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A worthy wife is the crown of her husband, but a disgraceful one is like rot in his bones.

—Proverbs 12:4
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Bethany Paxton











Chapter One



Bethany Paxton went completely still, holding her breath when she felt the whisper of her husband’s warm, mint-scented breath brush her cheek, then the press of his mouth.

“Feel better, baby.”

She wanted to tell him there was no way she would ever feel better—not when she had been forced to play stepmother to a teenager who had to have been the devil’s spawn. Her ultraconservative Bible belt parents had lectured her over and over about using the word hate, but she could truly say that she hated her husband’s fifteen-year-old daughter. The bitch-in-training went out of her way to work Bethany into a frenzy wherein she’d seriously considered murdering the girl.

One time when she was slicing fruit for a salad, she’d gripped the handle of the knife and had been ready to plunge it into Paige’s heart. The thought was so shocking that Bethany called her twin brother, telling him of her wicked thoughts, and he was able to talk her off the proverbial ledge.


Later that night, Bethany downed a bottle of wine, went to sleep and didn’t wake up until her children roused her, crying that if she didn’t get up they were going to be late for school. Now when she drank herself into a stupor it didn’t matter whether she got out of bed or not. That’s what live-in housekeepers were for. As hired help, the woman got up early and made certain her son and daughter were washed, dressed and fed breakfast before she walked them to the corner to wait for the school bus.

At first Damon had balked at hiring a housekeeper when a cleaning service came in twice a week to clean, dust, vacuum and do the laundry, but Bethany did what she hadn’t done since she’d first laid eyes on Damon Paxton sitting at a table in an upscale D.C. restaurant more than ten years ago. She had seduced him.

Twenty years his junior, Bethany offered Damon the best sex he’d ever had in his life. It hadn’t mattered that he’d been married with a young child. She’d wanted Damon, and after a torrid affair and an uncontested divorce wherein Damon had given his wife a sizable settlement, Bethany had married her prince.

Opening one eye, she squinted at the clock on the bedside table. It was almost eight, and that meant in another hour she would be alone—alone to think about the turn her life had taken. She was only thirty-five but felt years older. She was drinking much too much, and the result was she’d gained weight and the skin under her eyes was puffy.

As Mrs. Damon Paxton she’d found herself isolated, snubbed by the wives of her husband’s business associates, which initially led Bethany to doubt her attractiveness and femininity. However, when rumors surfaced that she was a tramp and home wrecker she realized it had been retribution. The first Mrs. Paxton was D.C. royalty, and Bethany was a former beauty queen who had grown up in an Alabama trailer park. Only within the privacy of her bedroom did she feel confident enough to ensure her marriage was on solid footing.

Turning over and staring up at the gossamer fabric draping the antique canopy bed, Bethany knew she couldn’t continue the pretense that she had the perfect life and the perfect marriage. If she were truly honest, she would admit that both were in the toilet.

Something had to change; something had to give; she had to change or she would end up like her mother, who’d looked seventy at forty, was depressed, broken and had been dead a week before her body was discovered when a neighbor called the police after she’d noticed a strange odor coming from the adjoining apartment.

Her parents had moved out of the trailer and into a one-bedroom apartment once all their children had left home. Her dad had gone to West Virginia to visit his sister, who’d been hospitalized with a terminal illness, when he was notified that his wife had died from natural causes. It had been the last time Bethany had visited Parkers Corner.

Bethany sat up, opened the drawer to the bedside table and removed a cloth-covered journal and pen. Flipping to a blank page, she jotted down a list of things she needed to do: Diet. Call dermatologist about Botox. Contact personal trainer. She closed the book, picked up her cell phone, scrolled through her directory and tapped the button for her dermatologist, leaving a voice-mail message for someone to return her call. Minutes later she confirmed a session with her longtime personal trainer.

Dieting was easy. All she had to do was drink more water, increase daily portions of fruits and vegetables and limit eating red meat to twice a week. She would give herself two weeks of dieting and exercise before emerging from what had become a period of self-isolation. Damon’s social secretary had called her with an update of his calendar and Bethany would call Caroline and let her know to which of the events she would accompany her husband.

Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she walked from the bedroom to her en suite bath. One thing she had insisted on when she and Damon had gone house hunting: she had to have her own bathroom. Living in a double-wide with six other people and one bathroom had scarred Bethany for life. She could never linger more than three minutes because someone was always knocking on the door. What family members didn’t know was the bathroom had become her sanctuary—a place that in her imagination had become a magical place where she as a princess waited for her prince to come and rescue her from the squalor, poverty and the ridicule of other kids who constantly reminded Bethany that she was wearing her older sister’s hand-me-downs.

But that all changed as her body filled out. Boys had begun to notice her long legs, natural wavy flaxen hair, luminous violet eyes framed by long charcoal-gray lashes and her seductive smile that never failed to elicit gasps from the opposite sex. It had taken hours of practicing in front of the bathroom mirror before Bethany was able to lower her eyelids, tilt her head at an angle and peer up at a man through her lashes to get him to do whatever she wanted.

Her smile, body and face had been her ticket out of the tiny mill town and into the spotlight as beauty queen, soap opera actress and news correspondent. When she was assigned to cover a newly elected representative from her home state, her life had changed forever. It was her first visit to the nation’s capital and the first time she came face-to-face with Damon Paxton. As one of D.C.’s most influential lobbyists, Damon was purported to be as powerful as any man, past or present, who’d occupied the Oval Office.

