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“What have you to say about this, Master Tom?”

Thomas Gallagher met the chuckles of the all-male executive circle with a good-natured smile, even as he smarted at the slight. The owners of MFG Oil and Gas delighted in putting on the Cockney accent of Gallagher’s home country, treating him like their own Oliver Twist, an orphan unworthy to be in the company of kings.

“Come now, an honest answer,” Jonah McKittrick said. “Do you believe that all men are equal under the law or are there rules that don’t apply to everyone.”

McKittrick, tall, robust, with a ready smile and an easy-going nature, made up one half of MFG Oil and Gas. His partner, Alan Fogerty, presented himself as the opposite in appearance and personality, medium height, with a taciturn demeanor and a dour expression to match. The partners ran the company like a roulette wheel, betting big on everything they did, spending millions on mineral rights, pursuing fracking when few others would; if it was in the ground, they would get it out. MFG’s projected profits for the year stood at over a billion dollars. 

“There are those who are beyond the reach of God and man,” Gallagher said, parroting McKittrick’s favorite expression. The executives, puffing on after-dinner cigars and sipping cognac, chuckled at the familiar saying. 

“That’s not an answer,” Fogerty said. 

Gallagher felt the electric charge of panic within.  For over a year, he had been chasing after this golden ticket, an invitation to the East End mansion hidden by acres of reserve.  Standing in the Great Room among Greek-inspired architectural columns, a Steinway grand piano, and Modigliani’s painted nudes gracing the walls, he had breached the castle. He could not fail now.  I will never go back. 

“He knows that, Alan,” McKittrick said, putting down his glass. He draped an arm around Thomas Gallagher’s shoulder.  “Come with me,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

***
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They entered the wood-paneled library, a staid room filled with the scent of cigar smoke and immeasurable wealth. Chippendale cherrywood furniture, an executive desk and a Persian area rug. Two, comfortable wingback armchairs sat on either side of the cold fireplace, mirroring each other. Gallagher imagined the men seated in those chairs, discussing global issues, making decisions that would affect millions, no, billions of lives. McKittrick went to the drinks trolley; he fixed two drinks and came to Thomas, holding out one as an offering. Gallagher’s hand shook as he took the glass and brought it to his lips. In his head, he swore. Steady. Steady.

Fogerty entered the room with a nod toward McKittrick. 

“Thomas, we’ve been very impressed with you. You’ve shown ingenuity, creativity, the willingness to take risks–”

“You’ve got balls,” Fogerty interrupted.

McKittrick laughed. “You have all the qualities needed to achieve success beyond your wildest dreams.”

Gallagher smiled even as his heart pounded. 

“Governments come and go, but natural resources, oil and gas, go on forever. Those who control those resources, control their destiny, and the destiny of everyone else.”

“We control the world,” Fogerty said. “The people out there,” he said, nodding toward an unknown distance, “everything they have comes from us. They’d be lost without us. They wouldn’t survive.”

McKittrick nodded. “We give them a comfortable home, a vacation every year, a little extra spending money, and they’re happy. In return, they watch and listen to what we feed them on the radio and television. We tell them what to think–”

“Who to vote for,” Fogerty cut in.

“... and they submit, willingly,” McKittrick said. “Think about that. Actually, you’ve had your moment to think. What’s your answer to my question?”

Thomas Gallagher squared his shoulders. So close. Almost there. “Yes, I believe some are chosen to take their place out in front while the rest follow. That responsibility requires risk, necessary decisions to achieve the end, by whatever means necessary. Yes, not all laws are for all men.” 

McKittrick and Fogerty exchanged a glance between them. 

McKittrick pressed a button on the desk. “There is a book—” 

“Jesus Christ,” Fogerty interrupted. 

McKittrick ignored him. “This book is fiction, written many years ago. It’s about a young woman brought to a chateau where she is – trained – for a group of wealthy men.” 

“Trained for what?” Gallagher asked.

McKittrick gave a soft smile. “Submission. The premise being the more the young woman, her body, her life, is completely given to men, for whatever they want, the happier she is.”

“I don’t imagine any woman would agree to that,” Gallagher said. 

Fogerty gave a snide laugh. “A woman wrote it,” he said.

“And she wrote it to please a man, her married lover,” McKittrick went on. “This made us curious. We control the world, but we decided to explore this control in a more personal way.”

At the sound of footsteps, Gallagher turned. A young woman entered the library. A beautiful girl, doe-eyed, with long bangs, and loose, shoulder-length hair framing her face. Her slender figure peeked through a short, untied silk robe. 

McKittrick maneuvered the girl to stand before Gallagher. “What if I were to say that I’m giving her to you.” 

Thomas Gallagher, dumbstruck, shifted from McKittrick to the doe-eyed young woman and back again, like a spectator at a tennis match. 

“I – uh – I –”

“Francine, come here to me,” Fogerty said. 

The girl obeyed. 

A sliver of fear rippled up Gallagher’s spine as Fogerty slipped his hands inside the girl’s robe, moving over her bare skin, exploring her as she stood in quiet compliance. She looked at Gallagher, her docile, empty eyes staring through him. Gallagher glanced away, the heat of embarrassment rushing to his cheeks.   

