
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Christopher Smith

	    

      
	    
          
	      5ème AVENUE

          
        
          
	          5ème AVENUE : Un Thriller

          
        
          
	          La Course Des Taureaux

          
        
          
	          Bons Baisers de Manhattan

          
        
          
	          Manhattan, Souviens-Toi

          
        
          
	          Liens de Sang

          
        
          
	          Park Avenue: Un Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fifth Avenue

          
        
          
	          Fifth Avenue: A Gripping Psychological Thriller filled with Stunning Twists

          
        
          
	          Running of the Bulls: A gripping psychological thriller with stunning twists

          
        
          
	          From Manhattan with Love: A gripping psychological thriller

          
        
          
	          From Manhattan with Revenge: A Thriller

          
        
          
	          A Rush to Violence: A Thriller

          
        
          
	          Park Avenue: A Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Bullied Series

          
        
          
	          Revenge

          
        
          
	          Witch

          
        
          
	          War

          
        
          
	          Bullied

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Si Muore Solo Due Volte

          
        
          
	          Assassine auf Zeit

          
        
          
	          Bullied: The Complete Series

          
        
          
	          Da Manhattan Con Amore

          
        
          
	          Desde Manhattan, Con Amor

          
        
          
	          Desde Manhattan, Con Rencor

          
        
          
	          Encierros en Wall Street

          
        
          
	          Fifth Avenue: Ein Thriller

          
        
          
	          La Corsa Dei Tori

          
        
          
	          Liebesgrüße aus Manhattan

          
        
          
	          Quinta Avenida: Uma Obra de Suspense

          
        
          
	          Quinta Strada: Un Thriller

          
        
          
	          Vendetta a Manhattan

          
        
          
	          Vingança em Manhattan

          
        
          
	          Violência às Pressas

          
        
          
	          DIE CUL DE SAC: EIN PSYCHOTHRILLER

          
        
          
	          CUL-DE-SAC : UN THRILLER PSYCHOLOGIQUE

          
        
          
	          The Cul-de-Sac: A Psychological Thriller

          
        
      

      
    
    


PARK AVENUE

A Thriller

By Christopher Smith

For the Redmans.

Thank you.

Copyright and Legal Notice: This publication is protected under the US Copyright Act of 1976 and all other applicable international, federal, state and local laws, and all rights are reserved, including resale rights.

Any trademarks, service marks, product names or named features are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference. There is no implied endorsement if we use one of these terms. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the author.

First e-book edition © 2016.

For all permissions, please contact the author at: 

mailto:ChristopherSmithBooks@gmail.com

Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. Any similarity to persons living or dead (unless explicitly noted) is merely coincidental. Copyright © 2016 Christopher Smith and Christina Ross. All rights reserved worldwide.

http://www.christophersmithbooks.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Acknowledgments

For their help with this book and other assistance, I’m particularly grateful to Erich Kaiser, my parents Ross Smith and Ann Smith, Reese Inman, and my amazing accountant and financial advisor, Jamie Berube. To all of you, I appreciate it.

I also would like to thank my readers, who are the best.  I’ll see you soon on Facebook.

Also, I’d like to thank my friends Ted Adams and Bari Khan for exposing me to the darker side of Manhattan, even if they didn’t know they were doing so at the time; to those other unnamed men and women who introduced the author to the real Manhattan while I researched this book; and to friends, old and new, all of whom either helped to shape this book or who offered support as it was written.  

Thank you.

—Christopher



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PARK AVENUE


[image: ]




A novel by:

Christopher Smith

––––––––

[image: ]


Chapter One

August

New York City

AMUSED TO BE HERE AGAIN, Vincent Spocatti stepped out of the limousine, cut through the crowds on Fifth Avenue and moved into the absolute quiet of the Manhattan Enterprises Building.  It had been three years since he’d been in this towering monster of glass and steel, and he hadn’t missed any of it.

He moved across the lobby, held up an ID for the guard sitting at the front desk and was asked to move to the hallway at his left.  Spocatti did and approached a private elevator, which opened for him when he neared it.  

Fancy, he thought.  

He was about to meet the man who was the executor of Louis Ryan’s will and he couldn’t help wondering exactly how many Redmans he’d be asked to knock off this time.

He assumed it would be those who hadn’t died the first time around.  Maybe more.  Maybe less.  Even in death, who knew with Ryan?  Maybe there were others he wanted Spocatti to take down.

One can hope.

The elevator stopped on the forty-ninth floor.  The doors whisked open and Spocatti was faced with a younger man who resembled him—just under six feet, muscular, dark hair, a handsome face drained of emotion.

“This way, Mr. Spocatti.”

They walked down a long, industrial-looking hallway.  The offices on either side of him were empty.  The same went for the sitting area that took up the middle of the space.  There were no voices, no sounds other than the drum taps of their own feet on the marble floor.  

He didn’t find the absence of others completely unusual—it was, after all, the Lord’s day.  But Manhattan Enterprises hadn’t died when its founder, Louis Ryan, was gunned down in a foiled murder attempt three years ago at the opening of The Hotel Fifth.  

Spocatti expected to see a few people here, those eager climbers who worked through their weekends hoping their superiors would notice and potentially promote them.  But this floor, at least, was empty, which told him plenty.  They cleared it for a reason.  He was here to meet one man and that man obviously was working under privacy.

They stopped in front of a large stainless steel door.

“I’ll need your gun and anything else you might have on you.”

“Of course.”  Spocatti opened the light blazer he was wearing and removed the Glock G23 from its holster.  He dipped his hand into an inside pocket and took out two magazines and a speed loader.  He handed them over.  There was a five-inch knife fastened to his left calf and another Glock G23 on his right calf.  He gave them to the man and then reached behind him and pulled out his favorite Glock G19, which was strapped to a belt around his waist.

“I think that’s it.”

The man put the weaponry on the table behind him.  “Would you mind if I check?”

“I expect you to.”

Spocatti held up his hands and got the pat down.  He was clean.  The man picked up the G19 and admired it.  “I always wanted one of these.”

“Despite what you hear, it’s better than the G23.  It’s more precise.  It feels better in the hand.  The weight is correct.  While that could just be personal preference on my part, I doubt it.  Since I used it the last time I was here, I figured I’d bring it along and show it the city again.”

“That’s kind of you.”  

“It’s good to see the city every now and then.”

The man motioned to the door.  “Mr. Cullen is inside.  He knows you’re here.  I’ll be just outside if you need anything.”

Spocatti caught the veiled threat and stepped into the room, which was bright with sunlight.  James Cullen was seated at the far end of it.  He was a middle-aged man, somewhere in his fifties with a crown of silver hair.  He was dressed in a beautiful dark blue suit that Spocatti himself wouldn’t mind owning.  When Cullen stood to come around the desk to greet Spocatti, Spocatti couldn’t help noticing by the way the man walked that one of his legs was prosthetic.

“Lost it to cancer,” Cullen said.  “Miss it terribly.”

“I imagine you would.”

“You should see me going through airport security,” Cullen said.  “It’s a nightmare.  Bells.  Whistles.  Frightened children.  Long faces.  Flashing lights.  Awful.  One of these days, I’m going to take the damned thing off, send it through with my shoes and wait for the fallout.  At least that will be amusing.”  There was a sparkle of mischief in his eyes when he held out his hand and shook Spocatti’s.  “Good to see that you have your legs.  And I assume that Jason took your arms?”

“So to speak.”

“I’m happy you decided to come.  I wasn’t sure whether you would.”