Bethany stared at her reflection in the mirrors above the counter that created an illusion of infinite space. Pale ash cabinetry and a raised one-step from the vanity area functioned as a dressing room; a water closet and low tub were screened by sliding ash doors fitted with light-filtering frosted glass.

Her bathroom had become her retreat when she closed and locked the door, shutting out the constant bickering between her son and daughter and Damon when he went on incessantly about up-and-coming politicos and veteran elected officials whom he’d sought to bring into his sphere of influence.

It was no wonder she’d begun drinking. It was either booze or drugs. Even when her college friends were smoking marijuana and/or snorting cocaine, Bethany had never been one to experiment, because she feared becoming addicted like her father, who had become hooked on painkillers after he’d broken his back when he’d slipped on a wet floor at the garage where he’d worked as a mechanic. He’d tried suing the owner, but lost his case because he’d neglected to wipe up the oil that had been leaking from the car he’d been working on. Her father was forced to retire and wound up on welfare with a Medicaid card and food stamps.

And she didn’t need a therapist to tell her why she had begun drinking more than usual. It was because of Damon’s daughter Paige. It was as if the girl existed solely to disrupt her father’s marriage and to make their lives a living hell. Beth knew the girl blamed her for breaking up her father and mother’s marriage. What Paige hadn’t known was that her parents’ marriage had been over for years.

Opening a drawer under the counter, Bethany took out a jar of cleansing cream her dermatologist had recommended to offset the dry, red patches that occurred whenever she used soap on her face. Going through her morning ritual, she washed her face, brushed her teeth, followed by a liberal amount of mouthwash, then showered and shampooed her hair. The clock on a table in the dressing room chimed the hour. It was nine o’clock, and that meant she had the house to herself. Abigail and Connor were probably boarding their bus that would take them to a private school, while Paige was settling into her second-period class at a nearby high school.

After slathering her body with a scented moisturizer, Bethany walked back into her bedroom to get dressed. She didn’t have to think about what she would wear, because it was always the same: a matching set of underwear, white T, fitted jeans and running shoes. There had been a time before she’d married Damon that jeans and running shoes were relegated to weekends. But that was when she’d worked as a news correspondent.

She wasn’t complaining, because she’d traded her career for marriage and motherhood, but Bethany couldn’t have predicted she would become a stepmother to a surly, impudent teenage girl. Walking out of the bedroom, she made her way down the carpeted hallway to the back staircase that provided direct access to the gourmet kitchen, pantry and the housekeeper’s one-bedroom apartment. Mrs. Rodgers had become an invaluable addition to the family, because her presence allowed Bethany the freedom to make and keep appointments that coincided with her children getting off the bus at the end of a school day.

There were two things Damon had insisted on: she would become a stay-at-home mother and she had to be home in time to meet their children’s school bus. She was still a stay-at-home mom, but Mrs. Rodgers filled in for her whenever she wasn’t there when her children came home from school.

Entering the kitchen, Bethany went completely still when she saw Paige sitting at the table in the breakfast nook flipping the pages of a magazine. “What are you still doing here?” The question had come out harsher than Bethany wanted it to.

Paige Paxton’s head popped up, her cold blue gaze raking her stepmother’s too-perfect face like a bird’s talons. Even with no makeup, wet hair, jeans and a T her father’s trophy wife was stunning.

The teenager’s thin upper lip curled into a sneer. “If you’d put my school calendar up like you do Connor’s and Abigail’s, you would’ve known that I don’t have classes today. The teachers have staff development today and tomorrow.”

“I would have put it up if you’d given it to me,” Bethany countered, walking into the kitchen and over to the coffeemaker. She turned it on and placed a pod into the well.

Paige made a clucking sound with her tongue. “What-eva,” she drawled.

Resting a hip against the counter, Bethany crossed her arms under her breasts. “Are you or aren’t you going to give me your calendar?”

“I’ll think about it.”

Spots of color dotted Bethany’s cheeks. “What’s there to think about, Paige?”

Paige’s gaze went back to the magazines with photos of models wearing incredible clothes—clothes the girls at her school wore when they didn’t have to wear the regulation uniform of a charcoal-gray pleated skirt, matching knee socks, white blouse with a red tie and navy blazer. “I think I want to be homeschooled.”

Bethany froze for the second time in a matter of minutes. “Where is this coming from, Paige? I thought you liked your school.”

“I’m surprised you even think. I was under the impression the only thing you know how to do is fuck!”


An audible gasp escaped Bethany’s parted lips as she took a step and then stopped herself before she could launch herself across the space separating her from the girl. Her hands curled into tight fists. “If you ever utter that word in my presence again I’ll make certain you’ll never spend another night under this roof.”

Paige’s eyes narrowed as she pushed to her feet. “I don’t think so. This is my father’s house.”

“Wrong, Paige. This is also my house, and don’t forget I did you a favor when I told your father you could come and live here because you didn’t want to move to Idaho. Disrespect me again and you’re outta here.”

A wave of color suffused Paige’s face, which appeared more pale than it actually was because of the inky-black hair she’d inherited from her mother. “I don’t have to talk to you.”

“Then don’t,” Bethany retorted as she struggled to control her rising temper. Connor and Abigail had never argued or fought with each other until their older sister had come to live with them. Now the bickering was nonstop. “If you don’t want to live here, then I’ll talk to your father about sending you back to your mother.”

