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Chapter 1: Keeping Notes






Anne Caldwell kept a notebook.

She didn’t keep it in her apartment, where Samuel might find it during one of his overnight visits. She didn’t leave it at her office, where anyone could come across it. Instead, she stored it in a safety deposit box at a bank three subway stops from her brownstone, visiting once a week on her lunch break.

The notebook was leather-bound and expensive, the sort of thing used for business records or family history. Inside, in her neat, careful handwriting, she wrote names, dates, addresses, and observations.

Leah Lobue had been number seven.

Anne sat in the bank’s small privacy room with the notebook open in front of her. She ran her finger down Leah’s page, reading her notes: Pearls. Payless shoes. Mother in Queens. Naive but watchful. Left too soon.

The last note made Anne’s jaw tighten. Leah had run away, quitting her job and disappearing before Anne could finish what she started. Before Anne could take what she believed was hers.

It was infuriating.

But also, in a strange way, exciting.

Anne closed the notebook and turned to a blank page. Number eight would be different. This time, she would choose carefully—someone who wouldn’t run, someone who would stay long enough for her to finish what she planned.

She took out her phone and scrolled through the new employee files she had saved to her personal drive. There were forty-three new hires that month, but she had already narrowed it down to five based on photos and basic details.

Her finger paused on one name: Diana Foster.

Age twenty-four. Single. Hired as a junior analyst in the Finance department. In her employee photo, she had dark curly hair pulled back in a clip, brown eyes that looked uncertain, shoulders slightly hunched like she was trying to make herself smaller.

Anne smiled.

She put the notebook back in its box, locked it, and left the bank for the bright afternoon. Her heels clicked on the sidewalk with a satisfying rhythm. Everything about her look was planned: the charcoal suit, red lipstick, and gold watch. She had learned early that how you present yourself is power.

Back at Meridian Pharmaceuticals, Anne made sure to walk past the Finance department three times that afternoon. On her third pass, she saw Diana at a cubicle by the window, hunched over her computer and trying hard to look busy.

Perfect.

Anne waited until four-thirty, then appeared at Diana's cubicle with a folder in hand.

"Diana Foster?" Anne's voice was warm, friendly. "I'm Anne Caldwell, from Administration. I have some forms for you to sign."

Diana looked up, startled. Her eyes widened slightly at Anne's appearance—the way they always did. Anne had learned to read that look. It was assessment mixed with inadequacy, the instant calculation of someone realizing they were in the presence of someone more polished, more confident, more everything.

"Oh, um, okay." Diana took the folder with hands that trembled slightly. "What are these for?"

"Just standard HR paperwork. Nothing to worry about." Anne leaned against the cubicle wall, looking casual and relaxed. "How are you settling in? Finance can be intense."

"It's fine. I mean, it's a lot, but I'm managing." Diana's smile was quick, nervous.

"I'm sure you are." Anne let her gaze rest on Diana’s face a moment longer than needed. "Those are lovely earrings. Are they handmade?"

Diana touched the small beaded earrings self-consciously. "My sister made them. She does jewelry as a hobby."

"How talented." Anne made a mental note: sister, creative, close relationship. "If you need anything, my office is on the third floor. Don’t hesitate to reach out. It can be lonely when you’re new." One, two, three…

"Anne?"

Anne turned, arranging her face into a look of pleasant surprise.

Diana stood at the edge of her cubicle, the folder clutched to her chest. "Thank you. For checking in. It's nice to know someone's paying attention."

Anne’s smile grew. "Of course. We take care of our own here."

That evening, Anne sat in her brownstone with a glass of wine and her laptop open on the coffee table. Samuel was at the gym and wouldn’t be back for another hour. She opened the staff directory and started her research.

Diana Foster had graduated from CUNY three months ago with a degree in accounting. No social media presence beyond a locked Instagram account with fewer than a hundred followers. Parents divorced, father in Florida, mother in Brooklyn. The sister who made jewelry was named Rebecca, two years older, married with a baby.

Anne opened a new document and started typing her observations. Diana wore inexpensive clothes but tried to look professional. She brought lunch from home in a reusable container and often stayed late at the office, probably to prove herself. She wore little makeup and chewed her nails when she thought no one noticed.

All of it pointed to the same thing: insecurity, uncertainty, and a strong need to be seen, to matter, and to belong.

Anne could work with that.

Over the next week, Anne created a routine. She showed up in the Finance department every day with a reason—delivering documents, asking about forms, or chatting with Diana’s supervisor. Each time, she made sure Diana noticed her and remembered her presence.

On Thursday, Anne brought coffee.

"I was getting one for myself and thought you might want one, too." Anne set the cup on Diana's desk, noting the way Diana's eyes lit up with surprise and pleasure. "You said you take it black, right?"








