
        
            
                
            
        

    
	They bought men from a prison to fulfill their every need. What could possibly go wrong with such a simple little purchase?

	 

	 

	Wards of the Women introduces three desperate girlfriends who, on the surface, appear to have it all, but underneath are in the midst of various crises. Mysterious deaths, extortion, straying husbands and illegitimate children have suddenly overtaken the lives of Violet Christianson, Shayne Wentworth, and Fifi Gentry. Eventually, when Violet becomes fed up with all of their circumstances, she does what any sensible woman would do—blackmails the state prison warden into letting each of them buy an inmate from the jail for their own personal fulfillment. But never in their wildest dreams did they imagine all the chaos that would ensue from a simple little purchase.
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	“A woman is like a tea bag—you never know how strong she is until she gets in hot water.”

	~Eleanor Roosevelt

	 


 

	 

	The Pretense

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Violet Christianson was a woman who knew what her name meant to most. Perfection. Everyone either wanted her, wanted to be her, or simply wanted her to go away.

	Violet considered herself to be the most beautiful woman on her block and never missed an opportunity to ponder her stunning image. At five-eight, she kept her lean size two figure draped in outrageously expensive designer clothing at all times. Her dazzling, widespread hazel eyes were framed with long, lush lashes. Her retroussé nose had finally been perfected after several invasive surgeries. Her soft, plump lips accentuated high cheekbones when they puckered. Her raven hair swung so low that she could practically sit on it.

	Violet’s husband, Elliot, was rich. The richest man on the block, to be exact. Elliot worked as a real estate developer and closed more big-money deals than most. As a result, he allowed her to spend his money on whatever she wanted, and whenever she wanted. As he should have, considering how unsightly he was. Elliot’s pockmarked skin, hair plugs, bifocaled eyes, rat-like teeth, pot belly, and squat body were enough to send most into hysterics the moment they laid eyes on him. But Elliot was wise enough to hide his ghastly appearance behind his vast fortune. So by the time people noticed his looks, they’d already been so blinded by his Benjamins that his ugliness became a blur. Which was exactly how he said he wanted it.

	Violet’s house was big. The biggest house on her suburban block, to be exact. It boasted a huge great room, six bedrooms, eight bathrooms, an Olympic-size pool, and even a room designated just for gift wrapping. The house had been designed by Jacques Lolique, interior decorator to the stars, which meant that her contemporary décor was nothing short of flawless—as was the house’s appearance, which was constantly being serviced by a small army of workers.

	To top it all off, Violet was smart. Smart enough to have earned a doctorate in psychology. But rather than open a high-end practice and service the rich and famous, she’d gone with her heart and decided to work with inmates at the local state prison.

	Violet Christianson. Beautiful, lucky, and charitable. All the reasons why most people either wanted her, wanted to be her, or simply wanted her to go away.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Shayne Wentworth loved how the mere mention of her name brought smiles to most faces. She knew she might not have been the most beautiful woman on the block, but she certainly was the sweetest.

	Shayne was an ex-pageant queen. Ex, simply because she now had five beautiful children and a wonderful husband to look after. If it weren’t for them, she could certainly still be competing. Because, after all, when she looked at herself, her bright-green eyes still danced. She made sure her straight white teeth still gleamed. And her creamy, clear skin still glowed. As for her shoulder-length platinum blonde locks, all she’d have to do was pull them out of the bun that she usually wore and shake it out a bit. As for her figure, all it would take was a crunch or two to get back in fighting shape. And as for the rest? Nothing a tube of lip gloss and a dazzling evening gown couldn’t fix. So, all things considered, she was still a contender.

	Shayne’s husband might not have been the richest man on the block, but he certainly was the most powerful. Russell worked as a criminal defense attorney and had a reputation for being ruthless and cutthroat. At home, however, he was a different man. Russell was a gentle pussycat who worshipped his wife and doted on his children. He allowed Shayne to stay at home while he worked to provide for the family. Which was good for her, considering she knew nothing beyond the world of pageantry.

	Shayne might not have had the biggest house on the block, but the one she did have was bursting with energy. Her sixteen-year-old son, Matthew, was following in his father’s star-studded footsteps by playing football at Russell’s high school alma mater. Her fourteen-year-old daughter, Sloane, was a straight-A student who’d managed to skip two grades and was taking accelerated courses in high school. Her twelve-year-old son, Ryan, already knew he wanted to be an attorney, so he spent every possible moment with his dad at the law firm. Eleven-year-old Cadence was carrying her mother’s torch by competing in statewide beauty pageants and winning numerous trophies and prizes. And Basil, Shayne’s ten-year-old son, was simply brilliant. His wit, intellect, and cunning sense of humor amazed all who knew him.

