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Dedication



Once again, to Jeanne.





Epigraph



“In a real dark night of the soul, it is always three o’clock in the morning.”

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up



Contents



	Cover

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Contents

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments


	An Excerpt from FATAL OBSESSION

	Prologue

	Chapter 1









	About the Author

	Also by James Hayman

	Credits

	Copyright

	About the Publisher






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1









	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360









Prologue



October 2001

WINTER COMES EARLY to northern New York State. By the third Saturday in October nighttime temperatures on the Holden College campus in Willardville had dropped to well below freezing. A light snow was falling and a thin coating of white covered the lawn and brick path leading to the elegant Georgian mansion on Sycamore Street. Greek letters over the door announced that this was the home of Alpha Chi Delta, Holden’s first and, arguably, most prestigious fraternity. By ten P.M., the silence of the night had long since been shattered by the amplified blast of guitars and drums that even through tightly closed windows could be heard blocks away. On the semidarkened ground floor, strobes lit a mass of bodies glowing red and green. Dancers gyrating to the sound.

Outside on the sidewalk, Hannah Reindel, a petite and exceptionally pretty seventeen-year-old freshman, stood, arms folded tightly around herself. Ignoring the white flakes floating down onto her head and shoulders, Hannah looked up at the thin boy next to her who was only a few inches taller than she was.

“I’m not your girlfriend, Evan.” The words were spoken firmly, but with a gentle smile. “I don’t want you . . . or them . . . getting the idea I am.”

Evan sighed. “I know that. I never thought you were. But you are my friend and I need you to help me get into the party.”

Hannah pulled the collar of her sweater more tightly around her neck in a vain attempt to stop melting snow from dripping down her back.

“I already told you,” Evan went on, “the rules of the invite state it very clearly. Any freshman guy who wants to attend the rush party is required to bring a good-looking girl—well, actually, the word they used was hot-looking—or they wouldn’t be allowed in.”

“And I’m hot-looking?”

“Yes, you are and don’t pretend you don’t know it.”

“I’m a short brunette. All those guys are interested in is tall blonde cheerleader types. Not a nerdy grind like me.”

“Hannah, you’re the best-looking girl I know.”

“Thank you.” Hannah sighed. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Evan he’d never in a million years be asked to pledge a house like Alpha Chi Delta. He was too sweetly goofy, too physically clumsy and much, much too serious about his studies even to be considered by the alcoholic preppies and oversized jocks Alpha Chi was known for. Even if he somehow did manage to get a bid, she couldn’t imagine why he’d ever want to open himself up to the vicious hazing every Alpha Chi pledge was supposedly put through. Probably he just needed to belong and figured he’d start with the house everybody on campus said was the best one to belong to.

Hannah shivered and told herself for about the fifth time she should have worn a real coat instead of just the totally uncool knee-length black woolly thing she had on. But she hadn’t and now she was shivering in the gusty wind that was blowing the last of the autumn leaves from the branches of the tall trees that had given Sycamore Street its name. She figured she might as well go inside to a warm room or risk catching pneumonia. But Alpha Chi? With Evan?

Oh, what the hell, she finally told herself. Maybe it’ll be more fun than I think and they can’t all be assholes. And at least it would be warm in there. From all the body heat being generated on the dance floor if nothing else.

“Okay, let’s go,” she told Evan, “but remember, do not tell them I’m your girlfriend. This isn’t a date.”

“I know,” Evan Fischer replied with more than a hint of regret. “I wish you were and I wish I was. But I understand. You’re just my admission ticket. Period. End of story. Once we’re inside you don’t have to hang with me. You don’t even have to talk to me. Talk to whoever you want. Dance with whoever you want.”

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s go in. But if I decide I want to go home you have to promise you’ll drive me. It’s too frigging cold to walk.”

“Yes, I promise. I won’t leave without checking with you. Now let’s have a little fun.”

“Right. Fun. Okay. Let’s go. I’m freezing my butt off hanging around out here.”

With that, Hannah Reindel and Evan Fischer started up the path to the door.

A guy about six-four who looked like he weighed at least two forty was sitting on a stool just inside the front door. A tackle on the football team? He looked it. Tackle or not, he checked Evan’s name against a list, then gave Hannah the once-over. He must have thought she looked sufficiently hot because he waved them in. They went from the vestibule into a large room where the furniture had been pulled back to the walls and piled up in order to create a dance floor that was crowded with at least fifty or sixty gyrating college kids. Between the fire burning in the oversized fireplace and the effect of body heat, the room felt warm and welcoming to Hannah compared to the biting cold outside. She began to relax.

Evan asked Hannah if she wanted a beer. She shook her head no and he headed toward the bar. Within seconds she lost sight of him.

Almost involuntarily she started moving to the rhythm of the music. A hand touched her shoulder. She turned. A tall, good-looking guy dressed in black jeans and a black sweater was looking down at her. He was sipping from a bottle and smiling. “Hi, I’m Josh. Welcome to Alpha Chi. You look like you could use a beer.”

“I don’t drink beer.”

“Everybody in college drinks beer.”

“I don’t.”

“Don’t you get ever get thirsty?”

“Not for beer. Actually, I don’t drink alcohol at all.”

Josh cocked his head to one side and winked. “Got it. No problem. We’ve got an excellent alternative we call our Freshman Punch. The college requires us to have plenty of nonalcoholic drinks available.”

“How did you know I was a freshman?”

“It’s a small campus. If you’d been here last year, I’m sure I would have noticed you. Besides, this is a rush party. You must have come with a freshman guy. What’s your name?”

