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CHAPTER 1: CAUGHT
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Polly checked the time—2:00 p.m. She’d seen Christian and the blonde go into the bar over an hour ago. They still hadn’t come out. She couldn’t hang around much longer. She was scheduled to give a dance class in thirty minutes, and even if she left this second, she’d have to drive pedal to metal to make it back to the studio in time. Finally, at 2:04 p.m., right as she was about to give up and leave, the door of the Oasis bar suddenly opened, and Christian emerged with his blonde companion. When they’d entered earlier, the pair had seemed all business, but now they looked decidedly cozier, and Christian was definitely more handsy. Polly watched as her husband slid his palm down the back of the blonde’s coral silk blouse, over her slim waist to rest where the fabric of her gray pencil skirt pulled tight across her curvy butt. 

Looks like the beers have loosened you up, Polly thought, as she crouched down in the driver’s side seat of her car. The blonde reached up and put both arms around Christian’s neck, lifting one foot in its high-heeled shoe off the ground. She raised her chin, seeking his lips with her own. Polly witnessed her husband look furtively from side to side to see if anyone was watching. She ducked down further, though she doubted he could spot her. She’d parked at the far end of a row in a space where she could see but not be seen. She held her breath to keep a wave of hurt from washing over her. Right before her eyes, she watched the man she loved make out with a woman she hadn’t known existed until today. She saw him playfully cap off their long kiss by biting the woman’s bottom lip, before escorting her across the lot to where they had parked their cars side by side. Chris got in his Jeep and took off, but the blonde lingered. Polly shifted in her seat, squinting to watch her husband’s mistress apply a fresh coat of lipstick to replace the one Christian had kissed off. When she’d finished her touch-up, the blonde checked her phone, then started her BMW X3 and pulled out of the parking space. 

Polly knew it was a bad idea, but she had to follow. “Okay, Blondie, who are you and where are you headed?” she muttered, as she started her Subaru and began slowly trailing her rival through the parking lot. Keeping a safe distance, she only hit the gas when the BMW made a quick left onto the main road, right as the light changed. Too intent on the chase and her runaway thoughts, Polly didn’t notice the stop sign and sped through it. A sudden loud and urgent car horn startled her and she instinctively slammed on her brakes, managing to slow her Subaru enough that when it hit the oncoming pick-up truck her airbag didn’t deploy. Shoot! She got out of her vehicle at the same time the other driver leapt out of his to examine his fender. 

Polly held up both hands in surrender. No contest, she was the guilty party. “Sorry, sorry. My fault, I know.” She glanced over and in a quick second became mesmerized by the vision before her. A tall, muscular male specimen in tight jeans, chambray cotton shirt, and work boots, made his way toward her. He started to say something, probably along the lines of ‘Why the hell can’t you watch where you’re going?’ which she absolutely deserved. Instead, his lips curved upward, revealing a spectacular smile. Polly leaned over to examine the damage. The pick-up’s front fender was already marred with a few dents, so it was hard to tell which, if any, were a result of the collision. Her Subaru, however, was a different matter. The passenger-side fender was crumpled and the headlight broken. “How’s your truck?” Polly asked, knowing full well he could easily claim against her insurance for any existing damage he decided to blame on her. The guy ran his hand along the shiny metal, his long, strong fingers feeling its ripples, pits, and small dents. “Doesn’t look like anything much on mine, but yours is pretty banged up,” he said, eyeing the smashed plastic of her bumper. 

Polly sighed. “No one to blame but myself. So, do you want my insurance information?”

“Nah, you’re good,” he said. 

Polly detected a hint of pity in his voice, along with a slight southern accent. He nodded toward her bumper. “You might be better off just getting a good body shop to work that out for you. Leave your insurance out of it. Could be cheaper that way.” 

“You sure you’re okay with that? I know it was my fault,” Polly offered. The benevolent stranger nodded. Hit with a wave of relief, Polly caught a loose lock of her black hair blowing in the summer breeze and tucked it behind her ear. She lifted a hand to shield her green eyes from the afternoon sun and looked toward the main road. She hoped to spot the blonde, but she was long gone. Looks like you busted up my marriage and my car, she thought to herself. Turning her attention back to the victim of her careless driving, she suddenly became aware of a flutter in her stomach, as she took in more of his appeal. Maybe a hair under six foot, he was slim but with a muscular build, dark curly hair, deep blue eyes, and a slight scruff on his strong jaw. Cute. Very cute. 

