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PREFACE

––––––––
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New York City

––––––––
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BEBE COLE WAS AN APPARITION that moved forward without sound, an enigma in the center of the dim foyer, where she turned on unsteady feet, unbuttoned her full-length cashmere coat, and let it fall to the gleaming marble floor.  

She was naked, bloody, bruised.

“They’ve killed us,” she said.

Still stunned from the beating, Edward Cole stared at his wife from the doorway of their Fifth Avenue apartment, unable to answer her, unable to speak.  

The bandage they’d wrapped around his chest was too tight for him to breathe with any comfort; the drugs they’d pumped him full of were too much of a chemical blow for his body to handle.  He brought a hand to his ruined face and felt its altered shapes and swollen cheeks.  He smoothed his fingertips along the uneven curve of his broken nose and wondered how he’d ever explain this to a public who would want to know.

“You said they’d show restraint.”

Her voice sounded as though it came from the far end of a winding tunnel, and Cole had to concentrate to hear it.  He tried to focus on the petite figure that was his wife, but she was disappearing, vanishing, becoming one with the darkness rapidly unraveling along the edges of his vision.  

“You promised we would be safe.”

He shook his head at her in frustration, took a step toward her and was not aware that he’d fallen until he lifted his head from the cool marble floor and tasted the fresh surge of blood rushing into his mouth.  

Again, he tried to speak, but words wouldn’t come.  And so he lay there, listening to the shallowness of his own breath, watching with fading eyesight as Bebe’s shoes turned toward the dark library, stopped, and then backed up quickly as shoes that weren’t hers raced forward.  Too weak to comprehend or to even care, Cole slipped into unconsciousness.

When he woke, he saw his wife first.

Strapped to a Queen Anne chair in the center of the foyer, her carefully dyed blonde hair tousled and hanging in her face, Bebe was surrounded by four tripods, each holding a digital video camera trained on her.  She was naked, shivering, gagged.  There was a scrape on her forehead, cuts and bruises on her breasts.  She locked eyes with him and moaned.

Cole forced himself to focus, pushed himself into a sitting position.

Bebe shook her head at him, tried to spit out the gag, but couldn’t.  She struggled to release herself from the rope that bound her hands and legs to the antique chair, but it was impossible.  She turned her head to the left.  

Cole followed her look.  

There, sitting in the shadows beneath van Gogh’s White Roses was a man Cole had never seen before.  He was handsome, athletic, wore black pants and a fitted black turtleneck.  In his hand was a gun.  

The man rose from his seat, nodded at Edward and stepped beside Bebe, who followed his every move with her terror-filled eyes.  “It’s about time you woke up,” he said to Cole in a relaxed voice.  “We’ve been waiting hours for you.”  He kissed the top of Bebe’s head.  “Haven’t we, dear?”

She jerked away from him and looked to Cole for help.

But Cole couldn’t move—fear had rooted him to the floor.  Powerless, he watched the man remove the gag from Bebe’s lipstick-smeared mouth, press the gun against her temple and cock the trigger.  

Bebe started.  Her shoulders drew in and she looked imploringly at her husband, whose own lips had parted in shock.  The gun, Edward saw, had a silencer.  The four video cameras surrounding Bebe hummed.

“Your wife needs you and yet you sit there,” the man said with disappointment.  “After everything she’s done for you, after the way you’ve used and humiliated her in this marriage, couldn’t you at the very least do something to help her?”

Edward rocked to his knees, pushed himself to his feet.  He stumbled and leaned against a wall.  His entire body ached.  He was aware of his coat falling open, exposing his fat nakedness, the bandages at his chest, but he didn’t care.  The man was running the barrel of a gun along the bloated curves of his wife’s bruised face.

“I want you to think of all your sins,” the man said evenly, turning one of the cameras on Cole.  “I want you to think about every one of them.  Right now.  Think.”

“Who are you?” Cole asked.

“I want you to think about betraying your friends,” the man said with anger.  “I want you to think about selling out to the SEC, taking that witness stand and sending one of your best friends to prison when you yourself should have been rotting there in his place.”  The man cocked an eyebrow at him.  “Mr. Cole, I want you to think about all of it.”

Bebe moved her head slowly, carefully away from the gun.  In a quiet, barely restrained voice, she said to her husband:  “It’s Wolfhagen.”

The man kissed her on the cheek.  “The canary sings.”

“He’s hired this man to kill us.”

“So he has,” the man said, and fired a bullet into her brain.

Edward’s whole body went tense with disbelief.  Bebe’s unseeing left eye was blinking, her upper lip quivering, mouth working, foot twitching, yet she was dead, had to be dead.  Part of her head was on the floor.

A hand gripped his arm.  

Cole turned and saw the woman just as she jammed the gun into the small of his back and urged him forward, toward his bleeding wife, the man in black, the humming cameras.  “Fight me,” she said, “and I swear to God you won’t die as quickly as your wife.”

She came around and pulled him across the foyer with a hand far steadier than his own.  The man had dragged Bebe off to one side and now was placing a matching chair where she had sat.  Cole was led to the middle of Bebe’s spilled blood.  Now, the cameras surrounded him.  

“Are you thinking about those sins, Mr. Cole?”

