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    Prologue


    “Guilty, on all counts,” was all Samantha heard. The bile rose in her throat, as her clammy fingers clutched her best friend Blair’s hands. She barely registered the packed Bergen County courthouse filled with reporters, families of victims, spectators, all hushed waiting for the judge’s decision.


    Her husband was guilty. 


    Sam’s body trembled. This moment will change our lives forever. 


    Leaning in, Blair hugged her and whispered, “He can never hurt you again. You and the boys are safe.” Sam heard the words, wondered if she could ever truly escape the echoes of his mental torment and physical abuse. Whilst he’d shattered her life, her conniving husband, a top financial broker, had also stolen billions from many in the tri-state area. The perfect scheme to keep himself rich. Several distraught victims had killed themselves over losing their life savings. 


    Trying to calm herself, she took in a deep breath, shaking all thoughts of the wealthy, mean bastard from her mind. 


    It was done. 


    She was free.


    Smiling on the inside, she realized he’d finally gotten what he deserved. Most people dreamt of winning the lottery, but money had only brought her pain. Pushing horrible memories aside, she focused on the judge, praying his decision would allow Evan to rot in jail. Looking over at her husband, sporting a scruffy beard and wearing an orange jumpsuit, she shook her head in disgust. A far cry from his designer suits and clean-shaven face.


    Our young sons don’t deserve to be punished. What kind of lives will they lead now? Look what you have done to your family.


     Evan was asked to stand for the sentencing.


    A sketch artist wearing a badge from the press moved forward to recreate the scene. Turning around, Sam met the eyes of a seedy looking individual. She stared back. The hair on her arms stood, as her heart raced. 


    He must think I’m guilty too.


    Her picture had been plastered in the morning newspaper, the front-page article reading, “The trial of the most hated man in the tri-state area will end today.” Her husband’s face was splattered on page one; pictures of their entire family were featured in a four-page spread.


    People blame me. I knew nothing. I am innocent. My boys are innocent.


    As her mind wandered, a reporter leaned in and asked her for a comment. She ignored him. At least now, the press would finally leave their property. News vans, reporters, and all media had been staked out at the end of their driveway for weeks.


    Oh no. Our home. She ran her hands through her hair. Will we lose it immediately? Where will we live? A racing heartbeat led to a sharp pain in her chest.


    Her friend noticed her ashen face and insisted the reporter move. “You okay?” Blair asked, handing over a water bottle.


    She wasn’t okay. And she was even less okay as Evan smiled through the sentencing. He’d be spending the rest of his life in prison and paying back everyone he stole from. He was handcuffed. But before the officer whisked him away, he winked at his wife. “This is all a misunderstanding, sweetheart,” he chuckled. “I’ll hug my boys soon enough.”


    He must be insane.


    “Sam?” Blair leaned in close, her arm holding her up.


    “I’m fine,” Samantha exhaled, “and he can burn in hell for all I care, my dear husband.” Her voice sounded bitter, even to herself. She met Blair’s eyes, and her voice softened. “My boys and I are finally free.”


    Blair had already planned a quick getaway from the courthouse. Her husband Frank was waiting outside to whisk them off. The two of them walked swiftly, arm and arm with their heads held high, trying their best to avoid the press. 


    As they approached the car, Sam recognized the man who’d been staring at her in the courthouse; he was now chatting with Blair’s husband, leaning against the car. As soon as they approached, the man left.


    Her voice cracked. “Frank, how do you know him?”


    “An old acquaintance,” he replied, hugging her. “Congratulations, Samantha.”


    “We are all in need of a fresh start,” Blair declared, opening the back door for her friend and ignoring her husband. “I know what you need. We’re going to pick up your beautiful boys and disappear for a while.”

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Ten years later…


    Bliss, the club’s name, belied Samantha Lambert’s mood as she tapped her polished nails on the steering wheel. Parked in the handicap space in her teal 1959 Chrysler Imperial convertible, she observed the entrance of the speakeasy as she waited for a friend to escort her inside. Although her tall, lithe body opened doors for her into most places, neither her looks nor her bank account could get her into this private club—not since the FBI froze her assets and the court took her savings.


    In one more day, my fortune will change.


    Her thoughts brightened her mood. Until then, the only way for her to enter the trendy bar was with an escort to walk her behind the thin black curtain. The guests disappearing through the other entrance donned outfits worth more than the average Joe’s mortgage payment. Sleek, polished, tailored—expected of the VIPs who slipped behind the heavy dark-curtained wall into the lower-level speakeasy.


    She had yet to get an invitation to become an exclusive member, but her best friends had been the first to receive the gold-embossed cards. They’d arrived with the lettering hand-drawn in fancy script and made their way to everyone else on the Who’s Who list in Bergen County.


    None of that mattered to her.  She was content choosing a quieter, cleaner lifestyle, that filled her with inner peace. Rachele’s birthday was the only reason she was out on the town. In the morning, she’d back to teaching Pilates and living a drama free life.


    Mansion Row, where Samantha’s friends resided, was an affluent suburb of Saddle River, one of the wealthiest towns in New Jersey. Mega mansions and full-blown estates boasted huge wraparound driveways, floor-to-ceiling windows, beautiful balconies, and front gardens that could impress royalty. Their interior decorators were straight from New York—the best of the best, with the trendiest, most breathtaking designs that could only be described as out of a high-end magazine. She knew her friends’ bank accounts were huge, but their problems were even bigger. No envy there. She remembered her past and knew wealth didn’t buy her happiness.


    It never had.


    Neon surrounded every window of the dance club, casting an electric blue shimmer on the rain-soaked macadam as fog swirled in the unseasonably cool summer night. The music thumped hard enough to send her bottled water vibrating. She checked the time on the only gift she had kept from her ex-husband, a diamond-trimmed Rolex. 


    9:20 p.m.


    Where is everyone? As if in answer, her cell phone buzzed twice.


    Where r u Sam? That was Blair.


    This place is lit 2night. Meet at the back bar. And there was Rachele.


    Of course, Rachele had arrived early. By now, she was probably on her third martini.


    Her answer to Blair read, Out front.


    She relaxed in the seat as relief washed away her anxiety. They know I’m here.


