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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Katie

      

      How in the world could a shareholder party manage to be more of a snooze-fest than an actual shareholder meeting?

      That was the question that Katie Moss kept asking herself as she absently scanned the ballroom on the top floor of Ecco Tower, overlooking her hometown of Newcastle.

      Meetings were one thing. She was the CEO, and she was large and in charge. The business excited her. Well-done presentations made her giddy. She was an enormous geek for pie charts and discussions about job growth and maximizing economic impact.

      Watching these titans of the boardroom consume vast quantities of scotch, try to tell awful jokes, and attempt any semblance of rhythm on the dance floor was so not in Katie’s wheelhouse.

      Maybe the problem was Katie. Am I just too uptight?

      Her eyes landed on Ecco Corporation’s chairman of the board, who was spastically trying to find the rhythm to Kool & The Gang’s “Celebration,” his bow tie askew and his gray hair matted in perspiration.

      Nope. The problem is not me. We are all truly old dweebs here.

      And then, something entirely unexpected made her night—and her view of these weird, old, rich men—turn on its head.

      She had been just about ready to give up and quietly disappear, not especially looking forward to an empty penthouse only a few floors down when the chairman cornered her.

      “You look bored, m’lady.”

      The guy always did some cringe version of Old English when they spoke one on one as if she were a noblewoman in a poorly made historical drama.

      “How did you guess?” She sipped her drink.

      “Can I tell you a secret?”

      Katie shook her head no. “If it’s inside information, I don’t want to know.”

      “No, nothing like that. But it’s a doozy.”

      “I’ll bet it is,” she said. “Sure. Why not?”

      What else was there to do but listen to this man tell stories, now that she couldn’t leave unnoticed?

      He leaned in and said, “Don’t tell anybody this, but I am keeping a girl.”

      The hair on Katie’s neck stood on end. “Oh my god. Where are you keeping this girl, and is she okay?”

      The chairman threw his head back and laughed. “Not like that! I have a girl… okay, a woman…I am supporting, if you know what I mean.”

      Katie’s alarm bells calmed down, but only slightly. “Go on.”

      “So,” he said, slurring his words but clearly enjoying the fact that someone was interested in this story. “I’m out for dinner on my birthday. My kids are late to meet me. I strike up a conversation with the knockout of a hostess. She’s just graduated college, she can’t find any other jobs. She’s still living with her parents. Nobody will rent to her because she has no credit history, and obviously, she can’t afford rent anywhere. And I thought, ‘I have money to burn. Why not share it?”

      Katie stiffened and waited for the story to turn into a boastful, nauseating tale of his own charity work, but that was not at all what happened.

      “Anyway, so long story short. I have more money than I know what to do with. So I secretly put her up in one of my rental houses, rent-free. I paid off everything. Her student loans, all of it. I give her an allowance; she can buy groceries, clothes, whatever she wants.”

      Katie blinked at him. “And she’s your girlfriend?”

      He laughed again. “No! She’s just there. Using my money. And sometimes I go and visit her, and we have nice chats.”

      “That’s it?”

      He nodded as if there would be anything else untoward going on. “Sometimes we play board games.”

      If anything more went on, Katie didn’t want to know.

      However, she felt intrigued. “And your family doesn’t know?”

      “They don’t know a single thing about her. It’s just fun to have a little secret, you know what I mean?”

      “Intrigued” was not the word for what she felt. Fascinated, and soon to become obsessed with the idea.

      When Katie left the party that night, she tossed and turned in her empty bed, thinking about this bizarre secret that had been shared with her.

      She wondered if he would remember telling her once he sobered up.

      Imagining what it would be like to just wipe someone’s debt clean for the hell of it, she knew she could easily do that without any personal entanglements if she chose. But what if these men liked the entanglement aspect? Interesting.

      Did all rich, older men have secrets or some version of this kind of mystery? Was it an ego thing? Like having an affair without having an actual affair. Or a second family but without a real second family.

      She wondered if any women in her circles also did this.

      Was that normal?

      Katie rolled over and turned on her bedside table lamp, picked up a notebook, and added another item to the list of things she wanted in life. This list was an ongoing exercise assigned to her by her therapist.

