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  Chapter 1


Kirk Stryker stared out his office window at the two little girls holding hands and skipping along the village sidewalk. The evening sky was a deep red, with swirls of color soaking the large canvas of clouds and casting both a beautiful and an ominous glow on their freckled faces and auburn hair. 
All along Lake Shore Avenue, Gardenia was closing up for the day, the shopkeepers sweeping their storefronts and depositing the day’s trash at the curb for the morning rounds. It had been a mild winter, following a devastating hurricane last fall, but those days of no electricity and lengthy gas station lines had been long forgotten as the days passed and the temperatures rose. Spring was in the air once again on Long Island, light jackets and baseball caps replacing the parkas and wool hats, lengthier conversations replacing the quick hellos and good-byes. Stryker could see the proprietor of the fruit market down the way chatting amiably with someone walking a dog, and Mayor Barbara Gottlieb having a heart-to-heart with a few constituents as she descended the steps of Village Hall.
Unlike those of his business neighbors, Stryker’s night was far from over—another sign that spring had arrived. Tax season was in full swing; he hadn’t made it home before 10:00 p.m. in weeks. Such was the life of a certified public accountant, he thought. April was the cruelest month.
His eyes settled on the stone building across the intersection where Marty Benning had opened his accounting practice two years earlier, waltzing into Gardenia like a gunman into an Old Western town with his eye on the stagecoach. The firms faced each other like boxers about to square off in a ring. A young couple strolling down Lake Shore peered inside the dark windows of Benning’s building. The guy hadn’t been around lately, which was both strange and bad business.
“What are you up to, Benning?” Stryker mumbled as the red, white, and blue pennant flags in front of his building caught the evening wind, tangling themselves around a streetlamp. He imagined them wrapping their laminated nylon around Benning’s neck.
He stepped away from the window. The stacks of papers on his desk rose like skyscrapers. Once upon a time, those stacks had been much taller—a trend he wished he could blame entirely on Benning, but he couldn’t. Nowadays, a generation of do-it-yourselfers preferred to muddle their way through a tax form than pay someone who actually knew what he was doing. Millennials. No wonder most of the accountants Stryker knew were going out of business. If the industry were a spreadsheet, it would be insolvent; the debits were far outweighing the assets.
He pulled out his desk drawer, revealing the pack of cigarettes and lighter he had hidden behind the boxes of staples. He stuck a butt in his mouth, lit it, and took a slow drag, blowing the smoke across the room and watching it circle beneath the room’s smoke detector. He was glad he had Hugo Lurch dismantle the thing after the village banned smoking on the public sidewalks. The government seemed to be cracking down on everything—drinking, smoking. A man couldn’t even comment on how a woman looked these days. It was getting harder and harder to have a little fun. Still, Stryker enjoyed the sneaking around. The secrets. He took another drag of his cigarette.
He sat down at his desk and leaned back in his chair, his thoughts turning again to Benning. In two short years, the guy had managed to charm an entire incorporated village. How? Benning was new and handsome, and people liked new and handsome, plus he was a Manhattanite, which most people on Long Island viewed as royalty. Since his arrival, Benning had been elected chamber of commerce president, named Merchant of the Year, and given the Consensus Civility Award from the mayor, who seemed taken with the village’s new wonderboy and his magical powers of deduction.
Stryker picked up a pen, wrote B-E-N-N-I-N-G on his desk planner and stared at it, as if trying to decode a message, his pen point pressing into the letter G like the end of a blade. There was talk that Benning was setting the stage for some kind of run for political office. Carpetbagger. Stryker couldn’t imagine a place as conservative as Gardenia electing a liberal like Benning, no matter how handsome he was, but stranger things had happened.
His cell phone rang, and he looked at the caller ID. It was Gloria, probably wanting to know when he’d be home—as if tonight would be any different from the night before and the night before that. He sighed and let it go to voice mail.
He wiggled his mouse, which lit up his computer screen, and opened his email to compose a quick note. As he typed, he felt a twinge in his groin and smiled. He pressed Send, and as the words disappeared from his screen, there was a knock on his office door. Stryker jammed his cigarette into the paperweight on his desk and tossed the butt onto the plastic floor guard below.
“Come in,” he said, waving his hand at the smoke and crossing his legs to hide his bulge.
The door opened, and Paulette stuck in her head. “I’m leaving, Kirk. Colby file’s done. I left it on Eva’s desk.” She shook her head. “That thing was a mess as usual. Half the financial statements were missing, and after six years of coming to us, he still doesn’t know how to itemize, or the difference between equipment and supplies.”
“That’s why he has you, Paulette,” Stryker said with a smile.
“Lucky me.” She leaned against the doorframe. “Anyway, everyone else is gone besides Sandy and me. Need anything? I can order from the Chinese place before I go.”
“Nah, I’m only going to stay for a couple of hours.”
“All right then, I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Thanks, Paulette. See you tomorrow.” He leaned across his desk so he could see Sandra picking up her handbag from her desk in the outer office. “Good night, Sandy.” She waved.
Paulette shut off the light in the main office, turning the entire second floor dark, except for Stryker’s office, which was illuminated by a small desk lamp. He bent down and picked up the mangled butt he’d dropped on the floor. The ash was still lit, and he blew on it until it burned brightly and stood again next to the window. Downstairs, the tops of two heads appeared and bobbed their way across the street toward Stevie’s, the overpriced pub where Sandra and Paulette grabbed a nightcap most evenings. 
Hiring Paulette eight years ago was the best business decision Stryker had ever made. She was smart, confident, well-liked. Stryker knew Benning had been wooing Paulette since he opened for business, which made sense. Paulette was Stryker’s most requested tax advisor and alone probably pulled in a third of the firm’s income. It was time, he knew, to make her a partner. He couldn’t hold off any longer, not with Benning around.
Stryker turned the page of his desk planner. He had a meeting with Colby first thing in the morning, and taxes were just the tip of the iceberg of things they had to discuss. He crossed the room to collect the Colby file from Eva’s desk in the outer office but was startled by the silhouette of a person standing in the doorway. Before his eyes could focus in the semi-darkness, he heard a pop and felt a searing pain in the center of his chest.
“What the . . .?” he yelled, lashing out, but his body convulsed, and he fell backward, slamming his head onto the corner of his desk.