    When her phone rang, she answered without checking the caller ID. A voice taunted her. “Hello, Sammy. Do you miss me?”


    Shock, anger, and fear rushed in cold waves through her body. He has been behind bars for ten years, but it seems like yesterday he was free. 


    Hatred dripped in her ex-husband’s voice. “Sammy, I want what’s mine.” 


    She had known he would lash out after the probate notified him of his mother’s will. His mother had left only $6,000. 


    “There’s nothing left, Evan. Matthew had all those hospital bills.”


    “Using your kid is no excuse. I want my money.”


    Samantha’s knuckles turned white gripping the cell. Her teeth clenched as she ground out the words, “He’s your son, too. The money was never yours. Thank goodness your mother loved him, because you never did. She left the money to him. Lose this number, Evan. You’re not the only one with friends in high places.”


    “Watch your back, sweetheart,” he warned.


    Her hands shook as she ended the call, wishing that by pressing a button, her emotions could be as easily stilled. Samantha took three cleansing breaths to find the calm within. “Blair will be out to walk me in,” she reinforced under her breath and opened the car door. 


    After unfolding her legs from behind the wheel, she forced the tendons around her hip to relax enough to stand and then shifted the flapper fringe of her dress down a few inches before walking to the VIP entrance. Every step reminded her of how her life had changed twenty-six years earlier. She had spent hundreds of hours in physical therapy to walk as though she didn’t need a disabled parking spot. Strutting to the ramp, her heels clicked on the macadam, and she was confident her friend would seek her out before the bouncer rejected her.


    A taxi roared to a screeching halt, spraying grit, and deposited a passenger at the start of the ramp. Samantha scoped the tall man who exited the cab, at first noticing his intoxicating blue eyes and infectious smile. Her second glance took in the trim, athletic body that strode from the cab.


    Eye candy. The last thing I need is a man screwing up my life again.


    She glanced at the speakeasy’s entrance. Blair still wasn’t anywhere to be seen. It wasn’t like her friend to get sidetracked.


    The words, Watch your back, echoed in her head as she stood alone, exposed. Blood pounded in her ears and her breathing grew ragged. Sweat slicked her palms. She darted glances at the shadows, the people in line, and the man coming toward her.  She stepped back and remembered a tip from the psychiatrist: biting her lip to gain focus. 


    Even with her nerves strung tight, she couldn’t help but return his smile. Taking a better look at the eye candy to reassess, she thought, He poses no threat. I may not need a man, but right now, he is my ticket inside.


    Samantha hadn’t seen Mr. Tall, Slim, and Debonaire before. But there’s something about him. The warmth in his eyes, his genuine smile. A welcome change from the men who usually hit on her. She masked the terror creeping in with a friendly expression and, with confidence, stepped forward.


    In a bold move, he glided in beside her as if they were close friends. “Don’t we make a smashing couple? You, a beautiful redhead, and me, a tall, scrawny bloke hitting on you two seconds after disembarking from the cab.”


    Surprised by his thick British accent, she quipped, “Don’t sell yourself short. You made my head turn for a second look, and you’re far from scrawny. Do you know how hard it is for me to find a man I can look up to while in heels?” She leaned closer and said in a conspiratorial whisper, “I’m Samantha. My friends call me Sam.”


    “It’s nice to meet you, Sam. I’m Steve, but my friends call me Doc.” He held out his arm as though they were going for a stroll. “It appears we’re heading to the same place. May I escort you through the door?”


    She froze for a second, looking at his offered arm. It had been a long time since she’d taken a man’s arm. Ten years, in fact.


    He is not here to hurt you. Smile, be gracious, relax. Giving herself a mental slap, she placed her hand on his forearm, and answered, “You may.”


    She even gave him her best “come hither” wink before they ascended the red-carpeted pathway arm-in-arm.


    Oh my goodness, I flirted with him. It’s been years. I thought I’d forgotten how.


    “Steve… Doc, do I detect a British accent?” she asked “South East?”


    He looked at her with admiration. “Extraordinary. Close. I was born and raised near there until moving to America as a boy.”


    When the ramp steepened through the rope rows, her hip twinged hard enough to force a gasp.


    He paused as she pushed through the pain and laid his other hand on hers for added support. “My apologies. I’m out of practice walking with a woman in heels.”


    She nodded at him in gratitude and resumed the climb. His hand warmed her wrist. It’d been a long time since she noticed the effects a man had on her. 


    “And how do you know the difference in English accents?” he asked. “Wait, don’t tell me…”


    “Downton Abbey,” they said together and then laughed.


    He shook his head in wonder. “I’m afraid Americans think the English are still all about servants, plotting, and hierarchies.”


    She afforded a glance at him instead of watching the path. “The royal family still rules.”


    He stopped walking and gave her his undivided attention. His eyes sparkled in amusement. “True, but there is much more to the country than drama.”


    She felt her cell buzz a notification and sighed. “Sounds like heaven—a drama-free zone.”


    “Shall we go inside or discuss the quandaries of civility in the modern world over tea?”


    Standing beside the line, she smelled the notes of citrus in his cologne. She also noticed the barber-styled hair and the smoothness of his shirt against her skin.


    This man has expensive taste. Stay away. Money equals heartache and pain.


    For her, the three-buttoned vest threw his look off, but she was willing to bet that by the way the fabric hugged his frame, it was hand-tailored.


    Samantha Lambert, do not go there. You do not need those kinds of problems. Not with him. Not with any man. You won’t know if he’s a monster, until it’s too late.


    Another notification buzzed against her lipstick case, loud enough to hear above the throng of people milling behind the ropes. She slid the cell from the clutch and texted, Rach, I’ll be there soon.


    “They’re waiting for me. I know the password.”


    The line moved forward one couple at a time with yet another forty people ahead of them.


    “The downside of making small talk with someone new is that it’s difficult. I enjoy learning about people by playing a game of twenty questions. Do you dare?” he asked in a playful tone.


    She gave a hesitant nod. 


    He tilted his head and gave her a sheepish grin. “I take they refers to your friends, and you are not meeting a boyfriend or husband?”


    “Yes. I’m divorced.” Or as free as I can get from Evan. Tension stiffened her body.


    A large gap had opened between them and the line. “Lovely. Shall we?” he asked and nodded toward the entrance.


