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CHAPTER ONE

July

New York City

The bombs, placed high above Fifth Avenue on the roof of the Redman International Building, would explode in five minutes.

Now, with its mirrored walls of glass reflecting Fifth Avenue’s thick, late-morning traffic, the building itself seemed alive with movement.

On a scaffolding at the building’s middle, men and women were hanging the enormous red velvet ribbon that would soon cover sixteen of Redman International’s seventy-nine stories.  High above on the roof, a lighting crew was moving ten spotlights into position.  And inside, fifty skilled decorators were turning the lobby into a festive ballroom.

Celina Redman, in charge of organizing the event, stood before the building with her arms crossed.  Streams of people brushed past her on the sidewalk, some glancing up at the red ribbon, others stopping to glance in surprise at her.  She tried to ignore them, tried to focus on her work and become one with the crowd, but it was difficult.  Just that morning, her face and this building had been on the cover of every major paper in New York.  

She admired the building before her.  

Located on the corner of Fifth and Forty-Ninth Street, the Redman International Building was the product of thirty-one years of her father’s life.  Founded when George Redman was twenty-six, Redman International was among the world’s leading conglomerates.  It included a commercial airline, office and condominium complexes, textile and steel mills, and, soon, WestTex Incorporated—one of the country’s largest shipping corporations.  With this building on Fifth Avenue, all that stood in George Redman’s way was the future.  And by all appearances, it was as bright as the diamonds Celina had chosen to wear later that evening.

“The spotlights are ready, Miss Redman.”

Celina turned and faced Hal Roberts, a member of the lighting crew.  Later that evening, the spotlights would illuminate the red ribbon.  “Let’s try them out.”

The man reached for the cell phone clipped to his belt.  While he gave the men on the roof the go-ahead, Celina looked down at the list on her clipboard and wondered again how she would get everything done in time for the party.  

But she would.  All her life she had been trained by her father to work under pressure.  Today was just another challenge.

Hal nodded at her.  “Should be any time now,” he said.

Celina tucked the clipboard beneath her arm and looked up at the roof.  She was thinking that, at this distance, she would never see if they worked when three of the ten spotlights exploded into flames. 

For a moment, she couldn’t move.  

Thousands of shards of jagged glass hurtled toward her, glinting in the sun. 

She could see a great cloud of black smoke billowing above the building. 

And fire—roaring, twisting toward the sky. 

And one of the spotlights flipped through the air, rushing toward her and the ground.

Someone’s hand reached out and pulled her to safety just as the spotlight whooshed past her and slammed onto the sidewalk, where it cracked the cement and burst into a shower of fiery red sparks.  For a moment, everything went silent—and then the glass hit in a deafening cascade of sound.

She was pressed against the building, frozen in fear as she watched traffic on Fifth veer right, away from the fallen spotlight, and snarl to a halt.  There was nothing but the squeal of metal crushing metal, the shrilling car horns, and the frightened cries of passersby, some of whom had been cut from the falling glass. 

Hal was in the street, looking up at the roof, shouting something into his cell phone.  His face was flushed.  The tendons stood out on his neck.  There was so much noise, Celina couldn’t hear what he was saying.  She took a tentative step forward, toward the crushed spotlight, and knew exactly what he was saying—the men on the roof were hurt.

She hurried into the lobby, shot past the waterfall, and stepped into her father’s private elevator.  

The building was too tall.  The elevator was too slow.  No matter how quickly she raced to the top, it wasn’t fast enough.

Finally, the doors opened and she stepped onto the roof.  

People were running and shouting and pushing.  Some stood motionless in fear and disbelief.  Those who had been standing near the spotlights when they exploded were either silent with shock, or crying in pain from the burns that ravaged their bodies.  

She moved forward and nearly was run into by someone rushing for help.  She watched the man pass, her lips parting when she realized his hair had been burned off.

She forced herself to focus.  She had inherited her father’s strength and it was this that she called on now.

Through the smoke that whipped past her in soiled veils of black, she could see the damage—at roof’s edge, two of the remaining nine spotlights were engulfed in flames, their wires twisting on the ground beside them.  Mark Rand, the man in charge of the lighting, stood near the spotlights, shouting orders and trying to gain control.  Celina went over to him.  Although she didn’t know what she would do or how she would help, she was damned if she would do nothing.

Rand pointed at one of the burning lights as she approached.  “There’s a man trapped behind that spotlight.  When the lights blew, he fell back and struck his head on the concrete.  I’ve called to him, but he doesn’t answer or move.  He’s unconscious.”

“Why isn’t anyone helping him?”

Mark pointed to the tangled mass of writhing wires.  “No one’s going near them,” he said.  “It’s too dangerous.”

“Then turn off the power.”

“We can’t,” he said, and motioned toward the generator at the opposite end of the roof.  Although it was still running, it also was alight with flames.  “It could blow at any moment.”

Celina’s mind raced.  Through the smoke, she could see the young man lying on his stomach, his arms outstretched, the live wires curling inches from his body.  She scanned the roof for something that could help him.  Anything.

And then she saw it. 

She led Mark to the crane behind them.

“This is the crane that lifted the lights up here?”

“That’s right.”

“Then use it to get rid of them.”

Mark looked at the spotlights.  Their casings were coated with a hard shell of rubber to resist dents.  It would not conduct electricity. 

He scrambled into the crane.

Celina stood back and watched him bring the enormous steel hook about.  It swung swiftly through the smoky air, glinted once in a dim band of sunlight and hovered over one of the burning spotlights in what seemed like seconds.  It took several tries before he hooked the tip of the spotlight’s casing.  But when he finally lifted the spotlight into the air, one of the wires hissing beneath it rested against the fallen man’s forearm, sending him into convulsions.

Celina’s hands flew to her mouth.  She watched the man’s head arch back into an impossible position.  Reacting instinctively, she rushed forward and knelt beside him—just as Mark Rand swung the spotlight over her. 

With a start, he pulled back hard on the controls, lifting the spotlight away from Celina with a jerk, causing it to jump and waver on its hook.  For one terrible moment, he felt sure it was going to jump the hook and fall on top of her.  The spotlight teetered in the air, no more than ten feet above her, spewing black smoke as it swayed on its metal line.  Wires snapped beneath it.  They almost touched her back.  But he got it under control and moved it away from her until it unplugged itself and went dark. 

A member of the lighting crew went to Celina’s side.  Together, they pulled the young man to safety.  Celina knelt over him.  The man’s body was sheathed in perspiration.  His skin was the color of chalk.  She gripped him by the shoulders and gently shook him.  She noticed his name sewn into the pocket of his denim work shirt and shouted it once, twice, but there was no response.  

Her mind raced.  She had been trained in CPR, but that was in college and now she struggled to remember how to perform it.  She tilted his head back to clear the airway and then ripped off his shirt, exposing his chest.  She looked to see if it was rising and falling, but it wasn’t.  She listened to see if he was breathing, but he wasn’t.  She placed the back of her hand to his mouth, but felt nothing.  She checked for a pulse in his neck, but found none.  She pressed her ear to his chest.  Nothing.  

For a moment, she thought her own heart had stopped.  

He was dead.

Immediately, she covered his mouth with her own, pinched his nose, and forced two sharp breaths into his lungs.  She checked once more for a pulse, found none, and gave several compressions to his chest, wishing she could remember exactly how many she was supposed to administer.  She stopped after the twelfth and repeated the procedure.  And then she did it again.

But the man didn’t respond.

Fighting to remain calm, Celina looked up for help just as the New York City Fire Department stormed the roof, hoses and axes in hand.  She turned to her right and saw Mark leaving the crane.  The final spotlight was removed and he was coming toward her.  “What’s the matter with you?” he shouted.  “You could have been killed—”  The words died in his mouth when he saw the man lying beside her.

“Get help,” she said.  “Move!”

She bent back over the man, again pressing on his chest, again forcing air into his lungs.  

But there was no response.  

Panic rising, her shoulder-length blonde hair hanging in her face, she repeated the procedure, knowing that time for this man was running out.

But her efforts seemed in vain.  No matter how hard she tried to revive him, the man just lay there, motionless. 

And so she went for it.  

Raising her fists above her head, she slammed them down onto the man’s chest, causing him to jerk slightly upright.  He expelled a rush of air.  “Breathe!” she shouted.

To her surprise, he did.  His eyes fluttered.  Color rushed to his cheeks and he gagged and coughed and vomited.  Celina felt a surge of elation and turned him onto his side so that he wouldn’t choke.  Tears streamed down his face as he pulled in great gasps of air.  Celina held him on his side.  “It’s all right,” she said.  “Just breathe.  You’re safe now.  It’s all right.”

When the paramedic reached them, she knelt beside Celina, cleaned the vomit from the man’s face and covered his nose and mouth with an oxygen mask.  Another woman appeared and covered him with a blanket.  Celina stood and watched with Mark as relief washed over the man.  He drew deeply on the clean air.  

For him, the nightmare was over.

“Where did you learn that?” Mark asked.

Celina’s face was pale.  “My roommate in college had a sister who was a nursing student.  She used to teach us things I never thought I use.  One of them was how to perform CPR.”

“Not so worthless,” he said.

Together, they looked at the spotlights Mark had removed.  Although they were no longer burning, the air around them was dim with smoke.  

“Why did they explode?” she asked.

Before Mark could respond, a fireman approached and answered her question instead.  “I’ll show you.”

She exchanged looks with Mark and stepped over to one of the smoldering lights.  There, they watched the man pull two frayed, blackened wires from the now empty light socket.  “Do you see these wires?”

They nodded.

“They shouldn’t be there.”  He bent to his knees and asked Celina and Mark to do the same.  On the back of the spotlight, he pointed to a small hole where the metal was contorted and twisted out of shape.  “This hole shouldn’t be there, either.”

Celina braced herself for what was coming and the uproar it would cause.

“Off the record?” he said.

“Yes.”

“It’s not confirmed, but it’s obvious.  The spotlights were rigged with plastic explosives.  When the power was turned on, the electricity came into these two wires and set off the bombs.”

“Who would plant three bombs here?” she said.

“That’s for you and the police to figure out.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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George Redman left the limousine and moved to the front of the Redman International Building just as reporters engulfed him. 

He pushed through the crowd and tried to ignore the cameras and microphones being thrust in his face.  His world was the twin glass doors ahead of him.  He would say nothing until he spoke to Celina—but that didn’t stop the press or their cacophony of voices.

“Can you give us a statement?”

“Do you think this has to do with your plans to take over WestTex?  The recent decline in Redman International’s stock?” 

“Who’s responsible for this, Mr. Redman?” 

George glanced at the reporter who asked that question and then pressed forward, thinking it was the best question yet.  Who is responsible for this? 

Celina was waiting for him beyond the doors and, as George embraced her, he thought she never looked or felt better. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

“I’m fine.”  Knowing her father as well as she did, Celina said, “Really.  I’m fine.”

“What happened?” he asked. 

Celina explained everything.  When she told him about the man trapped behind the spotlight, she raised her hands in apology.  “I tried to keep what happened to him from the press, but it was impossible.  The reporters got wind of it before I could do anything.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” George said.  “This wasn’t our fault.  If anything, they’ll be congratulating you for saving that man’s life.  Was anyone else hurt?” 

She told him about the men who had been burned.

“So, we’re facing lawsuits.” 

“Not necessarily,” Celina said.  “I sent Kate and Jim from PR to speak to the families of those who were hurt.  If all goes well, each wife will be driving a Lexus by week’s end, their kids will have their college educations paid for, money will be in their bank accounts—and we’ll have signed documents indicating that each family has waived all rights to sue.” 

Something caught her eye and she turned.  George followed her gaze.  Across the lobby, three men in dull yellow jackets stepped into one of the elevators with two large dogs.  “Bomb squad,” Celina said.  “They arrived just after the police and fire department.” 

“How long will they be?” 

She checked her watch.  “A full crew is here,” she said.  “They’ve already covered the first eighteen floors.  With the help of those dogs, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re out of here in the next few hours—leaving us time to make a final statement to the press and last-minute preparations for the party.” 

“If anyone shows,” George pointed out. 

“They’ll show,” she said.  “If only because they’ve paid ten grand per couple, they’ll show.  Besides, when has one of Mom’s parties ever failed?” 

George raised an eyebrow.  She had a point there. 

They moved to the bar.  

“So, who did it?” Celina asked.

“No idea.  I’ve been racking my brain since I got your call.” 

“I phoned the company who supplied the spotlights and was told that each light was inspected before delivery.  If that’s true—and I’m not saying it is—then that can only mean that someone here planted the bombs.” 

“Have the police questioned the lighting crew?” 

“They’re being questioned now, but what I can’t figure out is why a more powerful bomb wasn’t used.  The three that went off were low-impact explosives.  They were designed to cause only minor damage.” 

“I’ve been wondering the same thing.” 

“So, what is this?”

George shrugged.  “Who knows?  Maybe someone hates the design of our building.” 

Somehow, her father usually managed to keep his sense of humor, even in situations as difficult as this.  “What’s the word on RRK?” she asked. 

“If they were nervous about backing us before, they must be terrified now.”

Roberts, Richards, and Kravis—better known as RRK—was the investment group George hired to help finance the takeover of WestTex Incorporated.  Although George had management, without RRK’s $3.75 billion war chest, skills, and the banks they had locked up, he wouldn’t be able to complete this deal on his own. 

“I haven’t heard a word,” he said.  “But I’m sure I will by this evening.  This is probably the excuse Frank Richards has been waiting for.  He’s never been in favor of this takeover.  If he thinks someone rigged those spotlights to make a statement about our falling stock, or to protest our interest in WestTex, he won’t think twice about pulling out—regardless of any deal we have with him.” 

Celina knew that was true.  While other banks and investment groups might be willing to take the risk her father was offering, few were as experienced as RRK when it came to LBOs. 

“Have you seen your sister today?” he asked.  “Your mother was looking for her earlier.  She was supposed to help her prepare for the party.” 

“And Mom thought she’d show?”  Celina tilted her head.  “Leana probably doesn’t even know what happened here today.” 

“I need to call your mother,” he said.  “She made me promise to call as soon as I knew something.  If you see Leana, tell her your mother needs her.”

Although she knew she wouldn’t see Leana until later that evening, Celina agreed and followed her father to the door. 

The press waited there, cameras and microphones raised.  “You can use one of the side entrances,” she said. 

“And lose their sympathy at the very moment I need it most?  Forget it.”

And then he was gone, through the doors, swarmed by reporters and finally answering whatever questions he could.  Celina watched him for a moment, listened to the crowd’s frenzied shouting, but then she stepped away and resumed her work.  There was still much to be done before the party. 

*  *  *
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The sun was just beginning to set behind Manhattan’s jagged horizon when Leana Redman left Washington Square. 

She had been in the park since morning, reading the latest edition of Vogue, talking with those people she knew, watching those she didn’t. 

Now, as she passed the big empty fountain and neared the white arch, she watched the many children playing with their parents, hesitated when she saw a father twirl his young daughter in the air, and then kept walking, oblivious to the man taking pictures of Leana. 

Evening began to descend, but the air was balmy and she was glad to be wearing only shorts and a T-shirt.  At twenty-five, Leana Redman had a long, thick mane of curly black hair, which, to her dismay, she had inherited from her father.  Although she wasn’t considered as beautiful as her older sister, there was something about her that always made people look twice.

She left the park and moved up Fifth.  People jammed the sidewalks.  A group of five teenage boys darted past her on skateboards, screaming and shouting as they shot through the crowd in a colorful blur of red and white and brilliant shades of green. 

Leana lifted her face to the warm breeze and tried to focus on the problem ahead—tonight’s party.  She had planned on not attending when her mother, sensing this, demanded her presence.  “Your father will be expecting your support.” 

The irony almost made Leana laugh.  He’s never needed it before. 

Four hours ago she was supposed to have met Elizabeth at their Connecticut estate and help her with last-minute preparations for the party.  Why her mother wanted her help was beyond Leana—especially since they both knew that Celina would take care of everything.  As she always does. 

She stopped at a crowded newspaper stand.  A man moved beside her.  Leana gave him a sidelong glance.  Tall and dark, his face lean and angular.  He wore an unseasonably warm black leather jacket that exposed a broad chest and the sophisticated digital camera that hung around his neck. 

Leana sensed that she’d seen him before. 

It was her turn in line.  Ignoring the many newspapers and magazines that carried front-page pictures of her father, Celina, and the new building, she asked the attendant for the latest issue of Interview, paid him and then tucked the magazine into the colorful, oversized Prada handbag that hung at her side. 

She looked again at the man in black leather, saw that he was staring at her.  She started up Fifth, aware that he had purchased nothing and now was following her.  It wasn’t until she glimpsed his reflection in a storefront window that she realized he was taking photos of her. 

Leana turned and was about to ask what newspaper he worked for when she saw, tucked between the folds of his black leather jacket, the butt of a revolver. 

Startled, she looked at the man’s face just as he lowered the camera.  When he smiled at her, she recognized him.  Earlier that morning, in the park, he had been sitting on the bench next to hers.  She thought then that he had been watching her.  Now, she knew that he had.