“I don’t want to live with her.”

“You don’t want to live with her, and you don’t want to live with me. I suggest you make up your mind, because right now I can’t see you celebrating your sweet sixteen here.”

Rolling her eyes, Paige flopped back down to the cushioned bench seat. “What do you want from me?”

“An apology will do,” Bethany said.

“You want me to tell you I’m sorry even when I don’t mean it?”

Resting her hands at her waist, Bethany stared at Damon’s eldest child. “Maybe I just need to hear it even if you’ll never mean it.”


There came a beat. “Okay…I’m sorry. There. I’ve said it,” Paige spat out.

“Apology accepted.” Bethany decided to extend the olive branch because going toe-to-toe with the child was wearing her down. “I was going to make breakfast for myself. Would you like me to fix something for you?”

“Do I look like I need to eat?” Paige snapped.

“If you think you’re going to lose weight by not eating, then you’re taking the wrong approach,” she told Paige as she opened the built-in refrigerator and took out a carton of eggs.

She knew some of the girl’s hostility was because of body image. Paige had stopped growing after hitting a height of five-three. Although her parents were both tall and slim, she had yet to lose what one would refer to as baby fat. Her best features were her eyes and hair. And except for an occasional breakout, her skin was as clear as bone china. Bethany had overheard Paige asking Damon if she could get a nose job and liposuction. He’d promised her she could get her nose fixed for her sixteenth birthday but had drawn the line at liposuction. His comeback was that if she exercised more then she would not only lose weight but also keep it off.

“FYI…I lost two pounds last week eating salads.”

“What kind of salads?”

“Lettuce.”

“Lettuce and what?” Bethany asked.

“Just lettuce with light Italian dressing.”

Opening the refrigerator again, Bethany took out the ingredients for a veggie omelet. “What about fruit, vegetables or protein?”

“What about them?”

“You need them for a balanced diet.”

“Meat makes me fat.”

Bethany diced an onion, pepper and several mushrooms. “You’re not fat, Paige. What you need to do is tone your body. You can come with me when I work out with my trainer.”

“I’ll think about it,” Paige mumbled. She wasn’t about to give Bethany the satisfaction of agreeing with her. She would never have her stepmother’s tall, willowy body, but knew she would look better without the additional twenty pounds she’d put on after her mother told her she was going to marry the man who’d once been her landscaper before he’d become her lover. What had frightened Paige was that the man had made sexual innuendos to his employer’s daughter the year she turned twelve. At first she’d believed she’d imagined his intent, but the one time he walked into her bedroom while she was getting dressed confirmed her suspicions that he was a predator. There was no way she was going to live with her mother, even if she still blamed Bethany for breaking up her parents’ marriage.

“Are you certain you don’t want an omelet?” Bethany asked, breaking into Paige’s musing.

“Is it fattening?”

Bethany smiled. “No. I doubt if it’s more than fifty calories. And that includes cooking it with a nonstick butter-flavored cooking spray.”

“Okay. I’ll have one.”

Not wanting to believe she’d scaled a small hurdle, Bethany cut up enough vegetables for two omelets. She squeezed oranges for juice and toasted two slices of all-grain bread. She wasn’t certain if Paige would eat the bread, but she decided to offer it to her anyway. She’d been where Paige was now—yoyo dieting that had compromised her health when she experienced horrific headaches and fainting spells. A nutritionist taught her what to eat to lose and then maintain her weight, while a personal trainer put her through an exercise regimen that toned and reconfigured her body until she looked as if she’d been nipped and tucked—even after two children.

Bethany was aware that she was a trophy wife, and she planned to look the part for as long as she could. The wives of Damon’s associates had not accepted her, but she wasn’t going to give the jealous women the satisfaction of knowing how much their rejection had affected her. The few times she’d found herself in their presence she’d made certain to look her best. The saying was that revenge was best served cold, but for Bethany it was looking hot. So hot that their husbands couldn’t stop staring at her. And if she had been the bitch everyone thought she was, then she would have slept with each of the men, then reported back to their wives on their performances—or lack thereof.

Bethany and Paige ate without talking, only the sound of music coming from a stereo unit on the counter breaking the uncomfortable silence. There was so much she wanted to talk about with Paige, but she decided to enjoy their unexpected and no doubt temporary truce. She was only twenty years older than the girl and had wanted to relate to her not as a mother but as an older sister.

Bethany had never been on good terms with her two sisters because they’d always resented her ambition to escape the predictable existence if she’d remained in the tiny town where everyone knew one another. Alice and Mary-Beth stayed, married local boys and continued the cycle of working for the mill or in the newly constructed Walmart. Her younger brother did get out when he joined the Marines as a reservist, but after two tours in Iraq had moved to Alaska where he’d married and fathered three children in five years. It had been more than four years since Bethany had gotten a letter from him. Her letters to him had been returned with a stamp indicating addressee unknown.


