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“I can't do everything 
but I'd do anything for you.”
Dire Straits Lyrics, ‘Romeo and Juliet’
 
 
“All warfare is based on deception.”
 Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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PROLOGUE
Helen hurried into Terranova Books. She barely looked at the sign at the entrance; she already knew why she was here and that she was late.
 
ALEXANDER LACHAPELLE
Enablers of Evil
His new novel about the
money launderers, people traffickers 
and drug dealers right next door
OFFICIAL LAUNCH HERE
September 2 10 a.m.
 
Bethany, one of the store owners, waved at her and pointed at the door leading to what used to be a small warehouse area, which Bethany and Patricia had converted into a function room for occasions such as this. Helen knew them both from college, where they had been a part of the crowd she’d hung out with; one of the reasons why she had persuaded Alex to have the launch right here, even though his publishers had had other ideas, which they thought provided more publicity.
Well, Alex didn’t really need publicity. This was his second novel. It had already garnered enough critical praise to put it firmly on track for an award and looked like a candidate for another major NYT bestseller. So, he had put his foot down and insisted on doing the launch at Terranova Books.
“Reserved you a seat in the front!” Bethany called to Helen. “That way you can distract him with hot looks.”
Gonna do more than give him hot looks later!
“Thanks, Beth!” 
Helen opened the door, to find herself at the back of a small auditorium crammed with chairs, every single one of them occupied. 
As Patricia—who sat on a chair on the stage opposite Alex—completed her introduction of the author, Helen sidled along the right side of the audience, to the door with the red illuminated FIRE EXIT sign, then ducked long the front row to the one and only free seat, right in front of where Alex sat, marked with a piece of paper declaring it to be RESERVED.
She mouthed a silent ‘sorry’ to Patricia and pursed her lips with a kiss at Alex. 
He winked at her. His mouth twitched with a suppressed grin.
Patricia rested her eyes on Helen for a moment before returning her attention to the audience.
“My plan was to get Alex to say a few things about Enablers of Evil, his motivations for writing it and whatever else he wants to say. However, he told me he’d prefer to have more time for audience questions. So, I’m going to select questions by those who submitted them on the cards in my hands before entering. Apologies for not getting to every one, but there are over eighty, which would take us far beyond the point where y’all gonna be in serious need of a bathroom break.”
Laughter rippled through the audience.
“To be fair to everybody,” Patricia continued, “I’m going to pick them blindly and at random; and keep on doing it until I get the first complaint about running over the two hours.
“Apart from answering your questions, Alex is also going to select what, in his entirely personal opinion, is the most interesting question of those he’s getting. The person who submitted it will not only get free signed copies of Alex’s books, but a one-hundred dollar voucher for Terranova Books, redeemable instore, our online shop or mixing them up as suits.”
She turned to Alex. 
“Ready?”
“Go for it.”
Patricia fanned out the cards in her hand, closed her eyes and pulled one out.
“First up, Alex,” she said. “This one’s from Jennifer. ‘You’ve been asked this a lot, but you’ve always been cagey about answering it. How about letting your fans in this time around? What are your real reasons for leaving the NYPD?’”
Alex glanced at Helen. She knew what he was thinking. This was the one question he probably hadn’t wanted to come up. And there it was; right at the start!
Alex took a deep breath and nodded.
“Fair enough, Jennifer. I suppose it’s time. So, here’s the pretty much unvarnished truth. If I omit details, it’s because I have to. 
“Reasons? There’s two. They kind-of combined to make me take that step. 
“First of all, for almost a year I had been working—first as a homicide detective and later seconded to a special unit whose name I can’t mention—on a string of cases involving just about the worst of what police work throws in your face. In case you’re wondering what that means… Trust me, you really don’t want to know.
“Some cops might have been able to keep on doing this for longer. Some seem to be able to spend their whole careers on deeply disturbing cases. Well, I found out that I had reached the limit of what I could bear. Too many sleepless nights. Too many nightmares when I did get some sleep.”
Alex made a gesture of resignation. Helen’s heart went out to him. She knew a lot of the backstory behind his words. 
“Reason number two,” Alex continued. “My long-term partner was accused of corruption. Another story I can’t go into detail about. Bottom line though: the evidence for the allegation was circumstantial to the point of being flimsy. He gave me his word that the allegations were untrue. I checked the evidence and chose to believe him.