“Tonight,” the man said, “after these pictures are developed, I’m going to pin them to the wall beside my bed with the others I have of you.”  His smile broadened, revealing even white teeth.  “And soon—before you know it, really, Leana—I plan on taking you home with me and showing them to you, myself.” 

She turned away from him with such speed, the magazine toppled out of her handbag and fell to the pavement.  The pages fanned open.  Ahead of her, a taxi dropped off a fare. 

Leana rushed to it.  The man followed. 

“Wait!” she shouted, but the cab pulled away.  A quick glance over her shoulder confirmed the man was still there.  The butt of his revolver winked in a band of sunlight.  Leana was about to shout for help when another cab pulled to the curb.  Frantic, she ran toward it, her heart pounding, and stepped inside just as an elderly couple stepped out. 

She slammed the door shut and locked it just as the man tried opening the door.  His face was only inches from the glass and he looked furious, as if he had been cheated out of a prize.  He slapped his hand against the glass and Leana recoiled.

The cab wasn’t moving.  Leana looked at the driver, who was waiting for a break in traffic.  “He’s got a gun!” she shouted.  “Get me out of here!” 

The cabbie looked at the man, saw the rage on his face and punched the accelerator, nearly causing an accident as he cut into traffic and raced toward Washington Square. 

Leana looked out the back window.  The man was on the sidewalk, his camera hanging around his neck, his arms at his side.

“I didn’t know you were in trouble,” the cabbie said.  “Are you okay?  Do you want me to take you to the police?” 

She considered it, but thought better of it.  “By the time we turn the corner, he’ll be gone.”  She leaned against the cab’s torn vinyl seat.  “Just drop me off at the new Redman International Building on Fifth and Forty-Ninth.  My car’s there.” 

“I wouldn’t count on it.”  

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Doesn’t anyone pay attention to the news anymore?”  He spoke slowly.  “This morning, three bombs exploded on top of the building.”

Leana’s face paled.  Her father and sister were there today, preparing for the party.  “Was anyone hurt?”

“A few people.  One guy would have died if it wasn’t for Celina Redman.  She saved his life.” 

Leana’s jaw tightened.  “How?” 

“Through quick thinking, the guy on the radio said.  She’s a hero.” 

“What she is a fucking bitch.” 

The cabbie stopped for a red light and glanced at her in the rearview mirror, not quite sure he heard her right.  “You know the Redmans, or something?” 

Leana wondered again why she had been concerned for her family’s safety.  After all the times her parents ignored her, after all the times they chose Celina over herself, how could she possibly have any feelings for them besides contempt? 

“No,” she said.  “I don’t know them at all.” 
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CHAPTER THREE
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High above Fifth Avenue, Louis Ryan sat in his corner office, his back to a wall of windows and the new Redman International Building that towered in the near distance. 

He was at his desk and gazed at the frosted letters carved into the glass that covered it:  Manhattan Enterprises.  The company he founded thirty-one years ago was now one of the world’s leading conglomerates. 

Only Redman International surpassed it.

Earlier that day, Louis’ private war against George Redman began—harassing Leana Redman, exploding the spotlights as planned.  And now, the gala opening of the Redman International Building was about to begin. 

Louis looked up Fifth Avenue, toward the activity surrounding Redman International’s red-carpeted entrance.  Judging by the crowd of reporters and the string of limousines that snaked down the avenue, one would think that every influential man and woman in the world came to show their support for George Redman.  The fact that Louis did business with many of these men and women made him look away. 

Instead, he focused on the black-and-white photograph of his wife across his desk. 

In its heavy silver frame, the photo had faded over the years since Anne’s death, but her beauty shined through. 

Louis studied her face and thought back to the few years they had shared together.  She had been his first love, his champion, and best friend.  She had given him his best memories.  She also gave him a son and, although he and Michael had their differences, whenever Louis saw him, he was reminded, through Michael’s features alone, of his beloved Anne.

The wife George Redman robbed him of. 

Louis thought about all that was coming Redman’s way.  The time was now.  At last, George Redman was vulnerable.  When Anne died, Louis promised that both he and Michael would make Redman pay for what he did to her.  He promised to destroy George Redman, his family, and the Redman empire.  He would make them all feel the pain that he had felt for years. 

He glanced down at the front page of the Wall Street Journal. The banner headline read: 

––––––––
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REDMAN STOCK PLUNGES TWENTY-THREE POINTS

PROPOSED TAKEOVER OF WESTTEX MAKES STOCKHOLDERS NERVOUS

––––––––
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Well, that’s too bad, Louis thought.  

He opened a desk drawer and reached for the latest issue of People magazine.  On the cover was his son, Michael Archer, the movie star and bestselling novelist.  Even as he aged, it was clear that Michael inherited his looks from his mother, from the dark hair to the cobalt-blue eyes. 

As he studied his son’s face, Louis wondered how Michael would react when he learned that George Redman murdered his mother.  He was only three when it happened.  To save his son the pain and anger he had to endure, Louis raised Michael thinking his mother’s death was an accident.  But despite the tragedy that should have brought them closer together, it had driven them apart because Louis needed to devote his time to Manhattan Enterprises in an effort to secure their futures. 

They never had been close.  In fact, until last week, Louis hadn’t seen or heard from Michael in sixteen years. 

And all because of George Redman, he thought. 

He put the magazine down and turned to watch the limousines inch their way down the avenue.  He wondered which one his son was in.  Last week, when Michael came unannounced to his office, Louis was surprised by the change in him.  Michael seemed older to him in person than on film.  His eyes had hardened over the years, erasing his former look of innocence.  Perhaps struggling in Hollywood had been good for him.  Maybe he finally had grown up. 

But, of course, he hadn’t. 

When Michael explained the predicament he was in, that his life was in danger, Louis listened, feeling the same sense of shame and anger he felt when Michael left home for Hollywood at the age of eighteen.  Even now, Louis could hear Michael asking him for help.  Even now, he could see the look of surprise on Michael’s face when he learned that he would only get the help he needed if he went to the opening of Redman International and met Leana Redman. 

*  *  *

[image: ]


In his father’s black Lincoln limousine, Michael Archer looked through the tinted window at the glittering New York skyline and thought he’d rather be anywhere else than here.

He wasn’t happy to be back.  He hated what he saw.  He left this place once and hadn’t looked back until a few weeks ago, when he had no choice.

He saw his father all around him, from Louis’ towering office and condominium complexes on Fifth to the lavish hotels he’d passed earlier on Park and Madison.  Even if no one knew that he was Louis’ son, the idea that his father’s ego had spread like a disease over this city embarrassed him.

It was ironic, he thought, that now he was being thrust back into a life he once ran from.  More ironic, still, that his father was the only person who could help him. 

On the seat beside him was the manila envelope Louis gave him.  Michael reached for it, turned on the light above his head and removed several photographs of Leana Redman. 

Most were pictures of her reading in Washington Square, but some had been taken of her standing in line at a newspaper stand.  Others were of her running to catch a cab. 

Michael studied her face and wondered what his father was getting him into.  Why was it so important that he meet Leana Redman?  And why would Louis refuse to give him the money he needed if he didn’t meet her? 

The limousine caught a string of green lights and sailed down Fifth.  Ahead, Michael could see the bright, resilient spotlights fanning across the Redman International Building, illuminating the red ribbon in sharp, brilliant sweeps. 

He put the photographs away.  For now, he would do as his father wished. 

After the recent threat against his life, he hardly had a choice. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Excitement in the lobby was building. 

From his position beside the glimmering waterfall, Vincent Spocatti watched the flurry of activity surrounding him. 

Under Elizabeth Redman’s direction, uniformed maids checked place settings, polished the lobby’s gleaming accents, made last-minute touches to the enormous flower arrangements that adorned each of the two hundred tables for eight.  Barmen in black dinner jackets stocked glasses, stocked bottles, stocked ice.  Behind him, members of the thirty-four piece band settled into their seats and prepared for the busy evening ahead. 

Considering the bombs that exploded earlier, Spocatti was impressed by how seamlessly everything was coming together.  If it weren’t for Elizabeth Redman and her daughter, Celina, he knew things wouldn’t be going as smoothly. 

He watched Elizabeth move across the lobby to the bar.  Like her daughter, Celina, Elizabeth Redman was tall and slender.  Her blonde hair came just to her shoulders and framed an oval face that suggested intelligence and a sense of humor. The diamonds at her neck, wrists, and ears were competitive, but not aggressive.  She knew the crowd she’d invited.  She knew how to work them.  It was clear. 

She stepped passed him and Spocatti turned to catch a glimpse of himself in the huge mirrored pillar to his right.  Where the gun pressed against the breast pocket of his black dinner jacket, there was a slight bulge—but Spocatti paid little attention to it.  He was a member of security and had been hired this evening to protect George Redman, his family, and their guests from a possible intruder. 

The irony almost made him laugh. 

He took in his surroundings.  Although security appeared tight, it was sadly loose.  After today’s bombing, George Redman had hired twenty-five men to stand guard over tonight’s gala.  As far as Spocatti was concerned, every one of them was an amateur, which was just fine with him. 

Now, he should have no problem slipping into one of the elevators and getting the information Louis Ryan needed on the takeover of WestTex Incorporated. 

*  *  *
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Elizabeth Redman moved again—this time in his direction.  Although she seemed unaffected by it, Spocatti sensed by the confident way she held herself that she was very much aware of the power she wielded in this city. 

She approached with a smile and an extended hand. 

“I’m Elizabeth Redman,” she said.  Her grip was firm.  

“Antonio Benedetti.” 

“I’ve always loved Italy,” she said.

Well, that’s rich.  “What can I do for you, Mrs. Redman?” 

“Nothing much,” she said.  “Just see to it that no bombs explode here this evening and I’ll be grateful.  Can you handle that?” 

“Of course.” 

Elizabeth lifted her head.  Her eyes hardened as she studied him.  “Maybe,” she said.  She motioned to the other members of security.  “As for these other men, I’m not so sure.” 

“Neither am I.” 

“You don’t think they’re capable of protecting us?” 

“To put it plainly, no.” 

“They’re all experienced,” she said. 

“Really?  Who taught them?  I’ve been watching them make mistakes for the past few hours.  They aren’t professionals.” 

“And you are?” 

“I am.”  

The deep sound of a bass guitar plucked behind them.  Elizabeth looked at Spocatti and said, “Mr. Benedetti, this morning three bombs exploded on top of this building.  Several men were hurt, my daughter nearly killed.  Tonight, I think we all know that anything could happen—and it possibly might.  With such amateurs on our security staff, it looks as if you’re going to have your work cut out for you.  I hope everything goes well.” 

Amused, Spocatti watched her walk away.

George and Celina Redman arrived ten minutes before their guests. 

They left the family elevator together and moved in two separate directions.  Spocatti watched Celina, stunning in her red-sequined dress.  Her stride was long and determined—she moved with her mother’s confidence. 

Elizabeth stood at the canopied entrance, speaking to the four members of security stationed there.  Celina placed a hand on her mother’s back as she approached one of the guards, plucked the cigarette from the man’s hand, dropped it into a nearby ashtray, and turned him to face the windows.  She pointed at the street.

The woman was good.  Not only had she saved a life earlier this morning, but she also was keeping security focused so that no harm came to anyone this evening.  

When it came time to kill her, it would be a waste. 

George Redman was in a world of his own.  He moved about the lobby, looking with pride at the tables, the flowers, the elaborate place settings.  Spocatti knew from Louis Ryan that owning this building on Fifth Avenue was George Redman’s dream.  He knew how hard the man had worked for it, how happy he was that it was finally his. 

Spocatti glanced at his watch.  Too bad it won’t be yours for long.

Behind him, the band began playing “My Blue Heaven.”  Spocatti looked across the lobby and saw through the windows the first guests alighting from their limousines. 

The party was beginning.  George and Elizabeth and Celina were at the entrance, waiting to greet, to hug, to be congratulated.  It wasn’t until Spocatti slipped behind the waterfall and stole into one of the elevators that he realized the youngest daughter wasn’t here.  

The outcast, he thought fleetingly, was missing. 

*  *  *
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The elevator doors whispered shut behind him. 

Spocatti reached into his jacket pocket and removed the computer-coded card Ryan gave him earlier.  He inserted it into the illumined slot on the shiny control panel, punched into the keypad the eight-digit combination he had set to memory, and waited. 

For a moment, nothing happened.  Then a computerized voice said, “Clearance granted, Mr. Collins.  Please select a level.”  So it was somebody named Collins who sold out to Ryan, Spocatti thought.  He pressed the glowing button marked 76. 

The elevator began its ascent. 

Spocatti removed the card from the slot and withdrew his gun.  As the car slowed to a stop, he stepped to one side.  The doors slid open.  Sensing, judging, he peered out, saw no one, and relaxed. 

Now for the fun part. 

The long, well furnished corridor featured paintings by the old masters on the ivory walls, a mahogany crafted door at the end of the hall, and a wood floor that gleamed as though it had just been waxed.  On a delicate side table, a Tiffany lamp cast amber rainbows of light. 

Spocatti leaned back inside the elevator.  To any one else, this would have seemed nothing more than a richly appointed corridor.  To him, it was an obstacle course. 

He holstered his gun, removed a slender pair of infrared glasses from his jacket pocket, and put them on.  Instantly, everything took on an eerie red glow.  He had seen no video cameras in the hallway, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any.  The paintings could be decoys.  He’d need to risk it. 

He looked back into the corridor.  Directly in front of the elevator was a thin beam of light that would have been invisible without the glasses.  Moving carefully, he dipped beneath it, knowing that if he accidentally severed it, a sensor would detect the difference in temperature and he wouldn’t hear the silent alarm alerting the police.

He moved on, the web of beams becoming more difficult to elude as he neared the door that concealed Redman International’s vast cluster of computers.  At one point, he had to crawl on his stomach.  A moment later, he had to jump twice and roll.  I could have already tripped the alarm and not even know it, he thought.  The thrill he felt from not knowing charged him. 

He reached the door.  Spocatti knew least three inches of steel reinforced it.  Ryan told him there would be a small keypad at the base of the door that, upon entering a six-digit code, not only would open the door, but also would turn off all surveillance equipment. 

He knelt, found the keypad—and saw that it was protected by a series of beams crisscrossing in front of it.  He swore beneath his breath and looked again at his watch.  Ten minutes had passed.  I want to be out of here in thirty.  

He studied the beams.  Slanting in various angles from floor to ceiling, they formed a grid-like pattern that was so small in design, his fingers would almost certainly sever one of them if he tried reaching through the tiny, diamond-shaped gaps.  He needed something long and thin to stick through the openings and tap out the code.  Like a pencil, perhaps.  Or a pen.  But he had neither.  Mind racing, he looked around the room, but there was nothing here he could use and it infuriated him.  He had come so close. 

And then it struck him.  The answer to his problem was on his head.  

He removed the glasses from his face and looked at the bows that extended from the green frames. They were long and thin and curved at the end. One would fit perfectly through the tiny gaps.  He snapped off a bow.  Then, while holding the glasses to his eyes with one hand, he gingerly went to work with the other. 

Soon, it was over.  He entered the code Ryan gave him, the red infrared beams winked off, and the door leading to the computer room swung open on its own.  

Spocatti withdrew his gun and stood.  He made a quick surveillance of the room and saw nothing inside save for a hive of computers. 

He went to them and knew he was in trouble the moment he turned on a computer.  As the screen flickered to life, he noticed on the front of the computer an illuminated slot that differed slightly from the slot on the elevator’s control panel.  And then the following words appeared on the screen:  PLEASE SWIPE ACCESS CARD. 

The only card Ryan gave him was the computer-coded card that he had used to access the elevator.  He removed it from his jacket pocket, swiped it and waited.  The screen went blank.  A moment later, a new message flashed on the screen: ACCESS DENIED.  

And there it was—Ryan screwed up.  He hadn’t supplied him with the correct card.  Spocatti felt a spark of rage, but stilled it.  He could hack the machine, but there was no time.  He turned the computer off and looked around the room.  There were no file cabinets here, only desks with locked drawers in which he assumed Redman would keep nothing vital.  Spocatti knew that everything he needed was in these computers...or safe in Redman’s office. 

He looked at the time on his watch.  He still had twenty minutes before he wanted to be back in the lobby.  Ryan told him that Redman’s office was on the third floor of his triplex. 

If he hurried.... 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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High above Redman International in her parents’ triplex, Leana Redman stood at a window at the end of a long hallway.  Below her, she saw endless line of traffic on Fifth. 

She was thirty minutes late for the party.  Her parents would be irritated and the press would be wondering where she was—but that’s exactly what Leana wanted.  In no way did she want to be part of this event.  And yet she knew she had to go.  If she didn’t, her parents would disown her.

Before she went, she decided to have a drink first.

In the library, she bent to the small refrigerator that was at her feet and removed a bottle of champagne.  She poured herself a glass and thought again of the man who had followed her earlier.  His threat still chilled her.  She wondered if she had made a mistake by not going to the police and knew now that she probably had.

She went to her father’s desk, turned on the green-shaded lamp and sat down.  On it were several framed photographs of the family.  Leana chose one of her and Celina.  Here, they were children—Leana, seven; Celina, eleven—and she was surprised to see how happy they looked.  In the meadow behind their Connecticut home, the girls were holding hands, resting against a tree stump and wearing huge straw hats that cast their faces in shadow.  Behind them, Elizabeth was laughing, her blonde hair shining in the sun. 

