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THE DOORBELL RANG and Barbara Bentley moaned, lifted  her black silk eyeshade, and glanced at the clock on her  nightstand. 8:00 a.m. She frowned with frustration. Who  on earth would be rude enough to ring the doorbell at this ungodly  hour on a Friday morning, a full hour before her usual wake-up  time unless she was going to work out at the country club?

She shut her eyes and listened. Maybe, just this once, the temporary housekeeper would do something right and answer the damn  door. Her husband was at work, and Phyllis, their regular housekeeper, was on her annual two-week vacation visiting her family in  Bermuda. The new woman was never where she should be or doing  what she should be doing. She was lazy and worse, she blasted that  horrid hip-hop music when she worked. Barbara didn’t understand  how the agency could send out such shiftless help.

The chime rang again. Barbara hissed between clenched teeth  and tossed the silk sheets aside. “Trifling woman,” she muttered. She  slipped her toes into a pair of sensible black velvet Stubbs & Wootton slippers and grabbed her bathrobe from the foot of the bed.

The floor-length robe flowed behind her as she strode briskly  down the hallway and glanced in each bedroom, looking frantically  for the help. Barbara worried that she was not presentable, with her  hair in rollers and cream on her face. She had to find the help. What  was that woman’s name again? Aleesha or something. The new ones  all had such odd names.

Aleesha was not in any of the seven bedrooms or the kitchen or the family room below. Nor was she in the great room. Barbara  walked quickly back toward the kitchen, and as she entered, she  heard a thump behind the closed door of the laundry room. Could  Aleesha be doing the laundry? Miracles did happen, Barbara thought  wryly.

She walked past the granite kitchen countertops, opened the door  to the laundry room, and jumped back a foot. Aleesha was spread  out on the floor with her legs wrapped tightly around a young man.  The two tan bodies were so absorbed in each other that they didn’t  even notice Barbara standing there. Then Barbara saw something  totally appalling. They were having sex atop her precious $1,500  Pratesi sheets! Barbara gasped.

“What the devil is going on here?!”

Aleesha and her guest scrambled to stand up. Barbara clenched her  fists and glared in fury as Aleesha tugged her denim skirt down and  the young man zipped his blue jeans. Barbara had been reluctant to  keep the woman when the agency first sent her. She’d had a bad  feeling about her. Aleesha had the exotic sensual look that often  came from mixed Hispanic and African-American ancestry and she  was no more than twenty-five. The last thing Barbara needed  around her wayward husband’s roving eye was some pretty young  thing like this. Attractive younger women never went unnoticed by   Bradford, and they generally found her husband—a dashing, wealthy  black business owner—hard to resist when he laid on the charms.

But she had learned that Aleesha was married so Barbara thought  it was safe. Aleesha’s young Hispanic husband picked her up and  dropped her off for work every day, but this young man, with a  short Afro and goatee, was not Aleesha’s husband. The saddest part  was that Barbara didn’t dare fire the woman, even now, even after  this. Who would do the laundry, make the beds, and cook the  meals? She couldn’t possibly keep a seven-bedroom, eight-bath  home clean herself. She would call and have the agency send a replacement as soon as possible, but for now she wanted Aleesha to get  to work.

Barbara turned her attention to the young man. “You!” she exclaimed between clenched teeth. “Get out of my house now. And  use the back entrance.” Barbara pointed hastily toward the kitchen  door, and he ran past her.

“And you, Aleesha,” she said as the woman reached for her  G-string from atop the washing machine. “Get back to work this  minute.”

“My name is Ayisha, miss.”

“Whatever!” Barbara glared at her with icy eyes. “Just get back to  work. And pick my damn Pratesi sheets up off the floor!”

Barbara stormed out and raced to the front door just as the chime  rang for the third time. “Slut!” she murmured as she yanked the  sponge rollers from her hair. She took a deep breath to calm herself  then opened the door only to see a courier heading back down the  walkway. He turned when he heard her, ran back, and handed Barbara a letter-size envelope. It was a rich crème-colored linen paper  with a gold-embossed script addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Bradford  Bentley of Silver Lake, Maryland. Barbara thanked the courier and  shut the door against the chilly spring air.

She turned the envelope over. There was no return address. How odd, she thought, as she stuck a perfectly manicured forefinger, courtesy of Pearl’s Salon and Spa, beneath the flap and tore the envelope  open.

It was an invitation to a formal housewarming party the next Saturday from their new mysterious neighbors down the block, the ones  building the mega mansion reminiscent of a French chateau. Construction had begun almost a year ago and now looked near completion.

