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Prologue

The phone rings on the nightstand awakening my senses to a warm breeze fanning my hair, and a snug weight anchoring my legs and waist. Then I remember everything from the passionate beginning in my foyer to this entangled moment. The instant I turn my head to his breath's rhythmic rise and fall, the phone disturbs the silence and the sleeping man beside me again.

“The phone…babe, you awake?”

“Mmm-hmm,” I grumble, annoyed someone's calling so late. Removing his arm from my waist, I grab the mobile and squint at the caller I. D., displaying anonymous caller. I accept the call and answer, “Hello.”

Rapid breathing, footsteps, and city noise overshadow the caller's voice. “Hello.”

A woman's voice sounds muted through the phone.

I can't hear you. Can you speak louder.” I jump when his lips graze my neck, then tense and arch my back to silence an excited breath.

“Vicky, it's me, Kayla.”

“Kayla? What time is it?” I ask, and squint at the time on the mobile. “It's one in the morning. Where are you calling from?”

“I'm sorry for calling so late, and I don't have time to explain.”

A door creaks open and shut. Muted restaurant clatter replace city din.

“Kayla, where are you? And why are you whispering? I can barely hear you.”

“I can't talk any louder. Vic, I need to see you. Can you meet me at the park in the morning?”

The distress in Kayla's voice stiffens me further. Concerned, I ignore his lips igniting my spine. “Are you okay?”

“Excuse me,” a man interjects in the background.

“Sorry,” Kayla mumbles. A door creaks and muted voices and clinking utensils grow louder then fade to silence as Kayla moves to another space.

“Kayla, what's going on?”

“I can't explain on the phone. Did you find the disc in your bag?”

“Disc?”

“Vic, I have to go, but please, wait for me at Engineers Gate at five o'clock, I'll explain everything.”

“Okay. Kayla?” I stare at the silent phone a second then return it to the nightstand. “That's odd,” I mumble. Before I can voice concern, his lips find mine and thoughts of Kayla suspend for the moment.

* * *

Four hours later, I throw on my running clothes and tiptoe toward the bedroom door. I turn and stare at his sleeping, sheet-shrouded figure and deliberate jumping back in bed. But I can't, not after that troubling phone call. “Damn it, Kayla,” I grouse and close the door. When I step from the apartment, I realize this is the first time I've allowed a man to remain in my condo. I'm surprised how soon I've abandoned control in this incipient affair.

November's fog blankets the city a buoyant, ghostly white. Only a block from my condo and beads of mist already coat my vision. I shiver, not so much from the crisp autumn air, but Kayla's fearful voice. Was she trying to elude someone? And why couldn't she talk on the phone, why the park?

What's going on Kayla?

I pull my jacket sleeve over my fingers and rub my arms to generate heat. With a brisk walk, I begin a jog toward Central Park's Engineers Gate. My sports watch confirms it's five o'clock sharp, but there's no sign of Kayla. She's always punctual. Something's wrong, I've sensed it for days. Uneasily, I stroll inside the park toward the water fountain, disturbing a homeless man asleep on a bench. On the northern end of the gate, a biker zooms into the park. A woman appears through the fog, and I believe it's Kayla. I sigh and walk toward her. “Kayla, I was… oh, sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

The woman smiles and starts a jog toward the reservoir.

Growing anxious, I release my mobile from the armband. Kayla's phone rings several times before going to voicemail. “Kayla, I'm at the park. Where are you? I'm worried about you. Well, it's five o'clock. I'll wait a few more minutes. If I miss you, I'm on the roads running.”

After ten minutes, impatient and itching to run, I comb the entrance one last time before taking off on Central Park's running loop. Worry seizes my mind. Kayla would never get up this time of morning unless it's serious.

Kayla, what have you done?

Instead of crossing the 102nd street traverse to the western side of the park, I continue toward steep, rolling hills on the wooded northern end. Dense fog blurs slick leaf-covered roads, so I slow my stride, wary of slipping on dangerous footing. Eerily, taillights emerge through swirling mist. Alarmed, I slow to a stroll, scrutinizing Connecticut license plates and Greenwich Little League Baseball sticker surfacing on a black Lincoln Town car parked near the wooded ravine. The interior light illuminates a man behind the steering wheel. I stop, wary of the wide-open back door, and search for the ever-present police cruiser always present this time of the morning, but it's nowhere in sight.

Paralyzing fear grips my body when muffled voices, crunching leaves, and scuffling arise in the wooded ravine. Through sparse tree limbs, a murky trenched-coated man pushes a blurry figure to the ground. My instincts warn, flee! But I'm transfixed by the chilling scene.

The man threatens, “We warned you bitch to stop snooping.”

“No, please…” the woman pleas and struggles from a fatal position. The man pushes her forward on her hands and knees. “Please don't do this. I won't say anything,” she squeals with audible tears.

“We know you took the file. Where did you hide it?”

“Please, I told you, I don't know what you're talking about.”

“We saw you take it. Now, one last time, where is it?”

“I don't know…”

Before it registers in my mind, the gun pops and her body falls into the ravine. It's Kayla! I jump, suppressing a scream. No, it can't be Kayla. No—no—no, not Kayla!

