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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      As most people know, so-called “paper money” isn’t paper at all, but a mixture of seventy-five percent cotton fibers and twenty-five percent linen fibers. Until recently, the “secret recipe” for U.S. currency had been made by the Crane family (eight generations descended from Stephen Crane) in Dalton, Massachusetts. In 2017, Crane was bought by Connecticut’s Crane Co. (no relation!).

      Crane Currency uses special micro-optic features which cannot be duplicated elsewhere. Small, encapsulated lenses in the paper produce 3D image animation to create its security features.

      Counterintuitively, seventy-seven percent of all U.S. currency in circulation is the one-hundred-dollar bill, the Ben Franklin, and eighty percent of those bills are in other countries! The latest one-hundred-dollar bill, Series 2009, was announced on April 21, 2010, but did not enter circulation until October 8, 2013. It has a list of extraordinary security features, including:

      
        
          	
        A blue security ribbon woven into the paper. Tilt the bill back and forth, and bells change to 100s. When you tilt the bill back and forth, the images move side-to-side. Move it side-to-side, and the images move up and down.
      

      	
        Color-shifting ink turns the bell in the inkwell and the numeral 100 on the lower right corner from copper to green.
      

      	
        Held up to the light, a faint image of Franklin, a “watermark,” appears in the blank space to the right of the portrait.
      

      	
        An embedded thread to the left of the portrait is imprinted with a pattern of USA and 100, and glows pink in ultraviolet light.
      

      	
        Raised printing can be felt on Franklin’s left shoulder.
      

      	
        Various micro-printed characters can be seen on Franklin’s jacket collar, around the blank space with the watermark, on the golden quill, and along the borders of the bill.
      

      

      

      With that kind of high-tech, state-of-the-art security, the Ben Franklin one-hundred-dollar bill is in no danger of being counterfeited.

      Unless of course…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            IN FOR A PENNY, IN FOR A POUND

          

        

      

    

    
      MONDAY, AUGUST 26, 2019. The painting looked as though it would leap from the canvas. Immense whorls of black and white and yellow seemed to move, storm-like, threatening to engulf anyone who gazed upon the painting too long, an abstract Medusa ready to turn an observer to stone. At seventy-two inches by forty-eight inches, the masterpiece dominated the auction house, as it hung on its frame to the right of the auctioneer. To the left of the rostrum was the phone bank, a jury box of art house staff, all holding phones glued to their ears, ready to listen to the anonymous bidders on the lines, all the while focused on the auctioneer and the escalating sums he would demand. On the rear wall, large screens opened on rooms in London, Hong Kong, Tokyo, and San Francisco, live streaming the event for online bidding.

      In front of the oak podium were several rows of cushioned chairs, each occupied by a man or woman exquisitely dressed, the men in dark suits and ties, the women in evening gowns which accentuated the diamonds sparkling at their throats. These were the elite of New York City. Each held a small, numbered paddle, their weapon of choice in the battle to win the one-of-a-kind item before them, a painting to grace the wall of their study or sitting room, to satisfy their lust for exclusivity, for ownership of something no one else had. For that private pleasure, they were willing to exchange enormous wealth.

      The auctioneer, Arthur Mitterand, smiled as he stood behind the broad lectern. He had the face of a television evangelist, movie-star good looks framed by perfectly coiffed dark hair. His bespoke black suit and blue silk tie suggested he might be dining out at a very fine restaurant tonight, perhaps martinis and oysters, after he had accomplished his pecuniary duties. He preached the gospel of big money to his eager acolytes.

      “Now we have Lot 34, Hurricane, by Khudozhnik, who, as you know, has just completed a solo exhibition in Moscow, to critical acclaim. We will start the bidding at two million.”

      Several paddles in the room went up. “Two million. Two million five hundred thousand. Three.” Mitterand raised his eyes to the screens. “London says three million five. San Francisco enters at four. And our phones are busy. Michelle says five. Back to the room.” The auctioneer pointed at a man near the rear of the salon. “Five five to you, sir.”

      After the initial flurry of activity and the meteoric rise of the bidding, the action slowed down, as if all engaged were reassessing their bank accounts. When the amount hit twenty million, the online bids ceased, and the room became quiet.

      “Would you like to come back in, London?” Mitterand asked. Then he surveyed the room. “Any from the floor?” When he received no response, he said, “Fair warning. The bid is twenty million dollars, American.”

      Standing in the phone bank, a young woman, whose blonde hair was an elegant foil to her emerald earrings, covered her mouth as she spoke in hushed tones to her bidder. Her ravishing beauty had undone adversaries before, men who had never suspected her poker-faced bidding strategies and razor-sharp business acumen.

      “Michelle, can you give me twenty million two hundred thousand?” Time seemed to slow down as the auctioneer leaned toward her, wanting to pronounce his blessing on a worshipful response.

      Complete silence reigned on the floor, each devotee caught up in the suspense. Michelle turned away from the auctioneer as she whispered her inquiry like a prayer into the phone.