“Frannie is our first,” McKittrick said. “She has been with us for a while; it took time to get the kinks out. As I always say, sometimes, to get a desired result, you have to be creative. You have to drill horizontally.” 

Fogerty released the girl and went to the drinks trolley. 

McKittrick took the young woman by the hand and drew her to himself. Lifting her chin with one finger, he kissed her lips. “I love you,” he said, soft and low. “Do you love me?”

“Yes,” she whispered. 

The sound of shouting jolted Gallagher, the glass wobbling in his hand, the liquid spilling over.

“Of course, there’s always someone who doesn’t understand progress,” McKittrick said. 

Fogerty made a noise of disgust and took a swallow of his drink. 

McKittrick went to the desk, extracting something out of the drawer.

Two men burst into the library. Gallagher recognized them as private security. They had a captive in tow, his hands and feet shackled. Positioning him on the rug, they forced him to his knees.

“Francine, Francine!” the man shouted. “You sick bastards. You’re going to pay for what you did to her. When the police find your little torture chamber down there, you’ll rot in prison for the rest of your lives.” 

The young woman’s eyes clouded with confusion.

Gallagher’s heart pounded in his chest. He looked toward the entrance to the library, the hallway, expecting someone would come running at the commotion. When he turned back, he found Fogerty’s eyes on him, cool and calm, as if the older man knew his every thought. 

McKittrick stood behind the young woman. “Do you hear this?” he whispered in her ear. “He’s going to take you away from me. He won’t take care of you like I do. What will become of you? What will happen to me? Are you going to let him hurt me?” 

She turned, gazing up at him, her eyes wide with fear. “I love you,” she said.

“Don’t tell me,” McKittrick said, pressing the object into the young woman’s palm. “Show me.”

The young woman turned to the man on his knees. She held out her arm, her hand gripping the gun, pointing, aiming.

Gallagher, dazed, opened his mouth, but no words came out.

“Francine,” the man cried out. “Francine, please – my God, I’m your husband–”

At the cracking sound, Gallagher’s glass fell from his hand, hitting the floor and shattering.

Jonah McKittrick slipped the gun out of Francine’s hand and kissed her lips. “That’s a good girl.” 

Gallagher gaped at the inert body, the bile rising in his throat as blood spread across the fabric of the rumpled shirt and seeped out underneath onto the rug. The private security wrapped the rug around the body and carried it away. 

“We’ll have to buy another rug,” Fogerty said, knocking back another swallow of his drink.

Gallagher struggled to find his voice. “I’m sorry?”

McKittrick gave a chuckle. “Thomas, this never happened. You said yourself, not all laws are for all men. They’re not for us. The world, and everything in it, is ours.” McKittrick placed Francine in front of Gallagher. “Now, it could be yours.”

The young woman offered her hand. 

“Unless we were wrong,” Fogerty said. “It’d be a damn shame to come this far and lose everything.” 

Thomas Gallagher, the son of a shopkeeper, scraping and scrapping all those years to shed that life of struggle and poverty . . . And now I made it. I’m here. Why should I give it all up? For what? She agreed. She . . . submitted.  

Gallagher took her hand. 

“Our dear Frannie has graduated,” McKittrick said. “She’s ready. And so are you.” 

***
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Gallagher led the young woman out of the library and down the hall into the Great Room. Outside the glass wall, beyond the bluff, pale moonlight threw shadows across the bays until they disappeared at the curve of the earth. Beyond the reach of God and man.

He saw each executive take in the young woman, the raw hunger of anticipation on each face as the men removed jackets and loosened ties. Gallagher stopped at McKittrick and Fogerty. 

McKittrick motioned with his hand for the men to gather in a circle around Gallagher and Francine.

“Welcome to the team, Thomas. Start us off, won’t you?”

Gallagher turned to Francine. With a swipe of his hands, he brushed the robe off her shoulders, and it fell to the floor.   

Staring into those wide, docile eyes, Thomas Gallagher saw a woman conquered and content to be so. A woman who didn’t want to be free. 
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Agreements must be kept
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​Chapter 1
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Where the hell is the hit man? The familiar, silent monologue raged until Katerina Mills swore the other office workers heard the screaming in her head.  

The morning’s inner tirade had kicked off from something small, as it always did. The stapler had jammed. 

I shouldn’t be here. 

I should be in Paris.

I should be with Alexander Winter.

The struggle continued until she heard, “Give it here, girl.”

Katerina released her enemy to Luella, the office manager. A tall, regal woman, Luella had a no-nonsense attitude wrapped in polite efficiency. Katerina did her best not to be a burden. After all, someone had pulled strings to get her the job. And I’m supposed to be grateful. 

“Take it easy, baby,” Luella said, handing it back. 

The office décor screamed nineteen-eighties with its drab, brown-patterned carpet. The zig-zagged desks with peeling laminate forced human proximity. Technicolor Coatings, a paint manufacturer, would have made a perfect setting for Sartre’s masterpiece about Hell: No Exit – in Brooklyn. 

