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  Dedication


  To the strongest woman I know, my best friend, my mom, who taught me that anything is possible, as long as we believe.


  Chapter 1


  “You’re there?”


  “Yes, waiting.”


  “And you’ve got the back-up in case this goes sideways?”


  “Of course.”


  “Good.”


  Pause. “I’ve got to go.”


  Click.


  The rain sounded like softballs pounding against the windshield. He glanced at his watch. Fifteen minutes past the arranged meeting time.


  He wiped the sweat from his forehead and ran his fingers through his dark hair. Peering out the rain streaked window, he could see nothing but an occasional flash of lightning.


  During the daytime, the park was a place of innocence and laughter, filled with giggling children and gossiping mothers. Tonight, it was desolate and pitch black.


  His heartbeat turned into a steady pounding, his palms sweaty. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and patted the brown manila envelope on his lap.


  “Come on, come on,” he said to himself, tapping the envelope.


  He thought of her. Her innocence. She was all he had left. Guilt fluttered his stomach. This would be it, the last time. He’d be done after this one. Yes, yes, this is the last one.


  Suddenly, in his rearview mirror he saw two headlights cut through the darkness. His pulse spiked. The skin on the back of his neck tingled.


  Here we go.


  The car rolled to a stop behind him. The veins pulsated in his neck as the headlights turned off.


  Gripping the envelope, he rolled down the window. Rain poured in, but that was the least of his worries.


  A tall, dark figure in a hooded trench coat emerged from the vehicle and as if on cue, lightning struck, followed by a bellow of thunder.


  The man walked up to the car and without preamble, he opened his jacket, revealing a wicked looking revolver, then lifted a small briefcase. But before handing it over, he reached out his arm, opening his hand. Rain pooled in the large palm.


  Without words, the brown manila envelope was exchanged for the briefcase.


  He watched the man tuck the envelope in his jacket and return to the black car.


  Adrenaline pumped through his body as he looked at the briefcase sitting on the passenger seat.


  It’s done.


  Before starting the engine, he glanced in the rearview mirror and watched the car reverse out of park and drive off into the dark night.


  He released an exhale and pulled out his cell phone. His hands were still shaking as he dialed the number.


  No answer.


  * * * *


  “Daddy, Daddy, look!”


  Charles Henry knelt down and took the picture into his hands. A smile crossed his face. “It’s beautiful, sweetheart.” He stroked her long, dark hair.


  “Is that what she looked like?”


  “It is, honey.” He ran his finger over the painting. In colors of yellow, blue, brown and red, there was his wife—her mother—sitting in a beautiful dress against a tree. “Yes, she looked just like that.”


  Little Victoria beamed with pride. Jumping up and down she said, “Yay! Can I go put it on the fridge with the others?”


  “Of course. And then it’s time to get ready for bed.”


  She groaned. “Okay.”


  He watched her run down the hall in her purple floral dress, her messy hair flowing behind her. “Vee?”


  She stopped in her tracks and turned around, “Yeah, Dad?”


  Tears filled his eyes. “I love you.”


  She smiled the sweetest smile. “I love you too, Dad.”


  He slowly stood, took a deep breath and walked to the parlor.


  It was an elegant room that oozed wealth. Positioned on the far side of the house, the room boasted floor to ceiling windows with a view of the garden. The side walls were lined with shelves that held thousands of books. Most of which had been passed down from generation to generation. In the center of the room was a large sitting area accompanied by an antique coffee table. A red china rug covered the floor beneath. It was a lavish room, and he’d worked damn hard for it.


  Charles had grown up dirt poor and was ridiculed by his school mates on a daily basis. He resented and blamed his parents for his harsh upbringing. It didn’t take him long to decide he was going to be rich one day, no matter what the cost. It took half his lifetime, but eventually hard work, ambition and the keen sense to recognize opportunity had paid out well for Charles Henry.


  With the briefcase safely tucked away, he walked to the bar and poured himself a brandy on the rocks. A celebratory drink.