      “Last chance,” said Mitterand, as he raised his gavel.

      Slowly, Michelle swiveled back around and raised two fingers.

      The auctioneer’s face remained impassive. “We have twenty and two. Can anyone make it four?”

      Several phones away from Michelle stood a man who sported a fashionable five-day growth of beard on a face that looked like it might be more at home behind a video game console than expediting the transfer of vast sums of money for an art house auction. Despite his youthful appearance, he was a canny agent whose clients always returned to do business with him again. He nodded at Mitterand.

      “Thank you, Johnathan. We have twenty million four,” the auctioneer proclaimed. He looked directly at the woman who had placed the previous bid. “It’s against you, Michelle. Can you give me six?”

      All eyes were riveted on the woman, who spoke in hushed tones with her anonymous bidder. No one else in the salon spoke or coughed or shifted in their seat. All knew that in the rarified atmosphere of high finance, as in church, casual conversation was frowned upon.

      Michelle returned the auctioneer’s gaze and mouthed a figure to him.

      “Twenty million six hundred thousand. Excellent. Thank you so much, Michelle.”

      As though he was receiving a fast serve at Wimbledon, everyone’s attention switched to Johnathan. He turned toward the wall behind him.

      Mitterand relished the tension of a bidding war and fanned it by inclining toward the man and remaining silent for more than a minute. When he spoke, the calm words belied the bristling challenge underneath. “Twenty and six. Against you, Johnathan. Will you go eight?”

      Michelle watched the young man squirm as she whispered to her bidder, “How far?”

      Johnathan was breathing heavily, nodding at what he heard on the phone. He turned back to Mitterand and spoke two words. “Twenty-one.”

      A gasp was heard from the floor. Some people were shaking their heads in disbelief. All were transfixed by the spectacle unfolding before them. It was chess on a grand scale, this bloodless combat fought with the raising of a finger, the nodding of a head, the whispering of a word.

      Mitterand smiled for the camera. “The bid is twenty-one million dollars.” He let the words roll off his tongue in self-satisfaction. His gaze swept the room like a proud monarch surveying his kingdom. A charged silence fell like a shroud over the beau monde of New York.

      A minute became an eternity. Michelle faced the wall and covered her mouth as she communicated with her bidder. “He’s either very determined or very desperate.” She paused as she awaited a response. “He’s willing to purchase Hurricane whatever the cost, or he’s going all-in to scare you away. I think it’s the latter.” Again, she hesitated. “Do you know Texas Hold ’em? When a player goes all-in, he’s committing all his chips to the pot. Either he believes he has the best hand, or he needs to bluff others into folding.” She tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. He’s trying to make you withdraw by convincing you he won’t stop. But I think he’s done.” She exhaled a long breath as she listened and then responded. “It comes down to you, sir. How badly do you want Hurricane?” She nodded at the answer and turned back around to face Mitterand.

      The auctioneer put his elbows down on the podium and looked directly at her. He was a therapist prepared to hear his patient’s most embarrassing revelation without betraying any emotion or judgment.

      “Michelle?” He watched her lips form the words.

      “Twenty-one five.”

      Mitterand looked over the salon with a glance somewhere between paternal and patronizing. He calmly announced, “The bid is twenty-one million five hundred thousand dollars.” He saw Johnathan wince. There was no sound other than the ticking of Lot 41, an antique grandfather clock, off to the side.

      Time passed with agonizing slowness. Johnathan’s back was to Mitterand, who beamed with his perfect teeth at the elite sitting before him. At last, he prompted the young man.

      “Twenty-one five. Against you, Johnathan.”

      When Johnathan failed to turn around, the auctioneer waited another minute, then said, “Fair warning.” He took a deep breath. “The bid stands at twenty-one million five hundred thousand dollars.” He paused and raised the gavel in his right hand. “Last call.” When he saw Johnathan hang up his phone, Mitterand struck the podium with his gavel like a judge pronouncing sentence. “Sold, for twenty-one million five hundred thousand dollars.”

      After discreetly and briefly clapping their hands, people in the salon began breathing normally again.

      Michelle raised a small sign with the number 1848 emblazoned upon it.

      “Paddle number 1848,” said Mitterand, as he recorded the number on a ledger before him. “Thank you, Michelle. Now on to Lot 35.”
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      As the auction concluded an hour later and the participants filed out of the room, Michelle gathered her things. Johnathan approached her.

      “Would you like to go out for a drink?”

      “Just what the doctor ordered,” she said as she picked up her briefcase and purse. “It’s been a big night. Where are you parked?”

      “In the garage.”

      “I am, too. What place did you have in mind?”

      “Benny’s. They have a great bar menu, and the bartender gives generous pours.” He paused. “Come to think of it, though they’ve got valet parking, it would probably cost us more than if we leave our cars here and take an Uber.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll take care of the first round, just so you know we’re not going out on a date or anything.”

      “Gotcha, boss,” he said with a smile. “Wouldn’t want anybody getting the wrong idea.”

