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The party was reaching its peak. From her second floor bedroom window Kate Delacroix sat alone watching the growing crowd, careful to avoid being spotted by the people below her. She was waiting for her husband, Paul, to summon her down to his office. From there they would make their grand entrance as host and hostess of their company’s lavish annual event. As CEO of the family business, Paul Delacroix ran the world’s largest distributor and investment group for emerging growth wineries, micro breweries and premium alcoholic manufacturers. The Delacroix name was affiliated with over 60% of the industry’s high-end brands.
The party planners had done another superb job to transform their spacious 15-acre Bel Air, California, compound into a state-of-the-art amphitheatre filled with pulsating sights and sounds, using the latest in audio and video technology. An expansive main tent covered half of the large backyard lawn. Two slightly smaller tents stood opposite the primary event tent. One featured an enormous buffet of food and drinks while the other was a quiet lounge area for guests who wanted to relax or chat. Workaholic executives were frequently found in this tent, speculating about industry trends or fleshing out new business strategies.
Paul Delacroix hosted this annual party for his managers, key employees, their spouses and guests, as well as a lottery of rank and file employees. Some had traveled first class, courtesy of Delacroix Industries, from far-away international satellite offices. It was the ultimate reward for another year of loyal service and a job well done.
The employees of Delacroix Industries seemed to be enjoying themselves. A few were already showing signs of intoxication. Kate looked at her bedside clock again. It was already 9:00 p.m. She had been ready and waiting for over an hour. Her husband demanded punctuality, but wasn’t as good about showing the same courtesy.
Paul and Kate’s home had been the site of the yearly corporate extravaganza for 16 years. Granted, the first gatherings weren’t as large as the current incarnation. Paul enjoyed lavish displays of wealth. His employees loved his generosity, but that was not his motivation. Spending millions on a company event validated his power. It was also tax deductible.
Kate knew that spending money made Paul feel in control. He liked his employees to feel indebted to him. It kept them loyal. Employees not lucky enough to attend the main event attended smaller parties at the various company satellite offices. Paul described it as “Christmas in Spring” complete with gifts, bonuses and a celebration dedicated to their chief executive’s vision and leadership. The event also coincided with Delacroix Industries’ fiscal year-end results. The fourth quarter of operations was the company’s strongest earnings period, a good time for a big, showy party.
Kate had mixed feelings about using their home for these events. She knew it was ostentatious and worried that their lifestyle on display might offend people, especially in tough economic times. She also knew it was senseless to obsess. She had no voice in any matter related to the 80-year-old business. After 19 years of marriage and three children, she was still treated like an outsider when it came to corporate matters. Her role in the family was mostly ornamental. She had a Grace Kelly aura about her, capturing attention in any room she entered, like an elusive prized pet that only the ultra rich could afford. Visitors camouflaged their stares. One corporate executive described her as tall, lean, blonde and criminally beautiful. It was hard not to label her as trophy wife, once they caught sight of her husband.
By comparison, Paul was average in every way. Barely 5’10”, he frequently pronounced himself to be six feet tall, to reinforce his own perception of his appearance. His graying, wavy dark brown hair and pale brown eyes were neither luxurious nor profound. Though he was only 55, most people assumed he was in his 60s. Paul could easily be just another average joe in a crowd, but in an incredibly expensive suit.
His most defining characteristic was his ego. He loved being the center of attention wherever he was. Each year it was the same. Kate waited alone in the master suite until Paul felt the crowd was large enough and sufficiently frenzied for him to enter the party like a rock star. They’d walk arm and arm through the busy kitchen area and then exit the rear door, taking the path around the periphery of the main tent. The production staff waited to bring them on stage and introduce them to the roaring crowd as if it were a big surprise that Paul and Kate would be attending a party at their own mansion.
It was an unseasonably cool spring evening in the high secluded hills of Bel Air. Kate was tired of waiting on her husband, but she wasn’t anxious to join the party either. It was the same routine every year. After their grand entrance, Paul would spend the rest of the party surrounded by mid-level executives who hung on his every word and fed his massive ego with their blind devotion.
Kate was left to bear the brunt of the hosting responsibilities. Becoming a one-woman receiving line, hundreds of guests wanted to meet or reconnect with Kate from previous parties. She was flattered to be sought after, but she didn’t know these people. Their interactions were brief and ceremonial. After a few hours of polite banter, Kate would be ready to retreat to the seclusion of the 35,000 square-foot Classic Mediterranean style mansion. She would be safe in her home since guests were not allowed in the residence. A recreation room and two guest houses near the pool were open for viewing and for the bathroom facilities. Even Paul had limits to the access he granted his employees.
Kate tried to occupy herself by scanning a book. She read the same page multiple times before admitting she wasn’t retaining any information. From her seat, she looked at the clock by the bed. It was 9:27 p.m. Kate was used to waiting on Paul, but this delay was unusual even for him.
She called down to his office, but there was no answer. Kate called the kitchen, hoping someone would answer, but again, no response. Enough is enough, she muttered. She made a final inspection of herself in front of the bathroom mirror, reapplied her lipstick and decided to head downstairs. She knew they needed to get out to the party as the main entertainment was scheduled to begin at 10:00 p.m. Given the fact that Paul had frequently mentioned the company was paying hundreds of thousands of dollars for a private concert by pop sensation Angeline Durand, Kate went in search of her husband.
The strapless, full length, lustrous midnight blue gown Kate wore shimmered against the ivory marble staircase as she descended. Her medium-length blonde hair was swept up in a classic French twist updo. She was the embodiment of class and culture as well as living proof that 40 is the new 30. Her entrance was striking. The parking staff stared through the main entrance glass doors, watching as if royalty had entered their presence.
Kate looked both ways down the wide main hallway. She heard the kitchen staff in full swing. Paul would not be in the organized chaos. He was probably holding court in his private office at the other end of the long hall. Ordinarily, Kate would not be so bold to interrupt him while meeting with out-of-town business associates, but she justified the intrusion, feeling that she was neglecting her duties as hostess. She was also tired of waiting alone upstairs.
Before she reached the door, Paul and several men emerged in the final stage of an intense conversation. Paul looked surprised and then concerned when he saw Kate. “Darling,” he said. “I was just coming to get you. I’m sorry for the delay, but I had some important business with these gentlemen that couldn’t wait.”
Kate didn’t recognize any of the men. “Hello,” she said. She knew better than to ask questions about her husband’s work.
The trio said, “Hello, Mrs. Delacroix,” but no introductions were offered, leaving a few seconds of awkward silence.
Kate rescued the moment. “Paul, we need to join the party. The main entertainment is scheduled to begin shortly.”
Paul looked at his wrist watch. “You’re right, darling. Let’s get this show on the road. For what I’m paying that singer, we’d better get our money’s worth.”
“I’m sure it will be a great show,” Kate said. “You gentlemen are in for a real treat. Paul went all out this year booking Angeline Durand for our humble event.”
“I’m sure it will be wonderful, Mrs. Delacroix, but we won’t be able stay.”
Paul shot the man a stern look. “Darling, why don’t you wait for me in my office while I show these gentlemen out? I’ll only be another minute.”
Kate glanced back as she walked inside his office. She wondered what Paul was hiding. He clearly didn’t want her to meet these business associates. She watched Paul walk his guests out the front glass double doors. He gestured emphatically at the men before hurrying back inside.
Paul was dressed in a tailored Armani tuxedo with a long, black silk tie instead of the traditional bow tie. He wasn’t a handsome man, but he did look dapper for the party. Kate noticed him scrutinizing her appearance as he approached. The half smile on his lips indicated his approval of her outfit. When he reached her, he offered his arm without saying a word to escort her.
Walking through the kitchen, the staff paused as if standing at attention waiting for Paul and Kate to pass. A few compliments were offered, most notably by Emily, the Delacroix’s head chef and kitchen manager. “Kate, you look absolutely stunning,” she gushed.
Kate returned the compliment with a smile and kept pace with her husband who was not interested in the chef’s opinion and slightly irritated by her informality with his wife. “Darling,” he said as they left the kitchen. “You know how I feel about the staff using your first name. It’s not proper. It confuses the employer-employee relationship.”
“Emily is a world class chef, Paul. She’s not just some random employee. You know she won a James Beard award for top rising chef the year we hired her.”
“Why do you think I hired her?”
“Then you know she’s deserves our respect. We are lucky to have her.”
Paul stopped, turned and looked at his wife. “That’s the difference between us. I know my station in life and I don’t pretend otherwise. Regardless of our chef’s extraordinary culinary talents, it’s wrong to let her believe she is anything more than an employee. And I’d appreciate it if she demonstrated appropriate respect by addressing us properly as outlined in her employment agreement.”
She didn’t agree with her husband, but knew it was senseless to argue. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow. Can we please get going? We’re running late.”
“I know you don’t understand, but trust me, maintaining formal boundaries with the house staff is for the best. They don’t live in our world. They work in our world. Let’s not blur the lines anymore, all right?”
They continued along their normal route to the backstage entrance of the main tent. On their path, every employee paused to pay homage to the master and mistress of the manor. Paul loved this procession, but the attention embarrassed Kate. The production staff anxiously awaited their arrival. Paul’s tardiness had put them behind schedule. The master of ceremonies had been stalling for more than 20 minutes and was running out of material. When he saw the Delacroixes waiting in the wings, he immediately began their introduction.
Paul gripped Kate’s hand a little too firmly. “Paul,” she whispered. “You’re hurting my hand.” He didn’t hear her. Kate saw the exhilaration on her husband’s face as the emcee offered his effusive introduction. He was basking in the moment.
Feigning a sneeze, Kate removed her hand from Paul’s. When it was time to greet the crowd, Paul avoided hand contact and led her by the arm, guiding her up a few steps onto the stage as the emcee announced them. “Here he is the man responsible for this incredible party, tonight’s generous prizes and, of course, your paycheck . . . Paul Delacroix, Jr. and his enchanting wife, Kate.”
The crowd cheered wildly. It seemed louder than past years to Kate. Paul appeared to be in heaven, but it felt oddly surreal to Kate. He began to read a short speech from a video teleprompter while Kate stood, smiling and playing the part of the proud wife, but it felt like more eyes were on her than her husband. “Last year, 1999 was another banner year for Delacroix Industries and I expect even better results from all of our divisions this year. This little soiree is my way of thanking the entire management team and staff for your continued hard work, dedication and support of my vision for the new millennium.” Paul continued his comments mostly praising himself, but nobody seemed to mind. Champagne and caviar had a way of making his rambling speech seem eloquent.
Kate did her best to avoid visual contact with people close to the stage. She pretended to connect with the crowd by looking over their heads to the dark faces in the back. She hated being onstage with Paul. She felt self-conscious, even naked. For years she had endured obvious stares. She knew people saw her as arm candy or even a gold digger. Kate wished it didn’t bother her, but it did.
Paul concluded his remarks by introducing the headliner entertainment for the evening. “Without further ado, please welcome one of the greatest voices of our time, my close personal friend, Angeline Durand.”
Surprised by this proclamation of friendship, Kate tried to remember a time when Paul had met Angeline. She had caught Durand’s show once in San Diego a few years ago with their two eldest children, twins Trey and Nicole, while the youngest, Dani, stayed at home with the nanny. Paul despised concerts and large crowds. Tonight’s event was tolerated for the sake of business. The singer didn’t miss a beat, accepting Paul’s welcoming kiss and microphone as she began her first set.
Kate had to guide Paul away from the limelight of center stage. The adulation of the event seemed to have drugged him. He was all smiles, like a rich older European politician showing off his much younger wife. Kate was relieved to be away from the spotlight.
“I think I’ll run inside briefly to call and check in on the kids at your mother’s,” Kate said, leaning toward Paul to speak over the booming music.
As she turned to go, Paul caught her arm and pulled her back to him. “That’s not necessary, darling. I’m sure they’re fine.”
“I know, but the twins were so disappointed they weren’t able to come tonight. I don’t know why your mother insisted they spend the night. I’m okay with Dani going to your mother’s, but it would have been very special for Trey and Nicole to be here with us. They’re not little kids anymore, Paul. Can you believe they’re 18 now? Where has the time gone?”
