
Chapter One

			Manhattan, New York, 2007

			If not for insubordinate ones, William Castle would have no children at all. First, his oldest, Sydney, had taken off to make wine in Napa with that lowly vintner years ago. Then his nearly thirty-three-year-old twins had betrayed him. He had coerced Alexandra during college to keep her sexual appetites out of the public eye, but she had defied their arrangement twice in recent weeks. Pawing a woman in public at his retirement announcement last month and then the other night at his own San Francisco hotel, of all places. As for Andrew—he had suddenly resigned from the company last month, leaving him without a child he could trust to carry on his legacy. 

			William had put his retirement on hold, hoping to get to the bottom of his son’s hasty departure and entice him back into the business before he would have no other choice but to hand over his empire to a daughter who had proved that she didn’t deserve it. Andrew had blamed his leaving on not being named as William’s successor, but his failure to look William directly in the eye when he resigned meant that there was more to the story. Meant that the oblique comments Alexandra had made weeks before Andrew’s resignation about something being amiss with the books had meat to them.

			His desk phone buzzed to Gretchen’s soft voice. “Mr. Castle, Ms. Georgia Cushing is here to see you.”

			Finally, he’d get some answers from the one person ideally suited to ferret out the truth. His gaze drifted to the bookcase to his left and settled on an old, framed photo. He’d assembled the entire staff at the Times Square’s front entrance for a ribbon-cutting ceremony thirty-seven years ago. That day marked the first day of business for Castle Resorts and the first day of his and Georgia’s secret affair. She was a competent bookkeeper when she first came aboard and had evolved into an indispensable accountant. Though their affair ended decades ago, having Georgia looking into his family’s dirty laundry was his best option. She was already part of it and wouldn’t dare chance spreading gossip.

			“Send her in,” William said. 

			After closing the door, Georgia strode toward William’s desk clutching a company folder filled with documents. It had been years since he’d had reason to read her expressions, but he quickly recognized the determined one she was wearing now. 

			She slammed the folder atop his mahogany desk. “In summary, your son is a thief.” The shock value of her one-liner was par for the course. Besides Alexandra and Andrew’s mother, Georgia was the only one brave enough to hit William with both barrels, reload, and fire again. 

			“Please explain.” He bit back the bitter taste of her arrogance long enough to get what he needed from her.

			“I uncovered what appears to be a significant embezzlement scheme involving duplicate services never performed by V.P. Construction, nor goods received from Suite Hospitality. Both are owned by an individual named Victor Padula. Andrew’s signature approved each outlay.” 

			William recognized the name. His son’s long-term bookie was associated with last month’s shooting at their Times Square hotel. Heat rose in his chest as the picture became clear. His son had involved himself with a gang of ruffians to feed his out-of-control gambling addiction. “How much and for how long?”

			Georgia pointed to the folder she’d flung on his desk moments earlier. “A quarter-million dollars since the commencement of the Times Square renovation, but there’s an interesting twist.”

			“What kind of twist?” 

			“The day after Andrew resigned, Alexandra transferred that same amount from her personal account to the company’s general fund.”

			“What does Alexandra have to do with this?”

			“I don’t know. I’m not even sure the two are connected. She’d simply marked the transaction as ‘repayment.’”

			“Have you spoken to either of them?”

			“Of course not. You made it quite clear: my job was to audit and report, not make accusations.”

			“I’m sure the thought never crossed your mind.” William straightened his tie and spine to tamp down the storm brewing inside him. Betrayal by one child was bad enough, but it appeared Alexandra had known what Andrew had done and had covered for her thieving brother. That was unforgivable. Her complicity was an act he couldn’t overlook, the last straw. “You are to tell no one about what you’ve found. Since all the money is back in place, I’ll handle the matter personally.” 

			“You’re going to let them slide, aren’t you?” Georgia reloaded for another shot across the bow. “You’re blind when it comes to those two.”

			“What I do with my children is none of your concern because only a Castle can correct a Castle mistake. Am I making myself clear?”

			“Perfectly.” 

			William ordered Georgia out, activated the office intercom, and instructed Gretchen to get Robert Stein on the phone. “Tell him it’s an emergency.”

			Minutes later, Gretchen connected Mr. Stein. 

			“Robert, thank you for returning the call. I need to change my trust, will, and beneficiaries to my business holdings immediately.”

			“Of course, William. May I ask what this is about?”

			William was never one to discuss sensitive topics over the phone, preferring to meet people in person to gauge their responses and ensure a mutual understanding of the issues at hand. This situation called for a patented vague answer, even to a friend of forty-plus years. “Let’s say my twins won’t be pleased once all is said and done. Can we meet in your office in an hour?”

			William disconnected the call, slumped back in his plush leather chair, and wearily regarded the picturesque view of Central Park that had taken him a lifetime to earn. Was it all a wasted effort if he had no child worthy of taking over what he’d built? 

			“Where did I go wrong?”

			He ticked off in his head the things that needed to be done to settle this ugly matter. He’d already checked off one of the to-do items, summoning Alexandra to his office tonight to address the matter of her public disrespect. The rest of the list, though, was long and required special handling. Following a detailed call to his private investigator, he arrived promptly for his meeting at the law firm of Stein, Levy, and Keller. 

			“May I get you some coffee, Mr. Castle? One sugar, one cream with two English biscuits on the side, right?” asked Laura, Robert’s personal assistant.

			“Normally I would, but I need to get right down to business today.”

			Laura escorted him into Robert’s stately, masculine office before politely excusing herself and closing the thick oak door behind her. Surprisingly, his Parkinson’s-ridden stride seemed steadier than it had been in recent weeks; his mounting anger was likely fueling his surge in energy, he decided.

