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  Quote 


  “Never call a bitch a bitch, us bitches hate that.”

- Sigourney Weaver as Elaine Barrish Hammond








  
  Satin Rope 




Tasha’s idea to hire new talent worked. The club was sold, revamped, and renamed. Everything was falling into place at Temptress, and she was even closer to being manager. Maybe it would happen, maybe it wouldn’t. Tasha wasn’t vexed. She liked living on her terms, but she didn’t expect to meet Isaiah Harris. 
Isaiah’s life was making money, late nights, and repeat. He was visiting his newest investment when he saw Beautiful. Mixing business with pleasure wasn’t a habit, but Tasha was his kind of trouble. Sassy and tempting. Intriguing nights and private flights. From Mile High to sunrise, Tasha and Isaiah’s arrangement will change.







  
  Devil’s Wild 

Tasha 


Cherokee Street, Denver, Colorado

My spacious two-bedroom condo was in the Golden Triangle District. There was so much to like about my trendy neighborhood. Art galleries, brewpubs, and my favorite coffee shops were all nearby. Being out and about was an everyday thing. Having plans was part of the fun, not this afternoon. I felt tired. Work was happening at seven, so I needed more sleep. My phone chimed. My cousin, Shakira, was calling. I answered with a smile. 
“Hey, girl. Since when do you call instead of text?” 
“Cut it out. You work at night. Texting is me, trying not to interrupt. You forgot to send the fragrance links.” 
“I purchased them for you,” I tapped through my phone to get the email for tracking. “How’s my little cousin? Y’all are both my little cousins, but you know.” 
Shakira sucked her teeth. “I’m about to be your only little cousin on your mom’s side. I had to snatch her little behind up the other day. Trying me like she’s grown.” 
I laughed, “You remember being Sheena’s age.” 
“I do, but I wasn’t hot to damn trot like she is.”
I couldn’t stop laughing. “You hit that grandma slang.” 
“It’s the only way to describe the bullshit she does. Sheena is boy crazy. She needs to stop listening to her friends. All they have are wet asses and poor advice.” 
“I know it. What did she do?” 
“Snuck out to go to South Street.” 
I sighed, “South Street has that artsy bohemian vibe. It’s exciting for a teenager. I used to hang out there. You and your friends did too. I’m not taking her side. South Street’s been different for a good while.”  
“No. It’s the same. It was always rough.” 
“Probably. We were naïve too, girl. Sheena is making emotional decisions based off what she wants. She’s wrong for sneaking out. Anything could’ve happened.” 
 “Right. Sheena knows how fast things can escalate. Daytime or not, she should’ve said something. Sheena wanted to get her hair done. She was told to go the shop and nowhere else. Do you know what this girl did?” 
“Sheena went everywhere, but the hair shop.” 
“Sure did. I laid into her. She’s gonna stop trying me.” 
“She won’t, but little cousin is not built for it.” 
“We know it. After school, no phone, nothing. Sheena was crying. That won’t last long. She’ll try me again, but she’s gonna learn. I’m not one of her little friends.” 
I laughed more. “You sound like her Mama, but she needs that tough love. Jae is trying himself out too.”
“No, not Jae. He needs to sit his adorable self all the way down. Are his grades still good?” 
“Yes. Straight A’s. He’s bored. He’s into girls now, and he got that pretty boy conceited thing happening.” 
“Jaeden is not ready for a girlfriend.” 
“You and I know that. Dad talked about everything.” 
“Good. Sheena’s out there experimenting. I made her appointment like it was nothing. She’s hot in the ass.” 
I laughed, “Girl, that’s grandma on Uncle Dean’s side. You’re channeling her heavy. Using that old folks’ talk.” 
“I’ll keep doing it. She might see our ancestors.” 
“Don’t send her. Sheena is going to make mistakes. Let her. She’ll learn. How is everything with Alessandro?” 
“Girl, I can’t even tell you.” 
“You better try. I’m listening. Go on, brag.” 
Shakira laughed, “I never brag, well, a little.” 
“Kira, he’s yours. Brag about your man.”
Shakira went on a cute ramble about their date nights, and everything she and Alessandro had done so far. She was dating a sexy, educated, successful man, and I loved that for her. 
We laughed and chatted more. 
I teased her, “Alessandro is all man. Sexy too, girl. I like that he spoils you. Alessandro will be taking you home to Wilkes-Barre soon. Get ready to meet his family.”  