Katerina resumed her rote tasks: open the envelopes, remove the checks, make the photocopies, staple the check copy to the backup of the bill and receiver. She had done accounts payable before. As a teenager, she worked after school for her father, William Mills, the manager of a plush toy factory. In reality, Kat had been an unwitting cog in his real business, heroin distribution, paying the fake invoices, helping to launder the money. 

Next, Katerina separated out the thick, stapled packets of Safety Data Sheets. She knew the pictures in their little red diamonds by heart, the flame, the exploding bomb, the skull and crossbones, and more. She updated a spreadsheet, a mind-numbing exercise of typing in each product’s name and chemical ingredients, xylene, toluene, ethyl benzene, and the hazard and precautionary statement codes she knew by heart. Ground/bond container. Extremely flammable liquid and vapor. Contains gas under pressure; may explode if heated. Keep away from heat, hot surface, sparks, open flames, and other ignition sources. No smoking. 

The work had piled up while she had been out. This time, it had been bronchitis. You have to be careful, the doctor had warned. The pneumonia could return. So? Let it come. Better for me.  

Trapped behind the desk, Kat’s mind created havoc, the fear and guilt running wild and unchecked. 

I’m sitting here doing paperwork and three people are dead. Murdered.

Today could be the day it’s four.

If the hit man had done his job . . . John Reynolds would be dead. John Reynolds, her first client as a professional “fixer,” introduced through the shadowy MJM agency. A loving husband who just wanted someone to follow his young, beautiful wife, Felicia, and recommend a birthday gift.  How could I have been so stupid? How could I not have seen he only wanted a dupe to follow his wife and discover her lover . . . so he could take his revenge.

Like a disaster movie stuck in a loop, the replay button in Kat’s head flipped on. Following the young socialite, tracking her every move, even arranging to bump into her at Saks. The lover, Will Temple, showing up at Kat’s apartment looking for a film company and an audition. And then seeing it all on video, seeing herself with both victims, falling into Reynolds’ spider web trap of blackmail, forced to do his bidding. 

Five months, gone. Five months of waiting every day to hear if the killer had trapped and caught his next victim. Alex.

The hysteria in Kat’s head reached its zenith and then, like the pop of a balloon, spent itself. Exhaustion washed over her, leaving her hollow and empty. 

The door between the factory and the office opened, letting in the sharp, stinging scents of the chemicals. Kat’s nose congested and her eyes burned. A brief thought occurred to her: a stuffed nose might linger. It could buy her some time. Another night on the couch. Maybe.  

Sensing someone standing nearby, Kat’s head snapped up. A Hispanic man in his late fifties peered around the hallway corner, a tentative look on his face. Immigrants made up the factory workforce. Katerina had surmised that management asked no questions about the validity of work authorization documents. “We’re not detectives,” was the official line. 

“Hello, miss,” he said. 

Katerina hoped she had shed any sign of her anger. She hoped the smile on her face looked real. “Hola Juan,” she said. “Como ésta?”

“Bien, bien,” he said. “Tu madre?”

“Mi madre ésta bien,” she said, enjoying their ritual conversation. She asked after his family. 

“Bien, gracias a Dios,” he said, raising a hand to indicate the heavens. 

Once, he had shown her a picture of his daughter, a beautiful girl with two children of her own. He sent her money so she could live well with his grandchildren. 

And I bet you didn’t use your daughter as bait for a corrupt DEA agent so you could flee after your drug trafficking operation was stolen by the competition. Nope. I’ll bet you didn’t. 

“En que puedo servirle, Juan,” Kat asked, the familiar, “How may I help you?” 

“Please, I have one problem,” he said, and held out his pay stub. Together, between his poor English and her poor Spanish, they tried to understand each other. 

Luella appeared at the desk and spoke flawless Spanish to Juan. “That’s okay baby, I got this,” she said to Katerina.

Katerina gave him a kind smile and Juan said, “Thank you, miss,” as Luella whisked him away. 

***
[image: image]


At the end of her shift, Katerina exited the building, stepping into the still, warm air. Glancing to her left, she noted the usual gathering of factory employees by one of the doors, clustered together, some smoking. A few waved, others stared, their thoughts unknown. Kat walked away toward the subway. She had a moment’s trepidation she was being followed; giving a half-turn, she relaxed. Juan, heading to the same subway station, always followed a short distance behind. 

Kat took the steps down into the subway and came out onto the platform just as the train screeched into the station, bringing a rush of tepid, sodden air until it came to a nails-on-a-chalkboard stop. 

As the doors opened, Kat gave a wistful thought that she should speak Spanish better.  Moose could help her. But of course, she couldn’t go near Moose. She couldn’t go near anyone. 

It’s too dangerous. 

I could get someone killed.

I already did. 
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​Chapter 2
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When Katerina came up out of the subway, she meandered along Third Avenue and Seventy-sixth Street. The Bay Ridge neighborhood had a quiet, sleepy quality, more so than usual due to Ramadan. The sound of music and prayers from the mosque PA system reached her ears as she resumed her daily ritual, stopping in at a candy store. She bought a handful of individually wrapped Turkish Delight, the only things that calmed her constant sick stomach.

