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To Andrew and Chloe, my heart and home.
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CHAPTER 1


NOW


GUILTY PEOPLE RUN AWAY FROM THE SCENE OF A CRIME, AND THAT IS what Tasha Jenkins was doing as the Gingells’ house burned.


In mere seconds, she made it from the front door, down the flight of stairs. She nearly tripped over the last step. One hand gripped the edge of the gate to stop her from tumbling face-first onto the sidewalk, making her fall to one knee instead.


The urge to flee until she reached the other end of the block, until she was far, far away from there, screamed inside her head like the insistent, ear-splitting beep of the fire alarm now going off inside the home behind her, but Tasha couldn’t keep running.


It was too late.


She pushed herself back to her feet and looked over her shoulder at the house that she’d been to only once before, and from a distance. The wide-open bay windows. The stately-looking exterior. The imposing oak front door and wrought-iron mailbox. She’d never told Madison how beautiful it was, how she should feel lucky to live there. Now the house was ablaze.


She turned around completely to watch the flames, entranced as the smoke seeped out the cracks in the three windows on the top floor and the fire licked hungrily at the curtains. It would gobble up the furniture next, and likely devour the couple who lived inside.


“Oh, my God!” a man shouted, shaking her out of her stupor. She wondered how much time had passed.


“Look at that!” the man said.


Tasha glanced to her right to find a couple standing a few feet away from her, gazing up at the house, slack-jawed. They were linked arm in arm and looked as if they had been on a late-evening walk. The woman reached down and grabbed their dog, a Jack Russell terrier, and clutched the dog and his leash against her chest.


“Should we call someone, Brian?” she asked the man beside her. “Do you think someone could be inside? Should we get help?”


Help . . .


Calling for help is something that old Tasha would have done. Before all this had happened, before random coincidence had brought Madison Gingell into Tasha’s life, Tasha would have called for help without question. But now she held back.


“What should we do?” the woman asked, like she was posing the question to Tasha, not her companion.


With shaking hands, Tasha reached inside her purse and pulled out her cell phone. Her fingers dumbly followed her command, dialing 9-1-1.


“Hello, what is your emergency?” the dispatcher answered.


She forced the words up out of her throat and to her lips. “A house is on fire. 818 Wicker Street. Southeast D.C. Please send help!”


The dispatcher started to ask questions. Is anyone inside? Are you near the fire? Do you know if anyone is injured?


Tasha hung up, unable to speak anymore; it had taken all her effort to say that. Now she would just have to sit and wait. So that is what she did, taking a spot on the curb near the corner, clutching her knees and staring off into space. Because guilty people run from the scene of a crime—but sometimes they stay.


Within minutes, she heard the fire engines. By then a crowd had started to gather. Neighbors walked out of their front doors and huddled on the sidewalk in their robes and flannel, pointing at the blazing spectacle.


“Ma’am,” one of the firefighters said. “Ma’am, you’re going to have to move. We’re clearing this block. It’s not safe to sit here. There’s an active fire.”


“I know,” she whispered. Tasha didn’t look up. She could only see his heavy-duty boots and the yellow hem of his pants as she spoke.


“What, ma’am?”


“I said I know.” She finally raised her eyes, meeting his gaze. She cleared her throat, forcing more conviction into her voice. “I started the fire. I—I did it.”



















CHAPTER 2


BEFORE


MADISON


“MADDIE, YOU . . . LOOK . . . FABULOUS! YOU HAVE TO TELL ME where you got that dress!” I hear behind me.


I’ve heard it several times tonight, but I have to look surprised when I turn away from the window where I’d been staring at penthouse views of the Washington, D.C., skyline to look at the woman who’d complimented me. The Tidal Basin and the dome of the Thomas Jefferson Memorial are now replaced with her smiling, wrinkled face.


Her name eludes me, but I don’t let on. I can tell from the chunky gold jewelry at her throat and dangling from her ears, and the colorful print of her gown, that she doesn’t work at the firm. None of the female lobbyists here at the party would be caught dead in something so garish. They’re all wearing simple cocktail dresses and sheaths, like they’d agreed to the uniform in advance.


I try harder to recall her name, but I’m still drawing a blank. Maybe she’s one of the other wives. Not one of the other partners’ wives. I’ve made it my job to know all of them so I could spot them across the room with their backs turned. Or maybe she’s one of the high-ranking clients. The head of some corporation.


Nevertheless, my face brightens. I give her a conspiratorial wink. “Now, you know I can’t reveal trade secrets,” I say playfully.


She throws back her head and laughs.


The joke isn’t that funny, but I laugh along with her.


She pats my shoulder. “Maddie, you’re a hoot! I swear I’ve always loved your sense of humor. It’s a perfect match for Phil! He’s so serious sometimes,” she says with an exaggerated frown. “Where is Phil, by the way?” She glances around the hotel suite where his firm, Wyatt & Harris, is throwing this get-together, making her gray hair helmet rotate on its axis. “I haven’t seen him all night. Where is he hiding, dear?” She chuckles before taking a sip of wine.


I’m starting to wonder where he’s gotten off to as well. I haven’t seen my husband since he disappeared 20 minutes ago to use the men’s room. I assume he was abducted by one of his colleagues on the way back. They’re probably talking in one of the many huddles around the penthouse, having conversations about some piece of legislation on the Hill or new executive order or regulation. All manner of things that would make my eyes glaze over.


“He isn’t hiding, but now that you mention it, I should go and find him. He said he wanted to get an early start tomorrow and didn’t want to stay out too late tonight. We should leave soon,” I lie.


The truth is that I’ve gotten bored. It’s bad enough that I have to attend these things. Even though I’m not on the payroll, partners’ wives are expected to make an appearance at the firm’s parties. But did he have to leave me alone to fend for myself?


“Well, it was wonderful seeing you again, Maddie! Call me when you get a chance. We should set something up. Perhaps lunch?” she says, leaning forward to kiss the air beside my cheek. “My treat!”


“Of course!” I lie again, air-kissing her cheek as well.


I wave goodbye and turn, winding my way through the crowd in search of my husband. I look for men in the maze of rooms who fit my husband’s build, who are his height. Finally, I spot him near a baby grand piano in front of one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. He’s standing with three other men, all in tuxedos. A few of them look familiar.