“They better be ready to meet me. I’m not changing up.” 
“Be polite. Be kind. Stay authentic. Stay you.” 
“Always. Tash, you taught me that. I’m not in love yet, but I’m ready. No one will be messing this up for me.”   
“I know that’s right. You’re not skipping getting to know him. Unlike myself. I’m not trying to be in their life like that. Are y’all good though? Do y’all need anything?”
“Tash, I didn’t call for money.” 
“You didn’t say no to these new fragrances.”  
“You want to spend on me. Who am I to complain?” 
We laughed until Shakira sighed.  
“Seriously, things are good. Wait, on second thought, send a little something. I’ll add it to what I’m giving Sheena. I shouldn’t give her a damn thing, but I’ll be on vacation next week. She’s staying with Dad.”
“Uncle Dean lives on Cobbs Creek Parkway. He’s gonna tell that girl to look outside at the trees across the way and imagine freedom. Socializing will be from her phone.” 
“You know it. He’ll be driving her to and from school. She won’t be wandering off with her friends. Dad already told her that. He’ll take her out to eat and go clothes shopping, but she needs to have walking around money.”
I laughed, “Uncle Dean will tell her to get a job.” 
“He already did. Sheena is pretending to be innocent. Like nothing but school and home. Dad is like, no, job.”
We laughed, gossiped, and joked.
Chatting with Shakira was good times. It was all love. The feeling warmed me from the inside, out. We understood one another, and if nothing else, we had us.
Our laughter was outrageous giggles. Shakira tried catching her breath. It took everything, but I finally did. 
“Okay, so your vacation. Where are you going?” 
“Back to Cincy. I’ll be staying at Dionne’s again.” 
“Aww. Pretty Girl did go home.” 
“Straight there. She didn’t even pack her clothes.” 
“I believe it. If his house is as beautiful as y’all say, I want a video tour. Don’t disrespect Phil. Ask first.” 
“I did. He’s cool with it. Dionne lost her mind after seeing your two-level condo. Your place is so you. Their house looks like something from a design show too.”
“I can’t wait to see it. You and Dionne are learning.” 
“We should be after getting advice from you, Miss Thang. Your lifestyle, yes, but you don’t keep a man.” 
“Do as I say, not as I do. What’s wrong with you?” 
Shakira laughed, “You’re out here, saving relationships.” 
“Only for you and your best friend.” 
“Speaking of best friends, how is Bishop doing?” 
“Good. She wants to fix up the house.” 
“It’s beautiful already. Will the repairs be expensive?” 
“Yes. She’s been trying not to dip into her savings. She’ll have too though. I offered to help, but she said no.” 
“Bishop wants to do it by herself.” Shakira sighed, “It’s hard to ask for help sometimes. I’m like that, but I’m starting to do better by knowing when to ask. Oh, Dionne is calling. We’re planning for my trip. I have to take this.” 
“Go on. Make sure you check the tracking email.” 
“I will. Thanks, Tash. I love you.” 
“I love you more.” 
Our call ended. Shakira didn’t have to stress. She could send Sheena to Denver for the summer. All her expenses would be paid. I was texting to say that. I checked again to make sure Shakira had the tracking info. Next, I went into the app to send her two hundred and fifty. Sheena needed to make it work. Shakira deserved to treat herself. 
Being with Dionne would be good for my cousin. They had been as thick as thieves since elementary school. Shakira only went to West Catholic because Uncle Dean paid for it. He claimed Sheena as his own, but he didn’t take Aunt Delsie back, and she didn’t stop doing her dirt. 
Shakira and Aunt Delsie used to clash constantly. Teenage girls think they’re more mature than they are, but Shakira wasn’t putting up with the nonsense. She wanted to be a kid, and do things teenage girls normally do, but taking care of Sheena forced her to grow up fast.
Aunt Delsie and my mom, Elsie, were twins, and they were identical down to the way they dealt with life. Our Moms chose them in the end, but Mom and Aunt Delsie started off like all the women in our family. We were reliable, caring, and loyal. We made sure everyone was comfortable and cared for. Our needs came second, but the payoff was being praised, loved, and appreciated.
