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“HELLO, MO.”

The skillet slipped from Morgana’s hand, landing with a dull thud on the countertop. Franklin stood under the arched entrance to the kitchen.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Her voice, low and raspy, trembled with repressed rage.

Franklin smiled, extending his right hand, offering her a small blue shopping bag. There was no doubt it contained a piece of jewelry from Tiffany’s. “Happy anniversary, darling.”

“Whatever it is, you can give it to your whore!”

Lowering his arm, his face suddenly went grim. “I’m sorry, Morgana!” he shouted. “Is that what you want to hear? I’m sorry I slept with that woman.”

Morgana was beyond being reasonable. “If you don’t leave I’m going to call the police and have you arrested for trespassing.”

“No, you’re not,” Franklin stated confidently. “You’re going to stand right there and listen to what I have to say.”

A Featured Alternate of
Black Expressions Book Club

[image: Image]

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and
incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used
fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons,
living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS

[image: Image]
POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2003 by Rochelle Alers

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce
this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue
of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

ISBN: 0-7434-7030-3
eISBN: 978-1-451-60438-2

First Pocket Books trade paperback printing July 2003

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information regarding special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798
or business@simonandschuster.com

Printed in the U.S.A.


Acknowledgments

I would like to acknowledge Veronica Mixon—thank you for giving me the opportunity to become a published author.

Marsha Ann Tanksley who has walked the long walk with me.

Brenda J. Woodbury. You are a publicist extraordinaire. Many thanks for all that you do.

Gwendolyn “Diva” Osborne—Eve has run amuck!

Dianna M. Collier—agent and friend. We’re on a roll!

And last, but certainly not least, my editor Selena James—my sincerest gratitude because you believed in my dream.

 

Your joy is your own; your bitterness is your own. No one can share them with you.

—PROVERBS 14:10
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SALVATION, GEORGIA
SEPTEMBER 1945

The lengthening ember on the tip of a fragrant hand-rolled Cuban cigar went unnoticed as Edward Joseph Graham squinted through the blue-white haze swirling around his face at the five cards cradled lovingly in his smooth, manicured hand.

Tonight’s the night!

The three words echoed in his head, much like the sensual whisper from a seductive woman. But the numbers and faces on the cards were a woman—a lying, cheating, duplicitous, and sometimes pleasurable woman—from which he could not free himself. He’d tried over the years to walk away, but the game of chance was a jealous mistress, refusing to free him from her spell.

Every Friday night, with the exception of New Year’s Day, Good Friday, or Christmas Day, Edward and eight of the most influential colored men in Salvation meet for their weekly poker game. They’d been meeting for the past two years, ignoring and alienating others who felt they were entitled, by virtue of their social standing in the community, to become a part of the privileged group.

Edward loved his wife, their beautiful daughter, Katherine, playing poker, smoking and drinking premium bourbon, but not necessarily in that order.

It was the cards, the smooth taste of bourbon on his palate, and the aromatic smoke wafting in his nose this night that had become as vital to him as breathing was to sustaining life.

Stealing a glance at his cards, Edward smiled, the corners of his mouth inching upward to reveal teeth clamped tightly around the tightly rolled tobacco leaves. Seven of the nine in the group had bowed out and said their good-byes. Tonight, as with most Fridays, only Edward and Randolph Johnson remained. He was heavily into debt to Randolph, but that would soon change.

Randolph, ten years Edward’s junior, was thought of as a handsome man. He claimed a dark brown complexion, reminiscent of supple, highly polished calfskin. A thin, neatly barbered mustache made the contrast between a thin upper and fuller lower lip even more obvious. His close-cropped black hair was brushed back off a high forehead. And even though he wore a short-sleeved shirt open at the throat and sharply creased tan slacks, the businessman was the epitome of sophisticated elegance. This card game, like all the others, was held in Randolph’s wood-paneled library, and the room’s furnishings were as elegant as its owner.

“What do you have, Graham?” Randolph’s deep voice was deceptive, soft as sterile cotton. He’d learned over the years to control the timbre to suit his mercurial moods. Nothing in his expression revealed the shiver of excitement racing along his nerve endings. He couldn’t have been dealt a better hand if he’d cheated.

Closing his eyes, Edward mumbled a silent prayer. This was it—the moment he’d been waiting for. It was time for his luck to change, to regain his self-respect.

He placed his cards on the felt-covered table. “Four of a kind.”

Randolph glanced down at the cards spread out on the table, his gaze narrowing. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he noticed Edward’s right hand inch toward the pile of bills on the table’s surface.