  Savoring the taste, he sipped and felt the burn of the liquor run down his throat. Releasing an exhale, he leaned up against the bar and glanced at his reflection in the window. He looked tired, run down. His puffy eyes were accompanied with deep, dark circles. His pale face looked pasty and thin. Living a double life will do that to a man.


  He walked across the room and sank into his oversized brown leather chair. Closing his eyes, he thought of the new life ahead of him. He would start over. He would leave the past in the past. It was over now, and he and his beautiful daughter would begin a new life. Maybe somewhere along the coast.


  He took another sip and thought of his wife. He could still remember how she smelled, the softness of her pale skin, the wetness of her lush lips. He could still remember every curve of her body, as if she were standing naked in front of him. Not even death could fade those memories. He hadn’t been intimate with another woman since she’d passed.


  Looking back, that’s when everything had changed for him. When she died, his heart hardened and turned black. His vision became murky. He’d held it together for Vee, but felt dead inside. To this day, he still felt dead.


  He gazed out the windows. The sun had just set and dusk was on the horizon. Bright colors of red and orange rested on the mountains, the sky was dark blue, filled with twinkling stars. The days were growing shorter.


  He leaned his head back and closed his eyes.


  * * * *


  Charles’ eyes shot open as a fabric gag wrapped around his mouth. First confusion, then ice cold terror spiked through his veins. He frantically looked around, noticing the parlor was dark, and it was dark outside. Night had fallen; he must have drifted to sleep. The room was quiet except for the swift shuffling and heavy breath of the intruders behind him. He was pulled to his feet and thrown face first onto the red china rug.


  Vee. Oh God, Vee.


  Charles screamed through his throat until his tonsils felt like they were about to burst. He twisted and bucked but was momentarily paralyzed by a swift kick to the face, then to the ribs. He felt a pop in his side. Bright dots sparked his vision as he withered in pain. Tears involuntarily streamed down his face.


  Disoriented, he tried to see his captor’s faces but before he could focus, he was flipped on his side. One began tying his feet while the other secured his hands behind his back. His teeth gnashed the fabric gag as bile rose in his throat. Unable to move, he forced himself to open his eyes.


  The intruders were dressed in head to toe black, wearing black masks with only slits for eyes. He inhaled through his nose and screamed again, as loud as he could.


  * * * *


  Upstairs, Victoria opened her eyes. A feeling of uneasiness swept over her. She blinked a few times trying to clear her head.


  Thud. Thud.


  Her eyes widened at the strange sounds coming from downstairs. She pulled the covers back and got out of bed. After stepping into her princess slippers, she quietly tiptoed to her bedroom door and peered out into the dark hall but saw nothing suspicious.


  She walked down the hall and looked over the catwalk railing. She saw no one.


  Where was her dad?


  Holding her breath, she descended the stairs, her pink nightgown flowing behind her. One step at a time as her heart started to beat faster and instinct began to tell her something was wrong.


  She stepped off the staircase and onto the cold hardwood floor, her feet slick and clammy.


  A muffled scream cut through the silence.


  The parlor.


  She tiptoed, quiet as a mouse, across the dark house and paused at the foyer. She needed to cross the large, open space to reach the parlor. She took a deep breath and counted one, two, three, then darted across the floor and jumped against the wall to the parlor.


  Inhale, exhale. Steady breathing.


  The noises were louder now. She peered around the corner and fear swept over her as she recognized her father, gagged and tied to his favorite leather chair. She swallowed a scream, covering her mouth.


  Daddy.


  A man dressed in black stood behind him, another to his side, speaking in a low voice. She strained to listen but could hear only the sound of her thudding heart.


  From across the room, her father’s eyes met hers. Her knee bent in preparation to run to him but his eyes grew wide and panicked, telling her not to come in the room. Reluctantly, she nodded and crouched down on her knees.


  She watched the two men whisper something in her father’s ear and then rip the gag out of his mouth. A string of blood rolled down his chin. Their voices were quick and agitated, but her father didn’t speak or respond. Instead, his eyes drifted away from her and glazed over, expressionless. They asked him another round of questions, and when he didn’t respond, he was sucker punched in the jaw. Victoria heard her father release a low groan as he dipped his head. More blood streamed down his face.


