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To Andrew and Chloe, my heart and home.








CONTENTS



	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Sneak Peek of Do What Godmother Says

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author








CHAPTER 1

NOW

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

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

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

It was too late.

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

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

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

“Look at that!” the man said.

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

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

Help . . .

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What, ma’am?”

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









CHAPTER 2

BEFORE

MADISON

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

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

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

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

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

She throws back her head and laughs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My back goes rigid as I watch the familiar gesture.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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









CHAPTER 3

TASHA

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

“Hiya,” he says with a nod.

“Good evenin’!” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

Luv,

Ghalen



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

“Damn it!” I shout, now near tears.

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

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









CHAPTER 4

MADISON

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

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

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

12 . . .

11 . . .

10 . . .

9 . . .

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I am not a liar.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t tempt me, Phil.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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