
TURN THAT FLOOZY

[image: image]
10th Anniversary Edition

[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Turn That Floozy Anniversary Edition

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

EPILOGUE

PARDON MY PROGRESS

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

EPILOGUE

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

EPILOGUE

Sign up for Ilaya Brown's Mailing List

Ilaya Brown

[image: image]

Copyright © 2025 Ilaya Brown


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be stored, transmitted, or reproduced by any means –

mechanical, photocopy, or otherwise without prior written consent of the author.



[image: image]

DEDICATION

[image: image]
The re-publishing of the Turn That Floozy Series took encouragement from my beloved Phebe, Ashley, my PPPC family, my mother, brother and father. Thanks to Danielle and Terri who have mentored me and encouraged me to never give up. Showers of blessings to my Apostle Aaron Jordan and his lovely wife Maya. I love yall! God bless you.

[image: image]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: image]
To God for the confidence in Your power so that I, myself, could be courageous enough to chase my dreams, and for giving me the honor to be an overseer of my daughter until I meet You again.

[image: image]


UN-RESTRICTED

[image: image]
––––––––
[image: image]



Not to say I have regrets but there are some things I had


to let


Be

Gone and done with like the friends I used to run with. The men I slept with and the boys I crept with.

The vodka I drank and the weed smoke that stank.


The words from my mouth and the clothes that revealed everything south.


North


Of my neck no one knew the distress and suppressed pain and tears that would soon be


Opened like a broken levy.

Heavy


Was the heart in me that beckoned for thee and didn’t know it.

Pride wouldn’t let me show it and shame wouldn’t let me overthrow


Need

For warmth and compassion that is everlasting.
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A sea of forgetfulness that never runs dry. Forgiveness that is always swift with Asking

From the heart and my ways, I had to depart.

The revealing of Your Son and the victory He has won for


me


Even when dead myself my soul was saved because Jesus


weep


Tears

That convicts my sanctified heart thanking Him for a new


start

Losing the binds of restriction and enjoying life before life everlasting with

Joy unquenchable, blessing unstoppable, courage unimaginable and love un-restricted.


- Ilaya Brown
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CHAPTER ONE
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Looking over her shoulder, Natasha Billingsworth catches a glance of Bruce Wilson correcting his tie in the wall-mounted cherry wood frame mirror. One quick glance at her compact reveals an unattractive smudge of kissable gloss by Chanel. Natasha counts sleeping with the boss among the costs of doing business.

Sitting on the mahogany desk, Natasha fastens the last button of her Tahari suit with the satisfaction of having the feeling of control. The money is just an inkling of the reason she does what she does; getting paid for it is just a bonus.

“Mr. Wilson, your wife is on line one,” says Ashley Brooke, Bruce’s assistant for the past two years. Bruce hurries to the phone as he returns his blazer to his middle- aged shoulders.

“Hunny, how was your day and are you set for the party tonight?”
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Looking at the forced smile on Bruce’s face makes Natasha feel a little guilty for what she has just done. As quickly as this feeling falls on her, it vanishes even more quickly when he signs over twelve one thousand dollar money orders to Natasha. She mouths, “You’re welcome,” and exits the room, closing the door so gently that all one might hear is the clicking of the lock.

It is the beginning of a long weekend for Natasha. The party to celebrate a big quarter for the company is tonight. She is disgusted with the thought of having to smile at the people she hates. In addition, Bruce’s wife will be in attendance, so there will be meaningless small talk. The music of the money counting machines blaring in her ears when she looks at Bruce or his wife Mourna gives her comfort and an instant smirk, like a chess player who has full sight of their victory.

The ringing of Natasha’s cell phone interrupts her cheeriness. Checking her caller ID, an abrupt sense of irritation floods every unction of her being.

“Mom, this must be important, because you never call me at this hour and on my cell.”

“Girl, ‘hey, how you?’ is the way you greet a person whether you know them or not, Nat,” Michelle says with a sigh.

From the outward appearance no one could tell she was from Mississippi, but when she opens her mouth the accent is permanent in the memory of those who converse with her. “I do call, you just never answer or return my calls. I have to
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get your father to call just to see how you doin’. I did not raise you to be antisocialable, especially to me. I am your mother.”

Natasha cringes but had learned long ago how to ignore her mother’s penchant for making up words. “How could I possibly forget?”


“Are you still coming for Sunday brunch?”


“I completely forgot... I told Landry I would go to the debut of her clothing line.”

“It’s jus’ brunch; you would think y’all had to rearrange your existence. It is at 11:30 and we should be done eating in an hour. We haven’t seen you in years and it’s been years longer than that for Landry since Melvin passed. I know, why don’t you both come?”

“Okay, Ma, I will ask Landry and call you tonight. I am on my way to Nerge now.”

