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KIM NOW







It’s just a dog.


Whenever Kim heard that phrase, it made her want to physically harm someone. Not that she ever would, at least not in an up close and personal way. A week ago, Kim never would’ve considered herself capable of killing, but things changed. When she said she’d do anything to keep her dog alive, she meant it.


It was the beginning of Kim’s shift. The country club’s décor was Instagram page ready, as expected in that zip code. Rich maroon walls with gold accents, trickling fountains with plastic Japanese cherry blossoms floating in them, and people dressed in couture with shoes and bags that cost more than Kim made in a year.


Well, up until then. Her new nest egg would be doubled by tomorrow, as long as she completed her deadly task tonight.


She showed up to work in her required uniform—a black button-down and black slacks, even in the stifling June heat. New Jersey was having a hot flash like it was going through menopause. She entered through the kitchen and went downstairs into the employee locker room. It was a small, dank space with a rickety table and four plastic chairs in the center. Piss-colored walls. There were no locks on the wall of lockers because most of the staff had nothing worth stealing. It was just a place to store their Canal Street luxury knockoffs while coveting the real thing.


She stuffed her Michael Kors bag—not a Chanel like she wanted—into a locker and closed the door, then pulled her dark hair into a ponytail. God forbid a runaway strand fell onto a tray. The rich assholes she served would have the health department there in five minutes to shut the place down after calling in a favor from a senator friend.


They all had senator friends.


When Kim got upstairs, she approached Dana at the podium. Dana was the food and beverages manager-slash-hostess-slash-Jacqueline of all trades. People in her position always seemed to carry the attitude of this place would shut down if it weren’t for me! But in her case, it was true. Kim didn’t know how Dana handled everything with a smile while dealing with those bitter, wretched housewives.


“Are we busy tonight?” Kim asked, sticking her head over Dana’s shoulder to scan the books. It was all she could do to steady herself, knowing what she was about to do. Act normal.


Dana blew out a breath. “I’m still trying to move a few things around. You know the Boswells like that table”—she pointed to the back corner of the bar, the table next to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the island green at the eighteenth hole—“and they’re dining with their regular crew and two new members tonight. So, I’m trying to fit it all in. I have Glen moving tables around already.”


Two new members. It gave Kim pause. The new members would be there tonight, clinking glasses and breaking bread, not knowing that only one of them would make it home. The person she’d been in touch with the last week, who only called themselves The Stranger, knew everything. They were pulling all the strings behind the scenes to mastermind tonight’s eventual chaos.


“Hey, how’s Murphy doing?” Dana asked.


Murphy, the reason for everything that was about to go down. He was Kim’s five-year-old Goldendoodle that she’d adopted as a puppy right after she moved back to the East Coast. He was her favorite thing in the world, and he had saved her life.


He was two, still a big puppy, when she met Nicholas, who had moved in with Kim six months later. It was a year after that when Kim was confronted by a pregnant woman in the grocery store—one of Nicholas’s coworkers—saying she was carrying his baby.


Wallowing in her loneliness after kicking him out and unable to come to terms with Nicholas’s deception, she could barely get out of bed, but she had to take care of Murphy. He became her sole reason for living. When she was home, he rarely left her side. Last month, he’d had a seizure, and a trip to the vet showed a small tumor that he needed to have removed. It was over ten thousand dollars—money Kim certainly didn’t have—and without the surgery and the follow-up treatment costing thousands more, he only had months to live.


Kim pressed her lips together, thankful everyone cared so much about Murphy’s well-being, but she also held back tears at the thought of having to put him down. She’d never let that happen. “I’ll figure something out soon.”


She did figure something out, and she was being paid handsomely. But she needed everyone to think she was still struggling. She’d never be able to explain her windfall.


She pictured Murphy now, alone in her apartment, hopefully not in pain. Maybe he was rolling on his back with one of his squeaky babies in his mouth. Maybe he was sleeping. Maybe he was staring at the door, waiting to wiggle his tail and pounce the second he heard the key in the lock.


“Do we like the new members?” Kim asked, trying to push Murphy’s pain out of her mind. Secretly, she hoped the new members were horrible. At least the guy. It would make her task easier.


Dana scoffed. “Yes and no. You’ll see. It’s all very … typical. Ron Boswell said he works with the guy.”


“Ah. Gotcha.”


It was all Kim was able to say, letting Dana know that yes, she understood—it was a sugar daddy situation. Most couples in the club were. It was probably why the self-appointed club queen, Carla Boswell, so often had her tail feathers in a huff. Her core table was age appropriate. She wouldn’t convey that a wife half your age was acceptable.