She wondered when her feelings for Celina changed.  The answer came at once.  When Dad began taking her to Redman International.

It was late.  No matter how much she didn’t want to go, she had to join the party. Turning the picture face down on the desk, she flipped off the light and left for the bar.  As she bent to put the bottle of champagne back into the refrigerator, she caught a glimpse of herself in the windows beside her.  There also was something else in the reflection.  The door to the library was opening. 

She felt a start and turned.  The door was almost fully open now.  A flag of light spilled into the room.  She was about to ask who was there when a man peered inside.  He didn’t see her—Leana was at the opposite end of the room, partly concealed by shadow. 

He stood in the doorway, sensing, judging, his concentration intent.  Something in his left hand.  A gun. 

She stood completely still, barely breathing.  Although she wasn’t absolutely certain, he resembled the man who had followed her earlier...

Panic rose in her.  She receded deeper into shadow and wondered how he had gotten up here without a card to access the elevator.  She watched him enter the room.  He didn’t walk into it, but eased into it like a cat, his gaze constantly changing as he moved toward her father’s desk. 

She could not let him see her. 

At the end of the bar was a bookcase that extended two feet from the wall.  On one side was a small opening that she could hide behind.  When the man wasn’t looking in her direction, Leana nudged toward it.  Her dress rustled when she moved.  The man heard it, whirled on his heel and took aim.  Leana froze.  Their eyes met. 

“Who the hell are you?” she shouted. 

The man stepped away from her father’s desk and lowered his gun.  After a moment’s silence, he said, “There you are.” 

Leana was taken aback.  The man was holstering his gun, seemingly oblivious to her fear.  “I asked who you are!” 

“Antonio Benedetti,” he said.  “A member of security.”  He stepped forward and she saw that he wasn’t the man who had followed her earlier, but one who resembled him.  Her heart pounded.  “What are you doing here?” 

“Looking for you,” he said.  “You’re late for the party.  Your parents asked me to find you.” 

“And you needed a gun for that?” 

“Miss Redman,” he said, “after what happened here this morning, every member of security is carrying a gun.” 

She studied him.  He was tall and dark, his features sharp and attractive.  There was a coolness about him that she found appealing.  She took a breath as he stepped over to the door and held it open for her.  “Your mother’s furious,” he said.  “If you’re not in the lobby soon, she’ll probably have me fired.  Are you coming?” 

Leana hesitated, then started toward the open door.  She walked past the man and said, “My sister saved a life today. The least I can do is save a job.  Let’s go.” 

*  *  *
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The elevator dropped like a stone. 

As they neared the lobby, Leana looked up at the elevator’s lighted dial and watched the floors race by.  She heard the crowd’s rising din, felt beneath her feet the driving beat of the band, and became nervous.  She never fit into these situations.  She would know few people here.  This was her parents’ and sister’s world, not hers.  So, why had she been asked to come? 

She looked at the man standing beside her and saw that he was looking at her.  Again she thought about how handsome he was.  She glanced at his left hand and saw no ring.  Promising, but life had taught her that no ring meant nothing.  “What do you think the chances are of this place blowing up tonight?” she asked. 

Her question didn’t faze him.  “Less than zero.”

“Oh, come on,” Leana said.  “Don’t you think my father has something else planned to capture the world’s attention?  Like a sniper, perhaps?  Or maybe a fire?” 

He cocked his head at her.  “You think your father rigged those spotlights with explosives?” 

“It wouldn’t surprise me.” 

“But people were hurt, your sister nearly killed.” 

“Quelle domage.” 

“I still don’t see your point.  Why would your father want to do something as ridiculous as that?  It makes no sense.” 

“Free publicity, Mr. Benedetti, makes a lot of sense.” 

He leaned against the wall and studied her.  “You don’t believe what you’re saying, do you?” 

Leana’s eyes flashed.  “That doesn’t matter,” she said.  “It’s always interesting to see what other people will believe.” 

The car slowed to a stop.  The doors parted to a sudden blast of cool air, music, and noise.  Leana stood there a moment, undetected, and looked around the crowded room.  While she saw no friends of hers, it seemed that wherever she looked, she was reminded of her sister.  From the waterfall to her right to the Lalique crystal chandeliers that shined above her head, Celina’s influence was clear. 

Once, when Redman International was nearing completion, Leana asked her father if she could help decorate the lobby.  George dismissed her and said it was a job for professionals.  He would never know the hurt Leana felt when it was decided that Celina would decorate the lobby.  George would only sense Leana’s anger afterwards and pass it off as one of her moods. 

They left the elevator.  “Well,” Benedetti said, “it was nice talking to you.” 

“And to you,” Leana said.  “Keep your eye out for any snipers.  You never know when one will pop up.” 

Leana watched him move into the crowd, where this time she saw a few familiar faces in the endless sea of heads.  Looking over at her parents and sister, she saw that they were still greeting guests—George laughed, Elizabeth chatted, Celina hugged. 

Leana wanted to hurl.  

She started toward them, her gaze shifting from George to Elizabeth to Celina.  One of these days, they’ll respect me as much as they respect her.  But even as she thought this, she wondered how she’d pull it off.  She took her position next to Celina in the reception line and sensed her parents’ disappointment, frustration, and anger, though neither said a word. 

Leana supposed she should be happy for the way her presence—or lack thereof—had affected them, but she wasn’t.  Instead, a part of her felt guilty for coming late. 

Outside, the paparazzi went wild as Michael Archer emerged from his limousine and stepped into the lobby.  Cameras flashed.  The crowd of onlookers cheered.  Leana recognized him on sight.  “I didn’t know Mom sent him an invitation,” she said to Celina.  “I read one of his books a few months ago.” 

Celina looked puzzled.  “Mom didn’t send him an invitation.  I went over the guest list twice with her.  Michael Archer’s name was nowhere on it."  She gave her sister a look.  “And where have you been?”

“Flossing.” 

Leana looked at Elizabeth, who was watching Michael Archer shake hands with George.  She knew her mother had no tolerance for those who crashed parties—especially her own.  She wondered how she would handle this. 

“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said politely as Michael approached.  “But I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”  Her voice was firm.  She ignored his hand.  “This is a private party.” 

In the silence that fell, George and Celina turned to listen.  Leana watched Michael.  “I apologize for intruding,” he said.  “But I understand that you’re raising money this evening for children with HIV, and I wanted to do something to help.”  He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a slip of paper.  He handed it to Elizabeth. “I hope this will.” 

Elizabeth looked at the check, then coolly back at Michael.  “$100,000 is very generous,” she said. 

“I work in the entertainment industry,” he said.  “HIV is prevalent there.  It’s the least I could do.  It’s a cause I believe in.” 

Although Leana doubted he knew it, Michael Archer had just handed her mother five million dollars.  Perhaps six.  Once word got around that he gave her a check for $100,000, the other guests would scramble for their checkbooks, desperate not to lose face.  Elizabeth knew it, but she didn’t show it.

“I apologize,” she said to him.  “This is very kind of you.  We would be pleased to have you stay.  Would you?” 

The relief that crossed Michael Archer’s face was unmistakable.  Leana lifted her chin at the same moment he turned to look at her.  Their eyes met and Michael smiled.  “Mrs. Redman,” he said, “it would be my pleasure.”
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CHAPTER SIX
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The old Buick coughed, wheezed, and shook for several moments before it jerked to a halt and died in the heart of Manhattan. 

Jack Douglas sat there, numb, as steam rose from the engine and the headlights dimmed into darkness.  He knew what was wrong with the car without checking the engine.  For weeks now, he had been meaning to have a new radiator and alternator installed, but he was so busy with work, that he put it off.  Naturally, both failed him on the night of George Redman’s party. 

He would have to catch a cab.

He opened the glove compartment, plucked the invitation from a mass of crumbled papers and broken pencils, and searched for his wallet.  It wasn’t there.  He looked on the seat beside him, on the floor, in the pockets of his black dinner jacket and pants, and then remembered leaving it back at his apartment, out in full view on the kitchen table, just so that he wouldn’t leave it behind. 

He could help but laugh.  Now he would have to walk. 

He left the car where it had died, on the corner of Fifth and Seventy-Fifth Street, and started for the Redman International Building, which was over a mile south.  He knew his car would get towed, but he didn’t care. Tonight, Jack Douglas had more important things on his mind. 

Tonight might just change the rest of his life. 

He had just passed Sixty-First Street when lightning flashed and thunder rippled across the sky.  Jack looked up, felt the rising breeze on his face and quickened his step.  It better not rain, he thought. 

But it did. 

When the rain became wind-swept sheets, panic rose in him and he broke into a run, the rain pelting his lowered head.  Each passing motorist sprayed him with water.  He ran seven blocks before the Redman International Building came into sight, and when it did, Jack slowed.  If George Redman himself hadn’t sent him an invitation to tonight’s party, he would have passed on this and gone home.  But that wasn’t happening.

Last week, when he sold an unprecedented $500 million dollars worth of bonds to a client in France, he had become the financial world’s most revered species—a Big Swinging Dick.  The following morning, when the Journal named him Wall Street’s latest financial whiz, every investment firm in Manhattan tried luring him away from Morgan Stanley—but to no avail. 

Jack refused the offers, determined to remain loyal to the firm that gave him his start. And then came the invitation from George Redman, asking him to come to the grand opening of the new Redman International Building.  “Congratulations on the Journal article,” George wrote on the invitation.  “And I hope you’ll come to the party.  I’d like to discuss a few things with you.” 

That was all it took.  Redman International was the world’s leading conglomerate.  If offered a job there, Jack’s career would be set.  So much for loyalty, he thought. 

As much as he didn’t want to, he stepped into the building and handed the doorman his damp invitation. The band wasn’t playing.  There was nothing but the rustle of silk, the light din of those who hadn’t seen him, and the titter of those who had.  The doorman looked at him, then at the invitation, and seemed to hesitate with indecision.  But then he smiled and said, “Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Douglas.” 

“Right,” Jack said.  

He moved into the lobby.  A waiter stopped beside him.  “Champagne, sir?” 

“Champagne, sir” was at the end of a ten-foot pole and conveyed the message:  “You and your wet clothes and your dirty face are not welcome at this party.” 

Although he preferred beer, Jack accepted a glass and toasted those who were rude enough to stare.  “Lovely evening,” he said, and smiled when they turned away.  There was a hand on his arm.  Jack turned and saw Celina Redman.  “You look as if you could use a friend,” she said. 

This morning, she was on the front page of the Times.  While Jack always considered her an attractive woman, he was delighted to find that Celina Redman was even prettier in person.  “And a shower,” he said after a moment.  “I got caught in the rain.”  He extended a hand, which Celina shook.  “I’m Jack Douglas,” he said.  “Glad to meet you.”  

Celina returned the smile.  “Celina Redman,” she said.  “And that was one hell of a profile the Journal had on you last week.  I was impressed.  My father invited you personally, didn’t he?” 

Jack nodded.  “Afraid so.  My big break and look at me.  I’m a mop.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” she said.  “Showing up shows you have guts.” 

“I just wish I weren’t wearing them on my jacket and pants.”  He looked around him.  “I should probably clean up before I meet your father.” 

Celina looked at the dusting of mud and grime on his face and hands.  “I’ll tell you what,” she said.  “My parents have a triplex on the top floor.  If you’d like, you can clean up there and borrow something of my father’s.  You look close in size.”  She motioned toward the bank of elevators beside them.  “Why don’t you come with me and I’ll see what I can find?” 

When they arrived in the apartment, Jack followed Celina through rooms that looked as though someone had dismantled a museum to furnish them.  And yet the overall effect was surprisingly warm.  Like her. 

The entered her parents’ bedroom.  “There’s a bathroom through there,” Celina said.  

Jack stepped into the bathroom and removed his wet jacket and damp shirt.  “I won’t be long,” he said.  “Will you stay?” 

Celina stepped out of her father’s dressing room with a black dinner jacket and pants draped over one arm, a crisp white shirt over the other.  “You don’t think I’d miss seeing what you look like dry, do you?”  She entered the bathroom and handed him the clothes.  There was a moment when they appraised each other.  “Of course, I’ll stay.” 

*  *  *
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In the lobby, Diana Crane, Redman International’s chief corporate attorney, accepted a glass of champagne from one of the barmen, sipped it, and then turned back to Eric Parker, Redman International’s chief financial officer.  He was still talking about the upcoming takeover of WestTex Incorporated.  

Would he never shut up about it?  Could he not have a good time?  Would you pay attention to me, please?

From the first day they’d met, she’d been attracted to him.  Eric Parker was tall and dark, his looks classically Greek, his frame muscular, almost sleek.  He had a healthy sense of humor, he was capable of holding an intelligent conversation and he had that incredible financial mind. 

For the past two years, Eric Parker also had Celina Redman.  And before their recent break-up, there were rumors of marriage. 

Lights flashed and the dance floor plunged into darkness.  A murmur rose over the crowd and the band stopped playing.  Diana watched with Eric as a piercing beam of light slashed the darkness and cut through the glistening waterfall, sending ripples of blue light across the crowd’s expectant faces. 

She nudged Eric.  “What’s this?” 

Eric nodded toward the waterfall.  “The money shot.  Watch.” 

From behind the waterfall, Elizabeth Redman appeared to walk through it.  It was a clever illusion and the crowd cheered.  She stood there, elegant in black silk.  The diamonds at her neck, wrists, and ears winked in the light.  George came through the waterfall and appeared at her side, smiling as the energy in the room grew.  The spotlight followed them to the center of the dance floor. 

Cameras flashed.  Society applauded. 

“She’s beautiful,” Diana said.  

“She is,” Eric agreed.  “But not as beautiful as her daughter.”  He handed her his empty glass.  Diana had it refilled—this time without the ice.  When the band began playing “One Moment in Time,” there was another burst of applause from the crowd as George and Elizabeth started to dance.  Soon, other couples joined them and the floor became a swirling mass of glittering dresses and black tuxedos. 

Diana reached for Eric’s hand.  “Let’s dance.”

Together, they moved about the dance floor, their steps light, graceful.  Diana looked up at Eric’s face, saw him smiling down at her and she smiled back.  He held her closer and Diana wondered if he knew that she was in love with him and had been for years.  He lowered his mouth to her ear.  Diana tensed and for a moment thought he was going to kiss her.  His words were an invasion when he spoke.  “When this gets back to her, do you think it’ll make her jealous?” 

Diana looked up at him, acutely aware of the alcohol on his breath.  “What did you say?” 

“When this gets back to Celina,” he said. “You and me dancing.  Do you think she’ll be jealous?” 

She was incredulous.  “Why don’t you ask her?” she said. 

The music stopped. 

*  *  *
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While Jack showered, Celina kicked off her shoes, sat on her parents’ bed and allowed her gaze to wander around the bedroom.  It had her mother’s touch, which meant just enough without being overwhelming.  Only one thing caught her eye—the photographs of the family framed in silver on the Chippendale side table. 

She slid off the bed and chose one of the photographs.  It was of her and Eric and they were holding hands outside the old Redman International Building on Madison.  Celina remembered the day clearly.  Only hours after her father snapped the picture, she and Eric made love for the first time.  Then, Celina was convinced she was giving herself to a man she would spend the rest of her life with.  Now, I don’t know what I want. 

She put the picture back onto the table and wondered if Eric were here.  She herself asked him to come.  Although they were no longer seeing each other, it seemed pointless that there should be any animosity between them.  Celina, in fact, still loved Eric.  If he hadn’t pressed so hard for marriage, they’d still be together. 

She wondered why he was in such a hurry.  At twenty-nine, she was too young to marry—let alone to have the children Eric wanted.  But she would have them and if Eric could learn to be patient, Celina would have them with him.  Until that day, Celina planned on living her life—and she’d do it single, whether Eric Parker liked it or not. 

From across the room, the bathroom door opened and Jack Douglas, freshly showered and wearing George’s dinner jacket, stepped into the bedroom.  Celina admired how handsome he looked.  His sandy hair more tousled than groomed, Jack Douglas had an appealingly athletic build.  She guessed him to be somewhere in his early thirties.  

He smoothed his hands down the front of the jacket. “What do you think?” he asked.

“Very sophisticated,” Celina said.  “You clean up well.  Now let’s go down and find my father.  I’m sure he wants to talk to you.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Leana Redman moved through the crowd, amused by how the crowd parted for her. 

Among those she recognized, most were either stoned on whatever drug was circulating, or had been lifted so many times, a strange, permanent smile appeared on their faces. 

She nodded at a man who made million-dollar-deals during the day and was rumored to frequent sex clubs during the night.  She passed a countess who gave hundreds of thousands of dollars to a teenage delinquency fund, and yet was known to steal repeatedly from Bloomingdale’s and Saks.  To her right was a sheik who loved his many wives—and, at least in bed, also some of their brothers.  And to her left, she heard a woman saying, “Brenda?  Getting married?  That’s absurd.  Let me tell you something about Brenda.  She’s so butch, she rolls her own tampons.” 

