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MEREDITH ROWE HATED lying to her two daughters, but with so much at stake—specifically, her high-profile status in New York society, which could be shattered if word of this got out—what choice did she have?  None.

And so she lied to them.

“Mom, are you going to answer me, or are you just going to continue to turn in front of your mirror and check out your ass in that new dress of yours?”

It was her eldest, Sarah, who had asked the question.  Meredith looked at her in the mirror sagging against the door to her dressing room and had to stifle a sigh.  

Why in the hell couldn’t that girl get thin?  She was fourteen years old and still saddled with fat, which irritated Meredith to her core because she had been trying for years to get her daughter’s weight in line.  

Dieting hadn’t helped.  Dance classes hadn’t helped.  A personal trainer hadn’t helped.  Hell, even sending her away to elite fat farms during her summer vacations hadn’t helped.  Well, at least not for long.  At this point, Sarah had been to four fat farms over four consecutive years, and it always was the same when she returned home from her summer of shame.  

At first, she actually looked rather good for a girl who’d never be naturally pretty.  Sarah’s face had always been a bit on the horsey side, but Meredith had plastic surgery plans for that when the time was right.  Still, at least she came home with a good chunk of the weight gone—only to gain it back again months later despite the fact that Meredith had a zero junk-food policy in the house.  How Sarah managed to regain the weight within a matter of months stymied Meredith.

It’s Stephen’s genes, she thought, cringing at the thought of her ex-husband.  It’s got to be.  His mother is a goddamned heifer, after all...

She turned away from the mirror and went over to her dressing table to check her hair and makeup.  As she sat down at it, she was pleased by what she saw in the mirror.  Meredith Rowe was forty-five, but thanks to Botox, a rigid fitness regime, and a good diet, she looked ten years younger.  

She glanced over at Sarah.  “I told you that I’m going to a charitable event.”

“What’s the charity?”

“Cancer.”

“It’s always cancer.”

She started to run a brush through her stylish, shoulder-length blonde hair.  “Do you have any idea how many forms of cancer are out there, Sarah?”

“How would I know?”

“Since you’re failing in science, I guess you wouldn’t.”

“I’m hardly failing.  So far, I’ve got a B.”

“B’s don’t get people into Harvard, darling.”

“That’s what grandfather is for.”

“Assuming he lives long enough to make that happen—and you better hope that he does, because I don’t see you getting in without his help.”

“As if you did.”

“Sorry, but I didn’t need him.  My grades were flawless.  But as for you, we need to make sure that he stays alive for at least another four years.  Otherwise, your future is screwed.

“Oh, thanks, Mom.”

“It’s true,” Meredith said.

“Anyway,” Sarah said.  “Where’s the party being held tonight?”

“At the Bellingtons’.”

“Think you’ll see Dad there?”

Meredith almost smiled at that.  I won’t be seeing your father tonight, Sarah...  “I have no idea.”

“If you do, tell him that I waited for his call last night, which never came—just as it usually doesn’t come.  Tell him that I’m pissed off at him for forgetting about Lily and me.  You might have divorced him, but that doesn’t mean that we divorced him.”

“I had to divorce your father, Sarah.  He cheated on me with a goddamned stripper.  He made a fool out of me.  What in the hell did you expect me to do?  Stay with him?”

“He’s still my father.”

“Well, then you really won the lottery when it comes to that one, didn’t you?  Just like me when I married him.”  She looked at herself in the mirror when she said that, and then stopped and turned apologetically to Sarah.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “That was harsh.  It’s just that whenever I think of him and what he did to all of us, I become angry.  We were his victims.  I hate that he doesn’t call Lily and you when he’s supposed to.  It still incites me whenever I hear his name.  I don’t mean to take it out on you—I hope you know that.”

“It’s OK.”

“No, it isn’t.  Come over here and let me give you a hug.”

But as Sarah walked over, Meredith couldn’t help but focus on the girl’s chubby arms, her muffin-top of a belly that spilled over the waist of her too-tight jeans, and her round moon of a face.

Where have I gone wrong with her?  Why has she always been so fat?  Who is going to marry her?  Nobody, that’s who.  And what if she turns out to be a lesbian?  Because given the unfeminine way she behaves?  And the way she dresses?  I think that she might be one.  And what in the fresh hell am I going to do if that happens?  Because just look at her now—a plump sausage wrapped in a sweatshirt that should be loose—not tight.  And she always wants her hair cut short.  Too short.  Worse, she refuses to wear makeup.  Jesus, I think she might be a lezbo.  One of Stephen’s sisters is a dyke, for God’s sake...

Still, Meredith took her daughter in her arms and gave her a hug.

“Did you do your exercises when you got home from school?” Meredith asked when they parted.  “I didn’t hear you in the gym...”