Her parents had stopped talking to her when she told them she couldn’t send them any more money, so that left just her and her twin. Jack was kind, gentle, but easily misled. He’d been arrested so many times for petty crimes that the local sheriff would lock him up for his own safety. Although Jack hadn’t been able to stay out of trouble he had become Bethany’s voice of reason. Whenever she needed someone to listen without passing judgment, Jack was there. Whenever she felt as if she was at her wit’s end, Jack was able to give her another perspective. When he’d told her that nothing or no one was worth her losing her freedom she’d thought about what he had gone through whenever he was locked up. The one time he’d admitted that another prisoner had sexually abused him, Bethany had cried for days. Then she’d called the sheriff to tell him if he had to lock up her brother, to please not put him in a cell with another prisoner. If the sheriff had been anyone but the boy who’d been homecoming king while she was his homecoming queen he would’ve hung up on her. She and Lenny Mortimer had dated during their last year in high school, and although many thought they would eventually marry Bethany knew differently. She’d sworn an oath when she’d received notification that she had been granted an academic scholarship to attend the University of Virginia that she would never return to Parkers Corner to live.

“Are you serious about wanting to be homeschooled?” she asked Paige, who’d eaten half her omelet before setting down her fork.

“Yeah.”

“Have you spoken to your father about it?” Paige nodded. “What did he say?” Bethany asked, continuing with her questioning.

“He said I would have to talk to you.”

Pale eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Why me?”


A hint of smile played at the corners of Paige’s mouth. “Because you would have to be my teacher.”

Bethany’s mouth opened and closed several times. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Who else did you think would teach me?”

“I’m not a teacher, Paige.”

“But you did graduate college, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did. But that still doesn’t mean I would be the best candidate to teach you chemistry, algebra and trigonometry.”

Paige smiled. “That’s what teachers’ guides are for.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Paige. I have enough to do when I check and help Abby and Connor with their homework. There’s no way I’m going to spend five hours a day teaching and tutoring you.”

“What the hell else do you have to do all day?” Paige shouted. “You have someone come in twice a week to clean the house and do laundry. Miss Rodgers does everything else. So why can’t you become my teacher?”

“Because I am not a teacher.” Bethany had punctuated each word. “I majored in English and communications, not math and science.”

“Maybe I should tell Daddy that you don’t want to homeschool me because I’m not your daughter.”

“I don’t give a damn what you tell him. I’m not going to homeschool you when you’re enrolled in one of the best private schools in Virginia and—”

Paige put up her hand, stopping Bethany’s tirade. “Daddy told me he’s going to talk to you about it.”

Rising to her feet, Bethany glared down at the manipulative girl. There was nothing to talk about. She had no intention of homeschooling Paige when Damon spent what amounted to a small fortune for her tuition. If Paige had planned to come between her and Damon, then she was fighting hard to make it a reality. As much as she loved her husband, Bethany had made up her mind to risk her marriage rather than be manipulated by a malcontent, rebellious and jealous adolescent.

Leaning closer, she narrowed her eyes. “There is nothing to talk about.”

Reaching over, Bethany picked up Paige’s plate and emptied the contents in the trash. She left the dishes in the sink for Mrs. Rodgers to put in the dishwasher, then went to get her coat, purse and car keys. She had to get out of the house before she did or said something she would later regret.

 

Bethany did not glance up from the book she was reading when Damon walked into the bedroom, closing and locking the door behind him. He’d called earlier to let her know he would not join the family for dinner. He’d had a dinner meeting with the junior senator from Wisconsin.

“Hey, baby.”

She looked up and smiled. At fifty-four, Damon Pennington Paxton had movie-star looks. His close-cropped light brown hair was sprinkled with silver, and he had tiny, attractive lines around large, deep-set dark blue eyes that were mesmerizing whenever he smiled. Damon held a powerful position in D.C., and whenever elected officials were told Damon was on the phone, his call was promptly answered.

“Hey, yourself,” she said. Rising off the window seat, Bethany approached him. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she pressed her breasts to his chest. “How was your day?” It was the same thing she asked him every day.

“It could’ve been better,” he said, his soft Southern drawl caressing her ear.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” she crooned, her hand massaging her husband’s back over his shirt.


“Paige called me at the office, crying that you won’t homeschool her because you hate her.”

Easing back, Bethany met Damon’s eyes. “That’s not true, and you know it, Damon. If I hated her, then I never would’ve agreed to have her come here to live. When I spoke to Jean about Paige coming here to live with us, she was upset because she didn’t want to lose her daughter. I reassured her I would treat Paige no differently than I would Abby or Connor, but it hasn’t been easy. She fights with me about everything.” Bethany then informed him that Paige had disrupted what had been a peaceful household to one where the younger children were now fighting with each other.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”

Bethany closed her eyes, and when she opened them she saw something in her husband’s eyes that hadn’t been there before—anger. “I thought I’d be able to deal with her.”

“There’s no way you could deal with her, Beth! She’s my daughter, not yours, so it’s my responsibility to deal with her. You don’t need to be involved when it concerns my child.”

The frustration that had been building inside Bethany for the past four months felt like gall in her mouth; she dropped her arms and took a step backward. “So, it’s going to be your child and my children!” she screamed. “What do I do, Damon? Let her verbally abuse me, then say wait until your father gets home? I’m sorry, but it’s not going to go down that way. I’m tired of being nice to her out of respect for you. You better tell your daughter that she’d better take her ass to that fancy school you pay twenty gees for, because I wouldn’t help her add two and two.”

Turning on her heel, Bethany walked out of the bedroom and into one of the guest suites. Falling across the bed, she did what she hadn’t done in years. She cried. She cried until her sobs became hiccuping sounds before she slept from emotional exhaustion. It would be the first night since she had seduced Damon Paxton that they would sleep under the same roof, but not in the same bed.