They’d murdered his wife.  They’d do the same to him.  If he broke now, it would be over for him.  He forced himself to think, to somehow remain calm.

“Are you thinking about taking that witness stand?  Do you remember the look on Wolfhagen’s face when you burned him?”

He ignored the man, looked at the woman.  Tall and attractive, thick brown hair framing an oval face of cool intelligence, her eyes the color of chestnuts and just as hard.  She wore black leggings and a black shirt, no jewelry.

The man moved behind her, his face partly concealed behind the video camera now poised in front of him.  “Get rid of his coat,” he said to the woman.

She got rid of it.

“Now the bandages.”

She ripped them from Cole, who stared into the camera’s opaque lens and saw his own ruined face floating up at him from the dark, rounded glass.  And he knew—Wolfhagen would be viewing these tapes.

The woman took a step back, looked with revulsion at Cole’s bloody chest, then turned that look on him.  “So, it’s starting again?” she said.  “You were there last night?  You let them do this to you?”  She shook her head at him in disgust.  “How could you let them do this to you?”

“Because he asked for it to get off on it,” the man said.  “Isn’t that how it works, Mr. Cole?  You and your wife asked for it, but this time, it got a little out of hand.”

Cole held their gaze and said nothing.  He willed himself to believe that he could get through this.  It wasn’t too late for him.  Everyone had a price, everyone could be bought.  Hadn’t Wolfhagen taught him that much?  

“I have money,” he said to them.  “Millions.  I’ll triple whatever Wolfhagen’s paying you.  Both of you can walk out of here right now and never have to do this again.  You’ll be set for life.  Just let me live.”  

The woman’s lips, rouged red, broke into a half-smile.  “Did you really think he’d let you get away with it forever?”

Cole shook his head as if he didn’t understand, but he understood.  He knew this day would come.  Still, his belief in the power and the influence of money galvanized him.  They would not kill him if he offered enough.  “Millions,” he said.

She lifted the gun.

*  *  *
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Pamplona, Spain

Six Months Later

––––––––
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EVER SINCE HE WAS A child, Mark Andrews had longed to run with the bulls.

As a boy in Boston, he would sit on his grandfather’s lap and listen to the old man’s stories of his days in Spain, when he was still young and single, and traveling the world on the trust fund his father gave him upon graduating from Yale.  

Mark would marvel at the man’s retelling of La Fiesta de San Fermin, the week-long orgy of bull worship that honored Pamplona’s patron saint San Fermin, who was martyred when bulls dragged his body through the city’s narrow, dusty streets.  

Mark’s grandfather had run with the bulls.  He had stood among the thousands of men in white shirts and red sashes impatiently waiting for the first rocket to signal their release.

Even then, some thirty years ago in his parents’ home, Mark could hear the thunderous clacking of hooves as the twelve beasts came crashing down Calle Santo Domingo, through Plaza Consistorial and Calle Mercaderes, their horns sharp and deadly, their murderous rage focused on those foolish young men running blindly before them.

Now, at thirty-nine, Mark Andrews himself stood among fools in white shirts and red sashes, the early morning sun beating down on his face, the delicious anticipation of the impending event flooding his senses.

Pamplona was a city gone mad.  

All week long, fifty thousand people from around the world had participated in La Fiesta de San Fermin, known to the locals as Los Sanfermines.  They paraded drunkenly through the streets with towering, colorful gigantes, went to the afternoon bullfights, drank gallons of wine, made love in alleyways, and rose each morning from brief catnaps to watch the spectacular running of the bulls.  

Earlier in the week, the mayor had kicked off the festivities at noon by lighting one of many rockets from the Ayuntamiento’s balcony.  And now, as Mark waited along with nearly a thousand other men for the rocket that would signal the beginning of el encierro, he watched and listened to the cheering crowd that looked down at him from open windows, wrought-iron balconies, the Santo Domingo stairs, as well as the Plaza de Toros itself.  

Never had he felt more alive.  He would run as his grandfather had.

He felt a hand on his arm.  Mark turned and faced a stranger.

“Do you have the time?” the man asked.  “I left my watch at the hotel.  They should be firing the first rocket any minute now.”

Mark smiled at the man, delighted to be in the company of a fellow American.  He checked his watch and said:  “In a few minutes, we’ll be running like hell from twelve very pissed off bulls.”  He extended a hand, which the man shook.  “I’m Mark Andrews,” he said.  “Manhattan.”

The man’s grip was firm, his teeth bright white when he smiled back.  “Vincent Spocatti,” he said.  “L.A.  What brings you here?”

“My grandfather,” Mark said.  “You?”

The man looked surprised.  “Hemingway,” he said, in a tone that implied there could be no other reason why he had traveled thousands of miles to be at this event.  “I even brought Lady Brett with me.”  He pointed down the barricaded street, toward a building where a young woman stood at a second-story balcony, her dark hair and white dress stirring in the breeze.  “That’s my wife, there,” he said.  “The one with the video camera.”

Mark looked up and caught a glimpse of the woman just as the first rocket tore into the sky to signal that the gates of the corral had been opened.  