“Listen,” Polly said, “let me give you my number in case you change your mind and need to reach me.” The guy pulled out his phone from his back pocket, then pulled up the number pad and handed it to her. She keyed in her number and passed it back to him. She held out her other hand. “I’m Polly.” 

“Marcus.” He shook her outstretched hand with a firm grip. “Look, I’m sorry you got the worst of it. A Subaru is no match for a pick-up.” 

Polly checked the time again, 2:20 p.m. There was no way she’d make it back in time to give the private dance lesson. She’d just have to pray Maria hadn’t left the studio and could cover for her. She had to get going. “Marcus, thanks for doing me a solid. I appreciate it.” 

“No problem.” He smiled, then walked around the Subaru and opened the driver’s side door for her. This small, chivalrous act charmed her. “Thanks,” she said, sliding in behind the wheel. When she pulled away, he slapped the Subaru’s roof twice as a send-off. Waiting for the light to turn green, Polly looked in her rearview mirror to see Marcus. He looked ruggedly handsome, as he stood next to his pick-up truck, watching her drive off. A couple of miles down the road, she heard the familiar ping of an incoming text. 

Marcus- Hi Polly, it’s Marcus.

Again, she felt a tell-tale flutter in her stomach as she scanned his message. 

Marcus- Sorry about what happened. I’ve got a friend who works at a body shop. He could do the work for a good price. Let me know if you need his name.

Polly stopped at a drive-thru to order a coffee. She dialed the studio. “Hello, Maria? Thank goodness you’re still there. I need you to cover my private lesson with the Parkers.”

“No need. They called earlier to cancel,” Maria informed her. “Where you at?”

“Great! I’m over in Portchester. I got into a fender bender.”

Maria gasped. “No way! You okay? How bad was the other vehicle? Were they hurt?” she asked, worried.

“Yeah, I’m fine. We’re both fine. His truck barely had a scratch. My Subaru, on the other hand, didn’t get off so lucky,” Polly said with a sigh. “Don’t worry, it’s still drivable. I’ve got a full schedule tomorrow, so I’ll be in early.”

“Okay. Glad everyone is okay. Later.” Maria hung up.
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On the ride home, Polly thought about the distressing scene she’d witnessed outside the bar. The accident in the parking lot with the handsome pick-up driver had distracted her from the upset that was finally starting to wash over her. Christian was cheating on her. And worse than that. No, she thought, nothing could be worse than that, but just as bad was how she’d fallen for his lies, and all the cheap tricks that cheaters play. Lately, whenever Polly questioned him about his strange behavior or caught him in a small lie, he’d twist the conversation and act like he was the accuser instead of the accused. “Why are you acting paranoid and suspicious?” he’d complain, insisting he had nothing to hide. And for the most part, Polly had bought his excuses and cover stories. But a nagging intuition had told her things weren’t right between them. Still, she resisted playing the jealous wife. She didn’t check his laptop or cell phone for texts, or other evidence he might be up to something. And so far, she hadn’t lingered in any doorways to eavesdrop on his phone calls. 

Back when they were first married, they had made a pact that they would never cheat on each other. On a lazy Sunday morning in bed, Polly had sat astride a naked Christian. “If one of us wants out, then we speak up,” she’d said. “We lay it all out and go our separate ways, but no sneaking around. Agreed?” 

With his hands cupping her bare breasts, he’d nodded, distracted. “Agreed.” 

A few weeks back, Polly had reminded Christian of the promise they had made to each other. “We have to be honest and willing to talk about any problems in the marriage.” 

“I know,” he’d said, waving her off. “Nothing’s changed. Stop being weird.”

That morning, when she’d set out for work, Polly hadn’t planned to follow Christian and spy on him. It just so happened that as she was leaving the studio to grab a salad for lunch, she’d noticed his gym bag on her car’s back seat. He must have left it there the day before when he’d borrowed the car. His last stop after work was always the gym for a workout, so he’d be needing the bag. She thought about calling his office to let him know she had it, but changed her mind. She’d drop it off in person instead. When she’d pulled up to the office where Christian worked, she’d arrived just in time to see him leave the building, cross the parking lot, and get into his black Jeep. So, she’d followed. I’ll surprise him and we can have lunch together, she’d thought, realizing right away that she was lying to herself. The forgotten gym bag was just an excuse to check up on him and find a way to confirm her suspicions. 