      Half an hour later, they were sitting on plush stools at the polished oak bar in an establishment that was rapidly becoming the go-to place for the twenty- and thirty-something crowd. The wall behind the bar was an enormous mirror bearing shelves which held every libation imaginable. Farther inside the restaurant, diners sat at tables adorned with white tablecloths and single yellow roses in bud vases. At the very back was a small stage where a smooth jazz trio was well into its second set.

      The bartender, whose bulging black T-shirt announced that when he wasn’t mixing drinks he was lifting weights, approached the couple. “I’m Malone,” he said. “What can I get you?”

      Michelle looked at Johnathan, who responded, “An Old Fashioned.”

      Malone nodded and turned his attention to Michelle.

      “I’ll have an extra dry gin martini with a twist. No olives.”

      Malone smiled at her. “I’ll make you one that’ll change your life.”

      The woman chuckled. “I doubt that will happen, but I admire your enthusiasm.”

      Malone scooped ice into a small pitcher and added a shot of vermouth. He stirred it vigorously with a long spoon, then let it sit while he attended to the Old Fashioned. Just before he added the slice of orange peel to the whisky, he stirred the ice and vermouth again.

      As he put the cocktail down in front of Johnathan, he turned to Michelle. In a low voice, as though he were hatching some kind of plot, he said, “Yours will take a little longer. I’m going to strain that pitcher, so just the ice remains. The only vermouth that will be in your drink will be what’s coated the ice. I’ll put your gin in next, stir it well, and let it rest. Once I give it the final stir, I’ll strain it into your glass and add the twist of lemon.”

      A few minutes later, Malone set the drink before her. “Crystal clear. Very cold. Accented with the lemon oils.”

      Michelle raised it to her lips and took a sip. Her eyes grew round. “That is far and away the best martini I’ve ever had.”

      Malone bowed his head in acknowledgement and walked away to serve other customers.

      “I can see why you like this place,” Michelle said to Johnathan.

      He smiled at her. “Good drinks and good jazz are a perfect combination.”

      She nodded in agreement. “I think I need a little food with this martini. What would you recommend?”

      “Let’s do the shrimp cocktail and the salmon rillettes.”

      “Salmon rillettes? That’s new to me.”

      “Then you’re in for a treat.”

      Johnathan raised his hand to get Malone’s attention and placed the order. As he did so, the trio onstage were joined by an auburn-haired woman in a bright red dress, who began to croon “The Girl from Ipanema” into the microphone.

      Michelle raised her glass to her companion. “Thank you. It’s really lovely here.” She swiveled her stool to take in the ambiance. “Beautiful people,” she said with a sigh. “Beautiful food and drink. Reminds me of something my mother used to say after we’d had a particularly wonderful meal.”

      Johnathan looked at her with a question in his eyes. “What did she say?”

      A sad smile creased the young woman’s lips. “I wonder what the poor people are having tonight.”

      Johnathan tilted his head and exhaled. “She sounds like a smart, thoughtful woman. Is that where you get it from?”

      “I’m not nearly as smart and thoughtful as she was.” She set her glass on the bar. “My mother gave to more charities than I can remember. She donated time to the homeless mission downtown. Helped out serving food there on holidays. Sat on the city council to get the right legislation passed. All the while never forgetting anybody’s birthday or anniversary.” Her eyes filled with tears. “God, I miss her.”

      His voice was hushed. “When did she die?”

      “On my twenty-first birthday, driving home with a present she had just bought me. A drunk driver hit her head on. I had just lost my father to cancer three months before that, so I was still reeling.” She gently touched her eyes with the cocktail napkin.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss, Michelle.”

      “Thanks, Johnathan. But I don’t want to bring down our night. We’ve got some stellar food coming. The music couldn’t be better. Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Okay. Like what?”

      “Who’s 1848?”

      Her abrupt change of subject caught him completely off guard, and he shook his head. “I don’t have a clue. Nobody does. We’re just the messengers, right? I don’t know who I represent. You don’t know who’s on the other end of your line. It’s all anonymous, and that’s the way they want it. That’s why the buyers aren’t sitting in the auction hall. And lots of times it’s not even them on the phone. It’s a dealer they’ve hired.”

      “Yeah, I know, but doesn’t it ever bother you? I mean, there we are, exchanging astronomical sums of money for one-of-a-kind works of art at the behest of totally unknown strangers.”

      Just then they were interrupted by the arrival of their hors d’oeuvres. Malone placed their orders on the counter between them. The salty spicy salmon was spread on crostini, while the shrimp encircled a martini-style glass filled with a sharp red sauce.

      “Bon appetit,” the bartender said.

      Johnathan smiled broadly at Michelle. “Start with the rillettes and tell me what you think.”

      She bit off a mouthful of the tiny toast and hummed in delight.

      “Now wash it down with a sip of your gin.”

      She did as instructed and shook her head in disbelief. “Wow!” was all she could manage.

      Johnathan chuckled as he picked up a crostino for himself. “Glad you agree.”