“Hannah.”

“Hello, Hannah.”

“So, what’s in this ‘Freshman Punch’?”

“Mostly fruit juice. We make it especially for folks who don’t want to get drunk. And to satisfy the admins who say we have to have something appropriate for the underaged. Wait here and I’ll get you a glass.” Josh disappeared into the crowd, heading, presumably, to the bar. While she was waiting, Hannah kept moving in time to the music, which was both good and loud. She allowed herself to relax and smile. Suddenly she really felt like dancing. She recognized one or two faces but didn’t see anyone she knew by name.

“Here you go.” Josh handed her a tall frosted glass filled with a clear pink liquid.

“No alcohol?”

“Not a drop. Scout’s honor.”

Hannah took a sip. It was cold, a touch salty and just slightly sweet. “Umm, I love it. What’s in it?”

“About six different kinds of fruit juice. And a couple of secret ingredients.” Josh winked again. She wished he’d stop winking. She was tempted to ask him if there was something wrong with his eye but she was pretty sure he wouldn’t find that funny.

Hannah took a few more swallows. Licked her lips.

Josh finished the last of his beer and took her hand. “C’mon, drink it down so we can dance. This band cost too much to waste.”

Hannah shrugged, drained her glass and deposited the empty on the mantel next to about ten others. She kicked off her shoes, pushed them into a corner where she figured she could find them, took Josh’s hand and followed him to the dance floor. After about five minutes of going full speed, the loud music was replaced by something lower and slower. Josh smiled, moved closer and put his right arm around Hannah’s back.

The band was good, the dance floor too crowded for much movement. Josh and Hannah swayed softly in the middle of the throng.

It only took a couple of minutes before she started feeling woozy. She figured it had to be the warmth and the closeness of the room. “I don’t feel so good. I think I better sit down.”

“Oh geez, I hope you’re not getting the flu or something.”

“Nothing like that. I just feel a little dizzy.”

“Come with me. We’ll get you out of this crowd.”

She didn’t think she ought to follow this Josh guy, who she didn’t even know. “Where’s Evan?” she asked. She was having trouble getting the words out. “The guy I came with.”

“Probably upstairs. That’s where we interview the wannabe pledges. I’ll bring you to him. Come with me.”

Hannah tried to puzzle out how Josh could know Evan would be up there. She felt him take her hand and pull. She stumbled along till they came to a wide set of stairs; the music, loud again, was pounding in her head.

Hannah looked up. She felt like she couldn’t even walk let alone climb what looked like an endless flight of stairs. She mumbled something but what came out didn’t make sense. Didn’t even sound like real words.

“Come on, let’s go.” Josh started pulling her up the stairs. No, pulling wasn’t the right word. Dragging was more like it. A couple of times she felt her knees banging against the treads but Josh kept pulling. She tried and failed to shake off the fuzziness in her head as she stumbled up after him. A bunch of kids were on the landing at the top. She wanted to call out for help but her voice didn’t seem to work and most of them were too involved in making out to notice her anyway. Two couples lay sprawled on either end of a beat-up couch. Others stood squashed against each other along the wall and in the corners. Each so focused on the other’s face and body there was no way they’d notice anything or anyone else. Hannah tried to pull away from Josh. Somewhere deep down she was sure she didn’t want to be going where he was pulling her. But somehow she couldn’t summon the energy to resist. She looked desperately down the long hall. No sign of Evan or anyone else she knew. Not anywhere.

Josh opened the door to a dimly lit room and pushed her in. Hannah tripped over something and slipped to the floor. Someone’s hands pulled her to her feet. She fought to keep her eyelids open. Fought to understand what was going on. With her head drooping down, all she could see were a sea of legs in front of her. She looked up and saw a bunch of guys smiling down at her. The one in front happened to be totally naked. Before her mind could make sense of that, she heard the click of the door being locked behind her.





Chapter 1



Durham, New Hampshire
December 2013

Evan

THE OTHER SIDE of the bed is empty when I wake in the early-morning darkness. The bedside clock tells me it’s ten after three. This is not unusual. My wife sleeps poorly and often leaves our bed in the middle of the night. She always has in the eight years we’ve been married. I know it’s the illness that makes sleep so hard for her.

Even when she takes a double dose of the meds her doctor prescribes to calm the anxiety that keeps her awake, she sleeps only fitfully. And when she does the nightmares wake her. The panic can strike at any hour of the night.

I know the middle of the night is the worst for her. It has taken her from our bed more nights than I can count or care to remember. And at this time of year in New Hampshire the darkness will remain for another four hours or more.

A dozen times I’ve asked her doctor what more we can do. A dozen times the doctor shrugs and says continuing with the drugs and her therapy are the only things she can think of.

“This is always going to be with her,” her doctor tells me, and sadly I agree. “She won’t ever be able to pretend it never happened or put it totally behind her. But I’m hopeful between drugs and therapy we can make the flashbacks and bouts of terror less frequent and maybe less immediate.”

The words upset me though I try not to show it. Her friends, what few she has left, often tell her to try not to think about it. “Can’t you just put it behind you? Get on with your life?” several have asked. The answer is no. The horror of what happened that night in the fraternity at Holden College will always be part of who she is and friends who don’t understand that, well, it’s usually what leads to the end of the friendship. What’s past is never past for Hannah. It will always be as real and immediate as the night it happened. As a psychologist myself I know better than most that there is no way the woman I love, the woman I feel so guilty about, can ever “put this behind her.” There is no way she can ever talk it away. It will always be there. Always waiting to suck her back into the vortex of that night. I feel helpless there’s so little I can do. Other than to love her. To listen to her. To comfort her. To let her know how precious she is to me.

