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Prologue

“I am standing outside the gated community of Richmond Hills, which has been shocked by tonight’s fatal shooting inside one of the community’s affluent homes. The police and the medical coroner are on the scene investigating the apparent self-inflicted shooting. The name of the deceased is being withheld at this time, but it’s being reported that the shooting occurred in the home of his alleged mistress—just a block down from the home he once shared with his estranged wife. It seems the violence tonight was the culmination of the deceased stalking his mistress after she tried to end the affair. After being distraught by strangling her, the victim delivered one fatal shot to his head by a 9mm gun registered in his name. A next-door neighbor happened to be walking by when the gun was shot and rushed inside to discover the bodies. And that was an act of sheer luck for Jessa Bell, as her neighbor, who is definitely a hero, was able to perform CPR and revive her until the paramedics arrived on the scene. She is now in stable condition at Fairmount Hospital. I will continue to report on this scandalous crime as details continue to unfold. This is Maria Vargas reporting for WCBL. Now back to you—”

 


Click.

 



The television set quickly faded to black. I didn’t really need to watch the news report to know what happened. It was my life—or nearly the end of my life—that they speculated upon and spread like the clap in a whorehouse. As if almost dying wasn’t enough, now my reputation would get skewered as my sins were put on Front Street. They might as well slap the scarlet letter on my chest and push me back into the mid-1600s.

Sighing, I turned my head on the lifeless pillow to look out through the slats of the blinds of the hospital room’s window. Nothing but the moon or some light reflecting on a huge silver mechanical device on the rooftop of the shorter building next door filled my vision. Not a blessed thing to distract me from my thoughts, my reflections. My sins. My death.

I shivered and pressed my fingertips to the bruises on my throat as a vision of Eric’s face filled with anger and murder flashed before me. I shook my head a bit trying to free myself of the vision, only to have it replaced by the brief memory of Eric’s blood and brains seeping from his head as they rolled my weak body past him on the stretcher.

Tilting my head up on the pillow, I bit my bottom lip as tears filled my eyes. I closed my lids, but the tears still raced down my cheeks.

I almost died tonight.

That was a chilling fact ... and I felt it to my bones.

Karma is and always will be a bitch.

I betrayed a friend to have Eric—her husband—in my life.

And I learned the hard way you have to be careful what you ask for. The man I fought to win at any cost became my enemy instead of the love of my life. He tried to kill me because I turned my back on his half-lies and part-time love.

Again, I see his face above mine as he tried his hardest to kill me.

I knew that the three friends I turned into enemies would probably gloat or toast with cocktails how the tables had turned on me. How being the mistress of someone’s husband had almost killed me. Tonight I was just a few seconds short of being able to spill all my sins directly to God—or the devil—and that scared the shit out of me.

You have to change, Jessa Bell, I told myself, forcing my hand away from the bruises on my neck and ignoring the tenderness of my throat as I swallowed.

Releasing a heavy breath, I reached out to the side rail and pressed the button to call for the nurse.

“Yes?” someone said over the intercom after a few moments.

“Is there a chaplain on duty?” I asked, my voice slightly hoarse.

“Yes. Would you like for me to call him for you?”

I paused. The end of your life was all about heaven or hell.

“Yes,” I whispered, trying to ease the use of my tender vocal cords. “Tell him there is a sinner who needs his help getting saved.”




Chapter 1

Funerals were all about saying good-bye.

Most times it was a necessary part of seeking and receiving closure. Of course, the ending of a life for the deceased, but also the closing of a chapter—or, in some cases, a book—for those grieving. Closure.

And although she knew that it was quite scandalous and bold for her to be there, Jessa Bell felt like she needed to see Eric’s body in that casket. Because of him, that day could have also been the day people came to either wish her well into heaven or curse her straight to hell. She needed the closure.

And no one was going to stop her from getting it. No one.

Eric was dead.

No one but God or Satan could have him now. Not her and not Jaime.

Jessa released a shaky breath. When she thought about their friendship, she missed him. When she thought about their lovemaking, she could almost forgive him. When she thought about him choking the life from her body with his eyes filled with rage, she wanted to see him slam-dunked straight into hell.

She still couldn’t believe she never saw the craziness inside of him. He had always been the steady one. The reliable one. Even when she couldn’t depend on her husband, Marc, because he traveled frequently for business, she knew she could call on Eric.

And after Marc’s sudden death from a motorcycle accident, her friend had been her rock. And that had nothing to do with sex and love. All of that came later—unexpectedly, but satisfyingly. As if it was meant to be from the very beginning and they just didn’t know it.

If I knew it all would end like this, I never would have crossed that line. Jessa squinted her eyes as she looked at the crowded parking lot of the church and then turned her head to take in the small group of news reporters standing outside the fence with cameras rolling.