Phil takes a sip of wine and nods at something one of them is saying. I raise my hand to get his attention and start to walk toward them, but stop short when another woman glides across the room from the other direction. She is a tall, lithe, young redhead in an emerald-green dress that sways around her hips and drapes off her pale shoulders. My husband notices her but not me, lowers his wineglass, and grins. He reaches out to her, lightly grips her elbow, and pulls her toward the group and closer to his side.


My back goes rigid as I watch the familiar gesture.


The young woman tosses her hair over her shoulder and offers her hand for a shake to the others. They greet her, and the five begin to talk. I can’t hear them from this distance, but they all laugh at something she says. As they talk, she reaches up and picks at a piece of lint on Phil’s shoulder. She lets her hand rest there.


My cheeks and neck flame with heat, like they’ve been doused with hot water. I feel light-headed.


My outrage and disbelief seem to take on solid form. They fly across space, spanning the distance between me and my husband, and roughly shove at his back. He finally turns to look at me.


“Ah, Maddie! There you are! I was wondering where you’d gotten off to, honey,” he says, like I was the one who disappeared. Phil gestures to his side. “Meet Penelope.”


Penelope drops her hand and turns. Her green eyes settle on me and she gives me a “cat that ate the canary” smile that makes me tremble. The bitch practically has a feather dangling from the side of her crimson mouth.


“Mrs. Gingell,” she gushes, “it’s such a pleasure to finally meet you! I’ve heard so much about you from Phil.”


And that’s when I know my fears were true all along, what I’ve been suspecting for months after Phil’s numerous late nights at work and the missed phone calls and texts and the mysterious charges on our Barneys account: my husband is no longer mine.



















CHAPTER 3


TASHA


A MAN PASSES ME ON THE WAY TO MY ROOM AS I WALK DOWN THE hotel hallway with a towel wrapped around my waist. He’s white with dark hair and wearing a checkered shirt and khakis.


“Hiya,” he says with a nod.


“Good evenin’!” I say.


He tucks his hotel key into the back pocket of his pants and looks down at my feet, where chlorine water is dripping onto the burgundy and gold rug. He purses his lips and keeps walking.


I’m a little embarrassed by all the dripping I’m doing, by the mess and noise I’m making. I didn’t bring any flip-flops with me. Just my tennis shoes, and my feet are soaking wet so I keep making this squishy sound with each step I take. I can’t believe I left my flip-flops back home, but there were only so many things I could pack into one suitcase. I took what was important, what I thought we needed, what couldn’t be replaced—and a ten-dollar pair of flip-flops wasn’t one of those things.


I’m almost near my room anyway. I turn the corner and see the gold sign on the wall. Room 654. I stand in front of it and steal a look over my shoulder before reaching into my swimsuit, digging between my boobs, and tugging out my key card. I wipe it dry on the side of my towel, unlock the door, and step inside.


“Ghalen!” I call out to my son as the door slams shut behind me. “Ghalen, I’m back and you were right, baby. That Jacuzzi was just what your mama needed!”


Yesterday, Ghalen went upstairs to the tenth floor, to the sports center to swim in the pool and splash around. When he came back to our room, he was all smiles.


“You know they got a Jacuzzi up there, Ma?” he said, shaking out water from his dreads and wiping down his face with a towel of his own. “It’s so warm, and it has all these jets. My arms and legs feel like jelly. You should try it!”


I figured I should, since tonight would be my last chance. We’re leaving the hotel tomorrow, heading to Reagan National, and taking a flight to Atlanta.


I yank off my towel, kick off my wet tennis shoes, and shiver in the air of the room that’s as cold as Alaska. I check the thermostat on the wall by the bathroom and see that the boy set it to 65 degrees for some reason. I suck my teeth and raise the temperature to 70. I told him to make himself comfortable in the hotel room, but I didn’t mean to freeze us half to death.


We’ve tried to pretend that our stay at the hotel is like a vacation to keep the mood light, to ignore what and who we’re running away from. I let Ghalen buy movies on the pay-per-view channels and eat potato chips and M&Ms out of the hotel fridge. We ordered room service and stayed up late, eating overpriced sundaes and churro sticks.


On the second night, after Ghalen fell asleep, I stood alone on the balcony and looked out at the city that I’ve lived in for so many years, the twinkling lights in the night sky, and all the cars and people below. I hadn’t felt so free in my whole life. For the first time in years, I could hope. I could feel my life finally changing for the better. I went to sleep with a grin on my face.


The grin is back now, as I look around the hotel room. My double bed is made, but Ghalen’s is a mess—as usual. The sheets are all rumpled and the pillows are thrown around, but at least he finally put away his clothes instead of leaving them draped all over the furniture like his bedroom back home. Or maybe he finally started packing for tomorrow, like I asked.


“Ghalen?” I walk back to the bathroom door. The light is on inside, and even though the door is cracked a little, I knock. He’s a teenager, so he’s real particular about his privacy. “Ghalen? Baby, you in here?”


He doesn’t answer, so I nudge open the door a little more and find that the bathroom is as empty as the rest of the hotel room.


I drop my hands to my hips, wondering where my son has gotten off to. Maybe he went to grab some ice from the machine farther down the hall, or maybe he went downstairs to the Walgreens across the street to get something.


“I told that boy to tell me if he’s leaving the hotel,” I mutter under my breath as I walk across the room to my purse. It’s sitting on the footstool. I open it and begin to look for my cell phone in all the clutter. Maybe Ghalen left me a text message while I was in the Jacuzzi. That’s when, in the corner of my eye, I see the notepad sitting on the night table between our beds. I recognize my son’s handwriting. I walk toward it and pick it up.




I’m sorry, Ma, but I can’t go to Georgia with you. I’d miss my girl and all my friends. And I think I’d even miss Dad too. I don’t want to start a new school down there. Not when I’m so close to graduation.


Don’t worry. I won’t tell Dad where you went, but I gotta go back home, Ma. I’ll be alright. Don’t worry about me.


Luv,


Ghalen





As I read the note, my hands begin to shake. I start breathing hard, like I’m climbing up a hill. I rush across the room and pull open one of the accordion doors to the room closet. Even though I knew it wouldn’t be there, I still cry out when I see our one suitcase is gone.


