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This one is for Ian. 

How did I not know you loved mysteries and thrillers?

“Woman was god’s second mistake.” 

~ Friedrich Nietzsche
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There are no facts, only interpretations. 

~ Friedrich Nietzsche
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I'LL ASSUME YOU BELIEVE you know the difference between good and evil, at least as it applies to you right now. What you may not have thought about, though, is that the line between good and evil is like the permeable membrane of a single cell in your body. If you think back to your high school biology classes, you’ll remember that it’s porous, permitting movement between the two sides. Given the right environment, the right set of circumstances, the right pressures, anyone can be pushed to cross that barrier. No one is immune.

No matter what anyone might think, there has never been a person among us who is purely good or purely evil. One can’t exist without the other. Everyone is capable of both good and evil. Anyone who looks to all the world as the epitome of goodness has within her an equal, opposing force of evil. The stronger the good, the stronger the evil (if we could even define what that means). A simple understanding of the existence of good and evil, though, isn't really the point. It’s really all about consequences, isn’t it? 

Nietzsche (you know Nietzsche, right? He was the great nineteenth-century critic of conventional morality and religion; something of a folk hero to me) said that what we call evil is only that which threatens accepted morality. Accepted morality. I call it herd morality. Lemming morality. The morality the masses embrace simply because everyone else is embracing it. Perhaps a safety net for all. Evil is only a label that society uses to suppress vital human instincts. Killing someone, for example, is only evil when it suits the masses to call it evil. But in the name of national security, killing is welcomed, even exalted, perhaps. So, it seems that how one defines evil is all about the consequences. 

I can’t remember a single time in my childhood when I thought about killing someone. What kind of a child does that? Certainly not a child at the top of her class, loved by everyone, envied by everyone. Certainly not the child winning public speaking contests and appearing at mass every week in her Sunday best. And it’s often suggested that the killer only kills because she fears something or someone. Yet, everyone called me fearless. The truth is that I don’t remember being scared of anything, mainly because I didn’t see any reason to fear anything. But killing someone? By the time I was a teenager, I had to admit that I did think the world would be better off without one or more of my acquaintances. But what teenager doesn’t think that from time to time? I clearly remember wanting to kill three classmates at one point or another. Not that it was really serious. Unless it was.

No, it took a lot more living before that impulse (call it a demand, perhaps) kicked in. In fact, it might never even have begun if not for that brokering I did. I eventually realized that I’d made a Faustian deal. Do you know the story of Faust? He was the man who wanted more than life was willing to give him. In Goethe’s telling, Faust is a scholar, weary of knowledge that never satisfies, so he makes a pact with Mephistopheles, Satan himself. He wanted nothing less than power, pleasure and limitless experience, all in exchange for his soul. It’s the archetype of the bargain, isn’t it? It reads as shorthand for ambition that dares to overstep its bounds.

I suppose some might say I sold my soul to the devil, but that would only apply if I ever considered my actions to be evil. Of course, I would also have to believe in the devil. And again, there was that line, that permeable membrane. Once crossed, there was no going back, at least not permanently.

The first time it happened, I remember thinking, “Did I do that?” When I realized that I had, I knew in my soul that it had been justified (remember that evil is all about consequences) and even more important, it was part of my destiny—and his. If I hadn’t done it, someone else would have. It’s all just a part of life. Death, I mean.

We all die. Every last one of us, from the homeless crackhead on the street to the tofu-eating, abstemious, meditating yogi. Die. Death. Dead. If you live, you will die. Why are we so caught up in trying to figure out why and by whose hand? 
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The view from the twenty-seventh floor was panoramic, commanding and cold, to hear others tell it. But Rachel Underwood saw it differently. To her, it was nothing short of magic. She stood at the window of her office and looked south, to where she could see Lake Ontario in the distance, nestled between two office buildings. The lights of the city were just beginning to shimmer as the sun set, making the urban landscape appear to be a jewellery box that had spilled across black velvet. She had chosen this office for herself seven years ago when she’d moved her fledgling business into its new digs despite it being slightly smaller than the one next door. It was the only office in her suite that had a view of this slice of the lake and the island beyond. She was happy to let Sanjay Patel, one of her two vice presidents, have the larger office with the sterile view of the office building across the street. Rachel needed to see beyond and was happy no one had thought to build another skyscraper in her way. 

“Knock, knock,” her assistant, Lena, said, poking her head around the door. 

Rachel turned. “Lena, you’re still here. You should be home with your little ones.”

Lena smiled at her boss of seven years. “I have the night off. The kids are with my mother. I have a few more things to do, then I’m meeting a friend for dinner.”

“A friend?” Rachel smiled knowingly. 

Lena laughed. “Oh, it might be something more than a friend.”

Rachel was delighted to hear this news. She remembered the day seven years earlier when Lena had arrived to apply for the job as Rachel’s assistant. She was a twenty-six-year-old, nervous, recent widow still raw emotionally from the death of her hockey-playing husband, who’d been killed on the ice in a freak accident. She’d been left a single mother of twins. Over the years, Rachel had taken pride in mentoring her, and today she knew that, despite their boss-employee relationship, they were friends. Through every setback and surge in Rachel’s growing business, Lena had been at her side. Rachel had already decided that within a few months, she would reward Lena’s loyalty and talent with a well-deserved promotion.

“Anyway,” Lena continued, her eyes shining, “Sanjay wants to see you for a moment before you leave. I told him I wasn’t sure you could, since I know you have that social event this evening.”

Rachel winced. She did, in fact, have an event tonight. It wasn’t the socializing she minded, as much as the visibility it brought to her. This time, she would be on display as the guest at a gala in her honour. Every step, every word, would be scrutinized. The award itself was flattering enough, yet standing in that kind of spotlight always left her unsettled. Still, the evening wouldn’t be a total loss. She had some reconnaissance to carry out while she was there.

“No problem,” Rachel said. “Please tell Sanjay I have a few minutes before I need to leave. By the way, I haven’t heard from Max. I was expecting him by now.” She checked her watch. Maxime Mercier ran her Montreal office. He was a minor partner in her firm, making her his boss, more or less. Max was often her plus-one at these kinds of events—friends with benefits.