“Don’t you want to see what I have?”

Edward jerked his hand back as if he’d touched a piece of hot coal. “Yes … of course.”

Slowly, methodically, Randolph laid his cards down, fanning them. He almost felt sorry for the man staring numbly at the cards. “Royal flush.” His voice held a mocking tone.

Closing his eyes, Edward slumped back against the tufted chair, trying unsuccessfully to stem the hot tears welling up behind his eyelids. He had been so certain, so damn sure that he would beat Randolph this time. He owed the man nearly three thousand dollars. Where was he going to get that much money to pay off his gambling debts? He had barely earned a little more than twice that amount last year.

Every week he told himself this was going to be the last time; that he would never gamble again. But every Friday night at seven-thirty he found himself in Randolph’s library, sipping bourbon, puffing cigars, shuffling cards, and praying his string of losses would end.

The tears overflowed, running down his cheeks, and dotting the front of his starched white shirt. Edward cried silently, his chin quivering as he tried to regain his composure. Unsuccessful, a sob escaped his parted lips and the cigar fell onto the table. Randolph reached over, picked it up, and put out the burning embers in a large glass ashtray.

“I told you last week that I wasn’t going to allow you to add to your tab. It ends tonight. You now owe me twenty-nine hundred dollars, and I want my money.” The words were issued in a low, threatening tone.

Sniffling, Edward reached into the back pocket of his slacks and withdrew a handkerchief. Nodding, he blotted the moisture from his cheeks and chin. He picked up his glass half-filled with the golden liquid, put it to his lips, draining it with one swallow. The bourbon slid down the back of his throat, numbing the pain and his shame.

Squaring his shoulders, he stared directly at Randolph. “I don’t have it.”

“Yes, you do.”

Edward blew his nose, red-rimmed eyes widening in puzzlement. “What do you mean?” he asked through the square of cotton.

“You have something I want.”

He panicked. “Not my house.”

Leaning forward, Randolph laced his fingers together.

“What the hell do I need with your house when I have my own?” A much larger house, he added silently.

A wave of heat darkened Edward’s burnished gold face. “But … but you’re holding the deed to it.” A month before he’d handed Randolph the deed as collateral against the money he owed him.

Randolph waved a hand. “That’s before I realized that I actually like my own home. It has everything I want except for …” His words trailed off.

“Except what?” Edward held his breath, ignoring the increasing constriction in his chest.

“A wife. I need a wife.” His dark eyes burned with a strange light. “I’m prepared to forgive your gambling debts, return the deed, but you have to give me something in return.”

Edward’s forehead wrinkled in a frown as he stared at Randolph with bloodshot hazel eyes. He knew he was slightly intoxicated, but he wasn’t completely drunk. “What do you want?”

Randolph plucked a cigar from a humidor, cut off the tip, moistened the cylinder of tobacco with his tongue, taking his time lighting it. There was no need for him to hurry. After all, he was the victor. He inhaled deeply, drawing smoke into his mouth, savoring the heat and the sweet musky taste on his tongue before he blew out a perfect smoke ring. Squinting through the rising haze, he stared at the defeated man sitting across from him.

He hated Edward Graham: his polished manners, impeccable lineage, family name, and his education. He even hated his fair skin coloring. Edward had attended college and law school, while Randolph had to shine shoes, repair cars, muck out barns, and on occasion chop cotton to earn enough money to set up his own business.

One business became two, and now at thirty he and his brothers were partners in a funeral home and a real estate company. He had literally worked like a slave while Edward never had to worry about tuition, books, or room and board because of his family’s money. But all of that was about to change because of five cards. He would exact his revenge on everyone who represented the class of Negroes into which the Grahams were born.

“Not what, but who. I want to marry your daughter.”

Weaving slightly on his chair, Edward smiled, his eyebrows shifting upward. “I believe you have me confused with someone else. My daughter is only fifteen.”

“I know how old she is, Graham.” He’d spat out the last name. “I’m willing to wait for her.”

Pushing away from the table, Edward attempted to stand up. “Go to hell! You’re fifteen years older than my Katherine.”

Moving quickly, Randolph reached across the table. Holding tightly to the front of Edward’s shirt, he slapped him savagely with his free hand. A trickle of blood dotted Edward’s chin from a split lip. Randolph almost laughed aloud at the stunned expression on his captive’s face.

“Watch your mouth with me. Either you bring me my money by twelve o’clock tomorrow, or I’m going to evict you, your wife, and your lovely young daughter. And don’t think I won’t do it.”

