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THE QUEEN




CYNTHIA HUNSAKER Power stood shivering in her kitchen, a silk robe wrapped around her sylphlike body, and wondered whom she’d have to fuck or fire to get a diet Red Bull. Her doe eyes, accentuated by last night’s false eyelashes, blinked at the challenge. She flicked her straight black ponytail faded only slightly by age, and smirked. Cynthia’s delicate mouth was stained, her beloved Chanel Red No. 5 intensifying her pale skin. Reality check, Cynthia, she thought, when was the last time you did either?

The chef wouldn’t arrive until daybreak, the French butler was still asleep, and the housekeepers and drivers and trainers hadn’t even tasted their first sip of coffee before hopping the train into Manhattan. Cynthia was alone in the kitchen, something she hadn’t been since Vivienne was a baby. Had it really been almost twenty-five years?

She’d been jostled awake by a recurring dream.

“Snakes,” Cynthia said out loud. “Even my nightmares are clichés.” She imagined her therapist Dr. Gold’s reaction: “Don’t waste my time, bubule. I’m a very busy man. I’ve got a full day of undersexed neurotics.”

Now. Find that Red Bull. The industrial-size refrigerator revealed nothing. There were no other clues. Her designer had prohibited appliances, declaring them aesthetically offensive. The kitchen looked like a morgue.

Open, close, open, open, slam, drawers upon drawers upon cabinets. No luck. Cynthia was sweating in her Hanros when she finally discovered a black machine with sleek lines; could this be a coffeemaker? It bore no resemblance to the dented aluminum percolator her mother had used back in Aurora, Missouri. She squinted, trying to make sense of the buttons and the timers and the vents. Cynthia refused to acknowledge the slow submerging of the printed word into a gray blur. Reading glasses? Forget it. Next, people would be whispering: “She was a real beauty in her twenties.”

Even if Cynthia could bring Darth Vader to life, where was the coffee? She set the machine down.

And where were her Gitanes?

Caffeine and cigarettes, the breakfast of champions for ballerinas, even long-retired ones. What started out decades ago as a six-pack-a-day Diet Coke habit had morphed into almost a case a day of high-octane diet Red Bull as her metabolism slowed. Cynthia was Sleeping Beauty without her fix. And to make matters worse, Esme, her personal maid, had hidden the cigs from her, instructed to ration five a day—7:30, 10:30, 2:30, 6:30, 10:30—unless otherwise notified in times of crisis. Cynthia knew better than to bother anyone about her blessed unfiltereds at this hour.

Cynthia looked past the custom Bonnet stove she’d never used to the white Carrara marble countertop she’d used once, for a photo spread. The Town & Country layout had been featured several bright springs ago—Cynthia sitting sideways on the cold marble, her black mane freshly blown out by John Barrett, her red mouth open in silent laughter (behold the bliss of the wealthy Upper East Side wife, the inside joke of the Park Avenue Princess). She could see her dancer’s torso curved backward, one long leg emerging from the slit in her Armani, ending days later in the arch of her bare foot. The caption: “Cynthia Power, patroness of the New York Ballet Theater, feels as at home in her Baron Waxfield–designed kitchen as onstage in a pas de deux.”

Cynthia the Perfectionist was known for being meticulous in her performances, onstage and off. Case in point: last night’s pas de deux at the Waldorf. Two years to plan her twenty-fifth wedding anniversary party and it was over in four hours. But what a four hours: five hundred of their closest and dearest, including the mayor, the governor, Barbara, Julian, Peter, Anna, Donald, the De Niros, Marc, Harvey, Rupert, Charlie, Woody, Diane, Liz, Nieporent, and the Schwarzmans, feigned obliviousness to the paparazzi penned in on the north side of Fifty-first Street. Once inside, they were ushered into a ballroom, completely overhauled in homage to Versailles’s Hall of Mirrors. Gargantuan reflective panes had been installed on one side; faux “windows” had been painted on the facing wall to replicate the intricate gardens. There were twinkling chandeliers and a ceiling painstakingly repainted as per the Sun King’s original specifications. There was consensus among the people who mattered: New York hadn’t seen a party like this since the Steinberg-Tisch wedding/merger at the Met back in the eighties.

If only her husband, Jackson Xavier Power, had seen fit to show up on time.

“Now what?” she asked herself. She had a full two hours before her Pilates instructor rang, but without a schedule and without her Red Bull, she wasn’t sure exactly what to do. She could boot up her social calendar for the upcoming fall season or go through last season’s closet and decide which dresses to donate to charity.

On a whim, she decided to go out and get the newspapers. Excited about getting the papers—this was her life. Cynthia didn’t fear running into anyone in the elevators at 740—they were perpetually empty. Still, she decided to take the stairs. The eighteen-room apartment (six bedrooms, eight baths) commanded the penthouse of the seventeen-story limestone building, a trek, but Cynthia needed to get her blood moving. She cinched the robe tightly around her waist and walked out the service door into the darkened hallway.

Five minutes later, Cynthia was back in the kitchen, the Post spread open on the Pedini island. Her reflection hovered at its edges—forehead pinched, cheeks flushed, mouth agape. She played a game with herself, shutting her eyes, then forcing them open again. The photo remained unchanged.

Screw the Red Bull. Sleeping Beauty was wide awake.
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THE KING




JACKSON POWER grunted as he rolled over in his Pratesi sheets. “Cynthia?” Jacks reached his long arm out for her. Nothing. His wife was already gone. What the hell time was it? Two things Jacks didn’t like—waking up alone, and going to bed alone. He sat up, his barrel chest bare over his pajama bottoms, and ran his blunt, manicured fingertips through his famously full, deep brown mane. He glanced at his pillow, checking for hair loss—not a man left behind. Jacks Power versus Father Time? Another TKO. But enough. Where was Cynthia? Pacing in the living room? The gallery? The library? (Not the kitchen—never the kitchen.) Fussing over lunch plans? Shopping expeditions? The season’s big society event? How would his wife top last night’s extravaganza? He couldn’t imagine—but knowing Cynthia, she’d figure it out. He glanced at the Louis XV giltwood stool, beneath last night’s tux and Cynthia’s beaded ivory gown, all of it crumpled and spent. Valentino, Cynthia told him, not that he gave a shit. The dress was expensive and Cynthia looked expensive wearing it. That was all that mattered. Would Cynthia ever wear it again? Probably not. But imagine his triumph when the dress found an eventual home—tax deductible of course—in the Met’s costume exhibit.