      They spent the next several minutes without talking, each savoring the piquancy of their canapés and shrimp. Finally, Michelle said, “Like I was saying. Isn’t it kind of crazy? All that money? Everything undercover? Never knowing if we’re aiding and abetting some billionaire drug lord, or some rich gun trafficker who spends his spare time arming a terrorist group?”

      “Whoa, Michelle! Don’t go getting all conspiracy on me. I work at an honest job where I make enough money to pay my rent, with enough left over for an occasional night out like this. Our clients are one-percenters who can afford to furnish their homes with art like you and I could only see in a museum. End of story.”

      She sighed. “I guess you’re right. I should just count my blessings and not go down any rabbit holes.”

      “That’s the spirit. Now finish your drink so I can order us another round.”

      The rest of the evening was small talk. They downed the remainder of their hors d’oeuvres with fresh drinks and listened to the torch singer court them with songs from Sarah Vaughan and Billie Holiday. Johnathan asked Michelle if she wanted anything else. She waved him off.

      “I’ve had plenty to drink. Remember, I’ve got about a half hour drive ahead of me to Teaneck. With a full tummy and no stress left, I’m good to go.”

      The Uber brought them back to the parking garage, and Michelle was on her way. Years of commuting had rendered the drive second nature, and the traffic was light. Ten minutes before she reached her apartment, her phone rang. She saw the name show up on her dashboard panel and tapped the button on her console.

      “Striker, what the hell do you want?” she snarled. “I’m almost home, and I need to get to bed.”

      “Hello, Ms. Garrison. You sound a bit testy tonight.”

      “I’ve got no time for small talk. Cut to the chase.”

      The man paused. Then in a menacing tone, emphasizing each word, he said, “Who is 1848?”

      She slammed her palm on the steering wheel. “How many times do I have to tell you? I have no idea! He’s a voice on the phone. Anonymous.”

      “Find out,” Striker said.

      “No can do. That’s above my pay grade.”

      “Michelle—may I call you that?” Now the voice sounded like that of a father reprimanding a disobedient child. “Michelle, I’m sure you can find a way. You’ve had no problems in the past…bending the law.”

      She felt a tightening in her chest. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve been over all this before, my dear. That’s why we’re helping you and you’re helping us. After all, we don’t want your employer to find out about your…embezzlement at your former job. You were a bank teller, I believe?”

      “I was a teenager!” she yelled. “I’d just found out my father had inoperable cancer!” Her eyes began to fill with tears. “It was fifty dollars.”

      “Of course,” Striker said. “Your mother paid a fine, and you did community service. Very neat and tidy.” His deep breath could be heard over the phone. “It still amazes me that the auction house missed that when they did their background check on you. Careless, if you ask me. Or perhaps the owner was blinded by your beauty.”

      Michelle said nothing. She angrily wiped at her tears as Striker continued.

      “I can’t help but think that even petty theft wouldn’t sit well with your employer. Any—shall we say financial indiscretion?—would subject you to immediate termination. Don’t you think?”

      “I told you I don’t know who my buyer is, and I have no way of finding out.”

      Striker hissed at her. “Get creative, Michelle, or lose your job. Your choice.” His tone softened. “I’ll be generous. You have one more month.” The call ended.
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      The car seemed to find its way back to her apartment by itself. Michelle’s thoughts whirled as the pounding of her heart slowly receded to its normal rhythm. She pulled into her assigned parking spot and rested her head on the steering wheel.

      What was she to do? Somehow, she had to attach a name to the number. Surely, that name was in the auction house’s database. But what steps had the owner of that name taken to ensure his privacy? Her employer wouldn’t want to lose a client who made extravagant purchases on a regular basis and insisted on anonymity, so it would also protect that identity. Fiercely.

      For that matter, who was Striker? How did he know so much about her life? She remembered his first contact with her ten months ago. It was her day off, and she was lounging about in her apartment, still in her pajamas and robe at eleven-thirty in the morning. She never answered “Unknown Caller” on her phone and let the call go to voicemail. When she listened to it later, her heart skipped a beat.

      

      “Hello, Ms. Garrison. My name is Striker. Before you delete this message, please listen. Who I am isn’t important. What I know is important. I know who you are. I know what you’ve done. I won’t bore you with the details in this voicemail, but I’ve posted a letter to you today, spelling it all out. When you receive that letter, call me. I’m sure we can come up with an arrangement for helping each other. I look forward to speaking with you soon.”

      

      That had begun her relationship with the disembodied voice on the phone, a voice that pleaded, cajoled, and threatened to ruin her. A voice to whom she revealed each purchase by the enigmatic 1848, disclosing every painting, every sculpture, and the stratospheric sum each object garnered. Was Striker law enforcement? If he was, wouldn’t it be simpler to subpoena the auction house for the information he wanted, rather than rake her over the coals? None of it made sense.

      She exited the car, locked it, and walked toward her front door. Her neighbor Alice was out with her gray and white Shih Tzu, Rag Mop. The dog spotted Michelle and strained on his leash to greet her.