“That’s because I didn’t use the gym.”

“Why not?”

“Didn’t feel like it.”

“Oh, Sarah.  You know you’ve got to try.”

“What if I’m happy with the way I am?”

“That can’t be possible.”

“Why can’t it be possible?”

“Because.  It.  Just.  Possibly.  Can’t.”

“Great, Mom.  So, I’m a total disappointment.”

“You are not a disappointment.  Well, not technically.  I just see so much promise and potential in you.  I don’t think you see in you what I see.  As your mother, it’s my job to help you realize your full potential.  Does that make sense?” 

“You know what?  Let’s just change the subject.”

“Fine,” Meredith said as she stood.  “How do I look?”

“Just as you always do—perfect.”

“Do you like the dress?”

“It’s shorter than what you usually wear for these sorts of events, but it’s pretty.  And I like the color—you always look good in red.”

“The dress is a bit shorter than usual because I wanted to show off the shoes,” Meredith lied.  “I mean—look at them.  Aren’t they beyond?  And since the dress hits below the knee, I’m fine.”

“Whatever works, I guess.”

Meredith leaned down toward the mirror and added a final swipe of lipstick.

“What will Lily and you do tonight?”

“Lily is going to read like she always does.  I’ll probably raid the fridge, binge on whatever I can find in there, and then watch a few episodes of ‘My 600-lb Life.’”

“Now you’re just trying to goad me.”

“Can you blame me?”

“I can.  And look—I’ll just tell Elizabeth to make sure that doesn’t happen.  You had a perfectly fine dinner.”

“I had a salad with a few bits of chicken thrown on top of it.  No dressing.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Ummm... just about everything?”

“The fridge is off limits tonight.”

“Well, good luck to Elizabeth regarding that, because I’ll wrestle that bitch to the ground to get what I want—she has nothing on me.  She’s a mouse compared to the kind of circus I can bring.”

It’s true—you would become the elephant in the room, wouldn’t you, Sarah?  We all know that now.  Even Elizabeth, who probably fears your appetite as much as I do at this point...  “Don’t say ‘bitch.’”

“Would you prefer ‘fuck’?”

“Stop it, Sarah!”

“Fine—I’ll stop.  But why do we even need a nanny at this point?  I’m nearly fifteen and can totally can take care of Lily.”

Left to your own devices, you’d probably eat her...

“We’ll discuss that when you’re sixteen.  As for now, Elizabeth stays—if only for Lily’s sake.  Don’t forget—she’s only ten.”

“Whatever.  Look, I hope you have a good evening.  I hope it’s totally awesome and fabulous and glittering and as swanky as you love.  And by the way, thanks again for making me feel great about myself.”

“It’s not that I want you to feel bad—”

“Isn’t it?”

Before Meredith could answer, Sarah held up a hand and turned around to leave.  And as she did, Meredith Rowe watched her daughter pad away from her.  She looked at Sarah’s broad behind and noted her sturdy shoulders and hips, and one word came to her mind before Sarah slipped from sight.

Dyke, she thought.  She’s a total gold-star dyke.  I’m sure of it.  And it’s all because of her father’s genes.  It’s all because of that son of a bitch Stephen.  He did this to her.  He ruined our family—and now he’s ruined our daughter!

And the very idea of it made her want to hurl something across the room.

*  *  *
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WHEN MEREDITH ROWE left her townhouse on East Sixty-First Street, she thought about taking a cab as she usually did on these particular Thursday-night excursions, but because of the unseasonably warm weather—and the fact that Frank lived just six blocks away—she decided to walk instead.  

Even in heels.

With her hands planted deep within the pockets of her long red overcoat, she strolled toward Park and shook out her blonde hair as it lifted behind her in the breeze.  Her destination was a luxury apartment complex just off Park on East Sixty-Seventh Street.

When she started walking uptown, she glanced fleetingly at the hordes of people brushing past her in their typical state of frenzied rush, and breathed in the city air, almost certain that she could sense a touch of spring along the edges of it.  

It was just before eight o’clock and the sun had long since set.  Night had thrown its glittering cloak over Manhattan, leaving in its wake a twinkling playground of lights that seemed especially romantic to her tonight.

Likely because I’m going to be with him, she thought.

She’d first met Frank Smart three months ago at a party held by mutual friends, and the moment she’d seen him, her attraction to him had been instant.  

Not only was Frank tall, dark, and well-built, but he also turned out to be a bright, brilliant businessman who seemed to have it all.  At forty-seven, he had never been married, and he had the sort of pedigree her family would approve of once they met him—whenever that would be.  He also happened to be a fabulous and attentive lover, something Stephen never had been because of his own selfishness.  