Life was good.

Jackson Power was the top developer in New York—translated, The World (not according to his critics).

Jackson Power was the biggest single developer of multifamily housing in the United States (a lie so complete it seemed almost true).

Jackson Power was worth six billion (according to the Forbes 500 list—notoriously full of lies).

Jackson Power didn’t give a rat’s ass, like some of his colleagues, about affordable housing. Manhattan, in his view, was not supposed to be affordable. Let New Jersey be affordable; let Queens be affordable. Manhattan was the Powers’ province (inarguably).

Jackson Power was the only developer in New York who was a recognizable face (inarguably).

Jackson Power, in a stroke of genius, had given himself (inarguable, this) his own moniker—The People’s Billionaire.

Jackson Power stood for luxury, stood for style, and if you didn’t agree with him, well, what did you know? You were obviously a poor person of little consequence utterly lacking in style, “and that’s a fact”—Jacks’s oft-quoted period at the end of every sentence.

Last night’s party was for the charmed inner circle, joining in Jackson’s favorite kind of celebration: a celebration of himself. The center table alone held six of the world’s most powerful Gargoyles—“Gargoyle,” his secret moniker for other Captains of Industry, billionaires whose lifelong trench warfare had carved their faces to resemble stone goblins straight off the spires of Notre Dame. (So far, Jacks’s rugged good looks had escaped unscathed.)

The orchestra played Sinatra as Jackson Power and his raven-haired wife of twenty-five years danced, spinning graceful circles on the gleaming parquet floor, but his arm felt stiff and foreign around her waist.

Their reflection bounced off the giant mirrors, Cynthia the very picture of beauty steeped long enough in money to become elegant, and Jackson the perfect leading man, all height and shoulders and hair and that famous “I’ve Got the Power” grin. Screw George Clooney and that shrimpy James Bond actor. Next to Jacks Power in a tux, they look like Girl Scouts.

The teeming, glittering well-wishers, draped in their best Ungaros and Valentinos, their shiniest Harrys and Van Cleefs dangerously circling their necks—mellowed by Krug Clos du Mesnil, watched and smiled and sighed and swayed where they stood, buoying the handsome couple along.

Jackson and Cynthia had moved as one, spinning past the giant floral arrangement in the center of the room. Yellow roses. Cynthia’s favorite.

“Happy anniversary, sweetheart,” he’d murmured into her ear.

Cynthia’s smile tightened imperceptibly at the corners. “You are such an ass. Darling.”

“Now, now,” he cautioned, as he led her past the Gargoyle table, winking as he sped away, “your fans are watching.”

“How could you be late to our anniversary party, Jackson?” she’d hissed.

“You throw eight parties a week,” Jackson replied, his voice the same temperature as the swan ice sculpture holding court near the stage. “Not including charity luncheons, teas, those very, very important ladies’ breakfasts—”

“You were supposed to be throwing this party for me,” Cynthia said, “remember? I told you starting a year ago. Damn it, Jackson, I faxed you memo after memo—”

“When do you eat, darling?” Jackson had asked. “Surely, they serve food at all your events.” He could feel each of her ribs beneath her gown, hand-stitched onto her body by the doll-like fingers of the ancient Italian designer; he remembered when she hadn’t felt like bone. He recalled the lush contours of his girlfriend, who regarded exercise as an acceptable alternative only when one ran out of options. Like fucking. Or something straight up with a twist.


Cynthia’s head jerked back, but the sudden twitch in her neck remained imperceptible to their audience; her body appeared as controlled as when she’d danced onstage so long ago. The song was almost over: “The Best Is Yet to Come.” Jacks tried to remember her favorite things, even more so now that he was no longer interested; he considered it mental gymnastics, like the Sunday Times crossword.


10 Down, Cynthia Power’s favorite perfume.

12 Across, Cynthia Power’s favorite couturier.

23 Down, Cynthia Power’s favorite sexual position…

(Ha. Can’t remember. Is there one?)

25 Down, Cynthia’s favorite song.

Wait till your charms are right for these arms to surround

You think you’ve flown before, but baby, you ain’t left the ground



The song had been played at their wedding, their first dance. Jackson held Cynthia tight as a flash flood of guilt washed over him.

“Do you like the roses?” he’d asked, hearing the softness in his voice as though it belonged to someone else. Yellow ones were her favorite (24 Down). From the first day. From the first apartment. From the first baby.

“I knew you’d get them for me, Jacks,” Cynthia said, her jaw clenched. She had an angular bone structure that would prevent her face from falling but aged her with its aggressive geography.

The happy couple’s eyes met for the briefest moment. What did she see? Jackson wondered. Did she see everything? Did she see how he kissed his girlfriend? Did she see how he stared into the gray-green eyes of another woman?

He ran a single finger softly down her spine, knowing he could still make her tremble.

As the orchestra hit the final note, Jackson spun his wife around once more, then curved her body back. Her pale arm reached high over her head; her still-lithe body flowed like a river.

She’d stolen the breath of every person standing in that room. The Gargoyles and their wives clapped.

“And do you love the song?” he’d asked.

“Yes,” she’d said, looking past his shoulder. “I knew you would,” he’d said, gazing at her beauty as though she were a painting he’d bought years ago and forgotten why on earth he’d purchased it.

 

NORMALLY, Jacks would have been up at 5:30, working out for the requisite thirty-five minutes of diminishing returns in his personal gym with Petre, his trainer. He’d be on that elliptical thing for twenty minutes, watching MSNBC and monitoring his BlackBerry, his pulse, and his blood pressure before moving on to quads, trunk, delts, and whatever else the unabashedly Aryan Petre had on his cursed mind.

But today he’d given Petre the morning off, and slept in until 6:00. Now he smelled like Irish Spring, the scent a childhood memory of his father; like the leprechaun on the wrapper, he had a lift in his step. Jackson would have Gordo, his personal chef, mix his protein shake. He’d down twenty-four of the forty-eight pills and vitamins he’d taken every day for a decade: five resorcinol pills, vitamins B6, B12, C, D, E, and K, ginkgo biloba, saw palmetto, and salmon oil. The combination had been formulated by his Park Avenue physician and nutritionist to render him immortal.