“Well, if you are on your way I can stay on the line until you get together, ’cus I know you forget.”


“It is not that serious. I will call you tonight. Goodbye.”


Even after she hangs up the phone Natasha has mixed emotions. Michelle Green Billingsworth might be married and a mom, but her past actions say she is far from a wife and a mother. The only occupation she had prior to her marriage was at My Ladies, a local strip club, where her stage name was ‘Fantasy’ and she worked the hardest for the high rollers who came in on Fridays to unwind from the
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work week. Michelle knew all too well about a hard knock life. She had been a time-stopping beauty in her day. Bryant Billingsworth, the president of a product development firm, just happened to be the catch that she managed to get to settle down and marry her. Now, Bryant is the owner and operator of that company. He was in town for only a few days before she hypnotized him with her irresistible charm to the point where he couldn’t live without her. He sent her a car and paid for frequent flights to New York. By the second trip, Bryant had popped the question. Of course, she said, “Yes!” Snagging Bryant brought the bank account she’d always dreamed of. She couldn’t leave her brother Melvin behind, though. Michelle transferred ten thousand dollars a month to her brother so he could move to the Big Apple and start over as she had. Michelle didn’t mind pretending to love Bryant and keeping the house in order. She had taken care of her younger brother with little to no income except what she brought in from the club and what money he brought in working in the mill and cropping the field. Her dreams of royal living were big enough for the both of them.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Natasha enters Nerge with the same head-turning captivation Michelle had mastered in her prime. A certain onlooker, who had once been sure that there wasn’t a decent woman in New York City, can’t take his eyes away, starting at her polished, pedicured feet seductively entrapped in a pair of stilettos that heighten her stature and add more definition to her sculpted legs. She is dressed in business attire—the classic short dress with a long jacket. Her hair is illuminated by the reflection of the sun, those auburn strands dancing around her beautiful face as the wind disagrees with the doors opening. Breathtaking and beautiful is this bronze goddess in the eyes of Jeffery Pattman. This is definitely a perk for today, considering how he’d just discovered the vice president was laundering money from the company he defends.

Natasha stops by the bar of this down home soulful eatery with its city coffeehouse interior. She meets Landry’s eyes as she scans the room for her location, but not before the intense look lock that she and Jeffery hold with such gravitational force it takes all she has to pull her eyes away
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and focus. This sudden urge Natasha has never experienced with anyone of her boy toys. It shakes her down to her bones with the fear that for one moment she isn’t in control.

Landry is your classic natural beauty. She has sandy blond curly hair that is never tamed. Her eclectic wardrobe depicts her creativity as a designer. Landry’s light hazel eyes and fair complexion had always left minds wondering if she was really Melvin’s child. Michelle hadn’t made it easy for Landry and Melvin Jr.’s mother, the late Selena Green. There had been a rough patch in the marriage around the time Landry would have been conceived. A little encouragement from Michelle only made it harder for Melvin to accept Landry as his child. The blood test proved that he was the father but the whole situation had turned Melvin and Selena’s relationship icy.

“Greetings, Nat!” proclaims Landry as she embraces her closest cousin. “Oooooh, you got that look about you again. When are you going to... never mind.”

“Thank you. Last I checked you didn’t refuse the money to start your clothing line,” says Natasha with a cocked neck and flared nostrils. It kills Natasha, knowing that Landry can read her like a book and doesn’t mind voicing her perceptions.

“That was before I knew the primary lender. We are not going to do this right now. I am sorry I said anything about the sinful glow you have about you. Did you receive your ticket to the show?”

[image: image]

“Did. I am surprised I am the only one you got a ticket for. What about your friend Rob? Has it gone cold already?”

Landry gives a deep eye roll of disgust. “He was the reason Google became so popular. Every word that came out of his mouth was a lie. Rob told me he was a surgeon... the brother was an orderly at that hospital. He said he had no children... boy had seventeen with fifteen different women. I was afraid of going out in public with him because there may be a mob of children screaming, ‘Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!’ The bad thing about it, I met him at church. Liars have their place in the hell fire.”

“I do not attend for exactly that reason. Most of the people who attend are just pretending and scouting for victims; too much drama!”

“Nat, some people go to church to actually get their problems worked out and to find God.”

“I do not need to know Him. I am just fine. How come every time I eat with you we end up talking about God? You know how I feel about that.”

Inhaling deeply, Landry begins to say proudly, “He is a part of me internally. If He is in you, He is bound to come out, especially in conversation.”

“Subject change! My mom wants us to come to Sunday brunch at the house. She wants us there by 11:30.” In her mind, Natasha is hoping Landry will say she has to be at the tent early for the show. Then she can act out the fantasy of her lying between her Egyptian cotton sheets on Sunday morning. Her daydream bursts once Landry begins to speak.
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“Sounds good to me, I could use some home cookin’. Wait! Who’s cooking? If I recall correctly, your mother hasn’t cooked in years.” Landry’s expression shows pure concern.