At that moment Edward wished he’d been carrying a gun. He would’ve shot Randolph Johnson through the heart before he turned himself into the sheriff.

“You have until tomorrow to let me know if we have a deal.” Randolph released Edward and the man slumped back down to his chair. “No one has to know,” he continued, deciding to press his attack. “I’ll wait until she’s eighteen before I begin to court her.”

Shaking his head, Edward tried to make sense of Randolph’s preposterous proposal. He glared at the man who within an instant had changed from friend to enemy.

“You’re asking me to sell my daughter.”

“It’s not the first time it’s been done, and it won’t be the last.”

The soft ticking from a clock on the fireplace mantel measured the seconds. Edward closed his eyes in resignation, the gesture seemingly aging him by twenty years.

“I can’t. As God is my witness I can’t.”

Randolph sat down again. “Sleep on it. You’ll see things more clearly in the morning.”

He opened his eyes. “Why are you doing this?”

“Isn’t it obvious to you?”

“No.”

“Marrying a Graham will give me respectability.”

“But you and your brothers have a stake in every important business in Salvation,” Edward argued.

Randolph silently acknowledged that fact. Like him, two of his brothers were astute and savvy businessmen, while the youngest had expressed a desire to become a doctor.

“We have money, but people still see us as the sons of a sharecropper daddy and a laundress mama. Your daughter comes from a line of teachers, lawyers, and doctors. Right now, you sit here broke as a convict, yet you still get respect because you’re a lawyer, as was your daddy. I want my children to have money and respectability.”

What he didn’t say was that Katherine Graham was also the right complexion. If she bore his children, then her pale coloring, wavy dark auburn hair, and sparkling light gray eyes would offset his dark skin and kinky hair. He’d managed to tame his tightly curled hair with water, hair pomade and a nylon stocking cap, but there was little he could do about his own sable-brown coloring. He knew several dark-skinned Negroes who had taken to bleaching creams to lighten their skin, but he wasn’t one of those. If he had children with a high-yellow woman, then he was certain to have one or two who would inherit her light complexion.

“What if she doesn’t like you?”

“I am not without charm.” There was no boastfulness in the statement. He did not want to tell his future father-in-law about the number of women who were more than willing to share their beds with him. “I’ll even wait for her to graduate from college. A month after she graduates I expect her to become my wife.”

Edward knew he had to agree or be disgraced. Katherine was only fifteen, and if she attended college then she would graduate at twenty-two. A lot of things could happen in seven years. Maybe he would get enough money to repay Randolph. Or … maybe some unfortunate accident might befall the arrogant piece of shit whose only focus was respectability when most Negroes were concerned about their survival in a region of the country where Jim Crow and the Ku Klux Klan were evil threads tightly woven into the fabric of the Southern landscape.

Seven years. The two words were branded on his brain. He had time. He was given a reprieve.

“Okay.” The single word was pregnant with resignation.

Randolph refilled Edward’s glass with the bourbon he kept especially for his card games, then poured a splash into his own snifter. “I’ll be good to her, Edward. She’ll become my queen.”

Edward stole a lingering glance at his cards, then rose slowly to his feet and walked unsteadily out of the library. He left the house, mumbling an incoherent farewell to Randoph’s housekeeper who’d opened the door for him, stumbled to his car, and managed to make it home without wrecking the vehicle or injuring himself.

His footfalls were heavy as he climbed the winding staircase to the second floor. He stood outside the door to his wife’s bedroom, wanting to go to her and confess all of his sins, but couldn’t. He made his way down the hallway to another bedroom where he slept whenever he came home smelling of stale cigar smoke and bourbon. Lauretta forbade him to come to her bed whenever he drank.

She was lucky gambling and drinking were his only vices, because she had given him every right to take up with other women. It had been more than four years since Lauretta had permitted him to make love to her. He was only forty—much too young to stop taking his pleasure with his wife.

The light from a lamp on a table outside the bedroom provided enough illumination to make out the bed. Falling face-down on the firm mattress, fully clothed, Edward Joseph Graham berated himself for his weaknesses. He’d lost thousands of dollars on a card game and now he was using his daughter—his beautiful, delicate, and trusting Katherine, to pay off his gambling debts.

Edward wondered, before he succumbed to a tortured sleep, whether he would ever be forgiven for his many sins.

 

It was the end of something and we both knew
it. We would come back again but it would
never be the same.

—CORNELIA OTIS SKINNER AND EMILY KIMBROUGH
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CHEVY CHASE, MARYLAND
PRESENT DAY

Morgana Wells stepped into the strapless dress, pulling it up her legs, thighs, hips and up over her breasts.