			Robert greeted him with a firm handshake and directed him to sit with him at the two high-back black leather guest chairs. “So, what’s this about the twins, William?”

			“I’ve unearthed some alarming information about them. Disturbing enough I’ve decided that it’s time to cut all ties. My will, their trusts, the company, everything.”

			Robert leaned forward in his chair, placing both elbows on his knees and shifting from lawyer to friend. “I’ve been your attorney for thirty-seven years. Of course, I will follow any direction you give me regarding your legal matters. However, I’ve been your friend for longer, and I can’t in good conscience do so without first making a very salient point.” He gently tapped William’s knee with a hand to emphasize his next words. “Will, my friend, if you later change your mind, we can easily undo the legal aspects, but they will surely leave a tangled, emotional mess.”

			William smoothed the jacket of his custom-tailored, double-breasted, navy blue suit. A gift from Alex, it was his favorite until today. Normally calming, the habit failed to clear the mounting agitation from his tone.  This suit would soon find the trash heap. “I appreciate your years of legal counsel, but do not presume to lecture me on dealing with my ungrateful, depraved children.” Not since his wife’s expected long, drawn-out death had William been this determined to settle his affairs straight away.

			“Will, you know me better than that. Now, what is so troubling that it has prompted such a dramatic change?”

			“Andrew stole a quarter-million dollars from the company, and Alexandra covered it up by repaying the money. They have disappointed me for the last time.”

			“Do you want to involve the police and file charges for embezzlement for Andrew’s part?” Robert asked.

			“I can’t have the world knowing I’ve raised a thief. Castle Resorts has an impeccable reputation, and I won’t have him tarnish that. Alexandra covered for him and has defied me for the last time. Her judgment is irrevocably flawed, to the point I no longer trust her. I want to sever all current and future ties with them financially. They get nothing, not one penny more from me.” William pounded his fist on the chair’s leather arm. “Do you understand? Not a penny more.”

			“William, I realize this is upsetting, but unless Alexandra altered the financial records it’s not as if she committed a crime like Andrew.” 

			Robert’s attempt at reason fell on deaf ears. If he only knew the depth of Alexandra’s betrayal with that woman, he wouldn’t question William’s motivation. But that was a humiliation better left buried. Anger far outstripped his disappointment in his twins. He pounded his fist again to emphasize his next point. “No, dammit. It’s the same. Both have betrayed me repeatedly. I have given each second and third chances, but they have proven to be incapable of self-control. I will not have them benefit from their immorality.”

			“There’s nothing I can say to change your mind?” Robert pressed.

			“Nothing. Make sure everything goes to Sydney.” William stood. His oldest may have left the family fold to follow her heart, but she was the only child he’d raised who hadn’t betrayed him. Sydney wasn’t a thief, nor was she a degenerate as he’d discovered, years after her death, Alex’s mother had been.

			Robert placed both hands on his knees, pushed himself to a standing position, and walked to his desk. “Very well. This will take some time, but I will have all the documents ready for your signature tomorrow afternoon.”

			“I would prefer you do it today, but I trust you won’t dawdle.” William walked out, more frustrated than when he walked in. Explaining his children’s scandalous behavior had been more distasteful than expected. He resolved to not rest until he’d cut his ungrateful twins out of his life.

			Returning to his waiting town car, William received a call from the private investigator to whom he’d assigned several urgent tasks. “Did you reach him?”

			“Yes, Mr. Castle. He’ll meet you at the Key Grill in an hour.”

			“That’s fine. Did you locate my son?”

			“Yes, but I haven’t approached him yet per your instruction. What time shall I tell him to be at your office?”

			“Eight o’clock. And have her there at eight thirty.” Disconnecting the call, William became more determined to conclude this ugly business as soon as possible. If Robert and his man did their jobs, he could sleep easily by tomorrow night. “Change of plans, David. Drop me at the Key Grill.”

			“Yes, Mr. Castle.” His driver weaved the town car through the light midafternoon city traffic, landing across from the construction mess known as his office building.

			The stately Key Grill had been William’s favorite place for conducting business for decades; it would serve as the ideal location for his next distasteful task. He may not have been streetwise or familiar with the protocols of calling on a well-connected criminal, but he was a shrewd businessman. And the primary lesson he had learned over the years was that he needed to conduct business on his home turf to get the upper hand. This was business, and he definitely needed leverage.

			William expected the stereotypical Hollywood wise guy to show up at his table, decked out in a flashy suit and wearing enough bling to set off metal detectors. He didn’t expect the well-dressed, clean-cut compatriot who arrived punctually. 

			“How may I help you, Mr. Castle?” The man seated himself on the opposite end of William’s curved booth. His tone was polite yet cautious.

			William pulled out copies of two Castle Resorts invoices from his inside breast pocket, one from V.P. Construction and another from Suite Hospitality, the shell companies Andrew had created to direct payment of his gambling debts. He slid them across the table toward the man he assumed was Victor Padula.

			“These are just the tip of the iceberg. A quarter-million dollars siphoned from my company’s coffers in all. At this point, I don’t care about the money. I only want answers.”

			Victor stared at William as if he were insane or just plain stupid. “What do you want to know?”

			“I know this was my son’s doing, a way to pay off his gambling debt to you.” Victor’s eyes narrowed. “All I want to know is what was my daughter’s involvement.”

			“What’s it to you?”

			“It’s a matter of trust. I demand loyalty from those around me, and right now, I’m not sure if I can trust her.”

			“You’re talking about Alex, right?” William offered a simple nod, and then Victor continued, “She settled his debt.”

			“What do you mean by settled?”

			“We agreed to a final amount to close out his debt and she paid it.”