Natasha is staring out of the wide windows of the restaurant, her mind obviously not on the conversation.

A snap of the fingers from Landry brings her back, “Earth to Nat, what’s up with you?”

Natasha’s face is so serious that Landry is afraid to say another word. “Dry Greens, I haven’t been to that house in years. I have no idea why Mom is insisting on me visiting. What makes this Sunday or any other day different from the rest?” ‘Dry Greens’ is the nickname Natasha had given Landry when they were girls. Somehow, Natasha put together the last three letters of Landry’s first name and her favorite southern dish at the age of seven. The fact that it also included her last name was just a coincidence. It took no time for it to grow on Landry.

There are certain precautions that must be taken when one has a child. Michelle ignored them when Bryant was away on business. She had free rein to do what she wanted. Michelle would drown herself in alcohol and the closest warm body she could find. A housewife should have an eye out for those who enter and exit the premises and how often.

The girls always spend their Friday rush hour in Nerge. Since it is noticeably located between Natasha’s office and Landry’s studio there is no reason they can’t make time and meet in the middle. Nerge is owned by Melvin Green Jr.,
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Landry’s older brother. He keeps in touch with his southern roots when it comes to the kitchen and his women. Melvin had had a wife and an established restaurant by the age of twenty-five. For his twenty-seventh birthday, a grand opening party for two more restaurants in the Metro area was his gift to himself. He married young to sweet Rosa Lee, a Georgia peach who was the most pleasant and humble young lady any man would be proud to have on his arm. It was a great devastation to find out seven years after their marriage that Rosa Lee would die to breast cancer. Three years have gone by and Melvin does not consider it robbery at all because he had made a vow and though things were hard, his wife kept her same angelic ways until the end.

“Hey now, to what do I owe the pleasure?” asks Melvin Jr. with exaggerated enthusiasm.

Landry props her elbow on the table and places her chin in her hand, giving Melvin a big smile and sarcastic remark, “Like you don’t know we come here often and are great tippers!”

Melvin cocks his brow and darts, “Big tips are great if you pay for the food, as well.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” says Landry as she flings her hand in a ‘whatever’ gesture.

“It’s not like I came to talk to you anyway, Fat Hair.” Melvin focuses his eyes on Natasha and asks, “How is it going, Nat?”
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Landry’s mouth shoots open with surprise. Natasha starts talking before she can make a clever comeback. “All is well in my world. What about yours?”

Melvin pulls a chair from the adjacent table, swings his leg over it and flops down with his hands gripping the back and his chest compressed to his knuckles. Melvin is a looker with one blaring unibrow only Rosa Lee could look past. Melvin makes the tall, dark and handsome stereotype a reality with his dark chocolate complexion and being six feet four inches in height. His strong stature is strong enough to make any women feel secure in his embrace. Yet he is single and not looking. Melvin invests all his time into his restaurants to the point where there is no free time for him to think about his late wife.

Melvin takes a look over his right shoulder to see if Jeffery is still sitting at the bar. “I never ever play matchmaker, but in this case, I must help the fellow. Do you see the guy at the bar? And please don’t look at the same time like amateurs.”

“Yes, and he is a cutie in that Hugo Boss suit,” whispers Landry as she leans across the table toward Natasha.

Natasha does not have to look. An instant memory of the hazel eyes that had made time stop in her world sends a burning in her chest that makes it hard for her to breathe. Her face becomes flushed and the feeling of her clammy hands forces her to rub them on her dress. “What is wrong with me? He’s only a man,” she proclaims to herself.
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“Girl, what’s wrong?” Landry asks her cousin with concern.

“Nothing, nothing. What about him, Melvin?” Natasha asks with a straight face and stern voice.

“He keeps sneaking glances every chance he gets. He’s cool. He comes on the Fridays when it’s rough at work. He’s a corporate lawyer for one of these huge corporations nearby and he is single. You would be surprised what people tell you when they have vodka straight without chaser. Next thing you know, I will have my own dating service. I need a life,” says Melvin in one breath.

“I couldn’t agree with you more, big brother,” Landry blurts out with a sarcastic smile then adds, “brother, do not worry about me, he is not my type.”

“Huh, your type doesn’t discriminate against a wet mop, and I wasn’t referring to you anyway.”

All eyes turn to Natasha, making it hard for her to swallow. She’d thought the glance that was held between her and the stranger would have been her little secret. She doesn’t want the world to know that the untamable had allowed one look to question all that she knows. “What are you looking at me for? I do not approach any man. If he wants me, he must make the effort to...,” she doesn’t hear the footsteps approaching while she is stating her truth. She notices a change in everyone’s face and is afraid to say anything further. “What?” she asks.