Everyone in Silver Lake was talking about the mansion. But Barbara had never met the owners, and neither had Bradford or any of  her other neighbors as far as she knew. That was strange in itself.  Normally when someone was building a new custom house in Silver  Lake, they were frequently in and out, keeping a close eye on the  construction. But with these new neighbors, all Barbara had seen  was an endless stream of trucks and construction workers climbing  the hill to the site.

She placed the envelope on the hallway table for Bradford to see  when he came in from the office. The invitation looked promising,  provided Bradford hadn’t made other plans. He was founder of a  software and technology firm and one of the most successful black  business owners in Prince George’s County, Maryland. She and  Bradford were always being invited somewhere.

They had spent the previous weekend at the annual spring gala at  the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. Bradford’s firm, Digitech,  was a key sponsor of the gala and the Bentleys always attended. This  year the event was a tribute to Duke Ellington, and it was a splendid  weekend filled with receptions, performances, cocktails, and dancing. The highlight for Barbara was when the gala chairman introduced her to singer Nancy Wilson.

Barbara hoped they were free for the housewarming party. The  new mansion was shaping up to be the largest home in Silver Lake,  and she was dying to see it. If it was half as fabulous inside as out, this  party should be a real treat.

She took a deep breath and glanced toward the kitchen. Now to  deal with the horny help. But first, she picked up the pack of Benson   & Hedges and her gold cigarette lighter lying on the hallway table  and lit up. It was a long-standing on-and-off-again habit. Currently  on again. But hell, it was better than her other on-and-off-again  vice—a pint of Belvedere vodka daily. Thank goodness she had shed  that habit a year ago. Still, she needed something to help her get  through the days.

She took a long drag and exhaled as she walked down the hallway.  With any luck, her randy housekeeper was laundering the Pratesi  sheets now instead of getting into more trouble.
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SOMETHING HIT THE office floor with a thud, and Jolene  Brown nearly shot straight up into the air.

“Fuck! What the hell was that?” she muttered.

Brian, the office painter, groaned softly and whispered in her ear  that it was nothing. For a second, Jolene wanted to shove him off.  He had her pinned to her desk, and the skirt to her peacock blue St.  John suit was hiked up around her hips. The loud bang had startled  her, and anyone just outside the office could have heard it.

But then she realized that the noise was probably the stack of notebooks falling from her desk. Besides, it was Friday after work  hours, and her staff had gone home for the day. She closed her eyes  and told herself to relax. She and Brian had snuck quickies in her office after hours many times without getting caught. Everything was  fine.

Still, she moved her hips faster. He always took so long to climax,  way longer than she did. And the smell of latex paint on his fingers  was stinging her nostrils something awful.

He shuddered, relaxed, then stood and pulled up his white painters  trousers. A satisfied grin played around his lips as Jolene wriggled her  tight skirt down over her hips, and she wanted to smack him upside  the head. It was annoying as hell to have this lowly laborer staring at  her like that. After all, she was Jolene Brown, a GS-15, the highest  level one could reach in the federal government without going  through a special selection process or getting a presidential appointment, and he was just some lousy-ass painter.

She avoided his eyes as she fastened her black bra and slipped back  into her suit jacket. She hated the smirk that always spread across his face after they had sex. It served as a constant and annoying reminder  of the dreary situation she’d gotten herself into over the past several  months—lowly painter regularly bangs the boss at work.

Disgusting, she knew. But the painter sure could screw, and as a  divorced black mother with no decent prospects on the horizon, this  was one of the few things in her humdrum life that she could look  forward to. She worked hard and by the end of the day, she sometimes needed to let go.

Nothing was better for that than some quick sex. It made her feel  alive and powerful, almost as good as the high she got from the two  grams of coke she and Brian usually snorted just before doing it.  Unfortunately, the feeling of euphoria from both lasted only a few  minutes.

Brian made a move to kiss her on the lips, but she jerked her head  away and flipped her dyed-blond weave off her shoulders. She  wanted a kiss from him about as much as she wanted a snake  wrapped around her neck. She held her hand up to his face.

“Please. Don’t get mushy on me here.”

Brian chuckled and stepped back. “Fine. Whatever suits you, my  fine chocolate diva sistah.”

She rolled her eyes, slipped her feet into her tobacco-colored Jimmy Choo slingbacks, and walked around to sit at her desk. She  picked up a pencil and pretended to be hard at work as Brian  reached for his undershirt. Their little tryst was over, done, and she  wanted him out of her office as quickly as possible. She could barely  stand to look at the man unless she was high and horny.