He felt a rush.  The sea of young Spaniards and tourists lurched forward.  A cheer went through the crowd and rippled down the narrow streets, reverberating off the stone walls, finally blooming in the Plaza de Toros itself.  Moments later, a second rocket sounded, warning the crowd that the chase—which usually lasted only two minutes—had begun.

Mark ran.  He heard the bulls galloping behind him, felt the earth trembling beneath his feet and he ran, knowing that if he stumbled, if he fell in the street, he would be trampled by the men running behind him and then by the 1,800-pound beasts themselves.

He moved quickly and easily, suddenly euphoric as he shot past the Calle La Estafeta and the Calle de Javier.  He thought fleetingly of his grandfather and wished he could have been here to see this.

The crowd of spectators was screaming.  Shouting.  The terrific pounding of hooves filled the morning air with the intensity of a million small explosions.  Mark shot a glance over his shoulder, saw the American, the crush of young men behind him and the first of the twelve bulls that were rapidly closing the distance between them all.

He was delirious.  He was beyond happy.  He knew that not even the day he testified against Wolfhagen could compare to the rush he experienced now.

He was nearing the Plaza de Toros when Spocatti, fan of Hemingway’s lost generation, reached out and gripped his arm.  

Startled, his pace slowed for an instant and he looked at the man.  Now, he was running alongside him, his face flushed and shiny, his eyes a shade darker than he remembered.  Mark was about to speak when Spocatti shouted:  “Got a message for you, Andrews.  Wolfhagen sends his best.  Said he wants to thank you for ruining his life.”

And before Mark could speak, before he could even react, the man plunged a knife into his left side.  And then he did it again.  And again, sinking the knife close to his heart.

Mark stopped running.  The pain was excruciating.  He looked down at his bloody side and chest, and fell to his knees, watching in dazed silence as the man named Spocatti leaped over one of the barricades and disappeared into the jumping, thrashing crowd.  

He had fallen in the middle of the street.  Hundreds of men were darting past him, jumping over him, screaming as the bulls drew near.  Knowing this was it, knowing this is how he would die, Mark turned and faced the first bull as it loomed into sight and sank its lowered horns into his right thigh.

He was thrown effortlessly into the air, a rag doll tossed into the halo of his own blood, his right leg shattered, the bone jutting from the torn flesh.  

He landed heavily on his side, so stunned that he was only dimly aware that more bulls were trampling him, their hooves digging into his face, arms and stomach.  

The men rushing past him tried to move him out of the way, tried to grasp his shirt and pull him to safety, but it was impossible.  The beasts were upon them.  There was nothing anyone could do but watch in horror as twelve running bulls ripped apart a former prince of Wall Street.

When it was over and the bulls had passed, the thing that was Mark Andrews lay in the street—its body bruised and broken beyond recognition, its breathing a slow, clotted gasp.  It looked up at the narrow slit of blue sky that shined between the buildings on either side of it.  

In the instant before its mind winked out, its failing eyesight focused on Lady Brett Ashley herself.  She was standing just above on one of the building’s wrought-iron balconies, smiling as she filmed its death with the video camera held in her outstretched hand. 
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CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]




Day One

New York City

One Month Later

AT THE CLICK CLICK Camera Shop on West 8th Street, Jo Jo Wilson cranked up the dial on the dented green oxygen tank between his legs and eyed the camera in Marty Spellman’s hands.  “Beauty, ain’t it?” he said through the mask covering his mouth.  “Just hit the market.  Knew you’d want it.  Called you first.  The strings I pulled.”

Marty looked over the camera.  It was the latest digital Nikon—the best and latest in their series—and it was impressive.  God only knew how Wilson got hold of it.  It had the sort of lens that was so powerful, it could capture a cheating husband’s contented look four football fields away.  Holding it made his heart melt.

The problem was that it had been used before.  There were hairline scratches on the black casing.  Oily smudges on the lens.  Marty gave it another once-over and shook his head.  There was no way he was paying twenty grand for this camera.  

“Too bad it’s hot,” he said.

Wilson looked surprised, genuinely offended.  He sat back on the stool and blinked, his great round belly expanding before him like a comic strip balloon.  Seventy years old and he’d eaten himself into a three-hundred-fifty-pound birthday suit.  It was a medical wonder his heart continued to pump.  “What the fuck you talkin’ about?” he said.  “That camera ain’t hot.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Marty said.

“I’m not lyin’ to you.”

“Then show me the invoice.”

That silenced him.

“And where’s the box?”

Jo Jo looked away.

“You can’t keep lying to me, Jo Jo.  You’re no good at it.  I’ve been onto you from the first day we met, when you were stupid enough to try and sell me a directional microphone that had no direction.  Why haven’t you smartened up by now?”

Wilson snapped his fingers on either side of his head.  “Can’t hear you, Spellman.  Emphysema’s eatin’ away my ears, too.”

Marty removed fifty $100 bills from his pants pocket and fanned them out on the dirty glass counter that separated them.  “Five thousand and you pay to have it delivered to my apartment tomorrow.  That’s a fair price, Jo Jo.  We both know it.”

Wilson had no trouble hearing that and he looked at the cash as though it were a great pile of stinking shit.  He gulped air and shook his pale moon of a head.  “You got more money than God, and this is what you offer me?  Five fucking grand?”  He pushed the mask aside and spat imaginary spit.  “Ten grand or nothing.”