“Please zip and hook me up, darling.” Shifting, she presented her husband with her bared back.

Taking several steps, Franklin curved an arm around his wife’s waist, pulling her hips against his belly, as he lowered his head and brushed a kiss over her velvety shoulders. “You look and smell wonderful.”

She smiled at him over a shoulder. “Thanks.”

Franklin eased back and zipped and hooked the delicate fabric while admiring the way it clung to Morgana’s toned, trim body. He still marveled that he’d been married for nearly three decades, because with each anniversary he deemed himself blessed that he was able to balance a career, marriage and fatherhood without sacrificing one for the other.

He and Morgana were living the American dream—she a co-owner of an elegant gift shop in Chevy Chase, Maryland, while he’d become Washington, D.C.’s most celebrated African-American criminal attorney. Their son Justin had graduated Annapolis and was currently attending flight school, and Sandra had just completed her second year at Georgetown Law. His wife and children were perfect, his home perfect, but on the other hand he hadn’t always been the perfect husband. In twenty-eight years of marriage he’d had one long-term affair; he’d found it virtually impossible to avoid the temptations to which he was continually exposed. His high-profile status had become a beacon for women—especially the young and ambitious ones—seeking to advance themselves. They needed connections, and he had them.

Despite the fact he’d slept with other women, Franklin loved his wife unconditionally and would never forsake her for another woman. His father, Albert Wells, had walked out on his mother, leaving her with the responsibility for rearing four young children. Franklin hated his father for deserting his family because he’d left Erna Wells and their three daughters without male protection. His hate and resentment had run deep. When Albert had summoned his children to his deathbed, Franklin’s sisters were reunited with their father for the first time in more than twenty years, but Franklin had refused to join them. In the end he forwarded his sisters a check to cover the cost of the funeral.

Morgana turned and stared up at her suddenly pensive husband, meeting his gold-brown eyes before she lowered her gaze to sweep over the stark-white dinner jacket stretched over a pair of broad shoulders.

She had fallen in love with Franklin on sight when they were sophomores at Howard University, and thirty years later she still loved him with an intensity that at times frightened her. Six-two and an even two hundred pounds, Franklin was as good-looking as he was brilliant. His professionally barbered coarse hair was now salt-and-pepper. There were distinctive lines bracketing his full sensual mouth, and because he’d recently excluded all meat from his diet his face was leaner, which made his high cheekbones more pronounced.

She picked a tiny piece of dark thread off his lapel. “I thought you were going to wear a tux.”

He shook his head, pulling down the cuffs to his dress shirt. A pair of onyx and mother-of-pearl checkered cuff links showed beneath the jacket’s sleeve. “The tux is too sedate for this time of year.” It was a week before the Memorial Day weekend, and summer had come early to the Capitol district area. Most daytime temperatures peaked in the low-nineties.

Morgana smiled again, her large gray-green eyes crinkling. “I just have to get my wrap.”

Franklin watched her cross the pale plush carpeting to a burgundy-hued, brocade-covered armchair. Morgana had personally selected every piece of furniture in the house, turning their home into a showplace worthy of a layout in Architectural Digest.

And it had been months since they’d entertained. The last time had been a New Year’s Eve celebration. Barely a month would go by that he and Morgana did not host a cocktail or dinner party. During the warmer weather they usually held outdoor barbecues that were so well attended that their expansive backyard overflowed with friends and business associates.

Franklin’s eyes narrowed slightly. He and Morgana were seeing less and less of each other. Lately, he was spending more time at the hotel in D.C., where the firm rented a suite of rooms for its partners. And if he did not work weekends, then it was Morgana who alternated working weekends at The Registry—a small gift shop catering to brides-to-be. She picked up a black silk shawl and small beaded evening purse as the telephone rang.

He reached for the cordless phone resting on a bedside table before it rang a second time. “Hello.” A frown furrowed his forehead. “What do you mean she’s taking him away? We’re scheduled to go to trial on Tuesday.”

Morgana went completely still as she watched her husband’s face. She’d clutched her purse so tightly the bugle beads and sequins left an imprint on her palm. She’d waited months for this night. It would be the first time in almost six months she and Franklin would attend a social event together. A chill raced up her spine as she watched him change before her eyes like a snake shedding its skin. An expression of hardness transformed him into a stranger. His voice lowered, his words cold and exacting.

“Get over to their place as soon as you hang up. Wait for them to pack enough clothes to last them at least a week. If the grandmother starts to bitch tell her we’re going to hide her where no one can find her or her grandson until we go to court. Call Luther Vaughn and inform him we’ll need one of his apartments for the duration of the trial, then contact Du-Lock and have him stay at the apartment with Mrs. Jackson and her grandson.”

