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  EPILOGUE


  


  An Excerpt of Deadly Resurrection


  PART ONE


  1


  Ever have one of those days you thought would never end, but it did, and things just got worse?


  Mine was Friday, going into Saturday. It began with a company board meeting that was anything but boring. And ended with two of White Plains’ finest looking down at me as I woke up on the sofa in my office with a headache that questioned my will to live.


  “Mr. Koll?” the shorter of them asked, reaching into the pocket of his beige raincoat, which was dripping on the carpet.


  “Martin Koll?” the taller one echoed, reaching into his pocket as well. His uniform looked more official—a long, dark trench coat, also dripping.


  I squinted up at them, my head feeling like it was being squeezed in a vice. “That’s me,” I said. It came out sounding like sandpaper. “Who are you?”


  They each flashed the badge they’d fished out of their respective pockets.


  “I’m Detective Kazanjian,” the shorter one said. “He’s Detective Briscoe.”


  “You’re kidding,” I said to Briscoe. “You don’t look like Jerry Orbach.”


  “I get that a lot,” Briscoe said flatly.


  “Sorry I’m not more inventive,” I said, dropping my aching head into my hands.


  “We get that a lot, too,” Kazanjian said as they put away their badges in practiced unison.


  “How’d you get in?” I asked.


  “Your car was spotted in the parking lot. Night watchman let us in,” Kazanjian filled me in. I was beginning to assume he was the lead detective.


  “My car?” I said.


  With considerable effort I climbed off the sofa and teetered to the window behind my desk. From there I could just see the edge of the company parking lot and the executive parking spaces. There was my champagne-colored BMW all right. And it wasn’t even askew!


  But there was no way I could have successfully driven in from the City to my office in White Plains without having an accident. And if I had miraculously succeeded in that Herculean effort, there was no way I could have parked the car that straight.


  I made my way back to the sofa, needing time to sort this out.


  “You here to arrest me?” I asked, slumping into the leather cushion.


  “Should we be?” Kazanjian asked stonily. “For what?”


  “DWI, what else?” I suggested, wishing they’d leave so I could find some Alka Seltzer.


  “They call it D-U-I now,” Kazanjian remarked. “Driving under the influence. Too late for that anyway.”


  “What do you mean ‘too late’?” I asked.


  Briscoe chimed in. “Have to catch you in the act.”


  “Lucky me,” I said. “Then why are you here?” Damn it, where was that Alka Seltzer I so desperately needed? It was either that or get a new head.


  “I’m afraid we have some difficult news for you, Mr. Koll,” Kazanjian said. “It’s about your wife.”


  They had my full attention now. “Steph?” I said. “What about her?”


  “She’s dead, Mr. Koll,” Briscoe responded unceremoniously.


  Suddenly my hangover was gone.
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  I was on my feet again a lot faster than before, and this time not swaying.


  “That’s. Not. Possible,” I stammered in shock. “I was with Steph just a few hours ago!”


  “I’m afraid it is true, Mr. Koll,” Kazanjian said.


  “When? How?” I asked.


  “We’re not sure exactly when, the medical examiner’s with her now,” Kazanjian said. “As for how, it looks like a homicide.”


  “Homicide?” I sank to the sofa again, unable to believe my ears. “How? Where? By whom?”


  There was silence between them. It was Briscoe who broke it. “You say you were with your wife earlier in the evening. Can you tell us when?” It was clear from the flat, emotionless manner in which he spoke that he wasn’t feeling my pain.


  “Around eight,” I said. “It had been a ball-buster of a day and I’d gotten home late. It was our anniversary and we’d planned to go out for dinner.”


  “And did you?” Briscoe again.


  “No. As I said, I’d gotten home late. Steph was understandably not pleased, so we had words. When we finished, we were both a bit raw so we agreed to postpone the dinner to another evening.”


  I knew they’d want to know why I’d gone out again and this explanation sounded more civilized than the truth, which was that I’d stormed from the house, leaving Stephanie in tears after we’d screamed at each other.


  I hadn’t intended to leave. In fact, I’d been stirring the embers in the fireplace hoping things would settle down and we could spend a disappointing but at least quiet evening together patching things up. But Stephanie was not to be mollified.