The man behind the wheel, steps from the car. I turn and speed uphill in terror, hoping he hadn't seen me. The steep, leaf-covered incline thwarts momentum, sending my feet slipping, sliding, and tumbling. I catch my fall in a downward dog, glance under my arm, and notice him looking in my direction.

“Hey, you!” He yells.

I scramble off the ground, speeding uphill with the force of adrenaline, driving me faster than I've ever run. I glance back and notice the man gaining speed. My heart thuds faster when I see the gun in his hand.

This can't be happening!

An instant sting brushes my leg.

He's shooting at me!

I pick up speed and run onto a dirt path. Weaving between trees, I stop and hide behind a wide tupelo tree. Peeking sideways, I find the gunman doubled over and heaving for air. Straightening his stance, he places the gun in his jacket and retreats in the opposite direction.

Uncontrollable shivers claim my body as I watch him disappear down the hill. I drop to my knees, examine blood-ripped running tights, and graze from the bullet on my calf. Waves seize my chest, escaping in choppy sobs. The image of Kayla falling into the ravine finally registers.

She's dead!

I grasp the tree and breathe deeply. When my mobile vibrates in the armband, I glance over catching Kayla's face on the screen. Terror snatches my breath again. Apprehensively, I press accept, knowing it's not Kayla on the other end. The callous voice from the ravine menaces.

“Ms. Powell, I know who you are and where you live.”

He knows my name!

In my periphery, the blue and white police cruiser winds the curve. With flailing arms, I race in its direction, pointing toward the ravine. Words escape in jagged breaths. “Kayla … My friend…” And the words to follow, unreal as they are, sound like someone else's words. “They killed her!”

* * *

At the ravine, the trench-coated man scours the area around Kayla's body, taking precautions to erase evidence of his presence. Kayla's reddish tresses, immersed in the shallow ravine, ripples with the stream. A beep buzzes from her pocket. With his foot, he turns her body sideways like discarded garbage, retrieving the beeping cell phone. A picture of a smiling woman with a voluminous mane of brownish curls and full heart-shaped lips displays with the name Victoria A. Powell. He presses play, and her voice echoes through the ravine. “Kayla, I'm at the park. Where are you? I'm worried about you. Well, it's five o'clock. I'll wait a few more minutes. If I miss you, I'm on the roads running.”

He taps the photo and a number and address displays. “Well, well, well, Victoria Powell … Wrong place, wrong time,” he says with a chortle. He gazes at Kayla's body, shakes his head, and whispers under his breath, “What a waste.” Placing the cell phone in his coat pocket, he struggles up the muddy ravine, just as the other man makes his way back to the car.

“She got away, Sir.”

“Don't worry. She couldn't have seen our faces with this fog.” He removes the cell phone from his pocket and waves it like a prize. “I retrieved this from Kayla's jacket. I believe I know our intruder.”

As the car starts its descent, the man dials Victoria's number. The phone rings twice then dead silence greets him. She's listening, waiting for a voice, perhaps Kayla's. A grin skews his face, picturing her holding the phone to her ear like a cornered mouse. “Ms. Powell, I know who you are and where you live.” Holding the phone to his ear, he listens to her quiet fear as the car creeps down the hill, out of the park, and onto Manhattan's dawn-lit streets.









PART ONE









Chapter 1

A Month Earlier

No one can predict where life will carry them. The most well-thought-out plan can go awry. I ponder persistent solemnness, daily rituals, and countless tasks, which take me nowhere but circles, never-ending, mind-numbing circles. When did it all become so mundane? I want to shake things up, create disorder in my well-constructed life. Do away with rituals and transform into something different. But fear of losing control, fear of the unknown, holds me in that mundane place bleeding for change.

Often, I've wondered if mom, Judith Powell, named me Victoria to signal a triumphant birth. At the age of forty, and after several attempts, she finally succeeded victoriously. Mainly, I believe she gave me this name to triumph the ordinary and live as remarkably as she had. Victoria is an impossible name to emulate, especially when you fail right out of the gate. But, as I see it, there will always be challenges to conquer. So, I decided to run. To train my body, prepare for life's challenges, and be physically and mentally ready when the time comes.

Although I'm just like Judith, I try not to be. Judith Powell a celebrated opera singer, achieved great success, great victories in a life that resembled a stage. My childhood was magical with singers, actors, and dancers, who entertained me at home and onstage. For hours, I'd watched Judith's rehearsals and memorize scenes and music pieces. From Judith's living room to the theater was a continuous act—entertainment on demand by her thespian friends. Sometimes I wondered if there was a division between reality and her stage life. If so, I couldn't tell. Onstage, she played the heroine well, but did she offstage? Would she have survived the real world, a job where vocal and acting abilities aren't measures of success? I assumed not.

Judith's second stage, her home in Martha's Vineyard, is filled with magical artifacts. She decorated my room like a castle with drawings of a forest, moon, and magical creatures guarding me as I slept. That seemed so long ago. A child no more, I've chosen a traditional life offstage, a life different from Judith's, my father's path, a career in finance. My father, Aiden Powell, loved Judith more than life. He showered her with love and a life of luxury. But dad always says, “Judith was a free spirit.” He understood and accepted her ways, but at what cost. His pain, I can't imagine.