He’d scan the papers that were waiting for him on the kitchen table, the business sections always first in line, awaiting his approving eye like well-behaved children. Then he’d be off.

“You stay on top by staying on top,” is what his father told him.

Jacks had to stay on top. He’d be in his office by 7:00 A.M. today, like every day, unless he had a breakfast at the Four Seasons, of course.


His unholy mess of an office: framed photos of Jackson with the rich and famous, the best of the best, were carelessly placed on this pile of pictures to be autographed, that pile of proposals to be considered. Power Vodka? Why not? Power Walking Canes? That’s a maybe…but we do want the retirees, the ones holding 85 percent of the nation’s wealth…Oh, hey, why not Power Cereal?

No other developer he knew of had copies of his press clippings in piles on the floor beneath his desk. He liked to keep them accessible to impress the stream of visitors to his office. A first baseman for the Yankees? Here’s five lines about Jackson playing golf with Stein-brenner. A magazine writer with a book proposal? Check out the copy of USA Today’s bestseller list. Look who’s at the top—well, not at the top, but close to the top (“Actually, I sold more books than that Tony Robbins guy, I did—that’s a fact”). The new city councilman to whom he’d donated thousands of dollars, who just happened to be considering the questionable tax abatement on his proposed mixed-development glass-and-brass-encased monster? Check out the front page of the Florida Standard’s business section. “I’m going to change the face of Miami, it says it right here. South Beach, they want my buildings. Maybe I’ll move to Miami. Yeah, I like the sun, I like pastels, I like that CSI, maybe I’ll move the whole fucking company down to Miami.”

Of course, Jackson wasn’t moving anywhere near Miami. Jackson didn’t even like to vacation, vacations bored him, a waste of time and money. How could he manage his company on vacation? How could he check wiring, metal roofing, and the ambient scent in spec apartments while on vacation? How could he whittle down the plumbing contractor? For Jackson Power, the contractor would take the dive—Jacks knew the thinking: Get in good with Power, work steady the rest of your days. Jackson didn’t leave negotiating to anyone else; he’d learned this from his father, he didn’t care if it was a million-dollar contract or two-fifty for the flowers in the reception area of a new apartment complex.


The mess in his office didn’t bother him; Jacks Power knew where everything was. Besides, he thought about the office he was moving into, the one twice as big, the one that could eat the view he had right now of Fifth and spit it out, a view that encompassed the entire avenue all the way into the park and beyond into Harlem. There would be plenty more space for his clutter in the new office.

Formerly his father’s office.

Now was time to make the move. It had been almost a year since Artemus Power had turned the reins over to his son. His father, after a lifetime of work, had retired on a clear-skied September afternoon. Aside from the birth of his firstborn, his daughter, Vivienne, this had been the happiest day of Jacks’s life.

Who was he kidding? Including Vivienne’s birth.

He could see his father’s office down the hall from his own, through the door that was never closed, not even for personal calls. Caprice, his longtime secretary, wedged herself between the office door and the hallway to buffer the loud pronouncements that barreled out of Jacks’s mouth. Six feet of deep brown sinew with a glare that kept her boys in line at home—she’d never had to raise her voice to Jackson, either.

Jacks checked the schedule Caprice had BlackBerried him. The usual: rant and rave until lunchtime. You deal with unhappy tenants who paid millions for a toilet that doesn’t flush, you deal with shoddy workmanship, price-gouging contractors, rent-stabilized bloodsuckers, corrupt politicians, people who weren’t quality people—people who weren’t like Jackson Power. People who didn’t understand that a BRAND-NEW LUXURY CONDOMINIUM HOTEL PROJECT was the only way to salvage a shithole like the Lower East Side. People who didn’t comprehend the majesty of blue marble. There had to be blue marble somewhere. Find it. Fuck Italy, think Guatemala, Bangladesh—find the marble and use it up, use up all of it. The Bowery needed a grand and ornate and big, really fucking big Power Tower.


POWER. Holy fuck, what a name. What could be better than to live in a POWER Tower in Manhattan in the twenty-first century? Nothing. That hack who wrote the paint-by-numbers POS biography, Ultimate Power, said the original surname had been “de Paor.”

Gaelic translation: the Poor Man.

Poor? You mean like a second-rate biographer?

Lunch would be at Jean-Christophe downstairs. If the meal sucked, he fired everyone, hired the next chef himself. People, meetings came to Jacks, unless they happened to be a mayor on the fence about a development, a tax abatement, who was maybe new, seeing himself as an elected official instead of a bought one. He’d learn. Even Clinton, when he was the president, had come to him. Jacks had the photos to prove it. They were somewhere in the pile.

Of course, he couldn’t take the mistresses downstairs; once they started begging and pleading to be brought there, they were out. Usually, they went quietly. Sometimes they didn’t; sometimes there was a payment required, a personal lawyer called in, a particularly quiet doctor on the Upper East Side contacted to fix a “problem.”

Back to the schedule: in the last month alone, he’d spent twenty-eight of thirty nights on the town with people he considered phony and dull and boring. Still, he went out. Still, he smiled at the flashbulbs. Jackson Power was his own masterpiece—he was the canvas; his buildings were merely the frame.

And tonight he’d be looking into the gray-green eyes of his latest mistress. His last mistress. Lara, who sighed softly after each orgasm and burrowed into his chest as though she’d let him be her protector, and not the other way around.

Jackson walked past the gallery and library, down the hallway (where the hell was Cynthia, anyway?) and into the kitchen. He mumbled “good morning” or something that sounded like it to Gordo, and the chef coughed and looked away.

What was the Post doing on his plate? Gordo knew Jackson wanted to see the business sections of the Journal and the Times at breakfast. The Post he checked in the car driven by his personal chauffeur, Harry the Russian. Jackson looked at Gordo before taking a swig of the protein shake that tasted like liquid straw.

Then he saw it.

At first glance, he couldn’t help but be rather pleased with himself. Jackson Power was no Gargoyle—he was still damned good-looking. The years had been a friend; so had his barber, trainer, and the massage therapist with the great rack.

And that’s a fact, he told himself.

Second, it occurred to him that Lara must be ready to kill this morning. He hadn’t checked his BlackBerry since the shower. He put his hand on his hip in anticipation of the inevitable vibration.