  She accused me of loving the business more than her, which infuriated me because she was probably right and I hated being so transparent. My management team and I had been celebrating a lucrative but risky deal we’d pulled off just in time—as our privately-held company was being eyed for takeover by Arthur Swann, an ambitious corporate raider who was also a member of the board of directors.


  “I’m sorry,” I said to her. “But it took more time than I expected fighting off Swann and his cronies to keep the company in the family.”


  “With my help,” she snapped back, her green eyes flaring under her auburn hair.


  “Of course with your help,” I freely admitted. It was her percentage ownership in the company that in the end gave us the leverage to hold Swann back. “I couldn’t have pulled it off without you.”


  “I’m almost sorry now that I did,” she said sadly. “What good did it do me?”


  The litany that followed was the same as all the other arguments we’d been having recently over my work habits and habitual lateness. She then accused me of being a philanderer, which hadn’t been true the first time she’d accused me, and still wasn’t.


  “Who is she?” she challenged. “Some tart in your office?”


  As I continued to nudge the dwindling flames with the poker, I realized that I just didn’t have the stomach to attempt a truce this time, not after fending off the wolves circling for a bite of the company I’d worked so hard to build up after Stephanie’s father, the founder of Analytic TechWare, had left it to me to run.


  These arguments had been occurring all too frequently of late. Nevertheless, I made one last effort to make the case for not really being so wretched a husband. But as they say, it fell on deaf ears. The late Frederick Wentworth’s overly indulged—translation: spoiled—only daughter just dismissed me with a contemptuous wave of her hand and a silent, teary-eyed command to go, which, dropping the poker onto the hearth, I did, feeling like a shitheel even though I knew I wasn’t one.


  I’d seen enough cop shows on TV to know that’s what Briscoe and Kazanjian would think if I gave them the gory details of our confrontation, however. In a homicide case where the victim is the wife or the husband, they always look at the spouse first and these two cops, I sensed, didn’t need any ammunition. The details were unimportant anyway since I wasn’t the guilty party.


  Right on cue, Kazanjian asked when I’d last seen my wife. I told him around nine, which was when I’d left.


  “Where did you go?” Briscoe followed up.


  “Into the City,” I said. “I just felt like driving. Wound up at some out-of-way bar I’d never been to. Called the ‘Hidey-hole,’ ‘Hideout’ or something like that. First place I came to where there was a parking space nearby. West 33rd or 34th Street and 7th, I think.” I looked up at them and asked: “When can I see her? My wife.”


  “In just a little while. We’ll drive you there,” Kazanjian assured me.


  “Where did it happen?” I asked. “Where was she killed?”


  “Where did you leave her?” Briscoe responded.


  “Excuse me?” I said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means she was killed in your home,” Kazanjian interjected. “Your housekeeper found the body when she arrived for work. She was on the floor in the living room.”


  “Was there a break-in?” I asked.


  “Not that we’ve been able to determine,” Kazanjian said. “Did you turn the porch light on when you left?”


  I shrugged. “I may or may not have. I don’t remember. Why?”


  “It was on when the housekeeper arrived,” Briscoe explained. “Do you or your wife normally leave it on all night?”


  “No, off. We only turn it on when one of us goes out or to let someone in. Maybe Steph forgot to turn it off after I left.”


  “We thought you said you didn’t remember turning it on,” Kazanjian said.


  “I don’t. Why? What difference does it make?”


  Kazanjian shrugged. “Maybe none.”


  “How was she killed?” I asked after an uneasy pause in the back and forth. “You haven’t told me.”


  “Blunt force trauma,” Briscoe said.


  Not sure how to respond to that, I just nodded in dumb acquiescence.


  “We haven’t got a positive ID on the weapon yet,” Kazanjian chimed in. “But there was a bloody fireplace poker on the floor next to her.”


  Maybe I was just feeling paranoid from all the questioning and the way the two kept their eyes on me, but their tone suggested I already knew that.
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  The questioning went on for several more minutes until Kazanjian’s cell phone chimed and he stepped away to answer it. Briscoe watched silently as his partner mumbled a few words into the phone that neither of us could make out—I couldn’t anyway; maybe Briscoe was a lip reader. Then Kazanjian closed the phone and strolled back over.


  “The M.E.’s done, at least for now,” he reported to Briscoe. Then, looking directly at me, he added: “Says the time of death was between 10:00 p.m. and midnight.”


  That puts me in the clear, I thought, breathing a silent sigh of relief. How wrong I was.