      “Someone to spend my money,” was what she wrote. She looked at the words on the page, wondered if she should add anything else, then decided not to. She set the notebook back on the side table, clicked off the light, rolled over, and closed her eyes.

      Then, her hand reached out and felt the empty expanse of her king-size bed.

      Seconds later, her light was back on, and she completed the sentence: “Someone to spend my money, sleep in my bed only when I want them there, and nail me through the mattress upon request.”

      She went to sleep with a smile on her face, knowing if she ever decided to move forward with the idea of having a kept man, that she would do it in a way that would one-up the chairman.

      Fuck friendly chats and board games. Katie wanted drama.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Katie

      

      “Be careful what you wish for,” her grandfather had always said. “You might just get it.”

      Katie had asked for drama, and she got it.

      “Waterview Project Will Destroy Our Neighborhood,” read the guest editorial that day in the Newcastle Dispatch. Who the hell was this Harper Ross, and why was she so dead set against improving Dockside?

      Katie angrily slapped the newspaper on a gilded side table, stood up from the chair, and ran a lint brush from her bag over her blazer and skirt. Why the stagers had chosen a chair covered in faux fur, she’d never know.

      She walked over to the door and propped it open, readying herself for the meeting. Her proposal was going to work because it simply had to work.

      That guest editorial she had just read was a total hatchet job on her, her development company, and this luxury condo where she now stood. The words on the page had stuck under her skin. She should never have read the newspaper in the minutes before meeting with the city’s top broker.

      The tacky, over-the-top luxury furniture that surrounded her in this completed loft condo was now not just a fuck up by the stagers but a symbol of the entire project.

      “It’s fine, Katie,” she breathed, casting a side-eye glare at the furry chair that looked like someone had hunted down and murdered an adorable sheepdog. “You’re just psyching yourself out now.”

      “Who are you psyching out now, Killer Katie?”

      The question echoed through the hallway, announcing the arrival of the grinning, smooth-talking real estate agent Ari Pitts. Flashing a pinky ring and a smile that was insured for a million bucks. Ari’s more conservatively-dressed client followed him inside. Katie sized up the client and knew immediately that the showing was a waste of everyone’s time. Still, she hung in there.

      The renowned agent and broker had given Katie that nickname “Killer Katie” years ago when they’d worked together on a project. The two of them had played good cop/bad cop with the City of Newcastle to push through a project that had ended up making both of them a fuck ton of money. The city hadn’t sneezed at the tax dollars the now-booming tourist hot spot brought in. But initially, the city leaders had been resistant to building anything on the riverfront. Between Ari’s honey tongue and charm and Katie’s ruthless persistence, they’d made a great team.

      Katie hoped to repeat that success with this building where she now stood—the Waterview project’s first phase.

      She chuckled and lied, “Oh, just some other up-and-coming broker who wants in on all of this.” She gestured around the grand expanse of this top-floor loft in the renovated industrial space. “I told her maybe I could bring her in on Phase Two after she improved her five-minute pitch.”

      There was no second broker. But, she knew Ari’s nature, and Katie was Killer Katie for a good reason. He hated any whiff of competition from an unknown entity, especially an upstart in Newcastle, where he had a stranglehold on most of the residential and commercial listings. More, he detested being beaten out on a piece of property by a woman.

      Her instinct was correct; Ari bristled at her reply, buttoning and unbuttoning his designer suit jacket. After recovering, he turned to his client to introduce him to Katie. Katie recognized the potential buyer as the CEO of the Newcastle Memorial Hospital system. One of the richest men in the city.

      They shook hands, and Katie was not intimidated in the least. He might be the richest man in the city, but he was simply another millionaire looking to upgrade his living situation.

      The client took one look at the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the harbor, and the ultra-modern, terrifying, $10,000 sculpture in the corner and shook his head at Ari. “This is not what I asked for.”

      Ari was unflappable and laughed softly. “You wanted exclusive, away from the hustle and bustle of downtown. It doesn’t get more exclusive than this, am I right, Katie?”

      The client sniffed as his eyes scanned the exposed brick and open ceiling. “This looks like a hipster tech office space, not a home. And I wanted a new build.”