      [image: image-placeholder]The streetlights outside the office window swam around the room, a light haze following them like the tail of a meteor as Stryker’s eyes fluttered open. He was still on the office floor, a stale cigarette smell, buried deep within the carpeting from years of secret smoking, made him feel nauseated. 
How long had he been lying there?
He looked around but couldn’t see anything—his desk lamp had been turned off—and his body burned, as if tiny fish hooks were ripping into the flesh of his torso. He ran his hand along his midsection and found the buttons of his collared shirt and trousers undone, the skin of his abdomen raw and wet.
He tried to lift himself from the floor, but scorching pain forced him back down with a grunt, and he curled into a fetal position. A noise caught his attention at the far end of his office, and he remembered the figure from before, the one standing there in the dark, and he lay still, his eyes searching the room. Something small was floating near the window, a tiny dot that glowed bright and then dimmed again, and Stryker realized it was the lit ash of a cigarette—was it his?—and that someone was smoking it.
“Who’s there?” he coughed, the action making his chest ache.
No answer.
“I know you’re there,” he said. 
The ash, which hung in the darkness like a twinkling star, began to change color and shape, and suddenly with a sizzling whoosh, it burst into a bright orange, and he realized, with horror, that the window drapery had caught fire.
Stryker flipped himself onto his stomach, shouting in agony as his skin grazed the shag carpet. He reached for the molding of the doorframe when the sting of a kick forced him to retract his arm, and he curled his body again into a tight ball.
The figure was hunched and rummaging inside Stryker’s closet, tossing things out—cardboard boxes, pillows, blankets, a raincoat, articles of clothing. Then it hit him: The safe.
He did a quick tally—stock and bond certificates, assorted business papers and media, and somewhere in the neighborhood of fifteen thousand dollars in cash. A feeling of satisfaction overcame him.
“You’ll never open it,” he yelled with a sneer. “The hardplate is drill resistant. The door is three inches of indestructible steel. The thing’s bolted to the ground.” He coughed, the pain of his midsection intensifying. “And I’m not about to give the keypad combination to some lowlife who would rather steal from a hardworking man than earn his own living, so go fuck your—”
The bullet pierced Stryker’s chest, and he fell back onto the floor, clutching at the wound just below his clavicle and feeling the warm spurt of blood. Above him, the fire shot across the wood-paneled ceiling as the small office filled with smoke. Over the crackle of the flames, the faint sound of fire truck sirens echoed in the distance.
“I hear them. They’re coming,” he whispered, sucking in the last of the smokeless air as the door to his office opened and closed, and he realized the intruder had gone.
The burst of fresh air fueled the flames, which were licking the bottom of the disarmed smoke detector. Stryker kicked his feet in an effort to move toward the exit, but the pain was too excruciating, and he couldn’t catch his breath. Instead, he reached over his head, his fingertips grazing the raincoat the intruder had tossed onto the floor. He managed to curl his fingers around the belt and pull the item to him, burying his face beneath the fabric, which he hoped would conserve some air until help arrived. The sirens were louder now, and the red light of the engines created a flashing bull’s eye along the perimeter of the small office. The firefighters were right outside.
Stryker pressed his shattered shoulder into the floor to stem the bleeding, which had soaked the carpet below him. Shouts ricocheted outside his window now, and he tried to call back, but every inhale burned his insides, and he was beginning to feel lightheaded.
He pulled the raincoat down, forming a fabric tent over his body and hoping that would buy him some time. He laid his head as low as possible to the floor and peered through a tiny space between the raincoat and the carpeting.
“Please, hurry,” he murmured as the blaze bore down on him, illuminating the glass eyes of a teddy bear lying on the floor.
Where did that come from, he wondered, and a new fear seized him. His eyes searched the bottom of his closet and landed on his safe. To his relief, it was still intact, but then he realized, to his horror, that the safe’s indestructible and drill-resistant three-inch steel door was hanging wide open.