  “You say you were at this Hideout joint during that time?” Kazanjian asked rhetorically.


  I nodded. “The Hideaway. I’m pretty sure now that was the name.”


  “Anyone see you there?” Briscoe asked.


  I nodded again. “Yeah, the bartender for sure. And…,” I racked my brain, no easy task given all the brain cells I’d probably destroyed.


  “And what?” Kazanjian asked.


  Now I had it. “There was this woman,” I said. “A redhead. Pretty. Yes, I remember her now. She took the stool next to me and spilled my drink when she set her purse on the bar. Spilled it all over her coat.” It was all coming back to me now, as if emerging from a fog bank. “I gave her my handkerchief to dry off with and to sop up the rest of the mess.”


  She kept apologizing so much I felt guilty and compelled to reassure her that it was not the end of the world. When she was done cleaning up, she looked at the sopping-wet handkerchief in her hand and apologized to me again, as she offered it back with embarrassment.


  “Forget it,” I said.


  “But it’s monogrammed,” she said, urging me to take it.


  “Keep it,” I said, smiling again. “For old time’s sake.”


  “Well, if you insist,” she said.


  “I insist. Got plenty at home.”


  With an “OK then, thank you,” she thrust the disheveled hanky in her coat pocket and ordered us a fresh round of drinks. On her.


  “This woman have a name,” Briscoe asked.


  I was getting tired of his “cut the bullshit and ’fess up” attitude and so I got a bit snarky. “I’m sure she did,” I said. “Don’t we all?”


  “He meant ‘What was it?’” Kazanjian interjected in his best “good cop” manner.


  I thought hard for a moment, recalling the flirtatious but somewhat dreamy-eyed woman who had clinked my glass to “better times” and who had then revealed herself to be an aspiring actress.


  “Have I seen you in anything?” I asked.


  “I don’t know. What have you seen?”


  I shrugged. “I’m really not much of a playgoer,” I said. “What I meant was, have you been in anything I might have heard of?”


  “Probably not,” she said, shrugging off the question with a sip of her drink. I couldn’t help wondering if maybe she’d already answered it with her toast earlier to “better times.” Then again, maybe she wasn’t really an actress at all, aspiring or otherwise. Maybe she was just coming on to me for some free drinks, even if she had bought the first round. She was certainly attractive, with a cute little mole on her chin, just beneath her lip. I figured her to be about my age—between 35 and 40—which struck me as a tad long in the tooth for an actress in New York to still be “aspiring.” But what did I know about show business?


  “Vicki West,” I blurted out suddenly to the two detectives. “That’s what she called herself. Vicki with an “i” not a “y,” she said. Don’t know if it was her real name or her stage name. Or both. Didn’t ask.”


  “Did you go home with her?” Kazanjian asked pointedly.


  “What? No!” I replied sharply.


  “We thought you couldn’t remember much of anything about last night,” Briscoe cut in with a barely concealed smirk in his voice.


  “I’ve been remembering,” I answered defensively. “As things have come to me, I’ve told you. Isn’t that what you want?”


  “What we want is the truth,” Kazanjian said.


  “I’ve been telling you the truth,” I said. “We struck up a conversation and she told me her name was Vicki West.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “Nothing happened,” I said.


  But then I remembered something that did happen. She had touched my bewhiskered cheek and remarked wistfully that I needed a shave, adding that my thick five o’clock shadow reminded her of someone.


  “Not an ex-husband, I hope,” I’d joked back. She shook her head and offered a silent “no,” then abruptly changed the subject by pulling me off the bar stool and propelling me onto the dance floor with a flirtatious, “Come on, let’s boogie.”


  It wasn’t really a dance floor, more like a separate section of the bar where there were no tables. As it was heading toward the wee hours, the band had put their instruments to bed and was long gone, assuming they’d even worked that night. They hadn’t been there when I arrived at ten. There was music playing, but it was being piped in from a CD player, or Pandora or some place.


  I told her I wasn’t sure I knew how to “boogie,” but she wouldn’t take any form of “no” for an answer, and pulled me close as a golden oldie from the big band era of Glenn Miller or somebody like that came over the speakers.


  Almost as soon as we started to dance, the room began to swirl before my eyes, and I staggered, suddenly disoriented and in desperate need of some fresh air. Sensing that, or fearful I was about to fall on her, Vicki quickly wheeled me to the door and steered me outside where she pushed me up against the wall of the place, bracing me with her hands.