Memorizing everyone’s first and last names after meeting them once was a job requirement. Kim gave them nicknames to keep them all straight. The ringleader was the well-deserved Cunty Carla. Kim gave her the nickname after running into her at a nail salon. Carla was paying at the register and gingerly lifted a stuffed wallet out of her expensive bag like she was holding an atom bomb. She peeled a crisp bill from the new-and-stuck-together-fresh-from-the-ATM pile and paid with a hundred-dollar bill. Had the nerve to say “keep the change” with a wink when the technician handed her a Lincoln. Five dollars? Cheap bitch.


As Kim helped set up behind the bar, she sang “Piano Man” in her head as the regular crowd shuffled in. Because there was an old man sitting at the bar, making love to his tonic and gin. Mr. Larson. He’d lost his wife the year before and still came to where they had dinner every week. No one ever sat in the empty seat beside him.


Five p.m. turned into six p.m. as the early birds got drinks, and Kim eyed the empty corner table assigned to her. The elite table for six was now set for eight.


They should’ve set the table for seven. One wouldn’t survive the night.


It was the table reserved for Carla Boswell and her husband Ron, Mayor Hector Alvarez and his wife Wendy, and Ben and Emiko Xiang. And now, the new members. The mayor was half Puerto Rican, allowing this ridiculous conservative town to congratulate themselves for being oh-so-progressive for electing a Hispanic mayor.


Kim had heard Carla make contrasting comments around the other wives, who weren’t nearly as … judgmental … but they’d always nodded in agreement. No one challenged Queen C, and she’d needed everyone to believe she was progressive as well, hence the other two guests.


Ben and Emiko were the only Asian members of the club, and as far as Kim was concerned, the nicest. Ben always tipped extra—in cash—and Emiko even slipped Kim her phone number after they got to talking one afternoon. Emiko had asked her to lay out some ideas on remodeling their sunroom since Kim had an “artistic eye.” She was a freelance graphic designer by day, but she hadn’t called Emiko yet and made excuses about being busy. Truth was, she was intimidated. She didn’t belong on that side of town and decided to stay in her lane.


Minutes later, a fake cackle cracked through the sound of the forks and knives clanking on dinnerware. The first ones to turn the corner into the bar area were Carla and Ron Boswell. He was in his fifties, and she was in her early forties, but well-preserved. She could easily pass as a decade younger, even though it was all fake. A Real Housewife to her core.


Ron was balding and stood five foot ten with his shirt buttons stretching out around his belly. Back in the day, he was probably a catch, but now, he had money and didn’t need to work as hard. Always in a sport coat with suede elbows, he’d been one of the first members to sign up when the club opened ten years ago. Or so Kim had heard. Of course, Carla was expertly dressed in a silky white tank and navy linen pants with nude open-toed heels to show off her new French pedicure. Red bottoms on the shoes, naturally.


Carla approached the bar where Kim stood, tray in hand, wearing a smile as fake as the hair extensions Carla had just removed. Her thin, overprocessed hair was now shaped into an angled bob, “a new cut” as Kim overheard Carla telling dinner guests last week. There was no doubt in her mind that Carla had her Kardashian-like extensions taken out, but she couldn’t let anyone else think she grew anything other than shiny, luscious locks, even at forty-plus, when hair naturally starts to thin, because she was the queen.


“The iPad,” Carla demanded. Her voice was shrill and raspy, still a smoker even though she only snuck them in her Expedition from the parking lot; smoking was crass in her circle. She put her hand out. No hello; just demands for the iPad that housed the list of bottles members stored in their fifteen-hundred-dollar per season wine locker.


A memory rattled in Kim’s brain.


“Go find me another bottle of red, and make it a good one. For seventy-five thousand a year for membership, I’d assume you have something back there better than a 2005 Penfolds Grange Shiraz?”


It was the first time she’d met Carla, and okay, maybe that was the moment she’d come up with her nickname. The scene at the nail salon just solidified it. God, how she wished Carla would be the one to drop dead under mysterious circumstances tonight. No such luck.


Kim handed her the iPad. “Yes, of course, Mrs. Boswell.” To call her by her first name would be like calling the King of England “Chuck.”


Carla looked Kim up and down, as usual, disapproving of everyone who wasn’t in her circle. And of course, Kim was just the lowly waitstaff. She took the job to supplement her now-freelance graphic design contract work. She’d lost her steady job a couple of years ago when everyone started working from home. The country club was close to where she lived, and it paid twenty bucks an hour, plus whatever cash most members slipped to servers in a goodbye handshake at the end of the evening. Never Carla, though. The one time Ron was caught doing it, Carla chewed him out in front of everyone.