Jeffery can’t believe it as his feet start to move. He thinks in his mind that he can start up a conversation with Melvin
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about anything and hope he’ll be inclined to introduce him. “Be cool, your breath does not stink and you are not sweating. Good, Melvin saw you, hopefully he will stand,” thinks Jeffery.

Melvin smiles at Jeffery, pretending he doesn’t see his motive, “Yo, what’s up, Jeff?” he says, standing and putting his hand out. Jeffery accepts his hand and asks, “How’s business? The pizza was delicious.”

“The new restaurant opens in a month and I can’t wait. How are things at the office?” Melvin says with enthusiasm.

“That’s great, man. I just found out the VP was embezzling and accepting bribes so I will be knee-deep in files for the next two months,” Jeffery exhales with exhaustion on his face.

Melvin, being a guy, gets the hint. “Let me not be rude any longer. Jeffery, this is my sister Landry and my cousin Natasha. Landry is a fashion designer whose first show is on Sunday and Natasha is a Senior Marketing Executive at Peagles.”

Jeffery smiles and shakes Landry’s hand first with a friendly nod, “Nice to meet you,” and turns to Natasha to shake her hand, only to find that she isn’t looking at him and she has her hands in her lap under the table. “Okay,” Jeffery says with a raised brow. He isn’t giving up just yet. The connection he’d felt when their eyes met had to be mutual. She is an extraordinarily attractive woman who must get advances all the time. He knows she’d felt it too; otherwise, she would conduct herself during an introduction with the
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same elegance as she had when she’d entered the restaurant. Jeffery takes a second to regroup and see if he can think of another entry.

Melvin is disappointed with Natasha’s behavior. He pushes his chair back under the adjacent table, his intention to head back to the kitchen. “I will see you on Sunday, sis,” Melvin says as he starts to turn and walk away.

Just then Jeffery’s memory darts back like a bolt of lightning. “Are your designs couture or ready to wear?”

The question throws everything off kilter and raises questions in Melvin’s mind about Jeffery’s sexual orientation, so he stops in his tracks. Landry gives Natasha a foot nudge and answers, “Ready to wear, mostly. The couture line will not be available until fall of next year. Hey, why don’t you bring your boyfriend to the show on Sunday? I think there is room for two more.”

A thunderous roar of laughter erupts out of Jeffery’s mouth after Landry’s last statement. “If I didn’t just meet you, I would have been a little offended. That was cute the way you asked to see if I was gay. I am not gay nor am I seeing anyone so there will only be need for one ticket. Thank you for inviting me.”

Landry shrugs, “No problem. I am learning to ease my blunt personality by trying to make difficult questions as pretty as possible.”


“Your effort didn’t go unnoticed.”
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A clashing of dishes is the sound of money going down the drain. Melvin is hoping for only broken plates. “Duty calls. See you all.” Melvin shakes Jeffery’s hand and rushes to the kitchen.

“Well, ladies, it was nice to meet you both.” Jeffery reaches out his hand to Landry, giving her hand a firm shake and then turns to Natasha. He had seen that at Landry’s attempt to ask his orientation, Natasha had become interested in the conversation and now he notices her looking at him in his peripheral vision. He turns and reaches out for Natasha’s hand once again with the desire that she will reach for him and take his hand. To his surprise, she obliges by shaking his hand, an act that pleases Jeffery when he sees that he isn’t being rejected once again. He rejoices internally. The radiance of her face has been burned into his long-term memory. He can see the sun reflecting in her brown eyes. The way her mouth had parted when he’d grabbed her soft hand makes him want to hear everything that could proceed from her lips. He knows right then he could love her. “Are you coming to the fashion show?” he asks with her hand still in his.


“I-I will be there.”

“Great, I will see you Sunday.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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A sudden feeling of exhaustion comes over Natasha as she realizes it is six forty-five on the wall-mounted timepiece in the living room. She had thought after a long bath she would have felt better but it had proved to be a failed remedy. The only thing she can think about is the party. Parties and any other gatherings the company has are mandatory for her to attend. Being the exec over the marketing department has its perks. Natasha gets two hundred eighty hours paid vacation, benefits that pay up to ninety percent with no out- of-pocket expenses, a company car, travel accommodations, and a seven figure salary. Since she’s been sleeping with Bruce for the past three years, anything else she wants is given under the table. Natasha loves the feeling of control she has over Bruce. She knows he can’t resist her and he will go beyond his limits to keep her happy, especially since he has told her all his dirty secrets about offshore accounts and a multitude of children he has scattered abroad. There is no need for her to do the things she does, but it is like she can’t help herself.
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Natasha has been having interruptions in her thoughts since the introduction to Jeffery this afternoon. Landry wouldn’t shut up about her reaction and facial expressions while in his presence. There was something about him that had intimidated Natasha. This makes her feel very uncomfortable. Never has a man put a spell on her so hypnotizing. Never has a man left her speechless. Never has a man made it hard for her to breathe. Natasha had felt as if she were at Jeffery’s mercy. She had not been the puppet master in the orchestration of the introduction. This time she has met a real man whom she knows would never be led by her strings. The recap of events is interrupted by the blaring sound of the telephone.