      Katie had come so far from being a seller, but she fell right back into pitch mode. She explained breezily, “It’s true that this is a rehabbed structure. You will own a piece of Newcastle history, but with the bonus of all new everything. A state-of-the-art kitchen, the widest balcony in the entire city, and a private gym downstairs, also overlooking the harbor.” She’d worked hand-in-hand with the architect to make sure the entire building featured windows that overlooked the water and not the surrounding neighborhood. The neighborhood was…well, not great. But she was hoping to change that, starting with Phase One of Waterview.

      The client ignored her and looked at his agent with disappointment. “Ari, no amount of gold paint can make up for the fact that I just witnessed a drug deal in front of an empty elementary school the second I stepped out of the car. Can’t do it.” He then mumbled some made-up excuse to bolt, about a meeting in fifteen minutes with his head of surgery. The client left as if the building were on fire around him, indicating to Ari that he’d check in with him later to see if he had any listings in a better neighborhood.

      Ari turned to Katie. “What are we doing here?”

      He had every right to ask her that question. He had only agreed to meet Katie here with his client because she’d reached out and asked him to, not because Ari had thought his old-fashioned, conservative client would love it.

      Now, Katie had to fess up.

      She needed a partner: a broker or another interested party with name recognition to make this Waterview project work.

      She was in deep. Ecco Corp could afford one failure; she’d bounced back from worse. Her company’s name lit up the top of the tallest skyscraper in town; it’s not as if the whole shebang would tank over one lousy idea. The more important things at stake were people’s jobs. Builders, designers, and a fleet of subcontractors and day laborers from this neighborhood were being put to work. She might be a “killer” developer, but she was a human with a beating heart who loved her hometown. But she’d been getting killed in the media over it, from all sides. The newspaper’s editorial section called her an unrepentant gentrifier. The conservative finance magazine criticized her for not playing it safe enough for her investors.

      What she needed now was a partner on the project, someone more well-liked than she was. After all, land developers are always the villains in those Hallmark holiday movies. That was Killer Katie.

      Ari, on the other hand, had his smiling face plastered everywhere. His shining bald head, tortoiseshell frames, and blinding white teeth showed up in almost every other TV commercial within a two-hundred-mile radius. She wished he would save some of that charm and charisma for the rest of the world.

      Maintaining her poker face, Katie shared her idea with Ari. “I know what you read in the paper, but we’re going to go in a completely different direction. Sure, we could do what we always do: proceed with business as usual. Make a shit ton of cash, and maybe clean up the neighborhood. Or, we could take a step back, redesign it and create something more consistent with what people here can afford.”

      Katie waited patiently, maintaining her steady gaze as Ari folded and unfolded his arms. He spotted the paper on the side table, walked over to it, picked it up, and scanned it. He seemed oddly restless and not the cool guy she knew. His pacing made her nervous, but she refused to show it. She waited. Just one listing with Ari would equal one sale, and then the rest would follow.

      “The thing is, Katie—and you know I love you. But this,” he said, gesturing to the newspaper in his hand, “is not going to look good for us.”

      He was right, to a point. Katie did her best to spin it. “Do you think people in the market for luxury condos are going to pay attention to a five-inch editorial inside the newspaper, below the fold?” Katie asked him.

      Ari grimaced. “If they’re smart—and my clientele might not always be the smartest, but they hire smart people to vet everything—they’ll research the area. They’ll research the neighborhood. It’ll lead them to all kinds of bad press about corruption, the mafia, organized crime, biker gangs, drug dealers. And to this editorial.”

      Spinning wasn’t working. “If we team up, I know we can get this done, Ari. All we need is to sell one or two high-end units, and in the meantime, redesign the entire project. Make it something they do want. Hell, I’ll grab a stranger off the street and move him in here myself if that’s what it takes to make the project seem more appealing.”

      Ari looked at her skeptically. “Redesign how?”

      Buoyed by that crumb of curiosity, she went on. “We’re getting a tax break already. We seek out input from people who live here and put that in the paper. We make the prices consistent with the average rent and mortgages, fill the warehouses with small businesses that provide jobs. We take the hit, admit we screwed up, evolve, and adjust. But that’s my company’s hit, not yours.”