			“Did she have anything else to do with this?” William pointed to the papers on the table. “Anything before paying it off?”

			Victor answered with a simple “no.”

			“I think we can both agree that neither one of us wants this information reaching the public’s eye, especially those of the authorities.” William slid an envelope containing twenty thousand dollars in cash toward him. “Can we consider this matter closed?”

			Victor grinned his reply. “Yes.”

			After the bookie left, William stepped outside, southern winds nipping at his cheeks and signaling that scattered clouds would soon replace the afternoon haze and usher in the forecasted evening spring thunderstorm. He crossed the street to Castle headquarters, his arm muscles turning rigid as he stepped onto the curb. His symptoms had become impossible to hide in public, making the need to settle things and hand everything over to Sydney that much more urgent.

			Once through the main entrance, William faced a dozen construction workers, all busy with the extensive remodeling project that had irritated him for months. Whirring power tools, clanking hammers, and a pervasive smell of construction dust disrupted the lobby’s usually elegant, professional atmosphere.

			He waited with four well-dressed businessmen at the bank of elevators for the next car to arrive. The one standing closest to William broke the customary silence. “How much longer do we have to put up with this mess?”

			William would have preferred to ignore the question, but based on the man’s head lean the comment was being directed to him. “I believe another month,” he said stiffly. 

			The idiot shook his head. “It’s a pain in the ass. Never know from day-to-day which elevator will be working or what stairwell they’ll have blocked with their damn plastic sheets.”

			The arrival of the elevator averted the need to respond—and saved the speaker from possible injury. Given the ire William was feeling today, one more crass comment might have been enough for him to throttle the man—a ruffian response he hadn’t considered since his Parkinson’s raised its ugly head when Alexandra and Andrew were still at Yale. He sucked in his impatience, waited for the others to enter, and took a position on the other side of the car, creating a two-person buffer between him and the immediate source of his irritation. 

			The ride up to the twenty-third floor was thankfully silent, giving William time to mentally prepare for what would be a busy evening. At last, the door whooshed open to the jarring reality that would last another month—the incessant buzzing and thumping coming from the adjacent stairwell. 

			Pushing through the double glass doors leading to his company’s office suite, he made his way to the executive wing. At the reception desk guarding his private office, he saw, as expected, Gretchen, his loyal secretary of eighteen years. Garbed in fashionable yet professional attire, her graying blond hair perfectly coifed as usual, she looked up from her computer. Before she could greet him with as much as a smile, he barked, “Grab your pad.”

			Without delay, Gretchen grabbed her memo pad and pen and stayed on his heels into his office. He had no time to waste. He went directly to the wall safe behind his desk, carefully entered the combination, and opened the thick metal door. He removed a vintage camera and two legal-sized leather document folios, which would drive home his point when he met with his two disgraceful children tonight. 

			“What a lovely camera, Mr. Castle. Is it a family heirloom?” Gretchen’s question, while not overly intrusive, wasted precious time. 

			“Yes. It was Rebecca’s and, at one time, Alexandra’s.”

			“It must be very special to you.”

			“It is, but it has taken its last photograph.”

			“Is it broken?”

			“No, but the last person who used it is.” His stomach turned at the thought that both his wife and daughter had used this exact camera to memorialize their respective sinful exploits—Rebecca with that loathsome Abigail Spencer and Alexandra with that tramp, Kelly Thatcher.

			“I’m not quite following.”

			“Nothing to concern yourself over.” He placed the camera on the corner of the desk. “I have one action item for you. I plan on making a dramatic change around here. I need you to schedule a meeting for ten o’clock tomorrow morning with all the executives. Everyone except Alexandra.”

			Gretchen cocked her head. He long suspected she had a soft spot for his daughter and preferred her management style over his. After tomorrow, that partiality would no longer matter. “Shall I have refreshments available for the meeting?”

			“No, that won’t be necessary. I don’t expect it to take that long.”

			“Is there anything else, sir?”

			“Has Alexandra confirmed my meeting with her tonight?”

			“She has. If her flight isn’t delayed, she should be here at eight.”

			Good, William thought. He’d deal with both of them at the same time.

			He waited for Gretchen to close the door behind herself before opening the first leather folio. He organized the documents chronicling his daughter’s sordid affairs, including the final straw—video stills from the San Francisco resort last night. All the trouble he had gone through to get the camera back had been for naught. He then thumbed through the second folio, which contained years of private investigator reports documenting Andrew’s gambling exploits and considerable debt. He added Georgia’s audit to them and returned everything to the appropriate folders and then to the safe, along with the camera. He was ready to deal with his ungrateful offspring. 

			Those two have disappointed me for the last time.

			




Chapter Ten

			Precisely eight years had passed since Alex was last in Stein, Levy, and Keller’s plush offices. That day was also her birthday, her twenty-fifth. That was when she’d sworn to herself to never rely on her father’s money. She feared then, rightly, that signing papers to accept access to the revocable trust fund he’d set up for her would eventually come with strings too cumbersome to bear. The ones she’d already accepted regarding her sexuality, done out of her love for him, were heavy enough. But none of that mattered today. William was dead, and the woman Alex loved was at home, preparing a birthday meal for her.

			While waiting in the reception area, Alex scanned the files Gretchen had messengered over on the top three Chief Operation Officer candidates she and Blake Ward would select from later today. She glanced to her left, where Syd sat thumbing through a magazine without really reading it. To her right, Andrew nervously bit his fingernails, bobbing a knee up and down.

			Laura, Robert’s assistant, stepped in from the hallway and approached the Castle group. “Are you sure I can’t get any of you something to drink?”

			Her well-intentioned offer received three clipped responses. 

			“Nope.” 

			“I’m fine.” 