Behind the counter, the young girl with dark hair and dark eyes nodded at Kat in recognition, eyeing her with curiosity as she tallied up the total. Kat peeled off the few dollars she had been allowed to have and placed them on the counter, snatching up the sweets and depositing them in her pocket. 

“You feeling okay?” the girl asked. 

“Yes, okay,” Kat answered. She didn’t want to talk about the past five months, the sicknesses that came and went, the endless rounds of antibiotics. What should I say? I worked at it until it finally happened, thanks. The ear infections, colds, flus, bronchitis, and pneumonia . . . all gone now, like a last line of defense, broken. She would have to sleep in the bedroom. 

The girl nodded in a way that said, I don’t believe you. 

Katerina left the change behind and went on her way. 

She continued her walk in the unusual quiet of an ordinary spring day. As if a switch had been flipped, one of the worst winters on record had disappeared and May had come on pleasant and bright. With her latest recovery, her return to Manhattan and her classes meant everyone waiting to get at her would be out of hibernation as well: the Italians, the Russians, a dirty DEA agent, drug dealers . . . 

She could hide no longer. They would be coming. 

But none of it mattered. Somewhere, right now, Alexander Winter, “Bob,” and “Professor” to Katerina, a good man, an expert thief, a lover denied, was on the run. How many times did I vow I would never see you running for your life because of me.  If Reynolds’ killer caught him . . . what if he’s already been caught? Kat turned her face as if turning away from the thought. 

Approaching the end of the block, she saw the familiar utilitarian brick building on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Eightieth Street looming closer with every step. Her gait slowed. She couldn’t think about any of it anymore.  

She had to get ready. 
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​Chapter 3
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Twisting the key in the deadbolt lock, Kat let herself into the apartment. The simple setup of bulky furniture in shades of brown and black, coffee table, a small dining table for four, a flat screen television bolted to the wall and an overstuffed couch, had not changed since that day in late January. The day Kat had appeared at the door as ordered. The first “assignment” from John Reynolds. 

Kat tidied up the coffee table and cleared away the rumpled, spare blanket from the couch.  She grabbed a bible off a side table, a gift from her “Uncle” Sergei, an old friend of her parents.

Sergei had given her the book in January, his advice more earthbound than heavenly. This is not book about only God, but book about men. Read it. You will know what men have in their hearts, what they will do. And you will find how to defeat men. 

Throughout the winter, cooped up in the apartment, sick and alone, Kat had read the book. She memorized the stories, hoping they would bring her an answer; an answer that Alexander Winter would have provided, after he asked his familiar question.

Did you go to Sunday School?

***
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Kat changed into a spaghetti strap, flimsy blouse and a pencil skirt that clung to her non-existent waist. She stopped in front of the mirror. She kept her long, chestnut hair tied back in a simple ponytail; she refused to cut it. If she didn’t cut her hair, Winter would come back. They would escape, disappear together. He would lay her down and run his hands through her hair...

She shook her head to clear away the thought. Turning around and looking over her shoulder, Kat examined her back; only vague, discolored shadows remained. 

This girl, with the pale complexion, dull hair, and dark circles under her eyes, looked nothing like the girl in an LA hotel room in January. The girl who had held out her hand while Alexander Winter placed the delicate engagement ring on her finger. 

The ring. 

She had left it in her luggage at the safe house apartment in January – before going to her apartment. When she had returned ... 

Gone. 

***
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Katerina stood at the kitchen counter, making dinner. Making a mess. The clicking of the key in the lock jolted her from her thoughts. Her heart jumped, the familiar fight or flight response kicking in as the apartment door opened. She knew the routine without turning around: the backpack set on the floor, the jacket slipped off and draped over the back of the kitchen chair, the tug at the tie. The service weapon shoulder holster came off next, draped over the jacket by the strap. The gun dangled in the holster. 

Kat closed her eyes as he came up behind her. The acid churned in her stomach as the powerful arms snaked around and squeezed. The wrong arms. The hands explored her belly, making their way toward her breasts, insistent. The wrong hands. 

She plastered the smile on her lips, turning on the obligatory sounds of pleasure and waited for the first words of Detective Ryan Kellan, assigned to the murder investigation of Felicia Reynolds. 

“What’s cooking, good-looking?” he whispered, nuzzling her ear with his nose. 

“A surprise,” she answered. “You’ll like it.”

He laughed. “I’m not sure about that,” he said, his hands moving toward her lower abdomen. “You sound all better,” he whispered. 

Katerina’s heart sank. No more excuses. 

Be careful. If you hesitate ... 

“I am,” she said. 

His hands shifted, running down the length of her arms until his hands smothered hers. She felt the iron grip, manipulating her fingers to release the knife and the pepper. 

“Let’s test that out,” he said. “Right now.” 

He turned her around.

Kat’s smile stayed glued in place, the eyes lit with practiced excitement. She gazed at his face, running her hands through the dark mane of his hair, then caressing his neck. 

And the screaming in her head raged on, unheard.

Ryan Kellan reached over and turned off the stove. Gripping one of her hands, he led her to the bedroom. 