    “Yes.” With a calming exhale, she settled against his support.


    He adjusted his stride to hers, and they followed the others, drawing closer to the entrance with each patron’s admittance. They halted before the cordoned-off area.


    Purple feathers crowned the hostess’ short-cropped style, and the beaded black dress matched her raven hair. She stood in anticipation of hearing today’s password.


    Doc cocked his head, his expression pleading to Sam for help.


    “A hot dog on a bun with lots of sauerkraut,” she said.


    “Sounds good,” he retorted.


    Samantha contorted her face. “You’re joking, right? You would consider eating that trashy food?”


    He shrugged. “Not here, necessarily, but at a ballgame. There’s something about sitting in the stands on a sizzling summer day and eating a hot dog with a pint to wash it down.”


    “And here I thought I had met the perfect man.” 


    He chuckled, and she felt her confidence grow with every moment.


    The hostess opened the curtain and, like magic, they entered a dimly lit nightclub circa the 1920s. The bartenders wore fedoras, vests, and armbands, while the barmaids wore flapper dresses, beads, and strapped shoes authentic to the time. Wing-backed chairs surrounded tables on two levels with wrought-iron balconies. A jazz band played in the front corner. A high archway led to a modern bar with privileged access to the dance floor upstairs. Every table held specialty beverages made with absinthe and nibbles from yesteryear.


    Doc walked them to the front bar. “May I buy you a drink?” His gold wedding band flashed in the dim light.


    Her breath caught. Memories of discovering her ex-husband’s affair resurfaced, and she hesitated to take another step. 


    I knew it.


    Staring at his ring, she said with conviction, “I’m sorry. I don’t date married men.”


    From his stunned expression, the ice in her statement slapped him, but she didn’t waver. He stuttered, “I’m… I’m not married. I’m widowed.”


    Filled with shock, she looked into his eyes. Oh my gosh, he’s not lying. What a tragedy; his wife must have been so young. 


    For a moment, she considered the way that loss had impacted them both: for him, a bereavement he must still feel; for her, a betrayal that she’d never fully recover from. “I’m so sorry,” she offered, his hand still on hers. 


    His expression changed from that stunned, hurt look, to solemn. “I’ve been thinking of taking my ring off.”


    Samantha saw red flushing his neck and cheeks. He must be telling the truth.


    The coldness in her voice thawed as she spoke. “That’s when you know you’re ready.” She gave him her best it’s-been-nice-knowing-you grimace. “I’m here for my friend’s birthday. The table in the back corner. You’re welcome to join me.”


    He nodded toward a table beside them and hitched a thumb to three men. “I’m with those blokes, but thanks.”


    “Thank you for walking me in, Steve.”


    “Call me Doc.”


    She removed her hand from his, kissed his cheek, and whispered into his ear, “Doc, when you’re ready to take off the ring, come find me.”


    Sensing he watched as she walked away, she looked over her shoulder. He still stood there staring, unabashed. Happiness clashed with the wall she had erected against men since her divorce. For once, she hoped that he did come and find her.


    At the rear bar, a short, bosomy woman waved her arm, flagging Samantha down. “Over here.”


    When she reached her side, Rachele said, “Thank God, you made it. The band upstairs is awesome tonight.” She placed an exaggerated air kiss above Samantha’s cheek—an unlit cigarette in one hand, a martini in the other—and then gave her friend a once-over. “And so is your hair.”


    Samantha turned and shook her poker-straight mane, sending ripples through her locks. “You like? The stylist added a keratin treatment to say goodbye to the frizz.”


    Rachele raked her fingers through the tendrils. “Gorgeous, as always. Can you save my seat while I grab another smoke? Blair should be back any sec.” 


    “I thought you quit smoking.”


    “I did,” she whined. “But when I have a few drinks, I lose all self-control. I need a cigarette.”


    “What’s up? Where’s Bob? You spiraling again?” 


    Rachele looked away but then turned back and stared at her angrily, as though she were someone else. “You sound exactly like my asshole husband. He couldn’t make it tonight for my birthday. Doesn’t matter, who wants him around? He’s always nagging.”


    Samantha couldn’t be more stunned by the reaction. “Come on, that’s not fair. I’m only looking out for you.” She thought back to her friend’s promise only six months earlier: “I will never, ever go on another bender again. I promise.” She couldn’t sit by while Rachele broke that promise, both to herself and her friends. Remaining silent about it wouldn’t help anyone.


    “What are you, channeling him? Those are his exact words. Know what? Some blow sounds great, too. Why not?” She set the martini down and strode towards the door.


    Samantha watched as Rachele stalked across the room and slipped through the curtain. 


    A tap on Samantha’s shoulder turned her around. Blair and her brother Shane greeted her with a dirty martini.


    “Oh, thanks.” She downed the martini in one go, wanting the mind-numbing alcohol to take instant effect. “It’s delicious.”


    “Tough night?” Blair asked, eyeing the now empty glass.


    “I knew I shouldn’t have come out. Rachele is Rachele. Unfiltered, spontaneous, and furious with me for wanting to help her. I never know what to expect from her these days.” She shook her head in frustration.


    Shane shrugged and sighed, “Why should tonight be any different?” He placed his beer stein on the bar and signaled the bartender for another round.


    “Where were you?” Samantha asked. “You never leave me out there; is everything okay?”


    Blair exhaled, “Today has been the absolute limit; Frank’s gone too far this time. I had to duck into a quiet room for a call with my attorney and sent Shane to your rescue.” 


    Sam would have asked Blair about what Frank had done now, but her brother was already talking, placing his credit card on the bar. “Sorry I was late, sis.” Shane smiled guiltily.


    “It’s okay,” she acquiesced. “I found my way in.”


    “Tonight, I really need to let off steam,” Blair gushed. “Let’s have fun.” 


    The bartender tipped the mixture into a shaker and shook until the rattling ice broke into slivers, pouring the concoction to the rim before he tapped the IPA.


    “I should have known you’d be here,” Sam teased her brother. “You do know, we start every Pilates class with a report of a Shane sighting, and I teach four classes, five days a week.”