The photograph captured them in a near embrace outside her apartment yesterday afternoon, bodies touching, heads tipped toward each other conspiratorially. He relived the moment in his mind, the quick flyby before the gala. Where had the photographer been hiding?

The headline read: JACKS ENGAGES IN POWER LUNCH.

The caption: “Jackson Power (always known as a loyal friend of the Fourth Estate) leaves Upper West Side apartment of morning news anchor Lara Sizemore.”

“Clever,” Cynthia murmured from behind his shoulder. Jacks jumped, dropping the paper on the floor. His Ninja Wife; she could move silent as a nun’s prayer.

“I always wondered how they come up with these witticisms,” she said, as she proceeded to pick the paper up with her foot and deposit it back in front of him. Fucking monkey feet, he thought.

“You made the paper twice today, my dear. Once for your latest acquisition and again for our anniversary.” Cynthia flipped the Post to another page, to a stunning photo of the two of them dancing, with Cindy Adams cooing, “New York’s Favorite Power Couple Snags the Silver!” Her tone remained even, mild. “I’d say that’s a first.”


Jackson knew better than to say a word. What lies could he tell again? He noticed that Gordo had left his station, leaving not a breath behind. In fact, all the help had suddenly vanished. He imagined them hiding behind doors, trilling in the pantry, having mastered the art of listening without appearing to hear.

“Cynthia.”

“I want a divorce,” she said.
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THE KING’S MISTRESS




LARA SIZEMORE had been in a twilight sleep brought on by last night’s cocktail of iced vodka and multiple orgasms. She was sprawled like an accident victim in the makeup chair, eyes closed, while Kevan, the makeup artist/diva who resembled Patti LaBelle, wearily worked his magic. Her assistant dropped a copy of the Post onto her lap. She arched one artificially extended eyebrow and tried to focus on the front page. It would take her a second to recognize the dress.

This was the worst part of the job for her—sitting still for the endless minutes while Kevan slapped a new face on the one she’d been born with. Why did on-air journalists need to be so frikkin’ pretty? Even Stone (too bad about the Dateline gig) and Anderson could double as Calvin Klein models. And the surgeries! Chins, lips, noses, hairlines—everyone on set knew what it meant when one of the anchors needed to take “personal time.” It meant time enough for the post-op bruises to subside. Edward R. Murrow himself would have his potato head reshaped and plugged in no time…narrow that nose, Botox those furrows, slap on some sugar-cube veneers.

A journalist. Lara couldn’t even call herself that. C’mon. Cut the crap. She knew she was just a reader; all the skills her job required she’d learned by the time she was in third grade. The girl born with the insatiable “need to know” turned out, much to her own dismay, to be a natural in front of the camera. Blessed with blond hair thick as a thoroughbred’s tail and able to withstand hot lights, and a face that looked even better on camera than off, Lara the Telegenic’s virtues were quickly recognized by her journalism professor, Moe Greene, at USC.

“You have ‘It,’” Professor Greene told her. He’d been a producer for CBS until the marketing execs decided that the Edward R. Murrow/Fred Friendly School of Journalism was, well, annoying. Moe was in his sixties and shook his head a lot.

Lara was flattered. “You liked the writing on that last story? It didn’t seem too subjective? I tend to get carried away, but I like to think of myself as passionate; some people have a problem with passion, but passion is what fuels the work—” When Lara got excited, she would talk very, very fast; she was excited all the time.

“I saw your piece,” Professor Greene said. “You can take your show on the road. I know people. I can help you.”

“New York?” Lara could barely say the words without her eyes going half-lit.

“Phoenix,” Professor Greene replied.

“Phoenix?” she repeated. “Phoenix, Arizona?”

“Weather.”

“You want me to write the weather? In Phoenix?” Lara’s dreams had shredded into confetti.

Professor Greene sighed. “You read the weather. On camera.”

“Oh,” Lara said, finally understanding. Thanks but no thanks. “But I don’t want to be on camera,” she said. “They want to be on camera.” Lara looked over at the California Barbies preparing for their “segments”—applying makeup, brushing their hair, running lines as though they would forget their own names once the blinking red light flashed. Lara wanted to write, produce, drink too much coffee, down too much alcohol, smoke too many cigarettes, stay up all hours, never get married, have affairs with Doctors Without Borders. And die before she got bored. Or worse, boring.

“Look, the news lies in the writing. The Kens, the Barbies, they just repeat words—if dogs could read, we’d have Chihuahuas doing the top story,” Lara said. “Me, I want to write the words.”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” Professor Greene said, weary but resolute. “Do you know what Diane Sawyer did before she was on camera?”

“She was a speechwriter,” she said, “for Nixon.”

“She was a beauty queen,” he said. “She got her start doing the weather.”

Lara shook her head. “Not interested.”

The professor put his hands on her shoulders, his eyes bearing down on her.

“Listen to me, young Lara,” he said, “I have seen a thousand talking heads in my lifetime—and do you know how many I’ve said the word ‘It’ to?”

Lara stared back, alarmed by the weight of his bear paws on her shoulders.

“Two. And both made it on the nightly news.”

“I want to write,” Lara repeated. “It’s all I ever wanted—”

“Shut up,” Professor Greene growled, “you’re going to Phoenix.”

 

THREE weeks later, she was the weather girl on KGUN, the ABC 9 network affiliate, in Tucson. The girl she’d replaced had been a former stripper whose crystal meth habit coincided with her boyfriend’s speeding Porsche. Kabloom.

The station wanted someone young and pretty and able to read numbers. A nice rack wouldn’t hurt, either. They’d scooped up Lara after viewing the tape the professor had surreptitiously sent.

The producers bleached her hair glow-in-the-dark platinum, accosted her with fake eyelashes and frosted pink lipstick. She kissed circus elephants, performed a cartwheel wearing a miniskirt, laughed at the sexist anchor’s dumb jokes, and slithered out of his damp hands the moment they were off the air. But she stayed in. And awakened eight years later from the nightmare sitting in the third chair at Sunrise America in New York.

Did she say “awakened”? Her working life was a Bataan Death March of Interviews: right this way, post-op conjoined twins; here comes the runaway bride; next up, the literate-adjacent lottery winner.