      Michelle leaned over and scratched behind his ears. “Hi, Rag Mop. Hello, Alice.”

      “Hi, Michelle. Last potty break of the night,” the elderly lady said. “Then it’s bedtime for both of us.”

      “I can’t wait to crawl under the covers myself, Alice. Sleep well.”

      She unlocked her door, turned on the light, and entered, realizing she had forgotten to stop at the mailbox and pick up her mail. “It can wait till tomorrow,” she muttered.

      As she prepared for bed, the question that had haunted her ever since Striker had asked it months ago echoed in her mind. It was her last thought before falling asleep.

      “Who is 1848?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MICHELLE MAKES A MOVE

          

        

      

    

    
      She did not sleep well, and her first coffee of the morning did little to clear the cobwebs in her brain. It felt as though the walls of her apartment were closing in on her. Give Striker the information he wanted or lose her job. As she raised her cup for another sip, she frowned, realizing that she would have revealed the name to Striker had she known it. She would have done it without thinking, to save herself and her job. What does that say about me and my own morality? she thought. I’m no better than that blackmailer, whoever he is. A bitter smile curled her lips. This is the point in the made-for-TV movie where our plucky heroine breaks into the administrative offices of the auction house, uses her computer skills to hack into its data base, and learns who her buyer is. Alternatively, she seduces the head of IT and, with promises of unbridled sex, convinces him to disclose the information. She harrumphed. Right. Michelle Garrison, the reluctant superhero. Black Widow, move over.

      Then another thought chilled her. What if Striker wanted to find out so he could steal all that art from her buyer? Or even worse—kill him because of some business deal gone wrong?

      Like a demon from a cheesy horror movie, that thought took possession of her. She persuaded herself that Striker wanted to steal Hurricane and everything else her buyer had purchased over the last several months, and then kill 1848 to cover his tracks. Of course, that would mean he’d have to kill her as well. He wouldn’t want to leave any loose ends.

      “I’m driving myself crazy!” she shrieked aloud to her empty apartment. “This is all nuts! I’m not in a goddamn movie.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “And there’s no way out.”

      She finished her coffee and stepped into the shower, hoping that the comforting spray would get her thinking rationally again. She needed a plan. A part of her regretted her recent break-up with Ritter. For all his faults, he had a good head on his shoulders and an ability to find solutions to problems that others found insoluble. What would he have encouraged her to do?

      As the warm water caressed her body, it came to her. She knew what she had to do, even if she didn’t like it.
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      Two hours later, she was sitting at her desk at work, cataloguing the auction house’s latest acquisitions and assigning an estimate of what the pieces would be worth on the auction block. She would pass this information along to the programing department, who would design a brochure announcing the next sale. That gave the house’s regular customers advance notice so they could prepare accordingly. Before the general announcement was released, Mitterand would send individual emails to the company’s biggest buyers. As a sommelier in a fine restaurant knows precisely which wines to recommend to his favorite diners, Mitterand knew what pieces his buyers were most interested in and tantalized them with personal invitations.

      Michelle pursed her lips and sighed. She had never imagined that her Master’s Degree in Fine Arts from the Rhode Island School of Design would lead to a job like this in New York City. “What a world,” she muttered. “What a world.”

      As the day progressed, she became more convinced that Striker was dangerous. He was willing to blackmail her to obtain information he could get legally with a subpoena if he was on the side of law and order. No, Striker was malicious. With that conviction came its corollary. She had to warn 1848. Perhaps her morality was not so defunct as she had initially thought.
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      With her cataloguing complete, she called Mitterand, asking if she could see him. Thirty minutes later, he was ushering her into his modest office, tastefully furnished with expressionist paintings from local artists. The swirls of muted colors brought light and life into the room, drawing it from the single large window behind the desk. The desk was his one extravagance. Hand-made from deeply figured Koa wood, its top was almost opalescent, as though its rich grain was shining up from beneath the surface.

      “Please sit. What can I do for you, Michelle? You did a fine job last night.”

      “Arthur, it’s hard for me to know where to start. I’ve always loved my job here, and you’ve treated me like a daughter. I’m immensely grateful.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “But I haven’t been honest with you. I lied during my employment interview.” She paused to let her revelation sink in. “I did commit a crime. Years ago, I stole fifty dollars from the bank where I worked.” The words spilled out of her mouth, as she began to talk faster and faster. “I was put on probation for a few years, paid a fine, did community service.” She buried her face in her hands.

      Mitterand winced. He stood up and turned to look out the window. “Knowing what I have to do about this, why are you telling me now?” His voice sounded like a heartbroken father. He turned back around and faced her. “Why?”

      Michelle cleared her throat. “I’m being blackmailed by a man who calls himself Striker. He threatened to reveal what I just told you.”

      Mitterand frowned and shook his head. “And what does he want from you?”

      “The identity of 1848.”

      Mitterand exhaled noisily and sat back down. “We won’t disclose that without some sort of court order. It’s our job to protect our clients who wish to remain anonymous. And, of course, the man you speak to on the phone is probably not 1848 himself, but his agent. Another layer of anonymity.”