Marty put a finger on one of the $100 bills and dragged it to the left.  “And my offer dwindles.  Your call.”

“That camera’s worth twenty grand and you know it!”

“And you probably got it for two grand.”  He dragged another bill aside.  “Look at that.  It’s magic.  The money just disappears.”

“Look,” Wilson said.  “Give me a break.  Doris went to the doctor last week.  She’s gotta have an operation.  I need the cash.”

Even if this were true, Marty knew for a fact that Jo Jo Wilson was far too clever a man to have reached seventy without having secured health insurance.  This was just another ploy.  

“Times are tough for all of us, Jo Jo.  Have you seen the economy?  It’s in the shitter. Just yesterday, I saw an elderly woman roasting a pigeon over a metal trash can in the South Bronx.”  He pulled another bill away, crumpled it in his fist.  “Imagine what she’d do with this money.”

“I can’t even imagine you in the South Bronx.”

Marty put a finger on another bill.

And Wilson caved.  He took the money and counted it twice before stuffing it in his shirt pocket.  “Generosity ain’t your middle name, Spellman, I’ll tell ya that.  What do you need a camera like that for, anyway?  You workin’ another case?”

“I’m always working another case, Jo Jo.”

“What’s this one about?  Another murder?”  He sucked air.  “Or are you hangin’ some society slick for cheatin’ on his wife?”

Marty didn’t know.  The call came yesterday morning from Maggie Cain, a best-selling novelist whose books were currently enjoying critical acclaim.  She was his ex-wife’s favorite writer.  In their brief conversation, Cain asked if they could meet today at six but offered nothing more.  “I’d rather speak to you in person,” she said.  “I have lots of reasons for not trusting telephones or cell phones.”

That interested Marty.  You got jaded at this job.  He got her address, said he’d be there and hung up the phone.

Six o’clock was forty minutes away.  

He looked at Wilson, who was turning off the oxygen.  “Well, at least leave yourself a trickle,” Marty said.  “I want you alive so that camera is delivered tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Love ya, buddy.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s true.”

“Then recommend a movie for me.  The wife wants a heartwarmer.”

“In your condition?  It better be ‘Cocoon’.”

“Fuck you, Spellman.”

With a grin, Marty left his camera sitting on the countertop, stepped out of the store and took a right on Fifth. 

*  *  *
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MAGGIE CAIN LIVED ON West 19th Street.  

When Marty arrived at the narrow brownstone, he noted at a glance the boxed summer flowers at each window, the bronze knocker on the carved mahogany door and what must have been a freshly swept walk.

He knocked.

When she met him at the door, he was faced with a mere slip of a woman in her early thirties with shoulder-length brown hair.  She wore clothes that suggested someone too busy to care about frills—faded jeans and a white T-shirt.  She wore no make-up, which Marty thought was unusual because if she had, it would have helped to conceal the faint scar that stretched from the corner of her left eye to the side of her mouth.

She extended her hand, which Marty shook.  “It’s nice of you to come,” she said.

Her grip was strong and firm, as self-assured as her voice.  “It’s a pleasure,” Marty said.  “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“So have I.”  She stepped aside and revealed an entryway that stretched before them in varying degrees of light and darkness.  “I know you’re busy,” she said.  “Come in and let’s talk.”

He followed her down a hallway lined with bookcases, paintings, drawings that caught his eye, and into the living room, which smelled of roses in their prime.  He noted a grand piano in the corner of the room, photographs framed in silver on its lowered lid.  On the windowsill behind it, a black cat sat poised and alert, gazing out at the city.

“That’s Baby Jane,” Maggie said, indicating the cat with a nod.  “Rescued her from the street years ago.  She’s the real woman of the house.”

“So, I should be talking to her?” 

Maggie laughed.  “Actually, she’d probably answer back, but I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for me.  Would you like something to drink?  I have just about everything, but if you’d prefer something cool, I just made a pitcher of iced tea.”

“That would be perfect.”

In her absence, he took the opportunity to look around.  While he knew she was a successful writer, he also knew enough about the publishing business that few writers, regardless of their success, could afford the drawing by Matisse he glimpsed in the entryway.  

He crossed to the piano and looked at the photographs.  A little girl with blonde hair; an older couple posing in front of a tropical sunset; a handsome man stacking wood beside a snow-covered cottage.  The rest were of Maggie Cain.  

In each photo, she was younger, perhaps in her late twenties at best, and as Marty studied them, he saw that in none of these photographs was her left cheek scarred. 

He wondered again why she made this appointment.

Her voice came from behind him:  “How much do you know about Maximilian Wolfhagen?” 

She was walking toward him, the light from the surrounding windows catching the red highlights in her hair.  He took the glass of iced tea she held out to him.  “The arbitrageur?”

“You know another Maximilian Wolfhagen?” 

Marty smiled.  Wolfhagen wasn’t exactly an unknown, and his name certainly wasn’t common.  “As a matter of fact, I don’t.”