“All the more reason not to add salt to the wound,” Paul said. “Do you think they’ll want to hear about all the fun they’re missing? Besides, I thought you’d be happy their grandmother is showing more interest in them. There’s always next year.”
“I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Will you be heading off to the lounge area to talk business?”
Walking Kate away from the backstage area, he said, “Uh, no, I thought I’d make the rounds with you.”
“Really?”
“Don’t sound so surprised, darling. Can’t a man enjoy an evening with his wife?”
Kate couldn’t hide her curiosity. “Of course, but you never have before. Is everything all right?”
“Yes, why wouldn’t it be?”
“Who were those men you were meeting with before we came out here tonight? Was it bad news? I only ask because you looked worried.”
“It’s nothing I can’t handle, darling,” he said. “How about some champagne?”
“Paul, you know I don’t drink.”
“But it’s a special occasion. You wouldn’t deny me the pleasure of toasting my success with my wife tonight, would you?”
“All right, but only one,” Kate said.
“Wait here, darling. I’ll be back with our drinks momentarily.”
As Paul walked over to one of several bar areas, Kate noticed a server walking by with a tray full of champagne flutes. That’s strange, she thought. It wasn’t like Paul to fetch something himself when he could have somebody else do it. And his decision to spend the evening with Kate was also out of character. Something was different, but she chose to ignore her instincts.
It was a beautiful night and Angeline Durand was performing a private concert in her own backyard. It would be crazy not to enjoy the night. The mystery of her husband’s unusual behavior could wait. She had forgotten her concerns by the time Paul returned with their drinks. Kate relaxed and let herself get lost in the music.
Kate finally woke from a very deep sleep. She regretted taking a sleeping pill after the party. Her one glass of champagne had turned into several and she was still feeling tipsy when she went to bed. Paul pressured her into taking the pill, insisting that a deep sleep would prevent a bad hang over. As she slowly came to life, Kate felt a little too rested. Her arms and legs were so relaxed it took a few moments for her limbs to sync-up with her brain.
With difficulty, Kate rolled over to look at the alarm clock on her nightstand. It was a few minutes past 1:00 p.m. She hated sleeping late. Typically, she was awake and beginning her intense exercise regime by 6:30 a.m. She loved the early morning solitude and resented missing her favorite part of the day. A lot of people love lazy Sundays. Kate wasn’t one of those people.
She heard the house staff downstairs, cleaning up from the party. Kate had wanted to be involved in the clean up of her kitchen, common areas, and the grounds, but Paul hadn’t wanted her to act as party planner or be involved in the menial labor of the home. What was the point of employing a staff of over 20 domestics? His wife was not meant to work in a kitchen or get her hands dirty. Kate wanted to supervise the workers as there were so many imported antiques that should be monitored by an owner. Paul over-rode her. Valuables could always be replaced and he paid a house manager handsomely for running the 15-acre compound of four properties, including the 35,000 square feet main house.
Kate consistently fulfilled her duty as the most stunning woman at any party or social event she attended with her husband. Spa treatments, designer dresses, style consultations, professional hair and makeup artists were regular rituals. Many days her master suite was overrun with beauty experts. Most women would have envied her, but Kate had grown to dread the attention. She lived in a fish bowl, constantly on display. Who knew that the drudgeries of being overly pampered could be so tedious and exhausting? She craved privacy.
She put on her robe at the foot of the bed and headed downstairs for a drink. Kate knew it would bother her husband to see her among the staff in her nightgown and robe, but she didn’t care. She wanted to see what was going on in her own house.
Walking down the master staircase, Kate could see through the tall windows of the main living room. Dozens of men were outside dismantling the large white tents that had served as the dining, dancing and concert area for the previous night’s festivities. At the bottom of the stairs, she went down the long hallway toward the kitchen.
Emily was efficiently directing the kitchen clean up but stopped when she saw Kate.
“Good afternoon, Kate. Can I get you some coffee? Something to eat maybe?”
“Just a Diet Coke with ice, thanks.”
“How about a sandwich with that soda? I can make your favorite. A grilled ham and gruyere panini?” Emily said, trying to tempt her. “I’ve got some incredible prosciutto.”
“Are you kidding me? After all the calories I consumed last night? No way. I’ll eat a salad or light snack later.”
“If I may say, a woman with your body should not be afraid to indulge.”
“Emily,” Kate said with mock irritation, “I have this body because I never give in to temptation and I workout like a crazy woman every day I can.”
“I’m a world class chef and you never let me fatten you up. Maybe Jenny Craig should be your head chef?”
Kate appreciated the indirect compliment, but attempted her best pretend frown. “May I please have my drink?”
“One Diet Coke, coming right up,” Emily said with sarcasm.
Kate took the large glass of iced Diet Coke with a wedge of lemon. Emily knew just how she liked it. After a large gulp, she realized how thirsty she was. She finished her soda in no time and was about to go to the fridge for a refill.
“I’ll get that for you,” Emily said taking Kate’s empty glass. She had short strawberry blond hair with light blue eyes. Although Emily was about seven years younger than Kate, she seemed much older. She had a strong maternal quality that was protective, but occasionally intrusive. They had developed a good rapport in the four years since Emily came to work for the family, but her seriousness and intensity could be smothering to Kate.
Kate drained her second Diet Coke as quickly as the first. “Aah, that’s just what I needed. Thanks again, Emily. I’m going to get dressed and salvage what’s left of the day.”
“Okay, but please let me know when you’re ready for some real food. I’ve got plenty of help here and you really should eat something soon.”
“I promise,” Kate said.
“Oh, Kate. I forgot to tell you that your husband was looking for you. He’s in his private office and requests your presence as soon as you are available,” Emily said in a mock formal tone with a slight bow.
“He’s here?” Kate said, surprised. “He hates to be around during the party clean up what with all the strangers and noise. He is obsessed with the need for quiet at home, as you well know.” Kate stood there frozen for a moment, a perplexed look on her face. “Did he say anything else? How did he seem to you?”
“He was his normal, jovial, fun-loving self,” Emily teased.
“I’m serious. Was he crankier than usual?”
“Not that I could tell. He seemed preoccupied. Why? Is he upset about something?”
“Mr. Delacroix took issue again with you using my first name.”
“Darn it. I’m sorry, Kate. I knew as soon as it slipped out last night he’d have a problem. I don’t get it. Why is it such a big deal to him that we are good friends? Does he feel threatened by my closeness to you and the kids?”
“No, I don’t think so. Paul was raised differently than most people. He’s very formal even with his own children. He and his mother believe that there’s a line between the family and the domestic staff that shouldn’t be crossed.”
“That’s ridiculous. Don’t you agree?”
“I don’t think it’s that simple. This lifestyle is all they’ve ever known. They’re guarded because they’ve had to be. Sometimes you don’t know who you can trust. I’ve learned that lesson the hard way a few times.” Kate thought about Paul’s admonition. She and Emily were friendly, but she hadn’t thought of them as close friends. They had never done anything social together, but they had become fairly chummy around the mansion. The kids loved Emily and she was a great sounding board when Kate occasionally vented her frustrations. She hated to admit that Paul might have a point about boundaries with the staff.
“You’re beginning to sound like him,” Emily said. “Are you telling me that I have to call you Mrs. Delacroix after all these years?”
“No, I don’t care if you call me Kate, but please don’t slip around him again. It’s just easier that way.”
“It sounds like you’re saying we can be secret friends.” Emily had a hurt expression on her face. “Don’t worry, I’ll try to be more careful,” she said stiffly.
“Please don’t be upset,” Kate said. “This is an argument I can’t win. I hope you understand. You are an important member of our staff and—”
“I get it,” Emily cut her off. “I wouldn’t want you to rock the boat.”
“That’s not fair,” Kate said. “You know how crazy my life can be.”
“Then change it,” Emily said bluntly. “My father used to say that people can only treat you badly if you indulge their poor behavior. But I guess that’s none of my business.”
She stared at Emily, annoyed by her unsolicited observation. “You’re right. My life choices are not your concern,” Kate said calmly before walking out of the kitchen. She didn’t have time to dwell on her exchange with Emily, but she decided a bit more formality between them might be appropriate as Paul had suggested.
The fact that Paul was home with the offending racket was curious to her. She’d assumed that he’d gone into the city once she was asleep. He often stayed at the corporate apartment near his office when he knew work crews would be invading the mansion grounds. A few out-of-town company executives and their wives also occupied the guest houses on the grounds. They understood that Paul was an intensely private man and didn’t expect an exclusive audience with their CEO beyond the previous night’s extravaganza. The house guests were gone after a few hours’ sleep and a quick continental breakfast. All company officers and employees were expected back in their offices without exception bright and early Monday morning.
Paul’s home office was in the west wing of the main house, past the main staircase in the center of the home directly across from the entry way and the large glass front doors. Kate wanted to go back upstairs and get dressed before seeing him. She had taken a couple steps up the staircase when she heard, “Kate, darling, I’ve been waiting for you. Come into my office won’t you? Are you feeling all right?”
Paul was dressed casually seated behind his large mahogany executive desk when she entered. “That sleeping pill you gave me really knocked me out,” Kate said. “I was so thirsty when I finally woke up. I needed a caffeine fix so I ran down to the kitchen.”
“Darling, it is unseemly for you to be seen in your dressing gown in front of the help. It is not befitting for a woman of your station.”
“Oh, Paul, you act as though I am walking around naked.”
“To an ordinary laborer, you might as well be,” he said seriously. “Why didn’t you call down to the kitchen? The staff is paid generously to get you whatever you want. And if you insist on serving yourself, the family room wet bar is just down the hall from our bedroom. I talked to you last night about your informal behavior with the staff.”
Oh boy, here we go again, Kate thought. To say that Paul Delacroix was a relentless man would be a gross understatement. Experience had taught her the best way to diffuse his myopic attention was to change the subject. “What time are the kids due back from your mother’s?”
“Hans will dispatch a driver at 5:00 p.m. to bring them home.”
“Not till then? The girls have projects they need to work on during spring break. I promised Nicole I’d help her with a French presentation and Dani has a book report on Thomas Jefferson she needs to finish. I want them to get their assignments out of the way so they can enjoy the rest of their vacation.”
“Kate, you don’t speak French. Wouldn’t it be better for Nicole to study with a native speaker such as my mother?”
“Well, yes, that would be ideal, but your mother refuses to follow the assignment guidelines. She prefers to subject Nicole to hours of French cinema that’s not always appropriate for a girl her age.”
“Mother’s approach is right. The best way to learn another language is to immerse oneself in the culture. You Americans just don’t understand.”
“Watching a movie at your mother’s home is not quite the same as strolling down the streets of Paris. And that’s not the point anyway. Nicole needs to prepare for what she’ll be graded on.”
“I don’t know why you concern yourself so much with their schooling. Their future is already prepared for them, isn’t it? The children attend one of the best prep schools in the country. Why don’t we leave their education to the experts . . . hmmm?”
“Paul, the school calls it ‘homework’ for a reason. And it’s our responsibility to ensure that teaching concepts are being reinforced at home. I can’t tell you what a difference parent involvement makes for both the school and kids.” Kate knew she was pontificating, but couldn’t stop. She wanted her husband to value his children’s education and her efforts. “I’ve been PTA president for quite a few years and it amazes me how many normal families just ignore their children’s education, leaving everything, including discipline, to the schools. And then they wonder why they are constantly bailing their kids out of problems, why they have no direction or worse, why they do drugs. I won’t let that happen to my kids.”
“Honestly, Kate, you act as though our children attend an inner city school.”
Kate’s passion about education stemmed from her own sense of inadequacy because she’d never had the chance to go to college. She got married and had children. She also didn’t want her children to grow up with some ridiculous expectation that everything comes easy when you have money. She didn’t want them raised as their father had been, thinking he was superior because of this family’s extraordinary wealth. Despite her husband’s own blatantly spoiled upbringing, Kate was determined that her children would be grounded and well socialized. They were her finest work.