      “I know, Arthur. That’s what I told him.”

      “Have you told him anything else?”

      Michelle squirmed in her chair. With a deep sigh, she said, “I’ve told him everything 1848 has bought over the last ten months and how much he paid for each piece.”

      Her boss grimaced. “How could you? How could you jeopardize the reputation of this institution you say you love working for? A business where reputation is everything?”

      Michelle hung her head. “I know. I know. I’m so, so sorry, Arthur. Please forgive me.” She hesitated, as if afraid to share what troubled her most. Finally, she said, “There’s more. I’ve been thinking about why Striker doesn’t go after the information legally. Like you said, with a court order or something. I’m thinking he’s up to no good. I came forward today so you would give 1848 a heads-up. Warn him. Tell him somebody is after him.”

      Mitterand was silent for several moments, as if mulling over what his protégé had just told him. Michelle saw the veins in his neck stand out. In a voice that sounded as though he was struggling to control an outburst of anger, he said, “Do you have any idea what that may cost us? The tens of millions of dollars in lost revenue if 1848 closes his account and withdraws? He is one of our biggest clients. What about colleagues of his that he might take with him?” He closed his eyes and exhaled. “What if word gets out that our house is not to be trusted? That would ruin us.”

      Michelle stood and paced the room. “I don’t think it will come to that, Arthur. I think 1848 will see your warning as more evidence that the house puts its clients first and will do anything to protect them.”

      “We can only hope so, Michelle.” His voice became husky with emotion. “And what will you do?”

      “I’ll have my resignation on your desk before I leave this evening.” She shook her head back and forth as she looked at him. “I’ve decided not to go to the police if that’s what you’re worried about. They’d have nothing to go on, and that would risk drawing the auction house into an investigation. I don’t want that to happen. Despite all I’ve told you, I do love this place. Instead, I’m thinking I’ll give up my apartment and take off. Try to get away from the sonofabitch. Put some miles between me and him.”

      “Where would you go?”

      “Oregon,” she said, as though everyone who got fired from their high-roller job in New York City went there.

      “Oregon? For goodness’ sake, what’s in Oregon?”

      Michelle smiled at him. “Years ago—I think I was fifteen at the time—my father took my mother and me on a cross-country trip. ‘I gotta stick my toes in both oceans,’ he said. Anyway, we wound up in Oregon and drove the whole length of the coast, all the way from Washington down into California.” Her eyes went far away. “I know I’ve romanticized it over the years, but I can still see the miles-long beaches, the high bluffs, the haystack rocks out in the surf.” She twirled a lock of her hair, something she hadn’t done since childhood. “And everything was so green.”

      “What made you think of that after all these years?”

      “Remember that case that was all over the news earlier this year? That girl, Patricia Carmody, the one who moved to Oregon from the East Coast, and then got herself kidnapped on that big boat? Escaped and hasn’t been seen since? Anyway, I was interested because she went to RISD, my alma mater. I pulled out the Oregon scrapbook my father had kept and looked at all the old pictures again.”

      Mitterand frowned. “That’s a long way to go. I hope you’ll be all right.”

      “Me, too. I hope the distance discourages Striker from coming after me.”

      Mitterand walked around the desk to her. “I’ll let the owners know everything they need to know about this situation.” He shook his head again, and then gave her a fatherly hug. “I wish you the best, my dear. I’m sorry it turned out like this.”

      “No sorrier than I,” she responded, as she left the office.
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            EXIT STRATEGY

          

        

      

    

    
      She couldn’t bring herself to tell Johnathan or anyone else at the auction house that she was leaving. Her heart ached already, and goodbye tears would only make it worse. Emptying her desk was out of the question. Besides, all she wanted was the picture of her and her parents, taken just before her father had become bedridden. She waited until the other staff she knew best had gone. Then she picked up the framed picture, slid her resignation under Mitterand’s door, and left the building.

      The drive to Teaneck gave her time to plan her exit strategy. She had seen enough crime movies to know that she could be tracked through her credit card usage and her cell phone. Was Striker sophisticated enough to use those? But wouldn’t he have to be law enforcement to do that? She didn’t know. Her gut told her to err on the side of caution.

      Was her apartment under surveillance? Were her bank accounts being monitored? Again, how could she tell? As she drove the familiar route home, she gritted her teeth and began to talk aloud to herself.

      “Okay. I can only take with me what I can fit in my car. I’ll organize everything tonight. Plot a course on Google Maps. I’ll pack fast in the morning once the bank has opened. My last stop before leaving town will be to take out my savings in cash.” She kept her eyes on the road ahead. “Can I live without a credit card? I think I’ll have to.”

      Within a mile, she realized what she was doing—filling her mind with tasks to prevent herself from feeling the devastation to her life. She was losing everything. A job she loved. Friends she enjoyed spending time with. A lifestyle and habits she had grown accustomed to. Not since the death of her mother had she felt so alone, so bereft. From having it all, to having nothing. She wept, her tears those of an orphaned child.