In my mind, I hear Judith say, “You should have had a career on stage, your first defeat.” Maybe she was right. If I had a magic ball, would my life be different? Truthfully, I lost focus, my direction twisted, or am I rebelling against a life planned by Judith. Determined to lead a life different than mom's, I chose a career shocking to both my parents. Eager to conquer Wall Street, I donned the typical attire of the financial world, filled my closet with power suits, black leather pumps, and accessories alluding to wealth. I subscribed to the tools of the trade, Wall Street Journal, BusinessWeek, and Forbes, and became another Wall Street drone clad in designer clothing.

The rituals of hard work consumed me and even felt worthwhile. But Wall Street success comes quickly for those with good connections, family status, and sometimes sleazy improprieties my ethics can't stomach. However, I've determined with diligence and hard work I'd be victorious. Or would I? Soon, making it through mind-numbing days of numbers, market trends, and research left me questioning my purpose. At twenty-five, I assume I'm way too young to experience an existential crisis. Or am I?

Eventually, getting out of bed and going to a soul-draining job felt challenging. So, I decided to run. Running became compulsory, an endorphin-laced addiction, bolstering and melting mundaneness, and it would save my life.

* * *

It's morning again, and the alarm jolts me from the bed. I perform ritual one, two, and three, fumbling in the dark. Slightly awake, I dress for my morning run and exit the condo, ready to witness another sunrise. It's one of those foggy New York City mornings caused by early autumn's fluctuating temperatures. Five o'clock hum of early risers serenades me across the avenues. On the narrow streets between Lexington and Park Avenues, newspaper boys hurriedly toss papers inside building lobbies. At the corner, a taxi stops eager for a fare. I smirk at his disregard for my running outfit and shake my head. On Madison, I say a polite, ”Good morning,” to a sluggish dog walker.

“Good morning,” he mumbles and yawns as the dog yanks him forward.

In front of the Episcopal Church of Heavenly Rest, a homeless man packs up his makeshift bed. Ahead, teenagers exit the park trailed by marijuana fumes. I feign disinterest, clutching steel keys in my hand. As I grow closer, the group part politely, allowing me to pass. With languid strides and glassy eyes, a tall, thin boy dressed in sagging jeans, takes a long drag on the waning joint, exhaling fumes through his thin nostrils. Narrowing his eyes, he intones in a strained voice, “Holy shit, you're out early.”

“Not as early as you,” I say.

His eyes follow, and his head bobs up and down with an approving smile. “Shit, she's got some balls. I like that. Can I join you,” he asks, rubbing his hands in his masculine parts.

I keep walking, dismayed by his ignorance. An opera of comedies, I think as I turn my head, noticing the group disperse to different addresses along the street. The lingering, pungent scent grazes my nose, and I juxtapose a grassy high and endorphin-induced runner's high. Addictions, mine's not so different.

Skies turn indigo blue as I make my way inside the park's entrance on Fifth Avenue. I begin my run around Central Park's running loop and finish with an orange-magenta sunrise coloring the horizon. I head toward a bench to stretch at the entrance when footsteps approach from behind. Quickly, I turn my head toward a striking man nearing the bench. He stops and stretches beside me.

“How was your run,” he asks, catching his breath.

His athletic built and sculpted calf muscles tell me he's a seasoned runner. A drop of sweat, commingle with morning mist, rolls from my chin, and I reply, “Wet,” embarrassed by my profuse sweating.

“I watched you from a distance. You're a good runner, good pace. I had a hard time catching up with you. Do you get out every morning?”

His voice is so unguarded as if he's been speaking to me forever, not the typical wavering of strangers. However, I'm a little perturbed he'd been trailing and watching me from behind. Cautiously, I reply, “Sometimes.”

Lifting his leg on the bench, he stretches more limber than any man I've met. Silence pursues as we each continue a ritual I perform alone after each morning run. It's unusual stretching in silence with a stranger. I catch the smooth, dark hairs and muscles etching his calf. An earthy musk grips my nostrils, and it's pleasing. He catches my eye. Embarrassed; I stretch deeper.

“My name is Chase,” he says, standing straight with an outstretched palm.

I straighten and shake his hand, noticing his angled jaw, full lips, and intense, brown eyes staring at mine. It's odd, but shaking this stranger's hand is calming. I release my grip from his smooth hand's firm grip. He smiles, and I grin awkwardly. “Chase, that's a good name for a runner. My name is Vicky.”

“Is that short for Victoria?”

“Yes, but I've always preferred Vicky, less formal. Victoria is so regal. That I'm not,” I say, shaking my head.

“You should let someone else decide that. You're impressive when you're running. You have the form of a dancer and the spirit of a gazelle.”

Laughter bursts from my mouth. “A gazelle. Hmm, I've never pictured myself running like a gazelle, but they are fast.”

“I like your pace. You would be great to run with.”

Wiping the sweat from my brow; I stand akimbo, uncertain how to reply.

“Will you be in the park tomorrow,” he asks.