Leana looked at the woman who said this and wanted to tell her friends that she might as well be talking about herself.  It seemed to her that there was more corruption, drug abuse, and twisted social values in Fifth Avenue Society than in any other New York social class. 

Across the lobby she could see Harold Baines, Redman International’s VP for International Affairs, speaking at a dimly lit corner table with his wife, Helen.  Leana smiled.  Finally, someone she not only knew, but adored. 

Harold had been with Redman International ever since she could remember and they always had been close.  When she was a child and made one of her rare visits to her father’s old headquarters on Madison, Harold made it a point to spend time with her while everyone else paid attention to Celina—the daughter who showed promise.  Leana would always love him for it. 

She started in their direction.  The crowd shifted and she saw Harold push back his chair, stand and kiss Helen on the forehead.  The lighting above him accented the deep lines on his face and the dark circles beneath his eyes.  He looked well past sixty, and yet Harold Baines was fifty-one years old. 

Leana waved to him but Harold didn’t notice and he stepped into a nearby washroom.  He seemed thinner, older than when she last saw him and Leana noticed he was carrying himself as if the very act of moving required the coordinating of muscles he didn’t have the strength to control.  When the door swung shut behind him, she wondered if something was wrong with him.  Was he sick?  She was about to walk over and ask Helen when Michael Archer appeared in the crowd.  He approached her with an outstretched hand.  “Dance?” he asked. 

The band was playing “I’ll Be Seeing You.”  As they danced with the other couples on the dance floor, Leana looked up at Michael and decided to ask a question that was certain to catch him off guard.  “So, tell me,” she said.  “Why did you really spend $100,000 to come here?” 

The question took Michael by surprise.  “I thought I already explained that,” he said carefully.  “I wanted to help your mother raise money this evening for HIV.” 

“Bullshit.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Leana said.  “That’s an explanation my mother would believe, not me.” 

Michael felt a start, but stilled it.  She couldn’t know why he was really here.  That was impossible.  Still, he was wary.  She seemed to be looking straight through him.  “A lot of my time is spent with the creative community,” he said.  “Some of my friends have the disease, which no longer gets any attention in the press.  It’s great what your mother’s doing.  She’ll put HIV back on the front page, where it belongs.” 

Leana studied his face.  “All right,” she said.  “I’ll buy that.  But you’re here for some other reason.  No one gives $100,000 to charity without having some other motivation than mere kindness.  Kindness went belly up in the forties.”  She looked around her.  “Is there somebody here you wanted to meet?  A producer, perhaps?  A publisher?” 

His arm tightened around her waist.  “I’ve got those covered,” he said. 

“Then why are you really here?” 

“Why do I have to be here for any particular reason?  Can’t I just be a nice guy?” 

“No one is nice anymore, Mr. Archer.  Look around you.  See that man over there, the one with the cigar?  Next to him is his wife, who unfortunately knows that lit cigar goes other places.  Now, what’s the reason?” 

He saw the humor in her eyes and he softened.  This is a game to her, he thought.  She knows I’m lying and is just having fun with it.  Relax.  “All right,” he said.  “I’ll tell you, but on one condition.” 

“Name it.” 

“You have to tell me something you’re not proud of.  Quid pro quo.  Deal?” 

“Deal.  Now, what is it?” 

“I don’t like giving money to the government,” he said, the idea still fresh.  “When I learned your mother was raising money this evening for children with HIV, I saw a chance to write off a hundred grand from my taxes.  Better to help children than to hand it over to adults who behave like children, wouldn’t you say?” 

Leana nodded.  “Now, that I believe.”  She accidentally brushed up against the woman dancing behind her.  Both turned and smiled their apologies. 

“Your turn,” Michael said. 

“I don’t think you can handle it.” 

“Try me.” 

Her eyes challenged his.  “I’m an addict.  I don’t use anymore, but I’m still an addict—that’s the label they give you when you leave rehab.  Always and forever an addict.  And, my, how I used to love cocaine.  Still do, really, but I just can’t use it or things tend to...collapse.” 

Suddenly, his game of quid pro quo had lost its appeal.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “That was none of my business.” 

“Oh, everyone knows,” Leana said.  “It’s just another way I’ve been an embarrassment to my family.”  She touched his cheek with the back of her hand.  “Don’t look so glum, chum.  It happened while I was at school in Switzerland.  I haven’t been near the stuff in years.” 

As they danced, Michael wondered again why his father sent him here tonight.  Why was it so important that he meet Leana Redman?  

A hand descended onto his shoulder.  Michael turned and saw Harold Baines.  “May I?” Harold asked. 

Michael reluctantly handed Leana over. 

“It was nice meeting you,” he said. 

Leana smiled.  “And you.  Maybe you can dip me inappropriately later?  Center of the dance floor?  Thirty minutes?” 

“What do you mean by inappropriately?” he asked.

“It means I’m not wearing any underwear.  It means a long, slow dip for the tabloids.”

Michael held up his hands and backed away.  “Okay,” he said.  “Thirty minutes.  But think about the repercussions in the meantime.”  He was surprised to find that he liked her. 

As Leana watched him move into the crowd, she found herself wishing they hadn’t been interrupted. 

“Do you always put the screws to everyone you meet?” Harold asked.

“Just the cute ones.”

“You’re wearing no underwear?”

“Of course, I am.  That was just to hook him.”

“You’re amazing,” he said.  “But I will say that seems like a nice enough young man.  Should I recognize him?” 

“He’s Michael Archer.” 

“The writer?” 

“And movie star.  I prefer his books.” 

“By the look on your face, his looks, as well.”  He held out a hand.  “Dance.” 

The band was playing an upbeat tune and, as they moved with the other couples, Leana thought Harold seemed different from the man she was concerned about earlier.  The lines on his face weren’t nearly so deep and he carried himself with a greater sense of control.  His brown hair gleamed as if he’d wet it down. 

“You’re looking better,” she said. 

“Better?” 

“When I saw you earlier, you looked a little rough.”

“That’s kind of you,” he said.  “And when was that?” 

“Twenty minutes ago?  You stepped into a washroom before I could get your attention.” 

Harold grasped her by the hand and whirled her about the dance floor.  Leana’s white sequined dress fanned out and she laughed. 

“I think you might need glasses,” Harold said.  “I’ve never felt better.”

“I’m glad,” Leana said.  “You had me worried.”  She looked around her.  “Where’s Aunt Helen?” 

He gave her a look.  “Do you really have to ask?  She’s with your mother, gossiping.  Sometimes I can’t pull those two apart.”  He squeezed her hand.  “Let’s go and have a drink.  I haven’t seen or talked to you in days.  And I want one of your martinis.” 

“Martinis!”

They left the dance floor and stepped to the bar, which was handling the crowd with ease.  She nodded at a young bartender who was so built, he should have been part of security.  She had slept with him a week ago and he looked at her now with a smile.  “You know what we want, you big lug.”

“The Leana Redman special?”

She squeezed Harold’s forearm.  “Things are looking up, Harold.  My father has his own building, I have my own drink.  That’s progress.”

While they waited for the drinks, she noticed Eric Parker leaving the dance floor with Diana Crane.  Leana’s gaze followed them to the opposite end of the bar where Eric ordered a drink and Diana accepted a glass of champagne from a waiter’s tray.  She finished it and was sipping her second by the time Eric turned to join her. 

“Here you are, Miss Redman.” 

“It wasn’t Miss Redman last week.”  She winked at the bartender as he blushed.  “But manners matter.  You’ve still got my number, right?” 

He nodded.

“Then use it,” she said.  “Like, soon.”  She accepted the drinks he offered and looked back over at Eric and Diana.  They stood in silence, both nursing their drinks.  Leana noticed that Diana seemed angry.  She wondered why. 

She handed Harold his martini.  “This will kick your ass to the moon.”

“I know it will.”

“Great.  So, let’s kick our asses together.”

They touched glasses and drank.  

“Can we talk in private?” Harold asked.  He tossed back the martini and nodded toward Leana’s full glass.  “You’re such an amateur,” he said.  “Is that the best you can do?  Drink up.  Something tells me you’re not going to like what I have to say.” 

They followed a wave of instant celebrities and old money past the candlelit buffet table.  Ice swans filled with Iranian caviar gleamed orange in the flickering light and Leana could smell a tempting mixture of roast duck, Westphalian ham, and salmon mousse.  She lingered, but Harold embraced her arm and urged her forward.  “This won’t take long,” he said.  “You can eat later.” 

“I want to eat now.”

When they were seated alone at Harold’s table, he turned to her and said, “Where were you earlier?  You weren’t in the reception line when Helen and I passed through it.” 

So, that’s what this is all about.  “I came late.” 

“Because of what happened with Celina and the man she helped earlier?” 

How well he knew her.  “Well, this proves it,” she said.  “It’s still not too late for you to make a career tossing tea leaves.” 

Harold sighed.  Ever since Leana was a child he had tried to instill confidence in her.  He had tried to make her see that she was not that different from Celina.  Would he never be able to reach her?  “Your sister is not better than you, Leana.” 

“You don’t think so?  Then tell me why Celina’s on the board of this goddamned conglomerate, and I’m not.” 

“Your sister has worked hard to get where she is.” 

“If I had been given the opportunities she was given, I also would have worked hard.”  She lifted her head.  “So, tell me, why was I shipped off to Switzerland when I could have gone to school here—as Celina did—and work for Redman International—as Celina did.” 

“You know I don’t have the answer to that, Leana.” 

“I know you don’t, but if we’re really going to have this conversation again, the story is the same.  I’m tired of being the daughter who has accomplished nothing.  I’m tired of people thinking I can’t accomplish anything.  Just once I’d like to be the one getting the attention.  Just once I’d like my parents to stand up and notice me.”

“Then stop bitching about it and do something,” he said.  “Do you honestly believe Celina has got to where she is today by sitting on her ass and complaining like a spoiled child?”  He didn’t wait for an answer.  The only way to reach Leana now was to get her angry.  “Of course, she hasn’t.  Yes, George gave her a chance, but that girl has worked hard and she wouldn’t be on the board now if she hadn’t earned it.  I know George.  He wouldn’t have allowed it.” 

“Don’t you think I know that?” 

“No,” Harold said. “I really think you don’t. I think you only see what you want to see, and that isn’t necessarily the truth.” 

Leana couldn’t keep the edge from her voice.  “Why are you saying this to me?” 

“Because I should have said it to you years ago, instead of comforting you with words that mean nothing.  The only way you’re going to make something of yourself in this world is to make it happen yourself.  Just because you’re George Redman’s daughter doesn’t mean you should be treated any differently from the rest of us.  In fact, it probably means you’ll have to work a hell of a lot harder.” 

“Doing what?  I have no skills.”  She held up a hand. “Check that.  I know what it takes to make a killer martini and I know how to get laid by strangers.  Will that get me a job?”

“Maybe on the streets.  What you do have is a college education and interests.  The world is yours if you’re willing to work hard enough.  Your problem is that you’re lazy.  You’ve always been lazy, Leana.”  He checked his watch.  He hated himself for being so hard on her, but maybe this time he reached her.

“Listen,” he said.  “I have to go and find Helen.  But I want you to come and see me soon—before Eric and I leave for Iran.  Together, we’ll see if we can’t find something for you to do.  You don’t necessarily need your father’s help to make your mark.  Helen and I know most everyone in this town.  Maybe I can introduce you to somebody who will give you a chance.” 

“You’d do that for me?” Leana said. 

“Leana, I’d give you to Anna Wintour.”

She brought her hands to her chest.  “Really?”

“Or Putin.”

“What’s the difference?  They both love fur.”

She hugged him.

“Believe it or not, I love you, Leana,” Harold said.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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From the bar, Diana Crane watched the couple leave the elevator and move through the crowd.  She watched Celina laugh, watched the man at her side smile and watched their arms intertwine as they joined George and Elizabeth at the waterfall. 

The man was tall and built, his sandy hair cut short, his face rugged and handsome.  A few people recognized him along the way, but he didn’t seem to notice.  She recognized him from the Journal article—Jack Douglas.  His attention was on Celina and for that, Diana couldn’t have been more pleased or thankful. 

She turned to Eric and knew, by the surprised look on his face, that he was watching them, too. 

“How’d you like to get out of here?” she said.  “We’ve made our appearance, shaken hands with all the right people.  George won’t miss us.”  She took a sip of champagne.  “By the looks of things, neither will Celina.” 

Eric said nothing. 

“I have a car waiting outside for me,” Diana said. 

“I’m going nowhere with you, Diana.” 

“It’s just for coffee, Eric.” 

“I doubt that,” Eric said.  “Unless you were planning to serve the coffee in bed.” 

Diana’s eyes were like a light suddenly turned to his face.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means that I’m tired of you chasing me,” he said.  “If you think my seeing Celina with another man is going to make me want to jump into bed with you, you’re wrong.  I’m not interested in you.  Never have been.  Never will be.  Now, why don’t you do yourself a favor and get lost?  I’m staying here.” 

Diana placed her half-empty glass of champagne on the bar.  “They’re a good looking couple,” she said.  “I hope it works out for them.”  And then she was gone, stepping into the crowd, ignoring Leana, who had been standing beside them, listening. 

“What was that all about?” Leana asked. 

Eric shook his head.  “You wouldn’t understand.”  He tipped back his drink and studied Leana over the rim.  She looked beautiful tonight.  “What do you think of the party?” he asked. 

She couldn’t have heard him right.  “What do I think of the party?” she repeated.  “Eric, what do you think I think of the party?”  She leaned beside him against the bar.  From where she stood, she had a clear view of Celina, who was standing with her back to the waterfall, listening to Elizabeth, her red dress among the room’s stars. 

“I’m sorry,” Eric said. 

“Forget it.”  She motioned towards Jack Douglas.  “Who’s he?” 

“Damned if I know.” 

“I just saw them leaving the family elevator together.” 

“So did everyone else.  Think they’re seeing each other?” 

“No idea.” 

“Now probably isn’t the best time for me to find out, is it?” 

“If by that you mean going over there and asking Celina in front of Mom and Dad, then, no, I don’t think now is the best time to find out.  But I would ask her.  You have every right to know.” 

“Why haven’t you two ever gotten along?” 

Before she could respond, lights in the lobby dimmed, the room fell silent and her father’s voice rose above the crowd.  Leana skimmed the sea of heads for him and found him standing in the center of the dance floor with Celina at his side. 

“Tonight’s a special night for me,” George said to the crowd.  “Owning a building on Fifth Avenue has been a dream of mine since I was a boy.  But dreams come hard and this dream wouldn’t have happened without the support of my wife and the help of my daughter, Celina.” 

He looked at Celina. “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be standing here right now.”  He touched his glass of champagne to hers.  “Here’s to many more years of our working together.” 

The crowd burst into applause.  Just as Celina was giving George a kiss, Leana looked away and asked a barman for a bottle of champagne.  When the man handed her one, she grabbed Eric by the hand and led him into the crowd. 

“Where are we going?” he asked. 

Leana’s answer was as clear as the hurt in her voice.  “To get our minds off her.” 

*  *  *
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They walked down the hallway in silence, Leana slightly ahead of Eric, Eric glancing into the rooms that were on either side of them.  They were in George and Elizabeth’s penthouse and as they passed one of the sitting rooms, lightning flashed, illuminating for an instant the family’s cat, Isabel, who sat poised and alert on an orange damask sofa. 

They stepped into the room at the end of the hall.  Leana stopped in the doorway.  She gazed across the library at her father’s desk, which was illumined by a green shaded lamp.  “I thought I turned that light off earlier,” she said. 

Eric brushed past her and moved into the room.  He dropped into a chair and closed his eyes.  Would the room ever stop spinning? 

Leana remained in the doorway.  “I know I turned that light off.” 

“Obviously you didn’t, Leana.  The light’s still on.” 

“I don’t care if the light’s on.  I was here earlier.  Before I left with that man from security, I know I turned that light off.” 

“So, what are you saying?” 

“What do you think I’m saying?  Somebody’s been here.” 

“Big deal?  It could have been Celina and her new man.”

She hadn’t thought of that.  “Maybe.”  

“Would you please just open that bottle of champagne?  I’m thirsty.” 

She crossed to where he was sitting and turned on the lamp beside him. Eric winced. “I think you’d better pass on the champagne,” Leana said.  “You look like hell.” 

“I feel like heaven.” 

“Wait till tomorrow.” 

She went to the windows behind her.  In the city’s deep glow, sleek black skyscrapers loomed dark against the sky.  Eric settled further into his seat. 

“You know something, Leana?” he said.  “You really are beautiful.” 

“You know something, Eric?  You really are drunk.”

“You know what my favorite memory of you is?” 

She looked at his reflection in the window.  “No.”

“You were fifteen years old, I had known you for maybe five months and you told me that you and your best friend at the time—what was her name? Asia Something—were planning on attending Christmas Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in the nude. Wearing long jackets, of course.” 

She turned away from the windows.  “Her name is Asia Ward,” she said, smiling.  “And we’re still friends.  But cut me some slack.  That’s your favorite memory of me?  If it is, I’m more screwed up than I thought I was.”

“It’s one of them,” Eric said.  “I can still remember you and Asia sitting between George and Elizabeth, red-faced, trying not to laugh, giving me the eye when no one else was looking.  I remember thinking that Celina would never do this, and it was then that I knew you and I would become friends.” 