			“No, thank you.”

			Laura walked to her desk when the phone buzzed. Following a few mumblings, she announced to the group, “Mr. Stein is ready to see you.” She led them to his office.

			Robert stood from his leather chair and rounded his desk. “Sydney, it’s been quite a long time. I’m so sorry for your loss.” He shook her hand.

			“I’m sorry for your loss as well. I know how close you and Father were,” Syd replied.

			Robert refocused his attention. “Alexandra. Andrew. I’m sorry for your loss.” He shook each of their hands before gesturing toward the dark leather couch and guest chairs. “Please sit. We have much to talk about.”

			Robert retrieved a folder from his desk and then joined Syd, Alex, and Andrew in the seating area. “Before we begin, I feel it my obligation to inform you that the police questioned me regarding your father. Though it is unclear whether attorney-client privilege survives after death, I felt it my obligation not to disclose the content of our conversations. I was, however, compelled to tell them that your father and I met the afternoon before he died to discuss some legal matters.”

			“Thank you, Robert,” Syd said. “We appreciate your honesty.”

			He acknowledged with a graceful nod. “Let’s discuss your father’s estate. First, his Upper East Side home goes to Alexandra.” Robert paused as if gauging each heir’s reaction. Alex made a concerted effort to not react, while Syd offered a half-smile and Andrew rolled his eyes. 

			“Next, the trust funds. Each trust fund remains in effect and will receive an immediate ten-million-dollar distribution. For all other assets, including all owned shares of Castle Resorts, the three of you are equal beneficiaries.”

			Alex prided herself on her ability to read people when it came to business. Most had a tell when they were hiding something—a hard swallow, a twitch, a shift of the eyes, or a sudden head shift. But Robert was always the same—calm, collected, and not a single movement out of character. His finely honed poker face made it impossible to tell whether he knew about her father’s plan to disinherit her.

			Alex was lost in thought, straining to gauge Robert, when Syd placed a hand on her knee and called her name. “I’m sorry, Robert, you were saying?”

			“I was asking about the funeral. I trust you’re seeing to the plans per your father’s instructions,” Robert inquired.

			“Yes, of course. It’s set for Friday at Green-Wood. My assistant assures me it will follow my father’s wishes to the letter,” Alex said.

			The grin plastered on Andrew’s face faded long enough for him to ask, “How much is my share?”

			“Andrew!” Syd chided.

			“What? I want to know how much the old man left behind.”

			“This isn’t the time to be such a gold digger,” Syd rebuked.

			Andrew shrugged off her censure and asked Robert again, “How much?”

			Robert glanced back and forth between the three siblings before reviewing his notes. “At current market value, minus his home, we value the remainder of his estate at approximately one billion, three hundred million.”

			Andrew’s smile returned. “That’s four hundred thirty-three and change for each of us. Not a bad haul.” Alex shook her head. His aptitude for numbers and quickness at math abetted his greed. Or was it desperation? Knowing her brother, it was both.

			Syd threw her hands in the air. “For heaven’s sake.”

			Alex sat out the ensuing sibling argument and kept her eye on Robert. His gaze shifted between the three of them as if sizing them up. At first, Alex thought he was wondering who would be the first to contest the will. But when his eyes narrowed, she was convinced he was sizing them up as suspects, wondering which among them had killed his lifelong friend.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Alex stepped through the door of her townhouse, holding it open for Syd, who was two steps behind. Dropping her purse on the entryway table, she was greeted by an enticing aroma. Was that rosemary? Or maybe thyme? Garlic. There was definitely garlic. The mixture drew her further in and had her mouth already watering for a taste.

			“My house never smells this good when I cook,” Alex said.

			“That’s because you don’t know how to cook. You know how to heat things up,” Syd said, turning toward the stairs leading to the bedroom, not the path toward the kitchen downstairs.

			“Aren’t you joining us for dinner?” Alex asked.

			Syd stopped. “Oh, I’ll be enjoying Tyler’s culinary masterpiece, only upstairs. She texted ahead and set up a plate for me in my room so you two can have a private birthday dinner downstairs.”

			“She did all of that for me?”

			Syd’s expression softened the way it had two months ago in Napa when she told Alex it was time for her to stop living a lie for their father’s sake. “I won’t say that I was happy to learn of you and Tyler last week. Ethan is such a good man.”

			“Yes, he is.” Alex lowered her gaze. She hated to think of Ethan back in Sacramento, still healing from the wounds he sustained while working on a case for her and heartbroken over his crumbling marriage to Tyler.

			“But Ethan has filled in the particulars, and if he’s okay with it, then I am too. I’ve witnessed the effect she has on you, and I can honestly say I’ve never seen you more content.”

			Alex’s heart swelled. “Tyler is the one, Syd.” She’d never been more sure of anything in her life. “She’s the one I’ve been waiting for.”

			“I can see that, but are you the one for her?”

			“I can only speak to what I feel when I’m with her, but yes, my heart tells me that we’re meant for each other.”

			“Then go.” Syd shooed Alex away with her hands. “Your woman has gone to great lengths to make your birthday special despite Father’s passing.”

			Syd’s approval left only one final obstacle to hurdle before she would consider her and Tyler’s relationship on the right track—gaining the acceptance of Tyler’s daughters. That would likely take much more effort and on multiple levels, however. Only time would tell.

			Alex followed the aroma down the stairs to her kitchen, where a sink full of dirty pans provided evidence of Tyler’s hard work. Some of those pans hadn’t been used in years. 

