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Dear Reader,
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Having grown up managing the byways of Texas polite society, when I moved to New York City, I learned just how different states, and states of mind, can be. I could dress in black, flatten my hair, and stop saying things like Aren’t you sweet on the subway, but still New Yorkers asked where I was from.

 

Suddenly I wasn’t a bone-deep Texan anymore, but I wasn’t a New Yorker either. And that’s when it hit me. I should write a book about the secret handshakes of life we learn to prove we fit in.

 

As the setting for my novel, I chose the 106-year-old Junior League, with past members Eleanor Roosevelt, Katharine Hepburn, and Laura Bush, because the women of the Junior League work together to make significant contributions to their communities, overcoming the challenges caused by the sorts of women who love nothing more than causing trouble. And my novel is filled with women who love to cause trouble!

 

In The Devil in the Junior League, Frede has to teach the flashy Nikki how to be a lady in order to fit in. What I hope readers take away from the book is that yes, manners and etiquette play a part in our lives. But in truth, it is confidence, strength, and a certain amount of fearlessness that gets us places in life.

 

I’ve had a wonderful response to the book, and love talking to readers. If you have a group that would like me to speak by phone, please let me know at lfranlee@aol.com.

 

Enjoy!
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Reading Group Guide available online at www.readinggroupgold.com



Visit Linda Lee at www.lindafrancislee.com


 

 

 

The Devil in the Junior League


Chapter One

THE JUNIOR LEAGUE of Willow Creek, Texas, is tres exclusive, one of the oldest and most elite women’s societies in the country. And we work hard to keep it that way. Outsiders need not apply.

I know it sounds terrible. But really, if I don’t explain everything exactly, in all its unvarnished truth, how will you ever understand how it was possible that I got myself into what I now call the “unfortunate situation” and how all the gossip about moi got started.

So yes, it’s true that we at the Junior League of Willow Creek are all about being made up of the creme de la creme of society. Do you believe the richest of the rich in Texas would donate money, weeks on their sprawling ranches, or lunches in their elegant mansions to just anyone? I think not. And how do you think we raise all those bundles of money that we turn around and give away to the needy?

From the above-mentioned rich.

I am Fredericka Mercedes Hildebrand Ware, and despite the antiquated sound of my name, I’m only twenty-eight years old. My friends call me Frede—pronounced Freddy. My husband calls me “Fred.”

I like to think of the collective members of the JLWC as a sort of female Robin Hood (though better dressed since, God knows, not one of us would be caught dead in tights) who cajoles money out of her rich husband and indirectly out of his rich company as she lies in bed at night rubbing her perfectly manicured toes up against his leg.

It goes something like this:

Laying the groundwork.

“Sweetie, if Basco, Branden, and Battle donates a trip on their private jet for the League’s Christmas Fair Silent Auction, whisking the lucky winner away to Aspen for a week of skiing, I’m sure it would be one of the top money earners, if not the top earner at the Fair.”

Framing the competition.

“Of course you heard, didn’t you, that Robert Melman has offered up his company yacht for a Caribbean cruise? Mindy Melman, bless her heart, gloated all through the last General Meeting when she got to announce the news.”

Closing the deal.

“You know it’s tax deductible, sugar. And after Basco got in that tiny little tiff with the State Bar Ethics Committee last month, I’m certain if the firm donates to a charity of our stature it will certainly give Basco a big gold star. Besides, you remember, don’t you, that the Ethics Committee chairman is Jim Wyman, Cecelia Wyman’s husband?”

Sex follows some of the time, though the donation is guaranteed.

To be completely honest, not every member is married, and certainly not every member of the JLWC is fabulously wealthy. Mind you, no one is headed for the poorhouse—well, maybe a few are who invested badly, pretended they had more than they did, or got tangled up with nasty habits that cost beaucoup amounts of m-o-n-e-y to support. And really, who wants that sort of member anyway, so the sooner they get to the poorhouse and can’t pay their dues, the better. Why prolong their misery, I say.

I know, I sound even worse than terrible now, but truly, it’s the charitable thing to do to give a gentle nudge out the door so they don’t keep spending what they no longer have in an ill-fated attempt to save face.

As I mentioned, the JLWC is made up of the creme de la creme of Willow Creek society, no question, but within the League, there are different tiers.

Tier One: Wealthy members with socially prominent names, which trumps . . .

Tier Two: Members with socially prominent names but no significant wealth, which trumps . . .

Tier Three: Members with m-o-n-e-y but no name.

To secure a place at any level in the JLWC, a woman’s reputation must be beyond reproach, she must gain the full endorsement of six members in good standing who have known her for a minimum of five years—be they active members or “retired” members called “sustainers”—and pass the interview process with the membership committee. It’s not so unlike the president of the United States trying to get an appointee approved by Congress.

You are probably wondering where I fit into this caste system. It just so happens that I’m one of the few members with my own wealth and my own good name, which is how I get away with having a j-o-b and no one blinks an eye.

Yes, a job.

You see I own an amazing art gallery with a full-time staff that thankfully does most of the work. I provide the good taste and the (endless stream of) funding. I feel it’s my duty to support poor starving artists (as long as their art is fabulously chic and never tacky), plus the write-off makes my husband and accountant beyond happy.

To put me in an even higher stratum, my husband is Gordon Ware, the youngest son of the Milburn Smythe Ware family. You may have heard of him.

The Wares have a fine old Texas name, even if they no longer have the fine old Texas wealth their patriarch gained when he struck black gold in his backyard at the turn of the last century. Sometimes I think Gordon has never gotten over this, and if everyone didn’t say that I was the most beautiful woman in Willow Creek—which isn’t entirely true since Anne Watson is a former Miss Texas . . . though she is in her thirties now—I would fear my husband married me for my bank account.

Even though the wealth is mine, Gordon manages it, which means I still do the toe dance to convince him that “our money,” as he now calls it, is put to good use.

Not that anyone I know ever discusses the toe dance. How could we since we at the JLWC never talk about sex. Instead, my friends and I talk about the usual:


1. Their kids because their husbands never listen

2. Trends in hair, clothes, and household staff

3. Who is losing or has lost their m-o-n-e-y



We have a few other topics that we discuss regularly, which need a bit more explanation:


1. Anna—the type of anorexic woman who swears she eats everything in sight, but darn it all, just can’t gain weight. I say it would help if she stopped sticking her finger down her throat so she can maintain her size-four figure.