She’d watched from the dugout as the top anchors teed up the decent gets—Hillary Clinton, the Human Rights Watch advocate with the secret Darfur footage, the firebrand senator advocating same-sex marriage—and peppered them with softball questions. Rarely, an anchor was on vacation or location and she’d be sitting in the chair opposite the mayor of a flooded city, or a fallen religious leader.

The taste of these interviews lingered in her mind. She wanted more. She wanted the brass ring: high-stakes reporting from the field. The field being Iraq, Darfur, Louisiana, name your hot spot.

Lara blinked and looked down at the paper. The photograph was coming into focus. Oh shit. Last night emerged piece by piece: Jackson leaving her apartment, their farewell in the doorway. She peered at Georgia, the lead anchor for Sunrise America, who was getting worked over in the next makeup chair.

“Oh God. I’m dead, right?” Lara asked.

Georgia patted her knee. “Relax, honey, this’ll blow over in a few hours. They’ll move on to the next tragedy.”

Georgia mothered everyone—her three towheaded children, her stay-at-home husband, the cameramen, technicians, producers, makeup artists, hairstylists, guests, the security guy. Everyone. And she’d never cracked, never had that bad moment that was rumored about other famous anchors—the popular pixie who went through an assistant every other week; the beautiful Latina whose hairbrush leapt out of her hand and caught her makeup artist on his cheek; the affable anchor who couldn’t keep his pampered hands off the interns.

Georgia had taken Lara to lunch the first week she’d landed at the network. “Maintain a life,” Georgia had said. “This is not life; this is work.”

She’d shown Lara pictures of her husband, her children, their dogs, the cat. The home on the lake in Bedford.

“This is how I remain sane. This is how I can let it roll off my back. This job is a circus. This,” she pointed at her photographs, “is how to survive.”

“You’ll survive,” Georgia was telling her now.

“LAAAAARAAAAAAAA!” Her producer Sarah Kate’s Southern accent, all the more unmistakable when she hollered. “I need to talk to you! Now!”

Lara closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Kevan barked at her; once again, she’d ruined her lip line.
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GATHER THE PAWNS




JACKS HURRIED into the purring black limo waiting curbside. As he slid into the backseat, into the welcome, serene darkness, he realized that he hadn’t said hello to the doorman, the man who’d been opening his door for as many years as he’d lived at Seventy-first and Park. He couldn’t even recall the doorman’s name. Cynthia took care of names and niceties (“How are you this morning, Mr. So-and-So, how’s that leg doing? How’s your daughter’s new baby?”) and stuffed Christmas bonus envelopes. (Tipping at 740 was a competitive sport—Jacks had informed his driver to stay abreast of the Tipping Olympics—he’d doubled whatever the next guy offered, until some dickhead gave a trip to Jamaica on his jet to the head doorman, plus full-body lipo for the wife. The entire building was in a furor.) Suddenly, Jacks felt that he should act nice to everyone. Once the separation hit the papers, he needed foot soldiers who would back him up in the ensuing dogfight. “I know Mr. Power,” he needed to “hear” the doorman saying to his wife in Astoria. “He’s a good guy. I don’t care what them papers yak about.”

The black boat slid off into traffic. Jacks took a sidelong glance at the papers folded up on the seat next to him. The Post was there, but he wouldn’t allow himself to open it, even though, for a second, he wanted to stare at that picture, to see the two of them together. They really did make a great-looking couple, he and Lara.

Jacks hadn’t called Lara yet, even though she’d called and BlackBerried him. He wanted to reassure her, but he needed to strategize, to think, to fucking breathe.

Calls to make before addressing his irate girlfriend:

He’d have to call his lawyer.

He’d have to call his business manager.

He’d have to call his publicist. That ninny.

He’d have to call his father.

Jacks did not want to call his father.

Jackson Power wasn’t afraid of anyone—except for Dear Old Dad, who was anything but Dear. And had barely been a Dad. Old, old he was.

Jackson knew what his father would say. “Whatever you do, hang on to the apartment. A Power never sells.”

Jacks wouldn’t lose the apartment. He wouldn’t lose 740. He couldn’t lose 740. Seven-forty, the most important residential address in all of Manhattan. Seven-forty, harder to get into than a virgin bride, had been home to Bouviers, Rockefellers, Chryslers, and of course, Powers.

Here, in Manhattan, the building made the man. And Jacks Power wasn’t about to be unmade.

“Harry,” Jacks said to his driver as they idled at the red light.

“Hunh.” Harry’s black eyes barely flickered.

“You read the paper?” Jacks said casually.

“No,” Harry said.

“The Post?”

“No. No.”

“You don’t have to sound so annoyed.”

“But I am annoyed,” Harry huffed. He squeezed the steering wheel, then scratched at the skull tattoo on his middle finger. Harry the Russian lived in an irony-free zone, without any sense of boss-employee etiquette. When you’re packing 295 on a six-foot-three frame, etiquette becomes seasonal—the season being whenever you damn well feel like being polite to your boss.

“Just…take a look.”

Jacks unfolded the Post and slid it through the Plexiglas partition. Harry took it without bothering to look at him; he glanced at the paper, then slid it back.

“Well?” Jacks asked.

“Well what?”

“Did you see the picture well what?”

“I see no picture,” Harry said. “What picture?”

“The one of me!”

“Yeah. That one. Okay, I see it.”

Beat.

“So?!”

“So, I see you every day, so?!”

Jacks simmered in the backseat. “Well. I think I look pretty damned good, so!”

“Oh yeah, you real beauty queen, boss!” Harry the Russian started laughing.

“Fuck you!” Jacks kicked at the front seat, then slipped, his ass landing on the floor of the limo.

Harry erupted. “Where you want me to take you, Mr. Sharon Stone?” Irony might not have been his strong suit; comedy, he knew.

“My father’s house,” Jacks said softly, acknowledging defeat as he climbed back onto the seat.

Harry almost spit a tooth as he turned the corner, he was laughing so hard. His whole life, he’d never known anyone as funny as Jacks Power.
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IT’S WAR. WHAT SHOULD I WEAR?