  
  Chapter 2

Three and a half months earlier


The small waiting room was packed with people. With only a half hour until closing, Muriel wondered how the doctors were going to get through everyone and still give her time to get home, feed the kids, and grade twenty-five test papers before passing out in bed. 
“How much longer is the wait?” asked a tall, middle-aged brunette. She was drumming her fingers across the office counter.
“Dr. Stowe will be with you as soon as he can,” Muriel said.
“You said that an hour ago.” The woman’s fingers curled into a fist.
“I know it’s been a long wait, Mrs. . . .” Muriel scanned the sign-in log.
“Bernstein,” the woman said, rolling her eyes.
“Yes, Mrs. Bernstein, but, look, see here”—she held up the log—“you’re next. So it shouldn’t be much longer.”
“It better not be,” Mrs. Bernstein said, reclaiming her seat in the waiting room next to a young lady who looked as if she’d rather be anywhere else than a cosmetic surgery office.
“What a bitch,” Samantha whispered, lowering her head so that she couldn’t be seen by the patients in the waiting room. Muriel playfully kicked her under the table.
“Bella Connor?” Samantha said, standing up and taking hold of a file. “Bella Connor?”
“That’s us, thank God,” said a woman in the center row who had a little girl no more than six years old in tow.
“I thought you said we were next?” called Mrs. Bernstein, daggers shooting from her eyes.
“You are,” Muriel said. “You’re seeing Dr. Stowe, not Dr. Warnell.”
Dissatisfied, Mrs. Bernstein returned to her magazine but not before rolling her eyes again; the young woman next to her slunk further down in her seat.
“Come right this way, Mrs. Connor,” Samantha said, ushering the woman and little girl into the narrow hallway that led to the examination rooms. The white fluorescent lighting made even the soft, delicate features of the girl look haggard. Muriel prayed the appointment was for the mother.
“Excuse me, where’s the bathroom?”
The young woman who had been seated with Mrs. Bernstein stood before the office counter. She was playing with the string tied to the pen of the sign-in sheet.
“Right that way, sweetie,” Muriel said, pointing to the left. “Down the corridor, first door on the right.”
“Thanks,” she said and disappeared from view.
Muriel scanned the sign-in sheet. With the Connors gone, that meant only four, five, six patients left, she counted, although there was double that in the waiting room, since most patients had spouses and/or children accompanying them.
“This is fucking insane,” muttered Samantha when she sat back down beside Muriel. “We’re never going to get out of here.” She wiped a spattering of crumbs from her workstation into a garbage pail. “Are you going tomorrow night?”
“Yes,” Muriel said, trying not to sound too excited about the practice’s annual Christmas dinner, but it had become one of the few nights Muriel had an excuse to get dressed up and drive into Manhattan. “You?”
“Not sure yet,” Samantha said, half-interested, as she swiped her phone’s screen. Muriel imagined a twenty-three-year-old had plenty of options for a Friday night rather than spend it with a bunch of coworkers who were twice her age.
“Well, I hope you do,” Muriel said, picking up a stack of brochures and ducking out of the office. “It would be nice to have someone to talk to.”
In the small alcove next to the waiting room, the young woman who had been with Mrs. Bernstein was browsing the practice’s display of brochures on her way back from the bathroom.
“Hi, sweetie,” Muriel said, refilling several spots in the rack. The young lady reached out and picked up one that Muriel had just set down that read Healthy Inside, Healthy Outside.
“What’s your name?” Muriel asked, sticking the last of the pamphlets into an empty slot.
“Christine. Christine Bernstein,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.
“What a pretty name. I almost named my daughter Christine because she was born around Christmastime. Why are you here today, Christine?”
The young lady glanced at Mrs. Bernstein in the waiting room who was reading her magazine. “I’m here with my mom. A nosejob, I guess.”
“For whom, your mom?”
“No,” she said with a tiny smile. She put the brochure back in its slot. “For me.”
“Really? I think your nose is quite lovely. And, trust me, I’ve seen all kinds here.”
Christine rolled her eyes in the way Muriel had seen Mrs. Bernstein do more than once. “It’s big and ugly.”
“Who says?”
“Everyone.”
“I don’t.”
“Okay, well, not everyone,” Christine said in the way teenagers do. “But a lot of people. Some kids at school . . . They call me stuff.”
“Like what?”
“Like, I don’t know . . . Beaker. Pinocchio. Or Jimmy somebody, I forget his name.”
“Well, kids are mean and stupid,” Muriel said, “and it amazes me how nothing has changed in the thirty years since I went to middle school. You go to middle school, right?”
Christine nodded.
“I mean, it’s crazy. Same taunts. Same insults. My kids come home with the same knock-knock jokes. You know, orange you glad I didn’t say banana. It’s completely unimaginative.”
Christine smiled.
“But let me ask you this: Is there anyone older than fifteen who calls you those kinds of names?”
Christine thought for a moment. And to Muriel’s amazement, she nodded.
“Seriously? Well, whoever it is, I feel sorry for them. Obviously, they are shallow, immature, and someone I suggest you refrain from being around. You’re a lovely young woman. Anyone with eyes can see that. And those kids who call you names? In ten years, they’ll be asking you either for a job or out on a date.”
“I guess,” Christine said. She reminded Muriel so much of Ellie, the way her eyes searched for acceptance. “Well, I’d better get back. My mom will think I’ve drowned. Nice talking to you,” she said before hurrying back to the waiting room.
By the time Muriel returned to the office, Samantha had checked off three more patients—all for Dr. Warnell. Muriel glanced at Mrs. Bernstein who looked as if her head was going to explode.
One of the examination room doors opened, and a young woman whose face was etched with Sharpie marks stepped toward the counter. Samantha hid her phone behind her computer and grabbed the appointment book to schedule a follow-up.
“Mrs. Bernstein, you’re up,” Muriel said, waving the patient file in the air.
“Finally,” she huffed, and she and Christine followed Muriel into an examination room.
“Good luck,” Muriel said, winking at Christine, who smiled as Muriel closed the door. It always amazed Muriel how such a beautiful girl could feel so ugly. She thought again of Ellie.
Samantha ushered another patient into a room, which meant there was only one patient left. At this rate, I may even have time for a hot bath tonight, Muriel thought, when the front door opened, slapping that annoying little jingle bell that Stowe had placed there for the holidays.
In the front office, Samantha was bending over and brushing her hair with one hand while applying lipstick with the other.
“What are you doing?” Muriel asked just as a rolled-up newspaper landed on the counter, and she looked up to see Marty Benning staring back at her.