Maggie leaned against the piano, her narrow frame fitting neatly in its gleaming curve.  “I remember a time when everyone wanted to be him,” she said.  “People dressed like him, wore their hair like him, went to the same restaurants as him.  You couldn’t turn on a TV or open a newspaper without seeing those crowded teeth of his.  You know what happened to him?”

“He was indicted by the SEC for insider trading.”

“That’s right,” Maggie said.  “And five years ago, he spent three years in Lompoc because of it.”  She nodded across the room.  “Would you like to sit down?”  

“I’d rather stand.” He watched her step to the gold brocade sofa in the center of the room, where she put her glass down on the table beside her.  “When we spoke on the phone, I think I told you I’m a writer.” 

Marty nodded.  He’d stayed up late the night before skimming through two of her four novels, remembering those characters Gloria had loved and hated, cheered for and despised, recalling those times he’d fallen asleep with his head on her stomach while she turned the pages.  It wasn’t something he wanted to think about now.  “My ex-wife’s a big fan.”

“Just your ex-wife?”

She was teasing him.  Most of his clientele had airs about them.  She didn’t seem to have any.  “I’ve read some of your books.  In each one, you seem preoccupied by humiliating men of power.  Exposing men like Wolfhagen.  There was a time when Gloria and I wondered if there was a reason for that.”

“Gloria’s your ex-wife?”

“She is.”

She shrugged.  “I guess a writer always has a reason for writing.  That reason could be as simple as making money or as complicated as finding out some truth about themselves or the world in which they live.”

“What’s writing for you?”

“A little of both.  Five years ago, when I wrote my first novel, I learned more about myself, my strengths and my weaknesses, than any counselor could have unearthed.”  

Marty looked at her scar and wondered how much of that was true.

“The reason I asked you here is that I’m writing a book about Wolfhagen.  A biography, which is new for me.  Too new for me.  The problem is that my publisher is expecting the first draft by November, which is nuts but I agreed to it, so the blame is on me.  Still, there’s no way I’ll be able to finish it in time without someone to help me do the research.”

“And you need my help?”

“That’s an understatement.”

“What do you need?”

“While I’m interviewing people here in New York, I’d like you to fly to California and watch Wolfhagen.  He’s been out of prison for two years, and he’s done a fine job keeping a low profile.  I want to know everything about his life after prison.  I want to know how he spends his time, who his friends are now—the lot of it.  If you give me basic information—and by basic information, I mean dull, everyday stuff—I’ll pay you your standard fee.  But if you give me something the world can sink its teeth into, something that’ll push this book onto bestseller lists, I’ll double your fee—and throw in a bonus.  Does that sound fair?”

He liked that she was direct.  What he wasn’t sure of is whether she’d like his rates.  “I get $250 an hour,” he said.  “Plus expenses.  If you double my fee, that’ll come to $500 an hour.  I should probably be asking you how fair that is.”

Maggie came over to where he was standing.  Watching her, he wondered if she knew of how attractive she was and decided that once—before the scar that drew a line down her face—she must have known.  

“If there’s any book I can’t screw up, it’s this one.  My publisher paid a lot for it and I need to deliver.  I asked you here only after I learned from friends that you’re the best.  I know you’re worth those rates and I’m happy to pay them if you’ll take the job.”

“Do you mind if I think about it?” he asked.  “I have two daughters.  Usually, I work here in New York so I can be close to them.  They mean everything to me.”

“Of course,” she said.  

“Is tonight too late to call with a decision?”

“Not at all,” Maggie said.  “It’s just me and the cat.  We’ll be home all evening.”

They moved into the foyer and Marty stepped outside.  When he turned to say goodbye, he saw just behind Maggie that the cat, Baby Jane, was sitting on the very edge of a hand-carved table, her tail flicking as she looked at herself in the dim glass of an enormous beveled mirror.  

There was a moment when Marty thought the cat was studying him, appraising him.  And then it leaped onto the floor and Marty suddenly was looking at himself—a tall man with sandy brown hair and shoulders so wide, they suggested a swimmer’s build.  

“I do have one question,” he said.  “Wolfhagen—have you two ever met?”

Maggie tilted her head and started to close the door, her hair spilling over the scar on her left cheek.  “No,” she said.  “Never.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, Marty stood in the hallway outside his ex-wife’s apartment.

He removed a set of keys from his pants pocket, knowing—but not really caring—that Gloria would be angry that he hadn’t called before coming by.  

He’d already taken care of the doorman.  In the lobby, he asked Toby not to call Gloria and tell her he was here.  Better to just walk in, make the call to Roz and visit with his girls.  Gloria might even be out.

He stuck the key in the lock and opened the door.  Soft music, soft lights and Gloria met him in the entryway.  She was standing at a curving chrome side table, a glass of bubbling champagne in one hand, a spray of tulips in the other.  

Without so much as a glance at Marty, she put the glass of champagne down beside a framed photograph of her dead mother and started placing the tulips one by one into the vase filled with water.  Her voice was cool when she spoke.  “What are you doing here?” 

It wasn’t the response he was hoping for, but he’d certainly heard worse.  

Nudging the door shut with his elbow, he stood looking at the woman he had married twice, divorced twice and unfortunately still loved.  Tall and slender, her skin as pale as the cream silk suit she wore, Gloria Spellman had the contented look of a woman enjoying life.  “Sorry, I didn’t call,” he said, looking past her into the living room.  “Are you with someone?” 