2. Blue Light Special—having nothing to do with Kmart. In this case, BLS would be those unfortunate souls who bleach their teeth so white they look blue. This sort of woman is usually seen with a cup of coffee in her hand at all times, only drinks red wine, and more often than not comes from places like California.

3. BJ—stands for “breast job,” not “blow job,” since Junior Leaguers really aren’t the blow job sorts. Too messy.

4. Jolie—fake lips.

5. NC—a person with No Class, pronounced Nancy. Using it in a sentence would go something like this: “There’s a Nancy with a Blue Light Special, a really bad BJ, and Jolies the size of inner tubes.”



Next comes our favorite topic, Categories of Men. There are three varieties:


1. Rich, good-looking men—otherwise known as “Pay Dirt,” because just about every rich man in Texas has made his money from oil, land, or cattle

2. Poor, good-looking men—commonly referred to as “A Shame”—for the waste of good looks

3. Poor ugly men—well, frankly, why bother giving them a name



I can just hear all those feminists in the blue states having a fit over the things we talk about, not to mention the modus operandi of using our wiles to get donations from our husbands. As it turns out, it was some of those feminist types who threw very public fits, forcing the Junior League’s national office to establish democratic guidelines for admission.

Texas has not succumbed, with varying degrees of success, and still fights against weakening our exclusive ramparts just as our ancestors fought against the Spanish, the French, and eventually the Union Army. In the Lone Star State it is still easier to gain entrance to the Governor’s Mansion than it is to gain membership to the Junior League of Willow Creek.

Now, rest assured, the Junior Leagues in Texas, and even the JLWC, have complied to the letter of the new law by removing the age-old blackballing process, and applying “democratic” standards for admission. Perhaps those standards are a tad on the high side (see above) and only the most prominent women in town can meet them. However, if standards are met, she’s in. I swear.

It’s all very democratic. How can we be blamed if a woman hasn’t known six JLWC members for a minimum of five years who would be willing to put their reputations on the line to get her in?

I’ve ruffled feathers, I know. But really, I had to give you a little background so you can fully appreciate how the Junior League of Willow Creek works and how the “unfortunate situation” got started.

What amazes me is that on the day my life went awry, I woke up in the most fabu mood. I got out of bed early and all of the sudden I realized I felt queasy. Sick! Me!

Excited, I dashed to my marble bathroom—a luscious room that I dare say is bigger than most every home on the wrong side of the Willow Creek railroad tracks—leaned over the commode and managed to gag a time or two. Okay, I didn’t actually get sick, but it was close and I was elated. Morning sickness!

As further proof of my delicate condition, my always flat stomach was puffy—from pregnancy, I was certain, not from the five pieces of double chocolate fudge cake I’d had the night before due to serious depression over my lack of petit Fredericks or petite Frederickas.

I didn’t need any other proof. After six long years of trying, six long years of, first, spontaneous sex, then charted sex, followed by every sort of fertility treatment known to man, I was pregnant. The toe dance had finally worked for more than a donation.

Which was why I was distracted that day at JLWC headquarters when I was attending the New Projects Committee meeting. Only the executive members of the committee were in attendance that day as we tried to determine which new project we should select for the coming fiscal year. I’m not sure I could have taken the entire group of eight and their gossip disguised as important news. While I’m all for gossip, it can make meetings drag on for ages, and that day—chop, chop—I was in a hurry.

“Frede, how many applications for funding have we received?”

This from Pilar Bass, head of our committee.

I had known Pilar most of my life. In first grade she and I started a little group of best friends. We swore we would be friends to the end. But schoolgirl promises have little to do with reality—at least that was what Pilar said, a realist, I realize now, even back then at the ripe old age of six.

As it turned out, she was right. She and our devoted little group fell apart our sophomore year of high school. Every time we see each other now we pretend we didn’t spend every Friday night sleeping over at each other’s houses, freezing each other’s training bras, sharing secrets and clothes, or pricking fingers to become lifelong blood sisters.

In high school Pilar was voted Best New Debater. I was voted Most Beautiful. By the end of our tenure at Willow Creek High, she was president of the Debate Team, I our Homecoming Queen. After high school, she made the mistake of going up north to college, then took a job in New York City. By the time she returned to Texas they had managed to take quite a bit of the Texas out of the girl.

She came back to town wearing boxy black clothes and glasses. Out with the contact lenses, in with the horn-rimmed, thick-framed spectacles that . . . well . . . by Texas beauty standards turned her into a spectacle. And the hair. Does anyone in New York really think all that flat hair is attractive?

But I digress.

As an adult, Pilar had become an ambitious Leaguer, approaching every issue like a savage corporate warrior and trying everyone’s last nerve. She had forgotten that it was possible, and decidedly more desirable, to wrap one’s true feelings up in “bless your hearts” and “aren’t you sweets.” She’d forgotten that ferreting out true meaning from words swathed in smiles was an art form—Texas girls learning the skill just like they learned the waltz for their debutante balls. She had become direct, forgetting the rules of acceptable behavior that were learned like secret handshakes, passed down from generation to generation.

Now, don’t misunderstand, it’s not that Texas women don’t have opinions or share them. We do. It’s just that we wrap them up in honey and smiles and hugs until a sharp rebuke can feel like a compliment, the true meaning not sinking in until later, hitting like a left hook to the jaw. As the saying goes, a Texas woman can tell you to go to hell, and make you think you’re going to enjoy the trip.

“Frede, are you listening?” Pilar asked, her tone grating, her perfectly straight, blunt-cut black hair swinging militantly across her shoulders.

No didn’t seem like the perfect answer. (See above reference to rules on acceptable communication.) Besides, truly I was distracted. While I was certain I was pregnant I had no official confirmation. The second I could slip away from the meeting I would, skipping the practically required after-meeting lunch at Brightlee, the Junior League tearoom. Everyone would expect me to be there for the rest of the afternoon. By leaving early, I would be free of interference, phone calls, or demands on my attention. I could go home to use the Clear Blue pregnancy test I’d picked up at the drugstore on my way to the meeting.

Not willing to share any of that, I scrambled around in my brain for some snippets of the conversation that might have sunk in.