	Shayne Wentworth. Nurturing, fortunate, and fulfilled. She might not have had the best on the block, but at least she had her family.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Fifi Gentry knew that the mere mention of her name meant only one thing to most. Business. And while she might not have been the sweetest woman on the block, she certainly was the feistiest.

	Fifi was a go-getter. A five-foot dynamo. A twenty-eight-year-old spitfire who was too busy fighting for the rights of others to worry about trivial things. Like looks, for instance. Fifi would much rather spend her time amending proposals than getting a makeover. She did, however, put forth an effort to appear presentable, considering she wanted to be taken seriously.

	Fifi never missed her monthly hair appointments to have her sleek brown bob, which complemented her almond-shaped eyes, dyed and trimmed. She cleansed her flawless olive skin with plain water and smoothed Vaseline over it every night, which was her secret to keeping it radiant. She followed a strict macrobiotic diet and practiced Ashtanga yoga to help keep her enviable size zero in shape. And she did take the time to lengthen her lashes with mascara, brighten her cheeks with blush, and accentuate her lips with gloss every day.

	Fifi might have been the only woman on the block without a husband, but her boyfriend certainly was the most influential man in the state. Senator Edward Hynes was Fifi’s current beau, and the buzz amongst politicians was that he’d be the one to beat during the next presidential election. And even though Fifi and Edward didn’t share many of the same political views, she couldn’t have been prouder of him.

	Fifi’s house might not have been bursting with energy, but at least it was all hers. She still lived in the home she’d grown up in, which her parents had been kind enough to give to her. She hadn’t changed much by way of décor because she loved having the feel of her parents and memories of her childhood surrounding her. And the house would be perfect for raising a family in, which she was definitely looking forward to doing one day.

	Fifi might not have the goods to compete in beauty pageants, but her advocacy work more than made up for that. Fifi worked as a lobbyist assistant, fighting to have bills passed that would enforce tougher child protection laws. She was currently lobbying to have convicted child molesters serve harsh, mandatory jail sentences, then once they were released, have electronic tracking devices implanted inside their bodies so their whereabouts could be traced at all times. More importantly, she was working to have a bill passed that would force child molesters to undergo physical castration.

	Fifi Gentry. Purposeful, altruistic, and unrelenting. She might not have had the most on the block, but at least she had a mission.

	 


 

	 

	The Truth

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Violet Christianson was indeed beautiful. Due in part to her skilled plastic surgeon. After all, at the age of forty-two, Violet’s wrinkle-free skin and taut abs weren’t being maintained by nature alone—which was where standing appointments with Dr. Friedman came into play. That size two body? A combination of lipo, cigarettes, and starvation. Those dazzling, widespread hazel eyes? Accentuating contacts and Botox. Those lush lashes? Individually applied extensions. That retroussé nose? A look that had taken three surgeries to achieve. Those lips? Collagen. That hair? Extensions.

	Violet’s husband was indeed rich. He was also dead. The stress of having to close all those big-money deals, along with his endless consumption of donuts, fried chicken, ice cream, et cetera, eventually brought on diabetes. Which eventually sent him into a diabetic coma. Which eventually killed him. So no longer did Violet have to ask to spend all the money that Elliot always allowed her to spend anyway. Because it, along with his business, was all hers now. As it should have been, considering all that he’d put her through.

	To others, Violet did appear to have it all. But the one thing that was missing in her life was children. She had dreamed of having children ever since she had been a child. And when she’d married Elliot fifteen years ago, she’d immediately begun working to make that dream a reality.

	But that reality had taken a little longer than she’d expected. So long, that by the time she’d finally gotten pregnant, Elliot had decided he no longer wanted children. He’d told her he’d come too far in his career to be interrupted by something as time-consuming as a child. He was just too busy closing deals. Too ambitious trying to close more. And most importantly, too uninterested to even be bothered.

	When she’d heard those words come out of her husband’s mouth, Violet had become violent. She’d stormed into their library and began crashing Dale Chihuly glass sculptures into the shiny hardwood floors. She’d torn antique, limited-edition books from the shelves and ripped them into pieces. She’d grabbed the sterling silver candelabra that Elliot’s mother had given them for their first wedding anniversary, wound her arm, and prepared to pitch it through the glass picture window. That was when Elliot had snatched the candelabra from her and in one swift motion, slammed the bottom of it into her stomach.

	And that was it. Violet had miscarried her baby and had never been able to conceive again. That was why years later, one could understand her rage when she’d found out that Elliot had impregnated Madison, his business partner’s daughter. Violet had expected Madison to have an abortion. She’d been stunned when Madison had decided to have the baby. And absolutely floored when Elliot had agreed to be a part of the child’s life in an attempt to keep those big-money deals closing amicably with his business partner. It was quite unfortunate that Elliot had died shortly before Madison was due to give birth.