***
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Katerina stared up at the ceiling, listening to Ryan’s rhythmic snore, the space deep inside her pulsing with a heartbeat pain of its own. She imagined she had been outside herself, watching the performance of a young woman pretending to enjoy making love, making noises alien and strange to her, noises she would not normally make in the heat of passion. Slipping out of bed, she stole out of the bedroom, closing the door with a snick of a noise.

Crossing the tiny living room, she stood with her back to the kitchen sink and watched the bedroom door, waiting. After a few moments, she retrieved his backpack, placing it on the kitchen table and conducted her ritual investigation of the contents. Her stomach turned at the crime scene photos of Felicia Reynolds, Will Temple, and Cheryl Penn, another socialite murdered to muddy the water of the investigation; the hideous mosaic of damage to each victim’s body served as a testament to their torment and suffering. 

Katerina clamped her eyes shut, unable to escape the memory of that fateful night in January, the terrible choice John Reynolds had demanded.  He would unleash his murderous disciple once again.

Who is your choice, the lover, or your dear mother?

She had pleaded. She had begged.

Choose, or I choose for you.

Katerina swiped her arm across her cheeks to take the tears away, inhaling a silent, shaky breath at the thought of the promise she had made to Alexander Winter only days before she broke it. 

I will always protect you.

***
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Pulling out the notebook, she flipped through the pages, deciphering his chicken scratch with ease. 

Her head shot up. She froze. After a second, she returned to the notebook. Her eyes locked on a late entry. 

Morse

O’Connoll

5/12

112 W. 52

Reynolds office. 

Kat’s heart thumped in a spasm of panic. 

Day after tomorrow. 

One more day, I would have been too late. 

Completing the first task, she moved on to the next step, looking for copies of amended DD-5 reports with new details. Her eidetic memory held every word. When she finished, she returned everything in its order. Each time she performed the ritual, she remembered the first robbery she had committed with Winter, a retrieval of a client’s damning VCR tape, forgotten in a recently sold cabinet. Winter had walked her through the robbery, guiding her, correcting her for ripping items out of the cabinet with no rhyme or reason as she searched for the hidden compartment and the tape. I’ve learned, Alex. I remember what you taught me.  

Kat returned the backpack to its spot and went into the bathroom for her cover story. She washed her hands and face and flushed the toilet. When she crawled back into bed, Ryan stirred and rolled over, his arm draping over her, heavy and confining. 

Katerina stared at the ceiling. Tomorrow, she returned to her classes in Manhattan. She would give her report to John Reynolds on the state of the investigation, and she would warn him to prepare; the police were coming to see him. 

Where the hell is the hit man?
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​Chapter 4
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Staring out the window, Katerina watched the throngs of people crowding the sidewalks, hustling to their destinations. She wished she could be one of them, any of them. Even in the cacophony of human voices, accelerating engines, and blaring horns, they had more peace. They weren’t trapped in a car, listening to Ryan’s voice drone like a local train on the Long Island Rail Road, slow, endless, and making every stop, all the way from Brooklyn to Manhattan. 

“Thank Christ you’ll be done with this shit in a couple of weeks,” he said. 

“I’d finish my degree quicker if I took classes five days a week next semester,” she said.

“What about the job?” he asked. 

She held still, the bird trapped in the cage. Shit. Here it comes.

“You want to throw away another job, Kate? I had a nice job for you, remember? You didn’t want it, so it was gone. Wheelan went out of his way to make a spot for you and give you that job, as a favor to my father. You want to shit on that now?”

“No – no, of course not,” Kat stumbled, shifting to face forward, her head down. “I really appreciate it. It’s a really good job – and I really appreciate it.” 

“Uh-hunh,” Ryan said, shifting in his seat, adjusting his hand on the wheel, squeezing. 

Kat turned back to the passenger window. She would pay for this. It was just a matter of when. 

Her anxiety ramped up as the familiar Washington Square Arch loomed larger. Ryan eased the car over to the curb, putting it in park. 

“Thank you,” she said, “I really appreciate everything, I do.” 

Kat gathered her backpack off the floor, feeling his eyes on her. She kept her face blank and vacuous, as she had practiced, as if she had no presence, no personality. When she sat up, she turned to him.

He considered her for a moment. “Be good,” he said. 

“Promise,” she said, and waited for the kiss she could not avoid. Ambling out of the car, Kat stood at the curb, watching him maneuver the car back into traffic, waving to him as he went. Crossing the street, she headed onto the campus, her stomach churning. Reaching the building, she pulled open the door and slipped inside. 

***
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The narrow staircase had a landing at each level with its own door. Katerina took the stairs to the bottom, as she had countless times during the semester, her heart pounding as if it were the first time. Grabbing the handle, she hesitated, then pulled open the door and forced herself to walk inside. 

Entering the auditorium, the stage sat on her left, the seating stretched out to her right. In the middle section of the first row sat John Reynolds. He sported a head of wavy salt and pepper hair and had the appearance of a kindly uncle. The grieving widower appeared fit and healthy, having busied himself with good works over the long winter; his signature achievement had been the creation of a foundation in the memory of the dearly departed wife he had murdered. Standing a few feet away from his employer, Garrett, the driver, stood silent, watching. 