Pilar sighed. “I asked how many applications for new projects we’ve received.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” I adjusted the cream-colored cashmere sweater that draped elegantly across my shoulders, then pulled out my personalized FREDE WARE notepad and scanned it. “We’ve received twenty applications, only sixteen of which included a detailed proposal. When it was all said and done, I narrowed the running down to five.”

An ominous moment of silence passed.

“You narrowed it down?”

Her tone was imperious and the other girls of the New Projects Executive Committee came to attention then pressed back in their straight-backed chairs. Gathering myself, I glanced from face to face of our little group. There was Lizabeth Mortimer, who was thirty-two if she was a day though she swore to anyone who would listen that she was twenty-eight. Unfortunately for her, she had been a senior at Willow Creek High School when I was a freshman, and I knew for a fact she wasn’t twenty-anything. But the thing was, she had been dating that cute Ramsey boy who was only twenty-six, and really, what woman wants to be older than her beau. That is, unless she’s forty and catches a twenty-six-year-old, in which case I say, Brava!

The other woman present, besides yours truly, Pilar, and Lizabeth, was Gwen Hansen. Actually it was Gwendolyn Moore-Bentley-Baker-Hansen. She’d been married and divorced three times, was approaching forty and the Sustainer years, when members of the JLWC are forced from an active role to one that is more supervisory. We all knew she had slept her way through Willow Creek and never would have gotten into the JLWC if she hadn’t already been a member when she decided to turn sex into a sport. Just as with those Supreme Court Justices, it’s tres difficile to get a woman out once she’s in, short of having her head for the poorhouse.

Unfortunately for the JLWC, Gwen had more money than even moi, so we had resorted to trying to get her married for a fourth time in hopes that she would settle down.

As to Pilar and her ominous glare, she didn’t make me nervous. What was she going to do? Kick me out? Me, Frede Ware?

She might be ambitious, but everyone who was anyone knew that I would no doubt follow in my own mother’s footsteps and one day become president of the Junior League.

I smiled at her with the patience of a saint. “Pilar, sugar, if you want to take the applications and go through them yourself, fine by me.” I retrieved the Louis Vuitton messenger bag I had bought especially for this committee, and retrieved the stack of official forms and thick stacks of detailed proposals.

When I extended them to her, she sniffed. “Fine, we’ll consider the five.”

I swear I didn’t gloat. I simply began my little talk with a graceful smile.

“Maurice Trudeaux’s wife sent in a form requesting we start a sculpture garden around Maurice’s work.”

A heavy sigh of boredom shimmered through the group, and Lizabeth and Gwen resumed their glossed-over stares.

Maurice Trudeaux might be one of Texas’s finest sculptors, having trained in Europe, but he was short and not particularly blessed in the looks department. It didn’t matter that Trudeaux’s Pietà was one of the most exquisite, and had been on loan to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. At least, it didn’t matter to the other members of the committee. I, on the other hand, cared a great deal, and as president and owner of Hilde-brand Galleries (not to mention with my degree in art history from Willow Creek University), I felt it my duty to give opinions on all things art related.

“His work is simply perfection. A true Texas gift. His wife says we could get the garden started with a hundred thousand dollars and ten to twelve volunteers.”

Pilar was scribbling as fast as she could on her own (boring spiral) notepad.

“Next on the list,” I went on, “is a horse camp for autistic children. Ten thousand. While I love the idea of helping autistic children, I don’t think we could get the twenty volunteers needed to staff it from within our membership. All that mucking out of stalls.”

The women murmured their agreement.

“Project number three is an after-school tutoring program for underprivileged children in South Willow Creek which needs thirty thousand and eight volunteers.

“Number four is a physical fitness program for a senior citizens’ community that needs sixty thousand and ten volunteers.

“Lastly, we have a request for two fabulous, brand-new neonatal machines for St. Bethany Hospital, and five volunteers. Each machine costs a hundred thousand dollars. It fits our profile best, plus, Margaret James has been hounding me every day since she’s the one who is ringleading the project. If the League agrees to the proposal, she and her husband will match our funds.”

At the mention of Margaret’s name, the not-so-young-but-sweet Lizabeth stifled a laugh (barely), Pilar pressed her lips closed in distaste, and our very own Gets-around Gwen got a superior look in her eye. Margaret’s reputation was worse than Gwen’s, though it had nothing to do with sexcapades. Also unlike Gwen, Margaret was bending over backward to redeem her sullied reputation after her husband had gotten crossways with the law.

Fortunately, all had been straightened out and he had gotten little more than a slap on the wrist. Unfortunately, he had done the most NC sort of thing by hiring the infamously vulgar attorney Howard Grout. I had never seen the lawyer and I hoped I never would, but I heard he was the worst sort of hound dog, was said to be wild, wore gold chains and tasteless clothes, and had beaucoup amounts of new m-o-n-e-y. In short, he was the worst sort of cliche.

He was also my neighbor.

I lived in The Willows of Willow Creek, an exclusive gated community. About two years earlier, Howard and his flashy wife bought the old DuPont place next to mine, which was bad enough. But then they immediately tore it down and proceeded to build the most disreputable foreign-looking, palacelike structure, which had outraged the neighborhood.

“Enough, ladies,” Pilar said, breaking into the gossip that had erupted in our ranks. “While I think all the projects are worthy of attention, each one is similar to something we are already doing. Frede, I want to go over the entire group of applications, after all. In fact,” she added, with not a little smugness, “I have an idea of my own that I think we should pursue.”

Lizabeth and Gwen sucked in their breaths. I went very still as Pilar considered me through her horn-rimmed glasses, but I wasn’t about to be undone by a blue-state convert. I simply smiled and handed over the stack.

“You are so completely right, sugar. You should go through the files.” I gave Pilar a sympathetic look. “I’m sure you have plenty of time to do your work and mine too. And no doubt you have a fabulous idea.”

Or not. Everyone knew that Pilar was not an idea woman.

I stood and blew kisses all around. “Ciao, girls. I have to dash.”

“What about lunch?” Lizabeth asked, recovering from her shock.

“Sorry, sugar. I have some unexpected business to take care of.”