Better yet, there appeared to be no skeletons in Frank’s closet.  

After her disastrous divorce from Stephen, Meredith was no fool—two months into her clandestine relationship with Frank, she’d hired a private investigator and learned that Frank Smart was about as clean as they came.  

If only we could take our relationship public now, she thought ruefully as she walked forward into the night.  It’s unfair that we can’t.

But she knew that she couldn’t.  

It had only been nine months since she’d publicly left Stephen, a decision that had come after Stephen’s mistress confirmed their affair at a news conference.  Worse, it had only been a month since her divorce from Stephen had become final.  If anyone found out that she was fucking Frank Smart on the sly, the ramifications could cripple her position in New York society, which already was tenuous because of Stephen’s illicit affair.  Frank understood that—thank God that he did—and so they agreed to see each other privately for at least another year before they came forward as a couple.  

Her thoughts turned to Stephen, and once again she felt the thrill of her victory over him.  Meredith Rowe didn’t just hail from one of the country’s most influential and wealthy families, but her personal net worth was nearly four hundred million dollars—something Stephen had fought like hell to get his hands on.

In the end, he’d lost.  Worse for him, it had been a very public loss, with stories written about his fight for her money in the Times, the Journal, and a host of other influential news outlets.  His greed had made him look desperate in the press, which she knew for a fact had cost him influential friendships, partnerships, and potential business deals.  All he’d walked away with was the fifty million dollars they’d first agreed to in their prenuptial agreement, signed and dated eighteen years ago at her father’s insistence.  

You made your bed with that stripper, Stephen—so lie in it.  Rot in it.  Die in it for all I care.

When she turned onto Frank’s street, she felt a thrill in the sudden quiet—she couldn’t wait to be in his arms again.  This was a residential street and it was lined with townhouses, beautiful apartment buildings, charming wrought-iron lamps that cast umbrellas of warm light onto the sidewalks.  The teems of people she’d been walking with on Park were behind her now.

She was thinking about the potential of giving Frank the gift of going down on him for the first time when a car cruised past her and then made a hard cut to the right, moving to a sudden stop alongside the cars parked next to the sidewalk.  

She watched as a stylish young woman somewhere in her early thirties with long black hair stepped out of the car and started to move down the sidewalk toward her.  

In typical New-York style, Meredith just lowered her head a bit and kept walking forward, not wanting to make eye contact in a city that eschewed such a gesture.  Even though she was in one of the best and safest parts of Manhattan, she nevertheless held her handbag a bit tighter to her body.  Meredith was just about to pass her when the woman stopped in front of her, lifted a gun from her jacket pocket, and pointed it at Meredith’s face.

“Say one word—dare to scream—and this will get uglier than it needs to be,” the woman said.

Startled, Meredith stared incredulously at the gun.  Then, she looked at the woman, whose pretty, exotic-looking face was a knot of determination.  Instinctively, she looked around them, but saw that no one else was on the street.  They were alone, and since they were between street lamps, they also were standing in pools of darkness.  

“I don’t understand,” Meredith said.  “Are you robbing me?  If you are, take whatever you want.  Take my handbag.  Take my watch and earrings—those alone are worth thirty thousand.  I don’t want any trouble.  It’s not worth it.”

“I don’t want your money, Meredith.”

She knows my name...?

“In fact, I have a message for you from Stephen.”

“From Stephen?” Meredith said—and then she felt herself go cold.  The gun.  The divorce.  The humiliation.  He was going to have her killed.  Still, with a trembling voice and in an effort to buy time, she managed to speak.  “What’s this about?” she said.

“Revenge,” the woman said.  “But don’t worry, darling—because you’re just the first on his list of those who either betrayed him or tried to ruin him.  Since you fit both bills, you die first and then—” 

Before the woman could finish, Meredith swung out her handbag and smashed it against the side of her head.

Tried to smash it.

The woman was quick.  

She reared back as the bag zipped just past her face, and then she rushed forward and cracked the side of the gun hard against Meredith’s cheek, which sent her to her knees.  She pulled a dazed Meredith to her feet—and then she seized either side of Meredith’s head between each of her hands.

“Stephen wishes you well in hell, Meredith.  He wanted me to leave you with this.”

Meredith was about to scream when her head was suddenly jerked violently to the right.  The last thing she heard was her own bones shattering.  The last thing she felt was her spine disconnecting from her skull.  And the last thing she saw was a spinning world of faraway streetlights fanning out into a darkness that was too dark—and then into a light that was so bright, she tumbled into it.  By the time she crumpled to the sidewalk, she didn’t feel the impact of her face connecting with it, because at that point, Meredith Rowe—once so victorious over her ex-husband—was dead because of him.