    He retrieved the martinis and handed the over-full glasses, taking care not to spill the contents, then sipped his beer to keep the froth from expanding. “Are you saying I’m out on the town too much? I happen to enjoy all the restaurants, bars, and clubs in the area, as do you ladies.” Blair paused. “Who did walk you in tonight?”


    She nodded in Steve’s direction. “Mister tall, dark, and taboo.”


    “I see he’s still watching from a distance.” Shane turned from noting the man to inspect the signs in his sister’s face. He’d promised their parents to protect her after everything she’d been through, and as a cop, he’d made it his business to do just that, even if she found his over-protectiveness a little over the top at times. “What did you do?” He raised an eyebrow and deepened his smile enough to bring out dimples that lightened the mood.


    “Nothing.” She looked across the room to notice Doc watching them. His smile was now gone as he turned back to the table. With Shane’s athletic stature, large green eyes, and shoulder-length hair, women fell all over him. He intimidated men.


    Matter-of-factly, she said, “That guy offered to escort me in. He asked if I was single. But he’s wearing a ring and I became an instant ice queen when I noticed it. He says he’s widowed. Who knows? But…” She stopped, not wanting to tell them the rest.


    Blair waited for a moment before asking, “But what?”


    “While in the parking lot, Evan called.”


    Shane wrapped an arm over her shoulders and hugged her close. “You didn’t answer that call, did you? You’re not footing the bill for him to insult you.”


    She rested her forehead against his shoulder. “The call came from a private number, not the jail and I answered by accident. I thought with him locked up, the boys and I would be safe.” 


    He stared her down and said in disbelief, “You’re not seriously thinking about visiting that creep?” Before she could answer, he added, “Let me lean on him through the correct channels. My guys in the Prosecutor’s Office will get him back to compliance. I forbid you to drive to that prison.”


    She glared at him. “You’re not the boss of me, dear brother. His mother died. Probate was read, and he’s looking for money. I have to end this constant harassment.”


    “Do you really think it’ll end with a visit?” Blair questioned, eyebrow quirked.


    “I agree. I’ll buy you a new phone, a new number.” Shane shook his head sharply and clenched his fists. “I don’t want you going anywhere near the prison. Cut communication with Evan. You have nothing to gain from seeing him.”


    She thought for a moment before saying, “I’m not the same woman he once knew. I’m strong, and I want him to see that firsthand. I also want to see him in prison garb. The mental image will help my night terrors.”


    “You’re so stubborn,” Shane jeered, planting a kiss on her cheek, just as Steve looked over.


    Reality hit and she jerked herself away. “You do know how this appears? We look nothing like brother and sister. You, standing this close to me, may have nailed the coffin closed on that man’s confidence.”


    “I thought you were off the dating wheel?” Blair teased.


    “I am, but…”


    She saw by Doc’s slouched posture and downturned head, the final thud of the metaphorical hammer had driven the nail home. If he were truly widowed, getting back into dating would suck. Even if his reaction was unknowingly misplaced, she melted at the look of his disappointment. The wall around her heart weakened, the mortar cracked. 


    One brick fell.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    On July Fourth, Charlie O’Neil waited for his cell door to open one last time. Every prisoner in this section was classified as a troublemaker. The concrete floors and cinder block walls were as welcoming as the guards in Cell Block D—cold, hard, and merciless.


    He knew something about being merciless. Assault was what got him thrown into the joint, but it could have been worse. If the guy’s wife hadn’t called the cops, he would have gone down for murder.


    He caught a break, getting out in four years. The Garafolo’s family lawyer cut through all the shit, so they couldn’t get any other charges to stick.


    With them in charge, I’m Teflon. He snorted a laugh. “Can you believe these guys are letting me out on good behavior?”


    The inmate to the left chuckled. “Good behavior…now that’s a joke. There’s nothing good in you, man.”


    “Can’t argue with you there.”


    Chains jangled, coming closer, as the guards secured the doors between cells. Shackles, cuffs, and sometimes face masks were mandatory to move each prisoner from Cell Block D to another grid in the prison.


    “Flying a kite,” Charlie said. This was his favorite trick, tossing a string to the left and making sure the extra packs of smokes made their way through the metal bars and into the hands of the guy who thought he had his back on the inside. “Thanks for getting me the smokes and info.”


    The man ten inches away knew right where to find that bitch. Serendipity.


    The prisoner in the next cell lounged on his cot. His clean-shaven face and styled hair didn’t match the image of a guy serving life behind bars. Books lined the wall between the bolted-down bed-leg and an open-faced locker. “Remember to send my wife flowers before you visit her. Yellow roses. She’ll know they’re from me.”


    Just another rich prick who relies on people like me to do his dirty work.


    Charlie glanced around the cell a final time before standing and facing the entrance as the gate slid open.


    Two guards entered. “Stand back, feet separated, lace your fingers behind your head. You know the drill.”


    The second guard stated, “Don’t give us a reason to extend your stay in our hospitable facility.” Shackled and cuffed tighter than usual, they pushed him out the door and turned left.


    “Remember to tell my wife she owes me everything.”


    “You got it, Evan. Yellow roses.”


    The Admissions and Departures Office had prisoners arriving and convicts leaving. Charlie traded his jumpsuit for the clothes he wore when the cops arrested him four years ago. Bloodstains and vomit soiled them, and they stank like an ashtray. He signed for the money left on his account.


    Standing before the razor-wire fence, Charlie waited. The humidity assaulted him, and he squinted against the sun. His tailored button-down shirt clung to the muscles gained while in jail. When the gate motor whirred, he forced himself to continue breathing. He tasted freedom two paces away. He carried a small, cardboard box of his only possessions: a comb; a single earring; and a photo of him and his sisters in front of the old house, the one they were forced from when Pops went to jail.


    The farther he walked from the gate, the more he swaggered. The coins in his pocket rattled as he walked. The cash left on his account for the commissary might be enough to get a bus ticket if he needed one, but the boss promised him a ride. After four years in that hellhole, a man deserved a ride to freedom.


    Damn. The boss had better have sent a car.


    In the visitor’s parking lot, a sleek jet-black Mercedes convertible waited. He recognized the driver. Charlie hadn’t thought his day could get any better.


    He saw Enrique sitting behind the wheel, his finger ready to press the trunk button as his passenger approached the car. Charlie carried the single box and watched as Enrique reclined in the driver’s seat, the other man’s attitude grating.