He seems harmless, but so did Jeffrey Dahmer. I start to worry and stumble, forcing a lie, which sounds obvious. “I'm not sure. I never know whether I'll make it to the park, depends on my morning.” Of course, I'll be in the park as I am every day. It's the only way I survive a long workday.

“Well, it was a pleasure running behind you. Maybe one morning we can run together.”

I flinch at his words, which seem intimate—together—I've always run alone. I can't imagine running and talking with a stranger. Occasionally, I'll run with friends, but find myself pulling ahead, leaving them struggling behind. My run is meditative, a time when the world outside the park doesn't exist. Nothing matters except my air-filled lungs, pounding heart, and sensation of flight as the wind rushes past. “Well, I run alone, but if you can keep up, perhaps one day,” I reply with an emphasis on one, hoping he understands I prefer running solo.

“Well, Victoria, I hope I'll see you soon.”

“Likewise,” I say with a smile. He turns to leave, and my eyes follow his long, muscular legs toward the exit until he disappears around the corner.

Finishing my stretch, I head back across the avenues, recalling Chase's earthy scent arousing dormant desires. Quickly, I dismiss thoughts of a stranger I'll probably never see again and assume a jog home.









Chapter 2

The GE building's Byzantine lobby transports me to another era. Rippled-pink-marble walls, vaulted-golden ceilings, and hidden wall sconce's diffused sunburst remind me of a perfect sunrise. On the thirty-eighth floor, pristine, marbled halls and a crystal chandelier lead me toward Wheaton Asset Management's imposing bronze double doors. I pause in front of the gilded entry and press my thumb on the security console. The door unlocked prompting a deep inhale and exhale before I enter.

As always, I'm struck by the window view up Park Avenue to the George Washington Bridge, adjoining New York to New Jersey's jagged cliffs like an artistic mural. Morning silences the opulent reception area, décor styled for Wheaton's wealthy clientele. The room feels empty without Amber the receptionist who I've grown fond of the last three years, a female presence I appreciate among Wheaton's Ivy League men.

Past the reception area, I'm surprised to see the owner of the firm, Bruce Wheaton, seated with a guest in the conference room. He's rarely in the New York office, except for special meetings, and rarely sees clients before the market opens. His guest, seated across from him at the conference table, hasn't removed his trench coat, and I assume the meeting will be short. With his back turned toward the door, only his profile is visible, but the distinct slant of his eye reveals his Asian heritage.

The Asian man pounds his fist on a thick manila folder and slides it across the table. Bruce opens his mouth with angry words silenced by glass walls. His eyes catch mine as I hasten down the hall toward male voices emanating from the trading room. I attempt to pass unnoticed, but Bob O'Connor turns his head before I cross the door.

“Hey, morning Vicky…”

I pause, leaning on the door frame. “Morning, guys.”

Two lethargic responses trickle through the door.

“Morning…”

“Morning, Vic.”

Wheaton's three traders sit back-to-back, monitoring trades in the medium-sized room overrun with computer consoles. Bob O'Connor, seasoned head trader, has been with the company since its inception. Born from one of the wealthiest families in Greenwich, Connecticut, his persona speaks of old money. His dusty-gray hair has lost its youthful, golden color, but a hint of attractiveness remains. When will he decide he's had enough of this life of thirty years? Loving Wall Street's hectic pace, he'll probably work past retirement, although, he could have retired years ago.

“How was your run this morning?” Bob asks.

Bob's engaging personality and genuine concern for colleagues always engenders admiration. A family man with three grown children and a pampered wife, I suspect he uses his career to escape marriage's confines.

“Endorphins still pumping, you should try it one morning.”

“I'll pass, but my wife would like nothing better than to see me in running shoes,” he says, jiggling his belly with his hands.

I picture his ticker and organs smothered by fat but forgo my opinion; certain he's heard it before from others. “How is Linda?”

“Linda is Linda, always got her hands in some new endeavor. Last week it was the New Age Health Spa in the Catskills, and now she's on some cleansing diet.”

I remember Amber mentioning Bob's wife started a holistic diet of juicing, and the green drink on his desk is probably her concoction.

“More of Linda's juice?” I ask, tilting my head in the drink's direction.

“Yep, and it's God-awful,” he says with a cringe. “I don't know what's in this stuff, but it's like drinking swamp water and smells worse.”

I chuckle, not because of the drink, but his bitter expression. “Hold your nose and just chug it down. Linda just wants you healthy Bob,” I say, knowing he'll discard it or place it in the company refrigerator until it grows old with mold.

“Or she wants to kill me.”

“Shush, I wouldn't voice that so loud,” I say with a wink.

Dennis swivels his chair in my direction. His mischievous eyes roam my body then he grins lasciviously. I frown and narrow my eyes in disgust. Blonde-haired, blue-eyed Dennis Fahey has been Wheaton's Bond-Trader for twelve years. Unmarried, he lives a playboy life in Manhattan with days of stressful trading followed by nights of countless women and drinking, some mornings you can still smell nocturnal pursuits on his clothing—heart attack material, perhaps before his 40th birthday. His expression signals crude, provoking remarks forming on his tongue.