“Oh, I thought he’d text you on your personal cell. He called me two hours ago to say his plane was delayed and he’d meet you there. Did you turn your phone off again?”

Caught. Rachel often turned off both her cell phones when she was holed up in her office working on an important project, and she had been doing just that. She sighed. Rachel hated arriving at these things alone, but there was nothing to be done about it except smile and be happy. She said good night to Lena and asked her to send Sanjay in. 

Sanjay Patel was a tall, good-looking second-generation Canadian with a master’s degree in business administration from Harvard and a killer smile. His grandparents still lived in Mumbai, and he visited them regularly, telling Rachel that she must one day make the trip. Although it was the end of the day, he still looked immaculate in his pale grey button-down shirt and navy-blue slacks with their knife pleats. Ties were optional in this crisis communications and public relations shop, especially on Friday, except in public, when Rachel demanded that everyone present their best face forward. She said it made the clients feel they were more trustworthy, and trust was the hallmark of Rachel’s success. 

“So, Sanjay, what’s on your mind this evening. I thought you’d be long gone. It’s Friday after all.”

“Hey, boss, I usually would be. I’m missing drinks at Earl’s with the gang, but I wanted to talk to you about Ethan Devereaux.”

“This again?”

“Yeah, he still wants to meet with you personally before he’ll sign. Actually, he said specifically he wants to take you to dinner.” Sanjay watched his boss’s face. “I know, I know, Rachel. That’s something you’d rather not do, but I think he would be a good client. It might be worth it.”

Ethan Devereaux was a well-known—infamous perhaps— internationally bestselling author who had come to Rachel’s firm, Underlign Solutions, less than a month ago, seeking a new publicist. His first meeting at the firm was with Sanjay, who was Rachel’s vice-president of publicity and PR Strategies. When Sanjay reported back to Rachel about the substance of the meeting, it was clear that Underlign had been his first choice because of their dual focus on publicity and crisis communications. And if there was one thing he needed, it was PR solutions to avoid future crises. Crisis management was the purview of Rachel’s other vice-president, Quinn Gallagher. Ethan had already weathered several crises without the benefit of their counsel and, according to his request for PR strategies, wished to avoid such future events. 

Ethan’s most popular book, The Art of Necessary Evils, turned the internet on its head. His peers in the academic realm had called him Machiavelli for the age of disinformation. They referred to him as a philosopher living in a hall of mirrors, as well as egotistical, seductive, and ethically depraved. All of this served to fuel the online furor and, of course, boosted sales of what might have otherwise faded into the oblivion of forgotten books. Rachel, who of course had read his book, had found his perspective fascinating, if a bit overly simplistic. His main argument was that our heroes often rely on the same instincts as those we call villains and that we find reasons to justify harm whenever it benefits our “tribe” or our cause. His book was marketed on the single question: if morality is just a story that we tell ourselves, why can’t we tell another story? Cue the internet frenzy. Rachel remembered it well. It had been clear at the time that Ethan Devereaux could undoubtedly benefit from better PR. 

“So, Rachel, will you do it? He’s a fascinating man, and I think you might actually enjoy meeting him. May I tell him that you’ll agree to having a dinner meeting with him?”

“Hmm?” Sanjay’s question brought Rachel sharply back to the present moment. “Yes, he would be an interesting client. I don’t know, though...” She trailed off, thinking about alternative ways of dealing with Ethan Devereaux. Finally, she said, “Okay, you win, Sanjay. If you think it’s a good idea, I’ll have a dinner meeting with him. Check with Lena on Monday and set it up for some time in the next two weeks.”

Rachel wasn’t at all sure this was a good idea, but only time would tell. It certainly could be entertaining. She was suddenly distracted by the thumb drive she’d placed in the middle of her blotter so that she wouldn’t forget it—as if that were likely to occur. She hadn’t quite memorized everything that was on it yet, but before the weekend was over, she’d know everything there was to know about Spencer Hawthorne, the subject of the files the drive contained. Rachel had to act one more time.

Rachel looked up as Sanjay told her to have a good weekend and congratulated her once again for the award she was going to receive in about three hours. But she was thinking about exactly why she had told Sanjay that she didn’t want to meet with Ethan Devereaux herself in the first place. His thesis cut just a bit too close for comfort. 
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Darkness had already fallen as Hannah Novak finished her second lap around High Park, giving her the full ten kilometres that she did at least four times a week. She checked her watch for her time and noted she was running slightly faster this week than the week before. She took a swig of what remained of her water from the expensive bottle she had clutched in her hand and then jogged off toward her condo. As she rode the elevator to the fifth floor to her apartment, which was her pride and joy (and all hers since her divorce three years ago) she was thinking about her friend, Rachel Underwood who would, at this moment be getting ready for that award gala they’d talked about the Saturday before when they got together, as they did weekly for their martial arts class. 

After finishing her stretching, Hannah pulled out her phone and texted Rachel.

Hey, R. Hope you’re feeling good about this party. You deserve this award more than anyone I know. Have fun. See you tomorrow at the academy.

Hannah then opened her refrigerator and pulled out some leftover pizza. She had just popped it into the toaster oven when her phone pinged. It was from Rachel.

Just getting dressed. I suppose it could be fun, but Max isn’t here yet so I’m flying solo until he gets here. Uggh.

Hannah laughed. She knew how much Rachel hated arriving at these events alone. Although she didn’t really understand it. She remembered meeting Rachel for the first time. It was three years ago, and Hannah had just finalized her divorce. She’d been looking for something to mark a new beginning, so she had decided to add yet another activity to her already full fitness regimen. She chose Krav Maga, which she knew from some of her colleagues was designed to train your body and your instincts to respond quickly and effectively in dangerous situations. Although she had some martial arts training, she figured this form of self-defence, developed by the Israeli Defence Forces, could be just the thing to add. She’d always been curious, so there she was at her first class. 