*  *  *
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“DO YOU THINK ROWE INTENTIONALLY set us up in a safe house in Hell’s Kitchen, or do you think that’s just some sort of weird coincidence?” Gia Bassi asked her younger brother, Carlo, as they left Meredith in their wake and sped off into the night. 

“This is the first thing that comes to your mind after you break a woman’s neck?” he said.

Gia, a stunning woman just about to turn thirty-two, pulled her long, black hair away from her face and wrapped it in a knot behind her head while Carlo checked the rearview mirror for any signs of the police—or anyone else who might be following them.  Meanwhile, Gia removed her gloves and tossed them at her feet.

“Why not?” she said.  “It isn’t as if we haven’t been in odd situations like this before.  Or that any of this is new to us.  And by the way, that one had some balls, didn’t she?  Did you see her take a swing at me?”

“I did.  It wasn’t pleasant to watch.”

“Always the worrier,” she said.  “Her murder played out exactly as we planned.”

“When it comes to you, sometimes I do worry, Gia.  I’ve seen you be reckless before, you know?  Not often, but I have.”

She had to laugh at that.  He was calling her reckless?  Please.  It was because of her that he was making millions as an assassin.  And as far as Gia was concerned, he better not forget how she’d taken him under her wing when he came to her seven years ago so she could teach him what she knew.  

But she wasn’t in the mood for an argument, so she backed off.

“Anyway, that’s one down,” she said.  “And I think it went well.  She was right on schedule.  Just like clockwork.  Every Thursday night, Meredith was going off to fuck her new lover.  It still amazes me, you know?”

“What amazes you?”

“How people aren’t even aware of the patterns they leave in their wake.  As if no one is watching them.  As if they’re invincible.”

“You’re assuming most people are bright.”

“Apparently I am.”

“Not the case,” he said.

“And so it isn’t.”

She looked out her window as the city sped by, revealing in its wake a series of vignettes—a twentysomething couple holding hands as they walked down the sidewalk; a late-night runner tearing past the couple with her ponytail bouncing behind her; a businessman likely hurrying to get home and checking his watch, his briefcase swinging at his side.  

New York City was a big part of their world, but as much as they loved it here, their world extended to many other major domestic and international cities, where, over the years, scores of people had died at their feet due to the ruthlessness of their own hands.  

New York was closest to their hearts because it was where they had been born and raised.  It was where they had earned their bones.  It was, after all, their Uncle Niccolo who had given Gia a chance of a lifetime when she was just nineteen and had dared to ask him how he earned such an extravagant living.  

To Gia’s family, asking Niccolo that was like touching the third rail—no one ever spoke about what he did for work, because Niccolo had forbidden them from going there.  But perhaps because she loved her uncle as much as he had loved her, he decided to tell her—and soon she was learning from him, and then working for him.  The unrest that invited into the family was almost palpable, but because Niccolo was revered as much as he was feared, her working for him was nevertheless allowed to take place.

Seven years later, Carlo—who knew nothing about what his sister did—started to question her about what she did for work.  How was it possible for her to live the kind of high-end lifestyle that she lived when, as far as he knew, she didn’t even have a job?  Somehow, she had apartments in New York, Paris, Venice, and London.  It made no sense to him.

After Gia consulted with Niccolo, they agreed that Carlo also would be told the truth about each of their lives, and, if he was interested, he’d be brought in.  He was, after all, whip-smart, athletic, quick on his feet, street smart, worldly, terrific when it came to computers—and cold when he needed to be.  Despite his wandering eye for women, he was a perfect fit for an assassin.  But now, with Niccolo having passed a year before from cancer, it was just the two of them left to extend his legacy, which Gia held close to her heart with pride, honor, and love.

“I wish we were were staying at your apartment,” Carlo said as they crossed the city and moved toward West 50th Street.  

“Why?”

“Because it feels like home.”

“You know we can’t stay there—not until the job is done.  And likely not for several months after that.  To be safe.”

“I get it—everything has been set up so there are no ties to us or Rowe.  Still, your little brother can wish.”

“Little, my ass,” she said.

“You know what I mean.”

She felt a rush of affection for him.  A sense of home had always been important to them.

“How about if I make you dinner tomorrow night?” she said as she patted his knee.  “Whatever you want.  I’ll even do something French.  Even though Nonna would roll over in her grave if she knew that you liked French food more than you like Italian food.”

He shot her a sidelong glance.  “That would be all well and good if you could actually cook,” he said.  “But since you can’t, I don’t see you making me even something as simple as chicken with forty cloves of garlic.”

“I’m a terrific cook!”

“I’m just joking,” he laughed.  “I know you are.  And if you make that for me?  Hell, I’ll do the laundry.”

“Oh, you are so on.”

“I love you, Gia.”

“I love you too, Carlo.  We’re a team.” 

