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            Prologue

            Whitney

         

         Only two weeks prior, Whitney Novak had never seen the inside of a jail. She’d read about incarceration in the media and in fiction, of course. Watched news coverage on TV. From that exposure, she had assumed she understood the challenges a person might face in jail.

         There was the essential loss of liberty, obviously, and the horror of being confined without the power to come and go at will. She knew inmates encountered violence, from fellow prisoners and guards. And she understood that incarceration robbed individuals of their dignity as well as their bodily autonomy.

         What she hadn’t anticipated, though, was the smell.

         The dormitory where Whitney was housed at Rosie’s—the Rose M. Singer Center for women on Rikers Island, New York—had a stink that was almost indescribable. In the lockup facility she shared, the mingled funk of forty-nine other unwashed inmates hit Whitney’s senses like a blow from a truncheon. The dorm held women of all ages, sharing five toilets and a couple of sinks, with limited access to basic toiletries or laundry. She still hadn’t adjusted to the stench.

         It was a price she had to pay for her decision to join the group.

         As Whitney huddled on the narrow bed assigned to her, she reflected on the association that had landed her in Rosie’s. She had lots of time to think about it. She wasn’t going anywhere.

         Months ago, she had been invited to join a group. A circle of talented misanthropes. Each one had his or her personal issues.

         Not long ago, there had been nine of them. But she only knew where four of the others were right now.

         As Whitney took shallow breaths through her mouth, she did a mental tabulation of the membership. Steven was a medical doctor who had stumbled into drug addiction. In recovery, or so he claimed. Rod battled PTSD, a product of his military service. That went with the territory. But in a fight, Rod was the man you’d want on your side. His girlfriend, Millie, was a drama queen who bitched about her anxiety disorder like it was a mark of pride.

         Whitney had her own quirk. She was a gambling addict—bad enough to ruin a stellar career in finance. Before she landed at Rosie’s, she’d been working hard to turn it around. Trying to stay out of casinos, to avoid scratching that itch.

         The final member of the group was Kate Stone.

         They had all been handpicked by a powerful figure, brought together for a worthy mutual goal: to deliver justice when the legal system slipped up. When the courts let people slip by without consequences for their actions, their group stepped in, wreaking swift, efficient payback. Sometimes it was personal, other times it was a matter of principle. It was a heady undertaking, a satisfying quest. The fellowship. The power. Whitney had sincerely enjoyed it. The group association had involved a gamble, and Whitney was drawn by the thrill of the game, the uncertainty of the outcome. And always, the possibility of a big payoff.

         Until Kate had come along and screwed everything up. To fix the mess, the group had no choice but to resort to violence, and Whitney had been the only one brave enough to step up. It was all part of the group dynamic.

         And she’d ended up behind bars. Facing felony charges that would be tough to beat.

         In a bed nearby, one of her fellow inmates broke wind. When Whitney heard the audible warning, she buried her face in the fabric of her dirty jumpsuit and held her breath.

         While she fought the urge to breathe, resentment created a ball in her chest that felt like it might explode. I didn’t sign on for this part, never agreed to this, she thought.

         Squeezing her eyes shut, she wished she’d never encountered any of the people in the circle of oddball vigilantes. Wished she’d never been lured into involvement by their dynamic leader. Fervently wished she could set back the clock, go many months into the past to unsee and undo everything she’d witnessed. Everything she’d done. Over the past year, she’d been exposed to ugly, vicious realities.

         She’d also discovered a side to her nature she hadn’t fully appreciated. And had tapped into a capacity for violence that until now had lain dormant.

         All Whitney had wanted was a taste of justice. A righteous reckoning, on her own terms. If she had known the price she’d have to pay, she would never have ventured into the scheme and been ensnared in the trap.

         A nagging voice whispered in her head: You never know when to quit. That was true enough. It wasn’t a novel realization. She’d experienced the same compulsion many times, at craps tables, card tables, even the penny slots. She knew what gambler’s remorse felt like. She was intimately acquainted with the phenomenon.