It was okay. Kim didn’t plan on staying much longer after tonight. She wouldn’t need to. Only long enough to dodge suspicion. She could say the episode scarred her and she needed to quit. Everyone would believe it. In fact, she’d be surprised if anyone showed up for work tomorrow.


Carla chose two bottles of red from her wine locker that Kim knew cost more than she made in a week. “Bring them to the table. We have new guests tonight. Anthony Fuller works with Ron, and he’ll be with his fiancée, Poppy Jade.”


Kim could hear the crack of Carla’s whip snapping on her heels, but the anxiety of what she was about to do was getting the best of her, because now he had a name. Anthony Fuller. It made what she was about to do too real.


“As a matter of fact, there they are.” Carla pointed a manicured finger to the entry. “Anthony and Poppy Jade.” She gave Kim the side-eye. “Mr. Fuller and Ms. Walsh to you.”


Kim swiveled her head but her heart stopped when she saw the new members. Her, young and blonde and college aged. Him, dark haired and tall and clean cut, but that wasn’t what made her almost drop her tray. How did she not put it together at the mention of the name?


His new name. His clean-cut name.


She suddenly regretted everything about the last week. Everything. How the hell was she supposed to pull this off now?


She wanted to shrink, to hide in the kitchen, to quit … anything but have Tony Fiore—Anthony Fuller, God that was going to be hard to get used to—see her like this, being ordered around by rich assholes. She wondered if they all knew about the heavy tattoos under his sleeves. His prison record. She wondered if they knew he didn’t belong.


She was a thirty-three-year-old waitress. He was the love of her life for her first three years of high school. The five stages of grief started. Denial. It’s just someone who resembles him! Anger. He’s engaged? To that fucking teenager? Bargaining. You haven’t seen him in a decade and a half, maybe if he sees you again … ? Depression. It’s been over for a long time, and you’re the one who ended it, remember? Acceptance. Tony Fiore was back.


And someone wanted him dead. Tonight.


And it was Kim who was supposed to kill him.
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KIM NOW







They were from the same neighborhood in Brooklyn—at the time, Kim was a hood rat with big hair and a thick accent, with dreams of marrying Tony, her boyfriend of three years. Tony, to put it simply, was a fucking criminal back then. He got into fist fights, sold drugs, took bets, and then there was that little armed robbery with his best friend, Jose Sanchez, that ended in murder.


That was when she begged her parents to ship her to California to finish her senior year three thousand miles away, nowhere near bad boy Tony Fiore. She needed to get away from him and planned to live with her maternal grandparents, get straight, go to college, and “make something of herself” since Tony was headed nowhere but prison. She was afraid she’d end up there by extension. The entire relationship was toxic, and she disappeared in a puff of smoke like a magician’s parlor trick.


The last time she’d seen Tony in person, his dark hair was slicked back, and he wore an extra-medium T-shirt over his tattooed arms. A cigarette hung from his lip, and the purple bruise on his left eye had yellowed in its healing process. Now, Tony was dressed cool-casual in what appeared to be a tailored button-down shirt, off-white with thin blue checkboxes. His navy slacks were pressed and his brown shoes polished. His gold watch shone under his cuff, and he had sunglasses tucked above the top button on his shirt. Ray-Bans, she thought. Polarized lenses.


He cleaned up well. Money could do that.


It also made enemies, apparently.


Before he could notice her, Kim turned her attention to Poppy Jade. She was so young. She wore a too-short-and-too-tight black dress. Hervé Léger, naturally, but Jesus Christ this was just dinner at a country club, not dancing at a nightclub in New York City. Her long blond hair caressed her back in waves. Her perfect skin seemed makeup free except for eyelash extensions and a puffy, glossy-red pout. Big, blue doe eyes, like a character from a Disney movie.


Tony’s fingers were interlaced with hers when Ron Boswell tapped him on the shoulder and curled a finger. Tony kissed Poppy on the head and whispered something in her ear. She smiled and nodded, and he took off to a secluded corner with Ron, surely talking business.


Tony. Talking business. It was so weird to Kim.


“Well? Introduce yourself, my goodness,” Carla spat with venom when Kim didn’t beeline to her shiny new toys.