Deanna Tyson











Chapter Two



Deanna Tyson sat in her client’s solarium going over the seating arrangements for an intimate dinner party for the following evening. It was the fourth time Mrs. Otis Charles had changed her mind as to where she wanted her guests to sit.

Crossing one long, slender leg over the opposite knee, Deanna gave the older woman a steely look. “I have to know tonight where everyone is going to sit because when I come here tomorrow I’ll be too busy with the catering staff to begin rearranging seating.”

Hannah Charles exhaled an audible breath at the same time as she shook her head. “You just can’t imagine the dilemma I’m going through with my sorors. A couple of them have been at each other’s throats for the past two months. And it’s not as if I can uninvite them.”

Deanna stared at the wife of one of the ranking House members. Hannah had married Illinois Representative Otis Charles, chairman of the Ways and Means Committee three months after his wife of twenty-six years had passed away. There were rumors that Hannah had been sleeping with the elder statesman even before the late Mrs. Charles was diagnosed with an aggressive form of cancer. Hannah was fairly attractive, and what most people found shocking was that she was more than a decade older than her fiftysomething husband. And her silver hair complemented a flawless complexion that reminded Deanna of golden honey.

“You don’t have to uninvite them. Seat them at opposite ends of the table,” she suggested. “And I’d like to believe they wouldn’t disrespect you, your husband or your home with a confrontation.”

Hannah patted her ample bosom over a white silk blouse. “I would like to believe that, but I’m beginning to believe what my other sorority sisters are saying about Andrea. Since she lost her husband she hasn’t been the same.”

“Perhaps you can ask your husband if he has a male friend who can come. I know it’s short notice, but it will give Andrea someone to talk to.”

Hannah’s large eyes became even larger when she contemplated the event planner’s suggestion. “I’m certain Otis can find someone. Will you excuse me while I call his office?”

Deanna forced a polite smile. “Of course.”

She wanted to tell her client that she wanted to conclude her business and go home. It seemed like a month when it was actually two weeks since she and Spencer had had dinner together. She and Spencer had recently celebrated their eighth wedding anniversary, but Deanna still felt like a newlywed. Maybe it was because she and her husband didn’t get to see that much of each other, and when they did it was cause for a minor celebration.

Deanna wasn’t one of those complaining wives who bemoaned that she didn’t get to see enough of her husband because both were overly ambitious. As a D.C.-based litigator, there were occasions when Spencer spent more time at his office than he did at their Alexandria, Virginia, home. When Deanna set up her event-planning enterprise she hadn’t expected it to take off so quickly. One influential client became two, and soon she had made a name for herself as a preeminent D.C. event planner. Her client list included former presidents, vice-presidents and members of the house and senate and diplomatic corps.

She was very discriminating about with whom she contracted because she worked alone. Deanna designed the invitations and response cards and made recommendations as to seating, music, flowers and menus. She’d planned one wedding with eight hundred and fifty guests, and that was for the daughter of a former ambassador to France. Her specialty was dinner parties.

Running a hand over the back of her neck, she lifted the braided twists she had secured with an elastic band. Deanna had experimented with styling her hair with twists three years ago, and they were now shoulder-length. The hairstyle suited her lifestyle, in which she found herself with less and less time to devote to standing hair and nail appointments. Every Sunday evening she washed her hair and went through the ritual of repairing the twists until they were smooth and smelling of the special coconut-scented hairdressing she’d purchased from a local D.C. street vendor.

She stared at the fronds of a potted palm in a corner of the solarium, wondering how Hannah could move into a house that had belonged to another woman and not insist she make some changes. Everything in the house was exactly the same as the first Mrs. Charles had left it. Deanna sat up straight when Hannah returned.

“Otis had one of his aides call his widowed father, and thankfully the man said yes.”


Deanna nodded as she uncapped her pen. “What’s the gentleman’s name?”

“Langdon White.”

She wrote down the name on the seating chart next to Andrea Wells, then recapped the pen with a solid gold nib that had been a gift from one of her clients. She closed the planner, slipped it into her tote and stood up. “I’ll be here around three, so make certain the cleaning service finishes up before I arrive.”

Hannah pressed her palms together. “This is my first dinner party, so I want it to be perfect.”

“And it will be,” Deanna reassured her.

She wanted to tell the woman that a catered sit-down dinner for twelve was as relaxed as a stroll in the park. It was when an affair resembled a White House state dinner that everything had to be exact, from the wording of the printed invitations to the correct spelling and addresses of the invitees. Seating preferences became a priority, as well as synchronizing when each dish would be served and picked up, along with the accompanying wines. Deanna had a number of caterers and waitstaff companies on speed dial that she’d used over and over with astonishing results.

Those were the affairs when she would arrive early and stay late, all the while standing on her feet. Then she would go home and collapse, sleeping undisturbed for hours. Deanna was paid quite well for her services, but now at thirty-three she’d begun to wonder if it was worth the sacrifice of not having a family.

She and Spencer had decided to wait until their tenth anniversary before starting a family, but Deanna knew she was quickly approaching the age where each year her chance of conceiving decreased appreciably. In another two years she would be considered high risk. That was something she did not want to think about.

Deanna followed Hannah out of the solarium to the spacious entryway where a young woman handed Deanna her coat. Washington, D.C., like most of the northeast, had experienced one of the snowiest winters on record. It had snowed at least once or twice a week since Thanksgiving, and every time she tuned in to the Weather Channel it was with the hope that daytime temperatures would rise above freezing. It was mid-February, and winter still hadn’t loosened its fierce grip on the region.