         And Whitney had a bad case of gambler’s remorse as she huddled on a jailhouse cot.

         She had gambled with her life, and she’d lost. The absurdity almost made her laugh. And she’d thought she’d never laugh again.

         A buzz followed by a grating metallic noise had become a familiar sound in lockup. She lifted her head to watch a guard enter the dorm. It was a woman, young enough to be Whitney’s daughter—if she’d ever had a daughter. The officer kept one hand on the door as she called out, “Whitney Novak!”

         It took Whitney a moment to react. She tried to think: Was she in some kind of trouble? She had tried to keep her head low, acquiring goods from the commissary to buy the goodwill of her fellow inmates. Maybe it was a visitor. But Whitney had received no visitors, to date. No one had traveled to Rikers Island to check on her—not even the attorney she hired had made the journey. She was bereft, totally on her own.

         At the delay, a shade of irritation crossed the guard’s face. “Novak! You deaf?”

         “I’m here,” Whitney said, dropping her feet to the floor and slipping them into flip-flops. She hurried over to the door where the guard stood. “Where am I going?”

         The guard didn’t offer an explanation. She cuffed Whitney’s hands behind her back before leading her through a maze of hallways. Voices clamored all around, heightening Whitney’s tension as she shuffled along.

         “Am I going to court? Has a hearing been set?”

         If so, she hadn’t been notified. But communications in lockup were scant. She’d contacted her lawyer after she was arrested but had only had a brief meeting with him, over a week ago. It was a virtual conference, much of which concerned the retainer he required up front. When they finally discussed her case, the conversation hadn’t been encouraging.

         After a long walk, through barred doors and locked barriers, the guard delivered Whitney into a holding area where another corrections officer handed her a bundle. As she inspected it with shaking hands, Whitney was amazed to see that it was her own clothing, the pants and shirt she’d been wearing when she was arrested and taken into custody.

         The guard didn’t waste any words. “Get dressed.”

         Whitney clutched the bundle to her chest like a beloved infant. “For court? Am I going to court?”

         “You’re getting out. The bondsman’s waiting. He’s got the paperwork.”

         Whitney didn’t argue. She stumbled as she stripped out of the jailhouse scrubs and stepped into the pants. She was trying to move fast before someone realized the mistake.

         She shouldn’t be leaving. Not Whitney. She was being held without bond.

         For attempting to kill Kate Stone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Kate

         

         The landing at LaGuardia was bumpy. We jostled in our seats as the plane hit the runway, and I inadvertently nailed the guy sitting next to me with my elbow.

         “Sorry,” I said.

         He didn’t respond. Maybe I didn’t sound sufficiently apologetic. I brushed it off. It was LaGuardia.

         The rain beat against the oval windowpanes as I waited to deplane. The stormy skies conveyed a moody welcome back to the city. That morning, I had made a hasty departure from my Florida vacation, where my mother and brother were still soaking up the sun. It looked like I’d be soaking up the rain as soon as I left the airport.

         While I waited for the pilot to turn off the “fasten seatbelt” light, I pulled out my phone. I saw that my mom had called during the flight. She left a message. The transcript of her recorded voice jumped out of the screen at me, as if it was relayed in all capital letters, like she was shouting.

         Do not get in touch with anyone from that support group when you return to the city. Do you hear me? It’s a toxic circle. They’re all suspect, every one of them. You don’t know who you can trust.

         Same old Mom. I deleted the message and hit my Twitter icon, just to kill some time. Scanning the home page, a post caught my eye. Someone I followed had retweeted a local headline: “Woman Jumps to Her Death in Midtown.” I scrambled to turn off the phone and let the screen go dark. I couldn’t read stories about jumpers. They triggered me, ever since my dad died.