Not that Brian was bad-looking. His honey-colored face was  quite handsome. She just had to overlook the uncombed hair and  the thick love handles around his waistline that were a common feature among men approaching forty. At thirty-eight, she was about to  round that corner herself, so she understood. But Brian was the frigging office painter, a laborer with a criminal record to boot—not at  all what she was used to, especially after her fling with Bradford  Bentley last summer. Now there was a guy with class—successful,  rich, and drop-dead handsome.

Unfortunately, Bradford had dumped her, and her husband,  Patrick, had walked out when he found out about the affair. That  had been, without a doubt, the worst time of her life. She was sitting  on top of the world, or at least on top of Silver Lake, when she was  married to Patrick and screwing Bradford on the side.

Now she was at an all-time low when it came to men, and it  showed in the extra pounds she couldn’t keep off her hips. For the  first time in her life, she had to squeeze herself into a size 10. She  had once worked out at the country club five days a week, but ever  since word got around about her affair with Bradford Bentley and  her husband walked out, she had found it hard to go to the gym at  the country club.

The one thing she had thought she could always count on was  that Patrick would be there for her. He had once loved her so much,  she thought he would never leave no matter what she did. But he  had and now he was spending all his time with that fat bitch Pearl  Jackson. Even worse, he’d taken in Lee, his teenage daughter from  an affair he’d had early in their marriage. Jolene still found it unfathomable that Patrick had left her and their beautiful daughter, Juliette,  and was now spending all his time with a hairdresser and a troubled  teenager.

Pearl was so working-class; she lived in a cheesy little town house  for God’s sake. And Lee was bad news if ever there was any. The girl  had shot her mother’s boyfriend, supposedly because he was abusing  her. But still, she had shot him. Then she’d run away and lived on  the streets of Baltimore for weeks doing God knows what. Now the  little thug was living with Patrick, and when Juliette went to visit  her father she was around that horrible girl. What the hell was  Patrick thinking? At fifteen, Juliette was very impressionable, and  Jolene didn’t want her exposed to trash.

She tapped the eraser end of her pencil on her desk and admired  Brian’s rear end as he bent over to gather the notebooks that had  fallen off her desk. That view reminded her of just what she saw in  him—he was muscular and fit enough to take her just about anywhere, whether on top of her desk, up against the wall, or flat on the  floor.

Hell, she was in her prime and still not bad-looking. And she  worked her ass off every day. Her unit at HUD was so productive  they were letting her expand the office suite—new paint, new furniture, the works. A busy woman like her didn’t have time to search to  fulfill her needs. Brian was always there, always willing.

Still, if anyone ever found out about this hanky-panky going on  in the office she would be in big trouble and she couldn’t have that.  She wasn’t a filthy rich housewife like Barbara Bentley and some of  her other neighbors in Silver Lake. She had bills coming out her ass  with the big new six-bedroom house she had built last summer, not  to mention a fifteen-year-old daughter only two years away from  college. She didn’t need problems on the job.

“Let me remind you, Brian, that this stays between us,” she said in  her best supervisor voice as he dropped the notebooks on the edge  of her desk. “And another thing, I don’t like you calling me ‘your   diva sistah’ or ‘your anything’ for that matter. I don’t care if we fuck  till the sky turns brown, I’m still your boss around here. Got it?”

His eyes flashed with raw anger, and suddenly he was looking  more like the ex-con that he was. Jolene’s breath quickened. Maybe  she had been a little too harsh. They were alone in her office, and  this asshole was making her feel uneasy with that mad glint in his  eyes. He had done time for murder no less—something to do with a  gang war in D.C. in his youth. Naturally, Brian claimed it was self-defense, and the way Jolene saw it, the dude Brian wasted was probably a worthless thug. Besides, Brian had paid his debt to society  with a lengthy prison sentence.

Still, once a murderer, always a murderer. She picked up a houseing report from her desk and pretended to read it. She couldn’t let  on that her knees were shaking beneath her desk. “I have work to  do now, Brian. Shouldn’t you be somewhere painting a wall or  something?”

He slipped into his shoes and shoved his Washington Wizards cap  on his head, all the while staring down at her silently. She couldn’t  read his face, as was often the case with Brian, and that unnerved  her. So she pretended to be busy at her desk, determined not to look  up and let him see the fear she felt. She heard his feet back away and  she held her breath until the door shut behind him.