      Ari paced some more, slid open the wide glass balcony door, and stepped out, letting in a chilly breeze along with the sounds of the bustling harbor.

      She watched him shiver and re-enter the room, shutting the door again. “It’s not even the best view of the water in town. Half of it is blocked by cranes and sheds. And you’ve got the noise of the ships all day—workers all over the wharves. I see what you’re doing. I see the appeal, but it’s a hard sell, Katie.” Ari finally blew out a breath and held up both hands. “Look, this isn’t personal, but if I put my firm’s name on it, it’s gotta be a sure thing. This is coming out of nowhere. Frankly, I’m surprised the city let you move forward on this.”

      The time had come to remind him of the past. Katie opened her hand to ask for the newspaper. He handed it to her, and she opened it to a substantial full-page advertisement for grand openings of three new restaurants at the Riverwalk. “Remember this? I had your back. When it looked like the city was going to chicken out and maintain the status quo? Keep the riverfront the way it was, a jogging path that was not maintained, and riddled with crime? Now, it’s the jewel of the city. You had the idea, and I made sure you were the sole broker on all those lots. You made millions in commissions.”

      “And you’re still raking it in on rent down there, so I think you got the better end of the deal.”

      “Ari.”

      Ari nodded but wouldn’t budge. “I’m grateful for all of that, Katie. But you making an appearance at a public hearing and sharing your in-house architect with me is hardly the same as me putting my name on a project. You have to understand why I’m hesitating.”

      She tried the surefire recruiting move. Make it personal. Some business people liked to play golf. Some favored a Broadway show. Ari enjoyed shooting pool and talking business over drinks. There was a place down on Haven Street, a dicey-looking watering hole known as a favorite of the dockworkers, sailors on leave, and the sketchier characters of Newcastle. That place was sure to have pool tables.

      “I have an idea. Let’s get out of here and discuss this over a game of pool. We can workshop it after we’ve had a drink. I have lots of ideas.”

      The hotshot agent paused and looked at her strangely. Blinking several times, Ari took a sauntering step closer toward her, a wry smile spreading across his face. Katie had seen that look before. Her breath stilled. As powerful as she was, that type of behavior she’d never get used to. Ari should know better; she’d set boundaries with him ages ago, after the Riverwalk project. He’d hinted around while hitting the town together to celebrate their success that they’d make successful partners on a personal level and not just professional. But she just didn’t feel attracted to Ari in that way, and she’d said so at the time.

      And yet, there he was, invading her personal space. Because, why? Because she was desperate to make this project work, and he knew it. He had the upper hand. She’d behaved too needy, and now Killer Katie was the prey.

      One of Ari’s fingers dragged its way along her shoulder, stopping when he reached the opening of the lapel of her Italian linen blazer. Her cheeks heated in embarrassment. “Since you bring it up, there might be a way for you to convince me to partner up with you,” he said softly.

      She had to work hard to hide the full-body cringe, so hard her toes curled. Katie cut her eyes down to where Ari rested his index finger, dangerously close to the skin of her chest. Her large breasts and plump frame always seemed to make these blouses appear too revealing for some people. Ari was taking advantage of the view as he towered over her.

      Katie recoiled. “I think we’ve misunderstood each other. Once again.”

      “Have we?”

      “Clearly.”

      “We had a good time working together.”

      She nodded. “That we did.”

      “I’m just saying, you could easily sweeten the deal if you know what I mean.”

      Taking a step back, Katie jutted her chin out. “A person who doesn’t understand English knows what you mean, Ari. That’s how obvious you’re behaving right now. That was not my intent when I asked you to meet me here today.”

      Ari got the hint, finally. He removed his hand and stepped away.

      “Cool. Cool. I thought I picked up a signal, but I was mistaken.” His Italian loafers moved silently across the room to the marble kitchen island, where he retrieved his attaché, slinging the strap over his shoulder.

      Katie hated this crap. Men trying to make you feel guilty for sending mixed signals when you sent none in the first place. Damn these flimsy silk shell blouses; she should have just kept on her overcoat. But why? Why should she let him make her feel guilty? She had so much power at her fingertips, she could have that man squashed like a bug with one phone call.