“The children will be home soon enough,” Paul said. ”I need to schedule an hour of your time shortly, so it’s not possible for the children to return home immediately.”
That was Paul’s way of notifying his wife that he would be expecting a sexual encounter that afternoon. Kate cringed. It wasn’t just the act, it was also the manner of the request, or the demand.
Kate rationalized that sex in marriage evolved into routines that best suited the partners. Paul was comfortable integrating their intimacy into his daily schedule. No romance, just another item on the Outlook check list. He preferred times when the children weren’t home. In fact, since Dani’s birth over nine years ago, their absence was a prerequisite for their sex life.
“Kate, why don’t you go upstairs and prepare yourself? Will an hour be sufficient?”
She wasn’t in the mood, but it was easier to comply. She gathered he had stayed home despite the presence of cleaning crews to have some private time with her. Emotionally, he was an odd man, but maybe this was the only way he knew how to show intimacy.
“That’s fine,” Kate said. “You know Paul, you don’t have to be so formal or keep the kids away so we can have time together.”
Paul was thumbing through documents at his desk, not responding his wife.
“What are you working on? You seem preoccupied. Is everything okay?”
“Yes, yes, darling. I’m actually quite busy reviewing some legal documents for my mother. They were delivered here by mistake. I told her to messenger them to my office, but the poor dear can never seem to find the office address.”
“Paul, she lives two lots away from us. Did she really need to send a messenger?”
“You need not concern yourself. This is a family issue between my mother and me. Now, off you go. The hour is drawing near. Tick tock, my darling,” he said tapping his wrist watch.
Kate turned to leave, but she was intrigued by the mysterious legal papers. Those documents must be important for Paul to subject himself to hordes of noisy workers intruding on his privacy.
“Remember to use the shampoo and soap my mother gave you.” Paul called out. “The lavender and lilac scent from Paris. And I purchased some new lingerie for you that Rosa hung in your closet. Please wear something new.”
Most wives would be offended by such instructions, but Kate knew it was all part of the ritual Paul needed for a satisfying experience. She didn’t get it and had long ago given up trying to understand her husband’s needs. It was easier to comply. Not having seen the intimate selections put her at a disadvantage. “Do you have a preference?’ she asked.
“Surprise me,” he said.
Paul was the man of the hour at last night’s corporate extravaganza, but after 19 years of marriage, Kate knew things about her husband that could damage his public perception and standing within the business community. He wasn’t the man he appeared to be, but in many ways, neither was she. Kate had given up trying to understand the paradox of her husband’s work and personal personas. It had become easy to conform to his predilections.
Feeling rushed, Kate began undressing as she walked through the master bedroom doors. She tossed her robe on the unmade bed and picked up the phone from her nightstand table. Using the mansion’s internal phone system, she called the housekeeping office. “This is Mrs. Delacroix, I’m jumping in the shower momentarily and then I’ll be in the styling room doing my hair. I need someone to change the bed sheets and make up the bed in the master suite within a half hour.” Kate didn’t wait for a reply. She assumed the housekeeping staff knew the drill.
The large luxurious suite symbolized prolific wealth. The warm Mediterranean colors and wood of the room paired perfectly with the imported Italian marble and glass dual master bathrooms and showers This wasn’t the home of a mere millionaire. The Delacroix home represented old money, the type of wealth that can never be lost.
Forbes magazine’s annual list of wealthy families estimated the Delacroix fortune somewhere between $7-8 billion dollars. However, these rankings failed to include off shore and Swiss bank account data that could easily represent an additional 25 to 50 percent of their cash holdings. Wealth of this magnitude proliferates effortlessly like an open spigot of water that can’t be closed. It may slow, but the income flow from interest and investments never stops.
With all the real problems in the world, Kate felt silly whining about the size of the master suite, but the opulence of her home still embarrassed her. The distance between the shower and the walk-in closet wasn’t practical, it was downright ridiculous. She remembered the cute dorm style apartment she had shared with her friend Jane before marrying Paul. She’d been happy there.
Now her bedroom had a mini living room area adjacent to the extra wide king-sized bed, two toilet areas with heated seats and automated controls for cleansing preferences, two showers with multiple shower heads, two sink areas, each with double sinks, a large bathtub Jacuzzi that could accommodate six, a styling room with makeup vanity, two leather barber chairs as well as a couple of foot baths and hand sinks for visiting manicurists. The most impressive feature of the massive suite was his and hers walk-in closets, complete with designer clothes, shoes and jewelry worth millions of dollars.
Her life had been so different before she married Paul. She wasn’t like most young girls dreaming of marrying a rich man, living in a mansion, and never worrying about money. But when the opportunity presented itself, she expected her life to be easier. If only she’d known then what she knew now.
Money doesn’t remove the problems of daily life. Wealth is merely an exchange of problems. Ironically, great wealth translates into greater problems with greater frequency. Extended family and friends are perpetually looking for monetary assistance whether it’s in the form of a new business venture or an outright handout. Friendships with business associates are fraught with envy and deceit. And you can never go out socially without being expected to pick up the tab.
The worst part of wealth for Kate was feeling that she could never truly trust anyone. Paul came from wealth, it was a natural part of him, but for Kate, the transition was tougher than she’d expected. She was never sure if people liked her or if they were interested in the Delacroix fortune.
Kate forced herself to focus. Paul was a man with a schedule and wouldn’t be pleased if she was late for their scheduled time together. She lathered her hair with the shampoo Paul liked. She wasn’t fond of the strong flowery scent. It smelled like something her grandmother would use. That her husband wanted her to smell like his mother unnerved her, but Kate instantly dropped that thought in her denial pile—all the things she’d rather not think about. She started running through her mental check list: shower… check; hair, moisturizing, and makeup. Luckily, her leg waxing was still in good shape, one less thing to worry about.
Like most men, Paul wasn’t a big fan of female body hair, but he adamantly opposed waxing in the pubic region. Kate had tried it once in an attempt to surprise him and charge up their sex life. He was horrified when she revealed her Brazilian treatment to him.
“Good lord, woman, cover yourself,” he commanded as he threw a comforter at her. “Who did this to you? What were you thinking?” He grilled her with questions even though he didn’t want any answers. Paul didn’t raise his voice often, but her child-like nakedness enraged him and brought on a tantrum of epic proportions. He acted like a spoiled brat because somebody had played with his favorite toy without his permission.
Kate felt blindsided and embarrassed. “I did it for you.”
“For me?” he fumed. “Are you insane? When have I not made my needs clear to you? I’ve never made such a request of you.”
“That’s why it was a surprise,” she said.
“Was this your idea?”
“The last time I was getting my legs waxed, the cosmetologist suggested that it might be something I could try. She said that most men love the smoothness during—”
“Enough! My wife is not a whore!” Paul yelled, “No self-respecting woman would allow this to be done to her body.” He paused to regain control of his emotions. “I will forgive your naiveté this once,” he said in a quiet rage. “Your body is for me, for my eyes only. This cosmetologist you refer to will never have business with the Delacroix family again. Is that clear?” It was not a question.
Kate considered protesting, but was relieved she wouldn’t have to get waxed again. It hurt like hell even after a week of recuperation, but the emotional punishment was worse. Paul refused to be anywhere near her until her hair returned. Kate could forgo Paul’s sexual proclivities indefinitely, but being treated as if she were invisible embarrassed her in front of the staff and hurt the children. Forty-five days later, his icy treatment melted. He came home one day and acted as though nothing had ever happened.
Years ago, the children were puzzled by their father’s distant behavior, but they were used to it now. They were all in the same boat. It was part of Kate’s bond with her children. Twins Trey and Nicole, now 18 years old, were more protective of their mother, but Dani age nine and most like Paul, got the bulk of her father’s attention. It wasn’t a lot, but it was more than anybody else received.
Paul could be moody and demanding, but he had changed her life and with it her entire family’s hand-to-mouth existence. Ostensibly, he expected no repayment for his financial infusions, but Kate paid dearly for his supposed generosity. Early in their marriage Paul sent Kate a memo outlining some basic expectations for a happy and productive marriage. Kate needed to be physically fit, always look her best, dress stylishly, watch over the children, and be ready to accommodate his every whim at a moment’s notice.
When she first read the memo, she thought it was a joke. She soon realized he actually believed these were the duties of a good wife. His responsibility fell into the chauvinistic category of bread winner and provider, which was kind of a slam dunk given that he was raised with a silver spoon in his mouth. She’d known he was old fashioned before she married him, but had failed to see the bigger warning signs that had been hidden in plain view.
Shortly after the birth of their last child, she tried to talk to Paul about what she called his provincial ideas of their marriage partnership. Paul was surprised to hear Kate refer to their marriage as a partnership. He explained that a partnership required both parties bringing mutually beneficial assets to the table.
In his matter-of-fact business style, he told her, “Our union is more of an arrangement than a partnership. I have the responsibility of taking care of you and the children and in exchange you attend to my needs.”
Recently, Kate had tried to explain to him that she felt trapped, incomplete and needed more from their marriage. Paul looked at her as if she spoke a foreign language. He suggested she go shopping. He dismissed her. He had to attend an important lunch meeting.
Kate could deal with most of Paul’s strange quirks, but his spur of the moment demands for her attention irked her the most. Always being on call to him meant she had to frequently cancel trips or outings with the children because Paul needed her for business dinners or social events. He had a very bad habit of giving her no notice. He said his schedule was constantly in flux. The truth was Kate knew he didn’t care if his demands inconvenienced her. Her job was to be completely available. He enjoyed repeatedly testing her loyalty.
A year ago during the kids’ spring break, Kate wanted to take a family vacation in Maui, but Paul had scheduled a business trip to a Delacroix brewery in Belgium. Although he was clear that business was his priority ahead of family time, Paul gave his blessing for Kate to take the trip with the children, their nanny, Cynthia, and Kate’s personal assistant, Ashley, in tow. Half way through the private jet flight, a member of the crew told Kate she had a phone call from her husband. There was a phone next to her seat, but she took the call in the plane’s galley, away from the children.
“Kate, I need you to meet me in St. Louis for a dinner party tomorrow evening with some Anheuser Busch executives and their wives. It’s black tie, so dress accordingly. I’ve already notified Arthur that I’ll need my new Armani tuxedo. You can bring it with you.”
“Paul, I am half way to Maui with the children.”
“Didn’t you bring some help along?”
“Cynthia and Ashley, but—”
“I don’t see the problem then, darling.”
“Can’t you go stag just this once? I was really looking forward to spending time with the kids. I’m sure your business associates will—”
“This is an important social business event,” he cut in, “it wouldn’t be proper for me to attend without my wife,” Paul said impatiently. “Arthur has the details. I’ll expect to see you tomorrow evening. Please, don’t be late.”
As she hung up, Kate’s first thought was how disappointed the kids would be. Most teens and pre-teens would be happy to be away from their parents, but not her kids. It was a treat to spend alone time with mom, and a miracle to spend any time with their father.
She forced a smile and stepped out of the galley. From the looks on their faces she could tell they already knew. They weren’t psychic. It had happened many times before.
Kate launched into cheerleading mode. “Listen, guys, we are here for ten days. I’ll head back to be with your father and as soon as the business dinner is over, I’ll jump back on a plane to spend the rest of the time with you. Meanwhile, Cynthia and Ashley will make sure you have a great time.”
“Yes, children,” Cynthia chimed in. “I’m sure your father would not have summoned your mother without good reason. He is a very important man in this world. Where much is given, much is required.”
Well intentioned, Cynthia was a proper British nanny, but a little tightly wound. Her natural blonde hair, pulled back in a severe bun, revealed her sharp dark blue eyes. Her serious demeanor made her look much older than her 42 years. Cynthia’s heart was in the right place, and the children loved her despite her rigidness because they knew she cared for them. Kate knew her children were safe with Cynthia.
Kate saw Ashley’s worried face. Her hard-working assistant was looking forward to a little rest and relaxation even with her boss, three kids and a nanny. She was a godsend, booking the trip and arranging all the details personally. Kate wasn’t about to pull the rug out from under Ashley just because Paul was screwing up her vacation.