“Hello,” says Natasha before checking the caller ID.


It pleases her that the voice on the other end is the pleasant and faithful tone that she has grown accustomed to over the past five years—Janet Romona, dancer, songwriter, and performer whom Natasha had met at a mixer in Soho. Janet is one who’s hard to keep up with. Her music is popular in South America and Spain. She’s working on breaking through in the States within the year, which has doubled her workload and tours.

“Stranger, I should be upset that you haven’t called or emailed me. I was out of the country, not dead, chica!”

“I would need to call your agent’s agent just to leave a message with your assistant. It is great to hear from your sarcastic behind. How are things?”
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“Excelente! The shows are selling out and my family is in good health. If only I could find a decent man who didn’t mind my line of work, it would be more perfect. Jesus loves me, so it is all good.”

“I am glad everything is well with you. I am on my way to the company party.”

“Are you still sleeping with the big man? That’s going to be awkward if his wife is there. Why are you still sleeping with the guy anyway?”

“Look, I do what I do and it works for me. Did you call me to give me the third degree?”

“Watch the attitude. Thou shall not commit adultery. That is the word of God and it seems everyone you hang out with knows that but you, or you just don’t want to know. This thing is going to leave you in a world of hurt. I don’t care how good the money is, that you don’t need, if you haven’t noticed!”


“This is the second time today. I am in control of my life.


I say and do what I want and that is all there is to it.”

“That may be correct right now but you will still have to answer to G-O-D!”


“Is there another point that you wanted to make?


Otherwise, I am hanging up.”

“I will be home for a week next month, the sixth through the thirteenth, and I was hoping we could vacate. Me calling now should give you enough time to request the vacation
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since you have to pass it by your bedmate or desk-mate, whatever you guys do it on.”


“Funny. I will put it in and email you the confirmation.” “We are just concerned about you, Tasha. If we didn’t

care we wouldn’t say anything.” “Goodbye.”

“Adiós.”


When Natasha places the receiver on the base, the feeling of guilt that she has been trying to conceal surfaces. Her breaths become shallow and her heart beats out of control. She sits down on the edge of the bed and places her head between her legs. A few minutes pass before her breathing becomes regular again. In the stillness of the room, a still, small voice rings in her ears and pierces her conscience, saying, “My Word says, ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery.’” Alarmed and frightened, Natasha rises to her feet and checks her apartment to see if anyone is there. She looks at her wall- mounted clock, which reflects six twenty-two. Natasha rubs her hands through her damp hair and releases a sigh that brings her to the realization she has been holding her breath. The sound of her buzzing doorbell disrupts her feeling of comfort.

“Who is it?” After asking the question, it comes back to Natasha’s remembrance that Felicia Martin, college bud and best friend, is going to be her date for this event.

“Girl, you expecting someone else?” asks Felicia with an annoyed tone.
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“Come on up.” Natasha unlocks the door and begins to toss her untamed hair with not one clue as to what she is to do with it. She bites her lip with frustration as she stares at the mirror over her large leather sectional. Felicia bursts through the door with her stilettos in hand and an attitude on her face.

“Great to see you! Do you know that Mr. Martin is going to be out of town for two months?” announces Felicia.

“Why do you call your husband Mr. Martin? What’s with the conniption? I am sure your brother, who is a doctor, can write you a note. Fly out to see Mr. Martin so you can keep things spicy and romantic. Your problem is an easy fix because you have the resources. Use them.”

“Ahhhh,” Felicia sings as she walks across the room toward Natasha with open arms. “You might have saved our marriage. Too bad we are going to attend the party of one whose marriage you could possibly ruin.”

The look on Natasha’s face stops Felicia in her tracks. “I was just kidding. You have never been touchy about the subject, but we haven’t spoken in forever. Stop me. I can’t figure it out!”

Natasha slowly turns and sits at the edge of the sofa. The same blank stare is plastered on her face by the time Felicia takes a seat next to her. Felicia grabs her hand with her right hand and rubs Natasha’s back with her left. It irritates Natasha that Felicia is touchy-feely, but in college she was like the mother everyone needed away from home. She used the same embrace to make the biggest jocks cry and pour
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their hearts out. “What’s the matter, chick? It can’t be that bad. You look like you saw a ghost.”

“Just before you got here, Janet and I were on the phone. Everyone all day has been in my ear about my relationships... relationship. It has finally driven me crazy.”


“What do you mean, exactly?”