“Damn it!” I shout, now near tears.


Ghalen really went back. He went back home to his father. He told me not to worry, but how can I not? I can’t leave him there all alone to fend for himself. I can’t leave him alone with that man.


I close my eyes, feeling all my hope and happy feelings fade. It only takes me a minute or two to think about what to do next. I take a deep breath and grab one of the plastic dry-cleaning bags from the closet shelf that the hotel leaves for guests. I trudge to the dresser drawers, grab my clothes, and start stuffing them into the bag, packing for my drive back home.



















CHAPTER 4


MADISON


WE STEP ONTO THE ELEVATOR MORE THAN 30 MINUTES LATER, AND Phil is close at my heels. He may be pissed, but I am furious; so if he wants to be coddled tonight, I will not be the one to do it. Let her do it instead.


I don’t look at him as I turn and the steel doors close behind us, shutting out the tinkling piano keys, laughter, and loud conversations of the party we’ve just left, and interning us to a deathly silence. Phil presses one of the many buttons on the panel in front of me, and I step back as if I’m giving him room to do so, but the truth is I don’t want him to touch me. I don’t even want his tuxedo sleeve to skim the silk of my cocktail dress. If it did . . . if he did, I don’t know what I’d do. Lurch back in disgust—or maybe start screaming and pounding him with my fists.


I keep my eyes focused on the digital readout and listen to the light chime in the elevator compartment as we descend from the hotel’s penthouse. I count down the numbers in my head.


12 . . .


11 . . .


10 . . .


9 . . .


I’m trying my best to ignore him and pretend he isn’t here, but I can feel the heat radiating from his body as he looms beside me. The pungent smell of his cologne—cedar, pepper, and white musk—invades my nostrils along with the undertone of an unfamiliar flowery scent that I assume is hers.


As we draw closer to the first floor of the hotel, my eyes are magnetically pulled to our reflection in the elevator doors and I look, despite my better judgment. I see how we present ourselves to the world and what we really are. A tall man and a petite woman. A fetching couple, married almost eight years. Childless by choice. Phil is forty-eight years old, in a single-breasted tuxedo with a loosened necktie, thinning brown hair, and a growing paunch that makes the buttons of his suit jacket pull slightly. I am his fair-haired wife of thirty-four, who spends numerous hours and plenty of money on a personal trainer and esthetician to ensure that I look younger than my years and the needle on the scale stays below 110 pounds.


But while Phil, one of the premier lobbyists in D.C., is still considered virile and in his prime, I am already a wilting flower on the stem. I can no longer deny it. My time is drawing near. I am a younger trophy wife who is no longer young and will soon be put on the shelf. In fact, I suspect Phil has already found my replacement. Maybe that’s why she was there tonight.


“I can’t believe you did that,” Phil suddenly mutters.


I turn away from our reflection to glare up at him.


“You were rude to her the entire time, Madison. It was completely uncalled for . . . absolutely ridiculous,” he says. “You realize that, don’t you?”


“I realize that I’m married to a liar . . . a cheater . . . a—”


“I am not a liar.”


“A cheater, then? Can you finally admit to that?”


“Please stop this, Maddie. Penelope works at our firm. She’s just an intern . . . a law student.”


“And lowly interns usually get invited to these types of shindigs? Aren’t you generous!”


“I’m mentoring her, for Chrissake! I’m helping her with her career!”


I snort and cross my arms over my chest. “Is that what they call it nowadays?”


“Nothing is happening between us. Certainly nothing that warranted your behavior tonight. You were childish. Spiteful. You were trying to embarrass me in front of my colleagues and—”


“And you are humiliating me by canoodling with her!”


“I wasn’t canoodling! I was simply introducing her to—”


“I know what you were doing,” I say tightly, turning around to point up at him. “I know what you have been doing. I am not an idiot!”


I know what he was doing because he did the same with me ten years ago when he was married to his first wife, Ashley, and I was temping at Wyatt & Harris as an assistant. Often, when he told her he was working late or taking a client out to dinner, he and I would meet at the Renaissance hotel—a stone’s throw away from the firm’s offices—in one of the king suites. We’d fuck like bunnies on poppers, and sometimes we would spend the night together. At lunch, he would sneak out early from meetings and we would drink sangria and eat Catalan cuisine while nestled in the back of our favorite restaurant, feeding each other, licking the sweet residue of pork fat and dates off each other’s fingers. But unlike Penelope the Intern, I never flaunted our relationship in front of Ashley. I never attended any of the firm’s parties and I would have never . . . never been caught by his wife with my hand perched on his shoulder, a gesture as possessive and intimate as a kiss.


“Like I said, this is ridiculous.” Phil casually adjusts his shirt cuffs. He’s wearing the cufflinks I gave him for Christmas five years ago. Twenty-four-karat gold and engraved with his initials, PHG.


“You won’t think it’s so ridiculous if I tell your colleagues the truth about you.”


He narrows his eyes at me. “Don’t threaten me, Maddie.”


“Don’t tempt me, Phil.”


“You’re going to say something you’ll regret, so let’s end this conversation now. I’m tired of it and won’t entertain it any longer,” he says with a finality that is utterly infuriating.


I want to strangle him. I want to murder him. It takes all my willpower not to turn and wrap my hands around his throat.


The elevator gives one last chime, signaling that we are on the first floor. The doors slide open, revealing the busy lobby, and Phil steps forward to stroll out first, but I roughly shove him aside, hurting my arm in the process, and I step in front of him instead.


I stride under a series of twinkling crystal chandeliers and past a throng of people lingering on banquettes and in chairs, talking to each other and their cell phones. Others walk toward the reservation desk, dragging suitcases and wool coats behind them. I can hear the click-click-click of my stilettos over the marble tile, and my shoes pinch my toes as I walk. Four-inch heels were probably a bad choice in footwear, but they make me feel tall and powerful, and I need that tonight.


The hotel’s gold revolving doors come into view, and I can see our car—a black Lincoln Town Car—idling along the curb. Our part-time driver sees Phil and me through the glass as we approach the exit, so he steps out of the Town Car, jogs around the hood, and begins to open one of the rear doors.