“Now is the winter of our discontent made glorious summer,” Reynolds said, a wide, “Joker” smile on his lips. 

A violent tremble broke out within Katerina.  

“We have a standing appointment Miss Katerina – do we not? Yet, this is the fourth, or is it the fifth time that you disappear for weeks –”

“I was sick again.”

“And you don’t call?” 

Katerina found her voice. “I’m sorry, I should have asked my boyfriend, the police detective, if I could borrow his phone,” and her cheeks flushed at the insolence. The problem is your temper. That’s what Winter always said. Watch your temper. 

Reynolds glossed over the comment. “Well, you’re here now. You owe me a performance,” he said with a wave of his hand, indicating she should take the stairs to the stage. 

Katerina didn’t move. 

Reynolds shook his head with a chuckle. “I am on the board of this fine institution. This affords me special privileges, including visits to the grounds and facilities anytime I wish, and special performances. You wouldn’t be thinking of doing something foolish like refusing me, would you?” 

Katerina went to the stairs and took them up to the stage. 

“Come, come, you know the procedure,” he said, nodding at her purse. 

Kat let the purse fall to the stage, the thud reverberating in the space. 

“And ...?”

Kat dropped the backpack.

“In the center, please,” he said, a tick of annoyance in his voice.

Katerina obeyed. 

“Do tell, how is life with the policeman? I want a complete update.”

Katerina remained silent, stubborn in spite of her better judgment.

“Oh, my apologies. A director must be clear. I should have asked, how are your evenings with the policeman? What sportive tricks do you have to report? You are certainly made for them, not like our poor Richard.”

Katerina glared at Reynolds, as if she could stare daggers into his chest. 

Reynolds clapped his hands together. “It has been recent! How delicious. Was it yesterday? No mind, no matter. A command performance today. I want every detail. A pity my wife is not here. She could offer her expertise on the subject. Come, my little Desdemona, what did you say, hmmm? ‘Will you come to bed, my lord?’” he parroted. 

“Yes,” Katerina said. 

“No, no, that will not do. Louder. And with every detail.” 

Kat pursed her lips until she trusted herself to speak. “I laid him down. I straddled his hips. I took him inside me,” she said through gritted teeth. She consoled herself with her small victory of lying to him. I didn’t do what you wanted at all. He took me to bed. He took me. But I never said yes. Never. 

“Excellent,” Reynolds said, his eyes bright with glee. “It’s what you all do. You “lie” in the marriage bed. And when questioned if there is any crime you have not confessed, you look with eyes of innocence and say, ‘Alack, my lord, what do you mean by that?’” he said, his voice a high-pitched falsetto.  

Reynolds rose from his seat and stood at the foot of the stage. “Your class completed Othello,” he said, his eyes darkening now. “You know every word by heart. Say the rest.” 

Katerina didn’t answer.

“Say it!”

“‘Since guiltiness, I know not,’” she said. 

“Very good, Miss Katerina,” he said. “Not true, of course. But you “lie” beautifully. Where does the investigation stand now?” 

“The detectives, all of them, from all the connected cases, are coming to see you.” 

“When?”

“Tomorrow,” she said. 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. There’s nothing else in the notepad.” 

“And you tell me today,” Reynolds said, shaking his head. 

“I was sick,” she protested. “He wouldn’t let me go to school.” 

Reynolds gave a heavy sigh of disappointment. “Always lying and deception. It would have been better if my Felicia had been a Cordelia, unwilling to give lip service to affection.”

He had moved on to King Lear. 

It wouldn’t have made a difference if your wife had been Joan of Arc. She would have ended up like Cordelia all the same. Dead. Because you would have killed her. 

“No, she was my Goneril, my Regan, declaring her love to her king with a false tongue. And after I gave her life, as if I had begot and bred her. I made her what she was – and she betrayed me,” he said as he gazed up at Katerina. “So young and so untender.” 

Reynolds turned his back on Katerina and gave Garrett a flick of his finger toward the door. Garrett fell in step to leave.  “I will be sure your beloved knows you couldn’t be bothered to save him, because you had a sniffle,” he called over his shoulder.

The terror struck like a knife. Kat rushed to the edge of the stage. “When? Where?” 

“He is – situated.” 

Katerina sucked in a breath as the nausea swirled in her stomach. She rushed down the steps, skidding to a stop as John Reynolds turned to her.

“How many times have I been caught off guard by the antics of the police. Because of you. I have endured months of nonsense. Newly discovered soils and fibers on one of the bodies, household staff as suspects, and on and on. One too many mines I almost stepped on because you kept me waiting. Disobedience requires punishment. My Bruce does enjoy the hunt, but I felt it was time. He has your beloved now. He’s quite secure. Of course, when I say secure, I mean–”

“Don’t,” Kat blurted, and she felt her body weaving, giving out within her. 

“No details?” Reynolds shrugged his shoulders. “As you wish. What happens to your beloved next depends on whether you carry out my instructions, exactly as I give them, when I give them. Is that understood?” 