The first person she’d seen as she stepped into the studio was Rachel. She was wearing a skintight black T-shirt that bore the logo of the academy and its tagline: Northern Edge Krav Maga: “Lead the fight. Own your power.” Rachel’s ensemble was finished with black leggings and black socks. She looked fierce.

Hannah thought she’d be ready for this, given her current fitness regimen, but she felt a bit like a fish out of water. She remembered thinking that it was so much more than a fitness activity, and that first class seemed like an initiation, or a rite of passage. 

The room was stark. There were no mirrors like in a dance or fitness studio, and there was no music. Perhaps more interesting to Hannah, though, was that unlike so many other fitness activities she’d tried over the years, there was no posturing. There were just mats, pads, and people whose bodies carried the unmistakable tension of readiness. The instructor was younger than Hannah had anticipated, and his physical development appeared to be oriented toward functional effectiveness rather than the aesthetic emphasis she had observed in other gyms. As he entered the room and adjusted his wrist wraps, his every movement conveyed contained energy. She expected him to spring at any moment. And unlike some of the martial arts she’d participated in for the past ten years (Hannah held a brown belt in karate but was to learn that Rachel already held a second-degree black belt), there was no ceremony, no formality, no ritual. It was all strictly a matter of getting on with it.

Hannah remembered having no difficulty with the protracted warm-up, but when they got to the striking part, she started to get a bit confused because of her karate training. There was no choreography in this activity. It was all efficiency and impact. Once she got the hang of that, she found it freeing. And when the instructor came over to spur her on, saying, “Do it again. Faster. Now imagine it’s real,” she realized that this was what she needed. This was what she’d been looking for: a way to see her world differently. 

Later, when they moved on to defensive techniques, such as escapes from chokes, holds, and attacks from behind, she realized these were not abstractions, but techniques she could have used in her past life. The simplicity was unsettling. There was no room for hesitation. The premise of the whole exercise was clear: hesitation can cost you everything. And ever since that day, she and Rachel had been going once a week to the academy. They had both come a long way. 

~
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RACHEL WAS JUST ABOUT ready to leave her Bay Street condo for the Ritz Carlton Hotel on Wellington Street, where the gala was taking place, when Hannah’s text arrived. It made her smile as she thought about getting out of this floor-length, skintight red jersey gown and into her fighting clothes tomorrow. It’s funny, she thought, I’d rather face an attacker than a ballroom full of people whose motives for fêting me are questionable at best. 

When she arrived under the canopy at the hotel and one of the members of the bell staff opened the door to help her out, she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that some of the motives were beyond dubious. As she got out of the car, the first person she saw was Spencer Hawthorne—and his much younger wife, Emily. 
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As Rachel stepped from the car, she considered how to delay her inevitable encounter with Spencer. She knew their paths would cross eventually that evening, as Rachel knew they must, but the sight of him with his arm draped protectively around his young wife, Emily, sent a shiver down her spine. The thumb drive, now securely stored in the safe in her office, weighed heavily on her mind, now even more so as he had him in her sight line. She still needed more time to prepare for the encounter.

Just then, she heard a familiar voice call her name, and she turned to see a handsome tuxedo-clad Max alighting from a cab just behind her. She was saved.

“Rachel! Bon soir! I made it on time!”

And so, he had. When Max called her name, she noticed that Spencer glanced in her direction, just before he and Emily were swept into the lobby and up to the ballroom above. Before they disappeared into the hotel, Emily also looked in her direction, a flicker of recognition apparent in her eyes. Rachel nodded so imperceptibly that no one but Emily would have noticed. 

Ten minutes later, after running the gauntlet of well-wishers in the lobby, all wanting to congratulate Rachel, she and Max were settled at table number one at the front of the ballroom near the podium. She was delighted that they weren’t required to sit on the dais and eat dinner while all the assembled guests stared at them like a wedding party trapped on stage.

Rachel introduced Max to their tablemates, all of whom she was acquainted with, albeit casually, through social interactions. The exception, and the one she knew best, was Malcolm Calder, who was accompanied by his wife, Fiona. Malcom needed no introduction to Max or anyone else at the table. Malcolm, Chief Executive Officer of Calder Mercer Thorne Communications, was very much in charge this evening since he was also the president of “The Strategic Leaders Forum,” the organization that was bestowing upon Rachel their Leader of the Year award. The group’s membership included every important CEO and company president in the city and beyond. Rachel, however, had a more personal connection to Malcolm. He had been Rachel’s boss for six years before she struck out on her own, and he was presenting her for her award this evening. 

They had finished their main courses, and dessert was imminent, but that would have to wait. It was time. The MC for the evening was a well-known television personality, whom Rachel happened to know made the rounds of doing this kind of moonlighting to supplement his income. He stood behind the microphone and called Malcolm to join him. "The time has come." 

Malcom stood behind the podium in the spotlight and adjusted his reading glasses. He then looked out over the crowd and began. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, I cannot remember a time when I’ve been as proud as I am this evening to be presenting ‘The Strategic Leaders Forum’ award for Leader of the Year. As you know, this award isn’t given out lightly. The award recipient must have earned this award and be someone who is much more than just a CEO or president of a company. This person must be a leader. And what does it mean to be a leader?

“It isn’t about the title we have. It isn’t about how much authority we have. It isn’t about how many people report to us. Being a true leader goes far beyond any of this. A true leader has vision and empowers others to do and be the best they can be. A true leader is courageous, making the tough decisions when tough decisions need to be made and taking responsibility for the consequences of those decisions. A true leader is authentic and has rock-solid ethical principles. 

“Usually, these qualities develop over the course of a lifetime career, often not being recognized or rewarded until a leader has decades of experience. Less often, I believe, those leadership characteristics, coupled with outstanding business acumen and success, come much earlier. And I know I’m not talking out of turn when I tell you that tonight’s recipient, Rachel Underwood, is young—much younger than many of us. You all know this because just last year, she was named one of the country’s forty under forty to watch. Well, I’ve watched her since that day she appeared in my office looking for a job almost fourteen years ago. 