Franklin did not know Du-Lock’s real name and chose not to know. Du-Lock was the nephew of a paralegal, and his background had been checked out by one of the firm’s investigation associates. The man had no prior criminal history. What he did have was a short and less than illustrious career as a professional wrestler. A poorly executed leap off the top rope of the ring had resulted in torn tendons in both knees. The firm listed his job description as a chauffeur/messenger; however, he actually performed tasks best suited for his impressive strength. One glance at his six-six, two hundred seventy-five-pound frame was enough to send most men running in the opposite direction.

Franklin took a quick glance at the gold timepiece on his left wrist. “Traffic permitting, I should get to you within twenty minutes.”

Waiting until he hung up, Morgana shook her head. “No, Franklin. Not tonight.”

He stared at the look of distress on her face. “I’m sorry, Mo.”

She held up a hand. “Say anything, but don’t apologize, Franklin,” she warned quietly. Turning on her heel, she walked out of the bedroom, leaving him to stare at her retreating back.

He caught up with her as she descended the staircase. His fingers curved around her upper arm. “Wait, baby.”

She turned on him as they stepped off the last stair. “I’m not waiting for you anymore, Franklin.” Her luminous eyes, darkening to a stormy gray, glittered with a lethal calmness. “You know how much this fund-raiser means to me.”

He tightened his grip on her arm. “And you know the importance of this case.”

Morgana thrust her face close to Franklin’s, her breath sweeping over his exposed throat above the collar of his dress shirt. “When hasn’t a case been important? Every case is important to you. Take your hand off me. I don’t want to be late.”

Franklin’s hand dropped to his side. “Look, baby, if I finish up early I’ll stop by.”

Forcing a smile, she drawled, “Don’t bother. Remember, I’m a big girl and I can find my way home.”

For the second time within a span of minutes, Franklin Wells watched his wife turn her back on him. It wasn’t until he heard the solid slam of the door leading to the garage that he followed her. Picking up a set of keys off a hook in the kitchen, he noticed Morgana had taken the keys to his Mercedes, leaving him to drive hers. Even though the cars were identical models, his was a gleaming black on black, Morgana’s a dark green with saddle-tan interior. Clenching his teeth, he cursed to himself. Had she deliberately taken his car because she knew he hated the color of hers?

His aversion to green had stemmed from his childhood. He’d grown up poor, and every night of every week he’d eaten collard greens, string beans, or cabbage seasoned with bacon ends. The homegrown green vegetables were supplemented with cornbread and whatever meat his mother purchased with her meager earnings. Most selections had been pork: chops, ham, neck bones or ham hocks. The fare was always hearty, he and his three sisters never complained about not having enough to eat, but he’d promised himself he would never eat or own anything green once he became an adult.

He’d kept the promise but had been forced to make one concession: money.
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Morgana hadn’t realized she had taken Franklin’s car until she slowed for a stop sign. The scent of his cologne mingled with the smell of new leather. She took a quick glance in the rearview mirror, watching headlights behind her come closer and closer until the front bumper of the dark green Mercedes touched the rear bumper of the one she was driving. Franklin had come after her. Shifting into park, she reached for her purse and shawl, pushed the door open and stepped out into the warmth of the late spring evening as Franklin’s black patent leather dress slip-ons touched the roadway. Without saying a word, she walked past him, slipped into her car, and closed the door. Seconds later she backed up and maneuvered around Franklin’s black sedan, heading for Washington, D.C. without a backward glance.

She’d wanted to scream at Franklin that their marriage was more important than any case Wells, Murphy and Curtis had or will ever handle, yet she’d held her tongue. She’d defied her parents to marry Franklin. Before exchanging vows she and Franklin had sworn a solemn pledge to each other: they would never quarrel about the path their careers would take.

Morgana did not know when it had happened, but something had changed—she and Franklin had changed. They were spending more and more time apart, and she could not remember the last time they’d made love. Her sex drive wasn’t as strong as it had been in her twenties, thirties, and early forties; but on the other hand she wasn’t ready to embrace celibacy.

When Morgana stopped in front of a small boutique hotel, she smiled at the young valet who opened her door, missing his admiring glance linger on the length of her long legs as she stepped out of the car. He handed her a stub, watching her as she made her way to the entrance.

A doorman in bottle-green livery touched the shiny brim of his cap and opened the door for her. “Good evening, Mrs. Wells.”