The murder-suicide attempt had rocked the small affluent town and dominated the news for the last week. Every detail. Every flawed facet. All of it. Even down to the message she sent to her three friends taunting them all about running away with one of their husbands.

There was nothing the news media hadn’t dug up from her Richmond Hills neighbors—and her ex-friends—and then spread like manure. Her name and image had been splattered all over the newspapers, Internet, and television.

Thank God they have a good picture of me.

With one last breath, Jessa slid on her oversized designer shades before opening the door to her cherry red Jaguar to climb out, smoothing the severe cut of the pencil skirt she wore with a sheer black blouse with long balloon sleeves and a mandarin collar. It was the end of summer, but the temperature was still in the mid-eighties. She suffered the heat with the collar of her blouse to cover the bruises that had darkened to an ugly purplish color.

Pushing her jet-black hair behind her ear, Jessa made her way toward the church on her five-inch heels, tucking her clutch under her arm. She felt some fear and anxiety as she neared the small crowd of people slowly entering the church.

This was a bold and brazen move. She knew that. But there was no turning back. There was no need for shame. Everyone knew. Everyone judged. But still she had to live. There was no need to hide.

I am a victim in all this.

Still, she was thankful that everyone was focused forward and didn’t even notice her coming up on them.

“Excuse me, Ms. Bell. Ms. Bell!”

Jessa stiffened as the news reporter began calling out her name.

“That’s her. I know it’s her,” another reporter said.

A few of the churchgoers turned and spotted her coming up the steps of the church. She notched her chin higher as their faces filled with disgust, confusion, anger, or pure curiosity.

As she neared them standing in the open double doors of the church, the men and women moved back from her, opening a gap between them as if she were Moses and they made up the Red Sea. There wasn’t an available seat in the entire church, just standing room only. A murmur rose through the church that was distinguishable even above the solemn organ music playing.

Jessa’s steps faltered a bit as every head in the church turned to eye her. She was glad for the dark shades she still wore as her eyes shifted about the church until they landed on the sight of Jaime jumping up from her seat on the front pew.

Here we go, Jessa sighed inwardly as Jaime made a step but was stopped by her father reaching up to grab her arm and then whispering something to her.

Jaime waved him off, pointing her finger at Jessa like it was a gun. “Are you kidding me, Jessa? Are you really this stupid or uncaring or unaware that you would show your face?”

A collective gasp went through the church at Jaime’s angry words.

Jessa felt her own anger rise. The scene was uncalled for.

“The last thing I am is stupid, and these bruises on my neck keep me very aware of what happened to me!” she snapped, her eyes glittering like glass as she reached up to jerk the collar of her blouse down.

The mumblings around the church increased in sound and fervor.

“You deserve that and more!” Jaime roared. Renee and Aria came forward to wrap their arms around her.

“Ohhh, look at the besties consoling the grieving wife,” Jessa taunted, wanting to hurt her. “If only she was truly grieving. Right, Jaime?”

Jaime lurched for her.

Jessa smirked.

Suddenly, a strong male hand grabbed her arm and began dragging her out of the church. Bold, defiant, and feeling crucified, Jessa kept her eyes locked on the faces of her ex-friends even as she was escorted from the church and she felt the sweltering heat surround her like a wool blanket.

“Jessa, you knew better than to come here.”

She looked up as the church doors were securely closed in her face. She was surprised to see Eric’s father, Eric Sr., was the one to lead her out.

Jessa knew his parents well. They had even attended social functions at her house or she saw them at parties at Jaime and Eric’s. She even imagined the days she would be their daughter-in-law.

Jessa nodded as she corrected her clothing. “I’m sorry that this whole ordeal ended in Eric’s death. I just wanted to say good-bye to him, Mr. Hall. I honestly had no plans to say anything to anyone.”

“Call me Eric,” he said.

Jessa looked up in surprise at the warmth in his voice. She was a woman used to the ways and subtleties of a man and she recognized that tone. His desire and appreciation of her was evident. It both surprised and disturbed her.

As if I would really do a tag team on a father and son.

She arched a brow when the tall and silver-haired version of Eric tilted his head to the side to eye her legs.

What the hell? He’s just as crazy as his son!

“Mr. Hall,” Jessa said sharply.

He shifted his eyes up to meet hers.

“I’m sorry for the loss of your son and I apologize for the scene. Good-bye,” she said, her voice stiff with indignation. She turned and walked away quickly on her heels.

Once Jessa reached her car and slid behind the wheel, she was glad to see that Eric Sr. had reentered the church. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply as she fought to calm her nerves, sooth her anger, and overcome her embarrassment.

“Oh Lord, help me to forgive Jaime,” she prayed, squeezing her eyes shut as she raised her hands palms forward. “Help me to forgive her, and please forgive me for letting her push me to react to her, Lord. Amen, amen, amen, amen.”

The chaplain at the hospital told her to turn to God and call on Him when she faced trials and tribulations. She definitely had felt the tribulations of being placed on trial as Jaime judged her.