  She gasped as one of the intruders pulled out a knife. Whispering something, he slowly waved it in front of her father’s face as the moonlight sparkled off the tip.


  More questions from the intruders. No response from her father. The knife was raised. Her heart stopped.


  SLASH!


  Victoria froze as she watched her father’s eyes close, his head bow and blood pour down his chest.


  Throwing her hand over her mouth she let out a squeak. She wanted to run but she was frozen, her legs wouldn’t move.


  Run, Vee, Run!


  She gripped the wall and pulled herself up. Whipping her head around, she ran on her tip toes across the foyer, up the stairs, across the catwalk and into her bedroom. She closed the door and darted into the closet. With tears streaming down her face, she crawled underneath her dresses, curled into a ball and cried as she listened to the men search the house.


  * * * *


  “Victoria Henry to see Dr. Ford.”


  The receptionist slid her glasses down to the tip of her nose and glanced at her computer screen. “Ah, yes, she’ll be right with you, Mrs. Henry.”


  “Thank you.”


  Victoria chose the end seat in the corner of the waiting room. The same seat she chose every time they came to this cold, grey doctor’s office.


  Her grandmother rubbed her back. “Are you excited to see Dr. Ford again, Vee?”


  Victoria looked down at her shoes. She hated these shoes. They were solid white, from the rubber soles to the shoe laces. Her grandmother bought them for her weeks ago and unbeknownst to her, they were a size too small. She tried so hard to please her.


  A young, brown-haired woman opened the door, “Miss Victoria Henry.”


  “Okay, let’s go, sweetheart.”


  Victoria was led through the same door she’d walked through for months. Down the same grey hall and into the same cold office. She didn’t need anyone to guide her, she could walk this office with her eyes closed.


  Dr. Ford stood up and walked around to the front of her desk. Her long auburn hair was pulled back in a slick knot. Today she wore a white silk blouse, tucked into navy blue slacks.


  “Good morning, Vee!” She kneeled down in front of Victoria. In a cheery tone she asked, “How are you today?”


  Victoria looked down.


  Dr. Ford frowned and glanced up at Mrs. Henry. “Okay, please sit where you’d like.”


  Victoria chose the same brown leather chair that she always sat in.


  Dr. Ford addressed Victoria’s grandmother, Betsy. “How has she been?”


  With sullen eyes, Betsy looked over at Victoria and stroked her hair. “The same.”


  “Okay.” Pause. “Betsy, would you mind if Vee and I do one on one today?”


  “Of course not, doctor, whatever you need.” She looked at Victoria. “I’ll be right outside, dear.” She gave an exhausted, desperate look at the doctor before leaving the room. A minute of silence ticked by while Victoria twisted her necklace in between her fingers.


  “Vee?”


  Nothing.


  “Vee?”


  Silence.


  “Vee, will you look at me please?”


  Victoria looked up.


  “Thank you. That’s a pretty dress you have on. Did your grandmother give it to you?”


  The only sound in the room was the tick, tick, tick of the clock.


  “Can you tell me how you’ve been doing?”


  Silence.


  Dr. Ford took a deep breath. “Okay, I understand.” She reached under her desk, pulled out a large pink bag and walked to the front of her desk. “Hey, I got you something.” She smiled as Victoria eyed the gift. Seeing the interest in her eyes, she took the seat next to her.


  “Vee, would you like to open this?” She held out the bag.


  A slight smile curved the corners of Victoria’s pink lips.


  “Good! Here you go, sweetheart.”


  Victoria delicately opened the bag, like a member of the SWAT team would disarm a ticking time bomb. Removing the rainbow colored tissue paper, she pulled out a large pad of white paper.


  Dr. Fords smile grew wider. “There’s more.”


  Victoria reached down deep in the bag and pulled out a large tin box of multi colored water paint. Underneath the box were five paint brushes, all different sizes. She paused for a moment, then traced her finger across the dry paint.