“Last time I wasn’t exactly successful.”

“The body count suggests a degree of success.”

“Not really.  George and Leana Redman are still alive.”

“And Michael Archer.  Did Louis get in the way?”

“You could say he was never part of the solution.”

“Well, you can rest assured that I’ve never been one to interfere.  I’m also not, as they say, as emotionally invested as Louis was.  In the event of his death, he trusted me to carry out the orders in his will.  There was a provision in the will that demanded I wait until the third anniversary of his death, which was a week ago, to carry out the instructions he held for me in a safe deposit box.  I’m the only one with access to that box and I’m the only one who knows what those instructions are.”  His face brightened.  “But I bet you can guess.”

“More dead Redmans?”

“That’s one way to put it.  And, yes, at least what’s left of them, as well as a host of other assorted types.  Given the tenuous circumstances Louis put himself in, he at least was smart enough to plan for a future in which it was he who died that night and not George Redman.  He was aware that anything could go wrong and so he prepared for it.  I admire his forward-thinking tenacity.  Just because he was shot dead by those awful police people doesn’t mean he needed to stop what he started.”

“But he was wrong,” Spocatti said.  “George Redman didn’t kill Ryan’s wife.  Redman’s wife did it.  She admitted to it and is in prison because of it.”

“So she is, but Ryan didn’t know that when he died.  He thought it was George.”  He held up a finger.  “About Elizabeth,” he said.  “As you’d expect, she is a model of good behavior in the clink, even when she’s scrubbing toilets with those little brushes they give her or when she’s serving the other inmates their ladles of swill during the dinner hour.  Or supper hour.  They probably call it supper there.  Anyway, none of that matters.  Louis hated George.  Even if George didn’t kill Anne, he’d still want Redman dead, right along with the rest of his family.  Or what’s left of them.  I know that with certainty.  I know it in my bones and I can feel it in the toes of my fake foot.  So, we just go forward with it.  Before his death, he funded a special account that will fuel what he wants done now.”

“And what is that?” Spocatti asked.

Cullen handed Spocatti a sheet of paper.  On it was a list of ten names.  Spocatti read through the list and then stopped at the final line Ryan had written in his own hand beneath the names.  “He wants this done in a week?”

“Sooner if possible.  I think he hates the fact that they’re still enjoying life while he’s just a pile of ash.”

“There are ten people on this list.”

“Yes, there seems to be.  Is that too much of a burden?”

“Depends.  What are the restrictions?”

“None.  Well, that’s not exactly true.  It would be good if you got some sort of photographic evidence after you killed them.  That would be nice to have on hand.”  He pointed at a name on the list.  “With the exception of her, each person is grand enough to warrant a grand obituary, so I’m not concerned about seeing their names in print.  But a photo or two of the grisly aftermath?  Between us, I think the world should see their dead faces.  That’s something I can make happen on the Internet, if only for Louis.  We were friends for years.”

“Did you play Topple the Conglomerates together?”

“Did we what?”

“Never mind.  What’s the payment?”

“Twenty million dollars.  If you agree to do the job, you’ll receive half now and the other half later, when I confirm that the job is done.”

“I know some of the people mentioned here.  Who are the others?”

“Just people Louis hated.  You know, society types who snubbed him because he was self-made and thus, in their eyes, worthless despite his billions.  Board members that prevented a business deal from happening.  A love interest he once had that never panned out because the woman expected marriage, of all things.  Louis was very sensitive.  I think he got a kick out of revenge.”

“Even in death.”

“Apparently so.  And what better way to get it, really?  Nothing to fear.  This time, he’s safe in the arms of heaven and able to watch it all unfold at a distance.”

“Did you just say he’s in heaven?”

Cullen blinked.

“I thought so.  When do you expect me to get started?”

“Straight away.”

“Straight away means today, which is impossible.  I need to know where these people live.  I need to know where they eat, work and sleep.  I need to plan for each death.  This isn’t something you just toss at me and expect it to go down smoothly with no thought behind it.  That’s not how I work.  I won’t be visiting Elizabeth Redman in the clink, as you say, for you.”

“How many days of thought do you need?”

“A week.  Then I can pull this off for you within a month starting from today.”

“Within a what?”

“It’s a month or I’m out.”

And Cullen clapped his hands.  “Good.  A month it is, then.  Given the size of the list, I thought you were going to ask for two, which would have driven me to a bar.  Not that you wouldn’t have found me at one, anyway.”  He reached in his pocket and handed Spocatti his card.  “You can reach me at that number at any time.  It’s exclusive to you.  I will always answer, just please make sure it’s worth my time.”

Spocatti watched him cross to his desk and sit at his computer.  “At which bank do you want the money deposited?”

“We haven’t agreed on money yet,” Spocatti said.  “You gave me your number.  Now I’ll give you mine.”

Cullen looked up.  A mix of confusion and expectation bloomed on his face.

“The job will cost you fifty million,” Spocatti said.  “Twenty-five million now, twenty-five million when I’m finished.”

“Really, Vincent?  Fifty million?  Really?  That’s a lot of money for someone who couldn’t complete the job the first time around.  George and Leana Redman are still walking free.  So is Michael Archer.  In a matter of weeks, Leana Redman opens her own hotel on Park.  George Redman’s Redman International continues to thrive in a difficult economy.  He’s happily putting up that ridiculously giant skyscraper over on Columbus Circle.  Those three are soaring while Louis is dead.”

“As you mentioned, Louis tended to get in the way.”

“Was it just Louis’ fault?”

“I think he knows it was or he wouldn’t have requested me to finish the job without him.”

“How about—”

“It’s fifty million or I’m back on a plane, Mr. Cullen.  There are many other jobs available to me.  Many other swells to send to hell.  I’m a man in demand.”

“Very well, then.  Fifty million.  But I need you to agree that you’ll pay particular attention to George and Leana when you take them down.  I want a spectacle.  I want something big.  Louis would have demanded it.  And they must die last.  Do the others first.  Are we clear?”

“We’re clear.”

“They die last.”

“You might be missing a leg, but I’m not missing an ear.  I got it.”

“Your account number?”

Spocatti gave it to him.

Cullen’s fingers danced over the keys and the money was transferred.  “There,” he said.  “Your first payment.”  He cocked his head to the side.  “I have a gift for you.”

“A gift?”

“Jason, the gentleman who escorted you here, is an assassin.  He’s been briefed on every person on Ryan’s list.  Under Louis’ orders, he’s to join you on this mission.  From him, I think you’ll find answers to all of your questions about why Louis wants to murder the people you’re unfamiliar with.  He knows their secrets.  He also knows where they eat, work and sleep.  He’s been covering them for months.  He might prove invaluable to you, especially if you find yourself in a pinch.”

“I assume he’s gathered information on them.  Do you have access to that?”

“Of course.”

“You have access to it now?”

“Everything Jason knows, I know.  He gives me daily updates.  It’s all tucked away in a file.  He’s very good about it.  And I should mention that I’ll be needing daily updates from you, as well.  Unfortunately, each of us knows that anything can happen to either of you in the field.  If, God forbid, something does go wrong, I’ll at least have a record of what you know and where you left off before the unthinkable happened.  Then, with that information, I’ll be able to arm the next person so they can take over from there.  Make sense?”

Spocatti smiled.

*  *  *
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IN THE HALLWAY OUTSIDE Cullen’s office, Jason was waiting for them with his hands behind his back.  When Cullen gave him the word, he returned Spocatti’s guns, magazine loader and knife.  