Leana popped the cork on the bottle of champagne and brought the bottle to her lips. As she drank, she became aware that Eric was looking at her intently.  “I have a favorite memory of you,” she said.

“And what’s that?”

“Do you remember all the letters you wrote to me while I was at school in Switzerland?” 

He nodded. 

“I was strung out on coke then and you knew.  I’ve never asked you how you knew.”

Eric hesitated, his mind fogged by the alcohol.  Then he remembered and explained.  “That week Celina and I visited?  I needed a pen for something and found, in your desk drawer, beneath a pile of papers, a half-empty vial of coke.” 

Leana closed her eyes.  “And you never told anyone,” she said.  “Not Celina.  Not Mom or Dad.  You decided to let me handle the problem on my own—which I couldn’t.  But you had faith in me that I could.  All those letters you wrote, encouraging me, letting me know that you were there if I ever needed someone to talk to, did I ever thank you for them?  And for keeping my problem to yourself?” 

“I’m sure you must have.” 

Leana smiled.  “You’re being kind.  I was so messed up, I’m sure I didn’t.  But I will now.  It’s what we addicts are supposed to do.  Thank you, Eric.  Thanks for believing in me when no one else did.”  Her tone was sincere.

She folded her arms and turned back to the windows.  In the reflection of the glass, she watched Eric stand, uncertainly at first, but with greater control as he removed his dinner jacket and flung it over the back of the chair. 

Soon he was standing behind her, running his fingers through her hair, brushing his lips against her bare shoulder.  Although she knew that what was happening was wrong, that it would never amount to anything more than this, Leana didn’t resist him.  In fact, she welcomed Eric’s touch.  Right now, more than anything, she needed to be loved and held. 

*  *  *
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Across the room, crouched motionless beneath George Redman’s desk, Vincent Spocatti listened.  The big leather wingback was pressed hard against his chest.  His head was twisted down and uncomfortably to the side.  His gun was drawn and ready to fire if he had to.  

He was going through the files on Redman’s desk when Leana Redman and her friend took him by surprise and stepped into the room.  What infuriated him more than nearly being caught was the fact that he had found nothing here that would be of interest to Louis Ryan.  Not one file on Redman’s desk had to do with the takeover of WestTex Incorporated. 

But there were other ways to get the information Ryan needed.  And if Ryan was willing to pay Vincent’s price, Vincent could get it for him.

He strained to hear where they were in the room and could detect the sound of their kissing.  He wasn’t sure how much longer he could stay in this position.  The muscles in his neck were beginning to knot, as were the muscles in his back.

And then he heard footfalls on the carpet. 

He looked through a small crack in the desk’s front panel and saw a ripple of white cloth, a pair of tanned legs, move in his direction.  His hand tightened around the gun.  The light above him clicked off.  Spocatti tensed, ready to shoot.  Leana said, “Remember that, Eric.  I turned the light off.  I’m not crazy.” 

“Yes, you are,” Eric said.  “Now, come on.  Somewhere, there’s a bedroom up here.  Let me show you how crazy I can be.” 

Spocatti waited until he was certain they left the room before he pushed back the chair, stood, and tucked the gun in his holster.  He smoothed his gloved hands down the front of his black dinner jacket, and it occurred to him that this was twice this evening that Leana Redman nearly blew his cover.  He stretched his neck, tried to ease a cramp. 

Payback, he thought as he eased out of the room and stepped into the hall, is a bitch. 

*  *  *
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In the lobby, Spocatti stepped out of the elevator, looked for Celina Redman, found her near the buffet talking to a man, and approached them.  

“Celina Redman?” he asked.

They both turned to look at him.  “Yes?” she said.

He showed her his security card.  “May I have a word with you in private?”

*  *  *
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The elevator doors opened and Celina stepped into her parents’ penthouse. Why has Leana me here?  What couldn’t be discussed in the lobby?  She promised Jack a dance and she wanted to get back to him. 

She could hear the sound of voices at the end of the hall. 

Celina moved in their direction, finally coming to a stop beside one of the bedroom doors.  Although she heard only pieces of what was being said, she recognized the voice as Leana’s and knew at once that she shouldn’t be standing here, that something was wrong.  Still, she listened.  Now the voice was clearer.  “Please don’t be embarrassed.  It happens sometimes.  You’ve just had too much to drink.” 

Celina moved closer to the door.  “Look,” Leana said.  “Why don’t you just lie down?  You can sleep here tonight.  Mom and Dad won’t mind, and I promise they won’t know that I was here with you.  Neither will Celina.  It’ll be our secret.” 

At that moment, Celina stepped into the bedroom.  Leana was sitting at the edge of the bed in a thin silk kimono and she turned away from Eric to face her.  While Celina noticed that her sister was naked beneath the kimono’s brightly colored fabric, she didn’t see the genuine flash of surprise in Leana’s eyes. 

She shut the door behind her.  “I got your message, Leana.  Your friend from security gave it to me.” 

Startled, Eric sat up in bed.  He looked from Celina to Leana, then realized he was naked and drew a sheet to cover himself.  “What message?” 

Celina’s face was composed, but inside, she was furious.  She leveled Eric with a look.  “I don’t want to hear a word from you,” she said.  “Not one word.” 

“It’s not what you think,” Eric said. 

“It’s exactly what I think,” Celina said.  “And I don’t want to see you again.  What we had is over.”  She looked at Leana, who now stood holding the kimono shut with tightly clenched hands.  “I just want to know one thing before I leave—what did I ever do to you to deserve this?  Why did you tell that man to meet you here?” 

Leana shook her head.  She felt confused, embarrassed, and ashamed.  Never had she wanted this to happen.  And yet it had.  But how? 

“Answer me,” Celina said.  “I have a right to know.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Leana said.  “I never gave anyone a message.”

The silence stretched between them like a dangerously fraying thread.  Celina turned to leave.  “I never expected you to tell me the truth,” she said.  “You always were a liar, Leana.  And a coward.” 

Hand trembling, she opened the door and was about to step through when she stopped and faced her sister a last time.  “You can pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about, but I know you planned this.  I know you told that man to have me meet you here.  I think you’ve been waiting years for this moment.  To see me hurt.” 

Before Leana could say anything more, Celina left.

In the silence that passed, Eric looked across the room at Leana.  She was dressing.  Behind her, Manhattan pushed up a glittering wall of glass and concrete. 

“Where are you’re going?” he asked. 

“After her, of course.” 

“Don’t you think you’ve done enough?”  He slid off the bed.

“I’ve done nothing, Eric.  That’s the point.” 

He looked at her incredulously.  “You call having Celina catch us in bed together nothing?  Are you out of your mind?”

“If what she said is true, I call it being set up.”  She slipped into her dress.  There was a tiny rip in the back near the zipper.  Earlier, Eric was in such a hurry, he tore it. 

“You know you’ve ruined whatever chance I might have with her, don’t you?” 

Leana shot him a fierce warning look.  “This was not my doing, Eric.  I’ve told you that.  Now, drop it.”  She stepped into her shoes, walked past him to the dressing table and fixed her hair.  She had to speak to Celina, she had to find out who had given her that message, she had to clear her name. 

A thought occurred to her while she brushed her hair.  Leana always had wanted to see her sister hurt—but never like this. 

“I’m sorry,” Eric said.  “I know you had nothing to do with this.  It’s just that—” 

“Apology accepted,” Leana interrupted.  He was drunk.  She didn’t want to hear him talk.  She just wanted to leave this room and find Celina.  Quickly. 

“Who told her?  Who knew we were here?” 

She looked at his reflection in the dressing table’s mirror.  “I’m not sure who told her.  But I intend to find out.”  She turned in front of the mirror, thankful that her hair covered the rip in the back of her dress. 

“I’ll come with you,” Eric said, and Leana noticed as she faced him that he had put on his pants.  The rest of his clothes were still on the chair beside him.  

“You need to stay here,” she said.  “Celina can’t handle seeing us both right now.” 

She stepped past him.  And as she did so, Eric pulled back his hand and struck her hard across the face with the belt he’d been hiding behind his back. 

The blow took Leana by surprise and she fell to the floor, blood spraying from her nose and mouth, spotting the beige carpet.  Before she could defend herself, before she even knew what was happening, Eric straddled her, swung the belt, and rained down blows on her thighs, shoulders, face and breasts. 

Her dress ripped from the strain of their struggling.  Her cries of pain and help echoed hollowly in the room. 

“You fucking bitch!” he shouted.  “You knew what she meant to me!  You’ve ruined everything Celina and I could have had together!”  He pulled back the belt and struck her once more across the face, leaving her cheek hot and swollen.  A dusting of red stars flowered before Leana’s eyes as she skated to the gray edges of unconsciousness.  Somewhere, far in the dark corners of her mind, she realized the blows could kill her. 

And then Eric punched her.  Hard.  In the mouth. 

Leana forced herself to think through the daze.  If she tried to resist him, he would hurt her worse than he already had.  She tried to move her arms, but they were pinned beneath his knees.  And then her mind froze.  Eric was forcing her legs apart.  She felt his hand race up her dress and tear at her underwear.  His fingers clawed and searched. 

Leana struggled and was about to scream when Eric clamped an open hand over her mouth.  She felt wetness and smelled a heady mixture of Scotch and blood.  Her blood. 

Eric pressed his mouth against her ear.  “Just remember,” he said, grinding his hips into hers.  “You wanted this.” 

And then Leana unexpectedly relaxed against him.  Eric looked at her with such surprise that he involuntarily relaxed with her.  

It was then that she made her move.

She bit hard into his hand and shoved him off her when he recoiled.  Her heart thundering, her sense of direction shattered, Leana stumbled to her feet.  The door was across the room, a million miles away.  She ran for it. 

Tried to run for it. 

Eric grasped her ankle and she lost her balance.  The room whirled.  Leana knew it was over at the same instant her forehead struck the carpet.  

But Eric did nothing.  He was on his feet, suddenly aware of what he had done.  How could he have lost control like that?  What had gotten into him? 

He looked at Leana.  She was lying motionless on her stomach, her head buried in the crook of her arm.  Her blood stained the carpet.  A wave of nausea overcame him and he wondered how badly she was hurt.  She wasn’t moving.... 

He glanced at his watch.  How long had Celina been gone?  Four minutes?  Five?  If she told George what she’d seen, he would be coming up here now. 

His drunken haze lifting, he stepped over Leana, locked the bedroom door and hurried into his clothes. 

Leana waited.  She listened to the sound of Eric dressing and peered across the room.  He stood in front of the dressing table, tucking in his shirt, quickly checking his appearance in the oval mirror.  He was fully dressed now—except for the belt, which was still clutched in his hand.

He faced her.  There was a moment when their eyes met, when a universe of hatred passed between them, and then Eric said calmly, “These are your options.  You can either get yourself cleaned up and pretend none of this happened, or you can run to your father and tell him everything.”  He moved toward her, the belt swinging like a pendulum by his side.  “And doing that would be a mistake.” 

He approached and Leana recoiled, her eyes riveted on the belt.  A section of it was stained with her blood.  “Get out,” she gasped.  “I’ll call the police.”

“You can do whatever you want,” Eric said.  “But I promise you this—if you do call the police, or go to your father, I’ll have a contract put out on you so goddamned fast it’ll make your head spin.  You hear me?  I hope so.  Because I will do it.  I’ve got the money and I’ve got the contacts.  If anything happens to me, you die.  It’s that simple.” 

*  *  *
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The elevator door slid open and Celina hurried out.  She slipped through the crowd, avoided the questioning stares, and didn’t stop until she came upon the twin glass doors across the lobby. 

Curtains of rain billowed down the avenue, lashing the windows and the reporters on the sidewalk.  She turned to ask a doorman for an umbrella and came face to face with the man from security who gave her Leana’s message. 

He nodded at her. 

Celina moved in his direction. 

“That message you gave me—you’re certain it came from my sister?” 

“She told me herself she was your sister.” 

She had to be certain it was Leana who did this.  “Describe her for me.” 

“She has long dark hair and she’s pretty.  I only talked to her for a few seconds.” 

“What she was wearing?” 

“A white dress, I think.  It left one of her shoulders bare.” 

Celina turned away from the man.  Her stomach sank.  She was about to leave when she saw her father sift through the crowd, his expression grim.  “We need to talk,” he said. 

She wanted out of here, but she didn’t want to tip him off.  She followed him to an area just behind the waterfall. 

“I just got off the phone with RRK.  They’re worried about what happened today.  I think they’re going to back out of the deal.  They’re waiting to see what the police find.” 

“And?” 

“If there’s even the slightest hint that those spotlights were rigged in protest of our deal with WestTex, they’ll pull financing.  Richards says it’ll be a public relations nightmare if we take over that company in lieu of what’s happening in the Middle East.” 

“Maybe in the beginning,” Celina said.  “But when the public learns what we’ve done, we’ll be fine.” 

“They’re panicking,” George said.  “They know that until WestTex is ours, our agreement with Iran is only verbal.  They feel there’s a strong possibility that the Navy won’t move into the Gulf on the date we’ve been given.  They’re going to pull out.  I can feel it.”

“So, we’ll find someone else.” 

“I’m having lunch with RRK tomorrow.  If negotiations fall apart, how do you feel about Ted Frostman at Chase?” 

“I like Ted,” she said.  “He’s a good guy.  Think he’ll play?”

“Maybe.  And God knows he owes us.  I’ll set up a meeting with him.”

“Are we good here?” she said.  “I’d like to go home.”

George looked at her in surprise.  “Home?  Are you all right?” 

If she told him what happened, it would ruin his evening. 

“Today was pretty intense,” she said.  “And I’m feeling every bit of it.”  She looked over the crowd.  “The party will wind down soon.  I’ve spoken to everyone I needed to speak to.  If you don’t mind, I’d like to call it a day.” 

It was pouring when she left Redman International.  Those members of the press who hadn’t been invited inside immediately started to take her picture.  She nodded at the short, white-haired doorman standing beneath the canopied entrance and together, they hurried toward the limousine parked at the curb.

The press followed, recording her exit for the world.  Lights popped.  She stepped into the back of the car, told the driver to get her out of there, and was home fifteen minutes later, packing Eric’s belongings. 
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CHAPTER NINE
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The morning after the party, George Redman was showered, shaved, and in his black track suit at a time most people were still in bed asleep.  Before meeting RRK for lunch, he planned to run three miles in Central Park. 

He stepped out of his dressing room and moved to where his wife lay motionless in their bed.  They had made love last night and the sheets were now twisted impossibly around her pale legs. “I’ll see you at breakfast,” he said, bending to kiss her on the cheek. “Will you be up?” 

Elizabeth murmured something in her sleep, lifted her head from the pillow and kissed him awkwardly on the chin.  “You smell good,” she said, and turned onto her side.  “Don’t forget to stretch.” 

He went to the elevator at the end of the long hallway.  The apartment was quiet.  Besides Isabel, the family cat, who was washing herself on top of an ormolu table, he was the only one up, which was not surprising considering it was just a little past five. 

He stepped into the elevator and pressed a button.  As the floors sped by, George wondered again how the meeting with RRK would go.  If they decided not to back him, he would have to move fast on Ted Frostman at Chase.  He had come too far to miss this deal with WestTex. 

The elevator slowed to a stop.  The doors slid open and George stepped out, pleased to see the lobby nearly back in order.  The cleaning crew arrived not long after the party ended and worked throughout the night. 

George left the building, checked the time on his watch, stretched and started uptown.  Soon he was running along the nearly barren paths of Central Park, and musing at how far he had come since graduating from Harvard. 

When he graduated in 1977 and moved to Manhattan, it seemed everything he tried failed.  Even though George came from money, banks were reluctant to trust a newcomer and so they ignored his requests for loans.  Instead, they chose to finance the established developer over the rookie.  George knew that he could go back and work for his father, but that would mean giving up on his dreams.  And so he pressed on, determined to find success. 

It didn’t come.  It seemed the harder George tried, the more often he failed.  It wasn’t until the fall of 1977 that things began to look up. 

Louis Ryan, an old college friend, called and told him about Pine Gardens, a 1,000-unit apartment complex that recently had gone through foreclosure. Would George be interested in going into a partnership? 

George’s first mistake was saying that he would.  His second was sealing the deal with a handshake.  What began as the beginning of his dream, ended with years of fighting Louis Ryan in court—only to lose.  Miserably. 

He finished his run in just under twenty-four minutes.  Winded, he leaned against the trunk of an elm and stretched his legs before leaving the park.  The city was coming to life.  Cars were shooting down Fifth, rich widows and hip divorcées were walking their well-groomed dogs on retractable leashes, and the sun, visible now, gilded the cluster of limestone buildings surrounding Central Park, turning their beige facades to gold. 

He bought the Times from a newspaper-vending machine, tucked it beneath his arm without looking at the headline and started down the avenue toward his building, which towered above its neighbors.

Just looking at it filled George with pride.  The new Redman International Building was as extravagant in design as its predecessor on Madison Avenue had been conventional.  Instead of having four straight sides, the new building sloped gently upward, narrowing from its base to its roof.  It trumped everything on Fifth Avenue—especially Louis Ryan’s Manhattan Enterprises Building, which was two blocks south. 