  “I know you’ve been drawing and coloring a lot lately. Now you can paint.”


  Victoria looked into Dr. Ford’s eyes. No words were spoken, but appreciation shined from her eyes. Then, she smiled. She smiled a big, teeth showing grin.


  Deeply touched by her expression of emotion, Dr. Ford fought the tears filling in her eyes. “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”


  A few moments ticked by.


  “Vee.” Dr. Ford placed her hand on Victoria’s back. “I want you to know that it’s okay you’re not speaking. I want you to know that it’s okay to take your time.” She rubbed her back. “Your grandmother loves you very much and only wants the best for you. I love you, too.” Dr. Ford swallowed a knot in her throat. “I know you don’t like coming here. And, you know what? You don’t have to again unless you really want to. But, I’d love to still see you.” She smiled, “I’d miss that smile too much.” She stroked her hair.


  “Vee, you’re a very, very special little girl. You’ve been through a lot, I know. I’m here for you whenever you’re ready to talk.” She fought tears. “I’m here for you even if you don’t ever want to talk again.”


  Victoria continued to trace her fingers over the paint.


  “Okay sweetheart, I’m going to step in the hall and talk to your grandmother for a second. I’ll be right back.”


  She stood up, walked to the door and took another look a little Victoria. Please help her, Lord.


  Dr. Ford met Betsy in the waiting room and guided her into a side room. Betsy looked hopeful. “Anything?”


  She shook her head. “No. But, Betsy, it’s been six months since her father, your son, passed.” She took Betsy’s hand. “I think it’s time to try something else. Or, at least give her a break. She’s only seven years old and it’s evident she does not like coming here. It’s also evident she has no desire to speak, yet.”


  Victoria’s grandmother shook her head.


  “Betsy, we need to stop pressing her. What she went through was extremely traumatic. This is her way of grieving. I hope it’s okay, but I just gave her a paint set as a gift. She’s expressing herself through drawing…let her explore painting, too. Instead of her coming to the office, I’d like to do home visits, if that’s alright with you.”


  Betsy nodded as tears filled her eyes. “Yes. Anything.” She bowed her head, “Dr. Ford, I’m out of my league here.” Tears ran down her face. “I’m literally all Vee has left. But I’m old…I won’t be around forever. I’m doing the best I can…it just doesn’t seem to be helping.”


  Dr. Ford rubbed her arm. “Betsy, don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re still grieving, too. You lost your only son, not to mention the fact that your pain is compounded now that the case has gone cold. You have no closure. She has no closure. But you two have each other and will go through this together.”


  She tilted Betsy’s head up, “You will get through this, Betsy. You will. And I will be there every step of the way.”


  Betsy wiped her eyes. “Thank you.”


  Chapter 2


  Victoria swept the hair out of her face, tucking the loose strands behind her ear. She twisted her blue sapphire necklace in between her fingers as she gazed at the canvas.


  She cocked her head to the left, assessing the colors. Yellow, blue, green, red.


  She dipped the tip of the brush in blue, mixed it with deep purple and lightly stroked the top of the canvas. Today she painted a lush green meadow lined with large oak trees and flowering bushes. Off in the distance were shades of light blue fading into a dark, menacing blue. A storm on the horizon.


  Her workroom was a small space attached to her office. It was her personal space. Her private solitude. The walls were painted a glossy deep blue. Sconces with flickering light, resembling a candle, lit the room. Her easel was placed in front of a large window, overlooking Lake Austin. More than one hundred paintings lined the walls and stacked the floor. All were her paintings. A lifetime of pictures. It had been thirty years since that dark, fateful night and Victoria had painted every day since.


  She painted every day, before and after work. It was her release, her personal expression. Some women took pills to relax and clear their heads. Victoria painted.


  She gazed out the window at the beautiful fall morning. The sun shone bright in a cloudless blue sky. Brightly colored leaves danced in the wind as they fell from the trees. The days were getting cooler, which was a much-welcomed change from the sweltering Texas heat.