“Hi,” he said. He was wearing one of those caps that reminded Muriel of Ellis Island immigrants in sepia-toned photos. His cheeks were red from the cold, and his collar was pulled up so that his ears were covered and his five-o’clock shadow was partially hidden. “Cold out there.”
“Hi,” Samantha gushed, standing beside Muriel and dropping the lipstick and brush to the floor. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Benning.”
Oh, brother, Muriel thought.
“Is he here?” Benning asked.
Muriel nodded. “Yes, he’s—”
“You can wait in Dr. Stowe’s office,” Samantha said. “He told us to send you right in when you got here.”
“Thank you,” Benning said, his eyes crinkling as he smiled and left the window.
Muriel was about to ask Samantha why she didn’t put on her tiara when her cell phone vibrated in the pocket of her sweater that was draped on her chair. She looked at the caller ID and swiped the screen.
“Is everything okay?” Muriel asked, putting the phone to her ear. “Yes, that’s fine. I should be home in about . . .” She looked at the wall clock. “. . . an hour. Can you make sure Zack does his homework? No, that doesn’t mean you can boss him around. . . . Thank you. See you later, sweetie.”
“Who’s that, your boyfriend?” Benning asked, startling Muriel. He was leaning against the door to the small office.
“My daughter.” Muriel stuck the phone back into her pocket. “Did you forget the way to Stowe’s office?” 
“No, I have a good memory,” Benning said.
“Good, maybe you can help Stowe find his reading glasses that he claims he doesn’t need. He can’t seem to find them.”
“I’ll try my best,” Benning said.
“He’ll be with you in a few minutes, Mr. Benning,” Muriel heard Samantha chirp from the hallway as Benning left the doorway. Muriel gathered up the day’s patient files and returned them to their places in the cabinet.
“Are you crazy?” Samantha whispered when she returned. “Do you want to get fired? It’s Doctor Stowe. You called him Stowe again. You have to stop doing that. Especially to Benning.”
“I couldn’t help myself. Benning is an asshole,” she said, glancing at the last remaining patient in the waiting room, a Mrs. Dokter and her daughter, Allison, who, thankfully, were sitting in the back and out of earshot. “It shouldn’t be long,” Muriel called to them with an apologetic face and was relieved when Mrs. Dokter smiled.
“Maybe, but he is so freakin’ gorgeous,” Samantha said.
“Who? Benning?”
“You’ve got to be kidding, Muriel,” Samantha said, putting on her hooded sweatshirt. “Tell me you don’t think Benning is the finest creature you’ve ever seen—I mean, for, like, an old guy.”
Muriel took a Windex wipe from a drawer and cleaned her computer monitor. “I hadn’t noticed.” 
“Impossible. Do you think he’s had work done? By Stowe? I mean, he’s got to be, like, at least fifty years old, right?”
“Who cares?” Muriel stacked the files with Post-it notes on them for the nurses who would be in the next morning. She was thankful she didn’t have to deal at all with the insurance companies; part-timers got all the breaks.
Stowe stuck his head into the office and handed Muriel a file. “Schedule a rhinoplasty for the Smith girl next month,” he said. “She wants to get it done and have it healed before her sweet sixteen.”
“How about we schedule it for her when she’s in her thirties?” Muriel said.
“Funny, Adams,” Stowe said. “Benning here yet?”
“Yes, he’s in your office,” Samantha said as she waved for Mrs. Dokter and her daughter to come into the back with her.
“Tell him I’ll be with him in a few minutes,” Stowe said to Muriel.
“I’ll tell him. I’m going that way anyway,” Samantha said, rounding the corner.
“Of course, you are,” Muriel said with a smile.
“Did you offer Benning some coffee?” Stowe asked Muriel.
“Coffee? We’re leaving soon. Everything’s been cleaned and set up for the morning.” Muriel sat on her seat and reached underneath her desk for her handbag. “And, besides, isn’t coffee for after a hangover?”
“Those laugh lines really stand out when you’re sarcastic,” Stowe said. “You know, I can fix those.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“Did you ever think that was why your husband left you?”
Muriel stopped herself from reacting. Stowe was a dick. She knew it. He knew it. But he seemed to go out of his way to remind her anyway. “Because of my laugh lines?” she asked. “Obviously, you don’t know anything about being married.”
“Not much vanity?”
“Not much laughing.”
Samantha returned and checked out several of Dr. Warnell’s patients who were leaving the examination rooms. She scanned the empty waiting room. “Looks like that’s it.”
“Sammy, sweetheart, can you get Marty a bottle of water?” Stowe asked, returning down the corridor.
“Already did.”
“See that, Adams?” Stowe called. “Someone’s on the ball.”
Muriel was about to yell something she would probably regret when Samantha put her hand on her arm. “You know he just says that to push your buttons,” Samantha said, slipping a new sign-in sheet onto the clipboard.
“Doesn’t it irk you when he calls you ‘Sammy’ and ‘sweetheart’?” Muriel asked. If anyone had talked that way to Ellie, Muriel hoped she wouldn’t stand for it.
Samantha waved a dismissive hand. “Nah, he’s old. And harmless. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”
Muriel wasn’t so sure. As far as she was concerned, Stowe was single-handedly doing his share to fan the flames of the Me Too movement on Long Island.
“Hey, check this out,” Samantha said, examining the issue of the Gardenia Gazette Benning left on the counter. On the front page was a photo of Stowe and Benning and several other men and women.
“Look at them,” Samantha said. “Two peas in a pod. They both look pretty hot here, though. Who’s that other guy?”
“What guy?” Muriel said as she finished straightening her work station.
Samantha skimmed the caption. “Annual holiday luncheon for Gardenia chamber of commerce . . . blah blah . . . Ben Stowe, Marty Benning and, oh, Kirk Stryker.” Samantha looked closely at the photo. “I think I know that guy. My mother is friends with his wife. They went to high school together, like, a hundred years ago. And look at Benning’s date.”
“Do I have to?” Muriel asked, as Samantha pulled her toward the newspaper.
“Who?” Muriel asked. “You mean that babysitter Benning calls a girlfriend? That Stryker guy is the only one there with a woman his own age.”
“You think she’s that young?” Samantha said, straightening her sweatshirt. “You think Benning is into women in their early twenties?”
“I think Benning’s into anything that moves,” Muriel said.
“Well, he can move any way he wants with me.” Samantha giggled. Her phone buzzed. “Shit, my mom’s here to pick me up. I’ll tell her it’ll be a few minutes.”
“Nah, you go ahead. I’ll finish things up here.”
“Really? You’re the best, Muriel,” Samantha said, grabbing her coat from the side closet and hurrying toward the front door.
“Hope to see you tomorrow night,” Muriel called.
“Tomorrow? Oh, yeah, right, I’ll try,” Samantha said, which, Muriel knew, was young person speak for I probably won’t be there.
Muriel straightened the chairs of the waiting room. Her cell phone beeped in the office, and she fished it out of the pocket of her sweater and looked at the screen. It was a text from Roxanne.