“Linda doesn't want to kill you, Bob, she just wants to control you, man,” he says with a sneer. “You know how you women are,” he says, challenging me with a stare.

His misogynistic ways make me shudder. With too many girlfriends to count; his sexual objectification of women is disturbing. Many times I've heard his sneering contempt for women. His air of superiority is annoying, and I rarely tolerate his sexist jokes, but sometimes it's better to ignore him. However, this morning, I can't help biting back. “Ooh … And we don't want to do that now do we? We know how all that female power scares you,” I say with an eye roll.

Alex, sitting behind Dennis hisses and shakes his head in disgust. “Man, this is why you can't find a wife. You're so disrespectful.”

“Uh-huh, well, I only take my cues from them. Disrespect gets them all hot and bothered,” Dennis says with a wink in my direction then swivels toward the computer.

“Don't mind the idiot in the room, Vic. We forgot to put him back in his cage,” Bob says throwing me a look of compassion.

Alex hisses between his teeth, shaking his head in disbelief. I give him a grateful smile, banish Dennis' remarks, and ask, “How's it going, Alex?”

“Busy day with the ZyTech IPO,” he says with a hint of anxiousness.

Straight out of Princeton University, Alex Ferrara is the youngest of the group. He seems misplaced in this room. At five-feet-seven-inches, he appears a boy beside Bob and Dennis's six-feet frames. His raven hair smoothed back with gel makes his aquiline nose more prominent. He's always on edge, and the constant frown will soon remain permanent if he doesn't learn to relax. I sense trading isn't what he'd hoped, and sometimes catch him sneaking out of the office, taking private calls in the stairwell—perhaps headhunters calling, offering him a less stressful position.

“Well, guys, good luck with the IPO,” I say and turn to leave.

“Your legs look hot in that dress, Vicky,” Dennis yells before I take a step down the hall.

I know what he's doing, trying to get under my skin, the bastard. I imagine a nasty retort, but let it go and continue down the hall toward Andrew Kelly's unusually quiet office. I peek my head inside, surprised the room is empty. As CFO of the firm, Andrew's always in before seven in the morning and never misses a day of work.

A few doors down, an impressive golden-lettered plaque proclaims Kayla's title, Jr. Compliance Analyst. I'm still in awe how far we've come in our short careers. She's in early, and I wonder why. Peeking inside her office, I find her bag and trench coat strewed across her desk. She must be getting coffee.

Two doors down, a golden plaque proclaim my role—Victoria A. Powell, Equity Research Analyst. The cream office where I spend most of my waking hours, glows from light off St. Bartholomew's golden dome through the window. I relish the morning serenity before my day commences.

More rituals begin the moment I slide behind my desk and power on the computer. I grab two Zen meditation balls from my desk, exhale deep and open Bloomberg, Wheaton's position screen, and Outlook. Contemplatively, I roll the Zen balls in my palm and scan my daily calendar. Eight o'clock research meeting. Ten o'clock conference call with management. Lunch with analyst Chip Meyers. Two o'clock meeting with Rawlins Corporation. Daily tweaking of financial models and research reports. When does it end?

Putting the Zen balls aside, I prop my chin on my hand, gaze at the beach screensaver, and imagine an impromptu island getaway with a willing partner. Chase's sculpted legs and alluring scent come to mind. A voice jars my reverie.

“Uh-oh … I know that look.”

Quickly, I dispel the ambiguous expression and wonder how desire looks on my face. I contain a laugh and lift my gaze to Callum McKenna, a young intern and mathematical genius from Columbia University.

“How's the Queen of Biotech,” he asks, running his hand through his sandy brown hair. “Busy day ahead?”

“God, it never ends, Callum.”

Grasping the door frame, Callum leans back, stares down the hall, and then swings his body forward with a baffled expression. “Something's going on this morning. Andrew is MIA, and did you see the action in the conference room?” He asks, sitting in the chair facing my desk. “Man … Bruce is pissed!” He says elongating each word. “I've never seen him so angry. Who's the man with him in the conference room?”

“I don't know, but those were my exact thoughts.”

Callum's brows furrow. “I swear I've seen his guest somewhere. Hmm, it'll come to me,” he says and twists his lips.

Suddenly, I remember Callum's new status. “I heard you accepted the offer. Congratulations Mr. Junior Quantitative Research Analyst!” I exclaim and high-five him across the desk. “I'm impressed,” I say, admiring his impeccable tailored suit and Rolex watch, ceratainly a present from his father.

“I'm psyched,” he says, rolling the research report around his well-manicured hands. “It was a tough decision between Wheaton and JP Morgan Chase. But dad convinced me this is a good place to work.”

The spark in his eyes reminds me of the excitement Kayla, and I felt when Wheaton recruited us off campus. We were surprised to be hired by one of the most reputable hedge funds in New York City. “So, will you still commute from Greenwich?”

“I just signed a lease,” he says with a tug of his magenta tie. “On Fifty-Second Street.”

Smiling into my hand, I jest. “Ooh, look at you, your own place … Mr. All-Grown-Up.”

“Hmmm, we're practically neighbors, Vic.”

“Yeah, right, with thirty blocks between us,” I say with a smirk.