Kate sat down next to her and gently put her hand on her arm. “I’m expecting you to keep a close eye on the kids with Cynthia. If they go snorkeling, you go snorkeling. Whatever they do, I want you to do with them. No standing or sunbathing on the sidelines.” Kate looked at Ashley with a calm but serious gaze. “Cynthia is in charge and she will direct you, but I want you to be in constant contact with me. Email me each day’s itinerary and call me as you are moving to new locations. I want to know where my children are throughout the day. The hotel has arranged for some plain clothes security men to shadow your outings. Please don’t go anywhere without them.”
Kate liked Ashley, but her perky personal assistant was only 27 years old. She had long brown hair with blonde highlights, sparkling hazel eyes, a dazzling white smile and a perfectly proportioned body with long, tan legs, making her highly sought after by the opposite sex. If Cynthia had not been there, Kate would not have let the kids continue on. Ashley was cute, smart, efficient and pleasant, but she lacked the experience that only comes with time and maturity. Kate wanted Ashley to remain with the kids because she’d be able to do things with them physically, leaving Cynthia to focus on the trip logistics and, most important, their safety.
A security crew for the children was essential. It was nice never having to worry about paying bills or affording luxury vacations, but the tradeoff was the family’s safety. Kidnapping, theft, and fraud were only a few security issues which Kate had to be alert about daily. Her children weren’t celebrities, but they were targets because their last name was Delacroix.
Three hours later they landed in Maui. Kate didn’t have time to go with them to the resort and see her kids settled. They said their goodbyes as they disembarked the jet. She kissed and hugged them with great love and affection. “I’ll be thinking about you the entire time and be back as fast as I can,” Kate said with a fake smile.
The kids were sorely disappointed. Trey and Nicole weren’t looking at her. Dani, so like her father, said what nobody else dared. “You aren’t coming back. Why doesn’t Daddy want you to be with us? He always wants you for himself! Does he even love us?”
Kate took Dani in her arms, “Of course he loves you. He loves all of us. I know it’s hard to understand, but being successful is how he shows us his love.”
The kids were too smart for that line. They continued to pout, looking away from their mother. Nicole muttered, “Whatever.”
Kate sensed rebellion brewing and took quick action to shut down the insurgents, “Look kids, I’m not happy about this either, but it is part of the price of being a Delacroix so don’t make this harder on me. I promise I will fly back to be with you as soon as possible.”
“But what if it’s the last day?” Dani whined.
“Then I’ll fly out to pick you up and you can tell me all about your adventures on the way home,” Kate said. “Enough of this silliness, you have fun waiting for you. Cynthia’s in charge and I expect you to follow her instructions to the T. Is that clear?”
The kids nodded, resigned.
“I’m sorry, but I have taught my children better than that,” she said, raising her voice slightly. “Do you understand? Am I being clear?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” the children responded, finally looking up at their mother.
“Okay, that’s settled. I want good reports about all of you. I’ll be checking in with you and you know you can call me anytime.” She went to each of them again and gave them another round of tight hugs and kisses. “Now get going and I’ll see you soon.”
A stretch Lincoln limousine waited on the tarmac to load their luggage and take them to the resort. Kate motioned for the driver to start loading as the kids disappeared behind the darkened windows. As the limo drove away, Kate waved until she was sure they couldn’t see her. Kate climbed back into the jet and made a beeline for the liquor cabinet. She was going to need a stiff drink. Usually she struggled with her Mormon upbringing before imbibing caffeine or alcohol, but not this time. Joseph Smith himself would personally condone self-medicating if he had to put up with Paul Delacroix’s bullshit.
Kate sipped a gin and tonic, waiting for the plane to be refueled for another six-hour flight back to Los Angeles. It broke her heart to send her children off without her, but she felt it was the only thing she could do to appease her husband. She was afraid to defy him. Keeping her marriage and family together was her paramount concern. She worried if she openly challenged Paul, he would divorce her, and sever ties, including the children. He already had minimal contact with them. Kate couldn’t bare the idea of Paul’s abandonment. Her greatest fear was that the kids would never forgive her. Compliance was her way of trying to save her family, hoping that Paul would one day miraculously change and become a better father.
It wasn’t comfortable living in constant fear of making the wrong move. She didn’t want to dwell on unpleasant memories, but as the warm spray of the shower head gently massaged her neck, Kate caught herself reflecting on her troubled marriage. It had become routine for Kate to worry about her marriage as she prepared herself for her husband. Like a lot of long marriages, their sex life had evolved into near extinction. His sudden request for quality time didn’t please Kate, but she was intrigued by the timing of his overture.
She left the shower and began to towel off. Paul had some weird habits when it came to sex, and no one would ever have guessed. And since Kate was a virgin when she married him, she didn’t have anything to compare it to.
A few times she thought she had caught looks of sympathy from female staff members. She wondered what they knew about her private sex life, but Kate never acknowledged their looks. It was none of their damn business. She wished they could imagine having a home and staff so large that they never once had a completely private moment with their spouse without the possibility that an employee might overhear a disagreement, a bodily function, or even an orgasm. The master suite was huge, but for Kate it wasn’t big enough for real seclusion.
She moisturized her body and ran a brush through her hair. Standing naked in front of the wall length mirror, she began to blow-dry her hair. She was glad to admit to herself she looked darn good for a 40-year-old mother of three. Her lean 5’8’’ body was slender and firm. It was the perfect complement to her shoulder-length, naturally sandy blond hair and large, deep blue eyes. More than once she’d been compared to Michelle Pfeiffer because of her high, distinct cheekbones, warm broad smile and calm demeanor.
Next to her children, exercise was Kate’s other great passion. It was her mental health release; she lost herself working out. A personal trainer came 90 minutes each day when she was in town. She didn’t need a personal trainer for motivation. Kate pushed herself hard enough, but it was nice to have a partner, especially for weight training in addition to her solo, hour-long 6:30 a.m. cardio workouts.
Training with free weights was her favorite. It was an outlet for her unchanneled aggression. Her life was so limited by Paul’s rules of social decorum. Oddly, a strict and aggressive exercise regime was one of the few things they both agreed upon. Kate indulged herself, toning and sculpting her body. She had the perfect 36-24-35 shape without plastic surgery or chemical treatments.
Her B cup breasts were full and perky. Her flat, firm stomach had a clearly defined four-pack and her rear-end was rock hard. Kate was proud of her body. It wasn’t pills or magic. She worked hard at it. She was turning heads as a teenager, but never recognized her power then.
She finished her hair and searched in the closet for the new lingerie Paul had bought. She found four new negligees, all various shades of white, beige and ivory. Paul’s idea of a racy color was taupe.
Each was tasteful, but not particularly sexy. The differences between them were apples to apples so she grabbed the off-white silk negligee and matching robe and quickly put them on. The digital wall clock in her walk-in closet gave her 10 minutes before Paul’s arrival.
She ran back to the styling room to apply her makeup. Paul liked her natural with very light makeup. That’s good, she thought, because she didn’t have time for more than a little mascara and lipstick.
She thought she was done when she realized that she’d put on the wrong shade of lipstick. Paul liked her looking virginal; the “dusty rose” shade was too bright for his liking. She wiped it off and headed for the bedroom.
Kate heard Paul in the hallway. He liked her sitting at the foot of the bed, waiting for him like a nervous bride, unsure of what to do. Reaching for a tube of Chap Stick on her nightstand, she ran it over her lips to highlight the muted pink color and then sat down as Paul walked through the double doors of the master suite.
He was wearing the same white cotton shirt and dark olive green slacks he’d worn earlier. Depending upon his mood, Paul sometimes used the rear suite entrance by his closet so he could change into white silk pajamas and slippers. Kate wondered if he was trying to be like Hugh Hefner.
Paul chose to remain in his normal clothes for today’s session. He sat down across from the bed in a leather arm chair and looked at his wife.
“What would you—”
He waved his arm, a short, abrupt motion. He did not want her to talk.
Paul stared at her for several minutes without saying a word. Kate wasn’t sure what he wanted from her that day. He had long ago abandoned traditional love making for more voyeuristic displays of fondling, masturbation and sex toys.
He completely controlled her, but never touched her. It was understood between them that their unorthodox sexual encounters were never discussed. This was part of the ultimate domination that Paul craved. Kate’s complete submission was what excited him most.
They had not been together in three or four months. Kate realized she wasn’t interested in accommodating his sexual fantasies anymore. She wanted to say, C’mon, let’s get this freak show going. The kids will be here soon. She’d rather spend time with her children.
Finally, Paul spoke. “Have you touched yourself without me?”
“No,” Kate lied. She knew from past experience, a voyeuristic fantasy wasn’t a drawn out process. This was Paul’s equivalent of a quickie.
Kate had developed a sense of humor about these games and his desire for control. Maybe this type of sexual role play happened in homes all over the country, two consenting adults . . . blah, blah, blah. Okay, she admitted to herself, this is weird, but his focus was centered on her pleasure which was simultaneously nice, yet disturbing.
Her ability to orgasm seemed more important to him than to her. No faking was allowed. He knew what was real. He watched for her climax. He knew what to look for and how a real orgasm felt and sounded.
Women, unlike men, don’t make a lot of sounds pre-climax because they are focusing on the prize. If a woman fakes her orgasm she usually talks too much or she sounds the same every time. Paul’s greatest turn-on was watching his wife as she reached the point-of-no-return. He worshipped her during those minutes before release. It was his ultimate proof of power.
His delusion was he believed that he was completely responsible for any pleasure she received. It was easy for Kate to let him convince himself of his superior sexual prowess. It helped to move the moment forward. Their private time together was different for sure, but Kate always got her release. Paul insisted on it.
It had been over nine years since Paul had attempted any normal physical relations with Kate. He seemed embarrassed and even tortured by the act of physical intimacy. It used to concern her, but she’d come to rationalize his bizarre behavior as preference. She was content to believe that watching her was somehow satisfying for him. It was better than the alternative of actually developing a physical relationship with him.
Some women might think a man like Paul would be a candidate for husband of the year. She laughed to herself thinking about talk shows like Oprah or The View discussing men’s lack of attention toward their wives’ sexual needs. It was the inside joke that only she could get. Her secret. Nobody would understand. Nobody would believe it.
She did wonder if Paul’s fetish was unique or if a lot of men were into this kinky Madonna worshipping stuff. Kate had done a little research about this sexual phenomena years ago, but what did it matter? It was easier to believe it was natural. This was the only sex life she’d known in 19 years of marriage.
Paul was ready. “Would you like to touch yourself now?”
“If that is what you’d like,” she said
“Yes,” he said. “I’m ready. You may begin.”
The small room was dark except for four large computer monitors seated on a large computer desk. Each monitor rotated numerous video surveillance feeds of the Delacroix compound. Paul sat in front of a monitor displaying a more intimate scene. His head obscured the image, but the sound was unmistakable. A woman was reaching her climax.
Paul replayed the digital image again, this time unbuckling his belt and undoing his pants. Without moving his eyes from the screen, he retrieved a bottle of Astroglide and a box of Kleenex from a bottom desk drawer. In less than a minute his fondling had progressed to rhythmic stroking. As the woman’s breathing became more labored, Paul’s pumping became faster, eventually reaching a furious, punishing pace. He wanted to time his orgasm to match hers. It was close, but Paul was disappointed. He satisfied himself 18 seconds after she had finished.
There wasn’t time to try again. He needed to leave. The children would be home soon. Paul quickly cleaned himself up in the small bathroom in the back of the dark room and then searched the storage closet for a zip disk. He inserted the storage device into the computer’s zip drive and began downloading the video to the zip disk.
While the file was being saved, Paul opened a small compartment on another computer unit and removed an odd looking rectangular piece of bronze metal. He returned to the storage closet and moved a couple boxes on the floor to reveal a safe. Using the bronze key, he opened the safe and pulled out a thin laptop. He closed the safe, returned the boxes to their original position, put the strange key back in its secret compartment and packed the laptop into his briefcase before the video file backup had completed.