TALK TO me, padded cell,” Cynthia Power said, as she stood in third position in her giant wardrobe closet. She leaned back on one foot with the other arched forward, anticipating the next twenty-four hours like a general on the verge of a great war. Jackson would fight hard and dirty and win the first battle. But the Hundred Years’ War? Welcome to Cynthia’s domain. What were Jacks’s basic necessities of life? Immediate gratification, instant recognition, and constant reassurance (she’d learned this from her twenty-five-year marriage and parenting-your-toddler books). Cynthia had the discipline for the long haul, to beat him in the trenches. After all, she had squeezed her once-chubby body into a tutu at four. Cynthia could endure years of pain; she’d danced on a torn Achilles, ruptured cartilage, and shattered toes. Growing up, it was her habit to be in bed before dusk, a hollow ache in her stomach infiltrating her sleep. She’d sacrificed any semblance of normality—no first kiss in middle school, no Friday night boys in leather jackets. While other girls were playing spin the bottle, she was camouflaging her bruises with makeup.

And sex? Cynthia had been a virgin until nineteen. She’d had only one lover, an Argentinean soloist, before she’d met Jackson. Could Jacks have waited that long? Could he have postponed desire, sublimated his urges for art? For beauty? Hell no, he couldn’t have done it even for money.

Cynthia flashed on her wedding ring, the size of a marble, reading it like a crystal ball. She could see Jacks, feel him. He would already be on the phone, gathering the troops. Would he call his publicist first? His lawyer? His girlfriend? (Would she be his future wife, Cynthia wondered, or just a fling?)

No, no, and no. Jacks’s first call, she knew too well, would be to his father. “Daddy, what do I do?”

Unfortunately, as Cynthia’s father was out of the picture, she’d have to make her own calls. First, find a lawyer. Second (maybe first?), call the accountant to prevent Jacks from freezing accounts, and figure out which assets she could mobilize to her side of the chessboard.

For all this, she’d need the right outfit.

Cynthia sighed. Valentino, Armani, Jil Sander, or Prada? What would be her suit of armor today? Her closet was a source of pride and guilt; its mere size—larger than the main dining room at ‘21’—rendered her speechless the first time she’d sat there, on the floor. No one had even noticed that she’d gone off by herself—not her husband, his father, the obsequious real estate agent, the family interior decorator. She was ill, she couldn’t eat or laugh. She could barely speak. What was the reason she and her new husband were here in this monstrous apartment? Why was he paying attention to fourteen-foot ceilings, hundred-year-old moldings, names like Roosevelt and Rothschild, nicknames like Muffy and Bax, ancient scandals, tragedies, and triumphs?

A baby.

Not yet even a baby. The ultrasound images resembled a guppy, swimming in a vat of embryonic fluid. The guppy was calling the shots. Even before Vivienne was born (“Vivienne” the name of Jacks’s dead mother), Cynthia knew she had been “the boss of me.”

How long had it been since the former Cynthia Hunsaker had been her own boss? She’d left Aurora, Missouri, for St. Louis immediately after graduation from Hoover High. She hardly knew a soul in Missouri anymore. The first half of her life had become a dreamscape, a series of charming and mutable stories to be doled out at dinner parties. “Missourah,” she liked to say, knowing it sounded quaint. Being from “Missourah” meant she knew how to sew a dress, hang a line of clothes, ride without a saddle, skin the deer she and her father had hunted with a bow and arrow. What Missouri also meant: watching her mother dive into a tallboy after her father left her for a cocktail waitress he’d fallen for on his trucking route.

It meant standing out in a place where no one and nothing was supposed to. Cynthia had left St. Louis for New York at nineteen, a hundred dollars in her pocket, the name of a famous choreographer on her lips. She debuted with the New York Ballet Theater the following summer. The stage became the boss of her. She’d gone with lightning speed from the corps de ballet to dancing the lead in Giselle and Carmen. She’d met Jackson Power on the morning of her twenty-first birthday, cutting through Washington Square Park. This young guy, cigarette dangling from his mouth, covered in paint, was playing chess against a regular, Charles, a wiry black man with matted hair. Cynthia waved at Charles, and stopped to watch. The morning air was damp. She pulled her sweater tighter around her body.

The painter made his final move on the board.

“Damn!” Charles exclaimed, as he watched. “Damn!”

“Queen takes king,” the painter said. “Can’t believe it.”

“She good luck, boy,” Charles replied, nodding toward Cynthia.

The painter eyed her. “My good luck charm wears leg warmers.” He turned back to Charles. “May I?” he asked, his hand hovering over the game.

“G’head,” Charles said, “ruined it for me, anyway.”

The painter grabbed the ivory queen and handed it to Cynthia. “Queen for a queen,” he said. Cynthia smiled and tucked the piece into her sweater pocket.


“Take a walk?” he asked. His voice felt like hot, smooth stones rolling up and down her back. Cynthia fell in love. From that moment, her heart was the boss of her.

A few weeks later, Jackson Power moved into her tiny apartment; he told Cynthia he was getting evicted from his loft. Jacks didn’t talk about his childhood. They talked about ideas, they talked about their future, when they weren’t fucking—every moment and everywhere: her Murphy bed; her kitchen bathtub; the restroom at Caffe Reggio; a back row seat in the old movie theater on Houston; a graffitied wall; backstage at the Academy School; a random folding chair. Jacks didn’t tell her he was one of “those Powers.” Wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Ballerinas were too busy to read the business page.

Cynthia Hunsaker was pregnant before her twenty-second birthday.

Cynthia became Mrs. Jackson Power.

Vivienne showed up.

Chase showed up. Cynthia’s career as a ballerina ended not with injury, but with maternity. Her husband. Her children. This apartment. This frikkin’ closet. They’d all been the boss of her.

 

SUDDENLY, Cynthia’s hand went to her mouth. Oh my God, Vivienne. She had to call Vivienne. What was Cynthia thinking? Her poor daughter—had she seen the photographs?

“Ma’am?”

A maid was standing in the doorway, dressed in a uniform straight out of a Joan Crawford movie: starched white apron, white cap, nurse’s shoes. “What is it, Esme?”

“Telephone call for you, Ma’am. Mr. Stegler.”

Cynthia winced. The ghoulish Morris Stegler—finance impresario/vivisectionist known for cutting up the dying bodies of companies and feeding them to the sharks on the Street, the all-around dullard whose one blazing streak of personality was his fevered taste for Chinese food and Korean hookers—was the last person she wanted to talk to. Cynthia sighed and picked up the extension.

“Morris, sweetie? How are you?”

“Fabulous party last night, Cynthia. Incredible turnout. Gave the board a great idea.” Click. Morris made a clicking sound from the back of his throat when excited, as though recording his words for posterity.