“However, an Internal Affairs investigation concluded that there was too much evidence to allow him to remain in the force. So they threw him out, even though he was never actually charged with a crime.
“For me that was the last straw. I quit. Needed a job of course. Something that was somewhat less stressful. Writing had always been a kind of auto-psychotherapy for me. Far more effective and cheaper than paying for shrinks. Gets the rage and frustration out of my system. 
“So I wondered if maybe I should completely change my life. I spent three months writing Uncertain Killings and submitted it to a publisher. For some strange reason it didn’t end up in the slush pile. And now I’m here with novel number two. Definitely in a far better state of what’s usually called ‘mental health’ than ever before.”
Alex smiled at Helen and turned to Pat.
“Next question?”
Patricia pulled another card from the deck.
“This one’s from Jack,” she said. “‘What made you decide to make your home in Chicago?’”
Oops!
Alex glanced at Helen, silently asking for permission to answer. After all, that question wasn’t just about him.
She gave him a tiny nod.
“That’s an easy one, Jack,” Alex said. “Love. As the song goes… ‘nothing matters in the whole wide world when you’re in love with a Chicago girl’.”
The audience laughed and clapped, with even a few whistles thrown in.
“All right,” Patricia said and plucked another card from the fanned deck. “Here’s number three. This one’s from…oh! Patricia! Not me, I assure you. Question: ’Is the pen mightier than the sword? Or the gun?’”
Alex grimaced.
“Patricia? How long have you got? Can’t even begin to do that question justice. Besides what are you asking about? The pen? The written word? Words in general? Ideas expressed in words? You see where I’m going with this?
“Maybe the only way to start answering this is to look at history; which seems to tell us that words—written, spoken—have motivated and still are motivating humans to use swords, guns, bombs and far more powerful weapons with terrifying ruthlessness. So, yes, words have power there. Problem is, once weapons rule the day, as they do in so many ways, the power of words kind of fizzles out and even ideas are snuffed out, because suddenly all the affected people can think of is their misery and suffering. All that matters then is what actually should matter. Back to basics. Survival. Family. Children. And if there’s space for it, love.”
In the silence that ensued, Alex glanced at Pat, who took his silent cue.
“All right. Next question. This one’s from Iris. ‘You’ve stated that you prefer to end your novels on a hopeful note. Given the grim subjects you deal with, wouldn’t one expect something less upbeat?’”
Again Alex’s and Helen’s gazes met.
“Maybe the big issues remain unsolved, Iris,” he said. “But there’s no reason to give up hope that in the general chaos we can still find what really matters. If I didn’t believe that, I probably would have finished myself off a long time ago.”
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After Alex had fielded the remainder of the questions, Patricia asked him to choose the winner of the Terranova Books prize for best question. He chose Jennifer’s, as Helen had known he would. 
She waited by the front door of the shop until everybody had drifted away, keeping an eye on the clock. She and Alex had an important date.
When he finally embraced her from behind, she pivoted in his arms and tucked herself against him.
“Ready?”
“Never been readier.”
“I hope you’re not going to make out in front of the shop,” came Patricia’s voice from behind her.
“No,” she said. “Just hugging the love of my life one last time before he becomes my husband.”
That caused a squeal from Bethany and a chuckle from Patricia. 
“About time. I guess you’re going to do it as planned? Got any witnesses lined up?”
“Looking at them. I hope they’re willing to close the shop for an hour or so,” Alex said. “Unless—”
“Try to stop us!” Bethany called from the far end of the shop.
“What are you going to do with your surname?” Patricia asked Helen. “Going to be Helen Jeffrey, photographic artiste du jour, or Helen Lachapelle, wife—spouse? partner? significant other?— of a certain en vogue author?”
She cast a sharp look at Alex, who just shrugged.
“Her choice entirely.”
“Already made,” Patricia guessed.
“Yep,” Helen said. “My IDs are going to say ‘Lachapelle’.”
“Thought of using hyphenation?” Bethany, who had come up to them, asked.
“Hyphenation?” Helen shook her head. “That’s like ‘medium’. Faking a commitment you’re unwilling to make. Besides, I’m good removing the ‘Jeffrey’ part from my life as much as possible.”
“I guess that rules out Alex taking your name,” Patricia said.
“Actually we were thinking that maybe we could take on a new name that’s neither of the ones we started with.”
“No reason why not,” Alex confirmed.
“Somebody’s not going to like that at all,” Patricia said.
“Tough cookies. They’re not going to be pleased about what’s going to happen very soon.” Helen winked at her friend. “You’ve got ten minutes to get ready. Don’t wanna be late because of tardy witnesses.”
 