Turning the collar of her mohair-and-cashmere-blend coat up around her neck, she walked briskly to where she had parked her car at the end of the block with its stately town houses. Depressing a button on the key fob, she started up the late-model BMW with the remote device, and by the time she was seated behind the wheel, Deanna felt heat flowing from the sedan’s vents. She waited a full minute before maneuvering away from the curb and headed for her home in Alexandria.

The house was ablaze with lights when she drove into the two-car garage and entered through a door in the garage. It was a rare occasion when her car and Spencer’s classic Jaguar were parked side by side before nine at night.

Her husband had shocked her earlier that afternoon when he’d called her cell to ask her for a date. Giggling like a teenager, Deanna had accepted. Her shock was exacerbated when Spencer offered to cook. Her brilliant and very talented husband had worked as a part-time short-order cook while he’d attended law school. His parents had deposited money into a checking account for him every month, but for Spencer it wasn’t enough. What the elder Tysons failed to realize was that they’d exposed their only child to the finer things in life, and taking his date to a local neighborhood hangout spot wouldn’t do for Spencer. For him it had to be upscale restaurants whenever he entertained a woman.

His love for the finer things in life was reflected in their three-story Tudor house, choice of cars and those in their social circle. Deanna’s client list was a D.C. who’s who, and the clients at the firm where Spencer was now partner had some of the country’s most prestigious companies on retainer.

She placed her tote on a high stool and hung up her coat on a hook in an area between the pantry and the kitchen, from which wafted the most delicious smells. She took several steps, leaning against the entrance leading into the gourmet kitchen. A smile parted Deanna’s lips as she watched Spencer whisk a salad dressing, stopping to test its thickness.

He’d exchanged his tailored suit, custom-made shirt, silk tie and imported footwear for a white T, jeans and a pair of thick white cotton socks. Light from the high hats and track lights reflected off the red in his coarse cropped hair. Deanna couldn’t remember the last time Spencer had allowed his hair to grow more than half an inch. He’d told her how he hated being a black man with red hair, but when she reminded him that El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, also known as Malcolm X, had red hair, Spencer never mentioned it again. She found his red hair and freckles cute—something she wouldn’t say openly, but she wondered if whether they did have a child if he or she would inherit their father’s and paternal grandmother’s titian strands.

“There’s something very sexy about a man in a kitchen.”

Spencer Tyson’s head popped up when he heard his wife’s sultry voice. He smiled, his light brown eyes twinkling like newly minted pennies. “What’s even sexier is having his woman in the kitchen with him,” he said, his Midwest drawl still evident despite having lived more than half his life in the South.

Deanna stood up straight. A platter with thinly sliced steak and chicken and a bowl of water with bamboo skewers indicated Spencer intended to grill the meat on the stove top and probably serve them with accompanying sauces. He knew she loved Thai cuisine, and there was no doubt he would concoct a spicy peanut sauce for the chicken.

“Do you need some help?”

Spencer shook his head. “No, but I could use some company.”

“Do I have time to shower and change into something more comfortable?”

“Of course. It’s going to be at least half an hour before everything is ready.”

Deanna blew him a kiss, then turned and walked down the hallway to the staircase that led to the second-floor bedrooms. Two years ago she and Spencer had made a decision to turn the third floor into space for entertaining family and friends, but they had yet to use it. However, Spencer wanted to upgrade the space and had a contractor install an elevator. Standing five-eight in bare feet and tipping the scales at one hundred forty-two pounds when stripped down to bare skin Deanna preferred walking the staircase to riding the elevator.

There were times when Spencer was preparing for a trial that he and his team stayed over in a downtown D.C. hotel, but whenever he came home after she’d gone to sleep he would usually bed down in one of the other bedrooms so not to disturb her. Deanna was fixated about getting at least seven hours of sleep or she would find herself out of sorts.

Her home had become a showplace thanks to Marisol Rivera-McDonald, who had become the go-to interior designer for Washington’s elite. Deanna had been introduced to Marisol at a soirée several years before, and they had hit it off immediately. There weren’t too many women in the D.C. area she would think of as a friend, but Marisol was the exception. They talked often and got together at least twice each month—whenever their busy schedules permitted.

Deanna expected to see Marisol and her political-consultant husband Bryce McDonald at the National Museum of Women in the Arts for the American Red Cross Annual Oscar Night fundraiser the first weekend in March. Spencer had bought a table for ten, and it would give Deanna a chance to reconnect with his law partners, their wives and the McDonalds.

She undressed, leaving her clothes in a large wicker hamper in the laundry room at the end of the hall. She’d had the laundry room moved from the first to the second floor because she’d tired of carrying baskets up the stairs. Although someone came in once a week to clean, Deanna felt uncomfortable with strangers handling her underwear. The phobia had come from her overly superstitious grandmother’s warning never to let anyone get a hold of her underwear because they could use it to cast an evil spell. Of all of her nana’s warnings, this was the only one that she’d adhered to.

Covering her hair with a large plastic shower cap, Deanna stepped into the shower stall. Punching several buttons, she programmed the water temperature before turning it on. She sighed as the warm water sluiced over her face and body. Usually she ended her day with a warm soak in the tub, but tonight it was a shower because she wanted to spend as much time as she could with Spencer before they went to bed.