He has worked for Phil for the past four years. He is diligent, discreet, and more than willing to please the boss. Unfortunately, I am no longer of a similar mind.


I push my way through the revolving doors into the night. The air is so cold that my bare shoulders and legs instantly light with goosebumps, and I breathe in audibly at the shock of it. The brisk wind takes my breath away and yanks at my loose bun, making the hair piled atop my head fly around me, striking my face, neck, and back like I’m standing on the deck of a ship during an impending storm. Instead of walking toward the Town Car and the waiting open door, I continue to trace the semicircular path of the hotel’s driveway, past a beleaguered bellman whose cart is loaded down with so many suitcases and shopping bags that it looks on the verge of falling onto its side.


“Maddie! Madison, where are you going?” Phil shouts after me.


I don’t answer him. I look for any means of escape, but there are no other cars or taxis in sight. I look at the street in front of the hotel. I remember my younger days, when I was a much different girl . . . a braver girl, and I hitchhiked my way cross-country, climbing into strangers’ cars without hesitation and doing even more along the way. But I am not that girl anymore.


Or am I? I wonder, as I spot a blue Chevrolet sedan pulling out of a garage adjacent to the hotel’s driveway. The sedan stops and the driver turns on their blinker. I can’t see who is inside, but I know that there are only seconds before the driver merges into traffic and disappears down the street. I run to the car, wincing at the pain in my feet and shivering against the chill.


“Madison, what the hell are you doing?” Phil yells.


I reach the sedan and tug on the passenger-side door handle, but the door is locked. The only thing I’ve succeeded in doing is startling the driver, making her whip around to face me. She is a black woman who looks to be my age. A cell phone is in her hand, but she fumbles and drops it to the floor.


“Let me in, please,” I ask through chattering teeth, knocking frantically on the window. “Let me in! I can pay you money.”


“Madison,” Phil says as he stalks toward me. His eyebrows are drawn together. His face is red. He is embarrassed again. Perhaps he is furious now, too. “Stop this now! You can’t just hop into some random car. What are you doing? This is insane!”


The woman glances back at Phil, then stares at me again.


I bite down on my bottom lip, making tears prick my eyes. I gaze at the woman through the tinted window. “Please help me?” I ask with a sniff.


My eyes are red now. I’m crying—almost.


But she hesitates. She glances at the traffic and shifts the steering wheel as if she’s about to merge and drive away, and I wonder if she will leave me standing here. I watch with pleasant surprise as she reaches for the automated locks and I hear the click signifying that she’s unlocked the doors.


I yank the handle again and it opens. I hop inside, slam the door behind me, and we drive off just as Phil nears the bumper.


I can no longer hear my husband as we drive away, but his lips are moving rapidly like a silent film star as he shouts and pleads. I can see him running down the curb and almost into the street in a futile attempt to stop me.



















CHAPTER 5


TASHA


DON’T GO BACK . . .


“Don’t go back, girl!” was what my friend, Monique, was saying to me on the phone just as that white lady started banging on my window, yelling for help. “Why in the world would you go back there? Are you crazy?”


But I’ve got to go back. I can’t leave Ghalen behind.


My therapist warned me about my baby boy.


“I ain’t a baby anymore, Ma,” Ghalen would correct me, but he’s still a baby to me.


Yes, he is six feet tall now, with wide shoulders and a goatee. Yes, he has a girlfriend and just got his driver’s license a month ago. But in my heart, Ghalen will always be that baby in the incubator with the wrinkled skin and tiny arms and legs hooked up to all those wires. Ghalen will always be the baby who brought tears to my eyes when he finally latched onto my breast to feed and the nurses told me that it was a good sign, a strong one that he would pull through after all.


But my therapist warned me that he might not pull through this time. My son was the weak link in my plan, the one thing on my list that I couldn’t check off. I just didn’t believe her—or I didn’t want to believe her, I guess.


I’d written the plan on a notepad that I use for my grocery lists and my lotto numbers. I scratched out the steps and reordered them about 500 times before finally committing it all to memory. I then did what my therapist had told me to do: I held the paper over one of the oven burners and watched the yellow sheet catch fire. I burned it so Kordell would never find it. I didn’t want him to know what I was doing.


Step 1. Pack a bag for me and Ghalen and hide it in the attic crawl space. ONE BAG!


Step 2. Keep copies of my and Ghalen’s birth certificates, Social Security cards, bank statements, and insurance cards in my purse.


Step 3. Buy a burner phone.


Step 4. Book a hotel with a parking garage so I can keep my car off the street so it’s not easy to spot.


Step 5. Tell my job that I’m leaving.


Step 6. Withdraw cash and deposit remaining money on a debit card not connected to bank accounts.


Step 7. LEAVE!


“Your plan looks good,” Dr. Green told me when I showed it to her a couple weeks ago, back at her office. She handed the paper back to me. “It looks sound, but . . . does he want to go with you?”


I was too busy smiling down at my escape plan to hear her. I was so proud that I was finally doing it after all this time. It had taken years to work up the courage to leave Kordell.


“Does what now?” I asked her, barely paying attention.


“Does he want to leave with you? Your son, I mean. I don’t recall you mentioning discussing this with him.”


I looked up from the paper to stare at her. She was sitting in that big leather chair of hers, staring at me over the top of her glasses. Her long braids swayed when she tilted her head.


What a silly ass question to ask, I thought, annoyed.


“Of course he wants to come with me. Why wouldn’t he? I’m his mama.”


“But have you asked him? He just turned 17. Things like this can get incredibly complicated, Tasha. Legally, he can decide which parent he wants to—”


“He’s coming with me,” I said.


At that, Dr. Green went quiet. She sat back in her chair.


She ended our session soon after that, five minutes early.


My voice probably sounded harder than I meant it to, but there ain’t no way this was even up for debate. If I left, I was taking my baby boy with me. And why wouldn’t Ghalen want to come? He’d heard the fights and the name-calling. They only got worse when Kordell lost one of his big construction jobs making custom cabinets at one of those new housing developments out in Laurel, Maryland, because he’d been caught drinking on the job. But instead of learning his lesson and hustling harder, he got bitter and angry and started drinking more.