Stowe overworking you again tonight?
Muriel typed:
What else is new?
Another text came immediately.
Dick.
Muriel typed:
Asshole.
Another text:
Misogynist.
Muriel typed: 
Egotist.
Another text:
Eunuch.
Muriel laughed out loud and then typed a row of smiley faces. No matter the day or the circumstance, Roxanne always managed to put a smile on her face. She imagined that’s what best friends were for.
She replaced her phone and walked toward the bathroom, checking the rooms, and wiped a paper towel along the sink before turning off the bathroom light. She ran her hand along the rows of brochures on her way back to the office, where she was startled by Benning, who was sitting in Samantha’s chair.
“What happened to Stowe’s office?” Muriel asked. She grabbed her winter coat from the closet and placed it over the back of her chair.
“I was getting lonely,” Benning said.
“Oh, well, wouldn’t you be more comfortable in there?” Muriel motioned to the empty chairs. “After all, it is a waiting room?”
“Would you be more comfortable if I sat in the waiting room?”
“Doesn’t matter to me,” Muriel said. “Here’s the remote control.” She handed it to him. “Go crazy.”
A door opened, and Muriel braced herself for another verbal go-round with Ben Stowe, who, when he got together with Marty Benning, was even more frat-boy annoying than he was when he was alone, but Dr. Warnell ambled into the office. His kind face immediately put her at ease. How he and Stowe were colleagues—let alone friends—astounded her.
“Muriel, please schedule a follow-up appointment for Mrs. Connor,” Warnell said, placing a chart on the counter and handing a lollipop to Mrs. Connor’s daughter. “Have you been a good girl this year, young lady?”
The little girl nodded.
“I’m sure you have,” Warnell said, mussing the little girl’s hair.
As Muriel finished up with the patient, Warnell spotted Benning. “Well, what do you know?” he said, clasping Benning’s hand. “Gearing up for tax season, my friend?”
“One doesn’t gear up for tax season,” Benning said. “One dreads it.”
“I hear ya. I assume you’ll be taking my business partner away for another night of debauchery.”
“Something like that.”
“I admire your energy,” Warnell said. “After the day I had today, I want nothing more than to sit home and watch television, right, Muriel?” Muriel smiled politely and pulled her cell phone from her sweater pocket.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Warnell said, “I have one more patient waiting.”
“Take care, Alec,” Benning said with a wave. He picked up the remote control and clicked off the television in the waiting room. “So is that what you’ll be doing tonight?” he asked.
“What?” Muriel asked, pretending to scribble a note to the morning nurses. She was hoping she could treat Benning as she would a bee—ignore it in the hopes that it would go away.
“Sitting home and watching television?”
“If I’m lucky,” she said.
A door opened, and this time Stowe poked his head into the office. “Mrs. Adams, can I see you for a moment, please?”
“Sure,” she said. Stowe had called her Mrs. Adams. Usually that meant the matter was professional. 
“Excuse me,” she said to Benning and followed Stowe down the hallway to his office. Inside, Mrs. Bernstein and Christine were seated in two chairs in front of Stowe’s oversized desk. Christine looked mortified, as if she had been caught making out with a boy on the living room couch. Mrs. Bernstein stood up.
“Just who do you think you are?” Mrs. Bernstein demanded of Muriel as soon as she stepped into the room.
“I’m sorry?” Muriel felt her cheeks redden as Stowe took his place behind the desk.
“Are you a psychologist?” the woman asked.
“A what? No.” Muriel shook her head.
“A trained social worker?”
“No.” She looked at Stowe, who kept his eyes trained on Mrs. Bernstein.
“Did you tell my daughter that she didn’t have to get cosmetic surgery?” Christine was sitting behind her mother inspecting her hands.
“We were just talking,” Muriel said. “I asked her why she was here.”
“Why do you think she’s here?”
“I don’t know,” Muriel said, restraining her sarcasm. “That’s why I asked her.” Stowe cautioned Muriel’s tone with his eyebrows.
“Did you tell my daughter that she shouldn’t be around me?”
“Shouldn’t be around you? Why would I . . .” And then Muriel remembered the conversation she had with Christine, about anyone over the age of fifteen thinking she had an ugly nose: Obviously, they are shallow, immature, and someone I suggest you refrain from being around . . . Muriel had no idea they had been talking about Christine’s own mother.
“This is a misunderstanding,” Muriel said.
“Mrs. . . . Adams, is that your name, Adams? Mrs. Adams, do you have children?”
Muriel instinctively got defensive. “Yes,” she said. “I have two.”
“Well, do you think you know what’s best for those children?”
“Yes, I do.” At this point, Stowe had a faint smile on his face. He seemed to be enjoying this.
“Well, so do I. I’m the one who’s drying the tears every night and hears her cry about how all the other girls are being asked out, while she’s sitting home on a Saturday night―”
“Mom―” Christine said, turning red. She looked down at the floor.
“―how she’s not getting the lead in the school play, how the popular girls won’t talk to her . . .”
“Mrs. Bernstein, I’m sorry if you think I was out of line, but—”
“Out of line? That’s an understatement.”
“I was just showing your daughter our brochures and—”
“If getting a new nose is going to increase her self-esteem, I don’t think it’s any of your damn business.”
“Well, frankly, in my opinion, a new nose isn’t going to increase your daughter’s self-esteem,” Muriel said, crossing her arms. “But maybe a mother who thought her daughter was beautiful just as she was might.”
“Mrs. Adams,” Stowe warned.
“Really?” Mrs. Bernstein said, crossing her arms in kind. “That’s hilarious coming from you.” She looked Muriel up and down. “How are you even allowed to work here?”
“I’m fine with the way I look.”
“Really? I think you might be the only one.”
“Okay,” Stowe said, standing up. “It seems we have gotten to the bottom of this . . . misunderstanding. Mrs. Adams, please leave us.”
Heat flooded through Muriel, and words circled around her head—like where, exactly, Mrs. Bernstein could shove her nose job—but, crap, Muriel needed this job. She spun on her heels, trying to hold her tongue and her head high and, as she turned the corner from Stowe’s office, slammed right into Marty Benning.
“Sorry,” he said, startled. “I didn’t mean to—”
Great, Muriel thought, as she brushed past him toward the front office. She knew Stowe had arranged this little show on purpose. Asshole. She began picking up files and moving them to the other side of the office for no reason at all when she felt a hand on her arm.
“Muriel,” said Dr. Warnell, his eyes kind and soothing. “Go home. I’ll lock up and take care of scheduling any follow-up appointments.”
“I didn’t . . .”
“I know,” he said. “It’s all right. Please.”
Muriel nodded, feeling tears well up in her eyes. She picked up her coat from the back of her chair and reached for her purse. Without looking back, she hurried out the front door, which closed behind her with a jingle.