      “I merely suggested we go somewhere for a drink to hash things out. That’s all. It was not an invitation for you to put your hands on me.”

      Ari shifted his whole demeanor then, completely ignoring her repudiation. He smoothly shot his cuff and checked the time on his garish watch. “I’m sorry, Katie. I gotta roll; I have a client meeting in Shoreline in fifteen. But hey, it was great to see you.”

      Ari flashed her one of his classic wide grins, then scooted out of there faster than Shaggy running from a perceived ghost. She called after him, her voice echoing off the bare walls. “Shoreline is done, Ari. Almost completely built out! This is where the exciting stuff happens.”

      The clunk of the industrial steel door behind him told her the answer. She looked around this condo with its restored hardwoods and exposed brick. The place’s original character was intact; she could see the small holes in the floor and in the walls where the factory fixtures had been bolted into place. It was a historic thing of beauty that had been restored after sitting empty and neglected for years. She knew she could make it work.

      She took the words of the editorial to heart as much as she hated to admit it. The space didn’t have to house only the ultra-rich. She wanted to see actual people from the neighborhood living here.

      Getting the neighborhood to buy into it was a long shot, especially with the much-reviled name of Ecco Corp involved.

      But if anyone could make it happen, it was Katie. She just needed a stiff drink and some time to think it over.
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      Holden

      

      Holden Murphy was in no mood for loud, punchy drunks at noon on a Monday.

      Dougie thought it was amusing to refer to Honey, the barmaid, as if she were his own personal “honey.”

      “Honey, fetch me another, won’t you, Honey.” Dougie spoke it like an order, not a question, and then wheezily laughed until his amusement deteriorated into an emphysemic hacking cough.

      Holden had enough to deal with that day without keeping an eye on the regular barflies. The entire Satan’s Minions Motorcycle Club had decided that Crow Bar was the place to meet in the middle of the day. Apparently, the Feds had raided the club’s headquarters the previous day and had confiscated all of the computers. Holden didn’t know anything about that, nor did he care. He did find it funny thinking about motorcycle club members using computers for their sketchy enterprises, but he didn’t know why. But he did worry about the possibility that the motorcycle club could decide to make Crow Bar a regular hangout. Or worse, they could adopt Crow Bar once again as the club’s primary spot for wheeling and dealing oxy. Or meth. Or whatever the hell was keeping half of Dockside unfit or unable to obtain or hold down a decent job.

      “I’m right here, Dougie,” said Griff, the bartender, without a hint of humor.

      Dougie’s voice slurred when he argued. “I know, but I want Honey to fetch me my drink. She’s nicer’ n you.”

      Meanwhile, in the back of the room, nobody was using the pool tables because the Satan’s Minions were crowded around it, using the pale green felt as a table for their drinks and a makeshift conference table where they wrote down ideas for a new name.

      “She ain’t nicer, she’s just better looking than me. And it don’t matter anyway because you’re already drunker than the hog that fell into my corn mash barrels. I’m cutting you off for today, Dougie,” Griff said.

      At that moment, Honey passed by in her rush to return emptied beer glasses to the kitchen. She worked quickly to refill some pitchers for two tables full of thirsty dockworkers who had just ended their 3 a.m. to 11 a.m. shift. The more she hustled, the better tips she got.

      “That’s fine. You go on and cut me off. My honey will get me what I want. Ain’t that right, Honey?” He gave another wheezy laugh and reached out to slap her right on the ass.

      She yelped in indignation, “Hey!”

      Both Holden and another regular customer named Lars sprang into action. It was all the reason they needed to kick Dougie’s ass out. Turned out, Honey didn’t need Holden’s fist or Lars’ bigfoot size; her Jiu-Jitsu class had taught her well, and Dougie was on the floor in two seconds flat. All Holden and Lars were good for at the moment was catching the drink tray.

      Holden goggled at Honey. “Wow. Okay,” he said as she anxiously dug out her hand sanitizer and applied it, then rubbed the clear liquid into her hands.

      “I’ll still need you to pick up the little bitch and toss him out,” she said, slightly out of breath and nodding to Holden as he returned the drink tray to her.