Morgana flashed a warm smile. “Good evening,” she said softly, returning his polite greeting. Walking into the lobby, her gaze swept over the Victorian Revival furnishings. As chairperson of the fund-raising committee for an organization of educators, she had been responsible for selecting the site for this year’s dinner-dance. Two years ago she’d joined TWC—Teachers Who Care—an organization whose sole focus was to keep young adults in school and off drugs. Even though she hadn’t taught in years, she had been invited to join because she was Mrs. Franklin Wells. She’d accepted the fact that many in the group sought to capitalize on Franklin’s name, but if it was for a worthwhile cause, then she was more than amenable to help TWC because of the success of their mentoring program.

Waiters were setting tables and filling water goblets, while the maître d’ conferred with the board president, a heavyset woman with shimmering blue hair who wore a matching blue satin dress. Other board members were gathered on the dais, talking quietly to one another. Quickening her pace, Morgana joined them.

“Where’s your gorgeous husband, Morgana?”

Forcing a smile, she tried not to glare at Belle Collins. Pretty and petite, the twice-married, twice-divorced D.C. high school principal had made it known she was looking for husband number three, and when Morgana had opened her home to host a board meeting last year, Belle had practically wet her panties when introduced to Franklin, who had come home unexpectedly because he hadn’t been feeling well. Two days later another board member called Morgana to warn her that Belle couldn’t stop talking about Franklin during their return drive. She had politely thanked the woman, filing away this information. Belle wasn’t the first woman to find herself blinded by Franklin’s celebrity status, and she certainly would not be the last.

“He’s not certain whether he will be able to come tonight.” Morgana took special delight in seeing disappointment pull Belle’s pert vermilion mouth downward, but her words echoed her own disappointment. Opening her evening purse, she withdrew a check. “But he gave me this for the scholarship fund.”

Belle, the organization’s treasurer, took the check, her large dark eyes widening in shock. “Mercy,” she whispered, fanning herself with the check before waving it above her head. “Ladies, gentlemen, the firm of Wells, Murphy and Curtis has just put us over our goal with their generous donation of fifteen thousand dollars.”

A rousing round of applause followed Belle’s announcement. Morgana had asked her husband to get his partners to match his five thousand dollar pledge to the scholarship fund, and they had come through. Franklin had also agreed to accept three high school seniors who’d expressed an interest in law. One had dropped out after a month, but the remaining two were near to completing their ten-month commitment. TWC had been instrumental in placing more than sixty-five high school students with businesses throughout the city as work-study interns. All were offered stipends above the minimum wage for up to twenty hours of work each week.

A quartet of musicians arrived and they were directed to the ballroom where they would set up their equipment. The evening’s program included a cocktail hour, a sit-down dinner, a minimum number of speeches and several hours of dancing.
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Morgana waited until the dancing began, then slipped out surreptitiously, giving the valet the stub so he could retrieve her car. It was after eleven o’clock, and she knew Franklin wasn’t coming.

She and Franklin could not continue to live together, yet exist in separate worlds, passing each other like strangers in Union Station who took the same train to work each day.

She had to talk to him.

Tonight.

She left the main thoroughfare and turned onto a private road. Streetlights reminiscent of gas lamps from the late nineteenth century cast a warm glow on the street that led to her home—a home that was empty despite the fact that she slept there every night.

As Morgana parked her car in the garage, she saw the bay where Franklin parked his car was empty, confirming he hadn’t and probably wouldn’t come home tonight. She left the garage and walked up the stairs leading into a small space outside a large modern kitchen. Placing her keys on a hook under a cabinet, she took a quick glance at the wall telephone. A flashing red number one indicated an incoming message. She walked over to the answering machine and pressed the play button.

“Morgan, I am sorry for the lateness of the hour. But I need you to call me as soon as you get this message. It’s very important.”

Picking up the receiver, she pressed two digits, listening to the automatic dialing of the programmed number.

The call was answered after the first ring. “Hello.” Julian’s soft voice was layered with the seductive drawl of southern Georgia.

Morgana smiled. “Hi, Uncle Julian.” There came a silence, punctuated with the whisper of breathing. Her smile faded. “Uncle Julian? Are you there?”

“I’m here, Morgan.” His voice was low, tired. “She’s gone.”

The purse she held in her hand fell to the black-and-white tiles on the kitchen floor, opening and spilling its contents. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s your mother. I tried to wake her, but …” His words trailed off.

Morgana’s knees gave way and she sank to the floor. The tears flooding her eyes overflowed.