“Rachel’s resume was impressive with an undergraduate degree in philosophy, a law degree, and she was a member of the bar. She had worked her way through undergrad and law school with increasingly responsible jobs in the retail sector. She knew the value of hard work. So, my first question to her was this: Why aren’t you practicing law? Her answer? There are many ways to put a law degree to use. And she believed that crisis management was one of those ways. She was right. And I was lucky to have her on my team.”

Rachel sat quietly at the table, her hands folded lightly in her lap, remembering that day and remembering what she didn’t say to Malcolm when he asked her that question. What she didn’t say was that after more than a year of working with famed litigator Julian Fenwick and watching clients she knew were guilty walk out of courtroom after courtroom without facing justice, there was no way she could be part of that system. Innocent until proven guilty? The way Rachel saw it was that they were innocent, even if guilty in more situations than not, when it came to Julian’s clients. She tuned back into Malcolm.

"I can tell you, that in all my years working in crisis management, I had never encountered, and have yet to encounter, a young account manager with instincts quite like Rachel Underwood’s. From the start, she outshone many of my seasoned managers, earning my trust so completely that within just a couple of years, I was entrusting her with our most sensitive and high-stakes situations. And not once did she let me down.

“The only time Rachel ever disappointed me was the day she announced she was leaving to start her own firm. I’ll admit, when several of our longstanding clients chose to follow her, I was more than a little irritated. But, true to her unwavering principles, Rachel refused to take them on until they had my blessing to move their business. I respected her even more for that, and, ultimately, I let them go. I knew they would be well served.

“But Rachel Underwood is so much more than an exceptional professional. She is a devoted philanthropist who doesn’t hesitate to roll up her sleeves. As a member of the Board of Directors of Metro Sick Children’s Hospital and Chair of the Board of Harbourlight House, our city’s foremost women’s shelter, she contributes not just her leadership, but her hands-on care. In fact, I’m told that on weekends, Rachel often serves quietly as a lay counsellor at Harbourlight. And from what I hear, the clients practically revere her. She’s made that profound an impact.

“But perhaps the most impressive accomplishment Rachel has achieved is the innovative mentoring program she set up at her firm to support, first, young women and now both young women and young men as they develop their business careers. Not only have members of her own staff benefited, but she has also rolled the program out to other companies in the city, which now use her template to support new talent. 

“This is the calibre of leadership, compassion, and integrity we honour today in Rachel Underwood."

The applause was deafening. Rachel sat in her chair while everyone around her rose to their feet. Malcolm turned from the podium and came down from the dais to offer her his hand, leading her to the stage where she stood behind the podium. Rachel had mixed feelings. The audience would likely be shocked to discover that, despite her extensive leadership skills and achievements, she experienced a sense of absurdity while accepting the award. Hannah had told her she suffered from impostor syndrome. Regardless of what she was or was not suffering, she had to make a speech. 

"Thank you, Malcolm. I don’t suppose I’d be here today if not for you, so this is as much your award as it is mine.” She held up the statue that Malcolm had handed to her and waved it toward him, where he had taken up his place back at their table. Then she turned to the audience. “No one who knows me would likely ever describe me as modest, but as I stand here today, I feel truly humbled by this extraordinary recognition. Malcolm is but one of the truly magnificent mentors I’ve had through my charmed career. I can’t help but reflect on the many people who brought me to this moment. I have been fortunate to work alongside brilliant colleagues, loyal clients, and mentors who challenged and believed in me, sometimes more than I believed in myself.

“Malcolm, thank you for taking a chance on a young, stubborn woman who I now realize often thought she had all the answers. Your trust and steady hand gave me the courage to take on challenges I never imagined I could. And when I made the decision to start my own firm, your generosity and grace set the standard for the kind of leader I strive to be every day.

“Leadership, to me, as Malcolm has described, has never been about titles or accolades. It’s about service—to my clients, to my colleagues, and to my community. That’s why the work I do outside the office is so important to me. Whether it’s sitting on the board of Metro Children’s Hospital, chairing the Harbourlight House board, or simply spending quiet hours with women who need someone to listen. These experiences remind me every day that leadership is ultimately about empathy as well as action.

“I accept this award not as a personal honour, but as a call to keep doing the work, to keep lifting others up, to keep advocating for those without a voice, and to continue helping build a stronger, more compassionate community. Thank you.”

Rachel stepped off the stage to loud applause and then spent the following hour greeting well-wishers, all of whom wanted to congratulate her on her award. A half hour later, she turned to find Spencer Hawthorne extending his hand toward her. 

“Rachel Underwood. It’s been too long,” he said as he took her hand and leaned in for a double kiss. 

Never long enough, Rachel thought as she let him air kiss her cheeks. 

Spencer then turned to introduce his wife. “Rachel, I don’t think you’ve met Emily. My wife.”

Rachel smiled at Emily, who stood rigidly with Spencer’s arm draped proprietarily across her shoulders. Rachel took Emily’s hand and squeezed it gently. “I’m so happy to meet you, Emily.”

Rachel could feel Emily’s hand relax slightly in hers. Emily smiled wanly and said, “Rachel, I’ve heard so much about you.” Then her eyes fluttered away as if she might be having trouble keeping eye contact. 

“Not from him, I hope,” Rachel said, nodding toward Spencer. “Don’t believe a single one of those law school stories he tells.”

“Good times, Rachel. Good times,” Spencer said. 

Rachel might have used a different description of the three years she spent in the same law school class as Spencer Hawthorne. He had occupied himself throughout the entire time to telling anyone who would listen and many who wouldn’t how successful he’d be in the future. Law. Politics. Life. And today, from all external appearances, he seemed to have achieved just that. Rachel knew, though, that it all depended on how you defined success. It also depended on how much of Spencer Hawthorne’s truth you knew. The bottom-line truth was this: Rachel knew a great deal more about him than he thought she did. 
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Whatever is done for love always occurs beyond good and evil. 

~ Friedrich Nietzsche

––––––––
[image: ]


GOOD AND EVIL. RIGHT and wrong. We speak of them as if they were carved into the North Star, guiding us without question. Yet I wonder how many people ever pause to ask what they truly signify. Is what we call “good” always synonymous with what is “right”? Is evil always wrong? What exactly is evil if we strip away suspicion and fear? 