  
  Chapter 3


Detective Betty Munson pulled her car into a parking spot beside a vacant metal bike rack, a few yards from the corner of Lake Shore Avenue and Mercer Road. It was quiet despite the growing crowd of people, perhaps awakened by the sirens, who gathered around the police barricades in their bathrobes and flip-flops. She looked at her watch: 3:00 a.m. 
All across Lake Shore, firefighters were returning ladders and hoses back to their engines, their boots dragging broken glass fragments across the ground. Behind them, the building façade looked wet and tarnished; fire stains appeared like black fingers along the perimeter of a second-story window. A small white placard, marred by the fire, had fallen off one of its hinges and hung crookedly against the building. Betty didn’t know how many times she had passed this intersection going to and from the precinct, but it had been enough times to have memorized the phone number, which was listed below a line of cursive type that read simply: Kirk M. Stryker, Certified Public Accountant.
She made her way toward the intersection, where the smell of smoke was more pronounced. A uniformed officer nodded when she showed him her badge and opened the barricade to let her pass. The Ladies Auxiliary had set up alongside the fire department vehicles and looked as though they were wrapping things up as well, handing out the last cups of coffee to the EMTs who chatted up some of the women, most of them Betty’s age—middle to late fifties, she’d guess. Betty recognized Cora, her neighbor, in the crowd and waved hello.
Behind the sidewalk’s row of yellow forsythia bushes, which appeared gray at this time of night, Detective Pete Girardi was standing near the building’s entrance, an unassuming glass door flanked by a Ralph’s Italian Ices and a bagel shop. Standing next to him was a woman who wore a blanket draped around her.
“Detective Munson,” Detective Girardi said when Betty approached, “this is Mrs. Francine Walker, the one who called in the fire.”
“How do you do, Mrs. Walker?” Betty asked.
“It was awful,” Mrs. Walker said, emphasizing the familiar aw of the Long Island accent, although her voice seemed hoarse and tired. “I never seen anything like it. The room was like an inferno.”
“Mrs. Walker, where were you when you saw the fire?”
“It happened so fast,” she said. “I was driving my car on Lake Shore, coming back from the gym.” She stuck out her right leg so that Betty could see her purple velour jumpsuit beneath the blanket.
“Which gym was this?”
“Long Island Fitness. In Mineola.”
“At what time?”
“Probably around eleven. I had stopped off at Starbucks after my Zumba class, which ended at ten, but then got to talking with a friend of mine. I was just driving, listening to music, and actually got pissed off when I got caught at the light.” She motioned to the intersection. “That one takes forever. But that’s when I saw it. The fire. The curtains, they were flaming. I immediately called 9-1-1 on my cell phone and then pulled over to make sure that the fire trucks came. They were here within ten minutes.” She said that last part with obvious pride.
“And you gave your statement to the police officers?”
“Yes, pretty much what I told you,” she said. “Was anyone inside? I saw a bunch of emergency technicians run in and out, but no one else.” She shook her head. “Kirk Stryker has been doing our taxes for years. Was it an electrical fire?”
“Well, I just got here myself, so I’m not really sure,” Betty said, dodging the question. “It takes time, as you can imagine, to sort these things out.”
“Yes, of course,” Mrs. Walker said.
“But one thing I do know, Mrs. Walker. Your taking the time to call 9-1-1 probably saved this entire row of buildings from burning down. Because the firefighters were able to get here so quickly, they were able to contain the fire to the few rooms at the corner of the second story. So thank you for that.”
Mrs. Walker smiled.
“Now, you should go home. I’m sure you’re exhausted. We’ll contact you if we need anything further.”
Mrs. Walker glanced at Detective Girardi, who nodded.
“Okay, good night then,” she said and headed off toward the Ladies Auxiliary with the blanket dragging behind her.
“She seems pretty believable,” Betty said, watching her go.
“I thought so too,” Detective Girardi said.
“Check out her story in the morning, though. Call the gym.” Betty unbuttoned her jacket and looked at the building façade. This side didn’t appear to have any damage. “How is it in there?”
“Not pretty.” Detective Girardi shook his head. “I’ll bet you didn’t expect something like this just before your retirement, huh?”
“In Gardenia? I never expected it at all,” Betty said and entered the office building.
The front door led to a narrow stairwell that went only one way—up. At the top level, which was the second floor, the hallway split into three directions—right, toward a suite of offices comprising Griffin Media, a small advertising firm; straight, to a set of bathrooms; and left, to the accounting offices of Kirk M. Stryker. The smell of burned wood permeated the air, but otherwise there was no noticeable damage to these rooms.
The door to the CPA firm’s offices was open, and Betty stepped into a large room containing five desks, and an area with about twenty chairs, which, she assumed, was where customers sat waiting for one of the accounting professionals. She was surprised the electricity was still working; the overhead light was on and a few computer terminals hummed in the corner. Again, other than the smell and the soot, the room looked pretty much undisturbed. She crossed to a door that had the words Kirk M. Stryker etched onto a panel of frosted glass, like in an old private eye film; the doorway was cordoned off with one taut strand of police tape. At the back of the room, Detective Sergeant Tom Williamson stared pensively out Stryker’s office window.
“Hi, Tom,” Betty said, ducking under the police tape.
“Didn’t think I’d see you here this morning,” Williamson said, rubbing his chin. “Looks like retirement might have to wait.”
The side of the office near Williamson showed the most fire damage—the walls and ceiling were marred black. It didn’t take a fire scene investigator to figure out that that was probably where the fire had begun, near the window—perhaps from the curtains, as Mrs. Walker mentioned. The flames seemed to have gotten more than three-quarters of the way across the ceiling before the firefighters were able to extinguish them.
“Poor guy,” Williamson said with a sigh, motioning toward the other side of the office where the body of Kirk Stryker lay on the floor, a khaki-colored raincoat folded over his body. Stryker’s eyes were half-open, his jaw slackened, and his cheeks colored a deep red.