Kim almost took her tray and laid it across Carla’s head, WWE style, but instead bit back the fear and fingered the capsule full of deadly powder for his drink, and the backup—a vial full of sweet-tasting liquid for his dessert—in her pocket. She’d already taken more than half the money. How the hell was she going to do this?


It had been a long time—fifteen years—but she used to love Tony. Now she loved Murphy, and she swore she’d do this to keep him alive.


Still, it hit too close to home, and she couldn’t kill Tony.


Nervous as hell, her tell-tale heart sure to raise red flags, she plastered on a fake smile before she strode to offer Poppy a drink. She cleared her throat in front of her. “Hello, you must be Ms. Walsh. I’m Kim. I’ll be taking care of you this evening. Can I start you off with a drink?”


“So formal!” Poppy peppily said like her poppy peppy self. “You know, you can call me PJ. I’ll have a glass of Merlot.” She looked over in Tony’s direction. Thank God his back was to her. “He’ll have a bourbon. Something small batch.”


Small batch bourbon. This man used to drink Mad Dog and forties in a paper bag on his stoop. Tony still hadn’t spotted her, as Ron Boswell had his ear.


“Sure thing, Ms. Walsh.” No, she couldn’t call her PJ.


As she turned to the bar to have the bartender, Lucy, fix the drinks, PJ followed her. “Hey, can I ask you something?” she whispered.


“Sure.” What was she about to ask? Hey, are you planning to murder my fiancé tonight?


“How long have you worked here?”


Kim shifted from one weight-bearing leg to the other, unsteady. “A little over two years.”


“What am I in for tonight? With these women? My fiancé Anthony works with Ron Boswell, but I haven’t met this group of wives yet.” She paused. “Only Carla a few times.” She had a long, thick swallow before her next words. “She seems nice.”


Kim read it all over her face, because that comment had more gas than a Mack truck. Poppy likely knew all about Cunty Carla but was too proper to say it. Kim wanted to laugh out loud and tell her that she was a baby lamb being thrown into the Colosseum, but she stayed professional, for more reasons than one. She couldn’t give any of it away. She was in big trouble. “Everyone here is wonderful.”


“They’re so much older. I’m not sure what we’ll have in common.”


As Lucy poured PJ’s wine and searched for the bourbon, for no reason, PJ started talking about herself, loudly. She probably felt more comfortable talking with someone like Kim rather than Carla, due to their closer age, even though the decade between them felt like a hundred years at that moment.


Her peachy, natural collagen-filled cheeks rounded as she excitedly spoke about graduating from NYU with a business degree the year before. But, for now, she was a yoga instructor—of course—and spent her time volunteering at an animal shelter and a homeless shelter, and she oversaw a website dedicating herself to running errands for little old ladies who didn’t want to leave their houses. She drove them to doctor appointments, did their grocery shopping, their laundry—for free.


Fine. If any of that was true, then she was a saint, and Kim felt bad for hating her simply because she was with Tony. Only a little though.


After one sip of wine, PJ caught eyes with Tony. She nodded her head toward Kim and he started to walk over, and oh no—


“This is my fiancé, Anthony,” PJ said, wrapping an arm around his waist.


Tony stopped like a deer in headlights—in complete and utter shock and about to get run over—when he squinted. “Is that really you?” His expression said it all in one look. He was afraid Kim was about to take it all away with one mention of his real name—Tony Fiore.


Instead, she did him a favor. “Oh, wow, Anthony Fuller. It’s been a long time.” She widened her eyes at him. Your secret is safe with me. She did it because that seventeen-year-old she used to be was still scared of him. They were always able to communicate through silence, through facial expressions. It had kept them both out of jail when they were younger and getting questioned about stolen cars and drugs. With just a few quirks of the lip, a raised brow, a smirk—they played off each other well. That was young love for you. Young love was always easy until reality set in.


She had so much to say to him, but she couldn’t. Not here. Not in this company. Somebody there wanted him dead, and she didn’t know who.


“You guys know each other?” PJ asked. Her smile was curious, amusing, and genuine, and again Kim hated herself for hating her.


“We grew up in the same neighborhood,” Kim said as Tony’s shoulders relaxed and his jaw unclenched. He knew he had an ally. He was going to owe her for that. For so, so much more than that. “His sister Maria was my best friend back then, but we all lost touch a long time ago. I moved out west to California to finish high school. It’s been what, fifteen years?”


“Something like that. You sound different,” he said.


Kim had taken dialect classes to lose her accent when she was in college. Back then, she waitressed with a bunch of wannabe actors and actresses who got her a good contact, but being an actress was never Kim’s thing. She wasn’t starry-eyed off a bus from Des Moines, trying to land parts on a casting couch. She just wanted to sound intelligent.