A frozen image of Kate recovering on her bed remained on the monitor. Paul clicked the close shortcut in the upper right hand corner of the screen to terminate the image. The monitor reverted to normal surveillance mode and he began searching the video feeds. He paused to watch Kate getting dressed in her closet.
She was re-hanging the silk negligee she was wearing minutes before. Paul loved to watch his wife without her knowledge or consent. It made him feel powerful. Kate stood fully exposed before him, never knowing the depth of his power over her.
Paul wished that he had more time to completely enjoy the moment, but it was time to go. The latest video of his wife’s submissive act would have to suffice for now. He ejected a disc from the computer unit and slipped it into his pocket with great satisfaction.
The timing was perfect. The Delacroix children would be home at any moment. All evidence of the strange “intimate” interlude was quickly fading. Paul had left their bedroom without a word.
This was typical of his post-non-coital behavior after their encounters. Kate wasn’t sure if he was embarrassed to face the kids or her, but he seemed tortured and couldn’t leave fast enough to wrestle his demons in private.
The house was quiet. Kate looked out her bedroom window on the large lawn where the main party tent had been perched just hours before. The worst of the cleanup was over. Her life was returning to relative normal.
She freshened up and dressed quickly in casual Banana Republic khaki pants, a loose pink J. Crew t-shirt and comfortable, flip flop sandals. Paul wouldn’t be home that night so she indulged herself by dressing extra casual.
Kate entered her private office across the hallway from the master suite and saw Paul’s silver Bentley in the courtyard, poised to drive through the main gates. Part of her wished he would wait to greet the children, but their lives were less stressful when he wasn’t around. The Delacroix home was a warmer, more peaceful environment without its patriarch.
As the gates opened, a black BMW appeared in the outer driveway. Hans was back with the kids. The two cars slowly passed each other.
Dani’s car window rolled down as she waved at her father, trying to get him to stop. Paul responded with a short wave and kept going. Dani’s voice echoed through the courtyard, “Daddy, where are you going?”
This scene might have hurt more if Kate hadn’t seen it repeated so often over the years. Trey and Nicole were unfazed. Dani wasn’t upset; she was confused. She just wanted to speak with her Daddy for a minute, but Kate knew that Paul was incapable of any contact with his children given the recent intimacies with his wife. He tried to act in control, but Kate knew Paul was fleeing in shame.
Kate took the stairs down to meet the kids at the front door. Trey entered first, his backpack over his right shoulder, followed by Nicole looking sullen and Dani who vibrated with enough energy to light up the entire compound. Kate could tell she was on a Belgian chocolate high.
Each child was kissed and embraced in order as they entered. Trey was four minutes older than his twin sister Nicole, but he was the obvious eldest sibling. He was tall, lean and lanky with brown hair and blue eyes. He was a good blend of his father’s European genetics combined with his mother’s Western good looks and stunning blue eyes. Nicole favored her grandmother’s classic French appearance. Petite, blonde and outgoing, Nicole was the most social of the Delacroix children. The twins feigned annoyance as they entered, but Kate knew better. If she hadn’t greeted them with her customary affection, they would have been equally annoyed.
“Ok, everybody, upstairs and put your things away,” Kate said. “Dinner is in an hour.”
“Mommy, I don’t know where my bag is,” Dani said.
Dani, the youngest, was the child most like her father in appearance and temperament. She was born with her father’s shorter genes and body type, but her dark brown hair and eyes framed a more attractive face than her father’s. Kate’s greatest challenge with Dani was reigning in her precocious mind and spirit. Dani had the most drive, intensity and determination of all her children. She could also be cocky, flippant and pushy which didn’t always make her popular with friends and teachers. Kate was working hard to help her nine-year-old develop a social filter.
Kate saw Hans in the courtyard, walking toward the front door with Dani’s overnight bag. “You left it in the car again, sweetie. Go get it from Hans.”
Another crisis. “Mom, I need to call Heather. She’s having a major meltdown and grandmother wouldn’t let me use her phone last night,” Nicole said.
“You have time to call her before dinner. Why didn’t you use your cell phone?”
“I don’t get service at her house,” Nicole said with great frustration. “Besides you know how grandmother micromanages us. She never lets us do anything. She lectures us about family history stuff until she puts herself to sleep with her own boring stories. Mom, literally, it was the biggest waste of a Saturday night ever! I really need some time to myself.”
Louise Delacroix was not a typical grandma. She wasn’t maternal with her only son and even less with her grandchildren. Ironically, she’d encouraged Paul and Kate to have as many children as possible, but had no interest in them until recently.
Louise’s request for the children to spend the night with her the weekend of the annual Delacroix party seemed unusual to Kate. She couldn’t recall a single time when Louise requested a sleepover visit with her grandchildren. Paul had been acting out of the norm too, Kate realized, remembering the papers he’d been reviewing earlier in his office. He had tried to be nonchalant about them, but she knew he was hiding something. Kate wondered if her mother-in-law was in on the secret, since they were both acting peculiar.
“You all have an hour reprieve before dinner. We’ll work on spring break projects after dinner.” The kids went upstairs for some private time.
Not prone to snooping, Kate knew this was a chance to find out what was going on with her very private husband and mother-in-law. But first she went to the kitchen to give some quick instructions.
Kate was surprised to find Emily standing at the stove. The woman never leaves. She didn’t want to revisit their earlier conversation. It was easier to pretend everything was status quo. “It smells wonderful in here.”
“It’s the braised orange chicken the kids love,” Emily said.
“Why are you still here? You’ve been here since last night?”
“I’m almost done. I wanted to make something nice for you and the kids.”
“That’s very sweet of you.”
“I also wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier. I was out of line. I know better than anyone the daily demands you have to bear.”
Kate had hoped to avoid this conversation. Emily’s insights felt invasive to her. “You need to go home and get some rest. Let’s just forget about that last conversation. Isn’t there somebody who can finish up?”
“I’m almost done. I bet the kids had a tough night at their grandmother’s.”
“She’s a tough customer,” Kate said
“Why weren’t the kids at the party last night?”
“To be honest,” Kate said, “I’m not sure. Their grandmother insisted on spending time with them and Paul agreed.”
“I bet Trey and Nicole weren’t happy,” Emily said. “But there’s always next year.”
“That’s what Paul said, but I wouldn’t say that to the twins. I doubt Trey and Nicole are willing to forgive and forget yet.” Kate glanced at the digital clock on the microwave. She wanted to explore Paul’s office before dinner. “Well I better let you finish what you’re doing.”
Emily changed the subject. “I had a chance to sneak away and catch some of Angeline Durand’s performance. What a voice. It was unbelievable. She’s incredible. It was a night to remember, Kate, really wonderful. How did you manage to get a big name like Angeline?”
Kate wasn’t about to reveal that performers of Angeline Durand’s caliber typically came with a high six figure price tag for corporate events. She gave a crooked smile and said, “Surely you’ve worked for us long enough to know that everybody has their price? Don’t forget that we don’t live in the real world,” she said. “It’s easy to fool yourself, but none of this is reality.”
Emily wasn’t sure if Kate was talking about the party or something bigger, but she understood that the conversation was over. She knew better than to discuss money issues, which made the mistress of the manor uncomfortable. That was the last thing Emily wanted to do.
“I did it again, didn’t I? I’m sorry, Kate. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” she said reaching out to touch her hand.
Kate gently withdrew her hand. “No, no, it’s fine, but I have some things to do before dinner.” Kate started to walk away, but turned and said, “I think I would prefer to eat with the kids in the dining room tonight.”
Emily tried to hide her disappointment. “Oh, sure. Everything will be ready at six.” As head chef, Emily knew the Delacroix family did not use the dining room unless they were hosting a dinner party or Paul was home for a rare family evening. In either scenario, Paul was the common denominator. The fact that Kate wanted to dine privately was telling. This wasn’t a random request. She had her reasons.
Feeling hurt, Emily watched Kate walk down the long main hallway. Although she never officially dined with the family, occasionally she would be invited to sit down with them for dessert, sharing stories with the kids and Kate. It was the best part of her day. Emily rationalized that theirs was a unique association with unfortunate limitations. They shared a forbidden friendship because Mr. Delacroix would never permit such fraternization, but Emily felt she understood Kate in a way nobody else could, not even her husband. She clung to every contact with Kate as a moment to be treasured.
Kate had a rare inner beauty about her. Emily was addicted to her warmth, compassion, intelligence and kindness. She considered Kate to be one of her closest friends.
She saw Kate pause by the main staircase. Had she forgotten something? She felt like a voyeur, but couldn’t help herself. Emily’s curiosity verged on obsession. She expected Kate to go up the stairs, but was surprised to see her enter her husband’s office. Kate looked both ways before entering. She did not want to be seen. Emily wondered what her friend was doing and why Kate wasn’t confiding in her.
It was strange to feel nervous about entering a room in her own home, but this wasn’t just any room. Paul didn’t like anybody in his private office, including Kate. Even the housekeeping staff was only allowed access with supervision by Arthur, the house manager. She tried to assure herself that she had the right to go into any room in the residence, but she knew it was a huge breach of Paul’s rules. She felt certain no one had seen her enter her husband’s office.
She wanted to find the mysterious papers or some clue about what Paul and his mother were up to. Her husband, the most organized man she had ever known, did not leave papers lying around, but she hoped his quick departure might have made him a little careless.
In 24 minutes the kids would converge on her. There was not a scrap of paper on his desk, in the drawers or even in his waste basket. How could he run a multi-billion dollar corporation without a single sheet of paper on in his desk?
Kate felt defeated until she noticed a small light on his computer monitor. That was odd since he claimed to detest using computers. Paul preferred working the old fashion way, dictating letters to secretaries or delegating orders over the phone to subordinates.
Did he know how to use a computer? She jiggled the mouse. The monitor was in sleep mode. In seconds, the screen lit up, displaying her husband’s personal email account.
She could see a number of emails with subject lines including Louise’s name. Surprised at the sheer volume of emails in Paul’s account, her husband had not been completely honest with her about his computer skills. More likely, a home staff member was helping him, probably Arthur who thankfully was gone for the evening.
A deluge of emails, many with file attachments, were waiting for Kate’s review. She had hit the mother lode, but was afraid to leave the computer in its current state for fear that Paul would realize his mistake and dispatch Arthur to shut down the machine, making it impossible to retrieve the email content without a password.
Kate felt vulnerable thinking that she could be caught red-handed. She needed more time. Finally, it came to her. She disconnected the monitor cable and mouse from the back of the system, rendering the computer useless. She stashed the cords in the credenza behind his desk. With the monitor disconnected, the machine appeared to be off.
Nobody looks at the main computer box anyway, she reasoned, but even if they did they couldn’t turn off the machine without a visual display. For good measure, Kate placed a post-it note over the computer’s power button so the system’s internal light wouldn’t shine in the dark room.
She hoped these precautions would buy her the rest of the evening. Paul wasn’t expected home and once the kids were in bed, the house would be essentially empty. A few employees lived on the grounds, Arthur being one of them, but his room was not in the main building and it was far enough away from the house that Kate didn’t foresee a problem once the alarm was set for the night.
It was almost time for dinner and she was definitely ready to eat. Other than a Diet Coke hours ago, Kate hadn’t eaten since the party last night. She went back to the kitchen and used the intercom to page the children to come down to dinner.
Luckily, she didn’t have to tell them twice. The kids were ravenous, too. Their grandmother fed them next to nothing while they were in her care, hence Dani’s chocolate binge. Kate fully expected a call from Louise reporting Dani’s pilfering of her expensive imported chocolate supply.
Louise was a health nut and subjected her guests to her dietary regime, which was tantamount to starvation. She did have a weakness for dark chocolate, which she frequently indulged whenever she thought nobody was looking. Imported chocolate truffles were her main addiction, but everybody pretended not to know.
It was a minor vice. In truth, Louise Delacroix was a trim and attractive 73-year-old woman. Perhaps it was genetics, but Kate liked to joke with her kids that Grandma’s special chocolate possessed secret ingredients—a magical elixir of youth. Judging by Dani’s behavior whenever she managed to breach her grandmother’s stash, Kate wondered if these expensive sweets were laced with some ingredient of the illegal narcotic variety.