I used to tell Ghalen to go to his room when the fights got real bad, and I didn’t know if Kordell would be happy with just using his words and breaking things but would start using his hands on me, on us. Then a month ago, he finally did it. Kordell backhanded me across the face. I can’t even remember why. It was over something petty. Something silly. It was the first time he’d ever done it, and Ghalen saw it. Why wouldn’t Ghalen want to get as far away from his daddy as possible after he saw what he’d done to me?


So, when I left, Ghalen did come with me. I sort of dropped it on him, but he didn’t ask any questions. He didn’t argue. He just grabbed the suitcase I packed for us, tossed it into the trunk, and climbed into the car with me. While I drove to the hotel where we would stay a few days before heading to the airport, I told him about my big plans for us. How I wanted to move back to Georgia where the rest of my family lives. He would transfer schools. I’d get a new job. We’d live with my Mama. After I begged her, she said we could stay with her for a little while, at least until we got settled and I got on my feet.


But now that I think about it . . . now that I look back on that day, there was a funny look in Ghalen’s eyes that should’ve told me something ain’t right. And the way he kept gnawing his bottom lip—like when he has a big basketball game coming up or a test he didn’t study for—let me know he was worried, but I just thought it was because he thought we’d get caught. I didn’t know he was thinking about all the things he was leaving behind. I never thought he would ever miss Kordell.


That’s the hardest part to take . . . that he’d miss the man who made me feel small and weak, who I was trying to protect him from. But he’s probably making excuses for his daddy, trying to explain the meanness away and coming up with reasons to forgive. They’re the same excuses I’ve made for so long. They’re partly why I stayed. I know Ghalen is grown. It’s his decision, but I worry if I’m not there to stand in between them, what Kordell might do to him, especially if he wants to get the truth out of him about where I went. I can’t let Ghalen be his punching bag.


I’ve got to save my baby. I don’t want to go back. I’m scared as hell to go back. But I’ve got to go back.


So that’s where my mind was when that white lady came knocking on my window, saying, “Please help me?”


She looked so cold and scared. Then I saw that man coming up behind her with a look on his face like he wanted to kill her right then and there. I thought about Kordell. I thought about Ghalen. For a split second, I saw myself standing out there alone with my hair whipping in the wind, begging to be let in, begging for someone . . . anyone to help me.


I mean . . . what else could I do? How could I not help?



















CHAPTER 6


TASHA


“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, HONEY?” I ASK HER AS WE PULL OFF INTO traffic. I keep one eye on her and one eye on the road and the Dodge Caravan in front of me that keeps tap-tap-tappin’ on its brakes. “Do I need to take you to a police station?”


She stops looking out the back window and turns around in the seat to face me. I can’t see her too well in the dark car, just an outline of a face and big, wide eyes. “What?”


I reach over and press the button on the dashboard to turn down the radio. The DJ is talking so loud that she probably can’t hear me. “I said do I need to take you to a police station?”


She frowns like I’ve just said the craziest thing in the world. “Why would you do that?”


This time, I’m the one that looks confused, but I remember she’s probably in shock. When Kordell hit me, I couldn’t remember what day it was or even my own damn name right after it happened.


“Do I need to take you some place to get help?” I ask more slowly this time. “Aren’t you running away from him? From that man?”


Finally, something dawns on her. Her frown goes away and she nods. “Y-y-yes! Yes, I was running away from him! He’s . . . he’s my husband.”


I nod with her like we’re doing it to the beat of the same song. The DJ’s voice disappears, and a commercial comes on with sirens and honking horns. It’s starting to get on my nerves, so I reach over again and turn off the radio.


“Did he hurt you, honey?”


She doesn’t answer me right away, and I wonder if maybe I shouldn’t have asked her that. She’s probably ashamed about what happened. Dr. Green said a lot of battered women blame themselves. They think it’s their fault and don’t want to tell nobody. I’ve been there. I’m still there.


The white lady lowers her eyes and starts to rub her arm, like her husband grabbed her there, like it still hurts. “Yes,” she says almost in a whisper.


“It’s okay. Just tell me where I need to take you, and I’ll do it. Don’t worry!”


She starts to give me an answer, but she stops when a little voice pipes up in the car.


“Hello? Hello? Tasha?” I can hear Monique say.


“Damn,” I mumble, pointing down to the floor as I drive. “Can you hand me that, sweetheart? I didn’t hang up and she’s gonna just keep shouting until I say somethin’.”


The lady leans down, feels around in the dark, and finally finds my cell phone. She hands it to me.


“Monique, I’m sorry, girl,” I say, holding the phone up to my ear. “I didn’t mean to just leave you hanging like that. Something happened and I dropped my phone.”


“What happened now?” she asks.


Monique is one of the few people I told that I was leaving Kordell, but she moved to North Carolina two years ago and I figured he wouldn’t go driving down there, beating down her door to find me. He doesn’t even know she moved.


“Nothing. Nothing happened to me. I’m okay. I was just . . . I was just helping somebody,” I say, not knowing how to explain what happened minutes ago and not in the mood to do it. I hate driving and talking on the phone at the same time, and now I got this frightened lady in my car. It’s too much to focus on all at once.


“Helping somebody?” Monique says. “Who you supposed to be helping, Tasha?”


I stop at a stoplight and realize for the first time that I don’t even know the lady’s name. I haven’t told her mine either. I turn in the driver’s seat to face her. I can see her better now because the sign and bright lights from a nearby gas station fill my Chevy Malibu.


She’s pretty, though I can’t tell if it’s from her makeup or if she’s a natural beauty, as they say. Back at the hotel, for some reason, I didn’t notice she was wearing a dress. It’s off-the-shoulder and silver with little sequined flowers on the sleeves. A diamond necklace dangles around her throat and more diamonds dangle from her ears. Besides her crazy blond hair that she’s now combing back into place with her fingers, she looks rich and classy, like one of those women on those reality shows, the Real Housewives of Beverly Hills and whatnot. She looks like she could buy her way out of trouble if she wanted to, but I guess she couldn’t do it tonight. Goes to show you that even rich women . . . even rich white women have their burdens to bear.


“Monique, let me call you back,” I say into the phone.


“Huh? Why?” Monique squawks.


I never should’ve taken her phone call in the first place; but when I saw Ghalen had left, I was scared and panicked and needed somebody to talk to.