“Mr. Spocatti has graciously agreed to take the job.  He will be leading this mission.  You will take direction from him and, no doubt, learn from him.  It’s no secret that he’s one of the world’s best.”

Jason nodded.  “I’m looking forward to it.”

“I’m not.”  In a flash, Spocatti lifted his gun and shot the man in the forehead.  Blood and brain matter spattered into the room as he fell back and slammed backward onto the floor.

“Oh, dear,” Cullen said.  He stooped over Jason, who was busy convulsing and bleeding out, and was absolutely cool when he spoke.  “Why would you ever do a thing like that?” 

Spocatti put his knife and guns back where they belonged.  “I don’t work with amateurs.”

“What gave you the impression that he was an amateur?”

“The weight of the guns,” Spocatti said.  “He should have removed the clips.  I could have threatened you in there.  He should have known that you never, ever trust someone like me with a loaded gun.”

“I think he knows that now,” Cullen said.  “Or maybe not.  Poor Jason.  Look at him―no longer moving.  Eyes wide open.  He doesn’t look the same, does he?  Already going pale.  He seemed so shrewd for someone so young.  He’s probably approaching the light as I speak.  He’s likely hovering above us, watching and not fully understanding.  A cherub hovering along the ceiling.”  His eyes flicked up to meet Spocatti’s.  “What will you do now?  Certainly, you can’t do this alone.”

“I don’t intend to.  I’ll be working with one of my own.”  

“Who?”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I know if they’re available.  Or available and willing, in this case.  And I’ll need that file Jason gathered for you.  The one I asked you about earlier?  The one I asked you about before I killed poor Jason?  I assume it’s electronic.  Just send it to me through an encrypted email.  And do it immediately, please.”  He stepped over the body and started toward the elevator.  “Sorry for the mess,” he said.  “Best to use bleach and one of those little brushes Elizabeth Redman uses to scrub the shit off toilets in prison.  That’ll do the job.  Scrub, scrub, scrub.  I’ll be in touch.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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In the limousine, Spocatti called Carmen Gragera, the assassin with whom he worked two years ago on a Wall Street job, and again a year ago on another job in which she sought revenge for her lover’s murder.  When they finished that job, she severed ties with him because she felt he betrayed her.  He hadn’t, though he could see her side of it.  From her perspective, it appeared as if he came close.

She answered on the third ring.  “Vincent,” she said.

“Carmen.  Sorry I haven’t been in touch.  How are you?” 

“How I am is irrelevant.  It’s been a year.  You haven’t been in touch because you knew better.  Good for you.”

There was a coldness in her voice that caught him off guard.  He looked out the window as the limousine caught a string of green lights and sailed down Fifth.  “Are you able to talk?”

“Able or interested?”

“I guess it doesn’t matter.”

“I’m certainly able.  I’m just not sure whether I’m interested.”

“You know I meant you no harm, Carmen.  You know it turned out well, for you and the girl.”

“She has a name.  It’s Chloe.”

“Fine.  Chloe.  It’s time we get past this.” 

“Why?”

“Because it’s time for us to work together again.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“I’m positive.”

“I’m not.  Look,” she said.  “I’d like to get in my run before it’s too late.  So, why don’t we just cut the bullshit and get to the job?  What is it?”

He told her.

“And the pay?”

“Ten million.  Half now, half when we’re finished.”

“What’s your take?”

“Slightly more.”

“I’ll bet.  You’re in New York now?”

“I am.”

“The first time we were there, it was a disaster, Vincent.”

“It doesn’t have to be this time.”

“We blew up a city block.”

“I hear they’re rebuilding.”

“The second time you crossed a line.”

“That’s only how it appeared.  You saw how it went down.  You killed Katzev.  You got your syndicate.  They’re in prison.”

She was silent.

“Look at it this way,” he said.  “Four weeks, ten million, then we’re out and you’re back on your own doing whatever it is you do.  I could have called others who would have jumped at that kind of money, but I called you first.”

“So, I should be flattered?”

He held his tongue.  The truth was that they worked well together.  The problem was that he didn’t have anyone else to call who was as good as she was.  “I need to know whether you’re in.”

“I’m not the same person, Vincent.”

“Who is?”

“You need to know that.  You also need to know that I won’t take your shit this time.  We’re equals.”

“We’ve never been equals, Carmen.”

“The hell we haven’t.  You wouldn’t have called me otherwise.  If you want me, you’ll treat me like one.  Take down these numbers.”  

He reached for a pen and started writing the numbers on the palm of his hand.

“You’ve got an hour to get that money into my account.  If it’s there, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“What time?”

“Morning,” she said.  “I’ll take the red eye.  Meet me at La Guardia.  I’ll email you my itinerary when the money’s there.  And Vincent?”

“What?”

“We better not be staying at some rat-infested shithole like we did on the Wall Street job.  That’s not happening again.  I won’t wake up to some rat staring me in the face.  If I do, I’m out.”

“What if that rat is me?”

“Then I’ll know where to aim.”

The line went dead.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The following morning at seven, Carmen Gragera arrived at LaGuardia airport from Los Angeles with sunglasses concealing her eyes, her dark hair pulled away from her face and a tan most would envy.  She traveled lightly—just one bag—which she pulled behind her in such a way that reflected the sort of elegance that came from having money and the sort of sophistication that came from frequently traveling the world.

From across the room, Spocatti watched her cut through the crowds.  Although she never once turned to look for him, he knew that behind those glasses, she was scanning the room for him.  When she spotted him, she gave him an almost imperceptible nod and kept walking until each was outside and climbing into the back of the same cab.

“You look well,” he said.  “Better than you sounded.”

She took off her glasses and raised her chin while she studied him.  “Give the driver the address,” she said.  “I need a shower, coffee and something to eat.”

“Long flight?”

“The address.”

Spocatti gave it to the driver, who nudged into traffic and sped away.

“So, we’re in Tribeca now?” she said.  “Good.  That’s a step up from the slum you tucked us in two years ago.”

“It’s also family-friendly,” Spocatti said.  “Given how much you love children, you’ll like seeing lots of happy little tots there, all bouncing and laughing not with their parents, but with their nannies.  Still, better than nothing, wouldn’t you say?”

She flushed.  The first time they worked together, he killed a child.  He felt it was necessary.  Carmen disagreed.  She hadn’t forgiven him for it and he knew it.  He couldn’t understand it.  For someone as cold-blooded as she could be, she was unusually soft when it came to kids, so much so that she had practically adopted a teen named Chloe, whom he helped to save last year from the syndicate Carmen dismantled.

He put his hand on her knee.  “Let’s go to the apartment.  You can shower and eat.  Then we have the whole night ahead of us to get into all sorts of trouble.”

Carmen pushed his hand away and started to talk in code while the cab zigged though traffic.  “I thought we’d relax and discuss things.”

“We’ll discuss things over lunch, then we’ll get ready for the party.”

“Whose party?”

“Anastassios Fondaras is in town with that big yacht of his.  He’s having a large turnout tonight.  It’s a benefit for some disease that no one will ever cure, but people will turn out anyway because of the drinks, the dancing, the good meal and obviously for a chance to be seen in the society pages.  It should be a swell time, something that will warm us up for the rest of your stay.  You’ll be seeing a lot of people while you’re in town.”

“So I hear.”

“So, it’s settled.  We go to the party.  We mix, we mingle and we start your trip off with a bang.”