I made my escape and my heart beat in time with the click of my Manolo flats (stilettos are très NC and no one would be caught dead wearing them to a committee meeting) as I hurried across the parking lot to my white S Class Mercedes. Soon I would be getting my very own mommy car, a top-of-the-line Chevrolet Suburban, so I could careen through the streets with my progeny chatting amiably to one another in the backseat as I chauffeured them from one activity to the next. At least on the nanny’s day off.

The nearly spring Texas weather was glorious, not yet hot and no rain, the sky wide open and clear. I turned the ignition and headed for The Willows feeling gloriously optimistic with visions of polite, exceedingly well-behaved little children dancing in my head. My emerald-cut pink diamond ring flashed in the sun, the Clear Blue pregnancy kit sitting in its plastic bag on the seat next to me, as I hurried away. Without braking at the intersection that led out of headquarters, I waved at Blake, the policeman who regularly patrolled the area, and smiled at him when he shook his head at me for running the Stop sign.

I raced through the curving, narrow, tree-lined streets of Willow Creek, driving past Willow Creek Square and the quaint shops, the courthouse in all its sandstone and Doric-columned glory, then the university campus and the college students whom I told myself I couldn’t run over.

Minutes later, I pulled up to the guard station at The Willows.

I sat patiently as I waited for the guard to swing the electric gate open. Oddly, the man just stared at me while his mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.

I buzzed down my window. “Juan, sweetie.” (I’m always sweet as pie to service personnel.) “I’m in a hurry. Please open the gate.”

“But, but . . .” The buts trailed off and he said something that sounded like “Madre mia,” before he pressed the button.

I didn’t ask questions or give it much thought as I flew up the cobbled length of Blue Willow Lane to my sprawling mansion and the bathroom so I could pee on the stick.

I pulled into the driveway lined with neatly trimmed shrubbery, then bypassed the long brick path that would have taken me back to the garage. I veered right, curving around as I headed for the front door. The minute I crested the ridge (the satisfying sight of my whitewashed, redbrick, formal Georgian home coming into view) I saw a faded brown car of indeterminate origins that I had never seen before.

My live-in maid used a cute-as-a-button Ford Focus we had purchased for her—plus, Wednesday was her day off.

The gardener drove a truck.

Gordon played golf at the Willow Creek Country Club on Wednesdays.

Which meant the drive should have been empty.

My heartbeat sped up in a way that I rarely felt, and to make it worse, there was a foreign urgency mixed in that made the world shift into slow motion. Call me a drama queen, but that was really how it felt, fast and slow at the same time in a way that I didn’t like at all.

With a calm I had perfected over the years, I parked nose to nose with the unfortunate vehicle. Pulling out my house keys, I had the sudden vision of myself opening the door and stepping into the two-story foyer, then heading up the long, curving staircase to Gordon’s and my bedroom. I had a sinking feeling I knew what I would find. But when I pushed into the house, it was to voices and hysteria.

Two women were there. My maid, Nina (dressed in street clothes rather than her uniform, a 1950s-era handbag swinging on her wrist), and a strange woman, whom, like the car, I had never seen before.

It took a second for the occupants to notice I was there. When they did, silence reigned for one blissful moment before Nina started carrying on in Spanish. I only made out bits and pieces, but it was enough to understand that my maid had forgotten her grandson’s birthday present, had returned to get it, found this . . . this . . . woman in the cheap department-store suit, and I should call the police because the woman wouldn’t leave.

I can’t tell you the relief I felt. You probably guessed what I had thought—that Gordon was upstairs having an affair with another woman, in our house, in our bed, on my nine-hundred-ninety-thread-count French sheets. But this mousy plain Jane could not be a mistress, at least not my husband’s mistress.

“Nina, sugar, calm down.”

I walked over to the stranger with all my elegant grace, then I extended my hand.

“I’m Fredericka Ware. Can I help you?”

The mouse stood up from the mahogany bench with its damask seat cushion where she had planted herself, and didn’t offer her hand. For the life of me, I couldn’t imagine what she wanted as she stared at me defiantly, especially since I could see she was shaking.

“My name is Janet Lambert,” she said, “and I am pregnant with your husband’s child.”


Chapter Two

BEFORE I SAY ANYTHING ELSE, I should tell you a few things that were true about my husband on that day I found Miss Mouse in my foyer.


1. I hated him. Oops, bad me. I’m getting ahead of myself. That came later.

2. His full name was Gordon Lidicott Ware and he was thirty-eight years old.

3. He had blond hair and blue eyes, and was just shy of six feet tall.

4. He was the youngest of five children in the Ware family. The first four siblings were girls, then along came Gordon, as if Mr. and Mrs. Ware just kept their monthly tryst going until they got their boy, then quit after Mr. Ware proved he had what it took to produce a male of the species.

5. Gordon was the best-looking member of the Ware family, far prettier than his sisters, not to mention he looked nothing like a single one of them. All golden blond to the far less stellar browns of the rest of the clan. Several people around town had speculated that his father actually didn’t have what it took, so instead went out and secretly “made arrangements” to get the boy he so desperately felt he needed to prove his manliness when he feared his wife could give him nothing but girls.

6. His parents still lived in the same house where Gordon was raised just north of town. I had yet to understand how Gordon’s parents support themselves since Papa Ware (a former judge) hadn’t worked since I met him. Mama Ware was a past JLWC Volunteer Extraordinaire. She believed in the sanctity of ladies wearing hats to church on Sunday, the box-Pleat dust ruffle on all beds, and every proper home having a deviled-egg plate.

7. Every one of Gordon’s siblings had moved (far, far) away with the exception of his sister Edith, a former member of JLWC (and determined spinster), who still lived with their parents.

8. Even though we grew up in the same city, I had never seen him before my senior year at Willow Creek University. I was studying at the always quiet law library before finals when I met him. He was a practicing attorney, not a student, who had just finished teaching some sort of torts class. Being ten years older than moi, he seemed to have everything that was missing in the callow youths I was used to dating. When he sat down and declared that he was madly in love with me, I didn’t think he was some desperate loser. Instead I thought he was the most romantic and honest man I had ever met. Really, what sensible man wouldn’t fall in love with me on sight?

9. He had a wandering eye, was the biggest flirt in town, and wasn’t shy about offering compliments to a pretty lady. Which made him the most popular man at Junior League social functions.