She dropped the pencil and leaned back in her chair to look out  the window. How had she reached this point? She once had a full  life with parties, shopping, and men. The only excitement in her life  these days was screwing a convicted murderer. That, and buying lottery tickets twice a week. Since the affair with Bradford and the  breakup with Patrick, she was on the Silver Lake social blacklist.  People rarely invited her anywhere anymore, either because they  didn’t want to offend Barbara Bentley or they were afraid she would  try to steal their husbands.

Jolene swung back around toward her desk and her eyes fell on  the invitation to a party at the mansion being built across the street   from her house. The towering new home on the hillside dwarfed  her house, and Jolene would love to see the inside of it. One of the  reasons she had moved to Silver Lake was for the social life, but the  thought of mingling with her snobby neighbors was downright depressing. She picked the invitation up, ripped it in two, and tossed it  into the wastebasket.

She stood, slipped her mink jacket off the hanger on the back of  her door, and picked up her Coach briefcase. Juliette was staying  with her father as she usually did on weekends, so Jolene would be  eating alone again tonight. She switched the lights off and shut the  door to her office.

As she walked down the long dimly lit hallway, she reminded herself to stop and pick up a Maryland Lotto ticket for Saturday night’s  drawing. She always got a tingle in her breast at the thought of winning millions of dollars. She could do so much with that kind of  money. She could add an extension to her house so it wouldn’t look  so tiny in comparison to the one being built across the street. She  could pay off her mountain of bills. She could buy more cars, jewelry, and furs and thumb her nose at her neighbors.

First she had to win the damn thing. She knew it was next to impossible, but what else did she have to look forward to?
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PEARL JACKSON SET three Safeway grocery bags down on the  passenger seat of her Dodge Caravan, hopped in, and pulled  out of the parking lot. The minivan was nearly twelve years  old and had almost 100,000 miles on it. The engine sometimes rattled so badly that Pearl was afraid to turn the thing off, fearing it  would never start back up.

She had bought the minivan when her son Kenyatta was fifteen  years old so she could shuffle him and his friends to school and basketball practice. Then when Kenyatta went off to college at Morehouse, as a single mother she couldn’t afford to replace the minivan  and pay his tuition plus the mortgage on their town house in Silver  Lake.

But Kenyatta had graduated, and she had recently made the final  payment on his tuition loan. Patrick was always reminding her that   it was time for a new set of wheels. She knew he was right, but it  was hard to let this one go. It held so many fond memories of the  times she spent carpooling her son around Prince George’s County  during those last couple of years before he went off to college. Now  that he was all grown up and had recently moved out to live with a  woman, the minivan was one of the few reminders Pearl had left.

She was no longer a divorced mom raising a son alone, a label she  had carried since Kenyatta was a toddler and she and her ex-husband  divorced, but it was going to take some time to get used to that. Her  new life living alone and dating again was tough, especially because  she was in her forties and the man she was dating had two teenage  daughters from previous relationships who resented her presence.

The girls couldn’t be more unalike. Lee was a seventeen-year-old,  smart-mouthed, streetwise brat. Juliette was a fifteen-year-old snob.  They had different mamas and they hated each other’s guts. When  both were at Patrick’s house on weekends, they were usually either  arguing or not speaking to each other.

Pearl sighed and braked at a stoplight. Patrick was such a sweet  guy that he was well worth the agony, and she couldn’t really blame  the girls. Lee had been through so much in her seventeen years. She  had grown up with her mama in a rat-infested apartment in Seat  Pleasant, Maryland, and had learned that Patrick was her daddy only  about a year ago. That wasn’t Patrick’s fault, since Lee’s mama had  taken off when she got pregnant and never told Patrick about the  baby.

Patrick found out about Lee when she ran away from home after  shooting her mama’s boyfriend, a wily dog of a man named Clive  who had sexually abused her. Lee thought she’d killed him and she  went searching for the daddy she had never met. She had lived on  the streets of Baltimore for weeks until she found him, and only Lee  and the Lord knew how she had managed to survive out there all  alone since she refused to talk about it. Thankfully, Clive had survived and Lee was exonerated.

Juliette was just a spoiled child who still hadn’t gotten used to the  fact that her daddy had left her mama almost a year ago. That had to  be tough on a fifteen-year-old kid.

