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The Devil’s Daughter in Sunday Lace
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I was eight years old when I learned that virtue could be a costume.

That Sunday morning, Verona moved through the house as if she were being watched. Every motion was deliberate—the adjustment of her pearl earrings, the final sweep of lipstick the color of crushed berries. Her perfume arrived before she did, sweet and heavy, lingering after she passed.

“Chante,” she said from the doorway, calm and commanding. “Your dress is wrinkled. We represent this family.”

With Verona, advice was never just advice. It was instruction disguised as concern. She believed a woman’s image was her sharpest tool and expected everyone under her roof to keep theirs honed.

My father, Raymond, sat in the study with the newspaper spread wide, composed in the way he always was. He wasn’t a church man and never pretended to be. He believed in reason, not ritual—honesty over performance. When Verona crossed the threshold, he looked up, his gaze cool, measuring.

“You don’t have to make a spectacle every Sunday,” he said.

She smiled—the kind that revealed nothing. “Faith isn’t spectacle, Raymond. It’s commitment.”

“To whom?” he asked, folding the paper.

She didn’t answer. She rarely did when a question required reflection.

At Morning Star Baptist, Verona glowed. Heads turned as she moved through the sanctuary, greeting people by name, touching hands, dispensing compliments. The ease of it suggested rehearsal.

When Pastor Redmond approached, his voice softened. Their smiles lingered. Even then, I felt the unease of it—something charged passing between them, something that did not belong there.

After service, Verona hummed as she changed clothes, poured herself a glass of wine, and studied her reflection. I watched her from the doorway and wondered why she looked so pleased.

A few days later, Pastor Redmond’s car sat in our driveway. He stayed until dusk. From my bedroom window, I watched his silhouette pass across the glass of our front door when he finally left. Verona appeared moments later, distracted, luminous—like someone carrying a secret meant to be kept.

When I asked my father about it, he didn’t look up from the paper.

“Some people need to believe they’re saving others,” he said. “It helps them feel saved themselves.”

I didn’t understand then.

I do now.

That was the summer I learned holiness could be worn like lace, and that the most dangerous people often look divine while they are undoing everything around them.

And I was her stepdaughter.
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Chapter One: Verona’s Beginning
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Before Verona learned to perfect her smile, she learned to survive the room.

The Mississippi house was small and loud, its thin walls carrying grievances from one room to the next. On good days it smelled of starch and lemon oil; on the others, hair grease and arguments. Verona’s mother, Clarice, moved through it like a match struck against coarse paper—bright, hot, spent quickly. She wore pride like a coat even in midsummer. Six days a week she sewed hems and let out seams for women who handed over their dresses with a severity that suggested their lives would unravel if Clarice were careless by even a thread.

“Hold your shoulders,” Clarice said without looking up from the Singer, the needle thrumming like a trapped insect. “You walk into a room as if you belong to it.”

Verona obeyed. She learned early that posture could pass for certainty, and certainty was often mistaken for virtue.

There were five children in the house—two brothers, two sisters, and Verona in the middle, a position that required both invisibility and performance. Her brothers fought as if the world owed them something; her sisters negotiated territory in mirrors, ribbons, silences that could last a week. Clarice rationed tenderness as if it were sugar, measured carefully, never wasted. She was not unloving—only tired in a way love could not cure.

Of Verona’s father there was little to say. He was a shadow who sometimes wore a hat. When a man at the corner store mentioned that someone “who might be yours” had been seen behind the pool hall, Clarice kept sewing. Answers did not pay the light bill. Verona learned what absence teaches best: how to pretend you need nothing.

At school, teachers admired the neatness of Verona’s work, the way her answers arrived complete, properly punctuated, as if they had raised themselves. The boys noticed other things—how she turned and the air turned with her. She discovered that attention was a language men spoke fluently, and she practiced it the way other girls practiced piano: scales first, then songs.

On Sundays, Clarice took them to church in pressed clothes and shoes that made the feet remember obligation. The sanctuary ran a degree too warm, the sermons a degree too long. Verona watched women’s hats bob like ships in a crowded sea. She watched men shake hands with practiced strength, rings flashing. When the choir swelled, the room rose and fell as if God were breathing them.