*  *  *
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT the apartment on West 50th Street, they went straight to the media room to put an end to the night.

Rowe would be waiting at his computer for them.  Tonight was so monumental in his plan to see all of them dead, that both Gia and Carlo knew that he likely would be salivating for an update.  Was Meredith dead?  How had she died?  Did she suffer?  Did she know it was he who’d had her killed?

He’d want to know the lot of it.

While Carlo turned on the iMac and each of them sat down in front of the computer, Gia was acutely aware of all of the security measures Carlo had put into place so that no one could track any of their communications with Rowe.  

He had employed a cutting edge ghosting technique that would scramble signals when they spoke with Rowe.  And the moment they were finished and offline?  Any trace of their conversation would systematically be destroyed from each of their computers.

As if those conversations had never existed, she thought.

“Let’s make this quick,” Gia said to Carlo.  “We’ll give him the facts, and listen to him have his little orgasm when he finds out that Meredith is lying dead on some random sidewalk, but we’ll try not to engage him.  Despite the security measures you’ve put into place, he knows that it’s in our best interests to be offline as soon as possible.  But I don’t trust him regarding that because he’s twisted.  He’s off.  And he’s going to want to know the little shit—all of the unnecessary details.  I’ll give him a few to appease him, but that’s it.  He knows the deal.  We speak briefly.  If he goes on too long, I’ll cut him off.”

“Agreed.”

“Call him,” she said.

When Carlo opened a browser and entered a secure Web address, the screen flickered to life, and it was only moments before Stephen Rowe appeared on screen.  When she saw him, Gia leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs at the knee, and looked at him.  She had to admit that he was a good-looking man—dark hair, green eyes, a dimpled chin, and a body that clearly made frequent trips to the gym.  She knew from her research that he was forty-four and the father of two girls.

“Gia,” Rowe said.  “Carlo.  How was your evening?” 

“She’s dead,” Gia said.

He smiled and leaned in closer to the screen so that his face nearly filled it, which gave Gia the creeps.  Ever since he’d reached out to them through some random hive of connections, she’d never been completely at ease with him.  It had something to do with his eyes.  They were too hard.  Too intense.  Too unwilling to let any of his humiliation go.  

As far as she was concerned, the number of people he wanted dead for an event that had happened months ago was aggressive, to say the least.  But that was the thing about revenge, wasn’t it?  Ego and pride were wedded to it—and Stephen Rowe had an ego that even Gia thought was unparalleled.  

To be fair to him, yes, the people he wanted dead had destroyed his career and his reputation in New York and around the world.  Yes, they had screwed him in ways from which he’d likely never recover.  But to take it this far?  To order the deaths of six people, including a billionaire and his wife?  It was madness.

Whatever, she thought.  It’s also a job—and he’s paying well.  So, just move forward.

“How did it happen?” he asked.

“Just as I said it would,” Gia said.

“I want details.”

“She was walking to her lover’s house, just as she has done every Thursday since you hired us.  Carlo drove ahead of her, I got out of the car, I told her that it was you who wanted her dead, she took a swing at me with her handbag, but I was too quick for her.  I leaned back to avoid being hit—and then I pushed in and broke her neck.  I felt it sever from her spine, Stephen.  I felt her head hanging loose by nothing more than muscle and skin.  When she crumpled to the sidewalk, I rushed back to Carlo before anyone could come upon us.  We sped away from the scene—and here we are now, talking with you.”

“I want more,” he said.

“What more can I give you other than I made it look like a mugging?  I ripped her earrings out of her ears.  I stole her jewelry, handbag, and shoes.”

“When you told her that it was me who was having her killed, what was her reaction?”

“She didn’t have time to give me a reaction.  She was about to scream when I took her head in my hands and twisted it so hard, she went into the ether.”

“The ether?” Rowe said.  “Thus suggesting she went to heaven, of all places.  Believe me, Gia, there was no ether for that cunt.  Or heaven.  She went straight to hell.  Trust me on that.”

“Then hell it was for her.  Look, we need to get offline soon for security reasons.  But before we go, I will warn you one last time.  When all are dead, some will consider you the chief suspect.  You need to remember that.  It’s in your best interest.”

“I’m not in the States, Gia,” he said.  “Even you don’t know where I am.  I’m far away from all of it.”

“They can track you by your passport.”

“Not when you have friends like mine, they can’t.  I can get out of the country without one.”

She hadn’t known that, so she acquiesced.  “Fair enough.”

“I want the rest of this done quickly,” he said.

“We can do that.”

“Then kill Diana Crane and Mike Fine next—I’ve already told you that they’ll be at the Witherhouses’ party tomorrow night.”

“Who’s your informant, Stephen?”