  She glanced at the clock. Almost ten, time to open. After setting her brushes in water, she stood up and removed her apron. A quick glance in the mirror confirmed she had been successful at keeping the paint on the board and off herself. She smoothed her black, wide-legged slacks and straightened the delicate lace collar on her white silk shirt. She slipped into her black Christian Louboutin high heels and left the room, closing and locking the door behind her.


  The art gallery was exquisite. Victoria wouldn’t have it any other way. The floors were white and grey streaked marble. The walls were white, although the dim lighting cast a warm golden glow across the gallery. Grey leather sofas and chairs were strategically arranged through the rooms. Bold colored pillows decorated the seats, adding a splash of color. Everything in her gallery was carefully thought out and placed with a purpose. Just like her life.


  Her gallery featured an eclectic mix of art: primarily paintings and well-chosen sculptures placed throughout the three showrooms. Victoria’s personal love was Modern Art, but lately the gallery had been most successful selling Contemporary Art. This week, she featured an Andy Warhol exhibit. Tonight she would host a party for all her fabulous friends, investors, collectors, media acquaintances and donors.


  Her six hundred dollar heels clicked on the marble floor as she walked to the front door. Glancing outside, she saw her assistant, Brooke, shuffling down the sidewalk balancing an armful of boxes and folders, her fake Prada purse hung haphazardly over her shoulder. Victoria smiled as she unlocked the door and held it open for her disheveled assistant.


  “Here, let me help.” She pulled a stack of folders out of Brooke’s hands.


  “Phew, thank you!” Brooke scooted past Victoria.


  Brooke was a tiny, bubbly blonde with never-ending energy. Victoria hired her right out of college and she’d been her assistant ever since. Despite the decade age difference, the two had formed a strong business partnership. Brooke was one of the few people Victoria trusted. She understood discrepancy and most importantly, respected Victoria’s boundaries. She never pried into her personal life, never tried to get too close, but would jump in front of a bus to save Victoria. Brooke knew things, saw things, and assumed things about Victoria’s life. The good and the bad. But she knew to only address those things if Victoria did first. Which was never.


  Brooke took a deep breath. “How are you? Crazy? Boy, I am!”


  “I’m good, actually. Things seem to be going smoothly. Davis should be here soon to start getting things ready.” She closed the front door and flipped the closed sign over to open. “Come on, let’s get this stuff in the back.”


  Brooke fell into step behind Victoria. “I received the Samson’s RSVP last night. Which means everyone’s coming except for eight people.”


  “Good. Let’s hope they all bring their wallets.”


  “Let’s hope they get good and liquored up beforehand.”


  Brooke was one of Victoria’s staff of three. The gallery also had a sales assistant and an art director.


  Jessica, a tall, curvy, brunette thirty-something, was the gallery’s sales assistant. Natasha, a straight shooting, no nonsense blonde bombshell, was the art director.


  Victoria had met Natasha over twenty years ago and the two hit it off instantly. Over the years, they had become very close. Natasha was the only person Victoria let into her personal life, outside the gallery.


  The gallery couldn’t run without Natasha. She handled almost all of the sales and managed the relationships with collectors and artists. She was the face of the gallery, which is exactly what Victoria preferred. Victoria owned the gallery for no other reason than for her passionate love affair with art. Her skill set was not schmoozing the collectors or making appearances. Victoria’s preference was to stay in the shadows and manage the gallery like a well-oiled machine. Most importantly, the gallery was her escape.


  They deposited the folders and boxes into the back room and made their way to Victoria’s office. The room was a stark contrast to the gallery. The spacious office had soothing beige colored walls and dark hardwood floors. A large, cherry oak desk sat in the center of the room. A brown leather sofa was centered in between two matching chairs facing her desk. Lush ficus trees sat in each corner of the room and nature inspired paintings hung on the walls. A large window allowed for natural light. Next to the window was a slender door leading into Victoria’s personal paint room. That door was always locked.


  While the gallery décor was somewhat intimidating, her office was warm and welcoming.