Tony sounded different too.


“And you look different,” Tony said. Kim noticed the way his lip quirked at her, like it had done before, and just for that split second, he spoke to her in their secret silent language. Old habits die hard. Then he quickly turned his attention to Poppy. “We should sit, Peej. Good to see you, Kimmy.”


Kimmy. It stabbed her right in her heart. You’re my little Kimmy Kat, he always said. Now he had a Peej.


With a literal snap of her fingers, Carla called them all to the table. She certainly didn’t like that PJ was fraternizing with the help.


“You better go,” Kim said, nodding in Carla’s direction. “Mrs. Boswell doesn’t like to be left waiting.”


“Got it,” PJ said with a wink. “Thanks.”


Throughout dinner, Ron, Hector, and even good-guy Ben couldn’t stop staring at PJ. Ron became somewhat shameless after his third bourbon. He sat to PJ’s left and touched her arm every time she talked. Carla kept side-eyeing her and looked like the skinless Terminator—mean, rigid, and red eyed.


Tony noticed for sure, the way his eyebrows raised quickly, the rubbing of the back of his neck, the yawn. Still, he remained patient, with his arm around the back of her chair, sneaking kisses whenever they could while Carla scoffed in their direction.


If he only knew about the trouble he was in. That he could’ve been in. He was lucky that Kim had the job, not some other random person. Did The Stranger know about her past with Tony? This couldn’t be a coincidence. She felt like such a fool. A played, stupid fool, and she’d make sure things were set right. Somehow.


Everyone at the table talked, laughed, and shared stories. Ron was a little smashed, and as he shared his expensive bottle with his guests, he knocked over a glass of wine, the stem cracking as the wine pooled on a plate. The incident came and went, and they were all back to their loud, obnoxious, masters-of-the-universe actions. They didn’t all know it, but they were swimming in shark-infested waters in the dark.


Who was going to bite first? And who were they going to bite?


It didn’t matter. Kim never put that pill into Tony’s bourbon. She never poured the liquid onto his dessert. No one was going to die tonight.


As usual, they were the last table at closing time. The club closed at ten, but Carla reveled in keeping the staff later than they had to be there. Peasants. After every dinner, Ron would grab an expensive bourbon from his private locker, and the guys would all have a glass at the bar before they left.


Kim had just dropped the individual checks at Tony’s table, the poisons still in her pocket. She’d failed at her task, and she didn’t know what the fallout for that would be. She didn’t even know who she’d been dealing with the past week—The Stranger was just that—but there was going to be hell to pay. She was sure of it. She was going to have to return the money, and Murphy’s precious life was going to be the price.


Waiting for them to sign their respective checks, Kim noticed PJ’s face go red. PJ swallowed very quickly, then her big blue eyes strained, bugged out, frightened. She screwed up her face and clutched her throat, then hit the table twice with her right hand. Hard.


“PJ?” Tony turned toward her, his brows dented. “Peej? Are you okay?”


She hit the table again. She couldn’t talk.


“Is she choking?” Ron asked, then took it upon himself to lift her and attempt the Heimlich. Kim thought it was a cheap way to cop a feel. Carla’s horrified face said the same.


“She can’t be choking. There’s no food left on the table!” Tony screamed to Ron, ripped PJ from his arms, and lightly shook her. “PJ!”


Holy shit. Her eyes were open, but she was frozen. She looked like she wanted to talk but couldn’t. Her body started to contort, like she was doing a backbend; it stayed that way as she rolled out of Tony’s grip. What was happening to her?


She couldn’t have been poisoned. PJ wasn’t the target tonight. Tony was.


“Does she have an allergy?” Emiko asked, panicked.


“No. No allergies. Someone, help! Call 9-1-1!” Tony said to no one. He pushed everything off the table. Carla skidded back in her chair, but not before some of that billion-dollar wine spilled and dripped on her couture. She made a disapproving noise—to hell with the dying woman—as Tony ripped the tablecloth off and placed it on the floor. He laid PJ down gently, stroking her head while demanding everyone give her room. He dipped the cloth napkins in the leftover water and patted her forehead. “Come on, Peej. Hang on, baby. Hang on.”


There were real tears in his eyes. They were in everyone’s eyes. PJ looked like a monster, her body twisted in a way no body ever should. Horrific didn’t begin to describe it. She looked like she just crawled out of a well and then through the television to kill everyone around her.


Except she was frozen into that shape. No crawling. No movement at all.