“Landry was on my case about Bruce. Janet and I were arguing before you came, same topic. When I hung up the phone I began to feel extremely guilty, and I had a minor panic attack. As I began to calm down, everything was very still and quiet. Then all of a sudden, this whisper comes out of nowhere, saying, ‘My Word says, Thou shalt not commit adultery.’”

Felicia puckers her lips and nods slowly, “Sounds like you had a talk with the Maker.”

“Who?” Natasha asks with tense brows, staring Felicia directly in her eyes.


“God, Father of Jesus, Maker of creation. You know,


God.”

“No, I really don’t. My folks didn’t bring me up on that stuff, so forgive me for my ignorance.”

“I keep a small Bible in my purse - the New Testament, here, you can start with this.” Felicia reaches into her purse and pulls out her little white Bible that is worn from use. She tries to hand it to Natasha, “I will buy you a new one.”
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“No, thanks,” Natasha shakes her head. “I don’t want to know God. I just want to live my life!”

“He is the reason you are yet alive with the stuff you do and the people you have messed over through the years. You should praise King Jesus that you are not burning in hell right know.”


“I am not as bad as some.”


“You do not remember half of the things you have done. You are sleeping with your boss, who is married. In college you slept with some girl’s fiancé in the back of that girl’s car. The car was parked outside of the building where they were having the rehearsal dinner, for Pete’s sake! In addition to the occasional blackmail of wealthy businessmen for money. Need I say more? I think you are in desperate need of a dose of G-O-D! If everyone is in your face all in one day, it’s just God’s way of applying pressure. Words of wisdom: it is better to fold than to have God make you obey. When I give you the full Bible, Jonah is the first book I want you to read. Your family is well off; there isn’t a financial need for your actions.”

Natasha starts to ignore Felicia and toss her hair around in the mirror. Felicia asks, “What are you going to do about that hair, since I see you have tuned me out?”

Natasha springs up, surprised when she looks at the time, saying, “We have to get going.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The occasional business celebration would include cheap deli sandwiches and off-brand juice; however, this is not occasional, nor is Peagles your off-brand company. Everything the company does is done with class. Every party thrown is the social event in the city. Those given an invitation are allowed one guest and, as always, it is a black- tie event. Sponsors and celebrities are among the A-list and it is up to Peagles to keep their name in the buzz of those who matter and in the good light of the press.

Natasha and Felicia arrive fashionably late. Felicia has the body of a model and a face with the inability to take a bad picture. Her fair-skinned complexion has never seen a blemish and her hourglass figure is fit for the cover of Vogue magazine. By the looks of her, you can tell she lives in Manhattan. Her living isn’t earned off her husband alone. Felicia happens to be the best stockbroker on the floor. No one can do what she does, and everyone at the firm knows it. She gives all the credit to God, Who she says, “Keeps her on her A game.” Natasha by herself is threatening enough
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with the singles at the office, but when she and Felicia are together it is double the troubles.

Felicia had decided on a simple piece of elegance designed by Badgley Mischka. The one shoulder strap green silk mermaid gown clings to her curves with every step she takes. Felicia makes sure she keeps her patent leather Fendi clutch in her left hand to draw attention to the six-carat wedding set that rests on her finger. She wears her hair straight with long layers to give her face definition and her hair volume.

Natasha, always stunning and at Felicia’s left, grabs with grace a flute glass off the tray of the passing waiter. The bronze goddess always knows how to perfectly match colors to accent her skin tone. The plum strapless dress suits Natasha’s shapely figure. The chiffon wings from the empire waist give the illusion that she walks on air. At least, that is the fantasy Jeffery has as he catches a glimpse of her entrance before she vanishes into the crowd of black suits and white linen tables. It had been made known earlier that she worked at Peagles. Ashley Brooke, his cousin and Bruce’s assistant, had to invite him, given the twenty-one questions he asked about Natasha. For Ashley, he is also a great diversion to get Natasha right where she wants her.

He knows to fall back and watch from a distance until the time is right to approach her. Jeffery wants Natasha in a place where it is just him and her, that way she will have to talk.

The live band plays a variety of music, mostly by request. There are quite a few people on the dance floor getting to
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know each other a little better with the help of the Cristal. Natasha makes a beeline to Bruce’s table, introducing herself to the new sponsors and reintroducing herself to the old ones. Felicia nods her head to the right, indicating the direction in which she is heading. Natasha nods back with a confirmation. Mourna Wilson, Bruce’s wife, is nowhere in sight, making it easy for Natasha to get in and out of the introductions without any awkwardness.