She didn’t answer.

“Mind if I come in?”

“You are in.”

“Why are you dressed like that?”

“What business is it of yours?”

“It’s just a question, Gloria.  You look nice.”

She turned to him.  “That’s sweet.  Jack Edwards is coming by to look at my paintings.  He feels I’m ready for another showing.  He should be here soon.  Why are you here?”

It was interesting, Marty thought, to note how much she had changed in the six months that had passed since her first showing.  This wasn’t the shy, introspective woman he’d fallen in love with fourteen years ago.  Success had freed her.  Rarely one to voice her opinions, Gloria now looked people in the eye and shared those opinions with confidence.  Her hair, once light brown and shoulder length, was now black, angular and severe.  She wore makeup and narrow glasses, smoked clove cigarettes and spoke of reincarnation.  She was an evolving woman in a constantly changing shell.

“I’d like to see the girls,” he said.  “They around?”

“Of course, they’re around.  But now isn’t a good time to see them.”  

Nevertheless, she glanced at her watch and stepped aside so he could move past her.  At least she understood how much they meant to him.  “Fifteen minutes,” she said.  “And not a second more.  They’re in their bedroom.”

“Can I use your phone first?”

“It’s your fifteen minutes,” Gloria said.  “I could give a rat’s ass how you use it.”

She certainly was a bitch tonight.

But as Marty walked down the hallway and picked up the telephone, he understood.  His choice to focus more on his job than on their relationship had twice cost them their marriage.  Psychiatrists and psychologists all gave him the same textbook reasons about why he was so screwed up now—his parents were murdered when he was a boy.  They’d lived in a rough section of Brooklyn.  His father was a cop who paid too much attention to the local gangs.  When he was on the verge of bringing down a gang leader, three gang members shot him and his wife dead in their apartment while Marty, seven at the time, hid under a bed.  

A cascade of sketchy foster parents ensued.  At eighteen, he was able to go to university on scholarship, where he received a film degree because, as a boy, movies were the one thing that offered escape.  

And better yet, they didn’t require the sort of commitment a relationship required.

The phone was answered by a friend of his at the FBI.  “Roz, it’s Marty.  Got a minute?  Great.  I was wondering if you’d run a check on someone for me.  Name is Maggie Cain, otherwise known as Margaret Cain, the writer.”  

Gloria turned to him with interest.  

“If she’s in your files, do you think I could have a background by this evening?  Find out where she got her money.  The woman has a goddamn Matisse in her entryway.  I know, right?  Next time the pasta’s on me.”  

When he hung up the phone, Gloria was standing behind him.  “You’re investigating Maggie Cain?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He stepped past her and moved down the hallway to the girls’ bedroom.  His professional life was the one thing he shared with no one—and Gloria knew why.  Too many times in the past he had been threatened by someone who learned of his surveillance.  Marty didn’t take the repercussions lightly, especially after what happened to his parents.

“I can’t believe it,” Gloria said.  “Maggie Cain!  She’s one of my favorite writers.  You know I love her books.  What’s she done?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh, please.”

“Leave it alone, Gloria.”

“Just give me something.”

Behind them, the service telephone rang.

Gloria stopped mid-stride and went to answer it.  When she returned, she was all business.  “That’s Jack and he’s early.  I need you to leave.  This is a night for art, not ex-husbands.”

“Define art.”

“You wouldn’t understand it.”

“See how little you know about me?  Consider what you’ve done with your makeup.  Now, that’s art.”  He glanced at his watch.  “I’ve still got ten minutes to see my daughters.”

*  *  *
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“MOM’S GOT A NEW BOYFRIEND.  Met him yet?”

Marty closed the door behind him and entered the one room Gloria had been banned from redecorating when she overhauled the rest of the house.  Large and dim, the purple- and green-striped walls peppered with posters of that month’s hottest teen idol, his daughters’ bedroom had become in the year since his second divorce from Gloria a sort of battleground for Katie and Beth.  

Clothes were missiles that had exploded on the floor, desks and bureaus.  The beds were fortresses piled high with tapes and magazines, books and stuffed animals.  In a large glass container, three hamsters raced frantically through an alarming network of scratched yellow tubes—perhaps seeking exercise, but maybe, Marty thought, trying to escape.  Guilt had prevented Gloria and him from demanding the girls keep their bedroom clean. 

Beth’s question lingered in the air.  

“Have you two become hoarders?” he asked.

“You’re dodging the question.”

Seated in the middle of her bed, her tanned legs crossed at the ankles, she looked at her father with the same level gaze she had inherited from him but had perfected by imitating her mother.  

In an effort to buy time, Marty kissed her on the forehead, turned to where Katie was sitting on her bed and kissed her on the cheek, then looked around the room for a place to sit.  Since divorcing Gloria, he had never been comfortable discussing her private life.  While he knew she dated, it was somehow easier living under the illusion that Gloria’s life revolved solely around her painting, this apartment, the two girls.  But he sensed Beth needed to talk and so he sucked it up, despite the sinking sensation he felt in his gut.

“No,” he said, sitting on the edge of her bed.  “I haven’t met him.  I wasn’t aware your mother was seeing someone.”