*  *  *
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IN THEIR RENTED TRIBECA townhouse, Carmen walked through the foyer, left her bag by the staircase and went into the kitchen.  She took a bottle of water from the fridge and leaned against the counter.

“This is actually bordering on nice,” she said.  “While you make coffee, tell me about Fondaras, then tell me what you have in mind for tonight.”

Spocatti knew plenty about Fondaras and obliged.

Anastassios Fondaras was the Greek shipping magnate and aging playboy who knew everyone there was to know in New York and who prided himself on calling them his friends and his business partners.  Often both.  

He knew the new money and he knew the old money, but he paid no attention to the in-between money.  Despite his meager beginnings as a boy in Greece, where he grew up on a farm with parents who thought raising goats was the key to eternal happiness, he also didn’t do poor.  To him, poor meant a lack of intelligence and creativity to work your way toward what mattered to him—power and wealth.  

Spocatti knew this was true because once, Fondaras himself had been poor.  But now, armed with a clever mind, years of hard work and a measure of luck along the way, he had a fleet of ships that transported oil all over the world and was worth several billion dollars because of it and his countless other endeavors.

For most in his circle, his world was unobtainable and unfathomable, which is exactly as he wanted it.  He was like a bright, shiny lure for those who felt that if they somehow were attached to him, they could learn from him and become as successful as he.

Greed was at the root of it.  Anastassios Fondaras had long ago learned how to make money with no financial investment or risk of his own.  It took tens of millions to get into bed with Fondaras, but once the money was on the table and the deal was made, he could turn their money over five fold for them and at least ten fold for himself.

Events such as tonight’s party weren’t designed for his own entertainment, though given the crowd in question, he’d likely find pockets of it as he worked his way around the yacht.  Instead, they were designed to invite those people who had reached a certain critical financial tableau and would offer their money to him in exchange for a piece of the Fondaras pie.

“So,” Spocatti said, handing her a cup of coffee.  “That’s Fondaras.”

“What does this party have to do with us?  I assume one of the ten names is on his guest list?”

“Actually, two will be there.  I saw the party as an opportunity that could lessen our load as we go forward with the other eight over the next month.  We already know who the people are that Ryan wanted dead.  Why wait a week to figure out how we’re going to knock them off when we simply can seek them out on that ship and take them out tonight?  These will be simple hits.  I already have a plan.”

“Of course, you do,” Carmen said.  “But I’m assuming there will be hundreds of people on that yacht, if not more.  And we’ll be in a confined space, which offers its own share of problems when it comes to little things like escape.  So, what’s the plan?”

“Drink your coffee.  Have something to eat.  When you’re finished, I’ll brief you.  Then we’ll go shopping, because you’ll need something appropriate for tonight.  Something that will allow you to blend in.”

“And something I can move in.”

“I have my tux with me,” he said.  “I also have enough weapons here to kill half of New York.  Are you game?”

“I didn’t come here to sit on my ass, Vincent.  And I certainly didn’t come here to spend time with you.  Naturally, I’m game.”  

“I’m sorry about Alex.  And I’m sorry about how things went down last year.”

“I appreciate that, but do me a favor.  Don’t ever mention Alex again.  What’s done is done.”  

She paused and what he saw on her face is something others likely would have missed because she was an expert when it came to concealing her emotions.  Still, in the instant he mentioned Alex’s name, her eyes betrayed a profound sense of loss before she could check herself.  She must have loved him deeply.  

“I’ll eat later,” she said.  “What are your plans and who are we targeting?” 

He told her.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Leana Redman burst through the door held open by the doorman at Barney’s and, with her hands heavy with bags, she went to the street corner, tossed her long dark hair over one shoulder and held up one of her hands to snag a cab.  

“Come on,” she said.  “Come on, come on, come on.  It’s more than a few bags.  It’s a hand.”  

To her surprise, she scored a taxi on her second try.  Nothing like holding up bags from Barney’s, she thought.  She slipped into the back and put the bags next to her.  

“Where to?” the driver asked.

“Fifty-Ninth and Park.”

Time was tight.  For the first time since she could remember, her father, the billionaire George Redman, had called her yesterday while she was en route to her hotel to ask her to dinner.  

At first, her impulse was to say that she was busy, which hardly was a lie given the next four weeks that were upon her.  But she was intrigued by the offer, so she accepted it.  She hadn’t spoken to him in nearly three years and had to wonder why he was reaching out to her now.  

“Can it be somewhere out of the way?” she asked.  “Like Alaska?  My face has been on every newspaper and magazine this week.  You know they’re talking about me and comparing me to you and Celina.  You’ve read the headlines and the stories.  So has everyone else.  If we are going to have dinner together, I’d rather be left alone.”

“Then we’ll eat here,” George said.  “I’ll have the cook prepare whatever you want.”

She decided to test him.  “Just have him make my favorite and I’ll be happy.”

There was a silence.

“But you don’t know what that is, do you?”

“I don’t.”

Why would you?  It’s only been my favorite since I was twelve.  “Filet,” she said.  “Rare.  And I mean really rare—just have the chef walk the cow by the oven.  Add some greens and I’m happy.  No dessert.”

“I’ll take care of the wine.”

You do that.  “What time?”

“Seven?”

“Why so early?”

“We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

“I know you’re getting older, but seven might as well be lunch in my world.”  And then a thought occurred to her.  “This isn’t about Mom, is it?  Is she all right?”

“This has nothing to do with your mother.  We need to talk about us and someone I’ve hired to work at Redman International.”

“Who’s that?”

“Pepper.”

“Pippa?”

“I said, ‘Pepper.’”

She was in a limousine and couldn’t hear him well—he was fading in and out.  She rolled down the window in an effort to improve the connection.  “How in the hell did you manage to hire Pippa Middleton?”

“I didn’t.”

“You just said you did.”

“Are you unable to hear me?”

“I can hear you now.”

“I hired Pepper Redman.”

“What’s a Pepper Redman?”

“It’s your cousin, Penelope.  They nicknamed her Pepper at Wharton.”

“Who nicknamed her Pepper?”

“Everyone.”

“Are they blind?  The last time I saw Penelope, she barely spoke.  She didn’t look you in the eye.  She was a mouse.”

“Now, she’s more like a hurricane.  You won’t recognize her when you see her.  She’s a force.”

Leana rolled up the window and couldn’t help feeling slighted.  Instead of offering her work, he went to another family member, which meant he made the conscious decision to overlook her just as he always did.  If he used the excuse that it was because she was opening a hotel of her own, she’d remind him that Celina ran several of Redman International’s properties when she was alive.  So, why couldn’t she?  Once her hotel was open, her general manager would take care of the day-to-day operations and oversee the staff, which would leave her free to explore other ventures.  He’d know that.  The idea that he’d look elsewhere stung.  

“What did you hire her to do?”

“That’s what I want to discuss.”

“All right,” she said.  “I can be there.  But Anastassios Fondaras is having a party tomorrow night.  He invited Mario and me.  Mario’s not going, but I committed.  I’ll need to leave by ten.”

“You need to be careful with Fondaras, Leana.”

And you need to save your concerns for Pepper.  “The party’s an event.  I’m going because the press will be there, and I want to drive attention to the hotel.  Surely, you of all people can understand that.  I’ll see you at seven.”

But what to wear to each?  

Her sister, Celina, would have known.  But Celina was gone and as tumultuous as their relationship had been when her older sister was alive, Leana wished she could call her up now and ask her what to wear for a dinner date with their father that would transcend to a party thrown by Fondaras.  She thought of her mother and wished she also could call her.  But she couldn’t.  Her mother was in prison, and calling wasn’t easy.