“Well, I'll come by if I need to borrow some beer.”

“Ha!” I screech, wondering if he'd just pop by without a warning.

“Anyway, are you excited about the ZyTech IPO?” He asks with eager brown eyes.

“Well, they're expecting a hot market for this one.”

“By the way, good research Vic,” he exclaims, raising my monthly research report. “You mentioned ZyTech. So the FDA gave the green light on the clinical trials. I know how important given your mom's…”

“Cancer,” I say, noticing his unease. “It's okay, Callum; I've been fine with Judith's death for a while,” I say, turning my gaze toward the computer. After a year of assuring others I'm fine, my reply feels rote. Callum's unease is one I recognized when people wield uneasy condolences, a look that causes me to smile reassuringly or look away as I had just now. “Anyhow, ZyTech's drugs been in the pipeline a long time and the IND has only just been approved. It could take years before the drug makes it to market.”

“Let's hope this one makes it through trials swiftly,” he says with earnest intent. “Wow, I can't believe the number of drugs these companies bring to market,” he states, staring at the research report.

“It's called competition, Callum. Novelty is the name of the game. If they're not continuously developing drugs—”

“Then they're acquiring smaller-cap companies,” he says abruptly finishing my words.

“Exactly!” I exclaim with a smile.

“By the way, I heard you have a meeting with Rawlins' management today. That should be interesting.”

“Well, if you consider listening to medical terminology, and clinical trial results interesting, well then, I guess so,” I say, glancing at my wristwatch. Turning my attention back to Callum; I notice his eyes have left my face. I follow his gaze to my nipples protruding like two pebbles through my dress—hardened by the air-conditioner.

Nervously, shifting in his seat; he lifts his gaze back to my face while lowering the research pamphlet in his lap.

God, Callum, I thought with a silent chuckle, they're only nipples. Casually, I reach for the cardigan on the back of my chair, wrap it around my shoulders, and feign a shiver. “Is it cool in here?” I ask, all the while wondering what Judith would have done—throw the young man a smile while teasing him with her assets. I suppress a laugh at his obvious embarrassment but wonder what he was thinking the moment he noticed my hardened nipples.

He clears his throat to conceal discomfort. Silence spills across the room, but only for a moment when Chris Brannon appears in the doorway.

“Excuse me,” Chris says, clearing his throat to catch Callum's attention. “Good morning, Vicky. Can I pull this young man away for a while?”

“Morning, Chris. He's all yours,” I say with deference and a smile. My mentor, Chris Brannon, is a well-respected Analysts and Economists on the street. As a regular speaker on CNN Finance, he's unaffected by his status, maintaining a humbleness I've always admired.

“Callum, I'll be in my office,” Chris says as he turns to leave.

“There in a second, Chris,” Callum replies and rises from the chair nervously. “Well, Vic, I better get going; wouldn't want the boss screaming at me the first day on the job.”

Screamed at? I doubt management will yell at their latest acquisition, not at a wealthy kid whose family is as well-connected as his. I've heard his family is old friends of the Wheaton's, and probably have a financial interest in the firm. “Oh, don't forget the Goldman Sachs' healthcare conference at noon tomorrow.”

“I haven't forgotten,” he says, pausing for thought. “Now, I remember where I've seen Bruce's guest. His brother was three grades ahead of me at Brunswick in Greenwich.”

“Ah! Then maybe he's a friend of Bruce.”

“Or adversary,” he whispers. “From what I remember of that family, they were a strange lot. They keep their distance from many of the locals, but he could be Bruce's client. I doubt he's a friend.”

“Hmmm…” Remembering Bruce's angry scowl, Callum might have a point.

“Well, see you at the morning meeting,” he says, winking with a boyish grin.

He's cute, but I would never acknowledge his crush or lead him on. I return to Outlook, skim thirty new emails, delete office junk, and highlight current biotech research from sell-side analysts and Bloomberg alerts. Inhaling deeply, I glance at my research notes for the morning meeting, realizing Kayla hasn't made her usual morning coffee visit. Unable to start my day without our morning chat, I leave my office, searching for her whereabouts.

* * *

Past the cafeteria and mailroom, I find Kayla stretched over the middle drawer in the file room—fingers moving across files frenziedly.

“Hey, there you are.”

Startled, she jumps, banging her head on the upper drawer. “Ow! Vic, you scared the crap out of me,” she howls, pushing the top drawer closed with a bang while rubbing the top of her head. “I was coming by in a few minutes, but I'm having trouble finding a file,” she explains and pushes a folder back in its cramped space. Reddish tresses fall into her eyes as she rummages through the drawer. Her skin is paler than usual, making her signature freckles appear darker. She's wearing a conservative tan pantsuit and simple flats—not her usual designer dress, high heels, and pearls. It seems she dressed in a rush—no jewelry or makeup, only a slight hint of gloss on her lips.

“Kayla, why don't you let your assistant pull the file?”