      Holden helped Dougie up, only to be thanked by a jab to the face that landed on the side of his skull. No harm was done, but now Holden was mad. He knew what Dougie was doing; he was trying to start a fight.

      Lars, who Holden understood had seen some shit in Afghanistan in another life, slurred his words. “You got this, bro? Or you want me to take him?”

      “I got it,” Holden seethed. Lars nodded and went back to the bar to self medicate. Althought Lars was big, all the guys were pretty sure Lars was now an undercover cop. No one knew for sure, but he saw no reason to keep drawing attention to the guy. Dockside needed all the undercover help it could get.

      Holden could have knocked Dougie out cold with one punch. He glowered at the douchebag and cracked his knuckles in anticipation of doing just that when the front door opened, blasting the room with icy air. Looking up, a vision of curvaceous heaven in a red overcoat and four-inch pumps raised the temperature in the room.

      The woman looked taken aback, too, but not because of some divine vision. She was startled and horrified as if she’d just stumbled upon a wrestling match between a giant green ogre and a mountain troll. Gripping her bag to her middle, she scurried out of the way as Holden dragged Dougie toward the door.

      As he passed, he maintained a firm headlock on the squirming Dougie while nodding to the lady in the red overcoat.

      “Doin’ good?” Holden asked her, putting on his best boyish grin.

      The lady looked perplexed between Holden’s smile and the cursing man attached to the inside of Holden’s arm. Pointing at Dougie, she replied, “Sure. But is he okay?”

      Holden glanced down at the top of Dougie’s head and acted as if he was surprised to see him there. “Who, him? Sure, he’s fine. Well, aside from being a drunk corn mash hog or whatever. I don’t know. He was just leaving.”

      Dougie struggled and wriggled free of Holden’s vise grip and took another sloppy swing at Holden’s skull that ended up connecting as little more than a bitch-slap to the face. Holden cackled. “Keep pushin’, Dougie, and see if you don’t get banned for life.”

      Turning to the lady, Holden said, “Excuse me,” and gave another charming, silly grin before finishing the job of tossing Dougie outside.

      He didn’t know her name, where she was from, or why she was here at noon on a Monday. But he’d be damned if he was going to let Dougie be in the same room as someone like her.

      With a spring in his step, Holden tossed the obnoxious Dougie outside. He wasn’t even bothered as Dougie cussed at him, tried to grab his keys, and finally exhausted his attempts to get back inside. Holden was a brick wall, and he enjoyed watching the guy wear himself out like an angry toddler. “Go home. I’ll drop off your keys once I’m sure you’re sober.”

      Dougie bleated out some unintelligible noises and flipped Holden the bird before nearly slipping on the ice, forcing him to focus on walking instead of airing grievances.

      Holden went back inside just in time to hear the drink order of the curvy lady in red.

      “Dirty martini. Extra dirty. And do you have a lunch menu?”

      Griff replied, “Sorry. Cook is only here at night.”

      She nodded, smiled, and said, “Fine. Extra olives, then.”

      Just then, Mavis appeared from the kitchen and announced, “Did I hear someone’s hungry? I’m just about to call a meeting with my boys, and you’re welcome to some snacks.” Mavis set down a platter of chips, nuts, pretzels, and other nibbles.

      Holden’s fellow members of the Brute Squad—the nickname given to the bouncers at Crow Bar—swarmed the snack tray, as expected. But none of them got a single bite before Holden smacked their hands away and shoved the tray closer to the lady in red.

      “Hands off, ya filthy animals. Customers first.”

      The lady in red smiled at him, just a little, warming up his insides, the way one feels when seeing a favorite person after a long, hard day.

      It wasn’t much of a lunch. But she was clearly hungry. Holden didn’t understand why he had taken a particular interest in the eating habits of a total stranger who was out of his league. All he knew was he had a strange, deep-down instinct to make sure she ate something.

      He watched while she popped some peanuts into her mouth and Mavis got on with the meeting, aware that all the other members of the Brute Squad’s eyes were on him. They were trying to figure out what was going on with this kid, the youngest of the bouncers, the shy, soft-spoken one who usually minded his own business except when customers became unruly.

      He knew all of that. And he didn’t care who saw him watching out for this lady. It just had to be done and had to be done by nobody but him.
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