  Victoria took her place behind the desk as Brooke sat on the sofa across from her. Opening her notebook, Brooke slid on her glasses and traced her finger down the calendar.


  “Okay, so today we have two large groups visiting. One at eleven and one at two. The eleven o’clock is a local church group. The two o’clock is a hoity toity women’s group.”


  “Hoity toity women’s group?”


  “A bunch of stay-at-home wives who formed some sort of Ladies who Lunch group.”


  Victoria sighed. “I’m sure I know all of them.”


  “Oh, the lifestyles of the rich and famous.” Brooke smiled. “Okay, now on to the party tonight.” She flipped the page. “We’re closing down the gallery at three o’clock, correct?”


  “Correct.”


  “Great. Davis’s team will be anxiously awaiting to take over and begin setting up. The caterer will be here at four-thirty. Doors open at six-thirty.”


  Victoria smiled. Although she knew everything was taken care of, she believed it made Brooke feel more appreciated if they went down the long checklist of her duties. “Great, thanks, Brooke. Okay, a few more things. You’ve worked out all the details with the step and repeat?”


  “Yes, Davis will lay out the red carpet and backdrop. The media knows when to be here.”


  “Parking is taken care of?”


  “Yes, we’ll shuttle from the parking garage if need be.”


  “Lastly, my dress…”


  “Will be here in thirty minutes. Hair and makeup will be at your house at five o’clock.”


  Victoria smiled, “Thank you, Brooke.”


  “Oh, and one last thing, I’ve confirmed that your interview will air tonight on the ten o’clock news.”


  Victoria’s stomach tickled with nerves. Her media contact had been pestering her for months to do a short interview on the success of the gallery. Which wouldn’t have been so bad, but they also wanted to showcase some of Victoria’s personal paintings. After much consideration, Victoria agreed to it, as long as it could be a joint interview with Natasha. Natasha was, after all, the face of the gallery. And, she was Victoria’s security blanket when it came to the public eye.


  “Make sure they air the approved cut.”


  “Of course.” Brooke paused. “By the way, did I ever tell you how amazing that painting of your father is?”


  Victoria smiled. “Thank you.” She looked down. “I could have painted that with my eyes closed.”


  “It looks so real. He was very handsome.”


  Breaking the awkward silence that fell in the room, the front bell dinged alerting them to someone’s entry into the gallery.


  Brooke jumped up, “I’ll get it.”


  * * * *


  Victoria patiently waited as the large iron gate flanked by two stone lions slid open. She took a deep breath and drove up the winding driveway. The cool fall breeze danced through the trees that lined the driveway. Orange and yellow leaves bounced across her windshield. The grounds men waved in her direction as they clipped the perfectly manicured lawn. At the top of the driveway stood a three story, ten-thousand square foot Mediterranean style mansion. Her house. Her prison. She pulled underneath the porte-cochere and turned off the engine.


  “Good afternoon, Mrs. Henry.”


  “Good afternoon, Jeffrey.”


  Jeffrey was the lead groundskeeper, part-time chauffer and part-time whatever else was needed. At sixty-five years old, he was a true southern gentlemen and insisted on wearing a suit every day. Victoria liked him very much, and the feeling was mutual.


  “May I take your car to the garage?”


  “Please. Thank you, Jeffery.” She gathered her purse and briefcase, walked up the steps and opened the double doors into her home.


  “Ah, good afternoon Mrs. Henry!”


  Victoria smiled, “Good afternoon Beth.”


  Beth was their efficient, hardworking, live-in housekeeper. Prompted by her husband, Victoria hired Beth within the first week they moved into the mansion. She was in her mid-sixties with kind, wrinkled eyes and deep laugh lines, and had been a housekeeper all her life. Although Victoria told her she could wear whatever she liked, she always wore a black uniform with her long grey hair tied back in a bun. Beth worked every day with a genuine smile on her face. She and Victoria had developed an unspoken respect for each other.


  Beth reached forward, “Would you like me to take your purse and coat?”


  “Just my coat please. Is William home?”


  “Yes ma’am, Mr. King is in his office.”