A martyr, I was not. Love comes with conditions like anything else in this world. People will rarely admit that because being honest would be too much like right, and feelings outweigh the truth. Society encourages that.  
Now, the women in my family play both sides by flipping between them. Our blind spots are the same, and we don’t see beyond what we consider ours. Our family, friends, people we like, shared interests. Anything else doesn’t exist. We know it does, but not unless we can use it in some way. Otherwise, no. It’s not important.
Traditions felt like chains for the women in my family. We had to learn that all the drama could be avoided by doing things we didn’t want to do. 
Falling in line? Probably.  
To be fair, there’s something to that man’s words about thinking however but behaving like everyone else. 
Not one woman in my family had truly tried it from my great-great grand-mère on down. Wait. Not true. Maybe we were doing a different version of that. We had to be.
We’ve been thinking and feeling whatever we want. We’ve been doing whatever we want too. All this happens without telling anyone, even our closest friends. Because admiration and envy are two sides of the same coin. 
Women copy who they admire. 
And, who they hate.
The women in my family weren’t that different. We get jealous and bitter. We can be outrageously petty. Staying in the present and relying on the past makes all the pain feel as if it was still happening, two, five, ten years later. 
One thing the women in my family never did was complain. Not about life. Not about work. Not about our men. Our choices were ours, and we enjoyed making them. Good or bad. 
We didn’t want to take credit for the bad choices though, but the woe is me thing was never cute. The girls at the job still do it. The way they talk about men and their emotions are amusing. I cut my eyes and let it be because they’re lying. They can’t stop caring and feeling until they fall out of lust. Then he’s trash in bed and all this extra shit. 
My participation in the bullshit happens, but I wasn’t one to whine about my weaknesses. I know what they are. No one can ever use them against me. 
I had what Mémé called Le sauvage du diable. 
The Devil’s Wild. 
The phrase is most commonly translated to The Devil’s Savage, but Mémé said it wasn’t right in reference to us. Le sauvage du diable was said to had been passed from mother to daughter. It was like the Devil’s wife jumped right into our soul and made herself at home. 
Mémé said it was in our charms. Our feminine wiles. Homely, we were not. Our beauty came second to none. We knew it too, and we were attracted to dangerous, successful men. Not to provide for us, but to contain us.
Beauty isn’t everything, but it helps with a sweeter than sweet attitude and being everything a man needs. His peace, his deepest desires, his spoiled girl, his everything. 
Low on love. 
High on cash. 
High on both. 
Or in reverse. 
It was the thrill of it for me. To do something for the hell of it because I could. Calling it the Devil’s Wild sounded crazy, but there was no other way to describe it. 
My phone chimed again. 
My random thoughts were ditched to look at it. 
Dad was calling. 
Something was up.
I quickly tapped my phone to answer.
“Hi Dad, you never call in the middle of a workday.”
“I would’ve called earlier. I didn’t want to wake you.” 
I was on edge after hearing that. “What happened?” 
“Your brother is cutting school. Jaeden is suspended next week. Thankfully, his grades are up to par. I called him, but he’s not picking up. I have a meeting at one.”   
Dad’s tone was emphasized by his Sicilian roots. 
He was already good and mad. 
I was putting on clothes in a hurry. 
“Don’t leave work. I’ll check to see if he’s at the house. There are places he likes to hang out with his friends. I’ll check those too. Make your meeting. We’ll text you.” 
“Thanks Tash, I’m trying to be patient with him, but he’s pushing it.”  
“Of course, he’s fifteen and thinks he knows it all.”   
Dad chuckled, “I remember when you were his age. I was engaged to your mom, and you didn’t like it.”   
I laughed, “I was wrong. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. Take care of business. I’ll get Jaeden.” 
“Thanks, Princess. I love you.”  
“I love you too, Dad. I’ll text in a bit.”  
Our call ended, and I was in my car within minutes. Jaeden was testing my damn patience. He was trying to figure it out. I get it, but Jaeden didn’t get to make life harder for Dad, not after everything he had to deal with. 