She was not immune to the beauty—only wary of its terms. She studied holiness the way she studied faces: what it bought, what it cost, who set the price.

The first time Verona understood power, she was fourteen, sent to deliver a finished dress across town. The woman’s husband opened the door in shirtsleeves, tie hanging loose. His smile arrived before his eyes settled on Verona.

“You Clarice’s girl?” he asked, bracing himself against the frame. When she nodded, he exhaled, embarrassed by his pleasure. “Tell your mama she saves lives one hem at a time.”

On the walk home, Verona did not replay his words. She replayed the pause—the half second too long. She carried its weight the way some girls carry a coin in a pocket and told no one.

At fifteen, she learned that secrecy sharpens desire, that admiration returns hungry once fed. A boy from school offered her his jacket when the sky split open. She took it, handed it back without thanks, and watched him walk home in the rain. He turned once to see if she watched him turn. She learned more from that than from a year of lectures.

At home, rules multiplied in proportion to her beauty. Clarice began monitoring the line of Verona’s dresses, the angle of each neckline. “Men don’t need encouragement,” she said. “They need boundaries.” Boundaries, Verona thought, were invitations written in smaller script.

If Verona had softness, it lived in the dark. She read lying on her stomach after chores, a library book open, the fan turning heat into tolerable blur. Sentences calmed her. They ended where they were meant to. She loved the sound of her youngest brother asleep, that loose sigh of forgiveness. Sometimes she tucked the sheet under his foot just so—the kind of gesture no one could witness and call ambition.

By sixteen, she knew staying would require a surrender she could not perform. Elsewhere began to feel like a lover. Detroit arrived first by rumor—cousins returning with new shoes and hurried accents, postcards of buildings like silver promises. An aunt, Sharon, wrote in a hand that climbed the page, offering a place to stay if Verona could get herself there.

Clarice did not approve. “A woman should be careful what she sells,” she said, in a tone that made Verona stand straighter without moving. The letter sat in the dresser like a patient oath. It asked nothing. Its existence made departure possible.

The summer Verona turned seventeen, the house became unlivable—not from cruelty, but familiarity. Everyone knew the version of her they preferred. She had become too visible to be seen.

The last Sunday before she left, she sang the hymns as if they were corridors she could walk to the end of. The pastor spoke of narrow paths and wide gates. Verona watched his wife nod with devotion that looked almost tranquil. After the benediction, hands reached for Verona’s, voices spoke as if she belonged to their future. She smiled with gratitude she did not feel and later apologized to God for treating affection like an invoice.

That night, she packed with a precision Clarice would have approved: two blouses, the blue dress that made men stand straighter, a comb wrapped in tissue, a tin of face powder, a photograph of her siblings lined on the porch like witnesses. She did not take the letter. She had memorized the address. She left a note that read only, I will be all right.

At the station, the Greyhound sighed as if it understood the labor of carrying so many private reasons in one direction. The waiting room held the weary and the aspiring in equal measure. Verona paid for her ticket with money saved from hemming skirts for neighbors who preferred to owe Clarice but tip the daughter.

She chose a window seat and watched her reflection tremble as the bus shuddered awake. The town unspooled—laundromat, barber pole, the church’s white steeple cutting the sky. She pressed her palms together, not to pray, but to steady herself.

The bus gathered speed. Trees blurred. Fields appeared and vanished. Two towns over, a woman in a navy suit boarded and sat beside her, perfume elegant, precise. She read a magazine that made the world look available. Verona glimpsed a headline about reinvention and felt the word strike like a verb that required witnesses.

“First time north?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” Verona said, straightening her shoulders. “But not the first time leaving.”

The woman smiled. “Then you’ll do fine.”

They spoke lightly—jobs, weather, the bus’s uneven bravery over bridges. When the woman slept, Verona closed her eyes and envisioned arrival the way an architect imagines a building before it stands: a city that would not ask about her father, a street where beauty did not accuse, rooms whose doors she alone would lock.