    “Charlie, welcome back to the real world,” Enrique said, starting the car as Charlie put the box in the trunk and closed the lid. “Ain’t this baby sweet? She can reach sixty miles ’n hour in four fuckin’ seconds.”


    Charlie grinned but didn’t respond. Instead, he got into the front seat appreciating the soft leather seats, the gleam of the rosewood panel inlays, and the glint of the chrome details. The car smelled new; a hell of a lot better than his clothes did. He rubbed his wrists from where the assholes had shackled him.


    “You look pretty damn good after living in hell,” Enrique remarked. “Do you need anything—money, a broad? The boss told me to take care of you.”


    Charlie squinted. “How about a pair of sunglasses? I forgot how damn blinding it is on the outside.”


    Enrique laughed. “Check these out. My aviator shades. They cost me two Gs. Cool, right?” He took them off and handed them to Charlie. “Try ’em.”


    Charlie admired himself in the mirror. The gray tone cut all the glare. “They look better on me.” Enrique put out his hand and he returned the shades reluctantly.


    “There are new clothes in the trunk. I got assorted sizes.” He wrinkled his nose. “You need them.”


    “All I need is a ride. Nothing else.”


    Enrique raised an eyebrow. “There’s a gift for you on the back seat. Is that for the last job you did?”


    “No. The next.” Charlie smiled. That was part of the deal to end the leak. A black bag waiting, filled with two essentials.


    As the duo drove away from the prison, they both flipped the bird to the guards at the gate.


    “Personally, I think the judge screwed you over, my man. How about we celebrate your freedom? Rumor has it, you’re set for life. A cool, fuckin’ million waiting for you.”


    His statement was met with silence as Charlie stared straight ahead.


    Undeterred, Enrique continued. “It’s water under the bridge between us. Right, my friend?”


    Charlie’s fingers twitched with the need to throttle this rat. “Good things happen to those who can keep their mouths shut, my friend.”


    Enrique’s chatter stopped. He turned on the radio, scanning through stations from the steering wheel controls and settled on a Hispanic station. He kept side-glancing at Charlie.


    For twenty miles, they drove in silence. Jets roared overhead, entering and departing the Newark airport. Before Charlie’s incarceration, there had been clear land on the outskirts of residential towns leading to the federal penitentiary; now it held warehouses and distribution facilities along Highway 78. Tractor trailers lined the exit ramp shoulders, waiting for their dock to open for loading.


    When I need to hide, I know a perfect way to disappear.


    Enrique pulled into one of the Garafolo’s haunts, the Stilettos Strip Club in downtown Irvington. The neighborhood had gone to shit. The sun hadn’t peaked yet, but the junkies and whores were partying on the street already.


    Hell, it’s a holiday. Why not join them?


    Before they exited the car, Charlie opened the glove compartment and pressed the button to open the trunk. Looking around to make sure no one was watching, he reached into the backseat grabbing the bag loaded with cash and discreetly pulled out a gun.


    Enrique shifted his weight from one foot to another, hands visible, and glasses off. He kept looking from the gun to Charlie.


    Charlie slipped the nine-millimeter into his pants and carried the sack to the trunk.


    With the tension cut, Enrique stilled. “For a minute there, I thought you were going to off me.”


    Charlie unbuttoned his shirt, threw it in the trunk, and picked a clean one from the pile. “We’re here to celebrate my freedom. I’m not ready to go back to the joint.”


    They opened the door into the dark, rundown strip club. A pungent mixture of cigarette smoke, cheap cologne, sweat, and sex slammed Charlie’s senses. The place smelled as bad as his clothes had. Bar stools and a narrow wooden ledge surrounded the edge of the stage.


    A barmaid sauntered over. Her between-shows outfit barely covered what she would reveal on stage. “What are you having, boys?”


    Enrique made a show of flashing the cash in his wallet and threw a $100 bill on the tray. Two other strippers bookended them. He drew another hundred from the wad. “Tequila and beers. Keep them coming.”


    They each slugged back three shots of tequila. A couple of beers later, the men were toasting life, liberty, and the pursuit of naked women who danced on stage in front of them.


    Enrique set his empty beer bottle on the bar. “I gotta hit the head. Why don’t you order another round while I’m gone, buddy?”


    As soon as he walked into the john, Charlie stood, pulled out his gun and waved it to the dancers. “Beat it.”


    Their stilettos clacked as fast as automatic weapons in a shootout as the women hustled into the dressing room.


    When all witnesses had scrambled from view, Charlie followed Enrique into the john and tapped him on the shoulder.


    Enrique zipped his pants and turned. “What the hell?”


    With a viper’s speed, Charlie wrapped his hands around Enrique’s throat.


    The younger man, obviously feeling the drinks, weakened as he fought for breath, kicking and thrashing, neither of which had any effect on Charlie. Enrique tried to pry away the vice grip Charlie had on him.


    An exhilarated Charlie pressed his body hard against him, pinching him against the cinder block wall to quiet the noise, not that he cared if anyone found them. Hell, he couldn’t be safer under one of the Garofalo’s roofs, but this time, he wanted to finish the job.


    Raising Enrique off his feet, he stared at him eye-to-eye. “The Garafalo family never forgets. You rat.”


    Realization lit the dying man’s eyes. He struggled in a final fight to breathe.


    Charlie’s knuckles forced Enrique’s chin up. Squeezing harder, he crushed the larynx and watched as life faded from his eyes. His body went limp. Charlie dragged the rat into a stall and arranged him on the toilet.


    “And I’m not your friend.” Charlie grabbed Enrique’s keys, cell phone, and wallet from the dead driver’s pocket. “Thanks for the ride.”


    Shrugging his shoulders back, he strode out of the restroom and took one last look around the club for witnesses. People had filed back into the room, but no one looked at him. Not here. He tipped the scrawny stripper on the way out and headed to his car.


    After fishing the silver cross earring from his box and inserting the post, he put on the aviators, adjusted the seat, and admired the free man staring back in the rearview mirror. The engine fired with the press of a button, and he tuned the radio from Latino to rock music. Springsteen belted out “Born in the USA.”