For years, I’ve often found myself circling these questions. The first time I confronted them with any seriousness was in my first week at university, when I was eighteen. Until then, I had known only the child’s version of morality, the sort of simple binaries my mother tried to impress upon me. Her lessons were well-meaning, but they were painted in broad strokes. Everything was either black or white, as if the world itself obeyed such a scheme. I now realize that it wasn’t entirely her morality that insisted on that way of defining right and wrong. It was my child’s mind that saw it that way. 

Of course, I didn’t know it when I was a child, but my understanding of doing the right thing in life would develop as I matured. All children start by seeing the world as black and white, as I did. If parents have a rule, the child follows it without question, and I was no different. The questioning comes later. Children learn about morality in their early years by doing the right thing because they fear punishment. What I learned much later was that many adults never evolve beyond this stage. These morally stunted individuals continue to do the right thing only to avoid punishment (or for personal gain, which is equivalent morally), never because it’s simply the right thing to do. But that’s where their moral code ends—stunted in childhood. I also began to understand that our jails are full of people who only do what’s right (what society believes is right) if they think someone is looking. That fundamental understanding is where I began that first week in university. 

In those early days, I had no idea what my major would be. I didn’t have a life plan. I had decided to spend my first year exploring a variety of subjects to see what stuck. One of my first classes was an introductory philosophy course that focused on “everyday ethics.” I had no real idea what I was in for, but I remember that first class as if it happened yesterday. 

“My name is Professor Campbell,” the young man at the front of this group of fifty or so students said, looking around, catching our eyes, “and this is a course on applied ethics. And if you don’t feel uncomfortable in my course at least once a week, then I’m not doing my job.” He looked across the rows of faces and said, “And if you don’t like to be uncomfortable, then there is the door.” He pointed toward the exit. No one moved. 

I remember wondering how he’d get away with making his students uncomfortable since we seemed to be the first generation who couldn’t cope with discomfort and complained to anyone who would listen that we needed to be comfortable. I liked him already. He continued.

“If you, at your tender ages, have already decided that you know exactly what is right and what is wrong—if you have made up your mind about how the world should work and you believe you know the clear difference between right and wrong and good and evil, then you are in for an eye-opening few months. You do not know. It’s my job to make you question everything you have learned, regardless of whether you learned it from your parents, your religious upbringing or from your social media friends. You’re too young to know where your line in the sand is. And that’s what this class is all about: finding your line. It’s about understanding that ethics and making decisions about what’s right and what’s wrong is like drawing a black line through a grey area. It’s also about understanding that no matter where you believe your line to be, I can push you to move it.”

By the end of the semester, I knew that I would major in philosophy. Over the next couple of years, I studied the great philosophers of history before landing on my personal code of behaviour. I had no idea that my code would be tested before it was even complete. The test came much sooner than I thought it would.

The first time it happened, there was no warning, no planning, no advance consideration of doing or not doing something. No consideration of good or evil. There was no contemplation of what was right and what was wrong. That much was crystal clear. He had made a mistake. 

Let me call him “Paul,” a lovely, ironic Apostolic name, don’t you think? My stepfather. In a twisted kind of way, he was like Paul, who was “converted” from persecutor to preacher. My stepfather may have undergone his own supposed transformation backwards when he married my mother, presenting himself as he did as honourable and respectable. Still, my mother and I both soon learned that this was a charade. He remained a persecutor in private.

I was nineteen years old. I’d been away at university for a year and a half by then, having chosen to study in Toronto rather than my hometown of Halifax, Nova Scotia, two hours away by plane. My father, whom I had loved dearly, had died of cancer when I was in junior high school, so my mother and I had been a tight twosome for several years before Paul came into our lives. 

I didn’t begrudge my mother her desire to have a companion for the rest of her life. After all, she was just over forty when my father died, so when they married just before I left for university, I was happy she wouldn’t be alone. That was then. 

I didn’t spend much time at home over the next eighteen months, but when I was there, Mom seemed different. She seemed less ebullient, less talkative, less herself. Paul, generous to a fault, seemed to treat her with kid gloves, lavishing gifts on her almost weekly, it seemed. It was May of my second year away. I had two weeks off before summer school began. I planned to take a few courses over the summer in an attempt to accelerate my degree. 

I arrived home to find a tension I hadn’t felt before. Something wasn’t right. One afternoon, while Mom and I were home alone, I pushed her to tell me what was wrong. After some prodding, she finally began to tell me how her life had evolved. 

She told me how Paul always tried to make her feel that any concerns she had were imaginary, quickly dismissing them as such. She told me that about a year earlier, Paul had begun subtly rewriting reality as far as she could figure out. “He always tells me I’m remembering things wrong,” she said. “But I know I’m right. He says I always forget things—that I’m always scattered. He gets angry when I don’t agree with everything he says.”

My mother was not and has never been scattered. She had always been one of the most grounded people I knew. Then, when she told me how he’d been isolating her, keeping her from seeing any of her friends under the guise of protection, and had finally told her not to leave the house, I began to get worried. She had begun to doubt her own competence as a person, forcing her to rely increasingly on him and him alone. She had begun to question her sanity. I asked her if he had ever physically hurt her. She said that he hadn’t, but he had threatened. I wasn’t sure I believed her. He had also started drinking heavily. It was clear that Paul had made her life a living hell. I had never heard the term before, but years later, I realized that his behaviour would now be called “gaslighting.”

The following day, I was in the basement searching for a few old boxes of my belongings that I knew Mom still had stored in a storeroom. I could hear voices upstairs getting louder by the minute. I got up and quickly climbed the stairs to find Mom and Paul engaged in a loud argument in the kitchen. As I walked in, it was clear that Paul was drunk. Mom was crying and holding her wrist, which was twisted into an impossible position. There was also a nasty bruise beginning to form around her left eye. It was clear to me what was going on. That was the moment I started to bargain with the universe. I had long since stopped believing in god and the Catholic church, where I’d spent so much time on Sundays as a child, but I now understood that if I believed in any god, I would have tried to make a deal. As I looked at Paul, standing there now, cursing at me, I knew that any deal I would make with the universe was likely to be with the devil.  