I listen for her footsteps in the living room. When she leaves our bed she sometimes spends hours in the living room pacing back and forth. Passing time and again through the light and long shadows the fire in the stove throws across the room. The stove burns day and night. It’s the only source of heat we have in the cabin.

I get up and leave the bed. The floor is cold under my bare feet. I walk to the bedroom door and open it. “Are you all right?” I ask.

She turns at the sound of my voice. When she looks at me like she does now, with fear in her eyes, I know she’s no longer here with me in the present but back in that filthy room where it all happened twelve years ago. She never escapes the room entirely but sometimes the flashbacks are worse than others. When she has the look I now see on her face I know she’s reliving every hideous moment of the night that changed her life. And, in the end, changed both our lives.

I can’t count the number of times I’ve tried to bring her back from that place. Sometimes I’m able to. But mostly I simply have to stay with her and wait it out. It is my job to do that not only because I love her and have always loved her but because of the guilt I’ve carried from that night. It was for me that she agreed to go to that party in the first place.

She’s dressed for the outdoors. She wears jeans and a sweater. Boots. A heavy down parka. She has a woolen cap that she knitted herself pulled down over her ears.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer, just looks at me standing there in the long-johns pants and the heavyweight New England Pats sweatshirt I sleep in on winter nights. It’s as though she doesn’t know who I am or why I’m there. I’ve seen the look before and as always it makes me anxious.

I turn and hurry back to our bedroom. I grab my clothes and pull them on as fast as I can. As I lace up my boots I hear the door to our cabin open. It doesn’t close and I can hear the wind whipping through the opening. I finish dressing as quickly as I can. Hurry back into the next room. Of course she is gone. I swear under my breath and grab the big yellow flashlight off the shelf. On the way out I glance at the thermometer nailed to the tree just outside the window. Eighteen degrees. Not too bad for a New Hampshire winter night, but with a strong wind blowing, the windchill will be considerably colder than that.

I peer into the darkness outside the cabin door. There is no sign of her. She hasn’t taken either of the vehicles. Her ancient Jeep Wrangler sits where it has been parked for the last week next to my only marginally newer Dodge Ram pickup. She’s going on foot and I think I know where. I turn on the flashlight, go around to the back of the cabin and point it down the snow-covered trail. There’s been no fresh snow for a couple of weeks so it’s not easy to make out any tracks she might have left tonight. Differentiate them from those of other days and other nights. Still I’m sure she’s headed to the old rusty railroad bridge that spans the Lamprey River. I debate whether or not to take the truck and drive the long way around. It will get me there faster but not much faster because the path is a much more direct route. Also there is no way to know for sure that the bridge is where she’s headed. The path gives her choices. I decide to follow on foot. I start after her. I want to run but the uneven ice makes running or even walking with any kind of speed difficult. Even dangerous. If I trip and twist or sprain an ankle, I’ll never catch up to her.

I call her name as loudly as I can. “Hannah! Come back! Hannah!” But even if she’s within the sound of my voice I know she can’t hear me. In the middle of a flashback she wouldn’t hear me even if I was standing and shouting right next to her. In the middle of a flashback she isn’t here. She’s back at Holden College in Willardville, New York, and it’s twelve years ago. Nevertheless, I shout again and then again as I follow. Once I think I see her briefly on the path ahead of me. But the moving thing is not her. Just a good-sized doe darting across the path. Followed by two or three others trying to find something green for their breakfast.

The path forks more than once. Each time, unlike the poet Frost, I take the path more traveled by. The one I fear most. The one that leads to the bridge.

After a two-mile hike the pine and spruce become sparser. I climb the short steep rise that leads to the tracks that cross the bridge. I see her almost immediately. She’s standing in the middle of the bridge, holding the rusty guardrail, looking down at the water that’s rushing below carrying large chunks of ice with it.

“Hannah,” I call out.

She turns her head in my direction. “No!” she cries. “Please no! Please let me go!”

I’m afraid to come any closer. She’s balanced precariously on the edge of the rail bed looking down through the rusting steel crossbeams of the bridge. I want to rush toward her but I’m afraid any sudden movement will panic her. Send her over the side and into the freezing water twenty feet below. I’m even more afraid that it’s her intention to let herself fall into the water on purpose. Not to hurt herself but to avoid being raped.

“Hannah, please come to me.” I say it just loudly enough for my words to reach her ears. I hold out my hand. “Please. We’ll make it all right. I promise. We can make it all right.”

“I want it! I want it! Please fuck me!” she screams into the night, and I know that no matter what I say she isn’t here in this place on this night but in another place I have never forgiven myself for bringing her to on a night twelve years ago when we were both young and hopeful. Looking forward to happy and fulfilling lives stretching endlessly before us.

With a last cry of pain, she climbs over the low guardrail faster than I can move to get to her. She falls and disappears into the darkness. Then I see her. Her arms, trapped inside the heavy parka, struggling against the flow. I watch the icy, fast-moving water carry her under the bridge. I run to the other side and jump in myself. My flashlight goes out. I lose sight of her. I become disoriented turning this way and that in the water. Once or twice I think I see her and try swimming toward her. But my heavy jacket pulls me under. As I struggle to get back to the surface, I look everywhere but I know that she’s gone. I pull off my jacket and manage to swim to the side and scramble up the bank. I’m freezing and I know I won’t last long at eighteen degrees, soaking wet and without a coat. I force myself to jog the quarter mile or so to the main road. I wave frantically at the first pair of headlights I see. Thank God they belong to a police cruiser. A sheriff’s deputy I’ve seen before pulls up. Practically incoherent I babble, trying to tell him what has happened. Trying to tell him to hurry. He calls it in. Sends for help. He turns the car’s heater on high, flips on his siren and flashers and drives me to the emergency room at the Wentworth-Douglass Hospital in Dover eight miles away.