“What happened?” Betty asked.
“Not sure. The fire chief seems to think if the guys had gotten here just a few minutes sooner he might have lived.”
“He died from asphyxiation?”
Williamson shook his head. “Gunshot wound.”
“Gunshot?” Betty stepped closer to the body. A large pool of blood surrounded Stryker’s upper body, which was caked red. “Where?”
“Looks like it’s just below the clavicle.”
Stryker appeared to have some kind of head wound, like he had fallen or been hit with something pointy, but then she saw it—a small hole the size of a button in his chest area. “Self-inflicted?”
“Don’t know yet, but don’t think so. No gun.”
She nodded. “What’s with the raincoat?”
“Firemen found him with the coat over him,” Williamson said. “The guys picked him up at first. Thought they would bring him outside and try to revive him, per protocol, but noticed the blood and realized it was a possible crime scene and put him back down, since the fire had already been extinguished. CPR was administered on the scene, but the techs said there was no pulse when they got here.” He shook his head. “Guy lost a lot of blood.”
“Jesus, I just saw Gloria Stryker in town the other day,” Betty said. “She was with the kids.”
“Want to see something strange?” Williamson pointed to the melted smoke detector on the ceiling. “The smoke alarm appears to have been disarmed, which is why the fire department didn’t get notified.”
“That is strange,” Betty said, looking up. She examined the rest of the room. There were charred, wet papers everywhere. She pointed at the open safe in the closet. “A robbery?”
Williamson shook his head. “Don’t think so.”
“Why not?”
“If you were a thief, would you leave fifteen thousand dollars behind?”
“Fifteen thousand dollars?”
“Give or take.”
Betty bent down beside the closet, which had been cleaned out with the exception of a few empty hangers, a teddy bear toy, and the safe, which was no bigger than a small refrigerator. She examined the safe’s exterior. “Doesn’t look like a forced entry. What else is in there?”
“Some financial papers—you know, stocks, bonds—some kiddie Christmas cards made out of printer paper, crayon, and glitter.”
“So,” Betty stood up, “whatever happened here had nothing to do with money?”
“Hard to say,” Williamson said. “Maybe there was more money in there, and the guy just took as much as he could carry. Want to see something else?”
“There’s more?” Betty asked.
Williamson slipped a glove onto his right hand and slowly lifted the raincoat from Stryker’s body.
“What the hell are those?” Betty asked, crouching down.
Across Stryker’s abdomen was a series of raised circular red marks, like welts.
“I was thinking burn marks, from fire ash,” Williamson said.
“Maybe.” Betty got a little closer. “But they don’t appear random. Could he have gotten these injuries elsewhere?”
“He could have gotten them anywhere, although they look fresh,” Williamson said. “Maybe from the person who shot him?”
“Could be,” Betty said, “but it would take a long time to make those marks. I’m no forensics person, but my guess is hours.” She looked at Stryker’s wrists and ankles. “It doesn’t look like he was bound, so it doesn’t make sense that the guy would stand for this.”
“I think I know . . .” Williamson lifted the raincoat a little higher, revealing two additional marks that Betty recognized.
“A Taser?” she asked.
“Looks like it. The teams found some dispensed tags and cartridges near the door.”
“So he was incapacitated when these marks were made.”
“Could be unrelated,” he said. “Maybe it was . . . consensual?” Williamson’s weathered face turned a slight pink.
“You mean, like a sex game?” Somehow the toughest-looking cops at the precinct turned out to be the most prudish. “Could be.” She didn’t know Stryker personally, but by most accounts he was a pretty reserved person, not that that meant anything. “Any witnesses?”
“Not that we can tell. No one was around, really. I’m assuming the employees had all gone home.”
Betty walked around to the other side of the office where Williamson had been standing by the window. Stryker’s desk, made of metal, had withstood the fire, although whatever had been made of paper around it hadn’t fared so well. A lone glass, a tumbler, in a plastic sandwich baggie, sat squarely on what used to be an old-fashioned desk blotter before it melted. She put on a pair of gloves and opened the top drawer—pencils, pens, paperclips, boxes of staples, and, in the back, a pack of cigarettes and lighter. She pulled out the pack and looked inside; there were three left.
“I see why the smoke detector may have been disarmed,” Betty said, holding up the pack.
“Perhaps, but my bet is that 70 percent of the desks on this street have a lighter and cigarettes stuffed in them,” Williamson said with a shrug.
She closed the drawer, opened the one next to it, and pulled out a daily planner, which was opened to today’s date, April 2; at the top of the page it noted that Stryker had a meeting with Sebastian Colby at nine o’clock that morning. She flipped the page backward to the day before.
“There’s a notation here of BENNING.”
“Benning? Marty Benning?”
“Yeah, why?”
“I don’t know,” Williamson said. “I just had the impression that those two didn’t get along.”
Betty wished she had more of an immediate impression. It was strange how little she knew about Kirk Stryker. Although Sam had attended high school with Kirk, they had lost touch, other than occasional run-ins on Facebook, and Sam insisted on doing the taxes himself every year, for better or worse. Her only knowledge of the Strykers stemmed from idle chitchat at various community gatherings over the years, although she did know that the Strykers were almost universally well-liked.
“Well, you know what they say,” Betty said, replacing the planner and closing the drawer. “Accounting makes for strange bedfellows.” She snapped off her gloves as Detective Girardi stuck his head into the room.
“Team’s done, Sarge,” Girardi said.
“Well, I’ll take a look at the report later this morning and talk to the coroner,” Betty said. “I’ll be in touch, Bill. Thanks.”
“No problem,” Williamson said. “And tell Sam I said hey.”
“Will do.” Betty took one last look around Stryker’s office. The eyes of the sodden and befallen teddy bear, glowing from reflected light, stared blankly into the room. On the wall hung a collection of homemade cards, made from things like beads and raw macaroni. The pasta was slightly charred from the fire, and the paper curled, but the cards had otherwise escaped destruction. She thought of Stryker’s young boys—safe and sound in their beds, just like her own children—who would wake up in a few hours to find that their father was gone. And now it was up to Betty to find out why.