“I can't wait till nine when he arrives. I need it now,” she says with a sigh of exasperation. “Darn … I just had it last night,” she says while thumping her hand on the center of the files. “I put it right here in the fifth drawer. I even put a yellow sticky on it so I could eye it easier.” With scrutinizing eyes, she stares at the drawer as if willing the folder to materialize. Flabbergasted, she sweeps falling strands from her mouth and stands akimbo with shifting hips. “Okay … It's gotta be somewhere; it can't just disappear into thin air.”

“Maybe someone else pulled it,” I say with an allusive raise of my brows. I remember the thick file Bruce held in the conference room and wonder if it's the file she's searching for.

“No, can't be,” she states with an elevating voice, her pale skin now a crimson shade. “I was the last to leave the office yesterday and the first to arrive this morning. No one else could have the file.”

“Okay, calm down Kayla. You're going to burst a blood vessel,” I say with a smile, but realize she's not finding the statement funny. “Anyway, what's so important about this file?”

Her eyes meet mine as if deciding to let me in on the cause of her angst. With narrowed eyes and tight lips, she fans her hand and shakes her head. “It's nothing. I just hate misplacing stuff.”

Concerned by the dark circles under her emerald green eyes, I wonder if she's been sleeping. “Kayla, you look exhausted. What's going on? Is everything okay in the office?”

“I…well …You know, with law school and work, I'm just not sleeping enough lately. It's tough.”

I detect a lie, but let it slide, concerned more about her agitation than her elusive demeanor. I've known Kayla since freshman year of college, and nothing has ever gotten her this riled up. A behavior I don't recognize replaces the composed exterior she always exudes as she searches through the files. “Let's get some coffee. Maybe getting some air and caffeine will clear your head.”

With a peculiar squint and rub of her forehead, she closes the file drawer. “Alright, let's go.”

Whatever's in that file must be important. But her manner tells me more is going on than the missing folder.

In the conference room, Bruce Wheaton and his anonymous guest are now standing. I assume they're wrapping up their heated meeting. As we pass the conference room, Bruce peers at Kayla and the strange man cast a furtive eye, sending shivers down my spine. I glance back just as the man passes Bruce a file. He extends his hand, but Bruce rudely declines a handshake. What's that about?









Chapter 3

Leaving Kayla at the register, I claim two seats in front of the window between two oblivious men engrossed in their laptops. A familiar blend of eclectic-Indie music, common at Starbucks, stream through speakers, diluting Barista's voices and patron's quiet chatter.

Outside the window, Lexington Avenue's rush hour congestion whirls about the coffee shop. I glance across the street and study the GE building's art deco façade from top to bottom, stopping on the entrance as Bruce Wheaton's anonymous guest exits the revolving door. He peers up and down the avenue, pulls a cell phone from his pocket, makes a quick phone call, then walks north toward the Citicorp building. At the corner of Fifty-Second Street, he enters a black Lincoln Town car.

“What's so captivating, Vic?”

I turn toward Kayla, and rescue an apple rolling from hands filled with coffee, bottled water, and a dangling banana. “I just saw the man from the conference room.”

“What man?”

“The man meeting with Bruce. Didn't you see him?”

Easing onto the stool gracefully, she places the coffee on the counter without a spill. “No, I wouldn't have noticed if the office was on fire because of that darn file,” she says with a scowl. “I didn't even know Bruce was in the office. He's usually in the Greenwich office on Tuesday? Is there something going on today?”

I'm amazed she hadn't notice Bruce or his mysterious guest. I suspect she arrived at work before the crack-of-dawn, hours before other employees, and long before night and daytime security switched places in the lobby, all because of that file. It must be important. “Not that I'm aware of. Bruce's presence stunned me, especially so early in the morning,” I say, watching the Lincoln Town car disappear around the corner. “I wonder who his guest was. Their meeting was tense.”

“Maybe it's one of his clients,” Kayla says, peeling the plastic cap from the coffee and acknowledging the attractive hunk next to her with a frisky grin.

“No,” I argue, pondering the confrontational scene. “I don't think so. Bruce would never raise his voice at a client,” I say, and wince from the hot coffee scorching my tongue. “Do you want to sit a while before heading back?” I ask, hoping to get Kayla to relax.

“Sure.” She places her purse beside the stool and looks out the window. “Next week, Bruce is holding his infamous company dinner in Greenwich. Are you going?”

“Do we have a choice?” I ask with a frown.

“I wish we did. I never liked being stuck with the guys for an entire weekend. But I do love Bruce's gorgeous home, and spending time with my best friend,” she says with a playful nudge.

Remembering Dennis' vulgar remarks earlier, I scowl disgustedly. “The weekend would be perfect without Dennis' constant sexual innuendos.”

“He's horrible!”

“Isn't he!” We both laugh; disturbing the man beside Kayla who lifts his tenacious gaze from the laptop finally. His face gleams interest, not annoyance as he eyes the redhead at his side.

“Oops!” Kayla places her fingers on her lips, smiles ruefully, and says, “Sorry,” to the riveted man. With lifted brows, she smiles an impish grin and resumes our conversation in a lower voice. “Dennis believes his good looks works on every woman.” With an empathetic head shake, she digresses. “I bleed for those poor girls always showing up at the office. I just want to scream run for your life!”