“Who says that I have one?” he said.  “Regardless of where I am, I still hear things, Gia.  All you need to know is that I want them dead for turning against me, joining the others on Wenn’s board, and ousting me as Wenn’s CEO and Chairman of the Board.  You know how I want it done.”

“We do.  And then we’ll move to Janice.”

“Whose death needs to be epic,” he said.  “And I’m talking New York Times epic.  So gory that people can’t even wrap their heads around it.  Because that’s what that bitch deserves after what she did to me.  And lastly, when it comes to Alex and Jennifer Wenn, I want them to suffer.  I want Alex to see his wife get gunned down right in front of him, and I want him to feel that pain before he dies.  We’ve agreed upon this.”

“And we’ll make it happen for you,” she said.  “Now, look—we’re approaching two minutes online, and we must go.  For all of our sakes.”

“Thank you for tonight,” he said as he leaned away from the computer and sat back in his chair.  “I’ll sleep better knowing that Meredith is dead.  I really will.  Thank you.”

Judging by his pleased expression, Gia didn’t doubt it.  “You’re welcome,” she said.  “You’ll be reading about it soon.  We’ll be in touch.”

And with that, she nodded at Carlo, who severed the connection.

“He’s insane,” she said to her brother.

“You think?”

“We’re going to have to finish off the rest of them quickly.  I want this man’s money, but I also want to get the hell away from him.  There’s something about him that I don’t trust, Carlo.  And I’ll admit it.  I didn’t see it at first, when I agreed to this job.  But I’m seeing it now.”

“Then promise me this, Gia—we bail if things become too hot.  Our own lives are worth more than Rowe’s revenge.”

“I don’t think that it will come to that,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“Because we’re not going to give anyone much time to react.  We’ll finish them off quickly, we’ll collect our money from Rowe, and then we’ll get the hell out of New York.”  

She turned to him.  “At the very moment that New York and the rest of the world are trying to absorb what we’ve done, I want to be far away from here.  I want to be somewhere else—maybe on a beach.  I want us to take a long vacation before the next job.  Because most of all, Carlo, I want us to be safe.”
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Next Day

WHEN THE ALARM CLOCK sounded, Alex reached over to slap it off before he flipped onto his side and slapped me on my ass.

“Really?” I said as I turned over to look at his smiling, handsome face, which was dark with stubble.  “This is how you wake me?”

“It’s kind of how I put you to bed last night, if I remember correctly, Mrs. Wenn.”

I reached out my arms and stretched them toward the ceiling in a triumphant memory of how attentive he’d been last night—and how wild our lovemaking had become in the process.  

Sometimes I did like a good smack on my ass.  Sometimes I did like it a little rough.  With Alex, who happened to be my first love as well as the love of my life, I always felt safe, so I generally was up for anything when we made love, which happily was often.

We were still naked, and as he moved closer to me and kissed me on the lips, I could feel him against my leg.  He wasn’t fully aroused yet, but he was on his way.

“You’re insatiable,” I said.

He buried his lips against the nape of my neck and said in a thick voice, “You make me insatiable.”

“And your stubble is going to do me in, just as it always does.”

“I know where you’d like my stubble.”

“You’re terrible.”

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“If I did, it would only be a lie...”

“We’ve got time, you know?”

“How much time?”

“If we skip breakfast and just have coffee—maybe thirty minutes?”

“But that would just be a tease.”

“Think of it this way—just imagine how flush and radiant your skin will look afterward.  Blackwell approved.”

I laughed when he said that and then held his face in my hands before I pressed him down toward my sex.

“Have at it,” I said.  “And then?  Let me have my way with you.”

*  *  *
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LATER, AFTER WE’D MADE love, taken a shower together, and dressed, we went to the kitchen.  

Alex was wearing a charcoal gray suit with a cobalt-blue tie that matched the color of his eyes, and I was wearing a red business suit with matching heels.  Since it occurred to us while dressing that neither of us had meetings until ten, we decided to slow things down a bit and enjoy the Times over a cup of coffee before going to Wenn Enterprises, the massive conglomerate Alex had inherited from his father upon his death.  Alex had served as CEO and Chairman of the Board since then, with only one brief exception—when Stephen Rowe had managed to steal Alex’s company away from him seven months ago.

But that was beyond us now—until suddenly it wasn’t.

“Jesus,” Alex said from his seat at the kitchen island, where he was reading the Times.  “Meredith Rowe is dead.”

I handed him his cup of coffee and said, “Dead?  How?”

“Look,” he said, turning the paper to me, where I saw a photograph of her.  “It’s front-page news.  She was found last night at 8:23 p.m. on a sidewalk at East Sixty-Seventh Street.  It appears to have been a mugging.”

“On East Sixty-Seventh Street?”