“She’s more than just seeing him,” Beth said.  “He practically lives here.  Last night, they woke Katie and me up.  It was fucking embarrassing.”  She caught the look on his face.  “Sorry, but it was.  Mom kept saying his name over and over.  Jack this and Jack that.  Please, Jack, please.  Oh, Jack, oh.  I just wanted to die.”

What, Marty thought, was he supposed to say to that?  

“Like, I don’t mind if Mom sees someone,” she said.  “But if she can’t keep it down, Katie and I are thinking of moving in with you.  Is that all right?”

He’d take them in a minute, but each time he tried to get custody, he failed.  “You know what the judge said.”

“Weekends and holidays, I know.  But what about what we think?”

“The judge thinks you’re better off with your mother.”

“Why?  That’s sexist.  We’d rather be with you.”

“And I’d rather have you with me.”

“Can I talk to the judge?”

“You can certainly write him a letter.  Both of you can.”

“Great.  We’ll get on that.”

In the growing silence, Katie glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.  She had stopped flipping through a magazine and now was nibbling the inside of her cheek.  Nine years old and almost as tall as Beth.  Blonde hair to her shoulders and lips as full as his.  She looked at him now with an impatience he had never seen in her before. 

He cleared his throat.  “In the meantime, I’ll speak to your mother about her... behavior.”

Beth rolled her eyes.  “What good’ll that do?  She doesn’t listen to you anymore.  If anything, she’ll put on more of a show just to spite you.”

At what point, Marty wondered, had Beth become so comfortable talking about sex?  She was thirteen years old, for God’s sake.  What had happened to the child?

“You leave your mother to me,” he said.  “I pay the rent on this place, not her.”

Beth looked amused.  “Oh, Dad, please,” she said.  “Don’t you see what’s happening?  Mom’s going to be famous.  She’s going to make a lot of money and won’t need you anymore.  She told us so this morning.”

*  *  *
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THERE HAD BEEN A TIME when the sound of Gloria’s laughter had left him feeling whole and well, fit and strong.  Her smile, broad as the map of America, could get him through the worst of days.  But now, as he left his daughters’ room and moved toward the living room, the sound of her laughter unleashed feelings in him he wasn’t sure he was ready to face.  

Gloria was moving on.  He was losing her to another man.  And what that touched in Marty was an emotion he hadn’t felt in years—a sudden, deep jealousy.

He entered the living room.  

Gloria and Jack were standing across the room, in front of the painting of a red wheelbarrow she’d hung on the north wall.  Their backs were to him and they were discussing the painting.  While Marty stood there, watching, Edwards reached out a hand and lightly brushed the nape of Gloria’s neck.

Marty cleared his throat.

Edwards dropped his hand casually to his side and turned with Gloria, whose pale skin now had a rosy glow.  From laughing?  

“You must be Marty,” Edwards said.

Marty came across the room, his mind like a camera, photographing this moment.  Immaculately dressed in tan silk trousers and a white button-down shirt, Edwards was taller than he expected, in decent physical shape, his balding head tanned, his smiling mouth bright as the moon.  Forty years old, Marty thought.  Maybe forty-two.  

He shook Edwards’ smooth, manicured hand and noticed the carat diamond glimmering on the man’s little finger.  With raised eyebrows, Marty looked at the ring.  Then, with disappointment, he looked at Gloria, who was standing behind Jack, looking brave but uncomfortable.  “Yes,” he said with a smile.  “I’m Marty.”

“It’s a pleasure,” Edwards said.  “Gloria’s told me a lot about you.”

“I haven’t heard anything about you.”

“She says you’re a private investigator,” Edwards said.  “And a movie critic.  How does that happen?” 

“Magic.”  He turned to Gloria, whose decorated lips had drawn into a thin line of discomfort.  “Can I talk to you?” 

They walked toward the twin glass doors that opened onto the terrace and stepped outside.  Marty closed the doors behind them.  His voice was low when he spoke.  “I’ll keep this brief.”

“You’ve got no choice.”

“Are you aware that Beth can’t sleep at night?  All she can hear is you and Edwards having sex.  Same goes for Katie.  Now, look.  You know I won’t tell you how to live your life, but when you sleep with this guy, at least show some respect for the girls and keep it down.”

Gloria lifted her eyes to his, Manhattan’s Upper West Side sparkling behind her in the late-afternoon sun.  “I knew you wouldn’t be able to handle this,” she said. 

The coolness in her voice took him off guard.  “Handle what?”

She paused to tap out a clove cigarette from the rumpled pack she’d brought with her.  “My seeing Jack.”  She lit the cigarette with a match.  “You can’t handle it.  He’s intimidated you and you feel threatened.  Admit it.”

“The man wears a goddamn diamond on his pinky, Gloria.  He doesn’t threaten me.”

“That’s a lie.  You can’t stand seeing me with another man.”

“You’re probably right,” Marty said.  “But what I hate even more is what you’ve become.  Look at yourself.  You’re not even the same person anymore.  You’ve redefined yourself.  You’ve sold out and become the very kind of person you and I used to mock when we were young.  Who are you, Gloria?  Do you even know?”