“Can we do this later?” Cynthia asked. She didn’t want to hear about ballet board matters. She could read all about it in the Times—commingling of funds, sponsorship losses, sexual harassment. What next? Murder? Only preschool admissions were more savage than getting on the board of the New York Ballet Theater: a bunch of rich men rubbing up to the arts—and the dancers.

“We ran it through the nominating committee.” Click. “Howard’s on board, David’s with us.” Click. “Harriet Feingold is in total agreement.” Click. “The Finance Committee’s a go.” Morris was head of the Finance Committee.

“Morris, could we please—”

“—the Audit Committee, I don’t even have to tell you where they stand. And Marketing’s ecstatic, coming in their fucking leotards.” Click. Morris sounded like a Gatling gun.

“Morris, what are you talking about?” Cynthia said.

“We want you to be chairman of the Executive Board.” Click.

“Fred Plotzicki is the chairman,” Cynthia said. “And will be for time immemorial.”

“Fred’s made fools of us, Cynthia,” Morris said. Click. “We’ve given him a year. That endowment he promised? Where is it? And the fat fuck, excuse me, fat sweaty bald fuck is shtupping that past-her-prime ballerina.”

“Suzenka,” said Cynthia.

“Screwzenka, you mean…” Click.

Cynthia flashed on a photo in the Sunday Style section: Fred and the aging Belorussian ballerina. The woman looked like a ninety-pound amuse bouche next to Fred, the slippery Wall Street icon and political kingmaker who had all the physical heft and social graces of a manatee.

“Yes, well, I don’t know and I don’t give a fuck,” Morris said. “But come on. It’s embarrassing.”

She heard the announcer’s voice: “In this corner: Cynthia Hunsaker Power, weighing 110 pounds, our very own Upper East Side Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. In the opposing corner, he’s big, he’s bad, he’s the billionaire T. Rex.”

The billionaire T. Rex, Cynthia thought, who squeezed nursing home operators, oil company chairmen, and hedge fund CEOs to subsidize the ballet, but neglected to open his own personal bank account. As promised.

Fred wouldn’t give up without a fight. He liked the coating of culture that being chairman of the Executive Board gave him. And he liked the dancers…

“We’ve given Fred more than enough time to deliver. We’ve got a sixty-year-old company teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. We can’t wait any longer. We want you to be the new chairman,” Morris repeated. Click.

“I’m not qualified,” Cynthia said.

“Bullshit. You’re beautiful and elegant, you have a wonderful reputation,” Morris said, “and you pay your endowments. You’re exactly what we need.”

How many times, Cynthia thought, can one hear the words “beautiful and elegant” before it gets tired?

Try never.

What am I afraid of? Cynthia thought about the piece of advice her father gave her when she’d had crippling stage fright. “What’s the worst that can happen?” Tommy Hunsaker said in his Missouri drawl. “To hell with ’em. They can’t kill ya.”

That was just before he’d left. He was right—that didn’t kill her, either.

Cynthia had spent eleven years on the board; she’d sponsored favorite ballerinas and underwrote the ballet academy that fed sleek new bodies to the NYBT. She knew the members of the Executive Board intimately, and she was the only one who had a background in dance. Most important, Cynthia needed an identity—pronto. Now that her “Mrs. Jackson Power” ID was about to be confiscated—

Why not her?

Cynthia held on a moment longer. Oh God. The monster would eat her alive. But maybe he’d end up with a mouthful of beautiful and elegant gristle.

To hell with ’em, she thought. They can’t kill me.

“Morris, for God’s sake stop clicking, you sound like you’re about to go off,” Cynthia told him. “I’m in.”

She hung up. Click.

She returned to the war room, her closet. The day was only hours old and already Cynthia was locked in mortal combat with two of the most powerful men in New York.

She hesitated, then grabbed a bulletproof Chanel.
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CONNECTED PAWNS




NOW WE’RE pleased to welcome to Sunrise America the author of an exciting new book on longevity, 100 Is the New Middle Age!” Lara trilled at the camera. Before her was an emaciated woman with rutted cheeks, arguing that human beings could live to be 120 years old if they consumed no more than nine hundred calories a day.

The problem, Lara thought, is that you look like you’re 120 when a speeding cab flattens you at thirty-eight. Jackson. Untimely death made her think of Jackson. She was going to kill him.

“Do you ever get…hungry?” Genius! Lara gave a forced smile, thinking, There goes my Daytime Emmy.

The cadaver mumbled an answer.

Beat his head into a wall…

“Uh-huh,” Lara said. She was concerned the interviewee would need an IV once they went to commercial.

Mercury in his tennis shoes?

“Okay, when was the last time you ate a Snickers?” Lara asked. Maybe she would just maim him.

“A Snickers? I wouldn’t eat a—” The woman’s eyes darted about the studio. Lara wanted to pin the woman to the ground, burrow her knees into her bony chest, and shove the craft services table into her gaping maw.

“Tell me,” Lara said, “this starvation diet—”

“I’m not starving,” the cadaver retorted.

“So. This incredibly restrictive diet,” Lara said. “What does it do to one’s sex life?”

Lara could hear Sarah Kate, the producer she’d taken with her from Tucson, screaming into her earpiece. She was pretty sure half of America could hear as well.

“Well,” the cadaver replied. “It does cut down on certain needs.”

“You don’t have energy for an orgasm?” Lara asked.

Sarah Kate began to speak in tongues.

SEVENAYEMTHISISNOTTHETIMEFORTHISKINDOF TALKESPECIALLYFROMYOU!

“I happen to think orgasms are overrated,” the cadaver said.

“Preaching to the choir.” Lara winked, then smiled to the camera. “Next up, winter fashions for your dog—what the posh pooch will be wearing when the weather turns chilly!”

 

ONCE again, Lara had been called into the principal’s office. “The hay-ell did you just do?” Sarah Kate demanded as she stared a hole through Lara’s force field of blasé from behind her desk, which was covered with teetering piles of videotapes, DVDs, books, lipstick-stained coffee cups from towns across the United States (Warrens, Wisconsin! The Cranberry Capital!), and far too many pictures of her three cats.

“Sarah Kate,” Lara said.

“Door!” Sarah Kate barked.