Hannah’s body washed up after daybreak some two hundred yards downstream from where I emerged. The medical examiner lists hypothermia as the cause of death. Perhaps I’m the only one who knows the medical examiner is wrong. I am the only one who knows that the true cause of Hannah’s death is what happened twelve years ago in a filthy room at Holden College. And at that moment I swear to myself I will take the lives of those who took hers.





Chapter 2



Portland, Maine
March 2014

FOODIES HAVE LONG considered the Port Grill one of the best restaurants not just in Portland but in all of New England. During high tourist season reservations have to be made weeks in advance and even in winter the place is jammed just about every night. However, by ten o’clock on this particular Tuesday night in early March, the last of the diners have finished their desserts and coffee, paid their bills and cleared out. Except for the remaining kitchen and waitstaff, the restaurant was nearly empty when a single woman walked in, hung up her coat and found her way into the small, cozy bar. She looked around. A pair of twenty-somethings occupied a small table to her left, each apparently enthralled with the other’s questionable charms. Ahead, alone at the far end of the bar, sat Joshua Thorne.

He was sipping a martini and chatting up the female bartender who, judging by the rapt expression on her face, seemed to be buying whatever Josh was trying to sell. And why not? At thirty-four, he retained the trim athletic build of the star quarterback he’d been twelve years earlier at Holden College in upstate New York. A Division III star but a star nonetheless. Given that he was even better-looking in person than he was in his photo, and since he seemed to be telling his tales with an easy, attentive charm, a lot of women no doubt bought his bullshit. And yes, the bartender definitely seemed to be one of them.

The woman’s eyes took in Josh’s broad shoulders, flat stomach and slender waist. Her briefer told her he worked out strenuously and regularly and it showed. His dark hair revealed a few hints of gray around the temples. These lent his face a kind of youthful gravitas that she guessed helped make him as successful as he was.

Walking across the room, she could feel his eyes slide from the bartender to her. Could feel him studying her as she climbed onto a stool. Not the empty one next to him but three down. Not so close as to seem obvious. Not so far away as to seem distant. She acknowledged his look with a glance and a perfunctory smile, then turned away.

He continued watching with obvious interest as she took off her jacket and hung it onto the back of her barstool, revealing a creamy silk blouse, one selected to show her nearly perfect figure to best advantage. And to offer Josh, at this angle, just a modest hint of cleavage.

Aware that he was still studying her, she found herself thinking she might just allow herself to enjoy a side benefit or two. Why not? No one ever said she couldn’t have a little fun on the job.

Like her, Josh had hung his suit jacket on the back of the barstool. Even from three stools away its soft, dark gray pinstripes looked well-cut and very, very expensive. She’d been told Josh had his suits custom-made, bespoke as the Brits called it, by a London tailor named Henry Poole at number 15 Savile Row. More than five thousand bucks per suit. And why not? Why shouldn’t someone like Josh spend that kind of money on himself? He worked insane hours and earned a generous seven-figure income. With all that dough who could argue with five thousand dollars for a suit? Josh, no doubt, figured he deserved the best, not just in clothing but in whatever interested him, most particularly in the women he liked to spend his nights with. And if he wanted the best, well, for tonight at least, that was unquestionably her.

The woman took note of his shirt. Blue and white striped cotton. French cuffs riding just high enough to reveal a gold Rolex. The cuffs themselves held together by a pair of gold cuff links, which, from where she sat, looked like they had his initials engraved on them. His shirt was set off by a dark red tie with a small diagonal pattern running upwards from left to right. Hermès, she thought. Or perhaps Ferragamo. Attached to his trousers, a pair of suspenders in the same shade of red. She wondered if Josh called them braces. Probably. One of the affectations guys like Josh made part of their persona after hitting it big on Wall Street.

As the bartender approached to take her order, she could feel his eyes still focused on her. He seemed to like what he saw. No surprise there. She had shoulder-length blonde hair. A more than pretty face and a body to match with slim shapely legs set off tonight by a black pencil skirt and a pair of Christian Louboutin shoes. She’d chosen the shoes because she suspected Josh would recognize the trademark red soles and appreciate the thousand dollar price tag. Her only jewelry was a simple, gold Elsa Peretti open-heart pendant around her neck and a $38,000 diamond studded Patek Philippe watch on her left wrist, which, sadly, she’d been instructed to return after the job was done. Her fingers were bare, adorned neither by elaborate diamonds nor simple gold bands.

“What can I get you?” the bartender asked, looking a little grumpy at being aced out of her evening with the QB.

“Vodka martini,” the woman said. “Extra dry. Double Cross if you have it.”

“We do,” said the bartender, “but I should mention we’ll be closing in twenty-five minutes.”

“More than enough time for one martini.”

The girl nodded and went off to mix the drink.

Joshua Thorne was still looking at the woman with obvious interest.

“Double Cross?” he asked from his corner seat. “I don’t know that brand.”

She turned her head and smiled. “You should. It’s very good. Very expensive but very good.” She didn’t add she enjoyed the irony of the brand name given the nature of the occasion.

The bartender set the drink in front of her.

Josh drained the remaining drops from his own glass. Rose and moved toward her. “Mind if I join you?” he asked, indicating the stool next to her.