Before entering Redman International, George stopped and looked at Ryan’s building.  Despite the years that had passed, anger still seized him when he saw it.  To this day, he could remember Ryan telling the court that there had never been a partnership between him and George.  To this day, George could remember Ryan standing up and calling him a liar for saying so. 

*  *  *
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While he waited for Michael to arrive for their eight o’clock appointment, Louis Ryan stood high above Fifth Avenue in his corner office, his hands clasped behind him as he looked out a wall of windows and took inventory of his empire. 

From where he stood, he saw the many hotels, condominiums, and office complexes that he had either owned for years, or were presently under construction. There was the new hotel he was building on the corner of Fifth and Fifty-Third.  It would be the city’s largest, it would open shortly and it was nearly $13 million under budget.  

He learned how to control his costs years ago.  When they worked together, George Redman taught him well. 

On Central Park South, ground was being broken for Louis’ new condominium complex.  The demolition of the two prewar buildings was completed four weeks earlier, the foundation one. 

He still had to laugh at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which asked if he would donate the four demi-relief Art Deco friezes that decorated the exterior of each building.  At first, Louis agreed, seeing no reason why he shouldn’t donate them.  If anything, it would be good press and free publicity for the new building.  But once he learned that it would take weeks to remove them properly—not to mention hundreds of thousands of his own dollars—Louis had the friezes torn down, not wanting or willing to pay for what he considered worthless art. 

He moved away from the window and walked the few steps to his desk.  His office was large and filled with things he never had as a child. 

Born in the Bronx, Louis came from a poor, working-class family.  He looked across the room at his parents’ wedding picture.  In it, his mother was seated on a red velvet chair, her hands arranged in her lap, a faint smile on her lips.  She was in the simple, ivory-colored wedding dress her mother and grandmother wore before her.  She was seventeen in that photo and Louis thought she was beautiful. 

Standing behind her was Nick Ryan in one of the few suits he ever owned.  It was dark blue and a few sizes too large for his slim frame, but the smile on his face and the defiant way he held his head made one notice not the suit, but the man himself. 

He wished his parents could have witnessed his success.  In the fall of 1968, Nick Ryan was killed on duty in Vietnam.  When Louis learned his father’s fate, he quickly learned his own.  At the age of thirteen, he was thrust into the position of provider and nothing was the same for him after that.  While his mother took in laundry and became a seamstress on the side, Louis worked forty hours a week washing dishes at Cappuccilli’s, the Italian restaurant at the end of their block.  He pulled straight A’s in school.  He and his mother planned budgets together and managed to put something aside for a future they were hesitant to face. 

As a team, they were invincible.  It was in his eighteenth year, only days after Harvard offered him a full scholarship, that his mother became ill.  She was tired all the time.  There were lumps in her neck and groin.  Her joints ached.  “I’ve lost a lot of weight, Louis.  There’s blood in my stool.” 

He brought her to the hospital.  The doctor was crass, frank, and cold.  After examining Katherine Ryan, he took her son aside.  “There are holes in your mother’s bones,” he said.  “She has cancer.  It’s beyond treatment.  She’ll need to be hospitalized, if only to keep her comfortable.  That will be expensive.  Do you have insurance?” 

Louis looked the man hard in his eyes.  “We don’t,” he said.  “But we have money, so you treat her right just the same.” 

His private hell began then.  Times were hard and the hospital was overcrowded.  His mother was placed in a room with three other women—each struggling to hang on to lives that were leaving them.  Louis wouldn’t forget the days that followed—working three jobs so he could afford bills that were scarcely affordable; going without sleep so he could spend time with a woman who no longer resembled his mother; holding her hand because he knew that she was frightened and missing her husband. 

He remembered the never-ending stream of specialists injecting poison after poison into a body that was manufacturing poisons of its own.  He watched his mother slowly slip away from him.  Her skin gradually became too large for her body.  The experience hardened Louis.  Made him see things differently. 

At the end of her first week’s stay, Katherine, so weakened by the toxins in her system, reached out a hand and gripped Louis’ knee.  Her voice unusually strong, resolve still burning in her eyes, she spoke calmly and clearly.  “I know what you’re thinking,” she said.  “But you won’t drop out of school.  I won’t hear of it.” 

“Mom—” 

“You listen to me, Louis.  My life will have been for nothing if you don’t succeed.  God gave you that scholarship and God gave me this cancer.  He’ll take me, but He won’t take that scholarship.  You go to school in the fall.  You become a success.” 

“But the bills—” 

“—will take care of themselves.”  Her face softened.  Drugs had clouded her eyes and now they were as gray as the four walls surrounding them.  She squeezed his knee.  “Don’t you see?” she said.  “Don’t you see what you’re going to become?” 

She died three weeks before he started Harvard.  On the night before her death, she said to him in a whisper, “I want to be cremated.  If I’m going to die, this cancer is dying with me.  I’m not going to let it feed off my body any longer.  I’m going to burn it up.  I’m going to have the last say.” 

He granted her wish and scattered her ashes in the park where she and his father used to bring him in upstate New York.  It was then that he made a vow.  No matter what the costs, he would conquer the business world.  He would become the best of the world’s best. 

His focus wasn’t broken until his junior year at Harvard, when he met Anne.

He was walking home one afternoon when he heard what sounded like a woman shouting and several barking dogs.  Curious, Louis stopped to listen.  For a moment, he thought he was hearing things—now he heard nothing but the buzz of traffic and the sound of leafless trees clicking in the stiff March wind. 

But then, suddenly, a team of seven dogs rushed around the street corner where he stood, nearly toppling him as they hurried toward downtown Cambridge.  Louis turned and watched them run, their expensive leather leashes whipping and writhing behind them.

And then he saw her. 

“For God’s sake!” the young woman shouted as she shot around the corner. “Help me catch them!” 

Louis ran after her.  She was out of breath, her face flushed, her long black hair swinging.  Louis was about to ask how they got free when she stopped and her hands flew to her mouth.  There was a screech of tires.  Undaunted, the dog who was almost struck joined his friends and trotted on, only this time a bit slower as the group weaved through traffic and moved toward the center of town. 

“Hurry!” she said. 

They ran again, faster this time.  Louis’ mind raced.  “Are they all joined by one leash?” he asked. 

“Yes!” 

He was running alongside her now.  She’s pretty, he thought.  “I’m going to cross the street and head them off.  You lure them to me.” 

Her eyes widened.  “How?” 

“I don’t know—get in front of them, chase them in my direction.  When they’re close enough, I’ll grab their leash and they’ll be yours again.”  He looked across the street and pointed at a cluster of trees.  “I’ll be over there.” 

“It won’t be that easy.” 

“It will be,” he said.  “Go.” 

He started across the street.  “I don’t even know your name,” he said.  “I’m Louis Ryan.” 

“Anne Roberts,” she said, starting to run again.  “And I promise if we get these dogs back, you won’t regret it!” 

It was over dinner that evening that Anne told Louis she walked the dogs to earn extra money for college.  Now, remembering that day and those that followed, almost made her death seem as if it hadn’t happened, as if George Redman had never fouled their lives.  But then, as always, Louis remembered that snowy February evening, just days after George lost his final appeal in court, and the first memory shattered. 

He leaned forward in his chair and lifted Anne’s picture from his desk.  When his mother died, he had been powerless to help her.  He accepted her death as he accepted his own fate.  But his wife’s man-made death could be avenged.  This time he didn’t have to accept the unacceptable. 

For years, Louis fantasized about killing George Redman’s wife.  For years, he imagined how sweet it would be to take from the man what he assumed was his greatest love.  But as time passed and he learned more about his wife’s murderer, Louis realized that while Redman loved his wife deeply, he was just as passionate about Redman International and his daughter, Celina. 

They were his life’s accomplishments.  They hadn’t failed him.  It was then, as Redman’s daughter and his conglomerate matured, that Louis had his awakening.  In order to make Redman feel the pain he had felt for years, Louis would take everything from the man, not stopping until his own thirst for revenge was satisfied. 

There was a knock at his office door.  It was only seven-thirty.  Michael wasn’t supposed to be here for another half hour.  “Yes?” he said.  

The door swung open and his secretary, Judy, stepped into the room.  When she saw that he had been studying his wife’s picture, she hesitated, remembering a time years ago when she walked in unannounced and saw tears in his eyes while he held it.  She turned to leave.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I was just coming in to catch up on some work.  Jim told me you were here.” 

She held the current edition of the New York Times in one hand and a steaming cup of coffee in the other.  “I was going to give you these.” 

Louis replaced Anne’s picture and managed a smile.  “Remind me to give you a raise,” he said.  “Those are exactly what I need right now.  Come in.” 

“I think you might find the paper interesting,” Judy said as she crossed the room to his desk.  She was an attractive woman in her middle forties, with short blonde hair and a nose that was just saved from being too wide. She had worked for Louis for nearly twenty years and had become rich because of her ability to keep secrets.  “Especially the front page and the business section.” 

Louis looked up at her, puzzled.  “What do you mean?” 

Judy placed the coffee down beside him.  “This,” she said while handing him the paper.  There, on the front page, was a picture of the new Redman International Building—complete with a close-up of one of the destroyed spotlights.  The banner headline read: 

––––––––
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EXPLOSIVE DAY FOR GEORGE REDMAN

––––––––
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Before Louis could react, Judy was saying, “And here,” as she opened the paper to the business section.  There, the headline read: 

––––––––
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REDMAN STOCK CONTINUES PLUNGE;

PLANS TO TAKE OVER WESTTEX CONFIRMED

––––––––
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Louis skimmed the article that ran beneath the headline before turning to the front page and reading about the three spotlights that he had Vincent Spocatti rig with explosives.  When he was finished, he looked up at Judy. “And here I thought today was going to be a bad day,” he said. 
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CHAPTER TEN
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Michael Archer awoke to the sharp crack of gunfire and the shrill screams of people on the street.

Startled, he sat up in bed and came face to face with his best friend of nearly fourteen years, Rufus, the golden retriever who sat beside him. He held a gnawed plastic dish in his jaws. 

Michael slumped back against the mattress and closed his eyes.  Already, the morning was warm and muggy.  He turned onto his side and looked at what had become his only home—an over-priced one-room apartment on Avenue B that smelled like shit and now was filled with boxes sent from around the world. 

Rufus nudged his arm and Michael got up.  Looking tentatively out the window, he saw a small crowd of people on the sidewalk.  They stood around a woman, face down on the street, blood pooling around her head.  People were on cell phones, some were taking photos.  Welcome to New York, he thought. 

Michael took the dish from Rufus’ mouth and filled it with dry dog food.  A cockroach scattered across the countertop.  The irony that he now lived in this dump was not lost on him.

At thirty-four, he was among the most powerful men in Hollywood.  His movies made millions at the box office, his six novels were blockbusters, and he had adapted four of them for the screen—all of which he starred in and produced.  To the public, he not only was a fine actor and writer, but also a respected businessman.  Through his novels and movies, he led his fans into another world and gave them the escape they desired.  He was their king, their shining star.  He was invincible. 

But they were wrong. 

The public knew only what Michael Archer allowed them to know.  Because of this, they couldn’t know that this apartment represented his life—and that his was in danger. 

The warnings began as small reminders.  After a major purchase, his manager and accountants would call and suggest he curb his spending.  “You’re not the government, Michael,” they would say.  “Remember, even you have financial limits.” 

Michael would nod and listen, but soon he forgot their words and instead remembered his beginnings in Hollywood—a time when money was so scarce, he was lucky to eat a meal a day.  Then, he hadn’t owned a villa in Italy, a brownstone in Boston, an estate in Beverly Hills.  Then, Michael had known nothing but the struggle of day-to-day life and his seedy apartment in West L.A. 

To escape from those days, Michael surrounded himself with luxury, often spending more money in a week than many people made in a year.  Never did he think his bank accounts would run dry.  Until they did. 

He was vacationing at a high-end resort in Cairo when his business manager phoned to tell him that his bank was about to foreclose on each of his three homes.  Going as well were the Ferrari, the Lamborghini, both yachts. 

He was incredulous.

“If you don’t have a minimum of $2 million to cover your debts by this Friday, everything will be taken from you.”

“Friday?” Michael said.  “That’s three days away.”

“We’ve been warning you, Michael.  This isn’t a surprise.”

“What are my options?” 

“At this point?  You’ve got two.”

“What are they?”

“You could go to your father.”

“Fuck that.”

“Or you could gamble.”

“I have no money,” he said.  “Remember?”

“You could borrow it,” the man said.  “A friend of mine runs Aura in Vegas.  As a favor to you, I could call and tell him you’re coming for a weekend that you’re a good risk for a loan.” 

“What if I lose and can’t pay back the loan?” 

“Then you’ll be in trouble.  This is only a suggestion, Michael, and not one that should be taken lightly.  You should go to your father.  I recommend that—not the gambling.” 

But Michael went with the latter.

As promised, borrowing the money was no problem.  Paying it back, however, became one.  Michael stayed at one of the casino’s black jack tables for hours until he lost it all.  Now, he owed Stephano Santiago, owner of the casino and capo di capi of Europe’s most powerful crime syndicate, over $900,000.  It was blood money and Michael knew that if he didn’t pay Santiago soon, the man would murder him. 

A day passed before he received a threatening phone call from one of Santiago’s men.  Another day passed and he was on a plane headed East toward Manhattan, where he met with his father for the first time in nearly sixteen years. 

Seeing his father after all those years was a shock.  Louis was older, grayer, heavier than the day Michael left home—yet still he was a force.  Seated at his desk, immaculate in a black silk suit, Louis looked across the room at his son, his eyes as dark and as judgmental as Michael remembered them to be.  It didn’t take long for Michael to feel uncomfortable.  Louis could make him feel inferior with a mere look. 

Reluctantly, he told his father about his predicament.  And while Louis said that he’d take care of everything, he had that tone in his voice, that calm tone he used whenever he wanted something. 

Now, Michael knew that it had to do with the photographs he was given of Leana Redman and his appearance last night at George Redman’s party.  There was a reason his father demanded that he meet her and it worried him.  His father had a motive behind everything.

He checked his watch and decided that he had time to unpack a few more things before meeting with his father.  He sat beside Rufus, who knocked his arm with his nose, and reached for a box marked PERSONAL.  The first item he pulled from the box was, ironically, his first novel and bestseller. 

Michael ran his hand over the faded dust jacket and thought back to when he started the novel.  He was eighteen years old, running away from his father on a bus headed for Hollywood.  They had fought the night before and Michael decided then that no matter how hard he tried, he and Louis were never going to get along.  And so he left.

Even now, all these years later, Michael could remember how the fight ended.  Louis told Michael that he didn’t love him and never had.  He said that he wished it was Michael who died, not his mother.

Michael tossed the book aside and dug deeper into the box.  When he grasped the next object, he heard a light tinkling of glass and his heart sank.  He knew what it was before he pulled it through the many strands of torn newspaper and held it in his hands.  It was a framed photograph of his mother, Anne, something he had cherished since he was three years old.  Broken glass pierced her face. 

Michael was staring at it when a knock came at the door.  He put the picture down and glanced at his watch.  Puzzled, he looked at Rufus, who now was facing the door, his head cocked in such a way that suggested he also knew they weren’t expecting anyone.  There was another knock, this one sharper, more urgent, and then the sound of footsteps swiftly moving away. 

Michael moved quickly through the maze of boxes and unlocked the door.  He opened it wide, stepped into the hall, and nearly stumbled over the brilliantly wrapped basket at his feet.

A network of shadows cloaked the hallway.  For a moment, he heard nothing but his neighbors, who were shouting again at their child.  He sensed a presence, knew he was being watched.  He stepped back into the safety of his apartment, bolted the door, and waited. 

Time seemed to stop.  His neighbors continued to shout.  And then, from the end of the hallway, came a clatter of metal striking metal as the gate to the freight elevator crashed open and someone stepped inside.  

The gate slammed shut and the car hesitated only briefly before it began its noisy, sluggish descent.

Michael opened the door and ran down the hall, eager to see who was inside.  But by the time he reached the elevator and gripped the metal bars, the car was a lost cage of rattling iron shadows. 

For a moment, he stood listening to the faint wail of police sirens.  Just now, they were coming for the woman who was shot earlier.  He wondered if his death would mirror hers.  Would a stranger take him by surprise, draw a gun and silence him with a well-placed bullet?

Or did they have something else planned for him?

He returned to his apartment and brought the basket inside.  It was cocooned so tightly in sheets of red cellophane that he couldn’t see its contents.  Rufus nudged his leg and Michael patted his back, reassuring him that everything was all right—even though he knew it wasn’t. 

Steeling himself, Michael removed the crimson shield and tossed it aside.  

The stench was sudden and overwhelming.  Michael covered his nose and mouth with the back of his hand and took a step back, the haze of fruit flies wavering in front of him like veils of ash.  The basket was filled with rotten plums, soft brown peaches dimpled with mold, apples gnawed to the core, bananas black and alive with maggots. 