Everyone at that table stood and stared in shock. Dana screamed that the ambulance was on its way.


“Come on, Peej. Come on, baby,” Tony said, her limp head in his lap.


Her eyes were still open, as was her mouth, her tongue hanging out. Her head leaned to the right like dead weight. Her back still didn’t touch the ground. She was an arc. Tony’s face was close to hers as he whispered in her ear. Tears fell from his eyes, dripping down onto her face.


“Come on, Peej. Please. Someone help her, please!” He was desperate. Pounded the ground next to her. “Peej, please, baby.” Tony placed his fingers on her wrist. “She still has a pulse, but it’s weak.”


Ron approached. “Listen to her heart.” He bent down like he was going to put his face near her tits, and Tony shoved him away with his left arm and did it himself.


“Where’s the goddamn ambulance?” Tony shouted, tears staining his cheeks. “Come on, Peej.”


She made a guttural, vibrating noise. Kim recognized it; everyone in their old Italian neighborhood called it the death rattle.


By the time the ambulance arrived, there was nothing that could be done. Although she was still breathing, barely, they couldn’t even move her, like rigor mortis had already set in. She gasped for that last breath, memorializing her body into that awful shape while she was still alive.


Ten seconds later, there were no more breaths. No gasps. It was official: PJ was dead.


And if Kim had done her job, Tony would be dead too.


Someone there wanted them both dead. But who? And why?
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POPPY JADE THEN







Well, at least he’s nice to look at.


I play my part of the infatuated schoolgirl very well. When I heard that Anthony Fuller was giving a talk as part of the Stern Business School program, I jumped at it. Certainly, it saved me time. I’ve had my eye on him for the better part of a year. It’s been hard trying to nail down a chance meeting, one that would make him think it was his idea. I tried it one time when he was having dinner at STK, but there were too many business associates around, even if I did notice him look my way more than once. Then, there was that time he was on some cable show to talk about his big score, but I heard later he was whisked away in some millionaire’s helicopter from the roof. So much for a run-in in the lobby.


But this was kismet. If he’s like any regular white finance guy a few years shy of hitting forty, this should be easy. He doesn’t have a girlfriend right now—my Google search on him yielded nada—but even if he does, so what? He’d love to have me on his arm. And as my ex-boyfriend turned BFF Matt always says, I’ll have him wrapped around my finger in no time.


Gotta love Matt. We dated for a little bit in high school, until he realized he liked men. I’d always suspected, but my love for him was because of who he was in general. That hasn’t changed; in fact, my love for him is stronger. Matt helped me come up with the plan. The plan to find this guy, marry him, emotionally destroy him like he’s done to so many others, take his money, and fucking kill him. I cared less about the beginning stages, only the last one.


Kill him.


If it goes as planned, I’ll be the grieving widow with all his money. Not that it’s a sufficient punishment for him, but it’ll have to do. I’ll give Matt a cut, of course. He deserves it. A budding photographer, he moved from Texas to New York with me a year ago, just to be by my side when this all goes down. He’s been helping me with every aspect of research. In fact, while taking some candid shots near campus, he was the one who found the flyer that Anthony would be a guest speaker at the school this week for their summer program, talking about leveraging capital.


I don’t even go to NYU. I graduated from Texas Tech in Lubbock, near some other shit-kicking town where I’m from. But I’ll make this guy believe anything.


So, I sit in the front row, my chin on my palm, my elbow resting on the surface of the desk, and stare dreamily at him like he’s a goddamn Disney prince. My cleavage is out, also resting on the surface of the desk. Every time he glances my way, I give him the come-hither eyes, the slow, seductive blink, the pursed lips, and I pretend I’m hanging on every word he’s saying. Starry-fucking-eyed. Men like him, they love all that shit. God, the ego. The audacity. They just want to be worshipped.


I can do that. Just enough that he feels seen, but never enough that I’ll smother him, which will make me the perfect woman. Because I don’t care about him, and I won’t ever care about him. Kissing and touching and sex will make me cringe, but my body, my choice. And this plan is my choice. My body is just a supporting character in the scheme.


When the talk concludes, most people file out, and a few hover in a line to ask questions. I keep my sculpted ass planted in my seat, head in hand, dreamy look. Staring. Making him feel seen.


The last person leaves, and he turns to me. “Do you have something you’d like to know?”


Yes, asshole, I have a ton of questions for you.


“Hi, Mr. Fuller,” I say, my head cocked to the side. “My name is Poppy Jade, but you can call me PJ. I’d like to know if you’ll come with me to have a drink?”