  
  It’s All Love

Tasha 


Cherry Hills Village

Being calm during a crisis was my saving grace. Jaeden wasn’t officially missing, so a smile and wave to Gate Security happened. My mood wouldn’t hold. Sure enough, I felt it sliding while coasting into the paved driveway. 
Our family home was an oasis with an infinity pool and beautiful outdoor spaces, nestled in a luxury community.
I went up the wide stone steps to unlock the massive oak door. All was quiet, but the alarm wasn’t set. 
That was a red flag. 
I checked the lower levels and went upstairs to go around the hall to Jaeden’s room. The door was closed. I opened it and stepped in. Jaeden was lounging in bed with headphones on, talking to someone.  
Jaeden could’ve been anywhere, doing anything, but he was home. It made the situation a bit better, but not by much. 
I relaxed in the doorway until he noticed me. 
Jaeden damn near jumped out of his skin. 
“Tash, what the hell!” His voice was louder than it should’ve been. He yanked off the headphones. “You can’t barge in my room whenever you want!”  
“Fix your tone. I didn’t knock on your door because there was no reason to since you shouldn’t be here.” 
My brother had that defiant look, but I wasn’t in the mood for it. There was a low noise, and Jaeden’s eyes flew to the screen. He reached for the headphones.
I yanked them out, and a girl’s voice filled the room. 
Jaeden moved his laptop. “Quit it.” 
He was still speaking with more courage than he felt. 
The look on my face made him change that. 
Jaeden was silently pleading with his eyes. 
He liked this girl. 
Still, I wasn’t letting him have it. 
Jaeden calmly spoke, “We’ll talk in a minute.”  
I went after his laptop, but he kept it out of reach.  
“Jaeden? What’s going on? Is that another girl?” 
The alarm in her voice made him glance at his laptop. 
Bless her heart for thinking I was younger, but those years flew by with college, traveling, and life choices. 
Jaeden was trying to explain. 
I crossed my arms. “Don’t make me tackle you. Turn your laptop, so I can see her.” 
Jaeden’s cheeks flushed a little because my tone was no nonsense. I wouldn’t think twice about causing a scene.
He was trying to risk it. 
Cool. 
I was all for showing off. He was getting new in front of company, so we were both going to be surprised with how it turned out. 
Jaeden glared at me, but he turned his laptop. 
A girl was on the screen with honey-brown skin, brown eyes, and thick, reddish-brown hair. She had a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Very cute. 
She was staring with her eyes wide. She blinked and then rushed to speak. “Oh. Wow. Hello. You’re beautiful.”
My problem wasn’t with her, so my smile was genuine.
“You’re beautiful too. Hi, Pretty Girl.”  
She blushed. 
This girl was beyond adorable. 
I asked. “Did you skip school too?” 
She blushed more. “No. I never skip. I had a dentist appointment. My parents said I could have the day off.” 
It was a relief to know my brother was talking to a girl his age, but she couldn’t save him. 
I glanced at Jaeden. “Why did you skip?” 
Pretty Girl looked uncomfortable. “Jae, I should go.” 
My brother quickly replied, “No, wait. I can still talk.” 
“He can’t,” I told her. “Jaeden is in trouble, but it was very nice to meet you.” 
“You, too.” Pretty Girl quickly ended the chat. 
Jaeden closed his laptop and flopped on the bed. 
 “I can’t believe you did that.” 
“It happened. You might as well believe it,” I pushed his legs to indicate he needed to get his sneakers off the bed.
Jaeden kicked off his high tops and released a frustrated sigh. No this boy wasn’t acting like he paid bills. 
I eyed him in case he wanted to try me. 
Jaeden still sounded annoyed. “Why are you here?” 
“Last warning. Fix your tone because I’ll meet you there. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
Jaeden went silent.
I wasn’t giving third and fourth chances. 
My tone was calm. “Why are you skipping school?”  
“A day here and there won’t matter. I’m bored.” 
I was raised by a single parent. Mom had a steady stream of boyfriends, and she partied all the time. I was left on my own, early on. Jaeden had a support system. Dad made sure my brother had the best role models. Jaeden had mentors and friends, and me, spoiling him. My brother didn’t have a hard life. There weren’t any struggles, but he was bored. 
Oh, how damn terrible. 
My first response would’ve sounded sarcastic because it was, but I knew what it was like to be a teenager. Different life, but still. Jaeden wanted to be heard and understood. 
I kept speaking calmly, “Jae, you need to be in school.” 
“Why? I’m already in accelerated classes. There’s nothing to do. It’s all boring. Tash, it sucks big time.” 