Detroit met her with a cold that tasted like nickel. The station roared with announcements and partings. Sharon found her near a vending machine, arms open, laughter promising a welcome Verona had not known in years. Sharon’s hair was high and lacquered, her coat bold as mink. She kissed Verona’s cheek, stepped back to assess her.

“Lord, you’re a sight,” Sharon said. “The city likes a girl who knows what to do with a mirror.”

They drove streets that argued between opportunity and decline. Buildings leaned together with old secrets. Men watched from doorways with a professionalism that made attention feel like currency. Sharon narrated blocks like a docent—where to buy shoes that looked like yes, where not to say no.

In the apartment, the furniture balanced softness and caution. Verona set her suitcase down and ran her palm along the armrest, testing its promise. Sharon poured two celebratory glasses.

“To arriving,” Sharon said.

“To becoming,” Verona answered.

Alone that night, Verona studied herself in the mirror—no longer a child, not a saint. She looked like someone who understood that futures are made of admitted desires. The city breathed through the window: sirens distant, laughter close, music idling at the curb.

She touched the photograph of her siblings, proof that she had once belonged to the idea of family, then set it face down. Not to forget them. To remember that memory was not a leash.

She slept without fear.

In the morning, she would fold the bedspread with Clarice’s care and step into a world that mistook self-control for goodness. She was not yet the woman who would turn worship into an instrument, but the idea had introduced itself, politely, as if asking for a seat.

Detroit waited. Verona understood that what waits also watches.

She resolved to move accordingly.
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Chapter Two: The Purchase of Silence 
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Raymond Broussard had never lied to himself about the kind of man he was—only about the limits of his discipline.

He was thirty-seven, owner of Broussard Electronics, a chain of repair shops and retail stores that sprawled across Michigan like proof of his ambition. He had built his fortune on sweat, precision, and the quiet conviction that control was intelligence.

He wore success the way he wore his tailored suits—subtle, deliberate, never loud. People trusted Raymond Broussard because he looked unshakable. Lexi used to say he moved as if the world had already agreed to his plan.

And mostly, it had.

Their marriage was still good—comfortable, warm. Lexi was his equal in grace, her laughter still softening his sharper edges. They dined with friends, hosted holidays, posed for photographs that later sat in silver frames on the mantel. If there were cracks, they were hairline—polite enough to ignore.

He wasn’t searching for anyone that night. He was simply driving. Some men drank when their minds wouldn’t quiet; Raymond preferred motion. After dark, the city gave him what success had stolen: anonymity.

He turned down Cass Avenue by instinct, past shuttered storefronts and the soft glare of corners where the night traded in its usual bargains. He’d seen those women before—painted, tired, transactional—but he’d never really seen them. He told himself he pitied them.

Then he saw her.

Not because she was the prettiest—because she looked like she knew exactly what she was doing there. The others waited. She watched.

Her coat was thin, the hem brushing her thighs, but her stance held. One heel pressed into the curb, one hand loose at her hip, chin lifted just enough to suggest she chose who she answered to. There was nothing helpless about her. That, he realized, was what stopped him.

He slowed. She met his eyes without flinching. No plea, no smile—just recognition. The kind that passes between two people who understand terms before they speak.

He should have driven on. But restraint, like muscle, weakens when you stop using it.

When she walked to the car, she moved with deliberate grace. He rolled the window down halfway.

“You working tonight?” he asked, calm, professional—like a man asking about inventory.

She tilted her head. “That depends on what you’re buying.”

The answer landed like a dare. He wasn’t used to women who didn’t rush to please.

“Get in,” he said.

She hesitated just long enough to make the point, then slid into the passenger seat. The air changed. Her perfume—warm, floral, faintly expensive—filled the space between them.

“You don’t look like the usual type,” she said, crossing one leg over the other.

“I’m not.”

Her lips were painted the color of disobedience. “They all say that.”

He drove without thinking, away from the corners, until the glow of a twenty-four-hour diner appeared. It wasn’t romance. He needed light and warmth—something to slow down what he was already doing.

Inside, the waitress didn’t look twice at them. Verona introduced herself only after she sat. She ordered black coffee and a slice of pie she barely touched. Raymond kept his hands folded on the table like a man at confession.