    Stomping the gas pedal, he sent gravel flying as he peeled out of the parking lot. He checked the rearview for any followers and caught another look at himself with the new shades and a fresh kill notched for the boss. “This car is almost as sexy as me.”


    He took Enrique’s cell—the cocky idiot hadn’t even set a password for it—and dialed the number he’d never forget. 


    “It’s done.”

  


  
    Chapter 3


    The same dream terrorized Samantha every time her eyes closed. Tonight was no different.


    She saw the hate in his eyes, smelled the alcohol on his breath. With a vicious swipe from the back of his hand, her head snapped to the side, and she twisted as she fell. He grabbed her leg and yanked. Her entire body screamed in pain. The terrified eyes of the children stared at her. Behind him, a woman swung from a beam, hanged by an orange electric cord noose around her neck.


    She must save the children.


    “Who are you?” she screamed. “Show me your face!”


    Samantha woke up trembling. 


    Just breathe. Taking four deep breaths, she tried to rid her anxiety. Didn’t work. Reaching to turn on the light, her legs froze recalling the nightmare. Sobbing, she cried out, words tripping over themselves. “Who are you? What do you want with my children?”


    Lying in her bed, her mind raced. Is this a premonition of what’s to come, or am I saddled with memories of the past? 


    Then panic hit her. 


    Get up! He may be coming for you.


    After untangling the sweat-drenched sheets from her legs, she changed into a fresh t-shirt. The standing hairs on her arms warned of some unknown danger. Walking through the house, she turned on every light and double-checked that the window and doors were locked as she did every time she woke and before going to bed. Her routine every night for weeks since the nightmare started.


    She kept the lights on and returned to the bedroom, locking the door before climbing into bed. Wrapping herself in a soft, dry blanket, she pulled her knees toward her chest, looked across the room into the bedroom mirror, and burst into tears. 


    How she hated nights.


    She sat there, rocking back and forth for longer than she knew until, hours later, the sun spilled through the window. She was safe for now—until the dream came again.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Early Tuesday morning, Blair stood in the kitchen of Giovanni’s, her five-star boutique restaurant in Wyckoff, reviewing the specials for the night.


    “We’ll definitely have the panko crusted salmon with wasabi sake sauce, and serve it atop the black forbidden rice,” she directed her head chef Jonathan. “We have a book club of twenty-five women set for 7:00 p.m.”


    Jonathan held up the newspaper. “We did it again. We’re the Bergen County winner for the eighth year in a row.” He high-fived her. “Says our meals are savory, with electric dining in a welcoming setting.”


    Blair beamed. If only she could run her family the way she ran this restaurant. There would always be mishaps, but this family was tight, had each other’s back, and the food was always outrageous in the best kind of way.


    Raising an eyebrow, Jonathan prompted, “‘By the way, someone was here last night at closing. Said he was a friend of Frank’s.”


    She stiffened. “Did he leave a card? His name?”


    “Just a creep with bad vibes.”


    “Sounds like my husband’s friends,” Blair muttered.


    “Under no uncertain terms would I put you in danger,” he reassured her. “I told him you were out of the country. I know your car is in the shop, so if he came back, he wouldn’t know.” 


    Pretending to read over the night’s menu, Blair reflected on her current situation.


    She had to get her kids away from her husband and his creepy associates. Blair longed for simpler times, missed being happy. All the success they’d accumulated over the years hadn’t brought joy to her family. She had everything a woman could ever ask for―materially.


    There’s no trust, no love, no future with that man. We need to get out.


    She watched Jonathan prepare in the kitchen. She trusted him, a true gentleman—loyal, talented and the heart behind her restaurant. She’d leave it all to him someday. He understood standards and had respect for food and their patrons, the epitome of class.


    Time for her to make life changes. One that would unite her family.


    “I’m going to make your second favorite special tonight,” Jonathan changed the subject, “filet mignon ravioli with sage, butter and truffles.”


    “Sounds fabulous,” she clapped her hands. “You’re gonna run this place like clockwork while I’m gone.”


    “Absolutely, I’ll treat it as my own,” he winked.


    It will all be yours, she was dying to say. She couldn’t pretend anymore. Time for all the truths to come out. She wanted to run and never look back. Leave this life behind. Enjoy her children and her lover in a safe place, where they could live and thrive. Leave her old life forever, and Frank with it.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Warm water slid down Samantha’s body. Sandalwood soap filled her rainwater shower with a pungent earthy aroma. Her thumb slid over the scar above her right breast. Even though the plastic surgeon masked the wounds, the nerve endings tingled, never letting her forget.


    She was going to visit Evan. 


    The sweatshirt, ball cap and denim jacket she wore reflected how she felt toward her ex. Nothing sexual. No good memories. Nothing.


    The forecast called for heavy rain all day. She lowered the soft-top and locked the hardtop into place before backing out of the garage. Scanning through her streaming app, the Good Morning podcast that normally talked about positivity was focused today on men who behaved badly and the women who stayed with them.


    I’d rather drive in silence than listen to that bullshit. I rose above my past, My self-worth is significant, and my ex will see he has no power over me.


    She clicked off the app and drove white-knuckled as the rain poured. Traffic crawled on the New Jersey Turnpike and made the one-hour drive to the prison take two times longer. Knowing this trip was forbidden by Shane made each mile more tense. Her brother didn’t understand why she needed a face-to-face. 


    Shane believes Evan is powerless, and I think he’s right, but I need to set him straight for good. My sons are my world. No one will ever harm them.


    The landscape had changed in the past ten years. Warehouses and distribution centers ran all along Interstate 95 as she followed the signs to the New Jersey State Prison, a maximum security facility. Planes flew low to land at Newark International, so low the engines vibrated the air. She swore a jumbo jet was about to land on the highway. 


    As the guard tower loomed ahead, Samantha opened her mouth wide to stretch out the tightness in her jaw and fished for antacids in her hobo bag to rid the burning acid from eating away her stomach. Rifle-toting guards watched from the turrets. She stopped at the guard’s booth. 


    “Who are you visiting?” asked a female officer. “License or photo identification.”


    Samantha removed the license from the plastic sleeve in her wallet and handed the identification to her. “I’m here to see Evan Lambert.” Under her breath, she said, “The ultimate asshole.”


    The officer smiled.


    Samantha didn’t.