Polly had tailed Christian for a good twenty minutes before he’d pulled up to his destination—a dive bar called the Oasis that was situated in a small strip mall. That’s when she first noticed the blonde. She was waiting in the parking lot, and when she saw Christian drive up, she got out of her BMW to greet him. Just a chaste kiss hello. Could be innocent, Polly had thought, as she spied on them from her hiding place. The sexy stranger might be a client or a prospect. But then she watched as Christian held the bar door open for her. He looked around to see if anyone was watching them, and Polly’s heart sank. There was something in his look that signaled he was up to no good. She had debated following the pair inside but talked herself out of it. Get a grip. You can’t just barge in. What will you say? “Well hi there, Blondie, I’m Christian’s wife. What are you up to, looking so tasty on this fine day?” If this was a legit client meeting, Christian would be furious at her for spying on him. Instead, she’d stayed in her car, anxiously watching and waiting until they came out. Then, she’d witnessed them kiss, a lovers’ kiss that confirmed what she had known for months—Christian was cheating on her and lying about it.

Polly pulled into the driveway of the townhouse she and Christian had bought three years earlier and exited her banged-up car. She unlocked the front door and made her way to the kitchen. She spied the chicken she’d left to defrost on the kitchen island and returned it to the fridge. Christian was headed out of town in the morning for business, so as a treat, she had planned to cook him one of his favorite dishes, coq au vin, and serve it with the mid-priced Bordeaux he loved. Change of plans, she thought, as she opened the bottle of red and poured herself a glass. Yes to drinking, no to cooking. She wandered upstairs to the bedroom and opened her dresser drawer. Wrapped in tissue paper was the pale blue, lace-trimmed, silk nightie she had bought especially for tonight. She had eyed it just days earlier in a high-end lingerie store in the mall. The sexy underwear had brought back memories of long, sensuous nights with Christian, and how he had always responded to her beauty and seduction. One sultry evening, soon after they had begun dating, Polly had swapped out the T-shirt and boy shorts she typically wore to bed for a silk teddy with matching panties that she’d bought on a whim. Christian’s eyes had widened, as he watched her stand in the bedroom’s doorway, arm reaching up, while she leaned against the door frame, the other hand placed firmly on her cocked hip. She had curled her black hair and topped off her subtle make-up with a pop of bright pink lipstick. “Hello,” she purred, as a tumble of curls fell over one eye. She watched how his body responded. “Hell yeah,” he’d said hungrily. “You look like a goddess. Get over here, now.” 

They’d just started seeing each other and the sex was great, but that night, as Polly tried on her new persona as a glamorous vixen, their love making had hit a new level. She had always loved Hollywood’s great sex sirens—Marilyn, of course, Rita Hayworth, Jane Russell, and later, Brigitte Bardot. Much of her passion for dance and musical theater had come from watching Hollywood bombshells perform in unforgettable musicals. Who could resist Marilyn singing Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend? Or Rita Hayworth shimmying to Put the Blame on Mame, Boys? On that night, six years ago, Polly’s sexy dress-up, and Christian’s response, had unlocked a deep sensuality in her that made her feel feminine, beautiful, and powerful. 

As Polly had stood in the mall, studying the blue silk nightie in the store window, she had thought back to that long-ago steamy night, and started fretting about the insecurities that now routinely racked her. Maybe it’s my fault, she told herself. Maybe all my suspicions and harping are creating distance and stifling the sex. She visualized herself in the soft, silky garment that was draped on the mannequin in the display. The deep V-neck and shoestring straps would show off her breasts that were surprisingly round and full against her dancer’s otherwise lean body. The hem would graze her crotch and touch the top of her long, toned legs that Christian loved to lift and wrap around him. 

Inside the store, Polly had handed the sales assistant her credit card, and left with the pink bag containing the confection of tissue paper and pale blue silk. On the drive home, she had psyched herself up. Let’s see if this can work some magic. 