  “Steady now, big fella,” she said, pressing her fingers against my chest. “Just keep breathing in that nice, healthy New York City air,” she added facetiously. “And let it out slowly before it can do you any harm.”


  I did what she told me but I didn’t feel any better. In fact, I felt worse. I felt myself becoming enveloped in a thick, dark curtain. I remember muttering something about getting to my car before I passed out and searching the street for it, but the streetlamps were spinning and I couldn’t see anything. I tried locating my keys, but then remembered they were in the pocket of my raincoat, which was still in the bar.


  “You just stay here and I’ll get our coats,” she said. “Think you can do that?”


  I nodded, which only made my head spin more. I forget how long she was gone. Seemed like hours though it was probably only a few minutes, but suddenly she was back and helping me into my coat. Just in time too because I could feel myself starting to slide down the wall as that dark curtain gobbled me up. But she caught me in time, my car keys in her hand. She hit the keypad twice and the car chirped from somewhere along the street.


  “I don’t…think…I…can…drive,” I stammered as we headed toward the BMW.


  She laughed and said, “Hold onto that thought.” Then she unlocked the passenger door and pushed me inside, which was the last thing I remember before passing out on the seat.


  “She must have driven us here,” I said. “The car’s registered in the company’s name,” I added. “It sure couldn’t have been me.”


  “So, you don’t know what happened to her after that,” Kazanjian said.


  I shook my head. “The next thing I remember was waking up and finding you two here, looking down at me,” I said. “I assume she must have taken a bus or a cab home. Or called Uber.”


  “All the way back to Manhattan?”


  “I suppose so. She never said where she lived.”


  “Tough time of night to catch a cab. Expensive too.”


  “Well I doubt she flew,” I said.


  “We’ll look into it,” Kazanjian said.


  “Good,” I answered, standing up with a steadiness I did not feel. But I did manage to stand firm as I added, “Now if we’re done, I’d like to see my wife.”
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  The detectives were as good as their word. With Kazanjian at the wheel and me in the back seat next to Briscoe, I was taken at last to see my wife’s body. We took their unmarked car up 287 to the medical examiner’s office in Valhalla—an appropriate location given what Valhalla means in Norse mythology: the hall of the slain. Traffic was light since it was a Saturday so it didn’t take us long to get there.


  As we neared the place I started to get apprehensive. And as we went inside, the feeling grew stronger. I didn’t know how I’d feel when confronted with Steph’s lifeless remains. In life, we had experienced all the ups and downs in our relationship that most married couples do. Lately there had been more downs than ups, but there were many good times, too, especially in the early years.


  When the sheet was pulled aside and I gazed upon her, I was surprised by my immediate reaction, which was that the old cliché was true: she did look as if she was sleeping, except for the fact that there was no rosiness to her cheeks, just a porcelain-like pallor. The fatal wound was not visible.


  As I sensed the two detectives watching me closely, my only thought was that Steph didn’t deserve for this to happen to her. I wanted to know who did it and why, and I was growing impatient for my two companions to check out my story so they’d stop looking my way, get on with the investigation, and start getting us some real answers. But I bit my tongue and kept my cool, which they probably didn’t much like either.


  Right now what I wanted almost as much as some answers was to freshen up and get into some clean clothes. I felt like I’d slept in the ones I was wearing, which, of course, is exactly what I’d done, and they probably smelled like it—with the added aroma of a distillery. Being dark-haired and light skinned, I figured my five o’clock shadow was heading toward midnight and that I needed a shave, too.


  Kazanjian said my house was still being processed as a crime scene, so I asked them to take me back to my office where I kept a spare set of toiletries and some extra clothes. It was agreed and so back down 287 we went.


  With an ominous “Stay close, Mr. Koll, we’ll be in touch,” Kazanjian dropped me at the door and then took off in a hurry—probably to grab some coffee and donuts. They didn’t even wave.


  I used my passkey to get into the building and, feeling the need to walk, took the stairs to my third-floor office. As it was still Saturday, there was no one else in the building except the maintenance people, and I saw none of them. This suited my mood perfectly. I craved time alone, to think.


  I let myself into my office. The phone was quiet, for now. I figured that could change at any moment once the local media got wind of what had happened and found out I wasn’t at home or at police headquarters. But I could still ignore it even if it did ring—again, for now.