Right to the point. Make him feel adored.


He smiles. “Well, that would be awkward, unless you agree to call me Anthony and not Mr. Fuller.”


I stand and strap my purse over my shoulder in such a way that my chest sticks out and my hair whips like I’m in a music video. “What’s your favorite drink, Anthony?”


He smirks. “That accent is dangerous.”


No, you son of a bitch, the accent is fucking adorable and I’m the one that’s dangerous. “I grew up in Texas. I just graduated from here a couple months ago. I’m interested in how to invest my savings. I came into some money when—when my grandfather died.” Easy, cowgirl. Stick to the script.


“Ah, I’ve never been to Texas. You’ll have to tell me all about it.” He glances at his watch, one that looks shiny and expensive, and I’ll own that one day too. “I’ve got an hour to kill. Did you have a place in mind?”


Yes, I researched the area. There are a lot of dark, sticky college bars full of teenagers playing darts, but I need him to think I’m classy. Wifely.


I make what my father, God rest his soul, used to call a scutch face and always told me that God would make it stay that way if I didn’t stop. Daddy was fantastic. “I don’t like the places around here. They cater to the kids. I don’t drink beer from a keg. There’s a great steakhouse a few blocks away if you like that sort of thing.”


He does. And the place two blocks away has his favorite bourbon. The expensive stuff.


“It’s like you already know me.” He says it with a smile, not realizing that yes, I know you. All too fucking well.


We make small talk on the walk, mostly me asking him questions about himself. Men with egos like his, they love to talk about themselves. They want fans, and I transform myself into one, hanging on his every word. He opens the door for me, and when we’re seated at the dark, cushy bar, my eyes drift to the top shelf.


“Oooh, they have Pappy Van Winkle here,” I say. Of course they do. I researched everything.


His eyebrows raise. “You know your bourbon, then?”


I shrug, then squint. “I prefer the eighteen, and that’s only the twelve year, but it’ll have to do. Don’t worry, I can pay for it myself. I’m not here for free drinks.”


He’s not going to let me pay. No way. He’s rich and I’m hot. Plus, he wants to impress me, the young gorgeous girl who knows the difference between which bourbons are good and which are bad. What years are good and bad. I’m a keeper.


“Very nice,” he says, and orders two. “So, tell me a little about yourself.”


You will never know the real me.


“Oh, you know. You’ve probably heard the same story a hundred times. I grew up in a small town in Texas, had the itch to get out, so I moved to New York to attend NYU. I graduated with a marketing degree, but the job market is a little tight, so right now, I’m a private yoga instructor. I have a contract with Elite too. It’s recent. Hopefully you’ll see my face start to pop up on ads soon.”


No, I do not have a modeling contract, but now this asshole thinks he’s having drinks with a model. He thinks I’m yoga-bendy. He probably just got a hard-on.


“Wow, that’s great, congratulations. Beauty and brains.” He lifts his glass. “Cheers.”


“Cheers.” Clink. Seed planted. I sip the drink and it burns my throat and I try not to let my eyes tear—I hate bourbon. Back to him. Because I adore him. “Did you grow up around here?” I know every single thing about this motherfucker.


He clears his throat. “Yeah, I’m a New York boy through and through. Brooklyn originally, but I’ve been in the city for about fifteen years. Now that I’ve made my money, I feel like getting out of the rat race. I’m thinking about selling the penthouse, moving to the beach, settling down.” Ugh, I hope this doesn’t mess with my timeline. “Where do you live?” he asks.


I sip my bourbon and give him the story that will have him dying to rescue me. “Well, right now I live with a gay guy, Matt, in a one bedroom over on the Lower East Side. I met him through Craigslist. The neighborhood is safe. The place is a decent size, so Matt has the bedroom, and I had the maintenance guy put up a temporary wall in the living room. I just sack out there. I have a little privacy, so it’s not that bad. He’s not home much.”


“Wow. Sounds tight.”


“Nah, it’s not so bad. I’m pretty simple. I don’t need a shoe wall. I’m not that kind of girl.”


I’m not that kind of girl. What every man wants to hear, but honey, we’re all that girl. I’m just planning to play him like a fucking fiddle.


I do very well for the next half hour, laughing at Anthony’s idiotic jokes, asking him all the right questions, and always keeping eye contact. I even spilled a tiny bit of bourbon on my chest on purpose, just so he could stare as I blotted, likely wondering what it’s going to be like for him when he gets his hands on my body. I playfully wrestle with the check—I would’ve paid for both expensive drinks—but I let him win. Because men never want to be perceived as weak. I need him to think he’s the Alpha.