As usual, she’d need to rely on herself.  

Fortunately, Leana was no stranger to that.  What she had in front of her were two vastly different events in one evening.  She wished she could be herself and go casually to each, but the moment she considered it, she knew it would be a mistake.  Her father expected Celina to look professional at all times, which she had, and he’d expect the same from her.  As for the Fondaras party, if she showed up in anything that was even remotely casual, the press would slay her.

She looked over at the bags.  Hopefully, the answer to her problems was in one of them.
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CHAPTER FIVE


[image: ]




“What are you doing?”

Mario De Cicco, her strapping fiancé and the love of her life, appeared in the doorway of her walk-in closet, where she was on her knees going through the bags of clothes that surrounded her.  In his hand was an energy drink.  He was sweaty and obviously had been working out, likely trying to shake off what had been a difficult morning.  

His children, Sophia and Stefano, had boarded a plane earlier to go back to school in Sicily, where their grandmother, aunts, uncles, cousins and many of their friends lived.  She knew it was hard for him to let them go, but going to the school he himself had attended was a family tradition.  He received a good education there and the experience of living abroad was something he’d never forget.  He knew better than to stop that tradition for his own children.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“They’ll be fine.”

“We’ll visit in a couple months?”

“That’s the plan.”  He nodded at the bags of clothes.  “What are you doing?”

“Trying to figure out what will work for dinner with my father and also for the Fondaras party.”

He looked around the crowded closet and chose his words carefully.  “Nothing here is appropriate?”

“Most of it’s for the hotel.  I’ll find something.”

“How about if I go with you tonight?  To the party, not to your father’s.”

She dug deep into one of the bags and pulled out a pair of Spanx.  After what happened three years ago at The Hotel Fifth and a year ago at the Four Seasons, his first instinct was to protect her.  She loved him for it, but at some point, she needed to stand on her own.  “You’ve had a rough day and this would only make it worse.  You know how these things are.  Kiss kiss, hug hug, hurl hurl.  I’m only going because I know how Anastassios operates.  The media will be there.  If I’m lucky, they’ll ask about the hotel.  We open in a month.  I’ll take all the free publicity I can get and that’s one place where I might get a lot of it.”  

She held up a dark red dress and tossed it aside.  She held up a shorter dark blue dress, hesitated and then also tossed it aside.

“You’re going to have a stroke finding something to wear.”

“I just need that one dress....”

“Why don’t you let me help?”

“Says the man who’s practically nude.”  

“I’m wearing a towel.”

She looked up at him.  Every part of him that should be bulging was happily obliging.  “Exactly.  And actually, I was going to ask you to put something on.  That’s distracting.”

“What’s distracting?”

She drew an imaginary circle around his muscled torso.  “All of that.  That right there.  That’s distracting.”

He motioned to the bedroom behind him.  “All of this can be had right over there.”

She was about to say no, but the sight of him always did her in.  After all they’d been through together, he turned her on now than ever.  “What time is it?” she asked.

“Just after four.”

“Just after four?”  She stood up.  “Hell, it doesn’t take me that long to get ready.  If it comes down to it, all I need is a little black dress or something.  That would work for each occasion.” 

“It would.”

She felt charged by the thought of being with him now.  If anything could make her cares go away, it was Mario’s moves in the bedroom.  She pulled her shirt over her head and snapped her finger against his energy drink as she walked past him.  “Drink up, stud.  You’re going to need it.”

*  *  *
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TWO HOURS LATER, LEANA rolled on top of him, her hair damp and hanging in his face.  He kissed one of her breasts and then pressed a finger against her nose.

“This is going to be interesting,” he said.

“What’s going to be interesting?”

“Watching your face in the next few seconds.”

“You can’t be serious.  What are you going to do to me now?  Haven’t you done everything?  There can’t be anything else.  You can’t have anything else.  Unless you’re hanging out with Sting, it’s impossible.  And by the way, that thing you did about fifteen minutes ago?  You need to remember that.”

“It’s not me,” he said.  “It’s the time.  Do you even know what time it is, Leana?”

She whipped around and looked at the alarm clock on the table beside them.  A jolt went through her.  “It’s almost six o’clock!” 

He patted her on the ass as she leaped off him and ran into the bathroom.  He heard the shower spring to life, the glass door clang shut and a bottle of some sort drop onto the ceramic tile.  

He cracked open the door.  “Need any help?”

“Is that even a question?  I don’t have anything to wear.”

“I can take care of that.”

“Mario, you do enough.”

“It’s not a big deal, Leana.”

“Maybe something from one of the bags,” she said.  “You know what looks best on me.  Something from one of the bags and a pair of shoes.  Or maybe that little black dress we talked about earlier.  Actually, that would work best.  I have a few, and they’re already pressed.  I want to look professional.  Smart.  A little sexy for the party, but not too sexy for my father, which would be weird.  I need to bring it.”

“What you need to do is calm down.  And don’t worry about it.  You’ll be bringing a lot of it.  I promise.”

When she finished showering and came out of the bathroom with her hair in a towel, what she saw on the bed wasn’t a black dress or something she purchased earlier.  Instead, he chose her favorite pair of jeans, her favorite pair of Jimmy Choo’s and a white Prada silk shirt, also her favorite.  She wore this exact outfit a week ago, when they went to the opening of a new restaurant in the Village.  

She looked up, aghast, and found him sitting across the room with a glass of scotch in his hand.  There was no time for him to choose something else for her.  “What is this?” she asked.

“That’s what Leana Redman would wear.”

“But it’s not what I asked for.”

“Everything in those bags are what Celina Redman would wear.  You’re not Celina Redman.  You’re Leana Redman.  Remember her?  She’s twenty-nine, she’s beautiful, and she has the sort of edge and style that can turn an outfit like that into something no one forgets.  I suggest you wear that.”

“Why are you doing this to me?  What will Dad, Fondaras and the rest of them think?”

“Since when do you care what people think?”

“Since I’m opening a hotel in four weeks.”

“Look,” he said.  “Being in business doesn’t mean you lose your identity.  In fact, that’s when you claim your identity.  You become the brand.  They’ll see what I see—a great-looking woman who doesn’t kiss ass and who has her own sense of style.  They’ll see you.  And by seeing you in that outfit tonight?  You’re going to get more press than you imagined.”

She knew he was trying to help, but she was running out of time.  It was 6:30.  She needed to hustle and find something else to wear.  

“I bought a few things to enhance the outfit.”

“Enhance it?”

He came over and opened the drawer to the bedside table.  Inside were four Tiffany boxes of varying sizes.  

“You’re concerned about the jeans.  I get it.  These should make you feel more confident in them.”

It was difficult to surprise Leana Redman, but if anyone could do it, it was Mario.  “What are you up to?”

He handed her each box.  When she finished opening them all, she was speechless.  He bought her a massive diamond cocktail ring set in platinum, a diamond bracelet that was five stones deep, diamond earrings that were large, but not obnoxious, and a diamond necklace that was designed to be obnoxious.  They would cause necks to break when women turned to catch a glimpse of them.  

If only because of her mother, Leana knew jewelry.  There was more than a million dollars of it in front of her.  If worn properly, what Mario had gifted her could turn something casual into something that would make a statement.  

“Mario,” she said.  “This is ridiculous.  I don’t know what to say.”

“You just said plenty in bed a moment ago.”

“I don’t think those were words.”