  I headed straight to my private bathroom. Being CEO of a successful company has its perks, and this was one of them. It had even been suggested that I include a full shower as well, but that struck me as a bit too ostentatious. Now I wished I’d taken the suggestion. I wanted a hot shower—more than that, I needed one. But a sponge bath would have to suffice.


  As I finished and moved on to brushing my teeth, I stared absently into the medicine chest mirror, focusing on all that had happened, and the possibilities of why. This just made my head hurt. Again. But no longer due to a hangover. I needed something to eat. I could feel my blood sugar level falling into my shoes and knew I required some basic fuel fast. But I didn’t want to go out among people just yet. I figured that the news of Stephanie’s murder and my being interviewed by police was probably all over town by now and I wasn’t ready to face the sympathetic or suspicious or even accusatory glances I anticipated coming my way. But I’d have to chance it if I wanted to quiet the growling in my stomach.


  I kept a change of clothes in the office for emergencies and switched quickly from the wrinkled ones I’d slept in into a pair of gray khakis and a light blue pullover sweater. I looked like an aging preppie. Tennis, anyone? But I didn’t care. At least I felt clean.


  Adjusting the sweater’s neckline, I came out into the office and, looking up with a start, saw her standing in the doorway.


  “I thought you’d be here,” Jennifer said.


  I shrugged. “No place else to go. Home’s an official crime scene; they won’t let me in.”


  “Not even for a change of clothes?”


  I shrugged again. “Didn’t ask.”


  “You look like you could use a hug,” she offered.


  “I could probably use a barrelful,” I replied. “But one from a friend will do.”


  She smiled and came to me with her arms outstretched, putting them around me and hugging me tightly. “Martin, I’m so sorry. About Stephanie,” she whispered into my shoulder.


  Jennifer Fleming was the company’s communications director. More pointedly, she was my strong right arm—and often my left, too. She was great at her often thankless PR job, and I said so often—even to Stephanie, which was a mistake. Steph misinterpreted my admiration for Jennifer’s job skills for something else, which just wasn’t true. This is not to say I found Jennifer unattractive. Quite the opposite. She was not only intelligent but alluring—the complete package. With her high cheekbones and dark wide eyes under a helmet of silky black hair, she had an exotic look that struck me as either Spanish or Mediterranean. “Fleming” was her married name, which she still used even though she’d been divorced now for almost two years. I didn’t recall her maiden name, if I ever knew it. Now I was curious. I’d have to ask her sometime.


  In any event there was never anything between us that wasn’t strictly professional—on her part as well as mine. Her own marriage had fallen apart because she’d found out her wayward ex was all too frequently dipping his wick into the office cookie jar so she was unlikely to become a homewrecker herself by carrying on with me or any other married man. Once burned, twice shy, you could say. This was the closest physically that we’d ever been to each other. Of course, maybe I just wasn’t her type, which struck me then as a very depressing thought because she felt awfully good in my arms right now. But I had no trouble holding back. I’d always been a one-woman-at-a-time man. Murdered Stephanie was still my wife, and I was damn sure going to find out what had happened to her.
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  “Ahem!” came a throaty rumble from the doorway. The two of us turned suddenly to look, and found Neville Ward standing there, shifting on his feet uneasily. He was impeccably dressed as always in his traditional three-piece suit. Even on weekends. I wondered if he ever relaxed.


  “I didn’t mean to barge in on you,” he added.


  “You didn’t,” I said, Jennifer and I separating.


  At sixty, Neville Ward was the company’s so-called “gray eminence.” He’d co-founded the firm with Stephanie’s father but had run into some personal financial troubles and was forced to sell out to his partner in order to keep afloat. But he’d stayed on at the company ever since even in a reduced role, and also as a member of the board.


  “I called the house as soon as I heard,” he said, still a bit flustered by what he’d seen—or thought he’d seen. “When they said you weren’t staying there, I put two and two together and came straight here.”


  I felt some mild disdain at my predictability, but managed to cover it by flopping into my desk chair. “Have a seat, both of you,” I said. “If the others show up, we can pretend it’s still Friday.” The desk chair groaned as I settled into it. “Wish that it were,” I muttered solemnly.


  “Have the police got any leads?” Ward asked, taking one of the chairs in front of the desk.


  “Just one
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