  Expressionless, Victoria glanced at the staircase. “Thank you Beth. How’s your mother?”


  A smiled spread across Beth’s face. “She’s doing much better, thank you so much for asking, Mrs. Henry. And, thank you, again, for your financial assistance.”


  “Glad to hear she’s doing better. Remember, if she needs anything at all, you let me know.”


  “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.”


  As she did every day when she stepped through the doors, Victoria bent down and removed her high heels, one by one, before taking the staircase up to her bedroom.


  “May I take those for you?”


  Rubbing her heels, Victoria looked up at the housekeeper. “Beth, why do women do this to their feet?”


  “To be desirable to men, I suppose.”


  Another glance at the staircase, this time, her expression was cold. “What a silly notion, Beth.”


  Beth smiled, “I agree.” She glanced down at her ugly black flats, “I’ll let you wear mine if I can wear yours.”


  Victoria let out a low chuckle. “Anytime, Beth.”


  “Would you like a drink?”


  Victoria pondered for a moment. “Yes, please. Send it up to the bedroom.”


  “Will do. The usual?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Anything from the kitchen? Edward made a lovely clam chowder.”


  “No, thank you.”


  Victoria handed Beth her coat and shoes as she started up the elegant double staircase.


  “Hello, Mrs. Henry.” A low, deep voice called from the bottom of the stairs.


  Barely glancing over her shoulder, her eyes narrowed. “Alek.”


  She reached the top of the staircase and walked down the long corridor to the master suite. The room was bigger than most apartments. It boasted a fire place, sitting area with a chaise lounge, large sweeping windows and a four poster, king size bed. She’d chosen a cream colored pallet to promote calmness and rest.


  Flinging her Hermes purse on the floor, she walked into her elegant marble bathroom. She gazed in the mirror, touching her cheek. She looked tired, worn. Exhausted.


  She began slipping out of her clothes when she heard footsteps.


  The muscles in her shoulders tightened. She took a deep breath, unclenched her jaw and tried to relax her face.


  “Ah, my dear Vee.”


  She pulled her unbuttoned silk shirt closed with one hand and looked toward the doorway. “Hello, my love.”


  Her husband crossed the bathroom, stepped behind her and lightly kissed her neck. “I missed you.”


  Her fingers curled into a fist. “Yes, I expected you back days ago.”


  He waved his hand, dismissing her comment. “Oh, work. The business doesn’t run itself you know.”


  “So, Mexico was good, then?”


  “Yes, very busy.”


  She reached for her robe. “I see Alek is back.”


  “Yes.” He stepped in front of her, tossed the robe on the floor and reached for her waist. “I know you don’t like him, dear. Hell, the whole house knows you don’t like him.”


  “I don’t understand why we need a bodyguard in the house.”


  “Honey, look around, we have a lot to keep safe here. These days, people are desperate,” motioning around the enormous bathroom, he continued, “some people would kill for what we have.” He fingered her diamond earrings. “We’re envied, you know.”


  She gave her husband a lifeless smile.


  He cocked his head to the side and smirked, stepping close to her. His eyes flashed with desire as he looked her up and down.


  “Mmm, I missed you, Vee.”


  Her skin crawled as he slid his hands under her unbuttoned silk blouse and trailed his cold fingers up her sides. Her pulse picked up as she stood stoic and expressionless—an all too familiar reaction to her dear husband’s touch.


  He gazed lustfully into her eyes, cupped her full breasts and pressed them together. He’d always loved her breasts, or any pair of breasts for that matter.


  With a small smile on his face, he began rubbing her nipples through her bra. She tilted her head as he leaned down into her neck. Staring at her own reflection in the mirror, she was dead behind the eyes. Vacant.


  His wet tongue flicked against her earlobe, followed by a sharp nip. He always got straight to the point.


  Becoming less gentle and more frantic, his hands began to tremble and his breath became fast as he undid her lace bra and flung it across the room. The straps caught on her favorite bottle of perfume, sending it flying off the counter and shattering on the floor–a very unfortunate causality of this romantic rendezvous.
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