I began to walk toward Paul, without a clue as to what I’d do if I got close to him. He was bigger than I was, but I was sober, and he wasn’t. He began to back away, still yelling. He kept his eye on me as I moved slowly toward my mother. He backed around behind me, allowing me to move between my mother and him. He continued to back up, stopping at the top of the basement stairs that opened into the kitchen. In my haste, I’d left the door open, but he didn’t seem to notice. I could almost feel the devil (if there had been one) behind me, urging me on. It would be so easy just to push him. No one would ever have to know. But fate intervened. He took a step backward and began to tumble down the steps, landing at the bottom with his head up against the concrete wall. I stood at the top of the stairs with my hand resting on the banister, feeling the cool wood steady me as my heart thundered in my ears. I could feel my mother come close to me, and I turned to see her with her hand over her mouth. And there was Paul, the man who had clearly wrapped his hands around not only my mother’s fragile wrist, but also around her entire life, lying in a heap, his neck at an alarmingly unnatural position. His eyes fluttered open as his face contorted.

“Help me,” I heard him whimper. 

As I watched him. I could feel something inside me click, like a key in a lock. I remembered what I’d learned just this past semester studying Christopher Marlowe’s play, “Doctor Faustus,” in a course on Elizabethan literature. Doctor Faustus traded his soul for knowledge and power, but unlike Goethe’s telling of the story, as I alluded to earlier, where the hero is ultimately redeemed and saved, in Marlowe’s version, Dr. Faustus is , in the end, damned. In either case, I now understood that getting what you want in the present moment means paying a steep price later. If I acted on my impulse, I knew there would be a reckoning at some point in my future, but I had no idea what I would have to do then. I knew only what I had to do now. 

I walked down the steps slowly until I stood at the bottom, staring down at the pitiful sight that only moments before had thought himself in charge. 

“I can’t move my arms or legs,” he whimpered pitifully, as if I cared. 

I felt a spark of something in my chest. I was almost giddy. I knew that this would be the pivot point of my life, and I understood with a calmness that almost frightened me that I could stop, or I could take action. I didn’t even consider how I would do what I was about to do; I just did it. 

As I stood over him, I said, “Paul, I need you to understand that what you’ve been doing is wrong. Tell me you know you’ve been wrong.” He whimpered something I couldn't hear. “That was your first mistake. I also need you to understand that doing wrong requires punishment. I am your second mistake.” 

I picked up his limp arm and placed my hand over his hand. I then maneuvered his hand so that it could pinch his nostrils while the palm of his hand settled over his mouth. Why did I know enough to ensure that there was no trace of me on his face? I didn’t think about that at the time. I only thought about justice for Mom. 

Life stood still for a few beats. Paul couldn’t even struggle. He would never have moved on his own again anyway, since the fall had clearly broken his neck. I stared unflinchingly into his eyes as life drained out of him. It was my pact—my first act in the service of justice. 
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Four
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Rachel awoke later than usual on the Saturday morning after the gala. Why were there sounds coming from her kitchen? Then she remembered. As usual, Max had stayed over, and he would now be rattling around, making cappuccino and his famous fluffy, French-style scrambled eggs, if she was lucky. What Max lacked in his love-making finesse (although he thought he was great), he more than made up for in his culinary prowess. Rachel jumped out of bed, took a quick shower, dressed, and met him in the kitchen, where, as expected, Max greeted her with a steaming cup of cappuccino. 

As Rachel sat at her breakfast bar, devouring her eggs, Max leaned over and said, “So, now we spend the day together?”

Rachel dabbed her mouth with a napkin and shook her head. “Sorry, Max. You know I spend my Saturdays at Krav Maga and, if I’m lucky, Hannah might take me to the shooting range for another lesson.”

Max was clearly disappointed. “I do not understand this affection you have for self-defence, and certainly not the shooting. Are you planning to get a gun?”

Rachel laughed. “Certainly not. Why would I need a gun?”

Max shook his head and said, “Well, then, I will have to hustle to make my plane. I had hoped to change the reservation.”

Rachel leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. “Perhaps another time, Max.” But she knew that time would probably never come. She was reasonably confident that Max knew it, too. They were colleagues and friends-with-benefits. That was all. 

~
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, after class, Hannah and Rachel sat at a café near the academy, catching their breath, sipping coffee and catching up. 

“So, I saw you all over the local news this morning,” Hannah said, shaking some of the dampness from still-wet hair that hadn’t dried after her post-class shower. “Must have been quite an evening.”

Rachel screwed up her face. “It was painful, Hannah. You know I hate that sort of spotlight.”

“But you do have to admit that you deserve it. You are so much more than a successful, young entrepreneur. You are truly a good person.”

Rachel shook her head. “I do only what someone who’s been as lucky as I have would do to give back.”

Hannah wasn’t convinced. “Luck has had very little to do with your success, Rachel. You’ve worked hard and gone above and beyond what’s expected of someone in your position.”

“Speaking of going above and beyond, when do you start your new job?”

Hannah beamed. She’d received notice a few weeks earlier that she was being reassigned from her position as a Detective Sergeant in Intelligence Services. Since her promotion to Detective Sergeant three years earlier, she had spent her time doing research, gathering and analyzing information to support many of the investigations within the department’s Detective Operations. This new position was a lateral move on paper, but Hannah knew that her colleagues viewed it as a promotion. She was a young detective and would now be trusted to work in the Specialized Criminal Investigations section, specifically in Homicides and Missing Persons. She was going to be investigating murders, and she could not wait. And she had a new partner. That was the less happy part of the new job. 

“I start a week from Monday.”

“Sounds fantastic, Hannah. You deserve this. The city will be fortunate to have you. Oh, by the way, I can’t make class next Saturday. I’ve booked myself to work all weekend on a few new client briefs.”