“You’re not in school to like it. You’re suspended too.” 
Jaeden shrugged, “So what. That’s not a big deal. Dad will say no phone and electronics for a week or two.” 
“He’s better than me. I would pull everything out the wall. Your t.v. and your game systems wouldn’t have a damn wire left. Your room would be bare bones.”  
Jaeden slowly looked around his spacious room. He had an expensive flat screen, game systems, laptop, phone, tablet, and a state-of-the-art gaming PC. 
Bare bones meant his bed and four walls. 
Jaeden scrunched up his face like when he was a little kid. Guess Jaeden decided losing everything was the worst fate. 
He glanced at me. “Dad wouldn’t.” 
“He should,” I told him. “You have way too much to be acting ungrateful. What is this about?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Is something going on at school?” 
“No, everything’s okay. I’m fine.” My brother said with more conviction than he felt. 
“Jae, what’s up? Is it Mom?”  
“Why would it be her? Every time something happens, you or Dad thinks it’s because of Mom! She wasn’t a bad person!” his eyes brimmed with tears. “She was fun and told the best jokes! Mom was coming back! She was!”  
I pulled my brother into a hug.
“You were her lovebug. Mom adored you.” 
Jaeden hugged me back. I played in his wild curls. He looked like Dad with my dimples and a cinnamon-brown complexion. Jaeden was already a heartbreaker, and the girls were already chasing him. He pressed his face into my shoulder. Jaeden started doing that when he was little. It touched my heart to see it, but he wasn’t off the hook.  
“Jae, what happened? What’s going on with you?” 
“Everybody talks about what they’re doing for the summer. I don’t mention the trips with Dad or anything about our family. Mom always comes up. Teachers, girls, my friends. They forget sometimes. They all have parents. I mean some of them are divorced, and Brent’s dad drinks or whatever, but their moms are around, spoiling them.”  
“I can’t imagine how hard it is for you. You were ten years old. You still needed her.” 
“You did too,” Jaeden broke our hug, “Why don’t you talk about her?”  
“Because I spent the last five years being hurt and angry when no one was watching.” 
My brother was surprised by my confession. 
“Really? You didn’t cry, even at the funeral.” 
“My relationship with Mom was different than yours. I cried my eyes out when Dad got the call. I put on a brave face for you and him, but I cried for a month straight.”  
Jaeden shook his head, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
“You were a kid. My pain wasn’t your responsibility. I wanted to be there for you and Dad. I still feel sad because Mom will never get another chance to get it right.” 
Jaeden’s eyes brimmed with tears. “She was trying.”  
I relaxed next to him on the bed. “Yeah, she was. I’ll never forget our last conversation. Mom was apologizing and saying she wanted to come home. Mom missed us.” 
“She loved us,” Jaeden said solemnly. 
I didn’t say a word against it. Mom was like a shooting star. She burnt bright and fast until the end. 
Jaeden rested his head on my shoulder, “I don’t want Dad dating. He keeps trying. He needs to stay single.” 
“It’s not up to you. Mom has been gone for five years. He was alone for years before that, you know this.” 
“Yeah. That’s true, but it’s always been him and me. Dad probably had a girlfriend while being married.” 
“Mind your business. Mom left him. Life is lonely without someone to share it, but never once did Dad introduce us to anyone. I never saw or heard about any women. You haven’t either. Dad is waiting to hear from you. Stop ignoring his calls. Get to texting him. You better have your books. You’ll be doing homework. Dad is expecting you to make up all your classwork and tests.” 
Jaeden groaned, but I wasn’t having it. 
“Go on. Get it together. I’m going to have a snack, prep for dinner, and take a nap. You better be downstairs and focused on schoolwork when I get up to finish cooking.”  
“Okay. Can you talk to Dad?” Jaeden said with an adorable, hopeful look. “Please, Tash. Please talk to him.”  
“No. You’ll get what’s coming,” I told him on the way to the door. “Next time, be in school and damn learning. Got Dad all distracted while he’s closing million-dollar deals. Stop being a brat. Boarding school is an option. Jae, you will get sent. You’ve got three years until graduation. Do you want to risk it? Yes or no? Say something.” 
Jaeden was quiet. I glanced over my shoulder. “Yeah. Keep that fear. Be very afraid. Dad is super pissed.” 
I left my brother’s room. Truthfully, we spoiled him, but he needed to know skipping school wasn’t okay. I would be taking my nap, but Jaeden wouldn’t be getting a break.