	As for Violet’s job counseling prison inmates? It wasn’t just for charity. It was a way of healing herself, because Violet’s father had been mentally ill. Not just eccentric as her family liked to call him, but an extreme schizophrenic. However, mental illness had always been considered taboo in his circles. So her father had gone untreated. Which meant he was not in his right mind when he’d stormed into a Catholic church service one evening with a gun in hand and accused the priest of molesting him throughout his childhood. Which was ludicrous, considering her father grew up a devout Jehovah Witness and had never stepped foot inside a Catholic church. Fortunately for him, when he’d shot the priest, it hadn’t been fatal.

	Despite Violet’s father’s mental state, he was sentenced to twenty-five years in a maximum-security prison. His lawyer appealed and had him reevaluated, insisting that he belonged in a mental hospital. But his appeal was denied, and after spending less than a year in prison, Violet’s father had hung himself.

	And so came the start of Violet’s crusade to help inmates receive the proper counseling, medication, and transfers to mental hospitals when necessary. In turn, her work became the therapy she needed in order to help cope with her father’s tragic death. Unfortunately, Violet had to retire after her husband’s death, because she just couldn’t deal with the stress of it all.

	Violet Christianson. Nipped, tucked, and severely damaged. All the reasons why most people really wouldn’t want her, want to be her, or even care whether or not she went away. But lucky for her, none of them knew the truth.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Shayne Wentworth was indeed an ex-pageant queen. But not the type of pageant queen one might expect. As a matter of fact, she never really competed in pageants. They were more like contests. Contests—meaning wet t-shirt, best gams, best tush, et cetera.

	As for her green eyes? They only danced when they were focused on her old pageantry footage. Those straight white teeth? They only gleamed after they’d been bleached, which she hadn’t had done in years. That creamy, clear skin? It only glowed after sex, which she hadn’t had in over two years. Those platinum blonde locks? If she were to pull them out of that bun, she’d unleash a mass of over-processed frizz. As for her figure? Shayne had blown up to two hundred and fifteen pounds in recent years, so it would actually take way more than a crunch or two to get back in fighting shape.

	Shayne’s husband, Russell, was indeed the most powerful man on the block. But at home, he wasn’t as gentle, worshipping, or doting as one might think. The only reason Shayne was allowed to stay home was because the working goals she’d set for herself were simply too unrealistic. Her dream of parlaying her pageantry career into modeling on the catwalks of New York and Paris never died. But at five-foot-four and armed with a double chin, blubbery belly, wide hips, celluloid-infested thighs, and rather short legs, her hope was fading fast. Especially now that she’d just turned thirty-seven.

	But the main reason why Russell wasn’t necessarily gentle, worshipping, and doting toward his wife and children was because he no longer lived with them. He had left his family for a number of reasons, the main one being the growing repulsion he’d developed for his wife.

	Shayne had met Russell sixteen years ago at a Best Breasts In Show contest that she’d competed in—and won. When he’d seen her bounce onto the stage to accept her twenty-five-dollar cash prize, he knew she was the woman he’d spend the rest of his night with. Russell later told Shayne that he was determined to bed her, who he’d deemed a drop-dead gorgeous sex kitten. And he did. Over and over and over again, until she got pregnant the following year. By that time, he said he was so in love with her body that he figured he’d eventually fall in love with her mind and decided to propose. She eagerly accepted, and they’d been married with child after child ever since.

	Once their youngest son was born, Russell insisted that Shayne get her tubes tied. She did, and so began the start of her incessant eating. It was as if she had lost something by not being able to get pregnant again and attempted to fill the void with food. That was how she’d inflated to two hundred and fifteen pounds.

	Eventually, Russell told Shayne that when he looked at her, Fat Bastard from Austin Powers came to mind. He found her absolutely revolting. Her bloated face, droopy breasts, flabby arms, and doughboy stomach were more than he could handle. But there were other things about her he found repugnant as well. Like the way she smacked her lips and flashed the food in her mouth when she ate—especially tuna salad. And the way she belched and passed gas whenever and wherever they were—even in crowded elevators. And the way the belches smelled of rotten salami and the gas smelled of steamy horse dung. And the way her lips always looked so wet with pungent saliva—especially when she wanted to kiss him hello or goodbye. And the way she rubbed her fleshy body up against his in an attempt to initiate sex.

	But Russell also told her that being an offensive wife wasn’t the only reason he’d left home. He also left because of their children. Their overbearing, embarrassing, and crazy children. Shayne and Russell’s oldest son, Matthew, was indeed a football player. The problem was, he sucked. The only reason the coach had even let him on the team was because he’d hoped Matthew would live up to his father’s legacy. No such luck. But when Matthew got kicked off the team, Russell told Shayne it wasn’t because their son was such a horrible player. It was because the coach had found out Matthew was gay and had seduced the star quarterback.