“I’ll miss you, but we can get together the following weekend, and I’ll be able to tell you all about my first week on the job.”

~
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AFTER SAYING GOODBYE to Hannah, Rachel headed home for a quick bite to eat by herself before getting ready for her evening shift at Harbourlight House. As she sat alone at the kitchen counter, she looked across the open kitchen to the living room where she’d placed her trophy from the evening before on the coffee table. She’d probably take it to the office and put it on the shelf where several other such tributes already stood. 

This one was a stylized bronze sculpture. It resembled a flowing figure holding aloft a globe. The world, perhaps? Did she really have the world in her hands? She remembered what she’d said the night before about being humbled by the award, but she knew that she would never be humble in the way most people understood it. After all, didn’t it mean having a modest view of one’s own importance? It was true that she never boasted about her success and never sought praise. She was meticulous about giving credit where credit was due. It was also true that she usually kept her ego in check, but she knew without a doubt that she was important. It would have been disingenuous of her to believe less. That’s why she made sure that her weaknesses were few. Rachel remembered reading Pride and Prejudice when she was about fifteen. Not many quotes from novels had stuck with her through the years, but she remembered something Mr. Darcy had said. It had resonated with her even at that early age. “Nothing is more deceitful than the appearance of humility.” Deceitful or not, she thought, I have the world in my hands and control over what I do with it.

She cleared up her dishes, put on her jeans, sneakers and a black sweatshirt and headed down the street to the subway. She never took her car to the shelter. 

~
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EARLY THE FOLLOWING week, Lena and Rachel sat in her office going over Rachel’s schedule for the next month. 

“And you’re having dinner with Ethan Devereaux on Thursday,” Lena said.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Sanjay didn’t waste any time setting that up, did he?”

Lena laughed and tapped on her tablet. “Mr. Devereaux wanted to pick you up at your condo, but I knew you’d prefer to meet him at the restaurant. I made the reservation myself for seven at Altitude.”

“Altitude? Lena, you know I’m not a big fan of restaurants that the movers and shakers of the city use to see and be seen.”

“I know, boss, but Ethan wanted to go there.”

“Of course, he did,” Rachel said distractedly as she perused the rest of the month’s schedule. Dinner with an egotistical author, regardless of how well-known he was, would be an unwelcome distraction this week. She had important plans for the upcoming weekend and couldn’t risk veering off course. 

“Well, I think that about covers everything,” Lena said, getting up. “The team is waiting for you in the conference room.”

Rachel smiled and nodded. Another meeting. 

~
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AS RACHEL ALIGHTED from the elevator on the fifty-fourth floor of the TD Tower, a mere three blocks from her office, she prepared herself for what she hoped would be a fruitful business dinner. She had to admit that the view of the glimmering city from this vantage point was spectacular, and it occurred to her that the sense of possessing the city might be at the heart of the restaurant’s popularity with the “suits” crowd. Of course, you couldn’t totally dismiss the food at the Michelin-recommended place, where the cuisine was designed to capture the Canadian landscape and heritage. She knew this because she’d once been invited here for a luncheon where the chef was the speaker. 

Rachel had seen photos of Ethan Devereaux, so she recognized him immediately when he stood up at the table across the open space right beside the floor-to-ceiling window. She could feel as much as see him watching her as she followed the maître d’ to their table. She had the distinct feeling that the photos she had seen of him didn’t capture the man at all. 

Ethan Devereaux obviously took great pains to craft his online persona, presenting himself as a serious, highly educated, and erudite philosopher, complete with tweed jackets and brooding eyes. In person, he was unexpected. 

As she took her seat, Rachel did a quick scan, trying to get a handle on who she was having dinner with. Was it that brooding philosopher, or was it this tall, beaming, fifty-something man with the steel grey eyes that perfectly matched the strands of silver streaking through his curly brown hair? Was it the tweed-clad professor-like person or this designer-suit-clad man with the pink shirt and a Louis Vuitton tie?  She would have to keep her wits about her. 

“Rachel Underwood,” he said, extending his hand across the table as the maître d’ assisted Rachel into her chair. “We meet at last.”

“Delighted to meet the famous—or should I say infamous—Dr. Devereaux.” Rachel shook his hand, as he held on for just a beat longer than necessary. 

Ethan smiled and said, “It’s Ethan. And may I call you Rachel?” Rachel nodded, and he continued. “I suppose I am a bit infamous, but that’s part of the charm, don’t you think?”

Rachel didn’t know quite what to think. Her killer business instincts seemed to be eluding her at the moment as she tried to figure out how to take charge of the agenda.

“I hope you don’t mind, Rachel, but I’ve taken the liberty of ordering us some champagne. I’m hoping that we’ll have much to toast in terms of our future together as the evening progresses.” Was he leering?

“That sounds fine, Ethan.” Rachel picked up the menu and began perusing it while Ethan gestured to the server that they were ready for their champagne. 

After the server had ceremoniously uncorked and poured their first glasses, Ethan raised his glass. “To our future success together.”

Rachel nodded, clinked her glass and sipped. Then she placed the glass on the table and sat back. “Ethan, I understand that you’re seeking representation from Underlign for your future publicity and crisis prevention.”

“You could say that,” Ethan said. “You know, Rachel, I had several firms from which to choose, but I find your group to be the most captivating.”

“How so?”

“I suppose I find you captivating.”

“You don’t know anything about me.” Rachel reached for her glass and took another sip. This meeting wasn’t supposed to be about her. It was supposed to be about Ethan Devereaux. “But let’s talk about you. And perhaps we can determine how and if we can help you.”

Ethan sat back and smiled. “Shoot. I’m an open book.” Rachel doubted that. 

She took a deep breath and recaptured her poise, knowing that she looked elegant in her cream Chanel jacket and felt her calculating mind return to her. “So, tell me, Ethan, why do you think your peers are so terrified of you? Is it the substance of your arguments, or simply the mirror you hold up to them?”