CHAPTER ONE
It was just a small ceremony to make official a commitment they had made to each other a long time ago. The process would have been completely prosaic and dry, had it not been for the tears shed not only by Helen, but also her two friends. Alex also felt himself tearing up just a little when they said their vows before the witnesses and the attending female official, including the words ‘until death and beyond’. Given that the ceremony was entirely secular, that caused a brief eyebrow twitch by the official. 
They said “I do”, slipped rings on each other’s fingers and kissed—almost certainly more passionately than they were supposed to—before signing the registers and Helen hugging her friends. Alex also got hugs, which he really hadn’t expected.
“Look after each other,” Patricia said, her face solemn, as they went down in the elevator. “I know you will, but there’s no harm saying it anyway.”
“You bet,” Alex agreed. 
“Gotta get back to the shop,” Patricia said once they were back out in the street.
Another couple of hugs for Helen and they were off.
Alex wanted nothing more than to take Helen to their apartment and just forget about everything but the two of them. But her show opened at the gallery tomorrow, and she wanted to make sure that everything was just so. The opening was going to be a grand affair; the poster outside considerably more flashy than Terranova’s.
The recognition Helen had worked to achieve for the last two years was finally coming her way. Photography was a tough metier in which to gain artistic fame, but Helen had achieved it by sticking to her vision and flipping a finger at the odds given to her by the cognoscenti. 
How could it have been otherwise? Her landscapes would have done Ansel Adams proud. In many ways she was like his spiritual daughter, without actually being like him. Her monochromes revealed what color concealed; the breathtaking beauty, terror, romance and grandeur of the landscapes of the US and Canada.
Magic, Alex thought. 
He was so proud of her. It was the kind of thing he’d never achieve with his words, no matter how much he tried. But then again, that wasn’t his aim. Enablers of Evil was intended to entertain, yet at the same time expose the grim reality that those who lived in the guise of apparent ordinariness right next to people who thought of them as just as ordinary as themselves were in fact criminals.
All fiction of course, even though there would be those who would recognize at least elements of themselves and maybe wonder how their neighbors would suddenly look at them. 
The novel’s obligatory introductory disclaimer, inserted right underneath the copyright notice—‘any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental’—was a barefaced lie. 
 
= ••• =
 
“I’m not really fretting,” Helen said, tucking an arm under his as she pulled him through the door into the gallery exhibition space. Security in the downstairs lobby had given her an access card to take a last look around before everything went live.
“I know everything’s perfect but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.”
Alex chuckled. 
“This had better be good. I kinda hoped that by now we’d both be celebrating somewhere without CCTV watching.”
Helen laughed and pulled him to a halt.
“Screw CCTV,” she said and did her best to kiss them both senseless.
“Trust me,” she murmured when she finally let him go. “This will make our celebration even better.” 
She took his hand and dragged him to a display stand—about thirty feet wide and seven feet high—in the middle of the space that was going to be occupied by launch attendees tomorrow. Last time Alex had been here, that space had been empty.
Above the seven framed prints, in bold sans-serif lettering…
 