“Ignorant ass,” Jessa muttered.

“They trying me, Lord, they trying me,” she said, pounding her fist on the steering wheel before she started her Jag and smoothly pulled out of her parking spot.

She saw the small press corps perk up as she neared the open gate. At first Jessa wished for any other way to get out and avoid them, but Jaime’s accusations rung in her ears.

“You deserve that and more!”

More? Any more beyond being strangled into unconsciousness was death. Did Jaime, or even Renee and Aria, truly believe she deserved to die? Who else felt that way?

Jessa shook her head and tightened her grasp on the steering wheel until the brown skin over her knuckles stretched thin. She slowed her vehicle to a stop just outside the gate and opened her door. A microphone was immediately stuck in her face as she exited the car.

Jessa looked into the face of Maria Vargas, the local news reporter who was building her career on the back of Jessa’s shame and near death. She reached up and pushed the microphone from being so close to her glossy mouth.

“Ms. Bell, I am Maria Vargas with WCBL—”

Jessa smoothly held up her hand to stop her. “Yes, Ms. Vargas, I’m very aware of who you are. I just want to make a brief statement because I believe the press—including you, Ms. Vargas—has played out the brutal attempt on my life as if it is fiction. As if my life and my feelings are not real,” she said, reaching up to use one red-tipped finger to pull down the collar of her blouse. “These bruises are real. That night was real. I almost died. I made many mistakes. I am not a perfect woman, but I did nothing that was worthy of my death, and for people to say ‘She brought this on herself’ or ‘You deserve that and more’ is harsh and it’s cruel. I was a mistress ... not a murderer.”

Jessa turned and faced the camera. “I am a victim in this whole crazy story you all are salivating over like a silly soap opera. For all of you out there wishing death on another person—on me—I’ll pray for you. God has already forgiven me.”

Jessa’s heart was pounding as she turned and opened her car door.

“Has Mrs. Hall forgiven you, Ms. Bell?”

“Ms. Bell, were you hoping to attend the funeral of your ex-lover?”

“Were you turned away from the funeral, Ms. Bell?”

“Ms. Bell ... Ms. Bell?”

Jessa ignored the rush of questions from the reporter and slammed her door shut, not caring if she took off a limb of one of the crew surrounding her car. She accelerated forward and pulled away, hating that her nerves and emotions still stirred inside her until she felt unsettled and unsure.

She hated that.

Jessa was a woman used to knowing—and getting—what she wanted. But her life had spiraled out of her control ever since she made the choice to have Eric as her man by any means necessary.

She thought of one of the Bible verses the hospital’s chaplain gave her to read once she revealed all of her sins to him: “If there be a controversy between men, and they come unto judgment, that the judges may judge them; then they shall justify the righteous, and condemn the wicked.”

Jessa had never been closely tied to church or religion, but she knew the basics, and that verse had scared her. She hadn’t thought about pissing off God when she was fighting for her heart. She hadn’t thought about anything but believing Eric, loving Eric, and above all, having Eric.

Be careful what you ask for.

Biting her bottom lip, Jessa released a heavy breath and steered her Jaguar toward the on-ramp for the Garden State Parkway. She used one hand to unbutton the collar of her blouse as she steered with the other.

She felt her face and chest heat in anger. That bitch threw me out the church! That. Bitch. Threw. Me. Out. The. Church.

Jessa pounded her tightly balled fist against the steering wheel. Her stomach clenched in anger as she thought of the press adding that footnote to the already sordid details of her story.

I shoulda stormed the church and slapped her fake ass so hard that she spun into that casket with her crazy ass husband.

But Jessa had other plans for the bougie bitch. She wanted to—no, she was going to—remind her ex-friend that Jessa Bell was one bitch not to play so closely.

As she slowed to a stop at a red light, she reached into her bag and pulled out her cell phone. Using a bright red-painted thumbnail, she scrolled through her saved text messages. She entered a message quickly and hit Send. Before she could count to five, her phone vibrated in her hand with a response. A smile spread across her face like butter melting in the summer sun.

She would teach Jaime a lesson and have a little no strings attached sex. Killing two birds with one stone suddenly made her very happy. Jessa pressed her back against the soft leather of the driver’s seat before she eased her knees wider apart. The move caused the hem of her skirt to inch up her thighs. She eased her hand up her thigh and raised her hips just enough to shift the lacy edge of her bikinis to the side to lightly stroke her clit as she laughed softly.

The sudden blare of a horn shook Jessa and she looked up to see a dusty white pickup truck parked beside her at the light and the white red-headed man looking down into her car. She raised her finger and sucked off the juices as she winked up at him just before she tooted her horn and accelerated forward, leaving him behind.