      She parked and ran into her apartment. Then began her frantic sorting of clothes and essentials that would fit into her two suitcases. She picked each dress from her closet, appraised it as though the outfit were auditioning for a play, and tossed it to the right or the left on her bed. Right equaled “You’ve got the part.” Left was “You’re not what we’re looking for at this time.”

      A deep melancholy settled over her like a shroud. Each item was a piece of her and triggered memories good and bad. There was the skirt she was wearing when she first met Ritter. There was the suit she had worn to her employment interview at the auction house. That was the slinky black evening dress she showed off at last year’s wild New Year’s Eve party.

      She let out her breath slowly. It was just stuff, objects that didn’t define who she was. Either they would help her develop a new life and identity, or they would be discarded. She recalled her last conversation with her father as he lay dying.

      
        
        “You can’t take it with you, honey. Now I understand what those words mean. When I think of all the garbage your mother and I hauled around with us from one house to the next, I have to laugh. It’s just crap. Means nothing.” He struggled to raise his arm, wincing in pain, and pointed first to his heart, then to his head. “What’s in here is all that’s important. That’s what we take with us. The love. The laughter. The tears.” His eyes misted over. “The first time I kissed your mother. The day you were born. That’s what matters to me now. Find those kinds of things in your own life, darling. Remember everything.”

      

      

      Michelle sat on the edge of her bed and wept. “I will, Dad. I promise.”
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      A brilliant morning sun was streaming through her windows when she opened her eyes. Her troubled sleep had been filled with images from her childhood. Her father teaching her how to fish for chopper blues in Narragansett Bay. His patient instruction of her at the gun club, where she learned to shoot skeet with a twelve gauge and pepper a bull’s-eye target with his model 1911 forty-five. His years of coaching her at the martial arts dojo, training her in karate, aikido, jiu-jitsu. She was in the kitchen with her mother, learning the secrets of making the traditional holiday nutbread, a recipe handed down by her great grandmother. In the hospital, holding her mother’s hand as her father drew his last breath. Yes, she would take all that with her.

      The smell of her coffee was comforting, a bit of normalcy in a morning that would be anything but. She was surprised to have an appetite and wolfed down an egg-over-easy on a slice of sourdough toast. With the water in her shower as hot as she could tolerate, she stood in the stream for five minutes, reviewing her plans for escaping from her current life. “I can do this,” she proclaimed aloud. “I’m a survivor.” But it sounded as though she was trying to convince herself.

      She toweled off, dried her hair, and slipped into what she had designated as her “travel outfit,” the smart navy pants and white top she had worn on her flight to Ireland last year. With skin that had been the envy of all her girlfriends in college, she applied only the slightest bit of makeup to finish her morning routine. In moments, she was as ready as she would ever be to change her life.

      The two suitcases she had packed last night stood like sentinels by the door. A final walk-through of what had been her home for eight years made her sigh. “Goodbye,” she whispered, as she placed her apartment keys on the kitchen counter. Then, with all the resolve she could muster, she picked up her luggage and let the door lock behind her. She hurried to her car and threw the cases in the trunk.

      Within ten minutes, she was pulling into the bank’s parking lot. From her short stint as a bank teller, she knew how much she could withdraw without triggering a report to the IRS. She smiled as she remembered Mrs. Ashbury’s gruff voice during teller training sessions. The woman was constantly pushing her wire-frame glasses up on her nose, clearing her throat, and coughing. The younger tellers were always talking about the frequent smoking breaks Ashbury took, and how certain they were that the tobacco would catch up with her sooner or later.

      
        
        “If a customer wants to withdraw ten thousand dollars or more, the bank has to file a Currency Transaction Report with the IRS. It’s part of the Bank Secrecy Act to prevent money laundering, tax evasion, elder abuse, drug trafficking. Stuff like that. But any time you don’t feel comfortable about anybody’s withdrawal, you can file a Suspicious Activity Report. We do internal investigations of those.”

      

      

      Michelle decided to take out nine thousand dollars. She knew two of the tellers who had been there the longest and didn’t think they’d file an SAR if she talked to them about it. Fingers crossed, she entered the bank.

      “Hi, Terry,” she said as she approached the nearest window.

      “Oh, hi, Michelle. I’m surprised you’re not in work. Day off?”

      “Yeah. Time to run all the errands I can’t take care of on working days.”

      “Tell me about it. I can’t even get laundry done till the weekend. Well, what can I do for you?”

      “I have to ask a favor. I’d like to take nine thousand dollars out of my savings account.”

      “That’s not a problem.”

      “But I’d like it in cash. Two straps of 20s and one strap of 50s.”

      “Yikes, Michelle! You got a big drug deal going down?”

      “Ha! I’ve been trying to persuade this jerk down at the Subaru dealership to lower his price on this used one I want, but he’s stonewalling me. I thought maybe waving some green under his nose might change his mind.”

      “Used car salesmen, right?” the teller replied. “They can be such A-holes.”

      “Between you and me, Terry, I think it’s a gender thing.”