After lathering her body with her favorite scented bath gel, Deanna rinsed off the bubbles and stepped out of the stall, reaching for a towel on the heated rack. Fifteen minutes later she skipped down the staircase in a pair of white sweatpants, matching tank top and fluffy slippers. She’d removed the elastic band from her hair and a profusion of twists framed her face while brushing her bare shoulders.

She walked up behind Spencer, wrapping her arms around his slim waist. For a man who spent hours sitting behind a desk he was incredibly physically fit. She knew there was a gym at the firm but doubted Spencer found the time to work out there.

“You keep pushing up on me like that and I’m going to have you as the appetizer.”

Deanna smiled as she pressed her cheek to his muscled shoulder. “I didn’t realize you were serving appetizers.”

Spencer glanced at his wife over his shoulder, finding her stunningly exotic. Her oval, flawless, medium-brown face with large almond-shaped light brown eyes was hypnotic. It had been her eyes and lush mouth that had caught his attention when he saw her at a party she’d planned in a private room at a D.C. restaurant. He’d asked for her business card, then called her the following week, not to contract for her services but for a date. One date led to a second one, and less than a year later they were husband and wife.

“I hadn’t planned to serve any. But if you want to be the appetizer, then we can wait for the entrée.”

Deanna pressed a kiss to his spine. “Oo-oo! I love it when my baby talks nasty.”

“Wrong. Your baby is hungry for his woman.”

She sobered. “How long has it been since we last made love?”

“Too long.”

Deanna knew Spencer was right. She was thirty-three and he thirty-seven, and they had to schedule time to make love with each other. When, she mused, had they become so involved in their careers that they had neglected each other? Would it continue after they became parents?


She closed her eyes. “I want you to promise me that we’ll make more time for each other, Spencer.”

His hands stilled. “You know I can’t do that, Deanna.”

“Why not?”

“Because every case is different. Some we’re able to settle and others we take to trial.”

“Can’t you let some of the other associates fill in for you?”

Spencer went back to peeling and chopping a shallot. “It depends on the case.”

“What’s going to happen when we have children, Spencer? Will I have to call and ask your secretary to schedule a time when you can see your son or daughter?”

Reaching for the arms around his waist, Spencer unclasped his wife’s hands and turned to face her. Vertical lines appeared between his eyes when he frowned. “That’s a cruel thing to say.”

Deanna refused back down. “Cruel or true?”

His frown deepened. “You damn well know it’s not going to be that way.”

“I don’t know how it’s going to be. All I have to go on is what’s happening in our lives right now. You just wrapped up a case, so you call to let me know that you’re going be home earlier than usual. How often does that happen?” Deanna asked. “When you get home I’m already asleep and when I get up in the morning you’re gone. If I don’t call you or if you don’t call me, then I wouldn’t know if you’re alive or dead. I married you because I’m in love with you, Spencer, but if I’d known what I know now—”

“Don’t say it,” Spencer interrupted. “Please don’t say you wouldn’t have married me, because we both know that’s not true. We married for all the right reasons. It’s just that we’re caught up with our careers. I’ve worked hard to make junior partner—”


“And you’ll work even harder to become a senior partner,” Deanna said, cutting him off. “How many more years will I have to put my life on hold?”

“What are you talking about?”

“A baby, Spencer. I want a child, but I’m not going to bring a baby into a situation where he or she will have to deal with a part-time father.”

“Aren’t you being a little premature?” he asked.

“About what?”

Cradling Deanna’s face in his hands, Spencer kissed her forehead. “We have another two years before we start trying for a baby.”

“I don’t want to wait two years, Spencer. In two years I’ll be thirty-five and high risk. And my chances of having a baby with Down syndrome also increases with age.”

“There are tests to confirm that, and if it is then you’ll just abort it.”

Deanna felt as if someone had plunged a dagger into her chest, then twisted it until she found it impossible to draw a normal breath. “Abort!” she screamed. “Do you know how you sound? You’re talking about a human life, not an apple that when you bite into it and discover that the insides are rotted you throw it away.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, Dee.”

“Please explain, because right now I’m thoroughly confused. When you talk about aborting a child it is not only my child but yours.” Her voice was soft, almost conciliatory. “I love you, Spencer. I want your children and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. But we can’t continue living the way we have. We have to make time for each other.”

Lowering his head, Spencer buried his face in the sweet-smelling twists. “You’re right, Dee. Starting tomorrow I’m going to meet with some of the associates and have them handle the cases that don’t require my immediate supervision.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I’m not promising anything. I said I’m going to try and lighten my caseload.”

“Thank you for meeting me halfway.”

Deanna didn’t want to tell Spencer that there were a few events she’d turned down because they were either on the West Coast or out of the country. The ones in California would require that she spend more than a week with her client to plan the event, then return several times to make certain all the vendors were on board. The ones in the Caribbean were more convenient because they were in the same time zone and she could hop a flight at a moment’s notice.

She’d made sacrifices to preserve her marriage, while her husband thought nothing of spending days at his office or in a hotel when working on a case. The one time she’d mentioned that she was going to stop by the hotel to surprise Spencer he had accused her of not trusting him. What he didn’t know was that she did trust him, because it was something they’d talked about before exchanging vows. Both had promised that if they found someone else they wouldn’t sneak around but be forthcoming. Spencer trusted her and she trusted him.

Spencer brushed his mouth over Deanna’s. “I need you to set the table and uncork the wine. As soon as I grill the steak and chicken we can eat.”