Dropping the cell phone onto the passenger seat, she felt a little of her anxiety eased. Just a little, though. She rode in silence, wishing she could erase the scenes replaying in her mind like an old-school record that skipped:

The first time her husband, Marc, had invited Eric over to the house when he moved into Richmond Hills. I honestly looked at him like a brother ... back then.

The moment that a look shared between them had changed everything between Jaime and Eric. When Jaime thought Eric and I weren’t to be trusted she had been so wrong because that moment came years later and it surprised us both.

That first kiss they shared in Eric and Jaime’s kitchen. Once we crossed the line, there was no turning back.

The first time they made love, said I love you, or planned to be together. It felt like we were made to be.

The moment she pressed Send on that text message to Aria, Renee, and Jaime. They had stopped being my friends long before that. All of them.

The moment she realized that Eric wasn’t moving in with her, wasn’t giving up his marriage, wasn’t willing to make her his number one. His betrayal shattered me and I thought it couldn’t get worse.

Until ...

Eric had begun to stalk her. I am a grown woman and his insistence didn’t fool me into thinking that was love. It was pure craziness.

And then the look in his eyes as Eric tried to kill her. Jessa shivered from that last memory as she reached up and lightly touched her neck. Thank you, God, for letting me live.

Jessa slowed her car as she neared the front gate of Richmond Hills. She slowed to a stop and lowered the window to enter her code into the keypad. The tall, black wrought-iron gate opened with ease and she drove forward, passing the glass-enclosed security booth and giving Lucky, the red-faced portly security guard, a brief head nod before she zoomed forward around the curve leading to the clean streets lined with beautiful, stately homes that were worth three quarters of a million. Mostly more.

From behind her shades she ignored how the few neighbors not attending the funeral eyed her vehicle as she passed them. Judging me, she thought, fighting the childish urge to flip their condescending asses the bird.

Instead, she forced herself to slow down and do a slow roll through the subdivision. She refused to speed through. She refused to hide.

It takes two to tango, and Eric was right there dancing with me. And once I ended the dance, he tried to kill me.

Jessa’s lips twisted as she eyed the large silk black wreath hanging on the front door of Jaime’s house. And it was Jaime’s house now. Eric’s suicide left her to play the role of the grieving suffering widow.

A bunch of bullshit. Jaime was as full of shit as a stopped-up commode. She probably had her trick, the stripper with the dick for sale, on speed dial for a “good-bye to her husband fuck” once the last guest left her house after the repast.

Jessa knew all about Pleasure. Once Eric discovered that his perfect wife had cheated on him with the sexy stripper, he had Jaime investigated by a private detective. Eric had been more than willing to lay up in Jessa’s bed and share every sneaky-deaky detail of the investigator’s report with her. And the detective earned every red penny of his three thousand dollars. He dug it all up, including Jaime’s secret trips to that strip cub for years ... and the fact that the sexy Pleasure was serving up his dick at a price.

It took every trick I had to suck and fuck away the anger Eric felt from his wife making a fool out of him.

Jessa sucked air between her teeth and waved her hand dismissively as she pulled her Jaguar into the driveway of her brick and stone French country-styled structure. She paused a bit to see a large floral arrangement on her front doorstep. As she climbed from her car and tucked her clutch under her arm, she looked over her shoulder just as her next-door neighbor Mrs. Tuttle, Mr. Houston from across the street, and the Levys all turned away from staring at her. She felt the coldness of their shoulders even across the distance.

It was always easy to sweep at someone else’s door. But the problem was there were no real secrets in Richmond Hills.

Mrs. Tuttle’s gardener, Hector, was chopping down more than the bushes. Mr. Houston’s wife had no clue that she couldn’t get his dick as hard as Yuri around the corner. And the Levys? Word on the street was he’d backhand her like a pimp did his ho if she got out of line behind closed doors.

Everyone has secrets, yet everyone judges, casting stones and sweeping around the wrong doors.

She shifted her eyes to Renee’s spacious and pristine brick Colonial and then Aria and Kingston’s beautiful Mediterranean. Humph. Everyone.

Turning around, she continued up onto the porch, stooping to pluck the card from the flowers.


Jessa,

I’m very happy you’re okay and I appreciate your gratitude for my help, but I can’t accept flowers or pretend I approve of your role in the entire thing.

 



Best,

Mrs. Livingston



The flowers she sent Mrs. Livingston for saving her life had been returned and her thanks thrown back in her face. The weight of their judgment was bearing down on her shoulders and hindering her revival. Every attempt she made to do better and to be better was being rebuffed.

“Fuck all of you,” she said aloud in her husky voice.

With one last look around Richmond Hills, with eyes filled with just as much condemnation as her neighbors had for her, Jessa used her key to enter her home, leaving the arrangement on her porch as she closed the wooden door securely behind her.