Katerina nodded. 

“Upset the policeman, my little Desdemona. Ensure his mind is preoccupied with you, understand? Be creative. You have options. What about the classmate in your law class? Mark something or other. He would do nicely.”

Katerina nodded, the pain from her clenched teeth traveling the length of her jaw.

Reynolds and his driver left the auditorium, the slam of the door echoing in the space and vibrating in her chest. 

Katerina sank down onto a step, rocking back and forth, hearing Winter’s voice in her head. If you can walk out the door, you’re not caught. If there’s even one move left to make, it’s not over.

Now you’re caught, Bob.

With shaking hands, Katerina rooted in her purse, ripping out items and tossing them aside. Digging under a false bottom, she pulled out a finger-sized cell phone. Her body trembled as she struggled to punch in the correct numbers, blinking hard, trying to see. She brought the phone to her ear, listening to the endless ringing. She hit the stop button. 

Last year, two half-brothers, private operators, Carter and Keyes, had been hired by Alexander Winter to watch over her, protect her. Carter remained in Vermont to watch over her mother, but Katerina had hired Keyes in January to go after Winter, come to his aid, and bring him home. She tried again, the phone ringing until it disconnected. 

Katerina moved on to the next number, mumbling her mother’s name as the ringing continued. Pulling the phone from her ear, she jabbed at the button to stop the call. With tears clouding her eyes, she jabbed at the keypad again, and then again, until she had the last phone number right. As the ringing droned on, she rocked back and forth until she gave up and hit the stop button.

Where is Keyes?

Where is my mother?

Where the hell is the hit man? 

Dazed, Katerina buried the tiny cell phone back in its hiding place, collected all the detritus and returned it to her purse. She pulled the strap onto her shoulder and gathered her backpack. As if in slow motion, Katerina left the auditorium. 

Alex.  

Oh, God. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter 5
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“Buongiorno studenti.”

“Buongiorno,” the class repeated. 

Katerina repeated the words while her twenty questions quiz to Alexander Winter in January blared in her head. 

Have you ever been to a foreign country?

Yes. 

Can you speak the language of that country?

Yes. 

Say something. 

Voglio fare l’amore con te ora. 

I want to make love to you right now. 

If I spoke the language, we could talk to each other when you returned. 

If I spoke the language, it meant you were coming back. 

A late addition to her course load, Katerina had counted on the Italian I class to calm and soothe her nerves. But it could not quell the hysteria that rolled over her now like a tidal wave. The noise of the student’s voices swirled around her, while the crime scene photos looped in her head like a horror movie. Then the photos changed; instead of Felicia Reynolds, Will Temple, and Cheryl Penn, now she saw Alexander Winter suffering, screaming . . . and the screaming she heard in her head was her own.

Professor Rinaldi continued walking around the room, asking everyone what they did over the weekend. 

“E signorina Katerina, che cosa hai fatto?”

“What have you done?” 

What have I done? 

I waited. Ho aspettato. 

I hoped. Ho sperato. 

Sei viva? Are you alive? 

Not for long. 

I’ve killed you. 

Katerina’s eyes welled with tears. She realized Professor Rinaldi was waiting. 

“Ho studiato l’italiano,” she said.

The class chuckled. 

“Va bene, bene, essato. Brava, signorina, brava.” 

Professor Rinaldo walked back up to the front of the classroom. “Pronti, abbiamo l’esame finale. Quindi, studiamo, facciamo pratica, ripetiamo.” 

Study, practice, repeat. 

Katerina gave up concentrating on the drills, her mind tormented with imaginings until she heard Rinaldi ask her the question, “Posso aiutarla?”

Tomorrow, four NYPD detectives will pay a visit to a man who had his wife, her lover, and an innocent woman, murdered. And that man will be prepared to avoid capture and punishment for his crimes.

Because of me.

I wish you could help me. 

“Si, grazie, mi dica . . .”
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​Chapter 6
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The detectives crowded the waiting area. Tom Morse, early forties, sporting a short, neat haircut, the detective who caught the Will Temple case when the young actor had first disappeared. Denis O’Connoll, the veteran detective with a world-weary look, the lead detective investigating Will Temple’s death. They made a mismatched pair as they milled around the small space, keeping to themselves. 

Ryan’s partner, Detective Walter Lashiver, another seasoned veteran, planted himself near the desk of Elizabeth, John Reynolds’ secretary. 

Using the desk like a moat around a castle, Elizabeth’s hands fluttered from one task to another. Lashiver waited for her nerves to get the better of her and make eye contact. When she did, he smiled. She ignored the olive branch, choosing to concentrate on her paperwork. 

Lashiver edged closer, hovering near a cell phone box sitting on the edge of the desk, watching Elizabeth’s hands flutter faster until she swept paperwork off her desk. 

She came around to the front of the desk, crouching down to pick up the sheets of paper. Her head darted up, staring at Walter Lashiver kneeling down in front of her, gathering up a few papers. “Got yourself a new phone?”

Elizabeth didn’t answer as she snatched up the truant items. 