She paused for a moment before responding. “Not at all.” She smiled. “In fact, I’d enjoy the company.”

He signaled the bartender. “I’ll have what she’s having,” he said.

The woman’s smile morphed into a soft throaty laugh. “When Harry Met Sally?” she asked.

Josh’s face betrayed no recognition of the film, the line or even Meg Ryan’s famous fake orgasm. Perhaps he had no time for old movies. “I guess that depends if your name is Sally,” he said.

She shook her head. “No, ‘I’ll have what she’s having’ is just a classic line from an old movie. My name is Norah. You’re not, by any chance, called Harry, are you?”

“No. I’m Josh.” He offered a hand. She shook it.

As she did, she glanced down at the fourth finger of his left hand. No ring. No surprise. After all, why give the game away when you’re so obviously on the prowl?

“So shall we call this particular movie When Josh Met Norah?” he asked.

“Why not?”

“So what kind of movie shall we make it? A romantic comedy?”

“A bit soon for romance.” She smiled. “As far as comedy goes, who knows? Are you funny?”

“Oh, absolutely. A regular Woody Allen.”

“A little taller, I think.”

“Yes, just a bit. Though for a funny-looking short guy he certainly attracts some interesting-looking women.”

“That’s what being a powerful director will do for you.” She decided to change the subject. “Do you live in Portland, Josh, or are you here on business?”

“Business. I live in New York but I come to Portland quite often. I have a client here.”

“I see. And does your wife come with you?”

He held up his left hand with its ringless finger. “Divorced. Three years ago,” he said with the practiced ease of the habitual liar. “How about you?”

“No. Never married.”

“Why not?” he asked. “Haven’t met the right guy yet?”

“It’s more that I don’t put much faith in long-term relationships.”

“Probably wise.”

The bartender returned and set Josh’s martini in front of him. “Your Double Cross, Mr. Thorne.”

“Thank you, Andie.”

“It’s my pleasure to serve you.” The girl’s sarcastic tone betrayed the irritation she felt at Josh’s interest having shifted so quickly from herself to this last-minute replacement. She went back to the task of getting the bar tidied up for closing, now only fifteen minutes away.

“Andie? I guess you’re a regular here.”

“Not really. She told me her name earlier. As in ‘Hi, I’m Andie. What can I get you?’”

“And you told her your name?”

“I did.”

They raised their glasses, clinked and sipped.

“Umm, you’re right,” said Josh, “this is good. Very smooth. So do you live in Portland?”

“No, I live in New York as well. Lower East Side. But I come to Portland quite often. I keep a house here in town.”

“Oh really? And why is that?”

Before she got a chance to answer, Josh’s phone vibrated. He pulled it from his pocket, glanced at the screen, then put it back in his pocket.

“I’m sorry. Just a text from an old friend.”

“Oh, do you need to answer it?”

“Nah. Nothing urgent. I’ll take care of it later. You were telling me why you keep a house in Portland.”

She shrugged. “Nothing mysterious. I’m from here. It’s the house I grew up in and it holds a lot of memories. So when my parents died and I inherited the house I decided to keep it.”

“And what do you do in New York?”

“I work for an ad agency. Account management. How about you?”

“Wall Street. I’m with a small investment bank.”

“A small investment bank? Now would that mean you make small investments? Or that the bank is small?”

Josh thought that was funny. “No, our investments are mostly quite big. Very big, in fact. It’s the bank that’s small. Just a couple of hundred employees.”

“Sounds big to me. My agency only has a dozen or so.”

The bartender came over and handed them each a check. “I’m very sorry but we’ll be closing in a couple of minutes,” she said, now eyeing Norah more with resignation than hostility. “You can finish your drinks but I’ll have to cash you out.”

Norah reached for her check. Josh’s hand got there first. “Please let me.”

“There’s no need.”

“No, but I insist.” As he signed the bill, he said, “Listen, this has been fun. I’d love to have a little more time to chat. Maybe get to know you better. I’m staying at the Regency up the street. Their bar’s open late. Why don’t you join me there for a drink?”

Norah wrinkled her nose. “Hotel bars are boring,” she said. “I have a better idea. Why don’t we go to my place? It’s only a few minutes away and not only is it more comfortable than a hotel bar there’s also a whole bottle of Double Cross in the freezer just waiting to be opened.”

The surprise on Josh’s face was subtle, but definitely there. Norah wondered if she’d been too aggressive. Made the invitation too obvious too soon. Would the fish slip the hook and swim away? Or was Joshua Thorne so eager to get into her pants that directness didn’t matter? She suspected that was the case.

“Works for me,” he said, sliding off the barstool. “Not only good booze but I get to see where you grew up.”

They put on their jackets and retrieved their coats. Norah led the way out of the restaurant onto a wet, chilly and totally empty Fore Street. They turned left and went down a short flight of stairs to a parking lot reserved during dinner hours for the restaurant’s customers. Norah’s rented Nissan Altima was the only car still in the lot. They climbed in; she pulled out and turned right onto Commercial Street.

“You said you come to Portland often?” she asked.

“Quite often. Particularly in the last six months. I’ve been working on financing a deal for a company called Trident Development and there’ve been a bunch of glitches delaying closure.”

“What kind of glitches?”

“Mostly political. Your hometown’s planning board is frankly a humongous pain in the ass. But I think we’ve overcome most of the problems. With any luck the deal should be signed and sealed by tomorrow or the next day at the latest.”