“Terrified of me? So, you want to talk about my public battle with my so-called peers? All right. Well, that might be overstating it slightly, but I do suspect it’s more about the mirror. Most philosophers pretend to search for truth. All I do—all I have ever done—is strip away the reassuring illusions that provide us with a comfortable cushion between what our psyches really believe and what we think is acceptable publicly. When I say there’s no real difference between good and evil, only conventions we agree to, it’s not so much that other philosophers and pundits disagree. It’s more that philosophers in our world today have spent their lives teaching otherwise. And we have lapped it up.”

“Intellectual heresy.” 

“An interesting way of putting it and one I’ve actually never thought about, so bravo, Rachel. Although I shouldn’t be surprised. I have to admit I did some research on you before this evening, so I know something about your background.”

They stopped for a moment as the server reappeared to take their orders. When she had left, Rachel said, “And what, precisely, do you think you know about me, Dr. Devereaux?”

He smiled wickedly. “I know you were brought up on the East Coast in a small city, so you come from that Maritime parochialism.” Rachel was about to interject, but Ethan stopped her. “I also know that you studied philosophy and law and were admitted to the bar but never practiced law after you completed a year of articling. I have my suspicions why, but I can’t know for sure until you tell me.”

“Why would I tell you? I hardly know you.”

Ethan smiled again. “You don’t know me yet—but you will.”

“Enough about me, Ethan. Let’s get back to how your peers feel about you. It would help me to understand your brand.” His eyebrows raised at that, as Rachel knew they would. Most people like Ethan preferred not to think of themselves as a brand, but that’s what they were to Rachel and to the public, whether they liked it or not. And that’s how Underlign would deal with him. She continued. “It seems to me that your peers feel that you’re dangerous, and that’s part of your brand. Once you unmoor morality from absolutes, there’s no limit to what a clever mind might justify.”

“Yes, exactly. And I am clever—that much is true. They call me Machiavellian, as if it’s a confession of moral rot, but I don’t see it that way. I don’t buy the insult, and when a few pundits called my last book an update of Machiavelli’s The Prince, I was flattered. Machiavelli didn’t invent power; he merely described it. Frankly, I find it refreshingly honest in these days of deception. Better to understand how things work in the world than to cling to fairy tales of innate goodness, don’t you think?”

Rachel thought about Ethan’s words. “You do realize that’s precisely why they fear you. You give shadows permission to exist.”

“Shadows don’t need any permission from me, Rachel, and I suspect you know that.”

Rachel ignored his attempt to get back to her moral stance. “So, if good and evil are only constructs, then I suppose any cruelty can be rationalized as necessary.”

Ethan shrugged. “History has never advanced on kindness alone. You know this. Empires, corporations, even charities all benefit from someone doing the unpalatable things. Someone has to do them, don’t you agree?”

The server appeared with their appetizers. That gave Rachel a few moments to consider what else she wanted to know about Ethan. “So, let’s talk more about your books,” she said. Ethan nodded as he took his first bites. Rachel continued. "I think your books connect with readers, including me, because morality often feels like a story crafted to control others or soothe personal guilt."

“That’s remarkably candid,” he said, sitting back to contemplate her. “Rachel Underwood, you are one of the most intriguing people I’ve ever met. I was right to come to you. Tell me, Rachel. Have you ever found yourself in need of what we might call necessary evils?”

“More often than you might imagine. Though unlike your peers, I’ve never been afraid of the darkness of the world. I find it enlightening.”

Ethan raised the last of his champagne. “Here’s to being enlightened by the dark, then. And to those of us who aren’t afraid to navigate the darkness.”

~
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RACHEL STOOD IN FRONT of the bathroom mirror and looked at herself. Then she picked up a hand mirror she kept in a drawer and held it up to her wall mirror. A mirror image of a mirror image. 

“Yes,” she said out loud to no one because there was no one in the apartment with her. “Yes, they are me.”

She then finished dressing and made her way to her home office, where she checked the contents of the small leather pouch she’d brought from the hidden safe in her office. Once she was assured that everything was there, she reached for the thumb drive she’d brought from her office safe and plugged it into her computer. She sat down in front of the screen, which filled with documents, photos, and digitized news clippings. She stared at the smiling face on the screen. “We all have our demons, and you’re about to meet one more.”
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The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. 

~ John Stuart Mill, On Liberty

––––––––
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I SUPPOSE YOU’VE NEVER given it much serious consideration, but they are remarkably easy to find. They are not monsters in the alley or shadows on the street. They sit on boards. They direct companies. They sign contracts and hire and fire people. They hand out bonuses or withhold them. They tuck in their shirts neatly and know how to tie a Windsor knot. But that doesn’t describe all of them. They don’t all look alike.

Some have golf memberships, platinum credit cards and boats. Others work the night shift and come home exhausted and demoralized. Some were raised on expensive Scotch, winter beach holidays and boarding schools, while others were raised by belt-wielding fathers and hopelessness. Others fall in between these two extremes. 

Where they come from doesn’t matter. What matters is the outcome, and it is always the same in their cases. The end product is a man who believes control is his right and his anger is justified. Always.  

The villain wears a thousand disguises. But the scent of his work is unmistakable. And I can smell it a mile away. 

I began my work at the women’s shelter completely by happenstance, if you happen to believe in that. I might have at the time, but it wasn’t long before I realized that it was part of the grand plan that I’d set in motion at the bottom of the stairs in Mom’s old house that day. 

It was almost seven years ago, and I had just started Underlign. I was working fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, just to ensure it stayed on track. My only non-business outlet was running. I would leave my office, heading down to the lakefront to run along Queen’s Quay and the Lakeshore, before returning to the office and getting back to work. One Friday evening, just at twilight, I stopped to retie my shoe and stretch. Another runner tripped on a piece of uneven pavement and tumbled to the sidewalk just in front of me. Of course, I stepped up to help her. She had scraped her hand and her knee and needed to sit for a few minutes. I helped her to a bench and sat with her. Her name was Dierdre and, like me, she was taking a break from her work. As we chatted, she shared with me that her work involved counselling women who had left or were trying to leave abusive relationships. I thought about my mother and was suddenly fascinated. 

Before we knew it, half an hour had passed, and
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