Chapter 2

In the hours that passed since the funeral, Jessa’s anger had not cooled one bit, especially when she had been busy putting things into place to make sure Jaime regretted the stunt she pulled at the funeral. Visions of slapping the taste out of Jaime’s, Renee’s, and Aria’s mouths haunted her as she kept replaying the embarrassing scene in her head, over and over. She sat soaking in her oversized porcelain floating tub and the hand lightly resting on her thigh closed into a fist.

“You deserve that and more!”

Jessa shook her head in disbelief as Jaime’s cold words continued to echo around her.

Really, I deserve to die behind a dick? Bitch, please.

She closed her eyes as she lightly rested the back of her head on the smooth edge of the tub. She had tried to read her new leather-bound Bible to find solace, but that had not worked until she found the verse she took as a clear sign that Jaime deserved to get as good as she gave: “Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.”

Okay, truthfully, she knew what she had planned for Jaime was hardly sanctioned by God, but Jessa couldn’t let Jaime slide with embarrassing her like that. Jessa had never been one to be slapped and turn the other cheek. Never.

God, you will have to forgive me.

Just as the water in her porcelain floating bathtub began to cool, Jessa rose, letting the water run down and drip off the curves of her body as she reached for the plush white towel from the heated rack on the glass multicolor tiled wall. She moaned a bit at the feel of the warm cotton against her skin as she stepped out of the tub and buried her feet into the thick plush mat.

Looking around, she allowed herself a moment to enjoy her surroundings. Everything spoke of affluence. “So different from how I grew up,” she whispered aloud, shifting her eyes up to take in her reflection in the oversized mirror.

Raising her hand, she lightly traced her face, remembering the sad little girl she used to be: afraid to hope; afraid to dream; afraid to love. Being abandoned by a mother had a way of doing that to a little girl.

In time, she learned to push down the sadness and shield it with emotions that made most think she was inherently sarcastic and insolent and vain. All the while she was a wounded child trying to make sense of it all.

Sighing, Jessa pushed aside the sadness and regrets, leaving her bathroom en suite to enter her spacious circular-shaped walk-in closet/dressing room. She paused at the marble island and dropped her towel to the hardwood floor. Atop the island she selected one of the thirty perfume bottles neatly organized alongside her various scented lotions and black suede jewelry displays.

Jessa smoothed lotion onto her body, sprayed her pulse points with perfume, and selected a racy sheer corseted bustier to wear with a matching ruffled bottom panty. When she stepped out of her dressing room/closet, her feet were cushioned in one of the hundred pair of heels lining the shelves on the far wall.

She was just closing her new leather-bound Bible and sliding it inside the top drawer of her dresser when her doorbell rang. She licked her nude lips and gave herself one last look at her reflection before she left her bedroom and tightly closed the door behind her.

With each step she descended she kept her eyes locked on her closed front door. Mostly because she wanted to get to what awaited her on the other side, but also because she didn’t dare chance a glance into her living room. Since she returned to her home yesterday, she pretended the room didn’t exist. The room or the memories.

Jessa planned to call in her interior designer to gut the room and hopefully her memories of Eric trying to kill her along with it.

Stepping in front of the door, she fixed her face into a sultry smile, but then remembered there was no need for the pleasantries or even seduction. Not with a paid dick.

Opening the door, her eyes shifted up and her head tilted back a bit to take in the square and handsome face surrounded by jet black and thin dreadlocks. He was all things built for good sex: tall and muscular, rough and unpolished with black tattoos on his deeply bronzed caramel skin.

“Pleasure, I assume?” Jessa asked, reaching out to lightly wrap her hand around his wrist. She was surprised that she actually felt her pussy tingle at the sight of him. The feel of his smooth, oiled skin. The smell of his warm cologne. The way his eyes were taking in all of her own sex appeal in the naughty little getup she greeted him in.

Damn!

Looking down at his cell phone, he nodded his head as she pulled him inside. “You’re Jessa Bell?” Pleasure asked, his voice that deep timbre that made you think of walls crumbling.

“The one and only,” she said, pausing slightly when she wondered if he had seen her on the news. “Do you know me?”

“Not yet,” he said with a lick of his smooth lips as he eyed the top of her full breasts and shifted down to her shapely legs. “But I will.”

Jessa didn’t know if he was lying or not and didn’t care.

Jaime didn’t give two shits about Eric, but this man standing before her, ready to please, had been the woman’s fixation for years. He was the man Jaime was fucking when her phone missed and dialed her husband, unknowingly filling his voice mail up with the sounds of her being fucked well by her lover.

Jessa stepped forward to look out the door and down the long and winding street. Sure enough, cars were lining the street outside of Jaime’s home. The bitch was there.

But first things first.

Jessa stepped back in the house and closed the door behind her, turning to eye Pleasure as she leaned back against the wood.

“How did you get my number?” he asked.

Jessa’s heart double-pumped, but she smiled smoothly. “You serviced one of my neighbors.”

“Which one?” he asked.