Thirty minutes go by before Natasha has had enough of the fake laughs and boring jokes. She excuses herself and begins to walk away, but not before seeing Bruce wink at her as he gives her the once-over. This exit is perfect timing for another onlooker who stands patiently a few feet away, awaiting the perfect moment to spark up a conversation. Natasha walks two feet before she is practically in the arms of Jeffery Pattman. He looks even better than she remembers from earlier that afternoon. His hair is perfectly lined and the Versace suit fits him like a glove. If she could cast her vote immediately, he would be on the cover of GQ and have a centerfold just for her. Pretending he hadn’t meant to run into her, he apologizes, “I am so sorry. Are you okay?” There are a few seconds of silence. Natasha has to moisten her mouth with the wine, which has become warm from her holding it so long.


“I am fine, but my pedicure isn’t. Are you stalking me?” “No, why would you think that?”


“Well, I see you earlier today at my cousin’s restaurant and you just happen to show up at my business party.”
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“I met Melvin months ago and his place became one of my regular spots. Tonight my cousin asked me to attend with her. You may know her—Ashley Brooke?”


“Yes, Bruce’s assistant.”


“It is great that you are talking tonight, maybe I could get you to dance with me.”

The statement catches Natasha off guard. Her palms begin to sweat and she forgets to breathe. Jeffery reaches out his hand and grabs hers, taking her silence as a ‘yes’. His touch gives her a sense of comfort. He doesn’t have beastly man hands like Bruce or any of the others she has encountered. His hands are firm and gentle, giving Natasha a sense of security that she has longed for in another, giving her what she has missed in her life. Jeffery had watched Natasha as she conducted herself in that mob of men handling business. He has figured out that the best time to get her is when she can’t talk her way out of it. He leads her to the middle of the dance floor and turns to look back at her to make sure she doesn’t display the same look she had given earlier or a look of disapproval. Jeffery is pleased to find a smirk at the sides of her mouth. They look one another in the eyes as the music begins to slow and the melody of the saxophone becomes apparent. A waiter is passing, and Jeffery gets his attention and prepares to take Natasha’s drink, asking, “May I?” She gives him a nod of approval. The waiter scurries off as his mission has been accomplished. Jeffery steps in closer to Natasha, placing his right hand at her waist and his left hand into her right. She doesn’t know where to put her free hand with Jeffery being this close. He takes his hand from her waist and gently
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guides her left arm caressingly in the direction that will place it on his right shoulder and then returns his hand to its place.


“You look stunning.”


“Thank you. You look handsome yourself.” Natasha can’t believe her reply. Usually, she would give her famous “I know” or say nothing at all. This is neither her usual situation nor the usual guy. This is something she and Felicia are going to talk about all night. Whenever Natasha has a company function Felicia always goes to have her back. Felicia isn’t the only person watching Natasha. Bruce sees the moves Jeffery is putting on her. The look of disgust and disappointment couldn’t be more obvious, especially if you were Mrs. Wilson, who is watching her husband from a few feet away and is finally figuring out who’s had her husband’s affection these past few years.


“Can I ask if I could see you again?” “Sure, but do you expect an answer?”


“I tell you what: we will see how this next song goes. If the conversation is good, we can exchange cards and get to know each other a little better.”


“And if it goes sour?”

“We can pretend we never met,” states Jeffery.


The two had never been in such enjoyment of the presence of another. An hour has passed and it only seems like a few minutes to them. They laugh and talk and decide they would like to continue the conversation. Felicia comes
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up to interrupt. Natasha introduces her friend to Jeffery. He doesn’t give her a second look and Felicia notices he is all into Natasha. She gives her silent stamp of approval. The passion burning in their eyes is undeniable and their experience unforgettable. One can only hope that the events to come will only make their bond stronger.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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It is early, especially considering how Natasha spends her Sundays: sleeping until noon, a run in the park, shopping, and a million other things she can think of off the top of her head. Yet, here they are, she and Landry driving up to the Billingsworth Estate. Natasha is not in good company, due to the fact Landry has been on her BlackBerry since the doors’ automatic lock. This is to be expected, since Landry has a fashion show in approximately eight hours. She has left her assistant and stylist in charge to get the lineup together. Landry had been up until four in the morning fitting models and preparing the lineup for the garments. It amuses Natasha to hear Landry using the fashion lingo. This gives Natasha some time to think. A reflection on last night with all the commotion makes Natasha both fearful and joyful.

“Was I really hearing the voice of God?” she asks herself. “Why, after twenty-eight years, tell me how to live and to do what He says. Just like a deadbeat dad who’s trying to get back into his daughter’s life.” The voice plays with the emotions of fear and anger; fear, because Natasha just might
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have been wrong to think God was not there and He didn’t care about her, and anger, because He hadn’t defended and protected her from the predators who had stolen her innocence.

She shakes her head to throw the thoughts as far from her mind as possible. Landry is startled and checks Natasha’s face to see if she is okay. The concern vanishes when Landry notices a joyful smirk on Natasha’s face. “Let me call you back,” says Landry, without taking her eyes off Natasha.