It had become a running joke between them that although Spencer could cook he was all thumbs when it came to uncorking a bottle of wine. When they’d begun dating Deanna didn’t know why he always served wine with a twist-off cap until he finally admitted that most times the cork ended up inside the bottle. Much to her chagrin, she realized they’d seen more of each and had more fun when they were struggling to make ends meet because both had refused to accept handouts from their parents.

Spencer had moved from his studio apartment and into her one-bedroom apartment after they were married. They worked hard and saved like misers before they were able to buy a house in a less-than-desirable D.C. neighborhood. Everything changed when Spencer’s grandmother died and he’d inherited her entire estate, which included more than a dozen apartment buildings in a gentrified Chicago neighborhood. He sold the properties for a sizable profit, bought the house he’d coveted in Alexandria, then invested the balance in tax-free municipal bonds for their children’s education. They had come a long way in eight years, but it was the next eight and many more eights that Deanna looked forward to.

“What do you say we host a little something for our friends?” Spencer said as she finished rearranging the place settings.

Deanna gave him a sidelong glance, wondering what had prompted that suggestion. “When?”

“Sometime next month.”

“Remember, we have the Red Cross function the beginning of March,” she reminded him.

“Then let’s make it the end of March or the beginning of April. Hopefully the weather will be warmer by that time.”

Deanna suddenly warmed to the idea. It had been too long since they’d entertained as a couple. “How many people do you want to invite?”

Spencer cocked his head at an angle. “No more than twenty.”

“Buffet or sit-down?”

“That depends on you, Dee. If it’s formal, then sit-down. Otherwise I’m not opposed to buffet-style.”

“Buffet is more casual and relaxed.”


Spencer smiled. “Then buffet it is. Friday or Saturday?”

“Let me get my BlackBerry and I’ll let you know what I have available in April.” Deanna retrieved her cell phone from her handbag and scrolled through her calendar. “All of my Saturdays are booked, but I have the second and fourth Fridays free. Which one is better for you?”

Spencer lifted his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Give me one,” Deanna insisted.

“The second Friday.”

“Okay. You’ll have to let me know who you want to invite before I make up the invitations. We can have happy hour from five to seven and a buffet dinner starting at eight. That will allow time for those who want to go home and change.”

“Who are you going to get to cater it?” Spencer asked.

Deanna chewed her lip. “I’m not certain. It’s a toss-up between Jimmy Snell and Dominique Lambert.” She had a listing of caterers and restaurants she used exclusively, but had her favorites. The two she’d mentioned were at the top of her list of favorites.

“Are you going to invite your sister and brother?”

“I will if they can get babysitters, otherwise they’ll probably decline.” Deanna’s sister and brother had six children between them—all under the age of ten.

“Knowing your sister, she’ll probably bring her kids with her.”

Deanna rolled her eyes at her husband. “Not to a grown-folks gathering.”

“Well, she did when we first moved here.”

“I know you don’t like my sister—”

“Did I say I didn’t like your sister, Deanna?”

“You don’t have to say it, Spencer. You don’t like her because she called you pompous.”

“That’s not all she called me,” he countered.


“What did she call you?”

“Something I will not repeat.”

“I’ll admit Neva has a sharp tongue, but—”

“Don’t try and defend her, Dee. She is who she is and I’m willing to accept that. Just tell her that I’m not going to tolerate her disrespecting me in my home.”

“Can we please drop the subject and enjoy our time together without talking about other folks?”

Spencer’s lids came down as he stared at Deanna. He knew she hated confrontation, but confrontation and debate came as easily to him as breathing. It was how he earned his living. “Okay, baby.”

Minutes later the kitchen was filled with the aroma of grilling meat, and he turned on the commercial exhaust that quickly got rid of the smell. Spencer knew Deanna was right about their not spending enough time together, but what he couldn’t tell her was that it wasn’t just work that kept him at the office. It was another distraction.

 

The chilled rosé was the perfect complement to the grilled steak and chicken with rice pilaf and a Greek salad with cherry tomatoes. Deanna drank two glasses of wine to offset the piquant taste of the spicy peanut sauce. Her eyelids were drooping when Spencer suggested she go to bed while he clean up the kitchen. She went upstairs, brushed her teeth, got into bed and within minutes was asleep.

 

Spencer waited twenty minutes after Deanna left the kitchen to tap several buttons on his cell. His call was answered after the second ring. “What are you doing?” he whispered into the mouthpiece.

“I’ve been waiting for you to call me.”

“I couldn’t call before.”


“Where is she?”

“She’s in bed.”

“Are you going to make love to her, Spence?”

A rush of blood darkened Spencer’s face, concealing the freckles sprinkled across the bridge of his nose and cheeks. “I told you before that what goes on between me and my wife is none of your business.”

“It is my business, Spence, when you tell me you love me. Is it really possible for you to love two women?”

“Yes, it is. I didn’t call you to talk about love, but to ask if you can meet me tomorrow.”

There was a moment of silence. “Where?”

“I’ll pick you up at Union Station.”

“At what time?”

“Make it ten. That way we can spend most of the day together. I promised Dee that I would take her out to dinner,” Spencer lied smoothly.

There came another beat before the feminine voice said, “Okay.”

Spencer ended the call with the tap of a key. It wasn’t easy living a double life, but there was something about Jenah he couldn’t resist. She was like a narcotic. Sleeping with her was addictive.
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