MY FAVORITE IMAGES
 
Alex stared at the mountain scapes. The image placed in the center was the one and only in the entire collection that actually had a human being in it. Clearly not just as an afterthought, but as the focus, looking at the distant peaks of Colorado’s Mount Albert and La Plata Peak. He wore hiking gear suited to early March in the Colorado mountains, with a large Smith & Wesson in a holster at his back, right next to a pouch holding a can of bear spray. 
Helen slid an arm around Alex’s waist.
“I know. I was being sneaky. Hope you don’t mind. With you looking away from the camera your anonymity is protected. So, I hope that’s—”
“Perfectly OK. Of course it is. But—” he hesitated “—I really don’t want to—”
“Tell me that just because I love you there’s no need to brag about the only man—actually the only person—I’ve ever wanted to come with me when I go off on my expeditions?”
“I’m hardly anybody to brag about. Damaged goods. You know that as well as I do.”
Again he looked at the image of himself facing the distant mountains again. 
“Look at the contrast. Every other picture in here is about the world without people. Except for the one with this guy, who definitely isn’t in tune with that nature!”
He frowned. 
“Is that what—”
“No!” Helen said; cupped his face and forced him to look at her. 
“No!” she repeated. “This is about the man I love more than anything in the world being there with me. Giving extra meaning to what I was doing. Who dropped everything he was doing despite his publisher’s deadlines and just was there because he wanted to be and knew I wanted him to be. 
“Besides, he is in tune with nature. You know that! I know you know that. So stop running yourself down.”
Alex looked at the seven photos again.
“They’re all from—”
“That’s why they’re my favorites. When you were there with me, we were there. Maybe the rest of the world is never going to see why those pictures have more meaning for me than all the others. But they do. That’s why they’re here. Screw the rest of the world. I may have some need for artistic validation through their approval, but that’s all. What I need—what we both need—” she squeezed his hand “—is this.”
What could he possibly say to that? Sometimes there just were no words. Except maybe for…
“Thank you,” he whispered.
She grinned impishly.
“Well, now you’ve seen my surprise, let’s go home. You can thank me properly there.”
She glanced at one of the CCTV pickups in a corner of the ceiling.
“I wish I had a magic wand. Just knock them out of action and start celebrating right here.”
“Sorry. No can do.”
Alex took her hand and dragged for the exit, with both of them laughing all the way.
 
= ••• =
 
Helen was naked under the duvet, lying on her side, immersed in a halo of scents of them, when she woke from a dream that blew away almost immediately, leaving behind a feeling of profound contentment and happiness.
She opened her eyes and looked at Alex; told herself that sometimes reality actually could be far better than even the most pleasant of dreams. He also lay on his side, his face just a few inches from hers, eyes still closed.
Two can play that game…
She wriggled herself closer until the light down of hair on his chest tickled her nipples and their faces were so close that his breath played over hers.
“What’s it going to take?” she whispered.
His mouth curved into a smile, but his eyes remained closed.
“To what?” he murmured.
“Hmmm. Lemme think.”
She shifted her hips closer; came up against unmistakable evidence that he was already exactly where she wanted him. He had probably had been awake for a while, watching her, waiting for her to wake up. He had done this many times before; so much so that she kind of got used to it. 
Of course, there also had been the times when she had awakened first and just enjoyed some quiet time looking at her lover, best friend and now husband, imprinting every aspect of his face on her memory.
‘Until death and beyond…’
 
 

CHAPTER TWO
Two years earlier…
 
Helen’s parents had virtually shoved their one and only child at her father’s star luxury car salesman and crony, Richard. 
Marabel, her mother, had done it with her usual method of, initially oblique, hints. This escalated into nagging and guilt-blackmailing, which involved constantly reminding her daughter that as the only child she had certain familial obligations.
Victor, Helen’s father, owned Jeffrey Luxury Autos; a US-wide chain of outlets, where his managers peddled high-end Mercs, BMWs, Jags, Maseratis, Porsches and other luxury brag vehicles. He had taken a different approach to pressurizing Helen. As far as he was concerned, Helen owed him. His wealth had enabled her college education. Now she apparently was squandering that by pursuing a career that in her parents’ view was a complete waste of time. 
Payback for the privileges she had been accorded was due now!
Privately, Helen admitted to herself that her parents’ demands had not been without some minor justification. She had indeed been privileged all her life. Wealthy parents with serious social clout. Private schools all the way. Of course, after her first three years at a top private Chicago ‘General Christian’ school she had finally had enough of that institution’s religious crazy-head circus and started to nag her parents to get her out of the place. When they refused, eight-year old Helen had escalated her campaign to threats of doing what she could to become a terrible social embarrassment and academic failure. 
Staring
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