			An amber glow from the courtyard patio revealed a storybook-esque romantic setting with a linen tablecloth and napkins, candles, and lush greenery in the background. Her breath caught at the sight of Tyler sitting at the immaculately set table; she was wearing the V-neck, navy blue sheath she had worn on their first date. It was a dress capable of sparking desire then and was doubly so now that she knew what treasures lay beneath it. Alex felt woefully underdressed in a business suit, but she quickly decided changing clothes was unnecessary, a waste of precious minutes.

			When she slid the glass door open, Tyler’s smile drew her closer. She rose from the table and greeted her with a brief yet passionate kiss that erased every bad memory of the last two days with lawyers. 

			“I hope you like pork chops,” Tyler said.

			“I love pork chops. The house smelled amazing when Syd and I walked in.”

			“Good.” Tyler pulled out a chair for Alex. “Now sit, birthday girl. Prepare for an evening of pampering.”

			“Not before I tell you how delicious everything looks, including you.” Her brother may have considered Tyler pedestrian compared to the other women Alex had shown an interest in, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. Tyler’s slightly fuller body and faint laugh lines made her even more desirable in Alex’s eyes. They were proof that Tyler had lived a full life and hadn’t fallen prey to the idea that “0” was a size, like Andrew’s regular catches had. 

			Alex gave her another kiss before sitting. The meal looked like something her top chef at Margo’s would have prepared. It tasted like it too. After she took her final bite and wiped the corners of her mouth with her napkin, she reached across the table for Tyler’s hand. Their conversation during dinner had remained light, touching on the future of Callie, who was upstairs with Syd, and on the source of Tyler’s cooking skills—her mother. But Alex’s birthday was nearly over and so was Tyler’s visit, she feared. Tyler had promised to return for the funeral, but Alex wasn’t ready for an empty bed. Not yet.

			“Please stay the week until the funeral, T. I don’t know how I’ll get through the days ahead without you to come home to. Especially tomorrow. I plan to take Callie to the vet to see if she’s chipped. I don’t think I could bear giving her up if she has one.”

			Tyler grasped Alex’s hand. “I’d be happy to go with you tomorrow. And as far as the rest of the week, Ethan has already offered to stay with the girls until he moves into his new place in a few weeks. Maddie is also onboard with me working remotely on our design projects at Creative Juices. I just have to give them a return date.”

			Of course, Tyler would have anticipated Alex’s need. Every day they’d spent together had brought them closer, made their bond stronger. Their connection was undeniable. “Sunday then?” 

			




Chapter Twelve

			In the next hour, Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn would become William Castle’s final resting place, where he would soon join Alex’s mother. His choice to be buried alongside her was the ultimate act of hypocrisy, proving to Alex that the words she’d said to him the night he died were long overdue. William had spent more years hating his wife than loving her. Discovering years after her death that Rebecca had had an affair with Abby, he had used the last decade to take out his anger on Alex. But in true William Castle form, public appearance was more important than the truth, even after death. Legacy mattered more to him than authenticity. He was a pompous, bitter man, undeserving of Alex’s respect, which was why Alex refused to speak today.

			Walking into the historic, gothic chapel, Alex pushed aside her outrage and recalled the story her father told her once when they visited her mother’s grave on her birthday. He had said that not long after they married her mother had fallen in love with Green-Wood while visiting the cemetery to take in the history of its thousands of interred Civil War heroes. The limestone chapel had particularly captivated her. As her father had told it, she had snapped roll after roll of pictures, trying to capture the structure’s beauty that day. She had told him, when she knew the end was near, “I want you to hold my funeral at Green-Wood and to have us buried there together. The rolling hills are simply beautiful, don’t you think?” By the end of this day, he would keep his promise and lie next to her for eternity.

			Inside the chapel that her mother loved, a massive golden crown-shaped chandelier hung from the ornate central dome, illuminating a cavernous interior highlighted by magnificent stained-glass windows along the perimeter. One hundred of New York’s elite, all dressed in dark designer suits and dresses, filled the pews to celebrate William’s life. Among them were several Fortune 500 and Castle Resorts competitor CEOs, New York City’s deputy mayor, and many friends and business associates. Filling out the front row beside Alex and Tyler were Alex’s surrogate mother, Abby Spencer, with her partner, Indra, Alex’s best friend, Harley Spencer, Alex’s siblings, Andrew and Syd, and Syd’s husband, John.

			The funeral had William’s fingerprints all over it, including which pastor would preside, which scriptures would be read, and which songs would be sung. The only thing William had left to chance was who would speak and give tribute—one small nugget of humility. 

			Pastor Hastings opened the service with a brief prayer of healing and hope. He segued into Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want…” He next read from John 14, “Let not your hearts be troubled…” and then played a recorded spiritual version of “Amazing Grace.”

			Several late-arriving mourners entered through the rear of the chapel. Seeing that every seat was filled, they took positions along the left wall. Two caught Alex’s attention—Detectives Sterling and Diaz. The pastor then opened the service up for tributes. The deputy mayor spoke first, talking about a close friendship with William for decades brought about through their common interest in landmark preservation, followed by a fellow CEO, who spoke on William’s many years of community service and business acumen. Then Robert Stein stepped to the podium.

			“Deputy Mayor Simmons, Sydney, Andrew, and Alexandra Castle, distinguished guests, and friends. Today we say goodbye to the youngest and last surviving child of Harold and Ruth Castle. Most of the city will remember their son William as a successful businessman. But those of us who loved him and ache at his passing knew William by the other titles he held: father, son, and husband. I knew him as classmate, client, mentor, and, like so many others in the city where he lived and worked for sixty-nine years, I called him friend.

			“William Castle was the baby of the family, but he became its bedrock when he lost his parents in a tragic accident when he was a young man just out of Yale. Despite his pain and loss, he was a relentless dreamer. He bought a single hotel with his family fortune and grew it into a global presence with a collection of the finest resorts in the world.