Michael knew who had sent it even before he removed the envelope taped to the wicker handle.  Inside was a note, precise and neatly typed:  “Three weeks, Mr. Archer.  That’s how old this fruit is, and that’s how much longer we’re giving you to come up with our money.  By then, the sum will be one million dollars.  Please have the money by then.  If you don’t, our generosity will have run out and you’ll be giving your mother some unexpected company.”

Shaken, Michael crumpled the note and tossed it aside.  He had never mentioned his mother’s death to anyone, and yet somehow these people knew.  But how?  And how do they know where I live?  I just moved here. 

He looked at his watch and saw with a start that it was seven-thirty.  His father had requested his presence at eight sharp.  Michael hurried out of the apartment and realized that if he was late for this meeting, it very well might cost him his life. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The sun went behind a cloud and a shadow stretched across Manhattan, leaving Louis Ryan’s face gray in its presence. 

“I want to talk to you about your mother’s death.” 

Michael straightened in his chair.  They sat in his father’s office—Louis behind his desk; Michael in front of it.  He expected Louis to discuss Leana Redman and the party he had been sent to last night, not his mother. 

“Why?” 

“There are things you don’t know.”

“What things?”

“A lot of things.”  Louis turned in his chair.  “But before I begin, I want you to know I realize you should have been told this years ago, when you were young enough to understand it.  Maybe, if you knew what I’ve gone through over the past thirty-one years, we could have been closer—as a father and son should be.” 

He made an effort to smile but failed.  His eyes belied the grief still within him.  “I would have liked that.” 

Michael raised an eyebrow.  This was news to him. 

“Do you remember what happened when your mother passed away?” 

“She was in a car accident.” 

Louis stepped to the far right wall right of windows, where he watched workers remove the red ribbon from the center of the Redman International Building.  “It wasn’t an accident.  Your mother was murdered and what George Redman did to her was brutal.” 

Michael couldn’t have heard him right.  The sudden roaring in his ears dulled his father’s words, making it difficult for him to hear everything Louis said. 

“...George and I were friends at Harvard...” 

“...my partner in a development called Pine Gardens...” 

“...Yes, I admit I lied in court.  I even admit I used George.  But I grew up poor.  Through his father, George had access to millions.  The only reason I asked him to be my partner was because I thought we’d need his father to cosign a loan for us.  When I learned I could buy Pine Gardens on my own, I did, and so he sued me...” 

Michael shut his eyes.  This isn’t happening. 

“For years George tried to get his share of Pine Gardens.  For years, he tried to prove we had a partnership.  I refused to let him have any of it.”  He paused.  “That decision cost your mother her life.” 

Michael looked up at his father, his concentration intense. 

“Your mother was murdered just two days after Redman lost his final appeal in court.  It was late and it was snowing.  She was returning home from a friend’s house when George blew out her tires with a rifle.  Your mother lost control of the car, skidded in the snow, and tumbled over the bridge that led to our house.  It was a seventy-foot drop.  She didn’t have a chance.” 

Michael looked at his father for some sign of the lie he was sure he was telling, but saw none.  It was obvious that he was telling the truth.  For Michael, it was as if someone had shot him.

“I was never able to prove it,” Louis said.  “But I know it was him.  George Redman killed my wife.  Your mother.  The moment I learned her tires were flattened by a rifle, I knew it was Redman who pulled the trigger.” 

“How could you know that?” 

“Besides having the perfect motive—wanting revenge against me—George Redman is an excellent marksman.  Once, when we were in college, he took me skeet shooting on his father’s yacht.  Even with the rolling of the waves, George rarely missed.  But George is smart.  He got rid of the rifle and made certain that he had an alibi.  When the police questioned him, he told them he was with Judge William Cranston’s daughter, Elizabeth Cranston, now Elizabeth Redman, during the night of the shooting. 

“I don’t know how he did it, but he got Elizabeth to lie for him.  Because when the police questioned her, she confirmed it, and George was dropped as a suspect.  A week later, the police concluded that poachers were hunting in the woods on either side of the bridge.  They said a stray shot flattened your mother’s tires.  Despite pressure from me and a team of lawyers, the case wasn’t reopened and George Redman walked free.” 

All those years of never understanding his father came to an end.  Now Michael knew why Louis never discussed Anne’s death, why he became irritated whenever the subject was brought up, why he, Michael, hadn’t been allowed to attend his mother’s funeral.  Now he understood his father’s mood swings and those evenings, as a child, when he heard Louis weeping in his bedroom.  Now it made sense. 

“I wish you would have told me this from the beginning,” Michael said. 

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” Louis said.  “You were just a child when Anne died.  You barely knew her.  How could I tell you then what he did to your mother?  If you were me, would you have told your three-year-old son that his mother had been murdered?  Would you have brought him to her funeral, knowing how upsetting it would be for him to see her like that?  I doubt it.  And besides, you wouldn’t have understood.” 

“You could have told me when I was older.”

“Agreed,” Louis said.  “And I wanted to.  But every time I tried to tell you, every time I thought the moment was right, I couldn’t find the words.  I couldn’t say that your mother was murdered.  I still find it difficult to say.  So I allowed you to live in the comfort of not knowing the truth.  I know you won’t see it this way, but in a sense, I’ve spared you the anger I’ve lived with for years.” 

“Why are you telling me now?” 

Louis went to his desk and reached for the pack of cigarettes next to his picture of Anne.  He shook one out, lit it with a lighter, and exhaled a plume of blue smoke.  “Because the time is right.” 

He handed Michael the newspaper his secretary gave him earlier that morning and Michael read about the recent, sharp decline in Redman International’s stock. 

“Thirty-one years ago, I was unable to put that bastard away for what he did to your mother,” Louis said.  “Now, with his stock at an all-time low, I finally have the kind of money and power it’s going to take to bury him and each member of his family.  They’ll all pay for what George Redman did to your mother.  But I’ll need your help.” 

Before he could react, Michael glimpsed the front-page picture of the spotlight that lay crushed in front of the Redman International Building.  For a moment, he just stared at it, his mind making connections he never knew existed.  He looked up at Louis.  “You rigged those spotlights with explosives.” 

“Let’s just say I made it happen.”

“But you nearly killed a man.” 

“Not the right one, Michael.  George Redman is still alive.” 

Michael tossed the paper onto the desk.  “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?” 

“That’s the plan.  But there are many things to be done before that day, and when it does come, it won’t be me pulling the trigger.  It will be you.  You’ll do it for your mother.  That is, of course, if you still want me to pay off Santiago.” 

There it was, the reason his father agreed to help him.  Michael shook his head.  Disappointment, anger, and hurt threading through him.  Just once couldn’t the man help him?  Just once couldn’t he do the right thing? 

He pushed back his chair and stood.  “I may be a lot of things, but I’m no murderer.” 

Louis’ jaw tightened.  “You’d better think twice about that, Michael.  Your own is about to be committed.”  He glanced at his desk calendar.  “How long has Santiago given you to come up with the money?  Two weeks?  A month?  Your time is running out.” 

“I’ll find another way to get the money.” 

Louis crushed the cigarette in an ashtray.  “Who are you kidding?  If you could have gone elsewhere for the money, you would have.  You proved I’m your last hope just by coming to me.” 

He reached inside his desk drawer and removed his personal checkbook.  “If you want my help, I’m here—but only if you’re willing to help me correct the past.” 

Michael was about to speak, but then decided it was pointless and left for the door.  Before stepping out of the room, he stopped and looked at his father.  Louis’ eyes were as cold and as bitter as the silence that hung between them.  “If George Redman did what you say he did, then he should pay for what he did to Mom.  But there are other ways.  There’s the law.  I’ll be damned—” 

Louis raised a hand.  “Don’t say any of this to me, Michael.  Say it to your mother.  She’s the one you need to explain this to, not me.” 

Only his father could make this more difficult than it was.  “I’m not a murderer.” 

“But your mother was murdered.  So, why couldn’t you be?  We all could be.  Why should she be denied justice?” 

Michael left the room. 

When the door clicked shut, Louis reached for the phone on his desk and punched numbers.  Michael would see his side sooner than he expected.  “It’s Louis, Vincent.”  He looked at the picture of his wife.  He had sworn long ago that he and Michael would avenge her death together.  Michael just needed a little stimulation.  “I’ve got another job for you, but you must move quickly.” 

*  *  *
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Michael knew something was wrong the moment he finished climbing the six flights of stairs and found the door to his apartment ajar. 

First, Rufus raced through his mind.  The dog would be barking if someone was inside.  Had the intruder already left?  Michael couldn’t be sure. 

He started down the hallway, moved slowly, senses acute.  He glimpsed an empty wine bottle lying beside the freight elevator, picked it up, and tossed it once between his hands.  The bottle was heavy, solid.  It could fracture jaws, break bones, cut flesh. 

He passed the apartment to his right and heard the sound of a child crying, the tinny blare of a television that was turned too loud.  Canned studio laughter wafted through the thin, graying walls.  Edith Bunker shouted at Archie. 

Michael stopped beside his apartment door, listened, but heard nothing.  Surprise was his only chance.  Drawing back his foot, hand tightening around the bottle, he gave the door a vicious kick, and rushed inside when it crashed open.

The apartment was in shadow.  Michael stepped farther into the room.  His heart raced.  He pushed past the sea of cardboard boxes, ready to fight.  He called Rufus’ name once, twice, but heard no response.  He turned toward the open window, moved past the basket of spoiled fruit, and stepped over to his bed.  There, he found his dog’s mangled body lying in a bloody heap.

For a moment, Michael couldn’t move, couldn’t speak or react.  His heart seemed to slow and then freeze.  Lips parting, throat tightening, the bottle dropped from his hand and struck the hardwood floor, where it shattered in a dozen gleaming pieces. 

Revulsion cut through him like a blade.  Legs weak, mind whirling, he knelt beside his dog, touched his back, and tentatively stroked Rufus’ bloodied fur. 

The coppery scent of blood was everywhere.  Behind Michael was a box filled with an assortment of towels, sheets, rags, and clothes.  He moved like an automaton, reached inside the box, selected a thick, pale-blue towel, and draped it over Rufus’ back.  In numb horror, he watched it turn dark crimson.  It wasn’t until he turned to reach for another towel that he saw the envelope taped to the rust-spotted refrigerator. 

Michael stared at the envelope.  It bore his name in thick bold letters.  It seemed to scream out at him, shouting his name across the room. 

Again, he became aware of the tinny laughter drifting down the hallway.  It was as though someone somewhere was laughing at him. 

He covered Rufus with another towel, stood and opened the envelope.  Inside he found a white piece of paper.  Typed on it were these words:  “You weren’t here so we left an example of what happens when we’re ignored.  Please have our money soon, Mr. Ryan, or this will be you.”

The shock of seeing his real name in print terrified him.  How much did they know about him?  How far were they willing to go? 

Michael tore the note in half and telephoned his father.  He needed that money, regardless of the strings attached.  He glimpsed the picture of his mother lying askew just a few feet from Rufus’ body.  Someone had slashed it with a knife. 

“Yes?” 

“It’s Michael.  I’ve changed my mind.  I need your help.  Just tell me what I need to do and I’ll do it.” 

Could he commit murder? 

“What made you change your mind?” 

Michael managed to speak out of sheer will. “Santiago broke into my apartment and butchered my dog.” 

“I’m sorry, Michael.” 

“I’ll bet you are.  Just tell me what you want me to do.”  He glanced at the blood-soaked towels that covered his dog.  “I’ll do anything.” 

Including murder? 

“Why don’t you come to my office tomorrow morning?  We’ll discuss everything in detail then.” 

Michael said he’d be there and hung up the phone. 

When he knelt beside Rufus, he ran a trembling hand over the dog’s back. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.  “This is my fault and I’m sorry.  I don’t know what I’ll do without you.  I don’t.” 

They said they were giving him three weeks to come up with the money.  So, why this?  What was the point of killing a harmless dog?  Michael covered Rufus with another towel. Then he glanced at the tattered remains of his mother’s picture.  Anger rose in within him, a fury so deep only revenge could pacify it.  Maybe it was just as well that he help his father. 

Yes, he could commit murder. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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The sun cut through the partly open Venetian blinds and sliced bright bands of gold across Eric Parker’s sleeping face, the cream-colored sheets of his four-poster bed, and a section of his bloodstained leather belt, which, along with the rest of his clothes, lay in a crumpled mass at the foot of his bed. 

It was late Saturday morning. 

He awoke with a headache a little before noon.  After fumbling in his bedside table for some aspirin, he sat up in bed, swallowed three Tylenol dry, and then walked into the bathroom, where he drank water from the faucet and relieved himself. 

He stood before the toilet and peered at himself in the mirror above it.  He looked worse than he felt.  His eyes were swollen and bloodshot, the pupils still dilated; his hair was a wild mass of dark brown waves; his face, usually smooth and tan, was creased with fine pink lines and he was in need of a shave. 

Eric flushed the toilet and turned away from the mirror.  Regardless of how much he drank, last night was still fresh.  When Eric left Leana, he took the elevator to the lobby, asked the doorman to get him a cab, and then waited for it outside in the rain where there would be no chance running into Celina or George. 

When a cab pulled alongside him, he instructed the driver to take him to Redman Place, the condominium complex where many of Redman International’s senior executives lived, including himself, Celina, and Diana.  Not wanting to come across either of them, Eric went straight to his apartment, peeled off his damp clothes, and crawled into bed, where he quickly forgot the beating he gave Leana Redman and fell asleep. 

Now, standing beneath a hot shower, Eric realized the enormity of what he did to Leana.  Hitting her with that belt was a grave mistake.  If he hadn’t threatened her, Eric was certain she would have gone to the police—or to her father—and he would now be in jail, instead of in his bathroom. 

He wondered how long she would keep quiet.  Did she believe him when he said he’d have a contract put out on her?  When her anger prevailed—and he knew it would, probably even had—would she risk the chance that he was bluffing and go to the police?  Or to George? 

Eric stepped out of the shower struck with the realization that by hitting Leana, he had given her the power to blackmail him.  Leana knew how hard he had struggled to reach the top.  She knew how much his reputation and his job at Redman International meant to him. 

If she wanted to, she could destroy everything he ever worked for.

*  *  *
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Later, after changing into a pair of dark blue sweat pants and an old, faded football jersey, Eric knew he had to call Celina and explain what she’d walked in on last night.  If he let too much time pass, more damage would be done. 

He went to the living room, picked up the telephone, and dialed Celina’s number.  If she told her father what she had seen, he knew George would fire him—and all those years of work would have been for nothing.  As the phone rang, his thoughts returned to Leana.  If he lost his job because of her, he would make her see that last night was just a party. 

There was no answer.  Eric replaced the receiver, stepped into a pair of worn moccasins, and left for Celina’s apartment, two floors above his.  He found no answer there as well.  Either she was out, or not answering the door. 

He returned to his apartment and dialed the doorman. 

“I saw her come in myself, Mr. Parker, at around eleven last night.  No, she hasn’t left the building.  Yes, I’m sure of it.  You have a nice day, too, sir.” 

Eric replaced the receiver.  So, she was in her apartment.  He considered taking his own key and using it, but thought better of it.  She would have nothing to do with him now.  If he walked into her apartment unannounced, she would throw him out herself, or have security do it.  Eric knew that as well as he knew himself. 

It was over.  Deep down he knew what he had with Celina was over.  All because of Leana. 

He opened two French doors and stepped out onto a terrace that smelled faintly of potted roses and city air.  Below him, Fifth Avenue bustled and Central Park sighed, and the sun gilded the tops of shiny limousines and enormous elm trees. 

As a boy, owning an apartment in New York City had been a dream.  And while he felt that one day his dream would come true, never did he think he would be living on Fifth Avenue.  Perhaps on the West side of Manhattan, maybe even in some obscure studio on the East side, but not Fifth Avenue.  And never, never with a view of Central Park. 

He had paid $25 million for this view.  He had handed Manhattan’s top interior decorator an additional $10 million so he could say to guests, “It’s Art Deco.” At the time, he had been convinced the expense was worth it.  When you’re a senior executive at one of the world’s leading conglomerates—and sleeping with George Redman’s daughter—you believe your job is secure and that the money will last forever. 

Now that he was faced with the possibility of being fired, Eric wasn’t so sure of that. 

*  *  *
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The reasons why she hated him—or should hate him, if she could only bring herself to that level—were listed on sheets of white paper and taped to her refrigerator, her desk, her bedroom and office walls.  She knew what she was doing was immature, but it was effective.

She placed the notes anywhere she could easily see them.  She had spent the better part of the night writing them and now, as Diana Crane taped the final list to her computer screen, she wondered again why she still loved the son of a bitch. 

She knew it didn’t have to be that way.  She knew that other men found her attractive (hadn’t Eric told her so only last night?), and it was this knowledge that kept Diana going.  She did not need Eric Parker.  She just wanted him. 

She looked at the phone on the table beside her, considered calling him and rejected the idea.  Leave it alone, she thought.  You can do better.  

But she reached for the phone and dialed his number anyway. 

Eric answered on the third ring.  “Hello?” 

He was home.  She felt a rush and was about to speak when something made her change her mind and hang up.  It was ridiculous, childish, and she knew it.  Disappointed with herself, she left for the kitchen.  She wasn’t hungry, but she wanted to keep busy, so eating was the logical choice. 