Pearl turned left at the entrance to Silver Lake and nodded at the  male attendant stomping his feet to stay warm in the chilly spring  evening. She passed through the gates and turned the van toward  Patrick’s town house. As she approached the hill at the construction  project across the street from Jolene Brown’s, she slowed the minivan. The home being built on the hill was bigger than all the others  in the neighborhood. In fact, Pearl thought she’d never seen anything so grand in all of P.G. County.

She stared and shook her head as she drove by. It reminded her of  the European palaces she’d seen on television and in magazines.  Who on earth could be building such a house here in Silver Lake?  Pearl had heard many rumors in her beauty salon but she’d been  around long enough to know they were just that. Rumors. Nothing  more. No one seemed to really know what was going on up there  on the hillside.

She rounded a corner and turned down a narrow street leading  toward the town houses on the southern side of Silver Lake, where  both she and Patrick owned homes.

Patrick was always telling her to hang in there. Juliette and Lee  were both decent girls and he hoped they would both come around  to accepting her sooner or later. Pearl had done absolutely nothing  to hurt either of them.

Lee was angry at the world about what she thought was a rotten,  unfair life. Pearl had no doubt that Lee’s mama was well meaning,  but raising a kid on your own was tough, and Pearl knew that from  experience. But Lee was a strong kid. She had managed to survive  on some of the toughest streets of Baltimore all alone with her will  intact. Some kids had a spirit that couldn’t be crushed no matter  what happened to them. With some good old-fashioned parenting  and a lot of loving, she and Lee would learn to get along.

Juliette was going to take a little more work. She wasn’t angry at  the world. She was angry at Pearl. Juliette had been given everything on a silver platter by her parents, and she could be a selfish  brat, just like her mama, Jolene. Not long after Patrick left Jolene, he  began dating Pearl, and to a kid who didn’t know any better it  looked like Pearl had stolen her daddy from her mama. Juliette’s  sheltered, little-rich-girl life had shattered, and she needed someone  to blame.

Pearl pulled up in front of Patrick’s town house and reached for  the grocery bags on the passenger seat of the van. She had promised  Patrick she would fix them all a special dinner that Friday evening to  try and help break the ice. And if there was one thing Pearl always  felt up to it was cooking. She had a feast planned—a good old pot  roast, collard greens, and macaroni and cheese, with a homemade  sweet potato pie for dessert. She believed that good food soothed  the soul.

And her belief showed in the ample size of her hips, unfortunately, as she was reminded when she climbed out of the car, always  a bit of a struggle. She wouldn’t be able to eat much of the meal she  was fixing, not if she wanted to keep losing some of this weight sitting on her rear end. Since she began dating Patrick, Pearl was determined to get down to a healthy size 12, maybe even a 10.

It was going to be tough. She hadn’t been that tiny since her son  had gone away to college. After she divorced her husband, Kenyatta  had become her whole life. No boyfriends, no partying, no traveling, no nothing. It was all about Kenyatta. And when he left for  Morehouse College it seemed the only friend she had left in the  world was food. She worked in her beauty salon, drove home,  cooked, ate in front of the TV, and went to bed. It was a wonder she  wasn’t bigger than a size 14.

She had tried every diet ever dreamed up, but nothing worked for  more than a few months at most. Now she had a man in her life for  the first time in more than twenty years and she was going to lose   the extra pounds even if she had to starve herself doing it. Patrick  was always sweet about her weight, saying he liked her just fine as  she was. But look at that skinny woman he went and married. Jolene couldn’t weigh more than 130 pounds, even though she had  put on some weight recently. Sheesh. Pearl knew she would never  be that small; she was such a slave to good food. But she could do  better than this. She would do better.

Pearl walked up to the house, rang the bell, and put on her biggest  smile.

Juliette swung the door open, wearing her usual skintight blue jeans and holding a bottle of red nail polish. She greeted Pearl with a  grimace. Still, Pearl kept on smiling.

“How you doing, baby?” Pearl asked.

Juliette flipped her brown hair weave and shrugged. “I was fine  until the bell rang.”

Pearl ignored the comment. The girl looked just like her mama  whenever she threw that fake hair around. She had the same pretty  brown complexion as her mama, and they both had weaves. From  what she had learned of Juliette since dating Patrick, the child acted  like her smart-ass, diva-acting mama, too.

Pearl shoved one of the grocery bags into a startled Juliette’s arms  and headed toward the kitchen just as Lee bounded down the stairs  wearing a bathrobe and tennis shoes and bobbing her head to music  she was listening to through the headphones of her portable MP3  player. As soon as Lee saw that it was Pearl, she rolled her eyes,  turned her caramel-colored face, and ran back up the stairs.