  
  Chapter 4


John Parker’s feet dangled off the twin-size bed. One of his socks was missing, and he was rubbing his bare foot against the edge of the flat sheet for warmth when there was a bang on his bedroom door. 
“Johnny!”
Parker covered his head with the blanket.
“Johnny!”
“What, Ma!” he yelled. “I’m sleepin’.” He looked at the clock on his nightstand. It was 5:30 a.m.
“Telephone!”
“Take a message!”
“It’s Mr. Gardner!”
Parker stuck his head out from under the blanket. Why was Gardner calling his mother’s house phone? He reached up onto the night table for his cell. The ringer was off, and he had four missed calls and four messages. All from Gardner. Shit.
“Johnny!” his mother yelled again.
“All right, all right.” Parker kicked the covers off and sat up in bed. “Tell him I’ll call him on my cell.”
“All right, dear.”
Parker picked at the crust in the corners of his eyes as he listened to his mother’s footsteps retreat on the creaky wood flooring of the upstairs landing. It was still dark out, the glow of his nightlight illuminating his college diploma, which leaned, frameless, against a shelf of dusty middle school basketball trophies.
Parker huffed. A degree in digital media production at SUNY New Paltz had been a veritable waste of time. Despite a 3.8 GPA, Parker had no decent-paying job, no apartment he could afford, and no prospects for either. It had been nearly a year since he had been forced to take the drive of shame back to his parents’ house after graduation.
At least, he had a job. He was doing better than most of his college buddies, except for Stan who fell into an entry-level position at a casino in Atlantic City, but that was only because his uncle worked there. Although if Parker hadn’t heard about the assistant editor position at the Gardenia Gazette from his mother, he wouldn’t have a job at all. Fucking minimum wage. He would have been better off becoming a waiter at Friendly’s. He dialed Gardner on his cell. At least Friendly’s didn’t open until 8:00 a.m. . . .
“Yeah, it’s Parker,” he said when Gardner picked up. “You called?”
“Parker, where you been?” Gardner’s gruff voice powered through the tiny speaker.
“Sleeping.”
“I need you to head into town to help Kramer cover a story.”
“Now?”
“Yes, now. There’s been a murder.”
“A what?” Parker sprang out of bed. “Where?”
“At least, it might be a murder,” Gardner said. “Details are still fuzzy. Kirk Stryker. Ever hear of him?
“No.”
“Well, he’s a longtime resident. Kramer got a few things from one of his police contacts, but no one’s really talking. I think it might be arson and a mortal gunshot wound.”
Shit, Parker thought, Kramer was already on the scene. Figures. The guy had been working the local beat for, like, ten years and strode around the newspaper office like he was William Randolph Hearst.
“The Times reporters are sniffing around, though, and I don’t want to get scooped by those bastards again. I need a two-person team. This is your chance, Parker. Don’t let me down. Get me something for the website so I can run it later this morning. Can you be there in ten minutes?”
“I’ll be there in five.”
“Good.” Gardner hung up.
Parker stumbled around the room and found a semi-clean pair of jeans on the floor. He took off his T-shirt, flung it across the room, and was grabbing another from a pile of clean laundry on his desk chair when there was a knock on his door.
“What, Ma?” Parker grabbed a sock ball from his top dresser drawer.
“Johnny, is everything all right?”
“Yeah, Ma. I gotta go.”
“Are you gonna have any breakfast? I’ll make you something.”
“No, Ma, that’s all right. I don’t have time. I’ll grab something along the way.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, Ma, yes.” She was always asking if he was sure. It drove him crazy.
“All right then. Oh, and Daddy told me to remind you about your car inspection. It’s due tomorrow.”
“I know, I know,” Parker said, searching his desk for his digital tape recorder.
“All right then. Have a good day at work, dear.”
A fucking murder, Parker thought, pulling on his sneakers and lunging for a baseball cap from the top of his desk lamp. In Gardenia. And not some gang shit at the mall.
He looked at himself in his bedroom mirror. This is your chance, Parker thought, rubbing more sleep out of his eyes. He threw open his bedroom door and ran down the stairs like his career—and the rest of his adult life—depended on it.






  
  Chapter 5

Three and a half months earlier


Muriel crammed her minivan into the parking spot and checked the street signs three times to make sure she wouldn’t get towed. She used to get mad at Doug for being too cheap to spring for garage parking on those rare occasions they had an outing in Manhattan, but these days her checkbook wasn’t letting her be so decadent. She ran down Seventy-First Street toward Guinevere’s. 
The entrance to the restaurant was crowded, and Muriel was glad, at least, that she wouldn’t have to wait for a table since there was a reservation. Inside, the mood was festive with holiday string lights wrapped around poles and across the ceiling like a clothesline. She wasn’t used to eating in fancy restaurants anymore. The local fast food joints had become her home away from home.
She looked at her watch. It was just about seven. Stowe detested lateness more than sloppiness, and after the showdown with Mrs. Bernstein in his office the night before, Muriel figured she’d better forgo a quick stop to the bathroom if she wanted to keep her job—if she even still had one. She fluffed her hair with her hands and moved toward the maître d’ who had finished triaging parties of two and three when she stepped up to his podium. 
“Do you have a reservation?” he asked Muriel.
“Yes.” Muriel tightened the belt on her coat. “Under Stowe. Party of twelve.”
“Stowe, Stowe . . .” the maître d’ said, shaking his head. “Ah, yes. Wait, did you say party of twelve?”
“Yes,” Muriel said. “Seven o’clock.”
The maître d’ looked at her the way she often looked at her students when they answered a question incorrectly. “Hmmm . . . ‘Stowe,’ you said?”
“Yes, for 7:00 p.m.”
“And your name is?”
“Muriel Adams,” she said. He checked his listing and shook his head. “Is there a problem?”
“Well, I’m not quite sure. Can you step aside for a moment?” The maître d’ waved his hand toward the bar. “Let me seat these gentlemen.”
Embarrassed, Muriel took a step back and let a band of men make their way forward. Was it possible she was in the wrong restaurant? Had the wrong time? Day?
“Excuse me, did I hear you say your name is Muriel Adams?” asked a waitress, holding a round tray of drinks.
“Yes,” Muriel said.
“Great. Your party is expecting you. Come this way.”
Relieved, Muriel followed the young woman into the dimly lit restaurant.
Guinevere’s was lovely. Although a King Arthur theme called to mind hokey castles and oversize turkey legs, the restaurant offered more of a contemporary and subtle take—red heraldic banners were tucked high and out of the way on the walls and draped over tables, which were, of course, round, and decorated with classic white tableware and linens on which the silver cutlery sparkled. It amazed Muriel how, for such a narrow Manhattan street façade, the restaurant could be so large and cavernous. The waitress wormed her way around a series of tables until they reached a back section that featured a large fireplace and a fountain bearing a woman made of stone, draped in robes, presumably Guinevere herself.
“Here you go,” the waitress said, pulling out a chair with her free hand at a small, neatly set table for two, not twelve. At the far end sat a nicely dressed gentleman whom Muriel suddenly realized was Marty Benning. He stood up.
“Please don’t leave,” he said when he saw Muriel’s face.
The waitress raised her eyebrows. “Is everything all right?” she asked.
“Fine,” Benning said.
“I’m confused,” Muriel said. “Where is everyone?”
“We’re fine,” Benning said again to the waitress who stood balancing the tray of drinks with one hand. She nodded skeptically and walked toward another table.
“Where is everyone?” Muriel asked again.
“Don’t be mad,” Benning said. “They’re not coming.” He was wearing a charcoal gray suit and red tie, and Muriel could tell he had gotten a haircut since she had seen him the day before.
“What do you mean they’re not coming?”
“I mean, it’s just us,” Benning said.
“I don’t understand.”
“Are you ever going to sit down or do you plan on eating standing up?”
“I don’t plan on eating at all,” Muriel said, aware of eyes throughout the room beginning to focus on them.
Benning leaned toward her. “Just sit down

      [image: image-placeholder]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
f;.

<

A

A THRILLER

AUTHOR OF THE BABY GRAND TRILOGY





OEBPS/images/d54d9368-3259-4af3-9de1-99e935b6b390.png





OEBPS/images/5926c835-46d9-432c-9a9e-4819271c1e4e.jpeg