Jessa lifted a brow before she pushed up off the door and turned slowly with her hands up in the air slightly. “No guns. No shields. No police here,” she said with a laugh as she finished turning to face him.

Pleasure smiled as he pushed his hands into the pockets of the black oversized sweats he wore with a black wife beater T-shirt.

“But it was Jaime. Jaime Hall,” she said, her eyes on him.

His eyes widened a bit before he frowned and licked his lips.

“She told me you were a good fuck well worth the price and I just had to see it for myself,” Jessa added, walking up to him. “A thousand, right?”

Pleasure nodded before he freed his hands to grab her waist and jerk her forward. He bent his head to press his mouth to hers, but Jessa turned her head slightly, causing his lips to land on her cheek instead. She cut her eyes up at him as he leaned back in surprise.

“No kissing,” she told him softly but firmly. “I mean ... really, though?”

Pleasure nodded in understanding as he stepped back from her. “No problem,” he assured her, even though his eyes glinted just a bit.

Jessa knew her tone was slightly mocking, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t paying to placate him. She reached up and stroked his cheek and slid her hand down his bare muscled arm before she moved past him to take a seat on the stairs. “I don’t think I’m in the mood for dick today. Eat me,” Jessa said softly as she used her hands to press her knees apart. Wide.

Pleasure crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at her with an almost bored expression on his face. “I don’t eat pussy,” he countered, seeming to deliberately drag his tongue across his bottom lip.

Jessa leaned back and pressed her elbows onto the stairs behind her. “Yes, but I can pay you enough to eat me ... but you can’t pay me enough to kiss you.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

Jessa nodded as if acknowledging a deft chess move before she raised her legs and raised her ass from the step to ease off her panties. She flexed her foot to toss the panties at him before spreading her legs wide again. “Five thousand dollars.”

Pleasure eyed her as Jessa used her red-tipped fingers to spread her lips and expose her clit. She tingled and moaned in the back of her throat as she let her head fall back and her eyes closed.

She smiled in pleasure and pure satisfaction when she suddenly felt the energy of his presence near her, moments before his hands replaced hers.

Jessa’s hips thrust up at the first touch of a man. This man. Shit!

“Five thousand,” he whispered hotly against the pulsing flesh of her pussy.

Jessa licked her lips and nodded as she brought her hands up to cup the back of his head. “Humph. Everyone has a price,” she moaned as she eased his head forward until she felt the first cool touch of his mouth to her clit.

Jessa’s entire body seemed to melt. It had been so long since her sex drive shifted out of park.

Eric’s compulsion for her had killed any desire to bring a new man into her life. She had worried that even the sight of her with another man would truly push him over the edge.

But now? Now Eric was in a place where he couldn’t affect her. See her. Stop her.

Pleasure stroked his tongue around her throbbing clit before suckling it into his mouth.

Jessa cried out and arched her hips upward to do tiny and tight circles against his mouth. No wonder Jaime couldn’t get enough of this Negro, she thought with a wince of enjoyment as he probed her core with a flicker of the tip of his tongue.

Damn.

Jessa released her grip on his dreads to massage her breasts and tease her taut nipples pointing up to the ceiling. “Oooh, eat my pussy. Oh shit. Eat my pussy. Oh my God,” she moaned with a hiss as she allowed her mind to pretend that it was her deceased husband, Marc, pleasing her and not some stranger that she was paying. And that thought made her shiver more.

“You like that?” he asked.

Jessa looked at him to find his deep-set coal black eyes on her intently before he ran his tongue inside the moist fold of her pussy. “For five grand? I damn well better,” Jessa said, her body still a mass of shivers as a fine sheen of sweat coated her body.

His skill and technique could not be denied. The man knew his way around and inside a pussy. Every move. Every suck. Every kiss. Even every heated bite. Everything had a purpose. Everything.

“Damn your pussy good.”

Jessa arched her back and wrapped her legs around his waist as she felt the familiar rise of heat in her loins. She felt nervous and anxious as he licked, sucked, and stroked her closer and closer to an explosion. A nut that she needed.

“What do you want from me, Jessa?” Pleasure asked.

Jessa looked at him, surprised by his intensity. “What?” she asked dazed and brought out of a passion-filled fog that felt like fugue state.

“What do you want from me?” he asked again, his eyes locked on hers.

Jessa frowned, feeling like he was trying to draw her into a trance or some shit. What the fuck? “I want you to make me cum,” she snapped, making a face like “duh.”

Pleasure dipped his head to lick the cord nestled just above her plump clit.

Jessa’s stance softened again as heat rose inside her pussy like an inferno. “Oh. My. What. Oh. Oooh. Oh. Yes. Yes. Yessssss,” she moaned, her heart pounding.

“You want to cum?”

Jessa reached out her hands. One pressed against the wall and the other gripped one of the rods of the staircase. “Yes, make me cum all in your mouth,” she told him, biting her bottom lip as she slowly rocked her hips back and forth against his mouth.