“Just consider me a happy man.”

“Thank you.”

“If anyone can pull this off, it’s you.  And all of this is you—jeans and diamonds and a bit of an attitude.  I knew what you were up against tonight, so I put some thought into it.  Make me proud, cause a scene no one will forget and you’ll get the press you need for your hotel.”

“You know, there’s still time.  Forget about what I said earlier.  Come to the party with me.”

“And stand you up with my Italian good looks?  I love you, Leana, but this is your moment.  Tonight, I’ll take a back seat.”

*  *  *
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SHE HAD NO TIME TO do much of anything.  She blew out her hair with a dryer and put a flat iron to it.  She put on makeup, changed into her clothes and then looked down at the jewels that were laid out on the bed.  They should come with their own security team, she thought.

She put them on and went to the mirror in her closet to adjust them.  And when she did, his vision became clear.  

In no way, shape or form was she properly dressed for her father or for the Fondaras crowd.  What Mario had given her was a game changer.  He knew that going against convention and showing up looking like this would generate press as she leaned into the final weeks of opening her hotel.  But what if the press was negative and it backfired?  How would that affect the hotel?  Would it negatively affect it, or would it only fuel interest in it?

Mario moved behind her.  “That’s what Leana Redman would wear.”

She wasn’t so sure.  Much of her life had been lived by taking risks, but now, with the responsibilities of the hotel on her, she felt more conservative than ever.  “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said.  “You don’t know how much I appreciate what you’ve done.  But I know those people.  They’re going to rake me over the coals.”

“Who is?”

“Everyone on that yacht.”

“What do you care?  They’re frauds.  You’re a Redman and you look terrific.  What do you have to lose if someone dislikes what you’re wearing?  You’re about to be a major player in New York.  And major players wear what they want to wear.”

“You don’t understand.  With the hotel, I feel like I have everything to lose.”

“You need to see the bigger picture, Leana.”

“You know how they’ve been to me, Mario.”

“They’re like that to everyone.  No one can live up to their standards, not even themselves.  So why try?”  He put his hands on her shoulders.  “Why are you playing the victim?”

“I’m not playing the victim.”

“I think you are.”

“I’m not.”

“I’m going to tell you what I don’t understand, then I’m going to leave you alone.  You’ve always wanted your father and the rest of New York to see you for you.  That’s been your goal since I’ve known you.  You’ve been headstrong about it.  Determined to achieve it.  That fight within you is one of the reasons I fell in love with you.”  He held out his hands and admired her.  “Look at yourself.  That’s who you are.  You’ve never tried to please them before.  Why do you want to do so now?”

She shook her head.  “Because I don’t want to fail.”

“An outfit’s going to make you fail?”

It sounded ridiculous because it was ridiculous.  She couldn’t help a smile.

“What confuses me is that you’ve always rebelled against what others think of you.  Why do you want to stop now?”

She didn’t answer.  She looked at herself in the mirror and knew he was right despite her self-doubt.  She never behaved like this.  What was wrong with her?

“You need to get those people out of your head,” he said.

“How?”

He pointed at her in the mirror.  “By believing in her.”

*  *  *
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IT TOOK HER FIVE MINUTES alone with a martini to pull herself together and realize that he was right.

He called ahead and had one of his father’s cars waiting outside for her, which was just another reason she loved him because beyond the air-conditioned walls of their penthouse, it still was hot outside and the humidity had yet to ebb.  She slipped inside the brisk compartment and asked the driver to take her to the Redman International Building on Fifth.

She felt sick.  It had been three years since she’d last been there.  When her mother was imprisoned, her fallout with her father had only deepened.  And now Pepper Redman was in the picture.  She’d only complicate the situation.  

Why did he want to meet with her tonight?  What was he up to?  Was he going to criticize her hotel?  Was he going to give her another lecture about how she knew nothing about the business world?  

All her life, he refused to give her a trace of praise, so at the very least, she was prepared to be criticized.  

If he went too far, she’d just give it back to him and leave.

She closed her eyes and thought of her best friend, Harold Baines, who committed suicide when Louis Ryan blackmailed him.  In his will, Harold left her half his fortune.  Her share was in the mid-hundred millions.  

In a personal note to her, Harold wrote, “I’m betting half of my estate on you because I believe in you.  I know you have what it takes to become whatever you want to become.  Others may doubt it, but I’ve always known that you can do anything.  You’ll prove them wrong and you’ll prove me right.  At the end of this note is an honest group of investors I want you to do business with should you need them.  I think whatever comes next for you needs to be substantial.  Something that will gain your father’s attention and, when you pull it off, maybe his respect as well as the city’s.  Celina’s gone.  I’m gone.  But you’re alive.  Find your passion and act upon it.  Do something that shocks everyone.  Including yourself, Leana.  Mostly yourself.”

She didn’t waste time.  She called one of the investors and set up a meeting with the entire group.  

“I want a hotel,” she said to them.  “There’s one on Park.  It’s in poor condition, but the bones are there.  It was built in the early twenties.  It’s an Art Deco masterpiece and it could be brought back to something spectacular with the correct restoration.”

The kickback she got was gentle but firm.  “You want to open a hotel in this economy?  Leana, hotels are struggling in New York.  They’re practically giving rooms away.”

“Which hotels are struggling?  My father has several in the city.  His are thriving.”

“That’s because he’s a Redman.”

“And I’m not?”

“Let me clarify that,” the man said.  “He’s George Redman.  I’m sorry, Leana, but you didn’t learn from him like Celina did.  His hotels are among the city’s best.  And may I remind you?  The last hotel you opened was nearly blown up.  You and your father were shot there.  Louis Ryan died there.  How is that going to play in the press should you decide to enter into the hotel business now?”

“Don’t you get it?” she said.  “That’s one of the reasons I want to do this.  People won’t expect me to go into the hotel business for that very reason.  People will think it’s audacious.  Probably reckless.  For that reason, the press will pay attention, and the press will write about it, which you and I both know is gold.”

“Not if you don’t come through with the goods.”

She was unwilling to give up.  “How about meeting me halfway?  I may not have been an active participant in my father’s success, but I certainly paid attention to him and Celina when they were working on new projects, including his hotels.  When I had the chance, I listened.  Let me make an appointment to see the hotel.  Then you can decide if I’m wrong about it.”

“Is it even for sale?”

“Thanks to Harold, I have enough money to make almost anything available for sale.  Just humor me.  Let’s take an afternoon and visit it.  I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

They weren’t.

Within a matter of weeks, a deal was inked, the city approved the historic updates presented to them by architects her father himself used, and the painstaking restoration work began.  

That was two years ago.  Four months ago, branding the hotel began.  They decided to name it The Park.  Two months ago, the official website was launched.  A month ago, a reservation system on the site went live.  And now, in just four weeks, the hotel’s doors would open to welcome its first full house in over a decade.

The limousine swung onto Fifth and moved toward the Redman International Building.  Her cell rang.  She pulled it out of her handbag, looked at the number, but didn’t recognize it.  With her staff working days, evenings and nights to finish the hotel in time, it could be anyone.  She answered it.  “This is Leana.”

“Leana Redman?” 

She didn’t recognize his voice.  “This is she.  Who’s calling?”

“A friend.”

“Which friend?”

“The kind of friend who tells you that things aren’t going to go well for you.  The kind of friend who tells you that before your death, things are going to take a serious turn for the worst.”

She looked up and saw the driver looking at her in the mirror.

“Who is this?”

“The end of you.”