10. He knew that my father—a true Texan who believed in protecting what was his—would kill him with a double-barreled shotgun if more of him wandered than his eye.

11. He was a huge disappointment to my mother, because: (a) she’d had high hopes that I would marry an oil baron or real estate heir—or at the very least, she had wanted me to marry someone with enough money of his own so he wouldn’t work so hard to spend mine; and (b) my own siblings had also moved (far, far) away, and Gordon hadn’t done even the most basic thing of providing her with grandchildren who lived in Willow Creek.

12. Because Gordon was the youngest, the only son, and the best-looking member of the bunch, he was pampered by his sisters, coddled by his mother, spoiled by his father, and he thought he could do no wrong. Though to his credit, he had always been smart enough to be afraid of my father, and very much afraid of my mother.

13. He wanted to be the Most Important Man About Town, though that tended to be a little difficile since the money was mine and everyone knew it. But he persevered. In fact, the only competition I had for attention among the better half of Willow Creek came from my husband.



Based on everything I knew about Gordon Ware and the world we lived in, I wasn’t particularly worried when I came face-to-face with the woman in my foyer. Surprised by her declaration, yes. Worried, no, because as I stood in my entry hall, its curving rotund walls disappearing up into the heights and the mosaic ceiling I’d had commissioned the year before, I didn’t believe a word the woman said.

If she’d had bigger, better-styled hair and enviable clothes, or if anything about her had suggested she lived more than a hand-to-mouth existence, I might have felt a quiver of concern. I was nothing if not susceptible (since at that very moment I was holding a Clear Blue pregnancy test in a plastic bag at my side) to a declaration of someone else’s delicate condition, purportedly caused by my husband. But I knew none of it could be true because rich is rich, and we recognize our own . . . and the people who could conceivably cavort within our elite ranks. This woman was not from (nor could ever be a part of) Gordon’s and my world.

Why was I so sure?

There are three possible looks for people of wealth:


1. Tasteful clothes made of expensive materials, which are always distinguishable to someone in the know. Think St. John knits—conservative, but with enough flair to keep a Texas woman happy. (JLWC acceptable.)

2. High-quality clothes that are so old and so worn that an outsider would think they were cheap. Think decades-old Pendleton wool or old wealthy men on golf courses wearing green plaid pants and bright yellow shirts. (JLWC acceptable.)

3. Expensive clothes that scream bad taste. Think of those Euro and Latin sorts who wear everything feathered, bangled, and/or wildly colored. (Not JLWC acceptable—and not so unlike an East Texas woman who shops at Sack o’ Suds in her rhinestone-studded warm-up suit.)



Miss Mouse, with her polyester skirt and jacket, shiny faux leather shoes, and nondescript coiffure, didn’t fall into any of these acceptable or even nonacceptable categories. Which put her very firmly in:


4. Cheap clothes that are atrociously tasteless, scream NC, not to mention bleat “No m-o-n-e-y.” (Very much not JLWC acceptable.)



Like minds understood the difference with a mere glance. My husband knew this, and was an unapologetic snob.

I can’t begin to tell you how the woman looked planted on my highly polished white Carrara marble floor. She was framed in the archway that led from the entry hall to the living room, looking dreadfully out of place in all her NCness.

Trying to get my head around the situation, I focused on the trees and greenery I could see through the floor-to-ceiling windows in my cathedral-ceilinged Grand Room. The Willows was surrounded by a nature preserve that circled the neighborhood like a lush green moat, separating us from the masses. At least that was how it had been until Howard Grout gained entree using the Trojan horse of his very unclean money.

But Howard Grout wasn’t my problem just then. Miss Mouse was. And standing there with the woman staring at me, I was secure in the knowledge that Gordon loved me and the life we had built together, not this stranger.

“Nina,” I said with my usual calm, “call security.”

No doubt she would have since she hated Gordon as much as he hated her. My husband would have fired her long ago if he could have. But she was more nanny than maid, had been with me since I was born, when my own mother was heavily involved doing her own good works at the Junior League. Nina was like silverware, handed down from generation to generation, moving to this house when I got married. She knew more about me and my life than my husband, or even my mother.

With her handbag swinging on her wrist, she headed for the phone. But she didn’t get very far since Gordon chose that second to breeze in through the west hallway, which led from the kitchen, clearly having driven straight back to the garage to park when he returned home. He was whistling as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Though that changed the minute he saw me.

“Fred!” he barked, his happy tune cut off, his smile disappearing. “What are you doing here?”

Before I could answer, he saw our visitor.

I had heard the expression “blanching white” before, but I had never witnessed it. FYI, it’s more like going gray, but the effect is the same. Shock. Gordon was shocked and anxious at the sight of her.

The certainty I had felt seconds before started to nosedive into the entry hall floor.

“Janet!” he yelped.

Crash and burn. Nosedive complete. He knew her.

Given the high ceilings and all that exquisite marble, her name echoed, the warbling sound making my spine stiffen.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded, this time of her.

Minnie’s own spine restarched itself and she looked him in the eye. “You haven’t returned my phone calls all week. We need to talk.”

A fine sheen of sweat had broken out on Gordon’s forehead (I assumed he was thinking of my father and his double-barreled shotgun). He ran his hand through his hair with such agitation that his head was left with the look of a freshly plowed field with furrows just waiting for a planting.

“Yes, Gordon,” I added. “We need to talk. Miss—” I glanced at her in question.

“Lambert,” Nina supplied.

Nina and I smiled politely at each other.

“Miss Lambert says she’s pregnant with your child.”

I said the words straight-out, and if possible his shock shifted and grew. I might have hoped I felt queasy that morning, but I definitely did then. As I’ve already established, my husband is a lawyer. What I haven’t explained is that he didn’t practice law. He practiced golf and tennis and exercising five days a week, and when he wasn’t at the country club or on our tennis court or in our pool, he was off to parts of the world unknown, engaging in “extreme sports.” Jumping out of helicopters to ski unreachable mountaintops. Rappelling down sheer rock cliffs. Conquering the Himalayas. Deep-sea diving. If it was dangerous, he did it. Or that’s what he told me he did when he disappeared and was “unreachable” for weeks at a time. Right then, I wasn’t so sure.