Oh Marc, she moaned in her head, enjoying both the reality and the fantasy.

“Say please.”

“What?” Jessa asked, wishing he’d keep his mouth filled with her pussy and not words.

“Say please,” Pleasure demanded, shifting his head to kiss her inner thigh.

Jessa sat up a bit. “Please give me my money’s worth,” she snapped.

“What’s my name?”

Jessa laid back against the stairs and sighed, feeling her ardor cool. She said nothing, hoping he would shut the hell up. Giving herself a five count, she forced herself to relax and guided his mouth back to work. “Look here, playa. I’m not feeling this routine of yours, and maybe it works on lame-ass women like Jaime, but I don’t need the sideshow. My focus is on the main arena ... if you get my drift,” she told him, looking down at her pussy as she flexed and opened it like a blooming rose.

He raised his hands and pushed her legs up high until her ass was up in the air. He blew a cool stream of air against her exposed asshole before he licked a wet trail from it up to the tippy-top of her clit.

Jessa’s grip on the stairwell tightened until she thought she could tear that motherfucker free. There were no more words and she didn’t need them.

Pleasure used his strong hands to ease the thick and moist lips of her pussy open wide until every bit of her was exposed to him. He dipped his head and suckled the pulsing cord above her clit again and Jessa cried out sharply.

Now this some new shit, Jessa thought, welcoming that familiar rise of intensity and anticipation as she felt her nut rising fast. She allowed herself to give in to the pleasure. To get lost ... and somehow found all at once. And when she finally felt the first explosion, she enjoyed the ride. She felt some of the stress and tension of the last week leave her. She felt renewed—rejuvenated—and ready for war.
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Ten minutes later, on legs still slightly wobbly, Jessa came downstairs with fifty crisp one hundred dollar bills in the pocket of the white velour suit she now wore. When she went upstairs to quickly change and to retrieve his fee, she had looked out her balcony to check the status of the repast at Jaime’s house.

Her timing couldn’t have been better.

Jessa tilted her head as she looked at him. “Another hundred for a sneak peak at the dick. I am dying with curiosity.”

Pleasure smirked as he looked directly in her eyes and jerked his pants down. “No charge,” he assured her with a smile.

Jessa’s eyes shifted down to see one of the thickest and longest dicks she’d ever come across. Her eyes widened and she swallowed over a lump in her throat. “Ooh. Ummmm. And ... and ... and that’s not even hard. Right?” she asked, completely unsure.

Eric was average sized, but Pleasure’s dick made him look juvenile in comparison.

Pleasure chuckled as he bent down to ease his pants back up. “You got my number,” he told her.

“Listen, I have to get the rest of your money,” she lied, already walking to the door to open it wide. “You can walk with me right down the street if you’re nervous I’m gonna skip out on you.”

Pleasure shrugged and walked out of the house ahead of her. “I can wait at my truck for you to get back,” he told her, laid back.

Jessa closed the door and smiled up at him. “Thanks. Be right back,” she told him, hurrying off down the street.

The sun was just beginning to set and the skies were darkening. Jessa’s heart was beating fast and she was glad that most of the residents on this block of Richmond Hills were at Jaime’s house. Not a sole was outside to see her walk up onto the porch.

She could hear the mingled voices of the people filling the living room.

Smiling like a cat, Jessa pulled the small remote from her pocket and edged just close enough to the window to point it toward the DVD player. She hit Play and the large flat screen hung over the fireplace filled with the image of Jaime getting fucked—and well—by Pleasure in the back room of the strip club where he worked.

Eric’s private detective was damn good for discovering that the owner of the club privately videotaped the activities in his back rooms. Money talks, and the detective walked away with the DVD.

Jessa knew making a copy of it would come in handy one day ... just like sneaking into Jaime’s house to load the DVD into her player while she was at the funeral playing the bereaved wife.

Bitch, please.

Jessa allowed herself one last peak as the voices and loud cries of surprise and shock echoed outside. The sight of Pleasure’s big dick sliding in and out of Jaime from behind looked like hardcore porn on the screen.

Jessa laughed and dropped the remote she took earlier onto the porch as she turned and descended the steps to stand in the street outside Jaime’s home. The front door opened and people began filing out like schoolchildren during a fire drill.

Embarrass me? Jessa thought. No, bitch. Take that.

Several people eyed her in shock, reprimand, and even anger. Women snatched their husband’s arm and pulled them away from her like she could fuck them with her eyes.

Jessa ignored them and kept her eyes locked on the front door. I ain’t done yet. She turned and motioned up the street for Pleasure to head her way. Seconds later, the headlights of his truck turned on and he backed out of her driveway.

“What the hell do you want, Jessa?”