      “Yeah, men! I wish mine would get off his butt and find a job. Or at least do the damn laundry when I can’t get to it.”

      Within a few minutes, Terry returned with the cash and handed it to Michelle, who easily fit it into her purse.

      “Thanks, Terry. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “You, too, Michelle. And good luck with your car guy.”

      Once back in her car, she breathed a sigh of relief. Now to her last chore. She drove to a park just outside of town, where often she would bring a picnic lunch on a warm Sunday afternoon. She parked in the lot and walked past the playground, where young mothers chatted while their toddlers played on the swings and seesaws. Ahead of her lay the duck pond, with its flowering lily pads along the bank and a gurgling fountain in the middle. A little boy stood there with his mother, who was breaking off crusts of bread for him to feed to the eager mallards quacking at his feet. Michelle withdrew an object from her purse and hurled it as far as she could out into the water.

      “Was that your cell phone?” the child’s mother asked, with an astonished look on her face.

      “My boyfriend’s. Ex-boyfriend’s really. Caught him sexting some seventeen-year-old. I grabbed it and ran.”

      “Ouch! I guess he won’t be doing that again.”

      “Nope. Not with that phone at least.”

      Was that really necessary, she wondered, as she walked back to the car. How the hell do I know, she thought. And what do those crime shows I like call what I need? A burner phone? So be it. I’ll figure it out as I go along. Michelle is off the grid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            PARANOIA FOR FUN AND PROFIT

          

        

      

    

    
      Michelle found it oddly comforting to talk to herself aloud as she drove.

      “I’m just a little fish,” she said, “not important enough for Striker to come after me. Three thousand miles will be too much hassle for him.” She found herself nodding her head. “I’ve got cash, so I won’t need my cards. I tossed my phone.” She harrumphed. It sounded flimsy to her, a weak attempt to convince herself she was safe. A vague sense that she had forgotten something important was nagging at her.

      She had Googled the easiest route to put miles between her and her adversary and had decided to head west on I-80. In Utah, she would have to turn north rather than taking the interstate all the way into San Francisco, but that would come much later. But what was she forgetting?

      As she approached the entrance to the highway, it struck her like a bolt. My car! My damn car! With cameras everywhere, Striker might already know where she is. Then another thought chilled her. She had seen a story on the national news about Apple’s new AirTags, miniature devices you attach to things so you can always find them. Except stalkers had begun using them to track their victims. And although her phone would alert her if such a device had been placed somewhere in or on her car, her phone was at the bottom of a lake. She pounded on her steering wheel in fear and frustration and pulled her car over to the shoulder.

      She confronted herself with a choice. “Either I carry on like all of this is just me being crazy paranoid, or I ditch my damn car.” In a vain attempt to lighten her mood, she did a poor imitation of Clint Eastwood’s voice. “Well, Michelle, do you feel lucky?”

      “Fuck!” she shrieked. Three cleansing breaths later, her heart began to return to a more normal rhythm. “Okay. I spend some of my cash and get another car. I should get a good trade-in for this one.” She stroked the dashboard. “Sorry, Rosie. You’re a good girl. No hard feelings, I hope.”

      She felt her eyes mist over but chided herself. “Cut the crap. Time enough to cry later. Stay in survival mode.” Remembering that she had seen a Honda dealership about a mile ago, she went around the block and doubled back.

      When she pulled into the car lot, a man who looked to be in his early 20s rushed out the glass doors to greet her. Sporting the “designer stubble” look on his face and a dark suit with a flashy tie, he looked like this might be his day job between action movie roles. “How may I help you?” he said, extending his hand. “I’m James. Looking for a second car to give your boyfriend?”

      She immediately disliked him. “Actually, no. I’d like to trade this one in and get something more modest.”

      The man whistled. “Your ride looks practically brand new. What’s wrong with it?’

      “Said boyfriend gave it to me, and he’s a piece of shit. I don’t want to have anything that reminds me of him.”

      James took a step back. “Well, o-okay,” he stuttered. “I-I’m sure we here at Beverly Motors can match you up with a vehicle that’s just right for you.”

      An hour later and two thousand dollars poorer, she drove out of the lot in a car five years older than what she had been driving.

      “I can’t think of anything else to do. Maybe I’ll feel better after I’ve put a few hundred miles behind me.”

      She fiddled with the radio until she found a station she could tolerate. Anything to combat the chatter in her head.
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      Three hundred miles later, she left the highway at EXIT 24 GROVE CITY. Although there was still plenty of daylight left, she was bone-tired, and the thought of something to eat, a good stiff drink, and a nice warm bed persuaded her to stop. The car’s tank and her own tank both needed filling.

      In minutes, she was pulling into the parking lot of YOUR-HOME-AWAY-FROM-HOME. A flashing neon sign promised GOOD GRUB AND GOOD GROG. She locked her car and entered the front door. A middle-aged woman with salt-and-pepper hair and a brightly colored blouse greeted her from behind a small reception counter set off to the right. On either side of
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