My husband couldn’t seem to move. Janet Lambert took a step forward. “Gordy,” she said with a soft intimacy that felt like a punch to my midsection. “I’m pregnant with your child. Our child,” she added, with all the melodrama of a beleaguered B-list actress in a sappy Lifetime Movie of the Week.

I felt light-headed.

“That’s a lie!” he blurted out to me, before he turned back to Miss Lambert. “You can’t be pregnant. I swear. It’s impossible. I had a vasectomy ten years ago.”

And the hits just kept on rolling.

Silence rushed through the house as if the volume had been turned off on news footage of a nuclear explosion, before sound erupted again. Voices exploded at once, arguing, people pointing fingers, screeching—that is, everyone but me. I don’t do hysterical.

Nina, on the other hand, is an expert at hysterical. Miss Mouse, despite her accountantish, numbers-crunching suit, was verging on hysterical, her mouth gaping, what must have been her plan to extort money blowing apart like a straw house in the face of the big bad wolf and his big bad terrible huff of breath.

Then there was my husband, with all his blond-haired, blue-eyed, pretty-boy good looks, as he realized what he had just said.

“A vasectomy,” I said, heat burning my cheeks as my stomach roiled—and not with morning sickness, apparently.

I wanted to yell, an act that would ruin the ice-queen persona I had worked so hard to master. In that second, all the years I had spent chiseling and molding myself into a woman to be reckoned with fell away. And that was unacceptable. I don’t fall apart any more than I do hysterical.

“Frede,” he said, rushing forward.

As I mentioned before, he never calls me Frede—unless he is in some kind of trouble.

“What do you mean you’ve had a vasectomy?”

This from Janet, though I was wondering the same thing.

Nina rattled on in rapid-fire Spanish, continuing in a less-than-complimentary mode regarding our unexpected guest and my husband. Miss Mouse wasn’t fazed; that, or she didn’t understand she was being maligned. My husband never listened to Nina anyway.

“You said you loved me!” Minnie said. “You said you were going to divorce your wife and we’d have our own family. You promised me this life!” she added, sweeping her arm around to encompass my home.

The slow-motion effect returned and I glanced between my husband and the woman. Had he really said those things? Had he meant them?

I couldn’t tell anything from the expression on his face, though I knew he was panicked. Not to harp on a point, but it was my money, and he did sign a prenuptial agreement. Did I mention that Gordon Ware had very expensive tastes? I doubted that Miss Lambert had more than a few pennies to rub together, certainly not enough to keep my husband in the style to which he had become accustomed.

“Frede,” he said, “you’ve got to listen to me. I hardly know the woman. I don’t know what she’s talking about.”

Minnie made all sorts of rumbling noise before it congealed into a single word. “Liar!” Her body shook. “You know everything about me, just like I know everything about you. I know all about your swanky wife with tons of money.” She skewered me with a look. “I know all about your fancy bed since I’ve spent every Wednesday afternoon there for the last three months, on my back, making love to your husband.”

Now here was a woman who could benefit from an etiquette lesson or two—namely a session where one learns that one should never, ever discuss private matters with anyone other than a doctor, lawyer, or priest.

“Miss Lambert, I suggest you leave my house before I have you arrested for trespassing.”

Janet narrowed her eyes and smiled, then whipped out a key. Yes, a key. To my house. A lesser woman would have been fazed.

“I don’t think anyone is going to arrest me when I was given a key and permission to enter. Just ask the guard. My name’s on the list.”

That would be the permanent list kept at the guardhouse naming all those guests who are allowed to enter without calling ahead. Each resident of The Willows has their own list.

I remembered Juan’s gaping surprise (and horror, no doubt, since I’m the one who brings his end-of-the-year bonus check) when I pulled up to the gate unexpectedly on a Wednesday before lunch. The memory made me realize the woman wasn’t lying. Though really, all I had to do was look at my husband to know she wasn’t.

I know it’s dramatic, but my world tilted. As I stood in the foyer, my free hand curled around the single strand of pearls I wore around my neck, and I felt everything shift. My husband had had or was having an affair with a woman who couldn’t come close to competing with me in any way.

Which meant what?

I didn’t have a clue and wasn’t willing to think about it just then. There was always tomorrow.

“Out,” I said with quiet force, my dignity still intact as I dropped my hand to my side.

Thankfully, everyone stopped cold. The ice queen hadn’t melted entirely.

“Frede,” Gordon interjected, coming toward me.

“I said out.”

Janet looked mutinous, as if she wasn’t about to leave. But Nina took care of that. My maid started carrying on, her Spanish ricocheting off the walls. Janet leaped out of the way when Nina took a swipe at her with the handbag. When Gordon didn’t step in to defend or protect her, his mistress looked at him, then sighed dramatically. “I know you love me. I know we’ll straighten this out.” Then she left.

Clearly Miss Mouse had more of a flare for drama than I would have guessed.

“Fred,” Gordon repeated, regaining his footing. “We should talk. It’s not what it seems.”

If ladylike behavior hadn’t been drummed into me since birth, I would have snorted. As it was, I headed for the stairs that curved up the rotunda walls. “There is nothing to talk about.”

At least not until I could get my head around what had just happened. “Fred—”

Whatever he was going to say was cut off when I heard Nina take a swipe at him this time.

“Hey!”

Nina let out a barrage of castigating Spanish, and he flew up the stairs behind me.

“Estupido!” Nina fired after him.

Very true. Though right then I felt like the stupid one for having been betrayed by my husband in a way that I could hardly absorb. It wasn’t about the other woman, which was bad enough. It was about the fact that he’d had a vasectomy without ever mentioning it.

A vasectomy, for mercy’s sake, I thought, as if repeating the word would make its meaning clearer.

I had been jumping through hoops to get pregnant for six years, all with his blessing, and it had never been a possibility if what he had blurted was true.

The fertility drugs, the testing, the charted sex, were all for naught. The depression and the feeling that I was failing at something for the first time in my life every month when I started another period had been a waste of energy because he’d had a vasectomy before he ever met me based on the “ten years ago” he had tossed out.

When I reached the second floor, I walked carefully along the Oriental runner that covered just the right amount of hardwood floor as I headed for our bedroom. Gordon still followed.

“Fred, I didn’t mean it,” he said.

Call me a fool, but a surge of hope shot through me. Had he lied to the woman?