She turned and looked up at Renee standing on the top step glaring down at her. Jessa briefly took in some of the neighbors standing in a crowd across the street before she turned and took in the tall and curvaceous frame of her one-time best friend, then rolled her eyes. “Save some of that anger for your husband’s white baby mama,” Jessa drawled sarcastically. “Or are you too drunk to realize that I’m not her.”

Renee’s eyes glittered with anger. “You don’t want to fuck with me, Jessa,” she warned, her voice hard.

Jessa spared her another bored glance. “I’d be careful with the threats; you’re facing enough charges, aren’t you?”

Renee’s discovery that her husband of over twenty years had an affair with a woman who eventually had his child drove Renee to the bottle, and when the woman came to Richmond Hills to confront her, she almost drove her vehicle into the woman in a drunken stupor, landing herself in jail and with a court battle to fight. Renee was free, but Jackson wasn’t back in their home, and so Jessa assumed the word on the street was correct that she wasn’t going to forgive him and try to rebuild their marriage.

Who gives a flying fuck?

“What’s going on, Renee?”

Jessa shifted her eyes to Aria as she stepped on the porch as well. Their gazes locked and Jessa didn’t back down. They had been friends since college, but now it was clear they were enemies ... and that was fine by Jessa.

Unlike Renee’s, Aria’s husband, Kingston, was back in his place as the king of the castle. Jessa’s eyes darted down to Aria’s stomach. She heard that Aria was pregnant. There was a time she probably would have been the godmother.

Fuck her and her whole crew, including the one she’s breeding.

Jessa pulled her cell phone out when Aria came down a step. “Please don’t violate your restraining order and get your happy-to-be-pregnant ass thrown in jail.”

Aria balled her hands into fists and glared Jessa down before she climbed back up on the step. “You ain’t shit,” Aria said.

“Being married to a doctor don’t change a damn thing about all that tricking you use to do, Miss Queen of Ain’t Shit.”

Jessa felt like she was on a roll. She loved putting these women in their place. When her husband died, every woman in Richmond Hills looked at her like she was the sexy widow on the loose looking to replace her dead husband. . . including her three friends. They never said it, but she could see the doubt in their eyes whenever they came upon her with their husband.

“Did y’all enjoy the show?” she asked, just as Pleasure finally pulled to a stop behind her.

Things couldn’t get any sweeter when Jaime finally stepped out onto the porch. She didn’t miss the way Jaime’s eyes widened at the sight of Pleasure’s truck.

“One second,” Jessa said playfully, holding up her finger before she turned and handed the wad of money to Pleasure through the open passenger window.

He took the money and then looked beyond Jessa at Jaime.

“Thank you so much; it was worth every penny,” Jessa said, her voice purposefully loud.

“That’s the man in the video!” one of the neighbors exclaimed.

Pleasure frowned and looked out his open driver’s side window at the people loitering in the streets still dressed in the funeral black. “What the fuck is going on?” he mumbled.

Jessa blew him a kiss and turned to face her enemies. “Looks like we have the same taste in men. He was worth every cent for me. Was he worth it for you?” Jessa asked Jaime.

“Hey, don’t call my phone no more,” Pleasure said, raising his windows.

Jessa shrugged and waved her hand to dismiss him just before he pulled off with a squeal of his tires.

“You’re pathetic, Jessa,” Jaime said, her newly cut weave swinging just above her shoulder.

The weave addict is trying to kick cold turkey.

“No, I am not the one to play with. That’s who I am,” Jessa told her, before she turned to face their neighbors. “Still feeling sorry for the widow. Please don’t be fooled.”

One by one, the neighbors shook their head or waved their hands at her dismissively before turning to head back to their homes. Jessa’s face filled with confusion. “Hypocrites!” Jessa yelled at them, the veins in her throat straining as her heart beat wildly. “All of you are nothing but hypocrites. To hell with you!”

One by one, the doors to homes opened and closed behind her neighbors. She whirled and Jaime’s porch was clear.

Jessa was left alone in the street ... like worthless trash.

Like the little girl left behind by her mother. A mother who never came back for her.

Tears of frustration filled her eyes as she stormed up the street to her home. She slammed the door hard enough to make her entire 3,000 square foot home shake. “Damn,” she swore in a fierce whisper, sliding down the door until she sat on the floor and then pressed her knees to her chest.

Her gaze shifted about the beautiful grand foyer and inadvertently landed on the entrance to the living room.

Pow!

Memories of the night came flooding back to her. Jessa flinched and closed her eyes, but she couldn’t erase the memory of all the blood or the sight of the back of Eric’s head blown away.

Tears raced down her cheeks. She didn’t feel any of the victory she thought she would claim. There was no redemption in her revenge, and everything she claimed that night in the hospital with the chaplain at her side had gone out of the window.

“God forgive me,” Jessa whispered, her lips trembling as more tears fell and more emotions that she couldn’t quite name welled up in her chest. “Lord, please ... please don’t give up on me.”
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