    The guard returned the credentials. “Pull forward.”


    She drove into a small bunker. Guards surrounded the car. In a well-rehearsed tone, an officer directed, “Ma’am, leave your belongings on the seat, open your glove compartment and trunk, step out of the vehicle, and stand behind the yellow line.”


    German shepherds pulled on their leashes to sniff her and the car. A mirror on an extendable pole searched beneath the convertible for explosives. Other guards stood between her and her vehicle.


    The officer swept a security wand around her torso and along her arms and legs. “Are you wearing a shirt beneath your sweatshirt?”


    “Excuse me?” Samantha held the bottom of her shirt in fear that he would make her remove it. She’d forgotten the rule about wearing baggy shirts and hadn’t worn a tank top beneath.


    “It’s a simple question. Are you wearing anything beneath your sweatshirt?”


    She lifted the shirt a little above her waistband, showing her bare stomach.


    “Higher.”


    Peeved that because of Evan she was forced to go through this humiliation, she looked away and lifted the sweatshirt higher, right beneath her breasts.


    “Thank you.”


    Samantha tugged her shirt down.


    “Do you have your paperwork?”


    “My interviews. My background checks. My paperwork was cleared last week. What’s next? A DNA sample?”


    The officer glared at her. “The last visitor had a stash of heroin up her ass. We don’t let anything get by us.”


    “Now I’m having a rectal exam?”


    “No, the dogs didn’t detect anything when they walked by, and the metal detector didn’t go off. A rectal exam is not necessary. Return to your vehicle, ma’am. Drive to the parking area and enter through the visitors’ door.”


    Once in the building, a metal detector greeted her. “Ma’am, place your bag on the belt, your shoes in the bin. Empty your pockets. Keys and change in the bin too, and show me your ID.” Samantha held up her license. “Hands up and walk through.” 


    She was body scanned as a German shepherd stood by. The guard nodded.


    Samantha tucked her hair back into her baseball cap, put her jacket back on, and followed the guard to the waiting room.


    An armed, stern-faced officer escorted her into a room with a thick glass partition and phones on each side, separating her from the criminals. He was there for Samantha’s protection, but that didn’t help her nerves.


    She took another deep breath and sat, waiting for Evan. “You’re a piece of crap, Sam,” he’d said repeatedly when they were married. “No one will ever love you like me. I’m as good as you’ll ever have.” She heard the echoes louder in her ears. “And if you ever leave me, I’ll hunt you down, and you’ll pay.”


    Evan shuffled in, feet shackled, hands cuffed. Dressed in a red jumpsuit, thin, and completely gray, he still made her blood boil. With shoulders back and chin up, he eyed the other inmates with an arrogance he’d carried for as long as she’d known him. She’d been too lovestruck to notice in the beginning. By the time she did, it was too late.


    He smiled as he sat across from her. The dimple in his left cheek that she once loved now did nothing for her. He picked up the phone and nodded to her to do the same. “Hey, gorgeous.” Evan stared pointedly at her breasts. “I think you’ve made every prisoner’s day today.”


    Thank goodness the sweatshirt concealed her figure. “Enough. I’m only here to discuss our sons and the terms of your mother’s will.”


    He huffed. “Can you believe these motherfuckers wouldn’t let me go to her funeral? Then my lawyer called and said that our kids got everything. What the fuck?” He shook his head.


    “Your mom didn’t exactly leave you with nothing,” she tried to explain. “But you’re never getting out of here. No judge in this universe would set you free.”


    He sat back and raised an eyebrow. “When all that went down, the New York Post’s front page said I was the most hated man in America. Am I that bad?”


    Samantha heard the guard laugh. She couldn’t believe the officer was amused by him. He had convinced the tri-state area to invest in his bogus ponzi scheme, drained their bank accounts, even bought himself a plane and pilot. He’d flown everywhere to gamble and hob-nob with the rich and famous. When he was eventually arrested, he was in a club in Miami, expanding his crime to the south.


    Evan continued, “And I don’t get it. I’ve done so much for the economy, and people still hate me.” He pressed his forehead against the glass and stared at her. “How much of my own money did Mom leave me? Before I was arrested, I opened an account for her. She had a couple of million in the bank and even more in assets.”


    “You know she had me put five thousand into your commissary account.”


    “Wow, a whopping five thousand.” He made a fist and in a stern muffled voice said, “It’s been a rough time here. I need money to survive. I live with fucking animals. They crap on the floor and throw it at each other. I need to pay for my security.”


    If he wanted sympathy, she wasn’t giving in to him. He deserved to live with animals. Stealing millions from innocent investors who trusted him proved him a greedy monster.


    All that money may have made my life easier, but it trapped me in an abusive relationship.


    “See that guy over there?” Evan waved to a Hispanic prisoner who had been escorted in after him. The muscle-bound man sat across from a woman. The guy nodded imperceptibly. “That’s my guy, Hector. If I don’t pay him to protect me, they’ll fuckin’ kill me in here. And he’d help ’em. I need it all, Samantha. Tell me how much the idiot got.”


    Samantha stood abruptly. “Yes, your sons are well taken care of and so are you. And never call Matthew an idiot again.”


    As he stood, he winced. “My back’s been killing me for a week now. It really hurts. You should see the lounge chair the warden has coming. It’s being delivered today.” 


    “If you have the warden in your pocket, why do you need security?”


    “Sammy, everyone hates the warden’s favorite child.”


    Samantha hated that nickname, triggering only bad memories. She believed him and tried not to look surprised at the gold signet ring on his left pinky. Jewelry was not allowed in prison. Special treatment by the warden meant he controlled this jail, too.


    Had he promised the warden money when his mom died? She gritted her teeth. She wanted to scream at him, hurt him as he had her. But here, the best I can do is whisper insults through the phone. Infuriating. 


    “Don’t get too comfortable, Evan, because when this life is over, you will burn in hell.”


    The guard walked over and leaned in. “Time’s up.”


    “One way or another, I will get that money. You decide.” He put his face to the glass and sneered. “I promise, I will get out,” he sneered and hung the receiver on the cradle. As an officer escorted him from the room, he yelled, “Love you, too, sweetheart. And your ass looks great for an old lady.”