“Are you certain, Uncle Julian?” She knew the answer before she’d asked the question. Of course he would know. Her uncle was a doctor. “Mama, Mama, Mama,” she whispered over and over, the name falling from her trembling lips as she struggled to digest the shocking news. Her mother couldn’t die. Not now. She was only seventy-four. And she hadn’t been sick. “No … no!”

“Morgan. Morgan!” Julian’s voice had taken on a sharp edge.

Her hands were shaking so badly she almost dropped the phone. “Yes-s-s-s.”

“Where’s Franklin?”

“I … I don’t know.”

“What the hell do you mean, you don’t know where your husband is?”

Hearing her uncle snap at her temporarily pulled Morgana from her shocked stupor. She’d never heard him raise his voice or utter a profanity.

“What I mean is that he’s not here with me. If he’s not at his office, then he’s probably at the hotel.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

“Pull yourself together and call him, Morgan. Nothing can be done here until you arrive.”

Pressing the back of her head to the wall, she stared across the room with unseeing eyes. “I’ll be there as soon as I can arrange for a flight.”

“Call me when you get to Savannah. I’ll come and pick you up.”

“Uncle Julian?”

“What is it, Morgan?” His voice was softer and soothing.

“Thank you.”

“I love you, Morgan.” That said, he hung up the phone.

Listening to the dial tone, she tried valiantly to stave off another wave of sobbing. It took several attempts before her fingers were steady enough to hit the programmed speed dial to the offices of Wells, Murphy and Curtis. It rang three times before sending her call to voice mail.

Regaining a modicum of self-control, she called Franklin’s hotel suite. For the first time she cursed him for his reluctance to wear a pager or carry a cell phone.

The telephone at the Marriott suite rang three times before she heard a break in the connection. A ragged sigh escaped her parted lips. He was at the hotel.

“Hello.” The sultry voice of a woman came through the earpiece.

Morgana went completely still, then pressed a button and disconnected the call. She’d dialed the wrong number. Normally she would’ve apologized, but because of shock she’d forgotten her manners.

Taking her time, she punched in the programmed code a second time, certain she’d gotten it right. It was answered on the first ring.

“Hello.” It was the same woman’s voice.

“I’d like to speak to Franklin Wells.” Her voice was low, calm.

“Frank’s in the shower. Would you like to leave a message?”

A new anguish gripped her heart; a suffocating sensation wouldn’t permit her to breathe. Franklin had showered before dressing for the fund-raiser, and if he’d showered again it was because he’d had sex with the woman who had answered the phone. Morgana hadn’t slept and lived with the man for thirty years without knowing most of his idiosyncrasies.

The knowledge that her husband had been sleeping with another woman twisted inside her. “Tell Frank to call his wife at her mother’s house.” She ended the call and threw the phone across the kitchen. It bounced off a wall, gouging out a piece of wallpaper. Staring at the damaged wall, she laughed—the sound high-pitched and maniacal.

Still sitting on the floor, Morgana covered her face with trembling hands and drowned in the agony of her loss. And at that moment she wasn’t able assess which loss was more profound—that of her mother or her marriage.


TWO
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Franklin walked out of the bathroom, his toes sinking into the deep pile of the suite’s carpeting as he entered the bedroom. Valerie had turned off all the lights except for the subdued ceiling fixture in the entryway. He made his way to the king-size bed, pulled back the sheet and slipped in beside the young woman who never failed to surprise him with her ardor. It was only the third time the law clerk had shared his bed. Just looking at her he never would’ve imagined she would be so talented between the sheets. Since their first encounter, he found everything about Valerie Garrett voluptuous: mouth, hips, breasts, and legs. Her skin was dark, dewy and satiny as polished mahogany. She was young, beautiful, smart, and very sexy.

Curving an arm around her middle, he pulled her buttocks to his groin. She sighed, and then moved her hips sensuously against his flaccid sex. “You had a telephone call.” Valerie’s husky voice still held a lingering trace of sleep.

Franklin pressed a kiss to the nape of her neck. “When?”

Valerie yawned. “About twenty minutes ago.”

Sitting up, he reached over, turned on the bedside lamp and stared at the telephone. There was no blinking light. He picked up the receiver to call the hotel’s message center when Valerie’s hand stopped him. Wresting the receiver from his grip, she hung it up, running her tongue down his spine.

“I answered the call.”

He shifted on the bed, staring at her as if she’d lost her mind. “You did what?”

She schooled her expression to remain impassive. “It was your wife. She said you can call her at her mother’s house.”