So much for warm greetings, Pearl thought wryly. “Is your dad  here, Juliette?” she asked over her shoulder as she entered the kitchen.

Juliette dumped the bag on the kitchen table and grabbed an apple  from a bowl on the countertop. “No, he’s not,” she said tartly. “I  think he went to see my mother.”

Pearl placed her bags on the counter, removed her black wool  coat, and slung it over a chair. “Oh?” She turned to see Juliette smiling smugly.

“He’ll probably be gone for a while,” Juliette said, one hand on  her hip.

Pearl smiled back at Juliette, determined not to let the little vixen  think she was getting the better of her. Pearl had total trust in Patrick.  Jolene lived less than half a mile away, and it was only natural that she  and Patrick would have to see each other from time to time. They  were still raising a child together, and what a handful that child was.

“Hmm,” Pearl said as she turned to the sink to wash her hands. “I  guess I’ll get started on dinner then. Would you like to help?”

Juliette coughed. “I can’t. I have to do my nails and I’ve got  homework.”

“On a Friday night?” Pearl asked doubtfully.

Juliette shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Well, what about Lee?” Pearl asked. “What’s she up to?”

“She’s in the tub by now. Drowning I hope.” And with that Juliette turned up her nose and dashed off.

Pearl shook her head as she unpacked the groceries. Welcome to   The Brady Bunch, P.G. County–style.
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BARBARA BENTLEY WHEELED her new black Mercedes-Benz  S500 sedan onto the grounds of the Silver Lake Country  Club on Monday morning. The new Benz was supposedly  an early gift from her husband, Bradford, for her upcoming fifty-first  birthday in June. But Barbara knew the score: it was really a gift to  pacify his wife for his latest slipup in the fidelity department. She  didn’t know exactly what he’d done or who he had done it with. It  could have been the wife of one of his business associates or a neighbor. But the fancy new cars and furs and expensive jewelry always  meant that he had been up to something .

The car was nice, with slick leather upholstery and a burl walnut  finish on the dashboard and door panels. And it drove like a dream,  but she would much rather have a faithful husband, one who would  love and cherish her as she aged. Nevertheless, it seemed the older   she got, the younger Bradford’s mistresses became. Some of them  looked like they were barely twenty. Barbara had pretty much  learned to look the other way when it came to his women. It wasn’t  easy, but it was preferable to leaving him and giving up her lifestyle  as Mrs. Bradford Bentley.

She smashed her cigarette out in the ashtray. God, how she hated  getting older. She was still a size 8 thanks to regular workouts at the club and gardening with the help of her longtime gardener Emilio,  and people were always telling her that she looked ten years younger  than her age. But she was starting to get a few gray strands in her hair  and enough cellulite around the thighs to stay away from skirts that  fell more than an inch or two above her knees.

She knew the cigarettes certainly didn’t help her complexion  when she was trying to compete with twenty-year-olds, but a  woman who elected to stay married to a philanderer like Bradford  Bentley was entitled to a vice. She hadn’t touched a bottle of vodka  in a year. She was damned if she would give up nicotine, too.

Barbara glided the Benz up to the valet stand, checked her lipstick  in the rearview mirror, and grabbed her sports bag off the passenger  seat. The young parking attendant opened her car door and she  stepped out.

“Good morning, Mrs. Bentley,” he said as he helped her out of  car. John was her favorite of the club’s three attendants. All of them  were nice young black men in their late teens and early twenties, but  John was the most courteous and friendly.

“Good morning, John,” Barbara said. “Beautiful spring day, isn’t it?”

John nodded politely. “It is, ma’am. Supposed to get up to seventy  degrees. How long will you be today?”

“Oh, a couple of hours probably. Has Marilyn arrived?”

“No, not yet.”

“When she gets here, tell her I’m in the weight room, will you,  please?”

John bowed his head in response, and Barbara skipped quickly up   the stairs to the club. She was wearing only her workout clothes and  there was still a chill in the early morning air.

No doubt, Marilyn had worked late yesterday evening showing a  house to a client, and she’d probably overslept. Marilyn had been  selling real estate for as long as Barbara could remember, and she was  one of Prince George’s County’s top real estate agents. Barbara  worked in real estate, too, or rather dabbled in it, as Marilyn would  say, and she always looked forward to the advice she got from Marilyn during their weekly meetings at the club.