“What did you say?”

“You’re a murderer.”  

“I’m a what?”

“You’re a murderer and your own hotel says so.  It’s there for everyone to see.  I suggest you go and look at it for yourself.”

The line went dead.

Leana sat there for a moment, staring at the phone.  They were nearing Redman International.  She told the driver to take her to the hotel, then she called her father to tell him she’d be a few minutes late.  “I’m stuck in traffic,” she said.  “I’ll be there soon.”

Hands shaking, she called Mario and told him about the conversation.  “I’ll meet you at the hotel,” he said.

When they turned onto Park, Leana could see the hotel in the distance.  A group of people was standing in front of it, including the police, whose cars were pulled to the curb, their lights flashing across the hotel’s facade.  

Everyone appeared to be looking up at the black tarp that protected the front of the building during construction.  Most stared at it.  Cars slowed while people paused to look at it.  The crowds and the press took photographs of it.  

As she drew closer, she noticed that two news vans were there.  And then she saw Mario, who broke toward her into a run when he spotted her car.  He held up his hands and motioned for the driver to pull over onto Forty-Eighth Street, next to the Starbucks.  He opened her door.

“What’s wrong?” she said, stepping out of the car.

“The press is here,” he said.  “Compose yourself.  Expect the worst.  Tell them it’s a prank.  Play it cool.”  

“Play what cool?”

“Just listen to me.  It’s a prank.  That’s what you’ll say.  It’s just an unfortunate prank and you will have it removed immediately.  You’ve got to listen to me now, Leana.  It’s just some stupid prank.  You’ll be shocked and hurt when you see it, but try not to let it show.  Try to keep it light.  You’re untouchable.  Right now, I need you to act that way.”

She looked up and caught a glimpse of the tarp just as the media saw her.

As she came around to look up at it, the press charged forward and bathed her in what seemed like a thousand explosions of light.  Time ground to a halt.  Leana lifted a hand to her eyes so she could see, but the lights were too bright.  The reporters started calling out her name.  They shouted at her for answers she didn’t have because she couldn’t see what they were talking about.  

It wasn’t until there was a break in the flickering deluge that she saw all of it.  

Her hand dropped to her side.  She felt Mario take her by the arm to steady her.  The circus of voices, lights and cameras began in earnest again, determined to capture her at her most vulnerable.

Scrawled on the tarp in massive red letters were six words.  She read them again and again as if she had to assure herself that this wasn’t real and that her family wasn’t being targeted again.

But it was starting again.  Somehow, it was starting again.  The words had been chosen for ultimate humiliation and degradation.  She looked at them with a sense of foreboding and knew what was ahead of her.

“LEANA REDMAN IS A MURDERING CUNT!” the message said.

When one of the television reporters stepped forward to ask her if it was true, all she could do was hold Mario back and walk away with him in fear and disbelief.
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CHAPTER SIX
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When she and Mario were in the limousine, she called her father, told him what happened and that she wouldn’t be able to make it.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Sorry for what?  Have they removed the tarp?”

“I’m calling my crew next.”

“You should have called them first, so do it now and do it fast.  The sooner it’s down, the better.  You’ve got a lot on your plate.  Call me when you’re ready and we’ll reschedule.  But let’s do it soon.  I need to talk to you about Pepper.  You’ll get through this.  Keep Mario close.”

She hung up, surprised by his concern and that he’d given her even a trace of advice, which was unlike him.  She called her construction chief and told him about the situation, which he knew about.  He informed her that the tarp already was in the process of being replaced.  “We’re working as fast as we can,” he said.

“How did this happen, Harry?  Someone inside should be paying attention to what’s happening outside.”

“I’ve got everyone on-hand working in the rooms,” he said.  “Right now, a staff member is stationed outside the building.  Someone will be there day and night until the hotel opens.  This will be fixed quickly.  Don’t let this get to you.”

“I won’t.”

But that was a lie.  Already it was eating away at her.  Tonight, she’d headline the local news, if not the national news, as well as the news and gossip websites.  In tomorrow’s papers, her face and the portion of that message they could print would be put in front of millions of people who either liked the Redmans or hated them.  The story would be picked up by radio and discussed at length on countless shows.  She was sick at the thought of it.  And she was scared to death of what that message could mean for her and her family.

Tonight was supposed to be a night to reconnect on some level with her father and a night to talk to the press about her new hotel.  Now what was it?

An opportunity.

It was Harold’s voice.  She ran a hand through her hair and considered the thought.  She should be in front of this story, not behind it.  She should be standing up to whoever did this to her, not shrinking away from them.  At this moment, looking weak was the worst thing she could do.  The Fondaras party was the perfect opportunity to face this head on.  

She looked at her watch and then at Mario.

“You up for a party?” she asked.  

*  *  *
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WITHIN THIRTY MINUTES, they were out of their apartment, back in the limousine and off to the party.  

Now, Mario wore a pair of jeans, Prada loafers and a pale blue shirt that was open at the neck.  On his wrist was a massive nickel-plated watch that was nearly as bright as the diamonds he gave Leana.  When it caught the light, the effect was dazzling.  

“You’re sure about this?” he said.

“I’m positive about this.”

“I’ve got to say, you’re doing the right thing.”

She squeezed his hand.

“But be ready.  The word is out.  They already know what happened.  Once they see you approaching the yacht, the press will swarm you.”

“Let them.  I’ve got plenty to say.”

“What are you going to say to them, anyway?”

“You’ll see.”

*  *  *
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THE YACHT WAS LOCATED in the North Cove Marina along the Hudson.  

In their brief moment of anonymity, Leana and Mario took in the sheer size of Fondaras’ yacht and despite everything, couldn’t help but marvel at it.  It was one hundred eighty feet long and it glowed bright white in the waves of swirling lights that shined upon it. 

Other couples in formal wear passed them, but not without looking back to frown at their attire.  

The men seemed especially displeased with their appearance.  The women, however, drawn to Leana’s diamonds, couldn’t help their lingering gazes as they sized her up before their lips parted as recognition struck.  Their eyes, once rooted to the diamonds, flashed up to meet hers.  She smiled in return before she heard her name shoot through the crowd and ignite the ensuing melee.

The press was quick to react.  

Leana steeled herself and continued to walk forward as they rushed to gather their equipment and hurry over to her.  

Mario put his hand on her back.  “Are you okay?”

“I’m perfect.”

“You’re weirdly calm.”

“It’s the diamonds.”

“The hell it is.”

“Get ready for the show.”

“Do you want me to stay here?”

“I think I’ll take them on by myself.” 

He stepped aside with caution on his face.  “Have at them,” he said.

Within a matter of minutes, she once again found herself at the center of a media frenzy.  Cameras went off in rapid succession.  The night sky popped with lights.  People hurled questions at her.  Some asked her to turn this way, that way, then forward again.  She obliged but then held up a hand, which caused even more cameras to go off.  “Come on,” she said to the crowd.  “Give a murderer a break.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, but when she held out her hand to check her nails, she knew she had them.  Some broke into laughter.

“Leana, what happened tonight?”

“Isn’t it obvious?  I think we’ve all learned tonight that I can be one ugly, murdering runt.”  She shrugged.  “Or something like that.”

Again the cameras, in earnest.

She dropped her hand and became serious.  “Look,” she said.  “Tonight, we’re here to raise money for charity, which is a lot more important than what happened to me earlier.  If you’d like, I’ll make a brief statement and then join our host, Anastassios Fondaras, to help support this event.”