Franklin’s fingers curled into tight fists as a rush of blood darkened his cheeks. “You stupid bitch! I—”

At Franklin’s words, Valerie’s features contorted in rage and she shrieked, “Just because I let you fuck me, that doesn’t give you license to call me a bitch. I was half-asleep when the telephone rang the first time, and I hadn’t meant to pick it up. But now I’m glad I did, because now your wife knows exactly what you are,” she ranted, a sneer curling her upper lip. “You’re a phony piece of puffed-up shit, Franklin Wells. I don’t mind using my body to get what I want from a man, but what I won’t put up with is being called a bitch.” Moving off the bed, she picked up the telephone on her side of the bed and requested a taxi. “I’ll be in the lobby in five minutes.” Without a backward glance, she reached for the underwear and dress she’d folded neatly on a chair. Five minutes later she left, slamming the door to the suite behind her.

Franklin called his house, hoping Morgana would answer the phone. He got the pre-recorded generic message instead. “Mo, this is Franklin. Please pick up the phone. I know you’re there, Morgana. Please talk to me, baby. I can explain everything.” He pleaded until a beep indicated he had exceeded the two-minute time limit for his message.

The next few minutes came and went for Franklin Wells and he couldn’t remember any of it. His drive from downtown Washington, D.C. to Chevy Chase was accomplished in record time, and once he parked his car next to Morgana’s, some of his anxiety eased. She was home! He was prepared to plead, beg, do anything, but he had to get her to forgive him. He could not afford to lose his wife—not now, not ever.

Walking into the kitchen he saw the phone on the floor. He left it where it lay, bounding up the staircase, taking two steps at a time. He raced in and out of every room in the five-bedroom house, calling out Morgana’s name, and it wasn’t until he saw her wedding band on the slate-gray marble countertop in the bathroom adjoining their bedroom that he came to the realization that his wife was gone—she had left him.

Sinking down to the floor, he buried his face in his hands, hyperventilating. The tightness in his chest wouldn’t permit him to breathe without pain squeezing his heart. He panicked. Was he having a heart attack? Slumping over, he lay on his back staring up at the ceiling, unable to believe that he was going to die. He never thought his life would end like this.

As quickly as the pain had begun it eased, but Franklin did not move. He recalled events from his childhood. He remembered with vivid clarity the sound of his mother’s voice when she’d pleaded with her husband to stop running around with other women. His father’s excuse was that his wife could not satisfy him, and that was why he saw other women.

You’re just like your father. He looked around, thinking someone else was in the bathroom, but realized he was still alone. Now he was hearing voices.

Franklin had to admit the voice was right. His father had been an unfaithful husband and he’d followed in his footsteps. The only differences were the excuses for their infidelity. Albert Wells’s wife may not have satisfied his sexual needs because she’d been too tired after working long hours at a meat-processing plant. Her priorities had been keeping her home clean and her four children fed.

Franklin’s wife was not to blame for his adultery. From the first time they’d shared a bed he and Morgana had found themselves sexually compatible. She’d come to him a novice, but was a quick study.

His wife had never given him cause to seek out another woman’s bed, yet just knowing women wanted to sleep with him because he was Franklin Wells, a celebrated criminal attorney, had turned into a dangerous game of conquest.

Waiting until his breathing returned to a normal rate, he pushed to his feet and retreated to the bedroom and fell across the bed. He would wait until the sun came up before he decided what he would have to do to save his marriage. He willed his mind blank, and an hour before streaks of light pierced the nighttime sky, he fell asleep.
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Morgana called her uncle at his home after the red-eye flight from Baltimore-Washington International Airport touched down at the Savannah International Airport. It was four twenty-five in the morning, yet he sounded alert.

“I’ll be there within the hour.”

Slipping the cellular phone into her purse, she stood up and made her way down the airplane’s narrow aisle. Her steps were slow, halting, as if she were ninety-nine instead of forty-nine. She hadn’t stopped to pack a bag after she’d called a carrier. She had just enough time to call a taxi, change her clothes and arrive at the airport to purchase her ticket and go through the security checkpoints.

Shock hadn’t permitted her to sleep during the flight, and she spent the time staring through her sunglasses at the back of the seat in front of hers. Her uncle’s statement, “she’s gone,” and her husband’s lover informing her that “Frank’s in the shower” taunted her until she wanted to scream. But she hadn’t screamed. What she’d done was cry—inside, silently. The urge to contact her children was very strong because she needed them.

OEBPS/images/img01_018.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png







OEBPS/images/9781451604382_ci_std.jpg
—— O

ROCHELLE ALERS







OEBPS/images/img01_1-7.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
Secrets 7 ever Told

0

ROCHELLE ALERS