			“I first met William Castle at Yale, not through academics, athletics, or a mutual interest. We met because our girlfriends at the time happened to be roommates. We hit it off instantly. It didn’t take long for me to get a glimpse of the type of mettle that made the man. First, understand the times in which we lived in the late 1950s. It was the dawn of the civil rights movement, and racial tensions were high. At Yale, we lived in a bubble where race was not at the forefront. We thought nothing about becoming friends—a young Jewish man from Brooklyn and an equally young man from Manhattan with Mediterranean roots. His skin tone was only noticeable after weeks in the sun, but when it was in full view, there was no mistaking that he was ‘other’ than of northern European stock.

			“The first time we ventured outside that bubble, we found ourselves out of gas in a small town in rural Massachusetts. After a three-mile walk for gas, we stopped for food at an equally small diner. We instantly attracted the attention of the locals, and it became clear we weren’t welcome. We ordered our food to go and were waiting when two rather large men approached us and said something like, ‘You’re not from around here, are you?’ and ‘I think you’re in the wrong place.’ I wanted to leave, but William insisted on waiting on the food we’d paid for. One of them crowed at my friend and asked, ‘Are you dumb, boy?’ William then went into a philosophical diatribe on the differences between dumbness and stupidity, leaving the two brutes speechless. He diffused the situation just long enough for our food to arrive and for us to bid them a good day. I even heard one say in return, ‘Have a good day too.’ That was when I knew William Castle could talk his way out of anything and dazzle anyone who stood before him.

			“While the relationships with our respective college love interests were short-lived, our friendship was not. I am proud to say it lasted decades. We remained steadfast friends through every trial with loved ones, misfortune in business, and challenges with a cruel disease, even when my counsel to him was not well-received.”

			Robert glanced toward Detective Sterling at the side of the chapel, paused, and then stared directly at Alex and Andrew for several intense beats before continuing, “William Castle was taken from us all too early. At last, he is with his parents, sisters, and beautiful wife, all of whom were called to heaven too early. May his killer be brought to swift justice.” 

			Murmurs broke out among the mourners. Heads shifted left and right as the accusation that William Castle’s death wasn’t an accident but something more sinister caught fire. Alex peeked at her siblings. Syd squirmed in her seat, clearly uncomfortable with the allegation, but Andrew remained curiously steady and unfazed.

			“May God bless William Castle, and may he rest in eternal peace.”

			Alex tore her gaze from Robert to Sterling, who pulled his cell phone from his suit pocket and read something from it. The icy stare he sent her way afterward sent chills down Alex’s spine, making her feel like prey. Sterling returned the phone to his pocket, and he and Diaz left the chapel.

			After six more friends and colleagues spoke words of praise, Pastor Hastings invited Syd to come forward to speak on behalf of the Castle children.

			“I’d like to thank everyone for coming today. Our family is grateful for your sympathy and kind words. Knowing our father was so widely loved is a comfort. He carried himself as a polished, professional businessman to the world, but we knew him as Father. He was an imperfect man, but what he did, he did out of love. 

			“Few people knew this, but our father was a very smooth dancer. When I was a little girl, he’d dance with my mother and me almost every evening before putting me to bed. When Alex and Andrew came along, he continued that tradition by dancing with them and his beloved Rebecca every night until she passed away.”

			Andrew looked curiously at Alex and whispered, “Do you remember that?”

			Alex racked her brain, unable to recall more than flashes. “I don’t know, maybe.”

			“Sadly, after she died, I never saw him dance again. So, if you’ll indulge me, I’d like to sing a song that I believe captures how I remember my father and what Alex, Andrew, and I are feeling right now.”

			Organ music played, and Syd sang the lyrics to “Dance with My Father.” When she sang the lines, “Spin me around till I fell asleep. Then up the stairs, he would carry me…” a vague memory of the Platters’ song, “Only You” flashed in Alex’s mind, the song her father listened to every day in his study after her mother died. She remembered the music playing, William spinning her around the living room floor, and her mother, brother, and sister smiling and laughing while they danced. She squeezed Tyler’s hand, a warm feeling rushing over her. Tears blurred her vision while she stared at Syd, listening intently to the song.

			“I remember,” Alex whispered. “He danced with me. He danced with all of us.” She glanced toward Andrew. Similar tears had filled his eyes.

			Syd finished with the lines, “If I could get another chance…How I’d love, love, love to dance with my father again.”

			The moment Syd ended, tears cascaded from Alex and Andrew’s eyes. They’d joined hands, and, if only for that minute, Alex felt their connection as strong as it had been when they were kids. She was sure he too remembered those long-forgotten, fun-filled dances and had flashes of their father smiling and laughing. Alex wished she could be more like Syd and remember William as the once happy, carefree father who used to dance with the freedom of butterflies. Maybe one day, she thought. 

			“Father,” Alex said softly before burying her face in her hands. Tyler wrapped her arms around her, nuzzling Alex’s head with hers. She said her final goodbye to a father she’d loathed for a day but had loved all her life. It was time now to move on with the woman who had her heart.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Sterling rolled into the Nineteenth Precinct squad room with Diaz by his side. Their lieutenant waved them over. “My office.”

			Sterling had a strong distaste for his boss’s cramped, cluttered office. It had been the site where he’d received several ass chewings from its previous occupant for occasionally cutting corners. 

			Lieutenant Asher retreated behind a large 1970’s era metal desk laden with file folders, loose stacks of paper, and an NYPD coffee mug that hadn’t seen soap in months. Clipboards, flyers, and news clippings lined the unevenly painted walls over his shoulders, adding to the chaos. He plopped in his rolling metal chair—the resulting heavy squeak signaling its age. 