My hope was short-lived because the truth was that while I had never suspected he had surgically removed the possibility of children, I had known deep down that something wasn’t right.

I still held the plastic bag, and needing to be sure, I walked into our bedroom, then continued on into my bathroom. In a matter of two minutes any trace of stubborn hope that I was pregnant was gone. After I tossed the stick with its single blue line into the trash, I stared at my reflection in the mirror, at my perfectly highlighted, just-past-my-shoulders blond hair, the blue-green eyes, the flawless skin. My father always called me the most beautiful girl in the world—told me that the world was mine for the taking.

I closed my eyes and willed myself to remain calm. But calm seemed impossible. Plus there was something else happening, something I hardly recognized.

A lifetime of lessons surfaced. A lady should never:


1. sweat,

2. raise her voice,

3. throw things.

And most especially, a true lady never:

4. gets angry.



That was what I felt. Anger.

When I came out of the bathroom, flinging the double doors open like an A-list actress in a Broadway play, Gordon jumped.

“Fred, what I said to Janet isn’t true.”

I didn’t bother to answer. I strode over to his walk-in closet and pulled out a single piece of his luggage. I noticed that for someone who traveled the world for weeks at a time, the bag was in damn good shape.

I forgot:


5. a lady never uses profanity.



Without a word, I yanked open his drawers and started pulling out anything I could get my hands on. Colored silk undergarments, designer socks, carefully folded button-down shirts. Like a crazed woman, I started shoving things inside the soft-sided bag.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Packing your things.”

“Fred.” His tone was stern, as if he could intimidate me. “Stop acting like a child.”

Me, acting like a child? Unforgivably hysterical, yes. But a child? I don’t think so.

I barely managed to hold back what I really wanted to say, and only with the aid of all those years of training.

He tried to take a stack of shirts away from me, but I jerked aside.

“Stop acting like a lunatic,” he said. “Let’s talk about this like adults.”

I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck and I whirled around to face him. “Have you or have you not had a vasectomy?”

“I said I hadn’t.”

“Then prove it. Let’s go to the doctor and get a test. Prove that you haven’t been lying to me since the day I met you.”

“I don’t have to prove anything. Besides, you know I’ve gotten several tests since you haven’t been able to get pregnant.”

His forehead was lined with deep furrows, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot.

“So you’ve said. But strangely enough, you’ve never let me go with you for the test, and you’ve never let me see the results. Each time you have your doctor—your little brother from your college fraternity, I might add—call up my doctor and read off numbers and counts.”

I set the suitcase down and yanked up the phone. “In fact, why don’t I call your doctor right now and tell him what I suspect he has done.”

I started to dial the number I knew by heart.

“Okay, okay. So I had a vasectomy. What’s the big deal? I can have it reversed.”

I choked on my unladylike rage. I felt myself gasping and wheezing as I fought to regain acceptable behavior. My jaw throbbed as I clenched my teeth, sucking in breath through my nose.

“Fred, calm down.”

That was just it. I couldn’t. It was as if six years of rage had built up, and when he tugged the phone away from me, set it down, then picked up the suitcase and started to return it to the closet, I surprised even myself.

“Get out, Gordon,” I said, my jaw clenched.

He paused and turned around. The look on his face wasn’t sweet and easygoing, or even nervous.

“What did you say?” he asked.

“You heard me. Get out.”

He raised a brow, then he started to laugh. “Fine, I’m leaving. Happy to go. I should have left months ago.”

My head snapped back. I wanted to kill him, and I very nearly did when I grabbed the small brass bedside clock and threw it. At him. While yelling. I could even feel the sweat bead on my forehead as I added profanity.

That got Gordon’s attention. He had to jump to get out of the way. Not that it did him a whole lot of good. I wasn’t finished.

I grabbed a porcelain dish, noticed that it was a Hildebrand family heirloom so I quickly set it down then found another piece, this time a gift from his family. Crash against the wall. I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I screamed and threw whatever I could afford to live without.

“You’re crazy!” he yelled as he ducked.

I was. Crazy and angry. God, it felt good. It felt even better when he finally fled the bedroom, then left the house. It felt great. I felt great. More than that, I felt free.

Gordon didn’t deserve me.

I pulled out my library of photo albums that were filled with pictures of Gordon and me from the Willow Creek Times society columns.

“Nina!” I called out. “Bring me the scissors.”


Chapter Three

IT WAS HARDER than I imagined it would be to cut my husband out of my life.

After a short confab with Nina, it was decided that scissors wouldn’t do. Ten minutes later, I sat at my beautiful, antique Queen Anne desk that I kept for daily correspondence, my head bent in concentration. The newspaper photographs where Gordon stood in the middle of a group tested my fledgling X-Acto knife capabilities, but I was determined.

I had gotten as far as our third year of marriage, more specifically up to our third Boots and Belles black-tie charity ball, when the anger that had gotten me that far started to die. More’s the pity, because once that was gone, I started thinking about other things—like my husband not wanting me. The smile on his face when he said he should have left months ago had proved as much.

How could he not want me—me, Frede Ware, the most beautiful, most sought-after, most envied woman in town? What was wrong with him?

I didn’t get much chance to dwell on it because the phone started ringing with people wanting to know if we were free for X, Y, and Z nights for our usual rounds of social engagements.

With the piles of cut-out, newsprint photographs of Gordon growing steadily, I felt a surge of non-morning sickness at the thought of having to tell my friends that my perfect marriage wasn’t so perfect. I’ve learned that in my world one’s reputation is based on perception, rarely on fact. It was the perception of my fabulous life that made it fabulous, at least in my friends’ eyes. The minute a perceived weakness reared its ugly head all bets were off. That was when I realized I had to navigate the new waters carefully, which meant I probably should glue Gordon back into the albums—at least for the time being.

“Richard, sugar,” I told one of my husband’s friends when he called, “Gordon just stepped out. He’ll be back in an hour or two, though we have plans for later. Magnificent plans, and I know we’ll be out late. Why don’t I have him give you a call when he has a minute in the next day or two?”

Which was how I got myself into the precarious position of pretending my husband was still living at home when he wasn’t.

For hours that Wednesday, I assumed he would return. Nina stayed with me until late afternoon. She clucked around my desk, provided glass after glass of sweet tea, and wouldn’t leave my side. I finally had to insist she take the rest of her day off.