She shook her head sadly, the gesture somehow condescending.  “You’re asking me if I know who I am, Marty?  Let me ask you this.  Since your parents were murdered, how many times have you asked yourself that very question?”

He turned to leave and when he did, she laid a hand on his arm.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “That was below the belt.  But I’m happy.  I’ve met a man who’s got his act together.  I’ve found a man who’s willing to put me first.  Don’t blame me for wanting this.  Don’t blame me for being angry because you couldn’t give it to me.”

“Just keep it down in the bedroom,” he said.  

And he was gone. 

*  *  *
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LATER, IN HIS OWN APARTMENT, Marty poured himself a glass of Scotch before calling Roz.  “Tell me you hit the jackpot.”

“Still working on it.  Give me thirty and I’ll call you back.”

He clicked off the phone and went to his study, which offered one of the better views of Central Park.  On his desk was his computer.  On the screen was his blog.  In his spare time, he reviewed movies.  It was just a sideline meant to clear his head and retain his connection to his first love—film—but it had become an unexpectedly popular sideline, with tens of thousands of people visiting the site daily.  

Right now, he was working on the review of the Blu-ray release of Billy Wilder’s “Double Indemnity.”  Just a few additional paragraphs and it would be finished.

While he waited for Roz to call back, he sat down to have a look at the review.  Last night, he pulled his favorite scene from the movie so he could discuss it.  He read it again.

––––––––
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NEFF

LOOK, BABY, YOU CAN’T get away with it.    

PHYLLIS

Get away with what?    

NEFF

You want to knock him off, don’t you, baby?

PHYLLIS

That’s a horrible thing to say!    

NEFF

Who’d you think I was, anyway? A guy that walks into a good-looking dame’s front parlor and says, “Good afternoon, I sell accident insurance on husbands.  You got one that’s been around too long? Somebody you’d like to turn into a little hard cash? Just give me a smile and I’ll help you collect.”  Boy, what a dope I must look to you.  

PHYLLIS

I think you’re rotten.    

NEFF

I think you’re swell. So long as I’m not your husband.    

PHYLLIS

Get out of here.  

NEFF

You bet I will. You bet I’ll get out of here, baby. But quick. 

––––––––
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MARTY SMILED AT THE passage, admired the dialogue and was about to reflect on its importance in the movie when the telephone rang.  He reached for it.  Roz.

“Learn anything?” he asked.

“Oh, I’ve learned something,” she said.  “But it’s not going to be enough for your tired white ass.  If I’d had clearance to her file, I would have learned more.”

Marty stood and went to the windows overlooking the Park.  Two helicopters were sailing toward one another, their blades glinting in the fiery light of the setting sun.  For a moment, it looked as if they were going to collide.  “Clearance to her file,” he said.  “She has one?”

“She has two files, sugar, and one of them’s top secret.  Can’t lay my pretty black hands on it.  But I do know this much—since 2006, Maggie Cain has been under surveillance by the FBI.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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MARTY HUNG UP THE PHONE and sat at his desk.  He went to his computer, began a file on Cain and entered everything Roz had told him.  

Years ago, Maggie Cain had been in a relationship with Mark Andrews.  Mark Andrews had been one of Wolfhagen’s bond traders.  His testimony helped to send Wolfhagen and two others to prison.  

He died last month.  Trampled by bulls in Pamplona.

Maggie Cain’s relationship with Andrews explained the Matisse Marty glimpsed in her entryway.  With the money Andrews had at his disposal during the height of the stock market, he easily could have bought her that drawing—and maybe even her home in Chelsea.  And if they were involved during the time the FBI was watching Wolfhagen and those closest to him, wouldn’t she have been under surveillance as well?  

Marty would have.

But none of this explained why she was under surveillance now.  Why did the FBI still have an interest in Maggie Cain?  It had been five years since the trial.  Her connection to Mark Andrews was severed with his death.  What could they possibly suspect her of doing that was considered top secret?  And since Cain had been in a relationship with Andrews, obviously she knew Wolfhagen.  

So, why had she lied to him?

He got up from his desk and went to the window.  There was so much smog and haze, he barely could see the sun set beyond the trees of Central Park.  He wondered what a sensible man would do with this information.  

The answer came at once.  

A sensible man would confront the source.

*  *  *
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IN THIRTY MINUTES, he was at Maggie’s townhouse and Manhattan was lost to the night.  

Marty looked across the deserted street to the building’s façade, where inside it seemed as though she had left on every light.  The windows, shielded by lace curtains, punched bright bands of gold into the darkness.  

He paid the driver and stepped out of the cab, noticing as he crossed the street that the living room window was open.  The curtains moved in the air, parting slightly, giving brief, frequent glimpses into the room beyond.  

Maggie was sitting at the piano.  Her back to him, she appeared to be studying the many photographs framed in silver on the piano’s lowered lid.  In her hand was a glass of wine.  Curled beside her on the bench was Baby Jane.  If it weren’t for the movement of the cat’s tail, Marty also might have been looking at a photograph.

He went to the lighted door and rang the glowing buzzer.

It was a moment before Maggie answered.  “Yes?” 

Marty watched the peephole darken, felt himself being watched.  “It’s Marty.”
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