			“Where are you with the Castle case? I’m getting heat from the mayor’s office to make an arrest.”

			“DNA just came back on the blood on the camera,” Sterling answered. “It’s a match for the vic.”

			“Do you still like the daughter for this?” Asher asked.

			“It’s adding up.” Sterling’s gut told him that Alex Castle didn’t fit the profile of a killer, but at this point he had no other suspect that checked all the boxes. “The M.E. says the blow to the head was too severe to result from a simple fall against the desk. He ruled out an accidental fall, so someone had to have pushed him. He also puts the time of death between seven and ten p.m. The daughter had a nine o’clock meeting with him in his office, and the vic’s secretary confirmed the daughter was his only appointment on the calendar that evening.”

			“Are we sure no one else came in after her?”

			“There’s no way to tell for sure. The building is under construction, and plastic sheeting or scaffolding obscured most of the security cameras.”

			“What else ties her to the scene?”

			“The secretary said he had his daughter’s vintage camera in his office the afternoon of the murder, but it was missing the next morning. The secretary identified the camera as looking exactly like the one I retrieved from the daughter. Test results show the blood on it is a match to the vic.”

			“Do you have a theory for a motive?”

			“Her brother tells us their father was a huge homophobe,” Diaz said. 

			So was the little prick himself, Sterling wanted to add, but he held his tongue on that aspect. “Let’s not forget the brother had motive too. We found a cache of documents in the vic’s safe detailing how he embezzled a quarter mil from the company.”

			“I agree they both had a beef with their father, but we can only place Alex at the scene. She had the missing camera with his blood on it.” Diaz waved her hands in the air. “What else do you need? A signed confession? We have witnesses saying the vic blew a gasket after he saw Alex pawing a woman in public.”

			“That confirms what the deputy mayor told me,” Asher said. “Any evidence that the old man knew?”

			Diaz continued, “Besides the stack of documents in the safe, confirming the brother’s theory, his computer had a copy of security footage from the resort in San Francisco from the night before he was killed. It shows his daughter in a lip-lock with a woman at the hotel bar. His secretary also told us he was about to make”—Diaz used finger quotes—“‘a dramatic change in the company’ and had called a meeting the following day of all the executives except his daughter. His body was found hours before the meeting. That all tells me he knew.”

			“How do you think it went down?”

			“We think the old man called her in. He fired her over her public relationship. They had it out. She shoved him, and he fell and hit his head. She grabbed the camera and left.”

			“All right, take it to the ADA and see what he says. I’d like to make an arrest by the end of the day.”

			“You got it, boss.” Sterling replaced his toothpick to counter the bitter taste in his mouth. This rush to judgment didn’t feel right, but what choice did he have? The evidence added up and powerful politicians were breathing down his boss’s neck. Sure, the arrest was justified, but he couldn’t shake the thought they’d missed something.

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Following Syd’s moving song, Alex rose and invited the funeral attendees to a reception at the Upper East Side mansion she’d be inheriting from her father. Town car after town car dropped off one mourner after another. Caterers efficiently worked each occupied room, serving finger food and drinks to the guests. A buffet table in the main room, where William had handed Alex the reins of Castle Resorts just a month earlier, offered guests more substantial food to eat.

			Alex drifted from room to room, greeting guest after guest. Most were congregated by their association with her father—Castle Resorts, landmark preservation buffs, Yale alumni, and so on. Some shared fond memories of William while others made no effort to pretend that making connections and conducting business was their primary reason for attending. At least her and Blake’s appointment of the interim COO earlier this week had tempered several of Castle Resorts executives from launching into a full out election campaign. 

			Alex worked her way back to the packed main room, where everyone important to her had gathered near the black marble fireplace along the north wall. Like a magnet to metal, the most enchanting creature in the room drew her eyes. Tyler’s every line and curve had become her kryptonite; she was unable to resist them whenever she was in her orbit. Then their gazes met. How could eyes that alluring be so comforting as well? Chatter became white noise, and motion on the periphery became indecipherable. Alex didn’t need to cross the room to feel their connection. It was in her bones.

			A hand briefly fell softly on her arm. Alex turned. Indra Kapoor was beautiful and polished in a black long-sleeved Armani jersey dress that hit right at the knee. Its gracefully twisted fabric was gathered inches above her left breast, creating a fitted silhouette. No other Fortune 500 CEO looked as stunning. 

			“It was a lovely service, Alex. Other than at his retirement celebration, I hadn’t met William outside of charity events, but based on what little I knew of him, I’m sure he would’ve been pleased.”

			A very diplomatic statement. Indra was intimately aware of the tension between Abby and her father and how it had bled into Alex’s life, but her graciousness clearly wouldn’t allow her to speak of it today. 

			“I’d love to take credit, but other than the speeches, every aspect was of his own doing. He planned every detail in advance.” Alex gave Indra’s hand a gentle squeeze. “But I’d like to thank you for the use of your jet. It made the heavy task of telling my sister of our father’s death much easier.”

			“You’re like a daughter to my sweet Abby. Of course, I’d help. But after our mutual adventure in cornering that scallywag who was nipping at your feet last month, I’d like to think that we’ve become friends.”

			“We have, but I must say all that business with those awful photos seems now like it happened ages ago.” Alex considered herself lucky. Kelly Thatcher’s shakedown might have turned Alex’s life upside down if not for Indra’s help.

			“Well, I was glad to be rid of Mr. Castor. The insider trading that he and Ms. Thatcher engaged in provided the perfect excuse. But I have to thank you. Your reaching out for my help brought Abby and me together again. I can’t thank you enough for that.” Indra gestured toward the room’s centerpiece fireplace and Alex’s loved ones. “I see things have worked out for you as well.”