“Just let me call you back, girl. I will. I promise. I just can’t talk right now,” I say, before hanging up.


The light turns green and I start driving. I toss my phone into an empty cup holder and glance at the lady beside me again.


“I’m Tasha . . . Tasha Jenkins,” I begin, finally introducing myself.


“Madison Gingell,” she says.


Madison. It’s a name a woman like her would have. Sophisticated.


“Nice to meet you, Madison. Now, where do you want me to take you?”


She goes quiet again like she isn’t sure how to answer.


“You’ve gotta pick somewhere, honey. I could take you to 28th Street in Southeast with me, but I don’t think you’d wanna go there. Where I’m going isn’t much better than what you just left.”


She squints blue eyes at me. She doesn’t know what I mean.


“My husband has a hard time keeping his hands to himself, too,” I confess for some reason.


Maybe because I figure she’d understand, being in the same situation and all.


“Men are cockroaches,” Madison says out of nowhere. Her voice sounds different now. Sharper. Deeper. I wonder if that’s what I sounded like to Dr. Green. Even so, it catches me off guard.


“Cockroaches? Well, I don’t know about all that! Yes, there’s plenty of bad men out there . . .”


My husband being one of them, I think but don’t say it out loud.


“. . . but there are some good men, too. My son, Ghalen, for one. I’m trying to raise him right . . . to be a good man, you know? That’s why I’m going back home. He needs me.”


“He needs you?”


“Yeah.”


“How old is your son?”


“He just turned seventeen, three months ago,” I say proudly.


“Practically a man already.”


I laugh. “That’s what he keeps tellin’ me!”


“And yet you say he needs you,” she says, making me frown again. “Interesting.”


She turns away from me and looks out the car window.


I open my mouth to say there’s nothing interesting about it. I am his mother. It will always be my job to look out for him, and any mama knows that. I’m about to tell her the story of Ghalen’s premature birth that nearly killed us both and those long months in the NICU after, but I don’t get the chance because she tells me to make a left and that we’re only 15 minutes away from where we need to go. She then gives me an address where I can drop her off.


The moment for me to speak up has passed, so I turn on the radio again instead. I’ve told enough of my business for one night anyway.


It’s the late-night hour, so the music is calm now—lots of old R&B and smooth jazz. The DJ has changed, too. This one doesn’t shout, but talks like he’s trying to make you drift off to sleep. I need that. I’ve got a lot on my mind right now about Ghalen. About Kordell. The voices in my head are speaking loud enough; they don’t need any competition.


When we get near the address she gave me, I look around. I’ve never been here before, though I thought I’d been just about everywhere in D.C. A park is across the street with big trees and a stone monument with a man on a horse. The houses on the block are tall and made of red brick. Most of the windows don’t have curtains, so I can see all the people inside, going about their business. In one, a woman is sitting on a sofa, sipping wine with a remote in her hand. In the house next door, a man is jogging up the stairs to the second floor with a dog running behind him.


My neighbors don’t just have curtains and blinds on their windows. Some even have bars on them, and ADT and “Beware the Dog” signs in their front yards. But I don’t see any of that here. I guess when you’ve got money and live around people with money, you don’t need that stuff. You aren’t scared of the world and what it will do to you and yours.


Must be nice.


I can’t find a parking space, so I stop in the street. Madison unbuckles her seat belt and opens the car door. She hops out.


“You gonna be all right?” I ask, leaning over the armrest.


I’m more worried for her than I am about me, though I don’t know why. Maybe it’s easier to worry about somebody else. It can distract you from yourself.


She turns and looks up at one of the houses, the one on the end. “I suppose.”


“Are you staying with a friend?”


She pauses, then nods. “For tonight, anyway.”


That’s a smart move. A lot smarter than what I’m about to do.


But I have no choice, I remind myself.


“Well, you . . . you take care of yourself,” I say.


She nods again and shuts the door. I turn off my emergency lights and watch her walk a few steps. Her shoulders are bent and her head is down. She looks so small and frail. Like the heavy wind blowing outside could snatch her away at any moment. I beep my horn. She walks back to my car, and I lower my window.


“Here,” I say, reaching for my purse. I pull out my wallet and dig around for a couple of seconds. I pull out a business card. “Let me know how it all works out. Okay?”


She reaches through the open window and takes the card. She frowns down at it. “Knit ’N’ Things?”


“It’s my side business. I sell stuff I knit on Instagram and Etsy, but you can DM me at the address on the card.”


She looks confused at first, but then she smiles. “Why, thank you!”


“No problem, honey!”


A car behind me beeps its horn, and I wave to let the driver know I’m moving. “I should get going. You take care of yourself now.”


“You too!” she says as I roll up the window.


I can still see her in my mirror as I drive off. She stands on the curb for a long time before finally walking away.


* * *


It is a long drive across town to my home—the longest I ever remember it being. More than once I fight the urge to turn around, to take a side street and then another until I’m heading back to the hotel. As I drive, I think of the dozens of times in the past nineteen years that I could’ve turned around and taken a “different road” than the one I’m taking tonight.


Back when I met Kordell in high school, when I came up here to live with my aunt, he was the smooth-talking senior and I was the shy underclassman. He damn near stalked me until I agreed to go out on a date with him.


Back when we had our first fight when I was sixteen, and I watched him throw a Coke bottle at my feet in anger.


Back when he got jealous of Morris, who I met at my first real office job. Morris had been sweet and funny. He had been kind to me. I liked him a lot. He became a good friend, someone I really cared for, and Kordell must have sensed it. Kordell told me I couldn’t talk to him anymore and if he ever found out that I had, he’d come down to my job and beat the hell out of him.


All those times . . . all those years, I should’ve seen the warning signs and I could’ve packed my bags and left him. I could’ve used the sense the good Lord gave me and run—but I didn’t. I kept making excuses. I kept waiting for him to change. And, truth be told, the one time before this that I did try to leave, I almost paid the price. A big one. Now, I can’t leave. I will not desert Ghalen. So I take the road I know and I keep driving.