The kids came running down the stairs like a herd of wild buffalo with Dani leading the charge. Kate directed them into the dining room, but first she caught hold of Dani’s arm semi-seriously and told her to calm down. Dani gave her mother a silly look and teasingly said, “Yes, Sir,” as if her mother was being a big buzz kill.
“Dani, you need to stay away from your Grandmother’s chocolate. I don’t like how it gets you all amped-up.”
Her daughter pretended not to hear her.
“I know you can hear me,” Kate said. “I will tell your grandmother that you’re the culprit and let her lecture you for a day.”
That got her attention. “You wouldn’t.”
“Oh, yes I would. No more Belgian chocolate. I don’t know if it’s too much caffeine, but I don’t like its effect on you,” she said as they walked into the dining room and took their usual seats: Kate at the head, the girls on one side, and Trey by himself on the other.
“Why are we eating in here?” Trey asked. “Are guests coming for dinner?”
“No,” Kate responded. “I just wanted some private time with you guys.”
They looked at her puzzled and uneasy. Without seeming obvious Kate intended to grill them about their time with their grandmother and she didn’t need any extra ears around to question her questioning.
Emily had already placed the chicken and side dishes on the table. Kate asked Nicole to offer a blessing.
“Mom, we’re starving. Do we really need to pray tonight? God knows we’re grateful.” The other kids laughed at the double meaning.
“In the time it took you to complain, the prayer would have been done and we would be enjoying this fabulous meal.” Kate gave Nicole a look that told her not to challenge her if she wanted to eat anytime soon.
She sighed, “Dear Heavenly Father. We’re thankful for this food. Please bless it to nourish and strengthen our bodies, in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.”
The kids immediately started grabbing for the food closest to them. Kate was appalled, but amused, “Thank you, Nicole. That was short, sweet and spiritual,” she said.
Nicole laughed with a very full mouth of food. Once she swallowed, she began to tease her mother, “Mom, why do you like to pretend we’re Mormon? You and Dad drink coffee and tea all the time. And Dad drinks scotch whenever he’s home. How do you reconcile these grevious sins?”
“I don’t,” Kate responded without defense. “There is more to being Mormon than merely living ‘The Word of Wisdom.’”
“So you won’t mind if I drink coffee in the mornings or beer when I’m in college?” Trey chimed in.
Kate didn’t take the bait. “Your conduct will be your responsibility when you are no longer living under our roof. I hope you’ll use good judgment and consider any laws based on your age.”
“Sounds like you don’t care if we decide not to be Mormon once we leave for college,” Nicole said.
“I wouldn’t force you to be anything against your will, but being Mormon will always be a part of who I am. I never claimed to be perfect, but there are worse ways to live your life than following most of the Mormon teachings.”
“Not me,” said Dani. “I’m like Daddy. I’m nothing. I’m not going to church again when I’m an adult. Did you know that Mormons baptize dead people? Isn’t that crazy? I don’t think I believe that God exists, at least not like Sister Miller explains it.”
Parents frequently see their children as mirrors of themselves, but Dani had little in common with her mother. She was bold, determined, and direct, like her father. Kate assumed Dani would be the natural choice to run the Delacroix family business when she became old enough.
Trey and Nicole were more creative, thoughtful and social. They were respected leaders among their many friends. Dani was a bulldozer in social situations, yet she had her own rough charm. Dani was happily oblivious and didn’t care what people thought about her. She was 9 going on 40 with a demanding chief executive’s presence. She had no time or patience for little girl nonsense and had no difficulty standing up to her older brother and sister.
Dani’s Achilles’ heel was that she was smarter than most everybody she associated with, including her teachers. Kate prayed silently and regularly that Dani would develop a behavioral filter as she matured. Her youngest child had the most potential for greatness or disaster. Kate’s challenge was reigning in Dani without smoothing her rough edges too much.
“Don’t be so judgmental, Dani. You are too young to decide what you do or don’t believe in. As you get older, you may decide that religion is important to you.”
“Why is religion important to you, Mom?” Nicole asked.
“I know Mormons have a lot of rules and long meetings that aren’t always fun. I admit there have been many times that I’ve wondered why church has to be three hours every Sunday with multiple meetings and activities during the week, but it’s ingrained in me,” Kate explained. “It’s who I am and what I know. Consider yourself lucky that you didn’t grow up with my mother.”
“But you are doing to us what your mother did to you,” Nicole said.
“Oh, poor abused children,” Kate teased. “You wouldn’t last a Sunday with my mother. I’m not forcing you to believe everything the way my mother did with her scare tactics. I’m exposing you to the religion I was brought up with.”
“But Mom,” Trey said. “I’m constantly being harassed by Bishop Crosby and my other priesthood leaders about filing papers so I’ll be ready to go on a mission as soon as I’m 19—that’s next year,” Trey said.
“What do you say to them?”
“Nothing, but it’s getting harder to dodge their questions.”
“Honey, just tell them the truth,” Kate said. “You’ve been accepted to Princeton and you’ll consider a mission when you’re done with your bachelor’s degree. I thought that’s what you wanted. I fully support whatever choice you make.”
“I know, I know, but when I’ve tried to explain my decision, they put such a guilt trip on me. I don’t even want to deal with it anymore.”
“Well, send them over to me. I’ll deal with it.”
“Oh right, like that will help,” Trey said. “I’ll tell them to go talk to my Mommy. No thanks.”
Nicole took a break from inhaling her dinner. “Mom, do you really believe that the Mormon Church is the only true church in the entire universe?”
“I don’t have all the answers. I accept the parts that have meaning for me and leave the rest on the back burner.”
“Like what?” Nicole asked.
“Like having dinner with my family and performing a ritual called prayer,” Kate said. “No matter what you choose to believe, how can a verbal expression of love and gratitude be a bad thing? Look, kids, you don’t have to understand everything. You have plenty of time to ponder your spiritual future. Nobody is going to force you to be Mormon if you don’t want to be when you’re an adult, but this is a big part of your family history. And on balance, it’s not a bad way to live your life whether you believe the Church’s doctrines or not.”
“Why did you make Daddy become Mormon then?” Dani asked innocently.
“Who told you that?” Kate asked.
“Daddy,” she said.
“When did he say that to you?”
“Remember when I invited him to the Daddy-Daughter dinner for Primary?”
“Vaguely.”
“He said he couldn’t go because of a business trip and then he got kind of crabby.”
“And?” Kate prompted
“He thinks you spend too much time at church and that you give them too much money. He says that they are always asking for more. He called them para-something.”
“Parasites?” Nicole offered.
“Something like that,” Dani said. “He said that he wished he’d never agreed to join the Church and that he only did it for you and Grandma Snow.”
“Is that true, Mom?” Nicole asked, surprised.
Kate sighed. “Yes, my mother pushed it. Years ago it wasn’t uncommon for couples of differing religions to convert to one spouse’s faith. And because your father wasn’t particularly religious, he was willing to join my church. If he hadn’t, I don’t think my mother would have ever gotten over it.”
“Is that why he hates the Church now?” Trey asked.
“Hate is a little strong,” Kate said. “Unfortunately, some of the leaders from Salt Lake drove him nuts with their hovering and smothering. Their unwanted attention alienated him. Your father felt that they were only interested in him for money. So now, he doesn’t want anything to do with the Church or any other religion.”
“So that’s why Grandmother doesn’t like Mormons either,” Dani said as if she’d just solved a great mystery.
“Let’s change the subject, shall we? Tell me more about your night at your grandmother’s.”
Silence.
“Anyone?”
“Mom,” Nicole said with mild irritation, “I already told you. She just drones on about Delacroix family this and Delacroix family that . . . blah, blah, blah.”
“Did she seem different at all to you?” Kate probed.
“Earth to Mom,” Nicole said. “Did you not hear me? Grandma is in her own world. Seriously, she thinks the Delacroix family is the center of the universe. It’s not like Delacroix booze is curing cancer.”
“Take it easy. I was just wondering. Your grandmother is not getting any younger and she’s seemed more withdrawn than usual so I was surprised when she asked for a visit with you guys. Was there a special reason she had you over that your father and I don’t know about?”
“I think it was all a big power play to keep me and Trey away from the party last night,” Nicole said.
“Did she plan anything special for you guys—to make up for the party?”
The girls looked at their mother with blank faces and Trey shrugged without looking up from his plate. Kate had hit a road block and it wasn’t worth looking for a detour.
Judging from the look of contentment around the table, the meal was thoroughly enjoyed by everyone. “When you’re done, take your dishes into the kitchen and then head upstairs to work on your spring break homework,” Kate directed. “The sooner it’s done, the sooner you can relax.”
“I don’t have any homework,” Nicole said.
“No, you have a project for your French class,” Kate countered.
Nicole sighed. She was the first to head for the kitchen with her dinner dishes. A couple of minutes later Kate saw her walk past the dining room.
“Go ahead and get started, Nicole. I’ll be up to help in a little bit. And no phone or Internet until you’re done. Clear?” she called out.
“Crystal.”
Dani pushed away from the table.
“And how is your book report coming along?” Kate inquired.
“I’m almost done. I just need a conclusion paragraph.”
“Have you proofread your work yet?”
“I don’t have to. It’s just the first draft. We’ll do it in class after the spring vacation.”
“Uh . . . No, you need to proofread it first and I need to see it, too.”
“Aw, Mom, why do you make such a big deal of a first draft?”
“I’m not, but I will be unless you get going on it now.”
Dani left the table with the same look of resignation that Nicole had.
They were good kids, Kate thought. She was especially proud of them that despite the tremendous circumstances that surrounded them, her children were normal, well-adjusted, kind, unspoiled people.
Trey was enjoying a second helping of the braised chicken. He had a suspicious look on his face. He watched Dani walk past the dining room doors before he spoke. “Grandmother interviewed me for the CEO position of Delacroix Industries today.”
Kate was mid-swallow when Trey dropped his little bomb. She started to choke and couldn’t catch her breath.
“Mom, are you all right?” He bolted from his chair ready to perform the Heimlich maneuver.
Kate motioned for him to sit down, that she was all right. “I’m fine, it just went down the wrong pipe,” she wheezed. She drank some water.
“Sorry I made you choke, Mom.”
“Oh, don’t worry, honey. You didn’t make me choke, just bad timing. It happens. Let’s go upstairs and talk in my office where there’s more privacy.”
Kate was anxious to hear what Trey had to say. They left their dishes in the dining room and rushed up to Kate’s office. “So what did your grandmother say?” She closed the door behind them.
“It’s kind of a blur, but she basically told me that she was interviewing me to see if I had what it takes to run Delacroix Industries.” he said, sitting on the couch.
“What did you say?” Kate sat next to her son.
“I said that I was only 18 and not even in college yet. She said that the skills I needed had little to do with education or age. And then she began asking me a bunch of weird questions.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t remember most of them. I was kind of freaked out by the way she was acting. I’ve never seen Grandmother like that.”
“Like what?” she asked again with less patience.
“Like a ruthless dictator, a corrupt politician. Should I go on?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Join the club,” he said. “I still don’t understand and I was there.”
“Can you give me an example of a question she asked you?” Kate asked.
He thought for a moment. “She asked me if I was willing to make tough decisions for the good of the company and the family.”
“That doesn’t sound so horrible.”
“Even if it meant ‘eliminating’ the problem permanently?” he said using air quotes.
“What did she mean by that?”
“Exactly. What did she mean? She sounded like Tony Soprano. Seriously, Mom, is she getting senile?”
“What did you say to her?”
“I just sat there. What was I supposed to say? It was crazy. I wanted to call you, but I couldn’t get away from her. I was literally sitting there for over two hours. Every time I tried to make an excuse to leave, she kept threatening that she would fire me or call her bodyguard. I was seriously freaked out.”
“She has a bodyguard?” Kate asked, amazed.
“I don’t think so. It was like she was a completely different person.”