I chuckle at the image of Kayla chasing the women away like a herd of deer targeted by seasonal hunters. “It's so disturbing. They keep coming back knowing he's noncommittal and dating more than one woman. Remember the fiasco from last year's company weekend when two women showed up and fought in Wheaton's driveway like two cats in heat. Dennis dragged them to their cars so nonchalantly. How tasteless. The entire image makes me angry. He has no remorse for those poor girls.”

“He must be wicked-delicious in bed. You see the look in their eyes, it's like they can't get enough of him. I swear Vic it's the sex.”

“Uggg … don't go there, Kayla?”

”Oh, Vic, come on, I'm sure you've thought about it once or twice. What if you didn't work with him every day and weren't privy to his misogynistic ways, would you turn him down?”

Shuddering at the idea, coffee goes down the wrong windpipe, and I choke, coughing and protesting at the same time. “God, no Kayla. Besides, blondes aren't my type.” Noticing Kayla's twisted grin, I hope Dennis hasn't lured her into his lair.

“Kayla, you wouldn't; I hope?”

“Well—”

“No, you didn't!”

“Hold on. I'm not finished. I was going to say he'd attract me if I was oblivious of his misogynistic ways like most of his girlfriends.”

I gag, feign disgust, and throw her a disapproving frown.

“Uh-huh. Don't give me that face Victoria Powell. Honestly, we're just as susceptible as other women to a piece of eye candy. Besides, women fall for men like Dennis every day. With a bad Forrest Gump imitation, she says, “Like a box of chocolate, you never know what you're going to get.”

“That was horrible,” I say with a guffaw, “but an excellent metaphor. The perfect man does he exist?”

“Perfect … I don't think so. Anyway, perfect is boring. I have too many flaws to require perfection of any man,” Kayla says.

I imagine a chocolate high and the resulting guilt. “Maybe Dennis is that sinful blend you can't get enough of and consume until you're sick.”

“Heart-sick, heartbreak … poor things,” Kayla says, feigning a tear. “If only men came with a warning … death-by-chocolate”

The man next to Kayla chuckles quietly, his eyes never leaving his laptop. Chagrined, Kayla and I grin.

“Well,” I say in a low voice, “when I see a man as good-looking as Dennis, I run the other way. I don't want the competition.”

“I'll take the traditional dark chocolate any day,” Kayla says licking her lips. “All kidding aside, men like rocky-road Dennis should be the least of our concerns with all the maniacs roaming the streets. You gotta be cautious forgo that first bite on the first night.”

I laugh at rocky-road, reckoning death-by-chocolate the possible result of Dennis' charms. “You really believe women are in Dennis' bed the first date?”

“You kidding, I've seen Dennis in action. Remember the pretty auditor last year?”

“Which one?”

“The little brunette with the big chest and annoying voice…”

“Oh no, did she?”

“Yep, I caught them exiting the stairwell. She was so embarrassed she rushed past me hanging her head. That was her first-day auditing, and Dennis didn't do anything but flash a sexy grin. He sauntered out of the stairwell like it was nothing to take a woman in a public place. I wanted to wipe that smug look off his face.”

“Wow, I'm shocked. She seemed so professional.”

“Well, she wasn't professional enough. Anyhow, Dennis knows he has no effect on us, and possibly why he's always throwing those sexist remarks around.”

“Well, Ms. Junior Compliance Officer, you can end those sexist remarks. You should draft a memo about sexual harassment and disseminate it throughout the office. Ooh, better yet,” I intoned with mischief, “you should tape it to Dennis' computer.” I imagine him scornfully ripping the note from the console, and blithely tossing it in the trash. “As the first female associates Wheaton's hired, well besides Amber, they've probably never worried about sexist remarks before our arrival.”

“Uh-huh, well, I've already gone to Bruce. One day Dennis pissed me off so badly, I marched straight to Bruce's office and reported him. Bruce said he would have a talk with Dennis, but I haven't seen a change in his behavior.”

Kayla lifts her coffee with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. I assume she's piecing together some current news or office gossip. I can almost hear her synapsis click.

“Are you aware of their relationship?”

“Who? Dennis and Bruce?” I recognize the fascinated tone and perceive she'll enlighten me with some new headline as she'd often done in our seven-year friendship.

“Dennis is related to Bruce you know. I believe they're third cousins or something like that.”

“Really, I had no idea. You can't tell by their features. They're so different.”

“Ha! They're different in appearances, but in temperament they're the same. Bruce is a sweetheart until he's pushed the wrong way. I've seen his temper in compliance,” Kayla says.

“Bruce might have a temper, but he's nothing like Dennis. He treats women with more respect,” I retort with no evidence other than personal observation.

“That's for sure,” she mumbles with a wicked grin.

Hmmm … She's still fascinated with Bruce. I see his appeal. I've often found myself lost in his stormy eyes, which warm whenever I catch his stare. Every ounce of him exudes sophistication and wealth—from his salt-and-pepper hair to his muscular physique. His chiseled features are enough to turn any woman's head. I've often seen his female clients lose composure like some mesmerized schoolgirl. Why would Kayla be any different, but I hope it's merely girlish fantasies and nothing more. He's old enough to be her father.
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