Lashiver understood people’s discomfort being on the receiving end of questions, even innocuous questions, from a police officer. Questions didn’t bother criminals; they lied all the time. But your average law-abiding citizen panicked, the natural inclination being they had to answer, as if under interrogation.  

“I can’t get used to the new technology,” he went on. “I’m an old school kind of guy. Four G, Five G, Nine G, who knows what it all means?” he said with a laugh. “You don’t like the phone you have?”

“Mr. Reynolds got a new phone,” she said, snapping the papers from his outstretched hand as she rose to her feet.

Lashiver nodded, standing up with her. “Oh. How come?”

“He lost his phone,” Elizabeth said. 

Lashiver nodded. “When did that happen?”

“Yesterday.”

Lashiver nodded again.

Morse and O’Connoll remained off to the side, silent as a grave. 

“That happened before, didn’t it?” Lashiver remarked. “We checked the call log on his phone, last year. Standard procedure. There was nothing unusual. Actually, there was nothing. Because he lost his phone last year, isn’t that right? That’s what you told my partner and me in the interview. It happened just a few days before Mrs. Reynolds’ murder. He lost his phone. That’s what you said, Elizabeth.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth said. 

The door to the executive office opened and John Reynolds emerged, lips curled into a smile. “Detectives, apologies for keeping you waiting. Please,” he said, opening the door wide, “come in.”

As Lashiver passed, Reynolds said, “You are without your partner today?”

“He’ll be along in a minute,” Lashiver said and leaned in, his voice low. “I know you feel more comfortable with him handling the investigation.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Reynolds said. 
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“We’ve retraced your wife’s schedule for the last year, again,” Ryan went on, keeping his eyes on the open notepad. “We’ve identified at least three individuals, at a minimum, that your wife was potentially intimate –”

“My wife had several lovers,” Reynolds interrupted. “And I believe the report provided by my private investigator, retired Detective Green, outlined that information, as he has been sharing the efforts of his work with you. So once again, detective, that which you have ‘discovered’ is no discovery at all. I certainly hope the people of this city were not overcharged for you to recover this ground.”

“Mr. Green’s list was not complete. Once we catch who did this – things like this can come out at the trial. The suspect’s lawyer could try to discredit your wife’s reputation.”

“But you don’t have a suspect, detective,” Reynolds said. “That you haven’t been able to accomplish. But finding every lowlife my wife exposed herself to, that you seem to be managing.”

“From Mr. Green’s list, those men have been ruled out as suspects. We will have to determine if these other men are suspects.”

“And we’ve retraced Will Temple’s movements,” O’Connoll cut in, gesturing toward Detective Morse. “They don’t match up with your wife’s time of death.”

“Where does that leave us, detectives?”

“I’m afraid we may still not have the complete list of your wife’s lovers,” Ryan said. “There may be one or more still out there, closer than we first suspected.”

Reynolds leaned against the desk. “And how do you suppose to discover this?”

“We’re going to need a list of all of your employees,” Lashiver announced. “Current and former.”

Reynolds gave a short chuckle. “You think one of the employees, executive or otherwise, was sleeping with my wife and then proceeded to murder her? Was that before or after the weekly budget meeting?”

“Clearly your wife was determined to humiliate you,” Ryan said. “What better way to do that than sleep with one of your employees, right under your nose.” 

Reynolds gave a small laugh of wonder. “Over these last months, I have worked to come to a place of peace about my wife’s many betrayals,” he said. “I have learned that you can never truly know the person sleeping next to you. You have no idea what they’re doing when they’re not with you.”

Reynolds smiled. Detective Ryan Kellan broke eye contact and looked down at his notepad, the muscles in his jaw working.

“You didn’t have any suspicions at all? You didn’t ask Mr. Green to keep an eye on your wife, see what she was up to?” Detective Morse asked. 

“Detective, you know the answer to that question. You have spoken to Mr. Green. You know very well I didn’t engage Mr. Green for any investigative services into my wife, prior to her death. Mr. Green was not following my wife,” John Reynolds said with a chuckle. He looked at Ryan. “Do you think I should have known, detective? Would you? Do you have a wife?”

“Girlfriend,” Ryan answered. 

“I think we should come back to the subject,” Lashiver said.

“Tell me, do you know what your girlfriend does all day while you’re at work? Would you have any idea if she were unfaithful?”

“Maybe you weren’t paying attention,” Ryan snapped.

“Detective, we both know the answer is no. Your companion can look you in the eye, full of innocence. I can’t imagine how many times my wife did that. And yet she could have just come from seeing a lover. Perhaps I should have paid closer attention to the physical distance she kept between us so I wouldn’t pick up the scent of another man.” He shook his head and pushed himself off the desk. “You won’t mind if I have Mr. Manning coordinate this with you. I would like my attorney to ensure everything is done in the proper order.” 

“As long as no one impedes the investigation,” Lashiver said. 

“I hope you won’t be chasing my executives away. I take a dim view of my employees being harassed at home.”

“No problem. We’ll conduct the interviews on premises,” O’Connoll said.

Reynolds gave a thin-lipped smile.

“We’ll need to speak to each of them privately,” Morse added.

While
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