    Samantha rested her head on crossed arms. She suspected he had people on the inside.


    Fuck you, Evan.


    Hector and his visitor spoke. When she turned to glance at them, instead of engaging with his visitor, he watched her. He smiled when their eyes met. The iciness sent a chill down Samantha’s spine.


    She collected her things and hurried out of the prison. A furniture truck parked at the loading dock. Two men unloaded a crate holding a recliner. Her heart sank.


    Evan is still in control, but how? He has no money. How is he paying off the warden?


    She took a moment to catch her breath before starting the engine, then picked up her cell phone to call the twins. She had a plan, one that should get rid of her ex’s harassment for good.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Two hours later, Samantha slid onto the booth across from her sons at the Ridge Park Diner a block away from their university. Michael and Matthew, in summer session, had the day off for the Fourth of July weekend.


    Matthew gave Samantha a bear hug, and the waitress took their order. “I’ll have a large chocolate milk and a short stack,” he said.


    “I’ll take an iced coffee and two eggs scrambled well with whole wheat toast,” Michael said, “and our mom will have hot tea with lemon.” He looked at Samantha with a questioning look, in case she’d changed her habits. She smiled to show him his order for her was right.


    When the waitress left, Samantha opened the Verizon store bag. The boys’ eyes widened. “I come bearing gifts,” she said as she grinned.


    “What did we do to deserve the latest upgrade?” Michael asked, grabbing a phone. They both turned on their new phones, identical smiles on their faces.


    “I needed a new number, so I thought I’d treat all of us.” 


    “Cool,” Matthew said, checking out the apps. “I can download the metronome app. It has more functions than the one they have us use in musical composition.”


    She looked at Matthew and couldn’t help but think where he would be without all the love and support his grandmother had showered on him. If she hadn’t paid for the schooling at the Special Learning Center for Autism, he might have found it harder to tap into and excel in his natural talents. Money definitely made life easier, but marriage with Evan had come with strings and abuse. Luckily, her mother-in-law had a big heart and cherished her grandsons.


    Michael studied his mother instead of the phone. “There are circles under your eyes. You look tired. Is Dad haunting you, again?”


    Samantha nodded. “He’s finding ways to call and text. The only way to get rid of him is with a new cell. I have your numbers in my phone and mine is in yours.”


    The server delivered the order. “Ma’am, you sure I can’t bring you anything?” the waitress asked.


    “No. Thank you.” She sipped tea as her boys devoured their breakfast. Samantha leaned in and asked them, “Has your father contacted you guys?”


    “He tried once,” Michael said. “After grandma died. I haven’t heard from him since.”


    “I blocked him, so he doesn’t call me at all,” Matthew said.


    “How is he?” Michael asked the question, but his expression lacked caring.


    “The same. He’s angry and blames the world for his doings, but he’s paying for his crimes. I don’t want him to harass you two now that he can’t contact me.”


    Matthew laughed. “He’s in Michael’s contact as ‘Loser’.” He excused himself and headed to the bathroom.


    “I didn’t tell you about the call,” Michael said. “Because I didn’t want to upset you. I spoke with Uncle Shane, who said not to worry ’cause he’s locked up for life. But Dad truly believes his lies.”


    Samantha looked into Michael’s eyes. “What did he say?”


    “He’s getting out soon, and he said the three amigos will live happily ever after.” Michael shook his head.


    “The three amigos? That’s positive,” she said sarcastically. “He’s finally acknowledging your brother.”


    “Yep. And apparently, we’re gonna live off Grandma’s fortune, that you pissed away.” He finished his ice coffee. “Forget him, Mom. He’s such a jerk.”


    Placing her hand over her son’s, she affirmed, “He’s never getting out.”


    “I wish you had never married the creep,” Michael said. “He can be a little scary, so I appreciate the new phone. He can’t reach me.”


    “He will never hurt you guys. And I will always be grateful that two beautiful sons came out of a terrible marriage.”


    Matthew returned.


    “How’s school?”


    “I love it,” Matthew said. “Music makes me happy.”


    Michael added, “Last semester was tough. I’m apprenticing with an engineering company this semester. I can’t wait to graduate, though. I’m thinking about getting my master’s in architectural design.”


    “That would be amazing. Did you get your application in?” she asked.


    “Done. My professor helped. I should hear back soon if I’m accepted.”


    She remembered when they went with her every year to the shore, body surfing the waves and building sandcastles. “This is Blair’s birthday weekend at the beach house. Do you want to go?”


    Matthew pointed from him to his brother and said, “We’re going to the Hamptons this weekend. Michael’s girlfriend has a beach house.”


    “Not too shabby,” Samantha teased Michael. “I like Alyssa.”


    Michael wiped his mouth and smirked. “Me too. She rented a house with her friends and invited us.”


    Samantha’s new phone buzzed.


    “That’s not Dad, is it?” Michael asked.


    “No, it’s Blair. I’m meeting her and the girls later.” Grabbing each son’s hand, she said, “I really needed to see my two favorite men first.” 


    Samantha hid a smile behind her hand.


    They’re doing fine without me.


    


  


  
    Chapter 7


    When Samantha arrived at Forever Fitness, her closest friends were all waiting for Friday morning’s class to start in the small back room. Five days a week, she taught Pilates, and the first class every morning was dedicated to friends only. No matter how hard they partied the night before, her core group managed to crawl out of bed for it, even if they were all dressed in designer workout gear. This morning class was Samantha’s favorite way to start the day.


    The makeshift studio lacked windows and mirrors, and the color-sucking fluorescent lighting was lifeless compared to the building she’d looked at last week. Samantha’s dream was to open her own studio. She pictured the new place painted in soft grays, with ombre shades lifting the room with color and natural light from the skylights above. Nothing like this drab place with muddy-brown cinder block walls.


    Four exercise machines were lined across the room. Samantha’s reformer apparatus stood front and center. To someone not familiar with the devices, the contraptions looked like they belonged in a medieval torture chamber, rather than being modern athletic machines.


    Samantha demonstrated, lying on her back with both feet in straps and her legs extended on a forty-five-degree angle. “All of you are ready to advance to the next level. As you know, my friends, after my hip surgery, the physical therapist insisted I try Pilates. This exercise was my favorite, but I tweaked it to work the
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