“If you’re going to mug someone, that’s where the money is, Jennifer.”

And so it was.

“What else does it say?”

“Not much.  When they went to press, they likely didn’t have much information because it says, ‘This story will evolve as the Times learns more.’”

“Then, at this point, they’ve already learned more,” I said, reaching for my briefcase at the far end of the island.  I removed my MacBook Air from it, started it up, brought up the Times site, and looked for Meredith’s story.  “Here,” I said.  “There is more.”

“What does it say?”

I scanned the article.  “This is terrible,” I said.  “They believe it was a mugging because Meredith’s earrings were literally ripped out of her ears, which tore her lobes.  There also were bruises on her face, which suggests a fight of some sort, and there was no jewelry found on her body, nor did police find a purse or a handbag, which naturally she would have had on her.  Even her shoes were missing.”

“Her shoes?”

“If she was wearing an expensive pair of heels, they would have wanted them for a specific reason—to sell them.  And given Meredith’s money, she likely had three grand on her feet.  This is awful.”

“Has Stephen been questioned?  Quoted?”

“No.  But they’re divorced now.  After all of the negative press he’s received over the past year, who knows if he’ll even give a statement.  I’m betting that he’ll keep silent.  Or, if he’s smart, he’ll say something kind about Meredith and move on.”

“What about their girls?”

“It says here that they had shared custody.  I would assume that the girls would go to Stephen.”

“When we go to Wenn, we need to make sure that Ann sends flowers from both of us to Meredith’s funeral—whenever that’s announced.”

“I’ll ask her myself.”  I took a sip of my coffee and shook my head.  “I’ve never met Meredith, but I can only imagine what she went through when Janice Jones spoke publicly about her affair with Stephen.  That was the day that Rowe was hauled out of Wenn and brought in front of the media, which must have humiliated Meredith even more.  What that woman has endured over these past several months is beyond unfair.  And now this.”  I paused.  “You know that Rowe is going to be considered a suspect.”

“Probably, but my guess is that he has nothing to do with it.  He’d know that all eyes would be on him.  He’s evil, but he’s also too smart to be put under that kind of scrutiny.”

“What was Meredith doing on Sixty-Seventh Street at eight o’clock anyway?”

“Maybe going to a party of some sort?  It was Thursday night—the cocktail-party circuit starts then.”

“But if she was driven there, how could this have happened?  Her driver would have protected her.”

“To be revealed, I guess.  And speaking of parties, are we still on tonight for the Witherhouses’ party?”

“We are, unless Maxine cancels out of respect for Meredith, which I doubt she will.  Knowing Maxine, she’ll just use Meredith’s death to lift her party into the stratosphere.  She’ll know that everyone will be talking about it.  And Maxine Witherhouse will be watching it all and smiling like the Cheshire Cat that she is.”  

I checked the time on my watch.  “We should go.  Before my meeting, I want to hear what Blackwell has to say about Meredith.”
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“WELL, WELL, WELL,” Blackwell said when I stepped into her office.  “Look at you, Jennifer—showing up at nine-thirty without a care in the world.  What a luxurious life you live.  While you were rolling around in your bed snoring and probably farting, some of us were here at the crack of dawn.”

“Farting?” I said taking the chair opposite her.  “Really?”

“Really.”

“A new low.”

“And look at me—I found it deep within the depths of your own bowels.”

Instead of answering back, I just looked at her with a sigh.

Barbara Blackwell—head of Human Resources at Wenn Enterprises, a personal advisor to Alex and me, and one of my best friends and mentors—leaned back in her chair and used her pinky to lift her black bob out of her face while she popped a cube of ice into her mouth and bit down on it.  She was wearing a black Chanel suit with white piping, and despite being in her mid-fifties, through good genes, exercise, and a strict diet, she looked like she was somewhere in her mid-forties.

“Alex and I have meetings at ten—so we came in late,” I said.  “What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is the message that sends to your employees.”

“Everyone here knows that Alex and I work our asses off, so I’m hardly going to be engaged in that conversation.  Let’s drop it because I only have thirty minutes.  I came here to see if you’d heard the news.”

“About Meredith Rowe?  Of course I have—likely before you did.”

“What are your thoughts?”

“Do you want the ‘I’m sorry she’s dead’ version or the ‘bitch won’t be missed’ version?”

That surprised me.  “What does that mean?”

“That she was a terrible person, and an even worse mother.  If you’d known her personally, as I once did, then you’d know she was a terror.  Alex’s mother used to be friends with her mother, Jaqueline.  The four of us had lunch a few times when Meredith was in her late teens and early twenties.  She was a spoiled brat then, and she went on to become an even worse adult when she inherited the family fortune.  I’ve never liked her.  Now, does that mean I wish her dead?  Of course not.  She has two girls.  It’s them whom I feel for this morning.”