“I’m wondering,” said Norah, “if you’re talking about that huge condo complex Trident wants to build on the waterfront? Down at the foot of Munjoy Hill?”

“Yup. That’s the one.”

“I’d be careful who you mention that to,” Norah said with the barest hint of a smile. “There are people in this town who’d stone you to death if they found out you were the guy financing that one.”

“Really? I’d be stoned?”

“Stoned.”

“I’ve always kinda liked getting stoned.” Josh grinned. He seemed pleased with his own questionable wit.

“Sadly,” she said, “the stoning I was referring to would be more biblical in nature.”

“Ah, I see. And are you one of the ones who’d be stoning me?”

“If that monstrosity ever gets built, it’s certainly a possibility. I like this town the way it is.”

Norah decided it was time to change the subject and started pointing out the sights of the city as she took a series of rights and lefts. A little more than five minutes later she pulled the Altima into the driveway of a modest wooden house that looked like it had been built during the Eisenhower administration. She clicked a remote control. The door to an attached garage rolled open and the interior lights went on. She drove in. The garage door closed behind them.





Chapter 3



RACHEL THORNE CHECKED the time on her phone. Nearly two in the morning and she still couldn’t sleep.

It had been more than an hour since she’d gotten into bed. More than three hours since getting home from a depressing Chinese dinner and a stupid rom-com she’d bullied Annie Jessup into seeing because she, Rachel, thought she needed both company and distraction. And maybe she did. But, as it turned out, Annie wasn’t the best choice. During dinner she wouldn’t stop bitching about her latest boyfriend, who seemed more interested in her as good-looking arm candy and a more than willing fuck-buddy than as a serious and complex human being with many admirable traits and a worthwhile career of her own.

Join the club, honey, was Rachel’s first thought but she didn’t say anything. She hoped the movie would serve to cut off Annie’s bitching. Which it did. Unfortunately, in spite of praise from the Times’s reviewer as a “light, frothy feel-good confection,” the film turned out to be a cloying two-hour bore filled with stupid sight gags and unfunny bathroom humor.

When Rachel finally got back to the apartment she was feeling both on edge and not in the least sleepy. Instead of going straight to bed she poured herself a large glass of red wine. A fifty dollar Cabernet from a vineyard that Josh had proclaimed “really exceptional.” She plopped down in her favorite oversized easy chair, tucked her legs beneath her and sat, sipping wine that, as it turned out, was okay but in no way exceptional. Rachel drummed her nails impatiently on the table next to her chair. She so wanted this day to be over. But it wasn’t. At least, not technically. As she sipped she looked out over the spectacular view of the lower Manhattan skyline through the floor-to-ceiling living room windows and tried to clear her mind of ugly thoughts. She briefly considered trying the ohm, ohm, ohm chant Annie told her would help but decided not to. That kind of woo-woo stuff never worked for Rachel. Probably because she thought it was all kind of stupid anyway. She finished the last few drops of wine and decided a second glass wouldn’t hurt. She poured it, returned to her seat and dug her phone from her jeans pocket. Still nothing from Josh. Maybe there wouldn’t be anything, but she supposed it wouldn’t hurt to go on record as trying again.

She spent the next ten minutes sending him one more e-mail and another text. That made a total of two e-mails and three text messages since seven o’clock when she left the apartment to meet Annie. That seemed like it should be enough. Of course, it wasn’t like she ought to treat Josh’s lack of response as any kind of surprise. He frequently didn’t return her texts or e-mails when he was off on a business trip. Too busy making money. Or picking up strange women in bars. She rolled that around in her head for a while until she finally said the hell with it. Que sera sera.

She got out of the chair, walked to the window and stood looking across the water at the spectacular view of lower Manhattan and, off to her left, Lady Liberty. The condo occupied the top two floors of a six-story building on one of Brooklyn Heights’s best streets. They bought the place two years ago just weeks after Josh banked his fourth consecutive seven-figure, end-of-year bonus. He’d been working for HBC, Harris Brumfield Capital, since earning his MBA at Columbia nine years earlier. He’d been making good six-figure salaries plus generous bonuses right from the start. But the really big money, the extra zeros kind of money both Rachel and Josh lusted for, had only started coming in four bonuses ago.

The apartment’s location provided Josh with a dead easy commute to his office on Broad Street. When the weather was nice he could even walk it. Conversely it forced Rachel into an hour and then some haul up to the Charlton School building on East 84th Street. The black car Josh urged her to take was usually even slower than the subway. She’d complained about the unfairness of that when they’d first looked at the place and Josh had declared he wanted to buy it. But as usual, whenever any disagreement arose between them that involved spending money, especially a lot of money, Josh won and Rachel lost. Josh’s trump card in these arguments was always the same. Since he made the big bucks and she only made a “paltry” $75K a year, he got to make the decision. Still, if she was going to be fair, aside from the pain of the commute, she loved the apartment.

She drank the last few drops of wine, went upstairs and changed into her standard sleep outfit. A Charlton School soccer team T-shirt size XL and men’s boxer shorts size S. She washed her face, brushed her teeth and climbed into bed.

An hour later she was still lying there, eyes wide open. For about the hundredth time, she went over all the possible reasons other than the one she hoped for that Josh might not be getting back to her. Too many, she told herself, to be certain of any of them. Life was a gamble. The results unknown until the dice were tossed.

Hours passed. By three A.M. Josh still hadn’t called or texted and Rachel still couldn’t sleep. Finally, she figured she might as well get up, go downstairs and get some work done. Even before it started getting light she’d go for her run and then take her time getting showered and dressed before leaving for school at seven o’clock.