Now, Polly set her wine glass down on the bedroom dresser. Her lingering doubts and worries about her marriage had crushed her self-confidence. Once hot nights in bed with Christian were growing colder. They still had sex, and he was still hungry for her, but his desire seemed fleeting, and once satisfied, she could see how his thoughts turned elsewhere. Today, in the parking lot, she’d gotten an eyeful of his mistress, so at least she knew now why he was so distracted, and where his thoughts went when he had that distant look on his face. 

She took the blue nightie from her dresser drawer and unfolded the sexy garment. Now it only mocked her naive notion that she could fix her marriage with a home-cooked meal and a night of smoldering sex in lacy lingerie. In the mirror, she caught sight of her frowning face and saw early signs of elevens, the two vertical worry lines between her eyes. She thought about the last few months and Christian’s guilty behavior. More than once, he’d come home in the early morning hours, claiming business meetings had kept him out late. He kept his phone on him at all times, clearly worried that she might get her hands on it and discover something damning. And he was throwing off a strange energy. Sometimes distant, and then, at other times, almost too affectionate, like he was compensating for something. “Penny for your thoughts,” she would say, when she caught him with a far-away look in his eye, but he would brush her off. “Just work stuff.” 

Instead of acknowledging the signs that her husband was cheating, it had been easier to put the blame on herself and vow to work harder at fixing a marriage she hadn’t broken. She smoothed away the frown lines with her finger and talked to her reflection in the mirror. “You’re not a kid anymore, Polly. You’re coming up on thirty-three. You’ve given Christian six of your best years. Don’t waste any more on what can’t be saved.” But even as she said this, she was filled with insecurity. On what planet would she ever be able to walk away from Christian Caldwell? Handsome, successful, going places, with the world at his feet. He had captured her heart long ago, and she worried that now, even after he'd broken it, she wouldn’t be able to take it back from him. Balling up the nightie, she crushed the soft fabric and crammed it in the drawer.

She took a sip of wine and eyed the time. It was almost four o’clock. Great, she was day drinking. Well, she thought, a girl is entitled to drown her sorrows when she catches her husband groping his side piece, chases after her, and winds up running her new car into a pick-up truck. She made her way back to the living room and flopped onto the couch. She let the tears come. Christian would be home around 7:00 p.m., giving her about three hours to decide how to handle this debacle. Her instinct was to ready her claws, fly at him, and call him out for the no-good jerk he was, but instinctively she knew this approach wouldn’t get her anywhere. As it was, Christian probably had enough wiggle room to mount a credible defense against her accusations. If she confronted him now, he would swear Blondie was a business associate; convince her that it was all just a silly misunderstanding, and she was a paranoid idiot. No, she had to grit her teeth and say nothing, until she could put together an iron-clad case, and confront her cheating husband with so much evidence there was no way he could worm his way out of it. 
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“I’m home.” Christian slammed the front door, dropped his keys on the hall table, and sauntered into the family room, tired from his usual strenuous workout. Realizing he’d forgotten his gym bag in Polly’s car, he’d made do with the spare gear he kept in his locker at the gym. It was after 7:00 p.m., but there was no welcoming smell of coq au vin cooking. No crusty bread and salad on the dining room table. No Bordeaux opened and ready for pouring in the paper-thin glasses, on the perfect place settings that Polly always arranged for their special dinners. Instead, he found his wife slumped on the couch, still in her dance clothes, next to a half-finished bottle of red wine. He settled into a chair and eyed her. “What gives?” 

“I had a bad day and got into a fender bender,” Polly mumbled without looking up.

Christian frowned. “How bad is it?” When Polly didn’t answer, he stood and made his way to where her car was parked in the driveway to survey the damage. He soon came back inside, looking annoyed. “What happened, Polly?”

“I blew through a stop sign in a parking lot, and a guy in a pick-up truck hit me.” There was something in her tone and manner that told him not to push the issue. “I’ll take care of it without going through the insurance so it doesn’t jack up the premiums,” she said, still not making eye contact.