“Do you think it was a mugging?”

“Have you read the Times, and the description of how they found her?  What else could it have been?”

When I mentioned Stephen Rowe to her, Blackwell scoffed.  

“Need I remind you that he’s also still on probation for threatening Janice Jones’ life?” she said.  “That man would never risk prison for his ex-wife, regardless of how much he despises her.”

“I think otherwise.”

“Then think again.  He’s a selfish son of a bitch, but he’s not stupid.  Being on parole is far different from being locked away in prison, Jennifer.”

As much as I loathed that man, when I thought about what Blackwell had said, I acquiesced.  I trusted Alex and Blackwell’s judgment completely.  This was a mugging.  I was looking into more of it than I should.

Blackwell waved a hand in front of her face.  “Here’s how I see it—the press and the police are onto it, and in time, we’ll either find out the truth of what happened—or we won’t.  New York can be a mystery that way.  Sometimes, it holds on to its secrets so tightly, it refuses to let them go.  As far as I’m concerned, this was a mugging that ended in death.  Consider how they ripped off her earrings, for God’s sake.  That sounds like haste and desperation to me.  As if time were of the essence.  As far as I’m concerned, Meredith was at the wrong place at the wrong time.

“But enough about this,” she said.  “You and Alex have a party to go to tonight.  Bernie is on board for hair and makeup at six-thirty.  Alex is on his own, but he’ll be fine because I’ve already made sure of it—he’ll have a new tux delivered to him this afternoon.”

“Thank you,” I said.  

“You’re welcome.  The dress we picked out for you at Bergdorf on Monday also will be delivered today.”  She looked at me.  “The tailoring has been done.  Let’s just hope that you haven’t gained an ounce since then.”

“I only wish that I had,” I said.

Blackwell was no fool—she knew what I’d meant by that, and her expression turned from cool to sympathetic as she leaned forward in her seat.  “Look, I know that you’re frustrated, but it will happen.  You will get pregnant.”

If we were going to go there, I wanted my privacy.  So, I reached behind me and shut the door to her office before turning back to her.

“Something’s wrong,” I said.  “It’s been nearly a year since I lost the baby.  And Alex and I have been trying in earnest to get pregnant.  I have so many pregnancy strips in our bathroom, they should have a suite of their own.  I’m using one daily, just hoping that it will happen.  My doctor says that it will and that this somehow is normal, but how can any of this be normal, Barbara?  Again, we’re talking nearly a year here.  This is ridiculous.”

“It’s well known that stress can and does affect fertility.  What are you doing to lower your stress level?”

“To be honest?  Not as much as I should be doing.”

“And why is that?”

“Because losing myself in my work keeps my mind off from all of it.  When I stop working, I start overthinking everything, especially why I’m not pregnant, which drives me crazy with worry, anger, and fear.”

“I’ve seen none of that in you.”

“That’s because you weren’t raised by abusive parents.  Long ago, I learned how to put on a happy face for my teachers and friends for a good reason—survival.  I feared what might come from one of them learning that I was being beaten at home.  A foster home?  Another beating from my father?  Even then, I knew that it would have been one or the other.  We all wear our masks,” I said.  

“And so we do...”

“For the past year, I’ve certainly been wearing mine.  But what’s worse about all of this is that Alex and I don’t even discuss getting pregnant anymore. I know that he doesn’t want to pressure me just as much as I don’t want to crush his hopes that we might not have a child.  So, we say nothing to each other about it.  Instead, we’re just having more and more sex.  And that alone ushers in a sense of urgency that underscores an unspoken truth—we both want to get pregnant.  We desperately want to have a family.  But it’s not happening.”

“Listen to yourself right now,” she said.  “Listen to how much stress is in your voice.  Think about what that’s doing to your body.  You need to start making priorities in your life, Jennifer.  You can either choose to be a workhorse and continue to be frustrated and disappointed, or you can take a step back, reconnect with yourself, destress yourself, and see what comes of that.  Why don’t you try working less?  Try meditation?  Or yoga?”

“I actually used to do both in college.”

“Because you were stressed out?”

“Yes.”

“Did either work?”

“They both did.”

“Then start doing them again.  Because I agree with you.  Something is off, but I don’t think that it’s physical.  Your doctor has ruled that out.  I think it all comes down to your high level of stress, and now it’s up to you to fix it and lower it.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” I said.

“I know you will—your tenacity is one of the reasons I love you.”

I checked my watch.  

“I’ve got ten minutes before my meeting,” I said.  “How about if we catch up on other things, because this line of questioning is just depressing.  How are things progressing between you and Marcus?”

“Between me and whom?” she said.
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