Barbara walked across the plush carpet in the lobby and back to  the women’s locker room. She dropped her bag in one of the lockers. She hated working out, but she had no choice. Gardening didn’t  interest her the way it once had, and she left most of the work to  Emilio these days. Now that she was working part-time as a Realtor,  she needed a more strenuous form of exercise to stay in shape. Many  of her coworkers were young and energetic, and she had to be able  to keep up, particularly with Noah Walker, a thirty-eight-year-old  schoolteacher by day who sold real estate in the evenings and on  weekends. They were both part-time Realtors and often helped  each other out.

Noah had been divorced for several years and was saving to buy a  house of his own. Barbara was surprised that no young woman had  snatched him up yet, since he was hardworking and very attractive,  with shoulder-length dreadlocks and a smooth chestnut complexion.  He was also a top tennis player and in great shape.

Just as she removed her gold bracelets and placed them in the locker,  she thought she heard Jolene Brown’s voice. She quickly looked  around. She certainly hoped she was mistaken. Barbara couldn’t stand  the sight of that woman since learning of her affair with Bradford last  summer. Out of all of Bradford’s mistresses, Jolene was the one she despised most. Bradford’s mistresses were usually silly little bimbos far removed from her life in Silver Lake and they could easily be dismissed.  Jolene had been the exception. She was a successful woman who   Barbara had considered a casual friend. She lived right in Silver Lake,  North, only a few blocks away, and her ex-husband Patrick had once  worked for Bradford. They often attended the same parties and had  even visited each other’s homes for dinner.

Barbara didn’t see Jolene and relaxed a bit. Fortunately, Jolene had  a nine-to-five job in Washington, D.C., and she rarely showed up at the club on weekday mornings. In fact, Barbara reminded herself as  she slammed her locker shut, she hadn’t seen Jolene at the club much  at all recently. She hoped it would stay that way.

[image: image]
PEARL SHUT THE door to her town house, tossed her Adidas  sports bag, newly acquired online from eBay, on the passen-ger seat of her Dodge minivan, and hopped behind the steering wheel. She loved shopping online, and the sports bag was her  latest purchase. Her salon was open Tuesday through Saturday, and  some days she didn’t get done until nine p.m. That didn’t leave her a  lot of time to run around malls searching for what she needed.

She always looked forward to Monday mornings, when her salon  was closed and she could wait until midmorning to hit the gym at  the country club. Normally she had to rise at six a.m. to squeeze in  an hour of exercise before coming home to shower and grab a quick  breakfast of cold cereal. Then she dashed out again to open the salon  by nine a.m.

Barbara Bentley, Pearl’s long-standing and dearest customer, had   been generous enough to give Pearl a membership to the club on  the tenth anniversary of the salon’s opening. Barbara had also paid  Pearl’s membership fee each January as a Christmas bonus. Pearl was  eternally grateful for Barbara’s generosity. Lord knows she couldn’t  have afforded the $30,000 initiation fee herself, let alone the $3,000  annual membership fee. The salon did well, but not that well.

Her earnings had allowed Pearl to raise her son as a divorced single mom, to send him to Morehouse College, and to buy a house in  Silver Lake. It might be only a town house on the southern side of  the community, rather than the more prestigious north side where  Barbara Bentley and Jolene Brown lived and where that new humongous mansion was being built. But it was still Silver Lake, the  most exclusive community in Prince George’s County, and that was  what counted.

Pearl and Jolene hardly spoke to each other since Pearl had  started dating Patrick. Not that they had ever been all that friendly.  Jolene was a snob as far as Pearl was concerned. She hated everyone  who lived in the town houses, except maybe Patrick. After the divorce, he had wanted to stay near his daughter, and a town house  was all he could afford in Silver Lake since he had to pay child support.

The town houses were a good half mile from Jolene’s precious  mini-mansion, yet Jolene still thought they degraded the upscale  neighborhood and she was never shy about saying so to anyone who  would listen. Before the town houses were built, Jolene had organized some of the other families to try and stop the builder from constructing them, and she and her followers had continued to protest  even after construction began and Pearl and some others had made  deposits.

Fortunately, Barbara Bentley eventually stepped in and supported  the town houses. Barbara had initially been against them herself,  but as she later explained to Pearl, she began to see the value in supporting economic diversity in Silver Lake. There was so much   racism in the world, and she hated to see black people discriminating against one another for any reason. Once Barbara came around,  Jolene’s objections meant little, given all the clout that Barbara  wielded as the wife of one of the most successful businessmen in the  county.