He asks for my number, but I play coy. He gives me his card and tells me to email him my phone number so he can call me up and ask me out properly. He really thinks he’s impressing the Gen Z with his old-school charm. Okay Boomer.


Phase one, complete. I hooked him like a fucking minnow.


It’s going to be so much fun to kill him.
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KIM NOW







Kim had just come from the bathroom. She was nauseated after seeing PJ’s dead body, contorted like a Gumby doll she used to play with when she was little. Yes, Kim threw up, but that wasn’t the real reason she went. She had to flush the pill. The liquid. Then she wiped down the small vial, wrapped it in toilet paper, and stored it behind a vent, one she unscrewed with her hoop earring. She’d have to get rid of it later, but she assumed cops were about to swarm the place. They’d check the garbage, but no one would look in that dusty old vent.


Zero evidence left that she’d been tasked to murder someone. Zero chance it was her who did that to PJ.


Once there, the police wouldn’t let anyone leave. Not the employees and not the diners. They’d uttered the words crime scene. They wanted a statement from everyone. Kim wondered how much extra time she’d have to spend there, since Murphy had to be let out. He had trouble holding it in with the anti-seizure medication he was on, and she didn’t want him to feel abandoned if she came home too late. She’d read that dogs didn’t have a visceral sense of time like humans did, but he had to know that it went from light to dark. She assumed dogs knew more than experts let on.


Dana had gathered everyone into the main dining room and closed the doorway that connected it to the bar room where PJ collapsed. Where she died. The only ones still in the bar room were Tony, a couple of cops, and of course, dead PJ. Tony wouldn’t leave her side. Love really was blind, because Kim couldn’t look at that mess for more than a couple of seconds without feeling nauseated again.


“What do you think happened?” Lucy, the bartender, whispered to Kim.


Kim shook her head. She couldn’t answer, even though she had an idea. That was some hardcore poison, and she wondered if Tony was supposed to die the same way—she had no idea what she was supposed to feed him. “This is nuts. We’re all going to be on the news.”


Carla sat in a corner, clutching her Chanel bag on her lap and fanning herself dramatically. “Can I get some water? Or at least grab another bottle of wine out of my locker. It’s right there,” she said as she waved her hand toward the storage locker area before the kitchen.


“I don’t know if we’re allowed to go in the kitchen, Mrs. Boswell,” Kim said. “I mean, it’s a crime scene. She could’ve eaten something tainted.”


Carla slapped the table. “This is unacceptable. I refuse to be a prisoner. I pay you with my membership dues. How dare you.”


“Don’t worry,” Emiko Xiang said soothingly, taking a seat beside Carla. “You don’t want to take a chance on anything right now. What if something really is wrong in the kitchen, or there’s something on the glasses?” Her brow furrowed, looking toward the bar, probably thinking she could be next.


Lucy giggled, a nervous tic. Someone was dead, this was hardly funny. “This isn’t a movie. She probably ate some shellfish or something.”


Kim didn’t serve shellfish of any kind to anyone at that table. She knew it wasn’t an accident.


Finally, through the glass, Kim was able to see the rest of the medics come in, along with the coroner. She had to look away when the gurney was pushed in. What struck her even harder was Tony—he was all alone. He didn’t appear to have called anyone. He came to the club that night to have dinner with his fiancée and coworker and friends, and now … what? Was he supposed to just leave, go to his car, and go home alone?


Someone could’ve been waiting to finish the job. Do what Kim couldn’t.


“I should talk to him,” Kim said. She had to speak to him in their silent language. She had to. He was in big trouble.


Carla’s head snapped back. “You most certainly will not.” She said it like it was the most obvious line anyone had ever muttered.


“I know T—Mr. Fuller. We’re old friends. We grew up together.”


Carla shot a distrusting look at Kim. “Is that so?” A chuckle escaped, and she said under her breath, “A waitress and a multimillionaire. Sure.”


What looked like a forensic team came in to collect evidence and asked Tony to move away from the body. His wails were audible to everyone in the dining room. Hell, they were probably audible to the people having dinner in the next town over. Kim peered into the room, and she’d never seen Tony so … despondent.


He truly was a different man. She’d seen him getting arrested before with a huge smile on his face while the cops secured his hands behind his back. He was Teflon back then, superhuman, and always got himself out of whatever trouble he’d managed to get himself into. Being a smooth talker worked to his advantage. It was no wonder he was able to segue that into a successful career in finance.
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