Chapter 4



THE FIRST THING Joshua Thorne became aware of as he began the long, slow climb back to consciousness was the drumbeat of pain inside his skull. A throbbing so insistent it was hard to think about anything else. It felt like someone pounding on his brain with a hammer. Possibly several hammers.

Jesus, he wondered, had he gotten himself so crazily drunk that he was now suffering the mother of all hangovers? No. He was pretty sure that wasn’t it. He’d been drunk a million times in his life, suffered a million hangovers. None of them remotely as bad as this.

He realized he was naked and lying on what felt like a bed. Whose bed? He wasn’t sure. But wherever he was, it wasn’t the Regency Hotel. There was no sheet under him and the bare mattress felt damp and smelled like somebody had taken a piss on it. His own piss? He didn’t know but he kind of hoped so. The idea of lying on somebody else’s piss was even less appealing than the possibility that he’d peed himself in his sleep. There was a bare pillow under his head, but no blankets or sheets covering his body.

Josh tried opening his eyes but something seemed to be holding his lids in place. This puzzled his jumbled brain for a few seconds before he realized it must be a blindfold. He tried to reach behind his head to pull the thing off. But his hand was stopped well short of its mark. He tried the other hand. Same result. Both wrists seemed to be tied tightly to the bed frame. He tried drawing his legs up. They too were restrained.

Josh lay still, trying to figure out what was going on. Had he indulged in fun and games that ended with somebody tying him to the bed? It seemed unlikely. He’d never gone in for whips, chains, bondage, any of that shit. The kinky stuff was strictly for weirdos and no way in hell was Joshua Joseph Thorne any kind of weirdo.

“Hello,” he called out. His voice was croaky with phlegm. He cleared it and called again. “Is anyone here?”

He listened hard. There was no answer to his question.

He called again, this time louder.

Still no response.

All he could hear was the occasional clank of what sounded like a radiator and, distantly, some music. Classical music. Mozart or some such.

The music made him think about Rachel, who was home, probably still asleep in their condo in Brooklyn Heights. An unwanted thought popped into his head. He had no idea how long he’d been lying here. No idea what time of day or night it was. He might have been conked out so long it was already morning and, back in Brooklyn, Rachel had already completed her morning run, taken her shower and left for school. Or, Jesus, even worse, maybe it already was the middle of the day and he’d missed his wrap-up meeting with the Tridents. He had no sense of time. No clue as to how long he might have been lying here dead to the world. Even worse he had no memory of how he’d gotten here. Or how he’d allowed himself to get tied up and blindfolded.

Josh lay still for a moment. All right, he told himself with as much calm as he could muster, this wasn’t a calamity. All he had to do was figure out how to untie his hands and feet, get dressed and get out of here. Wherever here was. Josh tried to ignore the pain still pounding in his head and concentrate his brain on remembering.

Slowly, by small degrees, memory returned. A fuzzy image of dinner at the Port Grill with people from Trident. He searched for their names and was pleased when they came to him without much effort. Joe Bonner. Tom Evans. Ryan Fundaro. Josh transported himself back to the table in the back room. The one he’d chosen because it was quieter than the main room and where it would be possible to hear and be heard. Slowly his mind began filling in details of the conversation, which was mostly about Trident’s future plans. The image of Joe Bonner popped into his head—Joe going on about how Josh was “part of the Trident team” and how this deal and others to come would make them all rich. Hell, they were already rich. All of them richer than 99.99 percent of the poor schmucks in the world. Richer even than the not so poor schmucks seated around them. The not so poor schmucks who could afford dinner at the Port Grill.

Josh smiled to himself. The slow return of his memory seemed like kind of a victory and victories were good. He lay there trying to reconstruct the rest of the evening in detail. After dinner, he remembered asking if anybody wanted to join him for a nightcap. As expected, nobody did. They left. He headed into the nearly empty bar. He saw no available attractive women so he schmoozed with the bartender who, while no great beauty, was kind of cute and would do just fine for a one-night stand if no one better turned up.

But then someone better did. Norah. Elegant, sexy Norah. And just like that, the game changed. But Norah what? She’d never told him her last name and he never asked. He hadn’t told her his either, had he? Why bother with last names when it seemed perfectly obvious Norah wanted the same thing Josh did. Safe, anonymous one-time sex with somebody more than a little attractive. He bought her a drink. They talked for a while. Some silliness about a line from a movie. When Harry Met Sally. When Josh met Norah. Then what? Then the weird shit started. Or what he should have realized was weird shit. The fog lifted and Josh remembered it all in exquisite detail.

Instead of going to the Regency, elegant, sexy Norah suggested driving back to her house. Really? A woman like that asking him to come home with her instead of going to a nice safe hotel after just twenty minutes bar chatter? That should have been a red light right there. Warning bells should have been clanging. But as usual Josh’s cock outranked his brain and made the decision for him. Schmuck that he was, he let her lead him on like a horny teenager. Or maybe more like an eager lamb to the slaughter.

He remembered driving to her house. A crummy house. Especially crummy for somebody wearing a forty thousand dollar watch. The house was maybe a ten-minute drive from the restaurant. On the way he remembered telling her about the project and she had said something about getting stoned. Stoned? Jesus, was that it? Had she given him some drug that had knocked the shit out of him?