“So,” she said, stirring sugar into her cup, “what’s a man like you doing picking up a girl like me?”

He gave her the charm that had closed deals for years. “Maybe I was curious.”

“Curiosity costs extra.”

Her eyes held him. No apology. No shame. Just business—and somehow that made the transaction feel philosophical.

“Do you ever get tired of it?” he asked.

“Tired of what?”

“Pretending this isn’t killing you.”

She leaned back, amused. “You think I pretend? Sweetheart, I’m the most honest woman you’ve met all week.”

He couldn’t argue. Her honesty was simply less polite.

When he reached for his wallet, she stopped him. “Not here. I don’t work under fluorescent lighting.”

The refusal unsettled him—its elegance, its nerve. He wasn’t used to rejection from a woman who sold what she sold. He wasn’t used to wanting what he couldn’t immediately place.

She stood, smoothing her skirt. “Next time you stop for company,” she said, “decide whether you’re paying for silence or salvation. Different prices.”

Then she left. The bell chimed once, then again, and she was gone.

Raymond sat, staring at the half-empty cup she’d abandoned. It wasn’t the first time a woman had tested his restraint. It was the first time he failed after she walked away.

When he got home, Lexi was awake, reading in bed. She looked up and smiled. “You were out late.”

“Business meeting,” he lied, smoothly.

She nodded, unbothered. “You work too hard.”

He kissed her forehead and slid in beside her, but his mind stayed elsewhere—on a woman who wouldn’t take his money and wouldn’t lie to make him feel clean.

By morning the memory should have dulled. Instead, it sharpened. He told himself it was curiosity, nothing more.

But in men like Raymond Broussard, curiosity was simply the first symptom of ruin.
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Chapter Three: The Return 
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The next week should have washed her out of him.
It didn’t.
Raymond Broussard had known women—clients, colleagues, old mistakes—but none who lingered like perfume after the door closed. Verona had left something on him that soap and silence couldn’t lift.

By Thursday she’d become a problem without a name. He caught her in passing windows, in strangers’ profiles, in the angle of a jaw that wasn’t hers. Even his reflection looked unreliable: a man distracted, slightly unmoored, less perfect at the edges.

On Friday, after a deal downtown, he drove the same route. He told himself it was habit. He told himself everything except the truth—that he wanted to see her, even for a minute.

She was there, collar up, leaning against brick outside a pawnshop. She saw him before he slowed. This time she didn’t wait; she opened the passenger door and slid in like the night already belonged to her.

“I thought you were too clean for this side of town,” she said, crossing her legs.

“I thought you didn’t work under fluorescent lighting.”

A faint smile. “I said I don’t work cheap.”

No apology, no performance—just smooth honesty with an edge. He admired that: she refused shame the way other women refused dessert.

They drove in silence until she said, “You came back for a reason.”

“I don’t need a reason.”

“That’s the first lie men tell themselves.”

He looked at her then—really looked—and saw what set her apart. Not beauty; plenty of women were beautiful. It was clarity. She lived in a world where everything had a price and she set hers high.

He parked along the river and cut the engine. The quiet felt like the moment before confession.

“You married?” she asked.

“Yes.”

A nod, unsurprised. “Of course you are.”

He wanted to defend himself—say his marriage wasn’t broken, say he loved his wife, say he wasn’t that kind of man. Any defense would have made him exactly that.

Verona lit a cigarette. Flame flickered across her face. “You want reinvention,” she said. “Not sex. Reinvention.”

He took the cigarette, drew slow, tasted her lipstick on the filter. “Maybe I wanted quiet.”

She laughed once, low. “Then you picked the wrong woman.”

He turned toward her, city lights caught in her eyes. “Maybe not.”

When he reached for her, she didn’t retreat. The kiss began before it happened—slow, deliberate. When they broke, she studied him as if deciding whether he was worth remembering.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” she whispered.

“Yes, I do,” he said, and his voice betrayed him.

She took his hand and set it on her thigh. “Then don’t stop.”

That was the moment discipline left him. Every reason, every promise turned to static.

Hours later he dropped her off. She didn’t thank him. She only looked at him—cold acknowledgment.

“You’ll come back
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