When I near the house, I see all the lights inside are out, but the porch light is on. I parallel park along the curb and pop the trunk. I climb out and grab the clear plastic bag that has my clothes and the rest of my things. When I close the trunk, I can see Kordell standing on the front porch in a T-shirt and sweats like he’s been there the whole time. The screen door sits open. He’s waiting for me.


Seeing him up there, I freeze for a few seconds. I swear my feet won’t move.


“Hurry up!” Kordell barks at me.


The threat in his voice makes me pry my feet from the cement, and I run up the concrete walkway and then the porch, dragging my bag behind me. I don’t look Kordell in the eyes when I get close. Right now, he’s an angry bulldog and he will just see me looking at him as a challenge. He’s been drinking. I know because I can smell it. I wonder how much and for how long. I step inside, and the screen door slams shut behind me.


“Taking your sweet time,” he mutters as I try to step past him, and he shoves me, almost making me stumble. “Like your ass ain’t been gone for three goddamn days and you haven’t. . . .”


I stop listening after that. I don’t have to hear the rest. It’s probably better that I don’t, anyway. I close my eyes and take a deep breath.


I’m home and back in jail again.



















CHAPTER 7


MADISON


PHIL IS STILL FULL OF APOLOGIES AND SO WILLING TO SUPPLICATE that I suspect he’d bend down and kiss my feet if I asked him to. I must have really frightened him when I climbed into that car that night three weeks ago, even though I arrived home before he did.


Good. He deserved to have a little fear put into him.


“I’m not angry anymore. Please don’t think that I am. But, Maddie, anything could have happened to you,” Phil said the next morning, rubbing my shoulders and kissing my crown before taking the seat beside me at our kitchen island.


In the merciless light streaming through our floor-to-ceiling windows, I could see that his eyes were bruised and puffy. The frown lines around his mouth seemed to have multiplied threefold.


He’d stayed awake, tossing and turning most of the night in our bed. I’d slept like a baby. At breakfast, Phil barely touched his coffee and toast while I gobbled an entire acai bowl topped with fruit and coconut flakes. Thanks to not eating anything at the cocktail party because of all the fat-laden hors d’oeuvres, I was starving.


“You had no idea who was in that car, Maddie. You could have driven off with a rapist or a murderer!”


I lowered my spoon into my empty bowl and stifled a sigh, now bored and wishing that I could have more to eat, but I was already at my calorie limit for the morning.


Despite my husband’s apparent hysteria, I wondered if he was more worried by what might have happened to me that night—or by what I might have done if I’d really left him for good. “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” as they say, and Phil had to have been losing what little hair he had left at the prospect of just how vengeful his wife could be.


He’d made sure in our prenup that I would get the bare minimum in a divorce, but there are things I’ve learned about Phil while working at Wyatt & Harris and being married to him these eight years that could not only embarrass him professionally, but also land him in federal prison. And his private life has just as many skeletons.


Phil’s trusted me with all those secrets, and I’ve been loyal to him and will continue to be—as long as he behaves.


“Please don’t ever do that again, sweetheart.” Phil grimaced and held my shoulders, begging me. “I couldn’t take it if something happened to you! Not in that way. I can’t . . . I can’t go through that again!”


I didn’t respond. I didn’t need to. My point was made. I played along and just dipped my head, lowered my eyes, and nodded. Phil embraced me. He held me so tightly that I could barely breathe, but I didn’t ease away. Instead, I smiled my own “cat that ate the canary” smile as I lay my head on his shoulder, knowing that Penelope the Intern isn’t as clever as she thinks she is. Or at least, she isn’t as clever as I am.


I’m not done quite yet, bitch, I thought.


Since that morning, Phil and I have been on a second honeymoon. Honestly, our time together reminds me of the early days of our relationship before we were even married, when everything was new and shiny and I was all that he wanted and needed. When I ranked above the firm. Above Ashley. When I was the air that he breathed.


Now Phil brings me flowers every day when he returns home from the office. A bouquet of yellow tulips. A single rose. Three calla lilies in a slender vase. It is our new love language. He even surprised me with tickets to the National Symphony Orchestra last week. We sat in one of the secluded balcony boxes reserved for use by the firm’s partners.


“One of the perks of being the boss,” Phil boasted as the house lights went down and we took our seats.


As the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini began, I reached past the armrest and lowered Phil’s pants zipper.


“Maddie, what . . . what are you doing?” he asked with an awkward laugh, like he was clearing his throat. He shifted in his chair and took a quick glance around him to see if anyone was watching us.


I didn’t respond. I didn’t have to. It was obvious what I was doing.


I jerked him off in the darkened theater while the orchestra played, listening to Phil’s labored breathing rise and fall along with the violins, cellos, clarinets, and flutes. Like the conductor with his baton several feet below us, I sped up and slowed down the tempo as I saw fit, shoving Phil’s hand away whenever he tried to stop me. And I enjoyed it just as much as Phil did. The power I had over him. The risk of being so brazen. It was just as arousing as if Phil had leaned over and slid his hand up my dress and nestled it between my thighs.


He came in my hand, releasing a strangled groan just as the orchestra reached its climax too. I watched him shudder and his body convulse and go limp in the chair beside me. As the audience cheered, I eased back into my seat and clapped, delighted by both performances.


“You’re going to be punished for that later,” he whispered hotly against my ear as he raised his zipper, making me tingle all over.


That night, Phil took out the handcuffs and the leather belt—something he hadn’t done in almost a year. We thoroughly enjoyed ourselves.


There are no more late nights at work. No more faint whiffs of perfume on his clothes. No more calls that he must take in the downstairs office with the door closed. And no more mysterious charges at Barneys.


She is a distant memory.


My husband is mine again.



















CHAPTER 8


MADISON


“I WANT TO THANK YOU, LADIES, SO MUCH FOR HELPING OUT TODAY,” Reverend Sutton says.


He adjusts his black vest, where a Rainbow flag and a “Black Lives Matter” pin sit prominently near his clerical collar. He then smiles his beatific smile as he gazes around the table at all the women assembled.


There are a little more than a dozen of us. We are of varying ages—the oldest being Elaine Hausley, the wife of Secretary of State Donald Hausley, and the youngest Gianna Zielinski, the teen daughter of Carla Zielinski, the CEO of one of the biggest defense contractors in the nation. All of us are parishioners of St. Thomas Episcopal Church, Washington’s most elite house of worship, only rivaled by the Tenth Street Synagogue a mile and a half away.