“Nina, really I’m fine. Go see your grandson. It’s his birthday”

She studied me. Ninety-nine percent of the time she pretended not to speak English—despite the fact that she sat at the kitchen table every morning reading the Willow Creek Times. It worked out fine for both of us because we had no trouble ignoring each other when the mood struck.

“Bueno, me voy,” she said. “Pero regresare manana.”

She continued gabbing away as she retrieved her handbag and straightened her attire, muttering about how I shouldn’t be by myself after my husband betrayed me in such a horrible manner.

I appreciated the concern, but quite frankly, I was ready to be alone.

My entire life I had lived a fairy-tale existence. I believed, and it came true. It never occurred to me that Gordon wouldn’t come to his senses, return, and beg me to forgive him. How could he not? Remember, it was me he had left.

It wasn’t hard to explain why I wanted him to return. There’s another word that only bears mentioning in the spelling form. D-i-v-o-r-c-e. Call Gloria Steinem on me, but the truth is, once the anger had died away I wasn’t ready to give up on my marriage so easily. He might have lied and cheated, but I was an old-fashioned, proper girl and I knew I would rather figure out a way to fix my marriage than have to admit I had failed at it. And that included not letting anyone know that Gordon and I had been, for any length of time, separated.

That was why when the next day arrived and I found my husband still missing, I came up with the idea to keep his (unfortunate but not insurmountable) betrayal a secret.

It seemed easy enough. Au contraire.

I dressed in a hurry while it was still dark outside, then raced downstairs. Thankfully, Nina would return at seven-thirty. I had a plan, and I needed her help.

While I waited for her, I hurried out to the three-bay garage. It was only five-thirty A.M. when I pulled the Mercedes through the portico that stretched between the house and the garage, then glided down the drive. That early the guard wasn’t yet on duty. Juan would arrive at seven. For the hours that the guardhouse wasn’t manned, there was an intercom system that connected to each home in The Willows. Though anyone wanting to depart the enclave only had to drive up to the gate and it opened like magic.

I pulled up to the gate to leave and the electronic arm swept up. Willow Creek is a wealthy enclave, its winding streets and lanes built with satisfying picturesqueness into the rolling hills covered with willow, cedar, pecan, and live oak trees draped in Spanish moss. We’re as sophisticated as Dallas, but maintain the lovely charm of Austin—at least that was the case before the state capital filled with those pocket-protector types who clogged their roads when the tech craze happened in the nineties.

Willow Creek Square stands at the center of town, the country club to the north, the university to the east, The Willows to the west, and South Willow Creek, well, to the south beyond the railroad tracks. Everything else, from JLWC headquarters to Symphony Hall, the Municipal Courthouse to Hildebrand Galleries, is nestled between the lanes, streets, and avenues that sprawl out in all directions from the main square.

I zipped out of The Willows and raced to the nearby market to get the newspaper. Despite my husband’s laissez-faire allure, he was a stickler for schedules. Every morning he got up and jogged, then stopped at the market and retrieved two local newspapers on his way back to the house. He dropped one off for Juan, so that it was waiting when the man came on duty, before continuing on home where he sat in our sunroom drinking coffee while reading his own copy.

With my two newspapers in hand, I hurried back to The Willows, tossed one in front of the locked guardhouse door, swiped my card key, and then raced to my postcard-perfect mansion. There was still much to do before Nina got there and I could put my plan into action.

On Mondays and Thursdays, Gordon played tennis on our court just below our swimming pool. The high green hedges blocked any view, but the hollow sound of tennis balls could be heard two doors down. My neighbor Caryn Kramer, another League member, had told me that she could count on Gordon and tennis as surely as she could count on the sun rising.

Did I mention it was Thursday?

As soon as it was a somewhat reasonable hour, I called Gordon’s tennis partner, mentioned something about the flu, still in bed, rain check, and so forth. I could tell the man was still half asleep and probably was happy to roll back over and catch another hour.

At seven twenty-eight, Nina walked in the back door and I was waiting for her, dressed in tennis whites (a white sweater tied stylishly around my shoulders) with my hair pulled back in a ponytail. She stopped in her tracks.

“Missy Ware, wha you doing?”

When I was growing up, she called me “Missy” whenever she was unhappy with me. Since I had become an adult, she called me “Missy Ware” when she was disgruntled—which seemed to be most of the time.

In answer, I shoved a bright orange velour warm-up suit at her. “Go change. We’re going to play tennis.”

It was no surprise when the Spanish erupted, but I herded her back to her quarters and didn’t move away until she reappeared, grumbling, looking like a short, squat, very round jack-o’-lantern wearing sensible maid’s shoes. Not perfect, but it would have to do.

I gathered up the old rackets I had found in the storeroom, then pulled her out the sunroom’s sliding glass door, down the flagstone steps that curved through the perfectly manicured gardens then alongside the pool that glistened from its twice-a-week cleaning by the most delicious pool boy I had ever seen. (Not that I would ever dream of doing anything about it, delicious or no. I have never even said hello.)

We hurried down another level to the courts. I had already set up the ball machine Gordon used with the zeal of a religious convert.

‘Wha you doing?” Nina repeated, giving me the evil eye.

“I thought it was high time you and I spent some quality time together.” She made a lot of those gagging noises, then said, “You no want neighbors to find out that Meester Gordon is no here.”

Did I mention that she’s smart as a whip?

“Nina, that’s ridiculous.”

She snorted. “Gemme dat thing.” She swiped one of the rackets away from me.

She planted herself on the baseline like a linebacker in a professional football game. “Turn on da matcheen.”

Which I did.

She whelped when the first ball struck her in the shoulder. She cursed in Spanish, then started whacking away at the yellow balls that came out far faster than she could respond. She might be smart, but she’s not particularly agile.

“Shhh,” I hissed at her. “It’s supposed to sound like Gordon and Bernie Brown are practicing.”

She stopped and raised an I-told-you-so brow. Thankfully, another ball struck her in the opposite shoulder and she got back to work.

After about two dozen balls (and what promised to be a colorful black eye the following morning) she actually got the hang of it, and the very satisfying sound of tennis-ball whacks could be heard echoing through the neighborhood.
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