“When did this happen?”
“This afternoon, the last couple of hours before we came home.”
“Where were the girls?”
“I’m not sure. She didn’t let me go till Hans showed up to drive us home. He came looking for me and as soon as he came into her office she seemed normal again,” he said. “It was like she snapped back into reality. I don’t think she knew what was happening for a couple of seconds, but she pretended everything was fine.”
Kate sat quietly for a few moments, “You said that she threatened to fire you. Do you think she knew who you were?”
“I think so. She kept calling me Paul.”
Although her only son was known as Trey, Louise Delacroix disliked nicknames and preferred to address the children by their given names: Paul (the III), Nicole and Danielle. But she didn’t seem to mind calling her daughter-in-law Kate, rather than Katherine.
Kate felt her spine stiffen. Maybe she was talking to Paul, an illusion of her son from years before. “Look, honey, I know this is disturbing and I’m going to check into this. Your grandmother is getting older so let’s hope this isn’t a sign of things to come.”
“Do you think she has Alzheimer’s?”
“I have no idea, but for now, let’s keep this between us. Okay? There’s no sense in upsetting the girls or your father. I’ll do my best to see if I can help your grandmother, but I have to be very delicate. You know how sensitive she can be. So the less said, the better. Agreed?”
“That’s totally fine with me,” Trey sounded relived, “but I don’t want to spend the night there again. It’s too freaky,” he said standing to leave.
“That’s fine, you don’t have to.”
“Well, when we were leaving,” he said, “she told us that she wanted us all to come over again next Sunday for the day. And you know Dad will make us go.”
“Don’t worry, honey, I’ll deal with her and your father. Or I’ll go with you myself. It will be fine.” Kate did not really believe her own words. “And Trey?”
“Yes?” he said starting to leave.
“I’m proud of how you handled this awkward situation. I don’t want you to worry. I’ll take care of it. I love you, son.”
“Love you too, Mom,” he said sincerely, looking over his shoulder with a half smile.
Kate watched her tall, lean, handsome son walk out the door. He had his mother’s good looks with brown hair and blue eyes. He was highly intelligent, but lacked the Delacroix insatiable drive for wealth and success. He was a kind soul, a quality his father and grandmother mistook for weakness. But Trey had real strength. At the young age of 18, he was already his own man. He also had a unique sensitivity to people that made him a natural leader. Because of his perceptive nature with people, he seemed drawn toward the life sciences. She would not be surprised to see him enter medical school, much to her husband and mother-in-law’s chagrin. She could not imagine Trey running a multi-billion dollar corporation. She couldn’t let them force him into a career that would make him miserable.
Kate had to wait several hours before the house would be quiet enough to go back to Paul’s office to look at his email account. Could her mother-in-law be showing early signs of Alzheimer’s? It would be a horrible fate for a proud woman with a sharp mind, but it would explain a lot about the surprising behavior from the Delacroix matriarch and her accomplice son.
It would be nice if she could simply ask either one of them a simple question, but after 19 years of marriage, Kate was still on a need-to-know basis. They would not share information with her unless absolutely necessary.
They were literally a family of strangers. She didn’t want to face reality, but it was Kate and her children against the Delacroix establishment. Even being a blood relation was no guarantee of acceptance into their exclusive club. She resented Paul and Louise’s aloofness within the family. She and the children deserved better.
Louise was a strong, powerful woman, and it was easier to take her in small doses, but she had always been fair to Kate. While the Snow family struggled with Kate marrying outside the Mormon community, Louise kept her opinions to herself. She could be overly possessive and protective of her only son, but Louise was easier to deal with than Kate’s own mother who was judgmental and intrusive.
Kate felt genuine remorse for her mother-in-law at the thought that she might be afflicted with a degenerative mental condition. She couldn’t imagine a crueler end to a brilliant life. Kate caught herself. She had no evidence that Louise was ill and no reason to pity her.
She wanted to help. Her instincts were on tactical alert. She couldn’t explain it, but something was wrong. She intuitively feared for her family, as if the world she knew was about to change dramatically.
The Delacroix family, blue bloods from Belgium, acted as though they were better than everybody because for centuries they were. In the late 1800s, the family lost most of its original wealth to frivolity and bad investments. Once visibly active members of high society, the family still had standing, but were mostly tolerated and pitied. The well-known family was middle-of-the-road nobility, but not necessarily respected until the marriage of Louise Danielle Moreau to the first Paul Gaston Delacroix in 1944. This union propelled their familial status into a new stratosphere.
Paul Jr.’s grandfather, Nicholas, had managed to bring a measure of wealth back to the family by creating a quietly successful bootleg alcohol business in the 1920s. Society looked down upon the production of beer, wine and alcohol. It was manually intensive labor that most blue bloods openly disdained until prohibition spread through the United States and Europe.
Nicholas Delacroix thumbed his nose at society’s rules and developed a masterful distribution chain for private labeled brands of Delacroix beer, brandy and cognac in Eastern North America, Scandinavia and Eastern Europe. When rigid prohibition laws began to wane in the 1930s, Nicholas saw a tremendous opportunity to expand and openly establish the Delacroix brand, but he needed serious working capital. He needed a partner, preferably a silent one. Money was extremely tight since the stock market crash of 1929, but business expansion was possible with the right connections. The unsavory alcohol business began to look better to many of Belgium’s wealthiest families.
They all wanted a piece of Delacroix’s depression-proof business, but he was a savvy business man with a long memory. He wasn’t about to bail out a pack of wolves that could turn on him again when their circumstances stabilized. It wasn’t a personal vendetta, it was business, and Nicholas wasn’t afraid to make tough decisions. He didn’t care what people thought of him. Personal experience had taught him that popularity was overrated. He preferred being respected and even a little feared.
He traveled to France hoping for an introduction to Robert Moreau, a prominent French banker. His strategy was first to procure the capital to expand the Delacroix brand into new markets, and second, create a lasting alliance with the powerful Moreau family.
Nicholas had only one child, a son, to carry on the Delacroix family business. He knew when Paul was a young boy that he was not built for such an endeavor. Paul was a dreamer, a writer, an artist, a musician. Father and son had little in common except their love for each other. Nicholas hoped to find suitable help for Paul in the Moreau family.
Robert Moreau had a large family, four daughters and three sons. Nicholas was betting one of them could help to solidify the Delacroix brand internationally for decades to come through a union of their families. Nicholas and Robert were both plain spoken businessmen with similar values and sensibilities. Their business associations with each other evolved into an enduring close friendship that lasted the remainder of their lives.
The two patriarchs eventually struck a deal during a combined family spring holiday to Rome in 1943. Paul was a 31-year-old junior executive at Delacroix Industries. He was hard working and respected, but lacked his father’s decisive, visionary leadership. Nicholas was concerned for his legacy.
Nicholas and Robert shared the value of family legacy. They agreed a union of their families was essential and inevitable. Paul was reserved and quiet. Over the years, he had made a few fumbled overtures toward the eldest Moreau daughter, Gisele, with little returned interest.
“I notice that Paul has shown some interest in Gisele,” Robert suggested to Nicholas one day as they relaxed at an outdoor café drinking espresso. “Perhaps she could be persuaded in such a match.”
“Gisele is a beautiful, intelligent woman,” Nicholas said.
“We are in agreement then. I’ll begin working on my strong willed daughter.”
Nicholas interrupted. “I foresee a different match. My son needs a partner who will push and challenge him. Paul and Gisele would create a union of dreamers. We need a guardian for our legacy.”
Robert clearly saw the wisdom of his friend. “What are you proposing, my friend? Isabelle? Simone?”
“I was actually thinking that Louise would be the best match for Paul.”
Robert was stunned. “Impossible. She is only 16 years old. No, my friend, she is a young woman. Paul is a grown man. My wife would kill both of us.”
“Not if she understands the urgency of this union,” Nicholas said. “How old was your wife when you married?”
“She was only 17 years old.”
Nicholas knew that Colette Moreau was 12 years younger than her husband and that they had married when she was 17 years old. Louise had three older sisters ahead of her in the matrimonial line, but Nicholas trusted that Robert would eventually understand the logic of this merger.
“How long have you been contemplating this strategy?” Robert asked.
“I have considered a union between our families for years. And like you, I initially thought Gisele was a natural choice, but they are a bad match personally and professionally. Gisele could never grow to love Paul, and that would make for bad business on all fronts.”
Robert nodded. “Why not Isabelle or Simone? Why Louise?”
“She has a cunning quality about her,” he said pleasantly. “Your talented sons are already being trained to run your financial interests, but without insult I would suggest that Louise has the best pure business mind of all your children. She does naturally what most struggle to learn by trial and error. She is Paul’s opposite in temperament and personality. They’re a perfect match to preserve our families’ posterity. Their union will be strong. She is young enough to produce heirs for many years. Louise will be the power in the marriage, behind the company. She will help Paul become a great man. She understands that family is everything.”
Robert stroked his chin. “I will need some time to think about this, Nicholas.”
“Of course, Robert.”
Robert composed himself and then rose. He looked pale and troubled. “Do you think they could be happy together?”
“Yes, I do. They will learn to love each other.” And he meant it.
He knew when Robert left the café that the merger of their families was imminent. Three weeks later, Nicholas received a hand-written note from his friend. There was no greeting or signature, only two sentences: “Not until she is seventeen. She must finish her education.”
Louise accepted the news of her pending marriage with little emotion. Once her father explained the circumstances around the decision, she accepted his reasoning. She had known Paul Delacroix her whole life. He was a good man. A little dull, but kind and decent. What else could she hope for? She had no interest in the numerous courtship dramas that seemed to thrill her older sisters.
Paul, on the other hand, needed more persuasion. He imagined himself marrying for love and hoped to win the heart and hand of Gisele Moreau. Paul was crushed to learn that neither his father nor Robert Moreau would ever give their blessing to a marriage with Gisele.
Nicholas cared deeply for his son and knew that loyalty would ultimately win him over. Paul would come around and do what was best for the family. Louise wouldn’t turn 17 for another 10 months. He had time to adjust to his destiny.
Three months after Nicholas asked his son to trust him, Paul agreed to the marriage as if he had a choice in the matter. His father allowed him to save face by acting as if it were his decision. Paul insisted on a proper proposal and engagement. The next day Paul traveled to Paris to ask formally for Louise’s hand in marriage.
Paul Gaston Delacroix, Jr., the first and only heir to the Delacroix fortune, was born in 1945. Louise and her husband had a good marriage personally and professionally. Although she was 15 years her husband’s junior, she was his intellectual equal, an effective wizard behind the curtain in the company’s financial expansion and dominance as a global brand.
Once her son was born, Louise arranged for private tutors in her home to continue her education as her father had required. Without fanfare, she completed her college degree two years later. She understood the alcohol business better than her husband.
A year after Paul’s birth, Louise almost died from an ectopic or tubal pregnancy. Since she didn’t know she was pregnant, the sudden pain and loss of blood confused her doctors. Once diagnosed, the damage was so severe, the doctors had to perform an emergency hysterectomy in a final effort to save her life.
This was the only time in her life that Louise allowed herself to sink into depression. Nicholas reached out to her and charged her with the huge responsibility of preparing her son to lead Delacroix Industries in the future.
She felt the future of the Delacroix and Moreau families was in her hands. This was why she married Paul. She had produced an heir and she was obligated to make sure her son was prepared when the time came. It became her mission in life. Her family was counting on her and she would not let them down.
Five years later, Nicholas died from a sudden heart attack, leaving Paul and his very young bride in charge of one of the world’s fastest growing corporations. Louise was calm and resourceful. She missed her father-in-law, but was secretly excited to take over her husband’s power. Paul had relied heavily upon his wife, and while he publicly received the credit and adulation, privately he acknowledged his wife’s masterful business acumen.
It was Louise who had the vision to move her family to the United States in the 1960s to pursue an aggressive acquisition strategy. Her brilliant plan was simple. Delacroix Industries financed dozens of small breweries, distilleries and wineries to consolidate the fragmented adult beverage industry into a massive empire without taking on the overhead of running each business.