			“I’ve waited my entire life for a woman like her.” Alex briefly returned a gaze from Tyler, whose heart-stopping smile had turned grief into joy and pain into pleasure merely by being cast in her direction.

			“I know exactly what you mean.” The corners of Indra’s lips slowly turned upward as she met Abby’s gaze. Decades of love flowed between them. It was a look Alex envisioned experiencing herself thirty years from now. “Let’s return to our lovely ladies.”

			Returning to the fireplace, Alex clasped Tyler’s hand and entwined their fingers. Indra did the same with Abby. 

			“We were just discussing Syd’s moving tribute.” Abby kissed the back of Indra’s hand. “I never took William as one to cut a rug.”

			“He was a different man before Rebecca died,” Syd replied.

			“I wish I had known that man,” Alex said.

			“That’s the only thing we still have in common.” Andrew’s acerbic quip cut Alex to the quick, reminding her that she’d lost him too.

			A server approached Alex and whispered into her ear. “Police detectives are at the door, ma’am. They’re asking for you.”

			A sinking feeling formed in Alex’s stomach; the timing of their visit seemed intentional. If Sterling planned to make a public spectacle out of questioning her again, though, she wouldn’t give him the opportunity. “Please show them to the study. I’ll be right there.” After the server left, she announced to their small group, “The police have more questions. I’ll be right back.”

			“You’re not going to meet with them alone, are you?” Concern rightly cut through Abby’s question. Alex was sure the visit would not be friendly, but she was today’s host and had little choice but to deal with them quickly.

			“I’m sure it will be fine,” Alex said.

			“I’m going with you.” The force behind Tyler’s words left no room for argument, but arguing was the last thing she wanted. She preferred Tyler by her side now and always.

			“Me too.” Syd appeared ready to wrestle Alex to the ground if she disagreed, a feat more likely than not.

			“Have at, sister.” Andrew smirked. “Chats with the cops rarely go well.”

			Sliding the heavy double doors open, Alex invited Tyler and Syd to enter her father’s study before closing the doors behind her. She met Detective Sterling’s unreadable stare, which sent a chill through her. Goose bumps raised on her arms. “Detectives, what can I do for you?”

			Sterling stepped forward, pulling his handcuffs from his waistband. “You need to come with us. We have a warrant for your arrest in the death of William Castle.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me. We just buried our father.” Syd stepped forward to block the detectives.

			“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, ma’am.” Diaz pressed a palm against Syd’s chest, bringing her to a stop.

			“For heaven’s sake, there’s no way my sister had anything to do with this,” Syd said.

			“Look, ma’am, we’re just doing our jobs,” Diaz said.

			Alex turned toward Tyler, who was straining not to shed the tears gathering in her eyes. She raised a hand, ran her fingers down Tyler’s cheek, and traced her jawline before placing an index finger over Tyler’s lips to quiet her before she spoke. “I’ll be fine. Have Abby call Jesse.” She then leaned in, intending to give Tyler a loving kiss, only for Diaz to pull her back before she could.

			“Come on, let’s go.” Sterling cuffed her hands behind her back. “You have the right to remain silent…”

			




Chapter Fifteen

			When Alex walked into the Nineteenth Precinct this time, she felt suffocated. She’d never imagined herself being dragged into a police station in handcuffs, but here she was, no longer a suspect but the accused. When Sterling tugged her by the elbow, she stepped up to the intake desk. “One for first-degree manslaughter,” he said before slapping a completed NYPD form on the desk.

			A busty uniformed officer scanned the form before looking up. Her domineering once-over gave Alex the heebie-jeebies, confirming that she had, indeed, lost her freedom. “Against the wall.”

			Sterling left without a single word.

			Alex fell in line with four other cuffed women. She gave the one to her right, the only one who didn’t look scary, a small smile to acknowledge that they were all in this together. The woman wasn’t that dissimilar from her—tall, tanned skin, dark hair, and an athletic frame. If not for the tight, revealing blouse and skirt and yellow boots that reached nearly to her knees, this one, with her strong jawline and cheekbones, could’ve been mistaken for her sister. The one next in line, dressed in a tatty blue cocktail dress, was brooding in her smeared mascara. The other two—dressed in layers of oversized pants, sweatshirts, and filthy jackets—appeared to be in the throes of drug highs.

			A second female officer called the arrestees forward one by one and confiscated and inventoried their belongings. When it was Alex’s turn, she barked, “Step up to the line. Empty your pockets and place the contents on the desk.”

			Still clad in the black Christian Dior sheath dress she’d worn for the funeral, Alex patted her sides. “I’m afraid I don’t have any pockets.”

			The officer drilled Alex with her eyes, eliciting a hard swallow. “Remove your jewelry and anything in your hair, including hairpins, bands, or barrettes. Then place them on the desk.”

			“Barrettes? What is this, kindergarten?” Alex regretted her nervous retort the moment it slipped from her big mouth. Her hand shook as she removed her earrings and necklace. 

			The officer scowled, looking scarier than her father had when he first confronted her about being gay. Alex swallowed even harder.

			“I don’t want any lip, Barbie. Do as you’re told.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m really nervous. I’ve never done this before.”

			“I wouldn’t let your cellmates know you’re a virgin here. They’ll smell blood and circle you like a pack of dogs.” The officer wrote Alex’s name, date of birth, and contact information on an official manila envelope and placed her jewelry inside it.

			“I won’t.” This shit just got real. Alex felt the walls closing in. She could be tough in the boardroom, but was she tough enough to handle the Star Wars barroom crowd likely waiting for her here? 

			“Anything else on your person you don’t want the dogs to steal?” 

			“No.” Alex decided her best
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