  
  Past & Present

Tasha 


The cabinets and fridge were checked for ingredients. Dad always kept our favorite snacks stocked, including my expensive yogurt. 
Dinner prep started with sifting flour into a bowl with salt, sugar, and baking powder. Lemon and orange zest were grated and stacked in the fridge. Olive oil and eggs would be whisked when it was time to bake the cake.
Seasoned sourdough cubes saved time. Basil leaves were ripped. Juicy red tomatoes were sliced and diced along with crisp cucumbers. The short ribs were seasoned and wrapped in foil. The tin pans went into the oven. 
Napping in the den helped so much. I woke up, tapping my alarm, and checking my phone. Bishop was texting. She wanted to ask Faye about giving their Mom money. 
Bishop and Faye rarely argued, but their mom, Ann, was a piece of work. Ann was half Italian and half Puerto Rican. Faye looked exactly like her. Bishop didn’t. She took after their dad. He was half Romani and half Black.
Ann had beautiful daughters, and she was wrong for pitting them against one another. The girls were adults though. Bishop could ask Faye about the cash, but she should listen to whatever her sister wanted to say. 
My manicured nails tapped the screen while replying. Bishop wasn’t interested in anything involving her mom. She was twelve years past having a relationship with her.
Cutting off toxic people should absolutely happen. Sometimes, I was toxic in the past. That came to light while dating and earning degrees at college. 
Educated and completely toxic. 
It was all me. 
There are ways to deal with toxic people. Mainly, set boundaries and stick to them. The crazy thing is people will keep crossing boundaries and being disrespectful.
Boundaries are for the person setting them, and they need to follow through, each and every time because all that pushback and disrespect will keep happening. 
For some reason, love was more important than respect. I never understood why people deal with family members that treat them like trash. Dealing for the sake of dealing. Obligation or not, it seemed like the person being mistreated would always get the short end of it. 
Maybe I was more like Mom than I would ever admit. 
Still, I enjoyed sipping something expensive and having a good time. I met Sharon when I was crashing through sixteen and new to living well. Our luxury gated community was like a town with a café, grocer, fitness center, and spa. Sharon was a beautiful older woman with a much older husband who adored her. 
Sharon was different, and that wasn’t good because different makes people uncomfortable. I figured that out from watching the neighborhood ladies. They spent their time worrying about Sharon. She politely spoke. They didn’t. She was cordial. They weren’t. All they did was whisper or stare at her in disgust. Sharon didn’t care. She kept looking fabulous with her oversized designer sunglasses and designer everything. Sharon
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