She was deep into a carton of choco-chunk ice cream when the doorbell rang.  Diana listened, hoping whoever was there would go away.  She was in no mood for company.  She had firm plans to finish this ice cream and move on to a box of chocolates. 

But the doorbell continued to ring. 

She went to the door, knowing that she looked like hell in her blue jeans and white T-shirt, but she didn’t care.  Whoever was there would have to accept her the way she was.

She opened the door and found Eric Parker holding two champagne glasses in one hand, and a bottle of Cristal in the other.  He smiled the same crooked smile that had won her heart years ago and Diana found herself hating him for it.  

“I came to apologize,” he said.  “I was an asshole last night and I’m sorry.” He waited for a reply, but Diana stood firm.  “All right,” he said, his smile fading a little.  “What do you say about coffee here and then lunch in my apartment?  We can talk things over, I can tell you what’s going on with me and Celina, what’s going on with me and you, and then—” 

Something caught his eye and he turned to the mirror at Diana’s right.  Taped to it was one of her lists.  Eric read the first few entries.  He stopped cold at the fourth.  “You really think I walk like I’m constipated?” 

“You’re so full of shit, how couldn’t you?” 

In the silence that passed, they looked at each other—and then began to laugh.  Diana stepped aside and motioned for him to walk through.  “It’s like I’m allowing a vampire inside,” she said.  

“That bad?”

“Worse, but I have a stake in my bedroom, so I’m covered.  Have a seat.  You look like hell.  I’ll find the Pepto.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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On Sunday, Celina reached for the phone and called her family’s Connecticut estate. 

While she waited for the line to be answered, she moved across the living room, past the cardboard boxes stacked in the center of the room, and stepped out onto the terrace. 

It was early and the church bells were ringing across Manhattan.  She looked up at the high blue sky, felt the surprisingly fresh breeze on her face, and watched the sun begin its slow ascent over the city.  Although it had been daylight for hours, the sun was just now making its appearance in midtown. 

The line continued to ring.  “Come on,” she said aloud.  “Somebody answer the phone before I lose my nerve.” 

The line finally clicked.  “Redman residence.” 

“Carlos?  It’s Celina.  Is my father up yet?” 

“He is, Miss Redman.” 

“May I speak with him, please?” 

Since she was a child, her parents always spent Sundays in the country.  Some of her favorite memories were shooting skeet with them both on lazy summer afternoons. 

It was a moment before George answered.  “Where have you been?” he asked. “I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday afternoon.” 

She was surprised by the urgency in his voice.  “I’ve been here,” she said.  “But I haven’t been answering the phone.  Is something wrong?” 

“Wrong?  Yeah, you could say something is wrong.  You could say something is very wrong.  Things have fallen all to hell since I last saw you.  How soon can you get here?” 

*  *  *
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When she arrived at the Connecticut estate, she found George seated alone in the sunlit breakfast room, sipping black coffee, facing the long array of windows before him. 

Celina removed her sunglasses and took the chair opposite him.  “What’s the problem?” 

“Our deal with RRK?  It no longer exists.  I had lunch with them yesterday afternoon and they’ve backed out on us.  We’re going to have to find somebody else to finance the deal.” 

She wasn’t surprised.  The deal always had been shaky. “Did they give you a reason for backing out?” 

“They gave a whole list of reasons,” George said.  “All weak.” 

“You don’t think they’re going to try a takeover of their own, do you?” 

“That would be stupid.  RRK knows we have management.  They know any hostile bid could be suicidal.” 

“That may be so,” Celina said.  “But they also know we have inside information from your contact in the Navy.  They know the only reason we want WestTex is because of that information and our deal with Iran.  All of that has to be tempting.  They could very well make an offer of their own.  And don’t forget, they’ve already secured a commitment from Citibank to help with the financing.” 

George was quiet a moment, thoughtful. 

“It could happen,” she said.  “I’m not saying that it will, but it could and we should be prepared if it does.” 

“I know it could,” George said.  “That’s why I called Ted Frostman at Chase.  He’ll be here at noon.  I figured the three of us would talk over a game of skeet and work something out.  What do you think?” 

After the past two days, the last thing Celina wanted to do was caucus with Ted Frostman over a game of skeet.  She said nothing. 

George leaned back in his chair.  “Spill it,” he said.  “You left the party early.  Your mother and I aren’t fools.  What’s going on?” 

She didn’t respond. 

“There’s a reason you haven’t been answering your phone and why you’re so quiet now.  That reason probably has to do with Eric.  Did you two have another argument?” 

Celina moved to speak, but she didn’t want to get into this.  Eric was like a son to George.  She knew her father hoped they would marry and have children.  She knew he hoped that one day they would head the corporation together. 

“It’s more than that,” she said. 

George held out his hands.  Celina hesitated, but then she decided she had to tell him at some point and so she told him everything, her words coming in a rush.  George spoke only after she was finished. 

“Is that all?” he asked. 

“Isn’t that enough?” 

He peered over his glasses.  “That’s not what I meant, Celina.”  His voice was calm, but his face was flush. 

“I know,” she said.  “Yes, I guess that’s it.”  She turned to the windows beside her and waited for him to say something comforting.  When he didn’t, when there was nothing but a heavy stillness between them, she looked at her father and was surprised by the anger she saw in his eyes.  George was furious and Celina immediately regretted telling him anything. 

“I shouldn’t have told you any of this,” she said. 

“I’m glad you told me.” 

“No,” she said.  “It was a mistake.” 

“Where is Eric now?” 

“Dad...” 

“Answer me.  Is he at home?  In his apartment?” 

“I don’t know.  Do you honestly believe I care where he is now?” 

“After devoting years of your life to him, yes, I do think you care.”  He studied her for a moment.  “You’re probably still in love with him.”

“You can’t be serious.” 

“Of course, I’m serious.” 

“Is your opinion of me that low?” 

“My opinion of you has nothing to do with this.” 

“It has everything to do with this.  I caught Eric in bed with my sister.  When you say you think I’m still in love with him, it makes me look like a fool.  I’m no fool, Dad.”  But even as she said this, she knew her father was right.  She was still in love with Eric. 

“Look,” George said after a moment.  “I’ll handle Leana and Eric.  All right?  I’ll take care of them myself.  But right now, I want you to forget this ever happened.” 

“Forget this ever happened?” 

“Frostman will be here at noon.  I need you at your best.  If he doesn’t feel comfortable with us, he won’t feel comfortable with this deal, and he won't be able to sell it to the board.” 

So, it was WestTex that mattered. 

She pushed back her chair.  “You’re incredible,” she said.  She reached for her sunglasses and walked around the table.  “I’ll talk to you later.” 

George looked up at her.  “What’s your problem?” 

“Are you serious?” she said.  “If you don’t know, then it sure as hell isn’t worth discussing.”  She left the room and started walking down the long hallway.  She was aware that he was following her. 

“Where are you going?” he asked. 

She wanted to put distance between them.  She quickened her pace.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “To the self-help section at the local bookstore?” 

“Would you stop for a minute?  Please?” 

Celina kept walking until she reached the entryway.  And then she stopped. 

“I’m sorry,” he said.  “I don’t know what I was thinking.” 

A thousand thoughts spun through her mind.  “You know something, Dad?  I called you this morning because you were the only person I could turn to.  I thought you could help.  Never once did I think I’d be leaving feeling worse than when I came.  I thought our relationship was a hell of a lot more important than any deal we might have with WestTex.” 

She went down the brick stairs and stepped into her car.  George stood in the open doorway and watched her red Mercedes coupe race down the winding cobblestone driveway to the black iron gates that were at the base of the hill. 

It hadn’t been his intention to hurt her, but he had and he was angry with himself.  He could hear the sound of her car coming to a stop.  He imagined the gates opening, welcoming her in a way that he hadn’t, and then he heard the roar of the engine as the car shot through.  

He wondered where she was going.  If she didn’t come back for the meeting, he couldn’t blame her.  He stepped back into the house and went to his office.

*  *  *
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On his desk across the room were three telephones.  George chose one and dialed Eric’s apartment at Redman Place.  The line rang several times before a woman answered—a voice George didn’t expect or recognize. 

She seemed out of breath. 

“Yes?” she said. 

“I’m sorry,” George said. “I must have dialed the wrong number.” 

“George?” 

He hesitated.  The voice was vaguely familiar now.  Then he recognized it.  “Diana?” 

“Yes,” she said.  “And you didn’t dial the wrong number.  I’m here with Eric.”  She was talking oddly fast.  “He needed legal advice on the presentation he’s working on for WestTex.  I offered to help.” 

“I should hope so,” George said.  “That’s your job.  Could you put Eric on the line, please?” 

“Of course.” 

He listened to the muffled sound of a hand being placed over the receiver.  There was a brief exchange of words, then Eric came on the line. 

“George,” he said.  “This is a surprise.” 

“Is it?” George said.  “Then let me give you another.  I know what happened the night of the party.  Celina told me everything.” 

Silence. 

“I want your ass out of Redman International by tomorrow morning.  You’re fired.  If you’re not out by noon, I’ll have you charged with trespassing.  And then I’ll take it a step further.” 

*  *  *
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George climbed the stairs two at a time. 

Leana’s bedroom was on the second floor, next to Celina’s old bedroom.  As he walked down the hallway, he could see the door to her bedroom was closed.  

Or so he thought. 

When he knocked on the door, it edged open.  George waited a moment, called Leana’s name twice and entered the room when there was no answer.  

Large cardboard boxes filled with his daughter’s clothes crowded the center of the room.  Empty bureaus stood with their drawers open.  Her closets and walls were bare. 

He moved around the room, glancing at each box as he passed it.  She had packed quickly.  Her clothes were stuffed into the boxes.  It was clear that she planned on leaving as soon as possible. 

And why not?  Leana knew there were no secrets between Celina and him.  She knew that sooner or later he would confront her with what she had done.  Of course, she wanted out.  Ever since she was a child, she had dodged responsibility.  Now, as George stood in the middle of her bedroom, he felt its emptiness almost as surely as he had felt for years his youngest daughter’s rage.  If she wanted to be on her own, she would have to do it on her own.  Not with his money. 

He came down the stairs and found Carlos, their butler, adjusting a flower arrangement in the entryway.  He had worked for the Redmans for nearly twenty years. 

“Any idea where Leana is, Carlos?  She’s not in her bedroom.”  He had a feeling she might be sitting by the pond behind the stables.  It’s where Leana went when she wanted to be alone.

Carlos looked surprised.  “She left last night, Mr. Redman, before you and Mrs. Redman returned from Manhattan.  I thought you knew.” 

“No,” George said.  “I didn’t know.  Are you aware that she’s moving out?” 

He nodded.  “She left yesterday.  I offered to help carry her bags to her car, but she insisted on doing it herself.  Before she left, she told me that she would send for the rest of her things tomorrow.  She asked me not to touch anything until then.” 

Although Carlos would not tell George this, Leana also had hugged and kissed him goodbye.  She told him how much he had meant to her over the years.  She said that she felt closer to him than to her own father. 

“Did she say where she was going?” 

“I asked, Mr. Redman, but she wouldn’t say.” 

“You’re positive?” George said.  “Did she mention Manhattan?”  It would be a place to start looking if she had. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Redman.  She didn’t.” 

George sighed.  “Tell me if she comes home.  And if I’m not here when she comes—if she comes—see if you can find out where she’s living.  Leana’s always trusted you and it’s important that I know.” 

“Of course—and Mr. Redman?” 

“Yes?” 

“This is none of my business, but I’m worried about Miss Redman.  She wasn’t herself when she left here last night.” 

This was new.  In all the years George had known Carlos, he couldn’t remember a time when he ever involved himself in a family matter. 

“How wasn’t she herself?” 

Carlos was silent a moment, the memory of seeing Leana when she returned from the party still fresh in his mind.  He had been in his room reading when he heard the front door slam shut.  Curious, he had slipped into his black alpaca jacket and went to the entryway.  There he found Leana, leaning against the door, her clothes tousled and damp from the rain.  Her hair wet, stringy.  Her face... 

“Carlos?” 

The man made his decision and said, “It was her face, Mr. Redman.  It was bruised and swollen.  There were marks on her throat.  Her eyes were so bruised, they were nearly shut.  She also was bleeding from her mouth.  I checked her car, thinking she’d had an accident, but it was fine.  I think she was beaten.” 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Leana awoke with a start.  Someone was pounding on her bedroom door.  She lifted her head from the pillow and winced, the sudden movement causing pain to course through her neck, shoulders and back. 

She sat up in bed. 

Tried to sit up in bed.  The movement took unexpected effort and Leana soon found that her entire body ached.  Eric, she thought. 

She laid back down and turned to look at the clock on the bedside table.  The red digital numbers were nowhere to be found.  Neither was her bedside table.  Puzzlement went through her.  And then she remembered. 

She wasn’t in her bedroom.  She was in a suite at the Plaza Hotel.  

Last night, before leaving home, she phoned the Plaza and reserved one of the permanent suites Redman International kept for visiting guests.  It was here that she would stay until she found an apartment of her own. 

The hammering on the door intensified.  Leana struggled into a seated position and listened.  The sound was coming from the next room.  Faintly, she could hear a man’s voice.  “Open the door, Leana.  Now.”

She felt a chill.  It was her father.  But how?  She told no one she was here.  How did he find out?  And then she knew.  She was escorted here last evening by the hotel’s manager, a friend of her father’s.  Although he hadn’t mentioned her appearance, the look in the man’s eyes reflected his concern.  Leana made him promise not to tell her father that she was here.  She didn’t want to deal with George and Elizabeth until the time was right.  She hoped the man would keep silent longer. 

The pounding stopped and Leana heard what sounded like the jangling of keys.  She stood, glimpsed her reflection in the full-length mirror opposite her, and turned away. 

She crossed the room and moved through the pain that shot through her legs and lodged in her hips.  She would not let her father see what Eric did to her. 

Her back was to George when he stepped into the bedroom.  There was a silence and Leana could feel George’s hesitation, sense the frown on his face as he glanced around the room. 

Last night, she unpacked only one of her suitcases. The other two—and some clothes—cluttered the middle of the room. 

“What’s going on?” he asked.  “What is this?” 

Leana was standing at one of the bedroom windows and, in the reflection of the glass, she could see George standing behind her, his hands on his hips.  They were as alike as two separate people could ever hope to be.  They shared the same blue eyes, the same black hair, the same stubborn temperament.  She wondered now, as she often did, how two people so alike could never have grown close. 

“Answer me,” George said.  “What is this?” 

“What does it look like?” she said.  “I’ve moved out.” 

“Mind telling me why?” 

“I’m sure you’ve spoken with Celina.  You tell me.” 

“All right,” George said.  “Your sister says you slept with Eric.  She says you planned it so she would catch you two in bed together.  Is that true?” 

The tone of his voice said it was true and Leana bristled.  Couldn’t he at least give her the benefit of the doubt? 

“I asked if that’s true.” 

“As a matter of fact, it isn’t.” 

“Which part?” 

“Both parts.” 

“I think you’d better explain yourself.” 

Was it really so difficult for him to believe her?  “There’s nothing to explain,” she said.  “Eric and I did nothing.  I didn’t set up Celina.” 

“Bullshit,” George said.  “Celina saw you two in bed together.  She spoke to your friend from security.  He identified you as the one who gave him that message.  Now, admit it.” 

She whirled on him.  “I’ll admit nothing,” she said.  “And I don’t give a shit who that man described.  It wasn’t me.” 

And then she saw the look of surprise on George’s face and realized what she’d done.  In her anger, she revealed what Eric did to her. 

For a moment, George could only stare.  The bruises were dark and they crisscrossed Leana’s swollen face.  Her upper lip was cut.  Her tan had all but disappeared. 

“Jesus Christ,” he said. 

Leana turned away from him, suddenly angry with herself.  How could she have been so stupid?  How would she ever explain this to him? 

“He did this to you, didn’t he?” George said. 

Leana walked past him, toward the open door.  As much as she wanted to, she could tell her father nothing.  Eric’s threat was still fresh in her mind.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. 

“Yes, you do,” George said.  He grabbed her by the arm and twisted her around so they faced each other. “Tell me the truth.  Eric did this, didn’t he?” 

“You’re hurting me,” she said.  She tried to release herself from him, but couldn’t.  “So, what?  Are you going to rough me up, too?”

He loosened his grip on her arm.  “Just tell me the truth.  Don’t lie to me.” 

“So, I’m a liar now?  Let go of my arm.” 

But George wouldn’t let go.  “Why are you protecting that son of a bitch?  Tell me what happened.  What did he do to you?” 

Leana wrenched her arm free and backed away from him.  “He did nothing to me.  All right?  Nothing.  Now, leave it alone.” 

“Not until you tell me what happened.” 

She looked at him incredulously.  “What the hell do you care?  You’ve never cared about me.  You don’t even love me.  Never have.” 

“Oh, so it’s this again.” 

“That’s right,” she said.  “It’s this again.  What an inconvenience it must be for you to hear the truth.”

“Your truth.”

“Whatever,” she said.  “It’s always been Celina and you know it.  But here’s the thing, Dad—it stops now.  Stay out of my life.  I don’t want you in it.  You bring me down.” 
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