When she opened the door from the garage and they dashed into the house it had been like a race to see who got their pants off first. They’d both kicked off their shoes. They stumbled around while she pulled down her thong and he pulled down his boxers. Then he grabbed her ass and pulled her to him, the two of them teetering around like a pair of clowns, both with their underpants down around their ankles. They stumbled in tandem from the kitchen into what must have been the living room and fell onto a grubby carpeted floor. Orange shag. Shag for shagging. Somehow Norah must have managed to kick off the thong completely because he remembered her wrapping her long legs around him. He pushed into her. She pushed back. Both their hips thrusting hard at each other. There was a lot of gasping and groaning and finally shouting as she came only seconds before he did.

Afterward she slid out from under, stood and smiled down at him.

“Baby, you really are good,” she said. “What a waste.”

What a waste? He wondered briefly what she meant by that but, at the time, he was too focused on watching her pull off the rest of her clothes to think too long or too hard about it. Then she stood there for a minute posing naked for him. Gorgeous body. Tall. Slender. Perfect boobs. Perfect everything. Not a Brazilian, just a regular bikini wax that left most of the hair between her legs and proof, had he needed any, that she was a natural blonde. She walked naked into the kitchen. As Josh took off the rest of his own clothes and tossed them on the floor, he heard the fridge door open and close. A clatter of ice cubes dropping into a cocktail shaker.

“Martini?” she called out.

“Of course,” he answered. At the time a postcoital drink seemed like an excellent idea.

He heard rattling and pouring and a minute later she came out holding two oversized martini glasses. She handed him one and they sat, facing each other, still naked, their backs resting against the opposite arms of the brown corduroy couch, their bare legs intertwined, her big toe, its nail covered with dark green polish, between his legs teasing his cock, trying to arouse another erection.

He leaned forward to clink glasses.

“To your health,” she said with what could only be described as a mischievous smile.

They sat quietly and sipped for a while and, when they’d finished the drinks, Norah said, “C’mon. Let’s go upstairs.”

Josh remembered thinking that sounded like a really good idea. He also remembered feeling wobbly as he got up and started for the stairs. Even more wobbly climbing the steep narrow steps. She held his hand and led him to a bedroom, urging him along. “C’mon, c’mon, Josh, you can make it. Don’t crap out on me.”

By the time he flopped down on to the bed, the room had begun growing darker and darker. Soon everything was black. The last thing he remembered her saying was, “Now you can tell me how much fun you’re having.”

That’s where the memories stopped.

Josh took a deep breath and tried to force himself to calm down. It was the drink. It had to be. The Double Cross martini. A double cross, all right. The bitch had drugged him. Rohypnol? Maybe. Or maybe not. Josh had enough experience feeding roofies to coeds back at Holden to know it’d take a double dose, maybe even a triple, to knock him out like that. So maybe it was something else. In fact, he was sure it was.

What he couldn’t figure out was why in hell she would want to drug him. Couldn’t have been for sex. She knew Josh was more than willing to let her go at him as many times as she wanted any way she wanted. Up, down, sideways or with both of them standing on their heads if there was any way they could manage it. After their first go last night he was already thinking about signing her up for a long term fling either here in Portland or down in New York, or even in fucking Timbuktu if that’s where she wanted to go. So what the hell was the deal? Why the drugs? Why the fucking drugs? That’s the question that weighed on him. There had to be a reason.

Maybe she just got her jollies fucking guys, then drugging them and tying them up. Mistress Norah and all that kind of shit. If that was what she wanted he was ready for more. Let her come on up and climb aboard. He pictured her straddling him and the picture was strong enough to start giving him a hard-on.

On the other hand maybe it didn’t have anything to do with sex. But what, then? The project? Could this whole little adventure have something to do with the project? He tossed that one around in his mind for a while. She’d pretty much admitted that, if she had the chance, she’d stop the project. What was it she’d said in the car? “There are people in this town who’d probably stone you to death if they found out you’re the guy financing that one.”

Stone him to death? That’s what she’d said. The thought flitted around in his brain. It seemed preposterous, but could she have meant that literally? Was the woman a killer? A pro hired to . . . what did they call it in the movies? Ice him? Whack him? Feed him to the fishes? Maybe this was a movie. Maybe he was lying here with his goodies hanging out so she could film the whole fucking thing. To do what with? Post it on the Internet and get his ass fired? Could that be it? He tried to imagine Floyd Brumfield’s reaction to seeing “the movie.” Probably laugh his ass off and show it to his buddies. But fire the firm’s number one rainmaker over some stupid sexual peccadillo . . . or was it a pecker-dillo? Josh found himself giggling at the pun. No way Floyd would toss his ass out. Rachel might. But Floyd? No way. Besides, if sweet little Norah really did want to fuck him over on the Internet she wouldn’t have covered half his face with a stupid blindfold, would she? There was no way anyone except maybe Rachel and possibly half a dozen other former and current girlfriends would ever recognize him just from his body. On the other hand maybe they’d been on camera the whole fucking time. As in the whole time they were fucking. If so, she’d also be one of the stars of the show and somehow she didn’t seem the type to want that.

His mind went back to the project. How was fucking him and drugging him and tying him to a smelly, bare, pee-soaked mattress supposed to affect the project? He had no idea. Maybe her plan was to make him miss the meeting. Maybe she was stupid enough, or maybe someone who’d hired her was stupid enough, to think missing one lousy meeting would screw up the deal. If Norah thought that, well, she was dumber than she seemed. Yes, the Tridents would be pissed. And yes, Joe Bonner had a short fuse. He’d probably been calling Josh all morning. All afternoon if he’d really been conked out that long. Josh wondered if his phone was ringing away in the pocket of his suit jacket, which, as best he could recall, was last seen downstairs on the floor by the couch. Either way missing a meeting was no biggie. Bonner would be pissed off
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