Natasha still has the quirky grin on her face, not noticing that Landry has completely turned toward her with her back against the door.


“Tell me all about him, and leave nothing out.”

“What?” Natasha hadn’t noticed she was being watched.


Hearing Landry’s voice breaks her train of thought.

“The reason for that silly grin you have on your face. You don’t have that face when you get your bonus. Spill it!”

“Alright, DG, Private Eye. Last night was the company party.”


“This I already know. Tha good stuff, tha good stuff!” “Didn’t you tell me not to leave anything out?” “Sorry, continue.”


“Thank you, like I was saying, Felicia and I went to the company party as always. I had to entertain the group of big
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wigs and Bruce. I’m not sure if Mourna, Bruce’s wife, was there. This made the night a smooth transaction.”

“I know that grin didn’t come from Bruce or the fact his wife wasn’t around.”

“I am getting to that. As I turned to walk away from the boring group of Salt and Peppers, guess who was on my pedi?”


“For heaven’s sake, please tell me!” “Jeffery.”


“Who’s Jeffery? The guy from Nerge yesterday afternoon? Cutie in the tailored suit?”

“That’s the one. We danced, talked, and exchanged cards. He isn’t like any other guy I have ever encountered.”

“Of course not. He chose you, not the other way around. Usually, you scope them out, check their accounts, get some dirt, make sure it is solid, and go in for the kill. I don’t think I have witnessed you ever being in a real relationship.”

“I haven’t, but that’s not the point. I do not trust men, period!”

“What makes him different? We’re getting closer to your folks and I do not have time for anything else but what makes him different.”

“He is charming, has gentle hands, listens and can reply with something educated that doesn’t refer to female
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anatomy. That is intimidating for me and it makes me nervous.”

“This is new for you. I noticed when he introduced himself at Nerge and you had nothing sarcastic or self- centered to say that he must have something going to leave you speechless. It’s great to see you bubbly. I know now you have a heart. For a long time, I didn’t know.”


“Thanks for your honesty.”


As the two of them approach the gate they notice nothing has changed. Maintenance has been kept up and the estate looks like a photograph out of Better Homes and Gardens magazine. Natasha doesn’t want to enter the place that has brought her such misery. The birth of all her fears and mistrust had started right here. She feels like the little girl who had no voice and no choice all over again. As she smiles at Landry, she knows that telling her secret would encourage pity, which is something she needs from no one.

[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER SIX
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The door swings open before they can turn the knob. Bryant Billingsworth stands in the door with open arms and a smile big and bright enough to light the neighborhood during a power outage. Natasha is surprised to see that her father looks as if he hasn’t aged a day since she last saw him five years prior. Dressed in a three-piece suit and never with a hair out of place, he always looks as if he is going to work. The broadness of his shoulders and his height would intimidate anyone, and does. When he comes into the room everyone falls silent and all heads turn in anticipation, making sure they don’t miss a word.

“You made it!” exclaims Bryant, embracing the girls at the same time and kissing their foreheads.


“Dad, I can’t breathe.”


“Oh, sorry, honey, I just haven’t seen you in what’s felt like forever.”
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“Aw, picture perfect. Where is Mrs. B.?” asks Landry, feeling a little awkward and left out. She’d always felt a bit detached from her father’s sister, and even as a small child had never called her “Aunt”. Michelle had never encouraged her to, either.


“She’s in the kitchen, deary.”


“You got to move to let us in Dad. We didn’t have breakfast so we are starving.”

A surge of irritation comes over Natasha as she enters the Estate. The history that lies in these walls becomes a staggering weight on her shoulders. Flashes of her childhood set a sickening feeling of disgust in the pit of her stomach. By the time she reaches Landry and her mother in the kitchen, she is ready to leave.

Mrs. Michelle Billingsworth and Landry have dishes in hand and are heading for the sunroom when Natasha enters the kitchen.

“My God, you are more beautiful than I remembered. Come here, child,” sings Michelle. She sets the dishes on the island in passing and floats across the room with her arms wide open, anticipating Natasha’s embrace. Natasha gives a one-arm hug with the look of revulsion on her face. Michelle knows this same reaction from Natasha all too well, “Come help with the rest of the dishes,” Michelle softly demands.

The sunroom has had the same furnishings since the Billingsworths took up residence. Everything is like new, since the room sees few visitors. Bryant is the only one with friends and a social circle. Michelle has managed to keep to
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herself throughout their marriage. The small talk and number exchange made between wives at the company parties go short-lived. Michelle will not allow herself to cackle among women because of her insecurities. No one is going to take her wealth from under her nose. Foolish women need a troop. All Michelle needs is herself.

When the women are done setting the table Michelle insists that they have a seat and that Bryant join them. Landry looks at Natasha with confusion and mouths, “What’s she doing
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