Production assistants and interns were lingering outside—overhearing on behalf of their bosses. Lara reached over and flipped the door shut.

“First you’re on the front page of the Post, then you’re caught asking an anorexic nutbag about orgasms on camera. Are you fixing to get me fired?” When Sarah Kate Baxter, Ole Miss ’88, Kappa Kappa Delta, was angry, her Southern came out fierce. “Yew fixin’ t’ git me fahred?”

The principal’s office. How many times had Lara felt this splash of anxiety in her stomach? Sarah Kate hadn’t offered Lara a seat, but one glance at the guest chairs stacked with self-help, political, and summer reads would tell anyone the offer would have been empty.

“You’re angry.”

“Y’think?” Sarah Kate said, shaking the copy of the Post at her. “The whole building’s up in arms. America’s Sweetheart is not allowed to be a Jezebel Hoo-er.”

“They haven’t slept together in a year. They don’t talk. They’re married in name only,” Lara said. “And yes, I am a cliché. Worse than that. I’m a shit. I’ve got to end it.”

“So help me, I’ve about wiped my hands of you, Chicken,” Sarah Kate said.

“Lie,” Lara whispered. Sarah Kate was softening; “Chicken” was her pet name for Lara—something to do with running around like a chicken with her head cut off during her first months of employ. Lara rocked back and forth in those fuck-me heels the network brass made her wear despite the considerable inches she wielded over the coanchor, a man whose grave demeanor counterbalanced his stint as a game show host. She sorely wanted to check her BlackBerry. Why did she have to be in love with Jacks Power?

Sarah Kate continued to stare her down. Her eyebrow had crawled up her dollishly smooth forehead. Sarah Kate possessed much that was beautiful about the feminine form—pouty lips, voluptuous breasts, a high, firm ass—in a body that hovered at two hundred pounds. She looked like Marilyn Monroe, if Marilyn had been soaked in water for a long time.

Sarah Kate didn’t care about her attractiveness. She thought men were useless, except to move things.


Lara envied her. I should break up with Jacks, she thought, the guilt is killing me.

“Let’s go, Chicken,” said Sarah Kate. Lara marveled at how fast those legs could power the rest of the grand machine. “I got things to say, and you got things to listen to.”

 

WAY TOO EARLY in the day, Lara sat on a high black bar stool, her knees wedged between the bar and Sarah Kate’s thigh. One sound was like no other, Lara thought: the last of a drink through a straw.

“Where are you?” Sarah Kate demanded.

“Sorry,” Lara said. “I’ll have another.” She raised her hand toward the bartender; he was new, Latino, though paled by city life. The first Bloody Mary was good, not as good as her usual—maybe he’d get the next one right. Hope springs eternal, Lara thought. As does vodka.

“You’re not listening to me,” Sarah Kate said. “I said, we’re gonna polish up this shitpile for you. Jackson Power was in your lobby last night because you’re pursuing him for that big story about the Bowery hotel fight, okay? You will deny any extramarital relationship. You will make sure he denies any extramarital relationship. We will get this gone. I don’t care if you eventually marry and pop out two papooses. No one likes a home wrecker, even if that home was wrecked long before you sashayed in.”

“I hate that I’m a part of this.”

Sarah Kate waved her off. “If you hated it so much, you’d stop. But, I’m not here to lecture you on morals. You know how valuable you are to the network. And to me. Georgia’s contract is up in less than a year. They’ll be after her to coanchor the nighttime news. Her kids are almost all in college, her husband is the missus of that familial organization. She’ll go for it. That leaves you and a couple other girls who’ve been dancing around that spot. But no one else has your TVQ. You act like you’d rather have Ebola, but you are a star, sugar. People watch you, they want to be your friend, your husband, your mother, your sister—”

“I can be everybody’s crazy relative!” Lara kissed the smooth glass and sucked another third of the drink into her mouth.

“You know what you’re looking at? Fifth Avenue penthouse, full-time driver, seven mil a year.” Sarah Kate leaned back on her stool. “Yes, okay, interviewing pop stars gone awry with small children. But…also the heads of state you’ve been dying to interview. Iraq. Iran. Afghanistan. Darfur. Real news. The real shit. Everything you and I have been working toward for almost a decade. All because you were born with something only three, four other people in the world possess.”

Lara was still staring into the mottled red, picking out the specks of pepper clinging desperately to ice cubes.

“Jim wants you to have it. He wants this more than he wants his wife to have her tits done. Jane Pauley, Katie Couric, Lara Sizemore. That’s how he sees it. So keep it together. For both of us.”

“My dream is to die in New York City,” Lara said, “on a bar stool.”

“You don’t want to die ugly, honey,” Sarah Kate replied. “You’re thirty years old. You make a very, very nice salary. You’re running around with a married billionaire. And blowing off your interviews. The hell do you think you’re doing? I know what you think you want, Lara Sizemore. You think you’ll die if you have to do jumping jacks on national television with one more Mrs. America Aerobic Fitness winner. Do you really want to blow it all sky-high when you’re so close to calling your own shots?”

“I hate jumping jacks,” Lara said. “They make my boobs sore.”

“Well, then, do you really want to take away my mother’s only source of bragging rights? She’s not getting a doctor son-in-law; she’s not getting grandkids. Why are you aching to walk away so badly? What is it you want?”

Lara licked at the sudden tears running down her cheeks.


“If you’re so bent on destroying this opportunity, you’d better know why,” Sarah Kate said. Her cheeks were equally splotchy; a teardrop had rounded the slope of her nose and had nestled just under one delicate nostril, somehow accentuating Sarah Kate’s beauty—the saline equivalent of Cindy Crawford’s mole.

“You’re crying like a big ol’ baby,” Lara said.

“Look what’s talkin’,” Sarah Kate said. Their sudden embrace was interrupted by the buzz-bark of a BlackBerry.

“If it’s the People’s Billionaire, tell him this people wants him dead,” Sarah Kate said.

Lara read Jacks’s new message, marked urgent, and rubbed the ribbed patch of skin between her eyebrows. This situation was going to turn her into a Shar-Pei.

“Jacks said he’s sorry,” Lara said. “He’ll do anything to make it up to me.” She showed Sarah Kate the screen.

“Fine. Tell him to buy me an island,” Sarah Kate said. “This isn’t fun and games and romance, Chicken. This isn’t even his life. This is your life.”
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