Our congregation is full of politicians, CEOs, news pundits, lobbyists, and old money. Former presidents have been parishioners, even kneeling on the velvet padded benches in the chapel for prayer and holy guidance prior to taking the Oath of Office. Needless to say, belonging to St. Thomas comes with quite a bit of cachet, so much so that the church should probably have a waitlist or a velvet rope at its double doors—if churches did that sort of thing. But despite the millions of dollars combined among those who sit in the pews for mass every Sunday, the room in which we now find ourselves is underwhelming and claustrophobic.


We are in the basement of the rectory, a building dating back two centuries, and it shows. There are no windows, and it smells of dust, wet newspapers, and mothballs. I can spot more than one water stain on the ceiling. On two large wooden tables in the center of the room sits row upon row of canvas bags waiting to be filled and transported to the local homeless shelter. Beside the bags are the contents: stacks of pita bread, several containers of hummus, apples, bags of dried banana chips, granola bars, toiletries, and bottles of water.


Elaine has already taken charge, pushing her sleeves up her spindly, wrinkled arms, delegating who will make the hummus pitas and arranging the rest of us into an assembly line responsible for depositing each item into the bags.


I’m not a fan of being bossed around, but I don’t speak up. I tug on a polite smile along with my latex gloves. I understand my place in the pecking order. Besides, I’m here to do my job . . . my duty as Phil’s wife, to play my part in our social circle, though it would seem a lot easier to me to just write a check to the shelter rather than hand out chapstick tubes and sandwiches. But I’ve been married to Phil long enough to know that wealthy people absolve their guilt of having so much money with the occasional charitable project like this one. The church’s communication manager will likely post photos to the blog and Instagram account.


“Really, I can’t praise you ladies enough,” Reverend Sutton continues, fawning over us.


He is tall and ruddy-cheeked with long, brown, wavy hair that sweeps his shoulders. He looks more like a youth minister at one of the churches back in my hometown than the reverend of an elite congregation. All he needs is the low-slung jeans and plaid shirt.


“You can’t imagine how many in our community you’re helping by doing this. You’re doing good work today!”


“We’re happy to help,” Elaine assures him, speaking for all of us. “We should have this all completed by this afternoon. Shouldn’t we, ladies?”


A few of us murmur in agreement.


“Shouldn’t we, ladies?” a voice whispers mockingly beside me.


Hearing it, the rest of us go silent. Elaine’s face reddens.


I glance to my left and find Summer Ross rolling her eyes. She smirks, inviting me to join her in her none-too-subtle ridicule of Elaine, but I don’t.


I don’t have friends. Never have. Never saw the point of them, frankly. But Summer is my only social acquaintance who is the closest to what you would call a “friend.” We’ve known each other for years, bonding over both being second wives married to older men and former small-town girls in a much bigger small town. Summer is bawdy and irreverent and not boring like most of the women I run into. Usually I find her amusing, but there is a prickliness to her humor lately.


Like me, she’s having marital issues, though she doesn’t know about mine. Over one too many cocktails after an Amnesty International fundraising benefit, Summer drunkenly confessed that she suspected her husband, Tom, was having yet another affair—fucking a policy analyst at a think tank. At least this time it wasn’t with one of his underlings, which Summer said cost his company a payoff when the young woman threatened a sexual harassment lawsuit because she said she’d felt pressured by Tom to start a sexual relationship.


I wasn’t surprised by what Summer divulged to me about her husband that night; Tom’s the stereotypical, hyper-masculine scumbag. The one time we’d had a couple’s dinner together at their condo, he kept mansplaining everything from politics to lawn maintenance and made several dumb blonde jokes, obviously at my expense. The kicker was when I excused myself to go to the bathroom and found Tom waiting in the hall when I was done.


“Guess we’ve got a little line going,” he said with a drunken chuckle, like his home didn’t have two other restrooms.


I gave a weak laugh and tried to walk around him, but he blocked my path. He did it twice more, chuckling again, and then he finally let me pass, but only after rubbing against my ass as he made his way into the bathroom.


When we both got back to the dining table later, it took all my restraint not to grab my salad fork and jab it into his thigh.


I never told Summer what he did that night. What’s the point? The guy is a mountain of red flags. She’s a hopeless fool for him; she’d only make excuses. I think Summer would be better off without him, but she wants to make their marriage work. Unfortunately for her, while Phil and I have regained our footing, they’re still floundering, and Summer’s not even bothering to hide it anymore.


Elaine notices Summer’s silent exchange with me. Her lips tighten.


Great. Now Elaine’s pissed at me. I hope it doesn’t get back to Phil. I won’t hear the end of it.


“Well, I’ll let you all get to work,” Reverend Sutton says before backing out of the room.


I’ve been assigned pita duty and for three hours I systematically slice each pita pocket open before handing them off to Julie, a stay-at-home mom of four who’s married to an executive vice president of the Chamber of Commerce. She slathers each pita with hummus and then drops the sandwich into wax paper bags. As we work, she talks about her kids and their plans to take a trip to the family beach house on the Outer Banks this summer.


I find the conversation and Julie dull and tedious, but I nod and pretend to listen.


The rest of the women fill the canvas bags as we work, though Summer disappears two hours in, mumbling about needing to make a phone call, and Gianna gets bored and starts to sulk in a corner, sitting in one of the rectory’s ancient chairs while scanning and typing away on her cell phone.


“Hop to, ladies!” Elaine orders with a maniacal cheeriness, dropping bottle after bottle into each bag. “We can’t get the job done if we start slacking now.” She stares pointedly at Gianna. “I’m sorry if we’re interrupting your phone time, young lady, but would you mind disconnecting yourself from that device and helping?”


Gianna lowers her cell and curls her lip.


She is short and pudgy, and has the petulant air unique to teen girls who resent the world but can’t yet articulate why. I wonder what she did to make her parents subject her to today’s punishment.


“I’m allowed to take a break,” Gianna murmurs.


“You’ve been on your ‘break’ for more than twenty minutes,” Elaine counters. Her smile tightens. “We are here to volunteer. Not to surf the Internet.”
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