“Would you be as detailed as possible, Leana?”

Leana looked over at the reporter who asked the question and said, “Of course.  I was sucker punched by a prank.  That’s all it was.  Some of you know I have a new hotel opening in a month on Park Avenue called The Park, which apparently has made someone a little upset and angry with me.  Maybe it’s the owner of a neighboring hotel.  Maybe they heard my hotel kicks ass, because it does.  We can talk about that later if you’d like.  At any point during the party, just ask me and we’ll talk.  But for now, who knows?  On the tarp that’s covering the building, someone wrote in red spray paint that I’m a murdering...”  

She stopped.  “You’ll need to fill in that last word for yourself.  I won’t say it because it’s offensive to me and degrading to women.  Those who are interested will be reading about it in tomorrow’s papers and hearing more about it on tonight’s newscasts, so soon everyone will know what someone thinks of me.  And I’m here to tell you—I’ve never been more flattered.”

“What’s happening now?”

“The police are looking into who might have done it and I have no doubt that they’ll succeed.  They’re the country’s best.  I also want to admit something.  I may be taking this in stride now because I’ve had time to process it and dismiss it, but as you’ll see in the photographs and news footage that were taken of me when I arrived at the scene, I wasn’t so cool then.  I’ve been called a lot of things, but never that.  At least not in spray paint across the front of a building.  They got to me and it will show in the images.  I took it hard and I regret it because I gave them the reaction they wanted.”

She reached out for Mario’s hand and pulled him close.  “I’m only human.  What I’d like everyone to remember is the big picture.  There are a lot more important things to focus on in this world than someone taking a cheap shot at me.  I’m fortunate.  I know that.  There are too many who have it far worse than I do.  That’s why I’m here tonight, to support this event.  But since I knew some of you would be curious about my reaction, I just wanted to say that I’m not taking any of this seriously and I hope that you won’t either.  It is what it is and yes, it sucks.  But frankly, whatever.”

Someone started to ask a question but Leana pressed on.  “Just one more thing.  I have a few dozen journalists in front of me and I’m not about to miss an opportunity to ask a question like this because you of all people will know the answer.”  

She let a beat of silence pass.  

“Where on that ship can a girl get a drink?”
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As she and Mario moved past the last of the reporters, she turned a final time to give them a shot with a different background, waved to them and then put her arm around Mario as they moved into the yacht itself.

“You were brilliant,” he said.

“We’ll see.”

“I’m proud of you.”

She winked at him and then heard somebody to her right say, “Look at them.  They must be from California.  Who dresses like that?  Jeans and heaps of fake diamonds.  Anastassios should banish them.”

Leana recognized the voice.

She stopped and faced Lady Alexa Ionesco of Spain.  Once, she had been great friends with Leana’s parents before Elizabeth Redman was sent to jail for committing murder and society had a falling out with the Redman family.  

Leana never cared about the circles in which her parents and sister once moved.  It was fake, not her scene.  She only had participated when she was called upon by George and Elizabeth to be at one of their events because at a young age, that apparently was her duty.  

Back then, she could give a rat’s ass what anyone thought of her, especially someone like Ionesco, who probably got her title by opening up her checkbook and saying, “How much?”  But now that she was going into business for herself, she knew better.  She had to play the game.  She had to work hard to get word-of-mouth going in her favor.  And right here is where she could do the most good for her hotel.  

“Lady Ionesco,” Leana said.  “I thought I heard your voice.  How are you?  My God, it’s been years.”

Lady Ionesco, a tall reed of a woman with dark hair pulled back so tightly that it assisted her facelift, visibly blanched when she recognized Leana.  She was holding a martini, wearing her trademark Chanel and standing with a couple whose money was so old, it had pushed down roots in New York centuries ago and had helped to build the city into what it was today.  

Just looking at them made Leana long for Harold.  She wished he was here because he knew the secrets these people kept as well as she did.  At every party they attended together before his suicide, they made it a point to sit alone and dish about New York society, how ridiculous it was and generally, who was sleeping with whom.

Beside Lady Ionesco was Tootie Staunton-Miller and her banker husband Addison, or Addy, whose family money began in New York before it stretched deep into Philadelphia.  Everyone knew that Tootie was Addy’s well-compensated beard.  Their sham of a marriage began decades ago in a mutually beneficial celebration that had nothing to do with love and everything to do with concealment.  Tootie would marry into one of the country’s most prominent families and enjoy all it offered, including secretive affairs on the side with a host of Italians—her favorite—while Addy would save face for his family by tucking his true sexuality into Tootie’s ever-loving arms.  

The men Addy had gone through were legendary, but nobody said anything about his dalliances because every major family had their Addy, that one person who brought them shame and humiliation and had to be “dealt” with so nothing spoiled the family name or the illusion that the family itself was nothing less than perfect.  For that reason, few dared to throw the first stone at the Miller family lest another stone be thrown at them.

Leana actually adored Addy, but then she liked most gay men because she shared a lot in common with them.  For much of her life, she also had been an outcast, which was certainly something her gay friends felt at some point in their lives, whether from family members who thought they were going to burn in hell, or just from society in general.  She ignored the too-blonde Tootie, who gave her the chills because of that tight, quick-flash smile of hers, and instead nodded at Addy.  “You’re looking handsome tonight, Addy,” she said.

“And you look like you’ve come to cause trouble.  Those are some diamonds, Leana.”

“A gift from my fiancé.  Have you met Mario?”

Mario came forward and shook Addy’s hand.  “It’s a pleasure,” he said.

“The pleasure is mine,” Addy said, and Leana was amused by the fact that Addy obviously meant it—the man had flushed.

Nobody mentioned the event that took place a year ago at the Four Seasons, when Jean-Georges Laurent was shot in the face at an event Tootie and Addy held to honor Leana’s work in suicide prevention.  In this world, which was mum about things like murders because such events tended to shatter the illusion of the gilded world in which they lived, she would be surprised if the subject was ever raised.

“Those diamonds,” Lady Ionesco said.  

“Yes,” Tootie said.  “The diamonds.  I’ve never seen them worn in such an interesting way.”

“Interesting?” Leana said.

“Well, I mean at a formal event such as this.”

She was aware of Addy’s arm tightening around his wife’s waist, but Leana wasn’t going to let her off the hook.  “I guess I’m not sure what you mean, Tootie.  This is exactly the sort of event where one would wear diamonds.”

“It is,” Addy agreed.

“But not with denim,” Tootie said.  “And not at a social event where the main purpose is to raise money to rid the world of disease.  I was just curious if this was a new trend.”

“Trends are set every day,” Leana said.  “Take your dress, for example.  Or all of the carbon copy dresses like it that I see around you.  Imagine if someone hadn’t made that brave first effort to step out in sequins.  It could have gone either way, but obviously, it set fire to an entire movement. Because really, even though it’s out of fashion, you still see it.  As for me, I was just photographed by dozens of reporters for dozens of media outlets.”

“Dozens?” Lady Ionesco interrupted.

Leana leveled her with a glance.  “At least.”  She turned back to Tootie, whose smile had tightened into a thin line.  “Those images will be splashed everywhere.  People will weigh in.  Then we’ll see what the reaction is and also what people will be wearing a month or two from now.”  

She leaned forward.  “Being safe is boring, don’t you think, Tootie?  Going with the flow?  Being what people expect you to be?  I’ve done that in the past for my mother and father, and found it stifling.  Now, I’d rather be who I am.  My fiancé has been a great support to that end.”
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