She and her husband were a powerful team. What they lacked in romantic love, they made up in mutual respect. They had a good marriage that lasted 29 years until Paul Sr. also died of a heart attack in 1973. He was only 60 years old.
Few husbands of that time would have allowed their wives to actively participate in their careers, or openly appreciate their contributions. Louise knew she was fortunate to be surrounded by men who weren’t threatened by her intelligence and business prowess. She loved her husband dearly. In their own way, both Louise and Paul Sr. were grateful for each other and their marriage. She was committed to preparing and molding her son for another generation of success.
Years later, Paul Jr. was a competent chief executive, but unlike his father and grandfather, lacked the ability to balance between business and family. He was more like his mother, focused, less emotional, but without her tenacity and shrewd business sense. Paul Jr. was primarily interested in the power that came with his position.
Louise was her son’s closest business confidant, but she had concerns about the company’s future. The family name and blood line must continue. Nicholas Delacroix and Robert Moreau had counted on her years ago and were still counting on her to preserve the legacy of their combined families. She would not let them down.
The mansion was quiet at 11:30 p.m. Kate did one last walk through the upper corridor, passing each of the children’s rooms. The girls were fast asleep, but Trey was still seated in front of his computer with headphones blasting music into his young brain.
Kate pushed the door open a little further till he saw his mother motioning for him to remove his headphones. “How much longer are you planning to stay up?” she said.
“I don’t know—not too much longer. I’m chatting online with some friends.”
Kate had hoped everyone would be in bed before searching Paul’s office, but figured Trey’s obsession with technology would keep him occupied. “Don’t stay up too late. And do us both a favor and turn the music down. I can hear it through your headphones. That can’t be good for your young ears.”
He sighed, nodded, replaced his headphones and adjusted the volume. She mouthed “Good Night,” blew him a kiss from the doorway and left.
Nervously, Kate went downstairs to her husband’s office. Moonlight streaked through the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the main hallway. She stopped. She felt like a spy in her own home. What was she doing? Would knowing Paul and Louise’s secrets change anything?
At least she wouldn’t be blindsided. She regained her resolve. Trey was depending on her. She needed to protect her children, but from what? She wasn’t sure. Maybe she didn’t want to know, but she had to. Being a good mother was the only job she ever had.
A security control panel by the interior office door indicated that the house was secure and the main alarm was activated. She closed the door behind her quietly. She should have felt safe to begin her investigation, but she didn’t. Kate knew this home had no real privacy. She had to be fast and efficient.
Kate quickly reattached the cable monitor cord and mouse to the computer, sat down in Paul’s comfy, high-back leather chair, pushed the monitor’s power button, and waited for the screen to come to life. There it was, just as she had found it hours before.
If Paul noticed that his email account had been tampered with, someone would pay a high price for the betrayal. An employee would take the fall. Kate felt terrible, but not bad enough to stop. If Arthur had to pack his bags and leave, she wouldn’t mind.
For years Kate and Arthur had a civil but uneasy relationship. He’d been a trustworthy servant to the Delacroix family for almost 30 years, but he was loyal to Paul exclusively. He was more of a wife to Paul than she was allowed to be.
Arthur Newbury was tall and slender with mostly gray, thinning hair that was once blonde. His round tortoise shell glasses magnified his piercing blue eyes and made his face look wider than it actually was. His demeanor was neither pleasant nor disagreeable. He was a master of indifference.
There weren’t many people that didn’t like Kate or that she couldn’t win over, but Arthur never let his guard down around her. Her natural warmth, beauty and charm had no effect on him. In fact, he seemed to resent her kindness. For years she made excuses for his chilly behavior, assuming it was a British domestic thing, but five years into their marriage, she had tired of his aloofness.
Eventually, she confronted him about his attitude toward her and the children. He returned her comments with a blank passive-aggressive stare and suggested she take up her concerns with the master of the house. She did.
It was one of the few times that Kate stood her ground with Paul and demanded that an employee treat her with respect. She was armed with pent up frustration from feeling like a tolerated guest in her own home.
“I’ve had it, Paul. God knows I’ve been patient for years with the Delacroix lifestyle, but I’m tired of being a good sport. You are going to have to decide between me and your over-grown house boy once and for all!” she panted. “This is not a competition. I’m your wife. Arthur is an employee, period. I will not tolerate his condescending behavior or judgmental attitude toward me or the children for one more day.” Expressing herself was a cathartic experience.
Seated at his desk, Paul looked amused. “Darling, Arthur is a professional British man servant. That is just his way.”
“Bullshit, Paul!” she sputtered. “He has his head so far up your ass he can read your mind.”
“Honestly, darling, is profanity and vulgarity necessary?”
“Fix it, Paul. I mean it.” She punctuated her anger by storming out of his office, slamming the door behind her.
She spotted Arthur in the hallway. She stopped and for the first time since marrying Paul, she returned Arthur’s cold stare with a look that could split stones. For once, Arthur blinked and stepped out of her way. She hoped he was worried about his job.
Paul usually despised dramatic scenes of anger, but after she left, he found himself strangely aroused by Kate’s outburst. He was stunned, but not angry. Paul wondered what had come over her, but he felt proud of her and he didn’t know why. Perhaps he had underestimated her. Clearly Kate was more of a force to be reckoned with then he’d ever thought.
Paul rose from his desk and opened his office door. He saw the back of his wife’s heels going upstairs. Arthur stood in the hallway also watching her furiously climb the stairs. When she was out of sight, the two men looked at each other from opposite sides of the staircase as if an earthquake had struck and they were waiting for the aftershock. The master suite doors slammed shut. Paul pointed at Arthur with his right index finger and motioned him to come into his office.
Kate never knew what Paul said to him, but she never had a problem with Arthur again. He was professional and decidedly more pleasant. She was thankful for the change. It allowed them to peacefully co-exist which benefited the entire family. Kate noticed that Arthur listened to her respectfully when she spoke and acknowledged her presence as a co-head of the household.
Kate never made the mistake of trusting him. Arthur would always be Paul’s eyes and ears. In a weird way she was jealous that her husband had a person that he could trust implicitly, but it also saddened her knowing that they, as a couple, could never supply that trust for each other. She envied Paul and Arthur’s alliance. She wished she had someone she could trust completely.
Kate scrolled through the email inbox, but didn’t find any revealing correspondence. She tried not to disturb the messages highlighted as unread, but she knew that she would have to take some risks if she wanted to view any document attachments. Most of the correspondence seemed to be business related, which wasn’t surprising since Louise was still the majority stockholder as well as Chairman of the corporation’s Board of Directors. Paul had the titles of President and CEO, but his mother was the power behind her son’s titles.
Recklessly, Kate clicked on every email attachment in Paul’s inbox, but found nothing. She also checked the sent, spam and trash folders without success. Kate felt defeated. After an hour of searching, she threw in the towel.
She was about to shut down the computer when she heard a high-pitched continuous beep from the security control panel. Her heart jumped. The lights on the control panel indicated someone was coming in through the rear kitchen entrance.
It had to be Arthur. She kicked off her sandals under the desk and tip-toed to the partially opened door. He was strolling through the house in his bathrobe and slippers as if it were his regular nightly security detail. He was inspecting the home as he went, but Kate knew he was definitely headed for Paul’s office. Her heart pounded. She closed Paul’s office door without a sound. Kate had to either stand her ground as Arthur’s employer or hide.
The choice was easy. She could handle Arthur, but Paul would never understand or forget. She could hide behind a large winged-back chair in the corner, but if Arthur turned on the lights she would be found and look foolish.
The other option was the small half bathroom directly next to the security panel near the office door. Kate opened the bathroom door as quietly as she could and went inside. Then she remembered her shoes under the desk. There was no time to retrieve them. As long as Arthur didn’t turn on the lights or sit down at the desk, it would be fine.
She felt oddly safe in the bathroom. There was no reason for Arthur to enter. But why was he in the house at this late hour? Was he doing Paul’s bidding or was he being nosy? She inched open the bathroom door to watch.
Seconds later Paul’s office door opened quietly and slowly. Arthur went directly to Paul’s desk, but didn’t sit. He opened the middle right desk drawer. What was he looking for? Why wasn’t he turning off the computer? Kate was confident that he wouldn’t find anything. She’d already been through all the desk drawers. She wanted to jump out at him from her dark hiding place and confront his snooping, but couldn’t risk her own exposure.
He pulled the drawer out as far as it could go without completely removing it from the desk. He felt around the bottom of the drawer with his hand until there was a soft click. Arthur pulled a manila file folder from the bottom of the drawer and then closed it. Kate couldn’t believe her eyes. The file must contain the documents she was looking for. She felt helpless. The documents that could probably answer her questions were within reach, but she could only watch.
Holding the file, Arthur started toward the bathroom door. Kate’s heart raced so fast she thought she might pass out. She held her breath. Her exposure was certain. Instead of pushing the door open, Arthur stood at the security panel, pressing a sequence of numbers.
Caught off guard, she didn’t have a chance to memorize the keypad tones. And things got worse when she noticed a wall panel directly across from the toilet slowly slide open. As Arthur began to push open the door, Kate forced herself against the wall directly behind the door.
Hours of intense physical training and Pilates routines paid off. Arthur walked through the open bathroom door into the secret passageway without noticing her presence. She pulled the door against her as a shield.
She could hear drawers opening and closing. She peeked around the door and pulled her head back behind it seconds before Arthur re-emerged from Paul’s secret file room. He walked out of the bathroom without closing the door. She peeked into the office. He stood by Paul’s desk with a cell phone to his ear. He waited patiently and then said, “The file is secure in cabinet four as requested.” A pause. “Thank you, good night, Sir.”
The secret door panel was still open. Before she could talk herself out of it, Kate lunged toward the open passageway. The room was dark, except for four monitors glowing on a large computer desk.
She hoped Arthur wouldn’t return. He didn’t. She heard the same keypad tones coming from the security panel and the mysterious steel reinforced door closed with her in it. Kate could hear Arthur on the other side of the wall making sure it closed.
A light switch and two large buttons, one green, and one red, were placed on the interior wall by the heavy steel door. She assumed the green button would open the door, while the red would close it. But how would she close the door once she left the room? She couldn’t press the red button from outside the door. Kate would need the code. She’d have to figure out the keypad password later. She flipped the light switch by the buttons and the secret space lit up.
She almost wished that Arthur had found her. She was fully prepared to reveal her presence to him. Nothing would have given her more pleasure then to see a look of shock on his stoic face. In that moment, she didn’t care about Paul or any potential consequences.
It took a few minutes for Kate to calm down and get her bearings. The room wasn’t what she expected. This was no ordinary file room. It looked like the command center for the Delacroix estate. Computer monitors and other types of technology filled the small space.
The monitor screens alternated between different views of the grounds as well as interior shots of the main house. Kate walked over to another door on the back wall and opened it. Another bathroom with a small shower was fully stocked with clothes, towels, ample toilet paper, bandages and other first aid supplies.
Next to the bathroom, the main room had a large storage closet with folding chairs, pillows, blankets and several unopened air mattress boxes. Next to the closet, along the back wall was a black leather couch, small wet bar and sink area with a built-in microwave. She opened some of the drawers and cabinets and found plenty of non-perishable food, water, plates, bowls, glasses, a small ice maker, and a case of rare single malt scotch. Kate rolled her eyes. Paul’s priorities had always been a constant source of irritation.
Six large file cabinets stood behind her in the other corner of the room. This is what she came for, but she was still overwhelmed by the safe room. When and how did Paul have this room built without her knowledge? And why would he not tell her about it? Why did he need a secret room?
Kate felt angry standing in this secret room of Paul’s. She wanted to help the family she’d married into, but she had no idea what was happening or what they were trying to hide from her. She had tried to understand Paul, respect his privacy and support his needs without judgment. But now she wondered if she’d been living with a stranger all these years that had six file cabinets full of secrets.
She turned to the file cabinets. She was sure that these files could answer her questions. Kate pulled open the top drawer of file cabinet four. She hesitated, not sure if she was prepared for the answers.
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