she wasn’t willing to risk losing.

Eve met Stefan, her ex-husband or Mr. Perfect as
Paige called him, in college and coldly cut ties with a woman she’d
been having a discreet liaison with at the time without any
explanation. She hadn’t felt she needed one since, in her confused
mind, they weren’t a real couple. Eve had thrown herself into her
relationship with Stefan, doing all she could to ignore her true
feelings. She married him, doing what she believed was the socially
acceptable way to live the life her parents wanted for her and
attempted to become the perfect doctor’s wife by putting all her
dreams of becoming a corporate event planner aside to help Stefan
start his private practice. She maintained her charade for the
first five years of their marriage until a new patient walked into
the office. It was the woman Eve had been involved with in college.
She hadn’t recognized her name when she made the appointment
because, like Eve, she’d gotten married.

Seeing her previous lover again, looking just as
good as she did in college, brought back all those feelings Eve had
managed to keep locked away for the past ten years. At the woman’s
insistence, they met for drinks. She told Eve she didn’t blame her
for the way things ended. She had been just as confused about their
affair as Eve had. As the night wore on and the drinks flowed, Eve
found herself flirting with the woman. It wasn’t long before they
wound up at a hotel getting reacquainted with the passion that
brought them together so many years before.

Their affair went on for six months before it came
to a screeching halt after Stefan, who knew of Eve’s brief affair
with a woman in college but not who the woman had been, became
suspicious of Eve spending so much time with a mysterious new
friend and decided to go through her phone while she was in the
shower one morning. Eve had never gotten around to setting up her
phone lock, so he had easy access to all her text messages to and
from her lover. When he confronted her, Eve could see that Stefan
wanted her to deny it, explain that it was a mistake. He probably
would’ve believed anything she told him just so that he didn’t have
to face the truth, but she didn’t. She told him everything but who
the woman was since he was still her doctor.

Stefan was devastated, but even he had to admit that
the past several years of their marriage had them living more like
roommates than a married couple, so their divorce was lengthy but
amicable. They sold their house in Jersey. She received half from
the sale, as well as a quarter of what the medical practice was
worth. Despite Eve’s feelings that she’d deserved so much more with
all she’d given up for, and put into, the practice, she took it
without complaint.

After what she had done, Stefan could’ve dragged her
through the mud, but he hadn’t, so she just wanted to be free of it
all. She’d spent so many years trying to be what Stefan wanted and
what her mother had hoped for that she’d lost sight of her true
self. Since then, she’d thrown herself into her business to avoid
thinking about her nonexistent love life. Now her love life was
insinuating itself back into the spotlight in a way she would’ve
never expected.


Chapter Two

Filled with nervous energy about their dinner,
Lynette stood in front of the restaurant waiting for Eve to arrive.
As much as she hoped Eve was interested in her, she wondered if she
really wanted to start dating a woman who was obviously not out.
She’d been down that road before and it had not ended well.

Lynette had planned to keep the dinner conversation
casual until she spotted Eve walking toward her. She had a natural
sexiness about her that drew Lynette like a bee to pollen. She wore
a sleeveless burgundy silk sheath dress that hit her calves and
molded to her curvaceous figure and a pair of platform heeled
sandals with ribbon ties wrapped around her ankles. As she drew
closer, Lynette could see she wore little makeup accept that
wine-colored lipstick she’d worn when they first met. It had
Lynette licking her own lips in anticipation.

“Down, girl,” she mumbled to herself.

“Hi, I’m not late, am I?” Eve asked, gazing down at
her watch.

Lynette held the door open for her. “No, you’re
right on time. I just got here a few minutes ago.”

Eve walked in ahead of her, and Lynette watched the
sway of her hips beneath the smooth material of the dress, in
appreciation. It was still early for a Saturday night, so the
restaurant wasn’t crowded, and they were seated right away. To
Lynette’s chagrin, of all the places they could have been seated,
they
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