“What does dinner say?” Christian tried to sound cheerful. Polly scowled. “Dinner says there’s cold cuts in the fridge, so knock yourself out.” She stood up and headed upstairs to run a bath. Christian reached for the abandoned bottle of Bordeaux and poured himself a glass. 
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The next morning, Christian rose early, showered, and dressed. He was headed to Chicago for a four-day tour of the agency’s Midwest clients. He grabbed his carefully packed bag that held an immaculately cut Armani suit, assorted shirts, casual wear, and gym clothes. He never missed a workout, even when he was traveling. Christian was a looker and he knew it. Over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, rich brown hair and classically handsome face, with a smile that was wide and captivating. He charmed women and men alike. It’s what made him so good at his job in business development at a boutique but high-impact marketing agency. The agency’s headquarters were in New York, but Christian worked most days out of the Westchester office, about fifty miles north of Manhattan, and only ten minutes from home.

The star marketing executive was charismatic. Guys didn’t seem to mind that their wives and girlfriends fawned over him, because when he shook another man’s hand and looked him directly in his eyes, Christian signaled he was all about the bro code. Sure, the ladies loved him, but he was a guy’s guy at heart, ride or die. And he had all the guy credentials. He was a gym rat who played soccer on the weekends with his buddies, took winter trips for black-slope skiing, and spent hours on the golf course, forging bonds, talking business, and doing deals. And yeah, he’d been known to arrange bachelor parties for friends, in New York and Vegas, that may or may not have involved strippers. These were nights to remember but never to be spoken about. Bro code. 

Morning light streamed through a gap in the drapes, as an awake Polly feigned sleep. She could hear Christian moving about the bedroom with military precision, checking his bag, his phone, his lists. Finally ready to leave, he bent to kiss his wife’s nose. “Bye, beautiful. I’ll text you when I get there.” Polly kept her eyes closed and muttered a reply. A few minutes later, she heard the front door close and the Jeep’s engine start. Her cheating husband was headed out of town, and she had only four days to figure out her next move.
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CHAPTER 2: AMBITION
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After Christian left, Polly lay in bed, thinking about how she was no match for him. The man was a machine, organized, calculating, and always in control. It was what she’d once loved about him. The way he took charge, kept their lives running smoothly, planned his career moves, and climbed the corporate ladder to keep the money and opportunities flowing. But it hadn’t always been that way. Polly was twenty-six and Christian thirty-one when they had first met, six years earlier. He had been in a dead-end job at the time, working in sales for his father’s building supply company. Back then, it was Polly who had enjoyed a successful career whilst playing cheer leader for a struggling Christian, who complained that as the youngest of three sons working in the business, he wasn’t getting the respect, the opportunities, or the money he deserved from his father.

“Polly danced out of the womb,” her mom, Annie, had always said about her youngest daughter’s burning desire to be a dancer. From the moment she could wiggle her diapered butt in a pink tutu, Polly had begun her dance through life.

“Keep your grades up and you can have as many dance classes as you like,” Annie had told her daughter, and Polly had taken her up on it. Ballet, jazz, tap, ballroom, modern, you name it, the aspiring dancer pursued it all. Her family wasn’t rich, just solidly middle class, with three kids, a dad who was an electrician, and a mom who was a nurse, but Polly’s parents had fed their youngest child’s dance habit. Their investment had paid off. The talented dancer won roles throughout school, and later she secured parts in local theater. As she matured, she began taking classes with esteemed teachers, winning spots in supper clubs, revues, even roles in new works from up-and-coming choreographers. 

At eighteen, Polly had moved to Manhattan and discovered how tough life could be for a wannabe hoofer in the big city. She gigged as a hostess, a waitress, and a cloakroom attendant to pay for her room in the shoe box apartment she shared with two other dancers on Manhattan’s Upper Westside. She worked all the lowly jobs that passionate performers take to eke out a living and follow their star. But Polly had just enough lucky breaks to keep her in the game and stop her from giving up in the face of long odds and grueling competition. Technically, she wasn’t the best dancer around, but she was extremely watchable and drew the eye. In any group of dancers, an audience would eventually be drawn to the beautiful girl with the raven hair, long, lovely limbs, and sensuous presence, who danced with so much style and exuberance. 

The email awarding her the role of Velma Kelly in the musical Chicago had come on Polly’s twenty-sixth birthday. She had escaped the city to visit her family for a







[image: ]

































[image: ]











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg
PexeLorE HoLt





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