Pearl parked her minivan and walked across the parking lot to the  main entrance of the club. She smiled and nodded at John as he held  the door open for her. The country club had valet parking, but she  used it only in bad weather. She was perfectly capable of parking her  own car and walking to the door of the club, especially since it saved  her a few bucks in tips.

She entered the locker room and quickly changed into a black  T-shirt and baggy workout shorts, then checked her rear end in the  full-length mirror to make sure her panty line wasn’t showing, and  patted her short natural hairstyle in place. She couldn’t afford the designer workout clothes that most of the women here like Barbara  Bentley wore, but she always tried to look halfway decent. She was  just thankful that she no longer had to shop at Lane Bryant as she did  when she was a size 16.

She pushed the door open to the weight room and the first person she ran into was Barbara Bentley. They hugged and exchanged  air kisses.

“How are you?” Barbara asked.

“Oh, hanging in there. Working hard at the salon as always, you  know.”

Barbara touched Pearl’s arm. “I’ve been meaning to ask, you  know the house that’s being built across from Jolene Brown’s?”

Pearl’s eyes grew wide. “It’s unbelievable, isn’t it? It gets bigger  and fancier every time I drive by.”

Barbara nodded. “Have you heard anything more about the owners? I thought maybe someone at the salon . . .”

Pearl nodded eagerly. “I’ve heard plenty more.”

Barbara leaned in closer. “Yes?”

Pearl lowered her voice. “Well, I can’t be sure, but Diane Hamilton—you know her? She lives two doors down from Jolene.”

Barbara nodded.

“She claims the couple moving into that house is royalty and . . .”

Barbara’s head snapped back. Royalty? Silver Lake had dozens of  illustrious families living inside its gates, from professional ball players to prominent businessmen and local politicians. But royalty? She  was impressed. “Really? I had no idea.”

Pearl nodded vigorously. “A count and countess from some small  country in Europe, is what they’re saying. Some place called  Chateau de something or other.”

Barbara’s heart picked up a beat. “You’re kidding. Sounds like  they must be white then.”

“From what I understand, he’s European and she’s African American. She met him over there and they got married.”

Barbara blinked. A count and countess in Silver Lake! And the  countess was black. This would lend a lot of cachet to the neighborhood. Not that Silver Lake needed it, being one of the wealthiest  communities in America. But it was a predominantly black community, and some people tended to write off anything mostly black no  matter how much money was involved. “This is so exciting. I can’t  wait for the party this weekend so we . . .”

Pearl narrowed her eyes. Party? What party? She hadn’t received  an invitation to any party. She tightened her lips. No doubt because  she lived on the wrong side of Silver Lake.

Barbara paused at the expression on Pearl’s face. Oh, dear, she  thought. How rude of her to blurt out about the party like that. But  she had assumed that everyone in Silver Lake received an invitation.  “I’m so sorry, Pearl. I thought . . .”

Pearl tried to smile. “Don’t worry about it,” she said curtly. “You  can fill me in when you come and get your hair done.”

“Nonsense. I’m sure it was a simple mistake. The new owners  probably got our names and addresses from the Silver Lake Neighborhood Association and somehow you were missed. I’ll look into it  for you.”

Pearl wasn’t so sure it was a mistake, since Patrick hadn’t gotten an  invitation either. It sounded more like another anti-town-house  thing to her. Even the Europeans were in on it.

[image: image]
JOLENE GRABBED HER sports bag and climbed out of her Lexus.  She held her keys out to John and dropped them into his extended palm. There was a time when she would have smiled at  John as she handed him the keys, but then he started trying to make  a lot of small talk with her and that was getting a little too damn familiar. He was the help, not her buddy. She had quickly put a stop to  all the chatter by avoiding his eyes. It was good to see that he remembered his place, even though it had been almost a year since she was last at the club.

She entered the locker room and changed into her workout  clothes—a sexy pink Lycra bra top and black short-shorts. She had  stopped coming to the club after word got out about her affair with  Bradford Bentley. But she was tired of hiding, she thought as she  studied herself in the floor-length mirror. She paid a lot of money to   belong to this country club—had even taken out a home equity loan  to pay the hefty initiation fee—and she had as much right as anyone  else to be here. She pushed the door to the locker room open and walked out.
“DON’T GO TO a lot of trouble, Barbara,” Pearl said.

“It’s no trouble,” Barbara insisted. “I’m on the Silver Lake Neighborhood Association board and I’ll call . . .” Barbara paused and  nearly gasped as
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