	The couple’s daughter, Sloane, was indeed a straight-A student who’d skipped two grades. But, unfortunately, that big jump gave her early access to high school boys. Senior class, high school boys to be exact—which explained how she’d met and let the senior class president talk her into cutting class and going to the movies one Monday afternoon. It was there that Sloane was caught with her head in the president’s lap. When the theater manager flashed his light on them and asked for an explanation, the senior was too busy convulsing, and Sloane was too busy choking to give him a decent answer.

	As for Ryan, the twelve-year-old aspiring lawyer, Russell couldn’t pay him to stay away from his law office. And he was willing to give him any amount of money to do so. Because when Ryan was there, he created a total ruckus. Russell’s colleagues felt obligated to give Ryan work to do, but no matter the task, he always managed to muck it up. Like when he’d tried to alphabetize a few file folders. It had taken Russell’s assistant days to figure out what Ryan had done, considering he’d rearranged every file in the office. Or the time he’d re-shelved the books in the law library in a way that no one could understand. Or when he’d distributed the company’s mail and failed to match any of the names on the envelopes with the names on the inboxes. All this, along with his failing grades, prompted Shayne to take Ryan to see several specialists. By the time they found out he had dyslexia, Russell informed Shayne that he no longer cared. He’d chalked his son’s problem up to just being slow a long time ago.

	Cadence, the miniature beauty queen, certainly did win most of her pageants. According to the inscriptions on her endless number of trophies and ribbons, she was the prettiest, most talented, most poised, et cetera. But Cadence’s competition was tough. Pageant girls were fierce. So fierce that Cadence worked rigorously to maintain her winning status. A low-fat diet, daily runs on the treadmill, regular hair appointments, facials, manis, and pedis were a must.

	While Russell admired his daughter’s drive, Shayne envied it. If only she had the energy to follow such a strict regimen, she could start competing again and give her daughter a run for her money. But she didn’t, which was so frustrating, especially when Russell chastised Shayne for allowing her child to be more motivated and disciplined than she was.

	But Russell seemed to have changed his tune the evening he went to Cadence’s bedroom to kiss her goodnight. He had told Shayne that when he realized she wasn’t there, he went to the bathroom, where he heard her throwing up on the other side of the door. He tried to open it, but the door was locked. He called her name, but she couldn’t hear him over the running water. So Russell stood there and waited for her to come out. But when she shut the water off, he listened to her laugh into the telephone and tell her best friend that she’d just stuck her finger down her throat for the fourth time that day. She insisted that three times was usually her limit, but after eating three plain M&Ms after dinner, a fourth was totally necessary. Russell just shook his head and slumped back downstairs to fix himself a drink and glowered at Shayne as he complained.

	And then there was Basil. The witty genius. The charming intellectual. The one to watch as everyone referred to him. Little did they know that he was really a raging bully who had beaten up practically every kid in the neighborhood. At the tender age of ten, he had already been transferred to three different schools. He’d been caught smoking his grandfather’s cigars on more than a few occasions. Shayne and Russell had found several dead squirrels in the backyard that Basil had struck with his self-made bow and arrow. And when cognac had gone missing from his study, Russell had immediately gone into Basil’s bedroom while he was sleeping, put his nose to his mouth, and waited for him to exhale. When he did, out came the faint scent of Kelt. That was when Russell packed his bags and walked out on what he called his delusional wife and troubled brood.

	Shayne Wentworth. Unappealing, abandoned, and no longer a pageant contender. All the reasons why most people would understand that underneath it all, she wasn’t nearly as sweet as she once was. Lucky for her, they had yet to look that deep.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Fifi Gentry was definitely a go-getting advocate who was more concerned with her cause than her looks. Which was a good thing, considering she wasn’t working with much by way of looks anyway.

	That sleek brown bob of hers? Stringy was actually a more accurate way to describe it. Even the layers that Fifi had cut into it each month didn’t help, considering there was no chance of it ever thickening her limp locks. Those almond-shaped eyes of hers? Crooked and close-set was more like it. Fifi’s eyes only appeared almond-shaped to those who had trouble seeing. Her olive skin was definitely flawless, but it was her unplanned pregnancy, not Vaseline, that was responsible for its radiance. As for her size zero frame? Fifi was certainly tiny, but her body was nothing short of slight and boyish and usually went unnoticed underneath her drab tees, grungy jeans, and shabby sneakers. As for the makeup she took the time to apply every day? It was pretty much a waste, considering no amount of mascara could lengthen her spare lashes, no amount of blush could flush her gaunt cheekbones, and no amount of gloss could plump her nonexistent lips.

	Fifi was indeed involved with the most influential man in the state. But he wasn’t her boyfriend. He wasn’t anyone’s boyfriend. He was somebody’s husband. But not Fifi’s—which made the fact that she was pregnant with his child all the more complicated.

	Fifi had
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