         Finally, we were allowed to deplane. As I wheeled my regulation-sized overhead compartment bag past the baggage claim carousels, a small cluster of limo drivers stood between me and the door, holding signs for passengers. I ignored them, even though a guy with dark hair slicked back in a ponytail held a handwritten card that read “Stone.”

         My surname is common. And I’ve never hired a private car in my twenty-eight years. So I was surprised when he followed me to the exit.

         “Miss Stone?” he called.

         Sure, I heard him. I kept walking. Like I said, I didn’t hire the guy.

         “Kate Stone?”

         That stopped me. I whirled around, twisting my bag on one wheel. “Who are you?” I said.

         He grinned, revealing a blinding smile marred by one crooked eye tooth. “Miss Stone, your mother ordered a limo. Well, a private car, technically. It’s not a stretch. Don’t want to get your hopes up.”

         I gave him a closer inspection. Sounding skeptical, I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         He pulled out his cell phone and checked the screen. “You’re Kate Stone, right? Your mother is Patricia Stone? She hired a ride to pick you up at LaGuardia and take you to your building in Morningside Heights. Said you were coming in on American flight one-eight-eight-six.”

         He held out the phone, adding, “It looks like you.”

         A screenshot on the phone displayed the photo my mother posted on her business website, stone&stonenjlaw.com. It was a fairly current headshot of me, dressed in business attire. The picture wasn’t particularly flattering. I looked slightly angry—not an uncommon expression for me. Some people thought I had a bona fide anger management problem.

         So the picture the driver held was undeniably me. Still, I hesitated. I’d just read a message from Mom. She didn’t mention anything about a private car.

         The driver nodded at my suitcase. “Can I take your bag, Kate?”

         “No.” I clutched the handle with a tight grasp. “Do you have any identification?”

         I wasn’t always paranoid, but I had experienced a recent brush with danger. After joining a support group that included deranged vigilantes who made attempts on my life, I didn’t like surprise encounters.

         One thing in the phone message from my mother had been spot-on. I didn’t know who I could trust, not anymore.

         He pulled out a plastic ID that identified him as an employee of Embassy Limousines of Bayside, Queens. The picture matched the guy, and even showed him with a grin that displayed his crooked tooth.

         I pulled out my phone and hit my mother’s cell number. “I’m just going to double-check.”

         While the phone hummed, a stranger gave me a shove. We were blocking the exit, apparently. I stepped out of the way, silently cursing my mother for failing to answer her phone. When it went to voice mail, I tapped the screen again.

         “Is there a problem?” the driver asked. He didn’t sound offended. When I glanced up from the phone, I observed he had nice eyes, with long eyelashes.

         “Sorry about the delay, but I’m going to make another call.” I hit my brother’s number. Leo always had his phone at hand. He’d be able to run Mom down.

         “Kate!” Leo sounded positively delighted to hear from me, even though he’d last seen me a few hours before, when I got into a taxi at the Fort Lauderdale resort. “How was your flight?”

         “It was okay.”

         “How’s everything in New York? Have you made it to your apartment?”

         “Not yet. Leo, I’m at the airport and there’s a driver here. He says Mom hired him to pick me up.”

         “Oh. That’s nice.”

         “Did she mention anything about it?”

         “No. But you know Mom. She doesn’t generally seek my advice or approval.”

         That was true. I glanced at the driver. He smiled at me, with the same expression I’d seen on his ID.

         “Let me talk to her.”

         “She’s not here. She’s at the resort spa, getting a massage.”

         “Shit.”

         “Yeah, sorry about that. She said she’d be back in a couple of hours. She’s getting some treatments. The Swedish massage, then a facial and an eyebrow wax.”

         Well, so much for raising my mother. She didn’t allow interruptions during spa treatments. I was familiar with that policy.

         When I ended the call, the driver reached for the handle of my suitcase. “I can take this for you. Embassy Limousines likes our passengers to enjoy a red-carpet experience. We have a five-star rating.”

         “Great.” I let him take the bag.

         He wheeled it to the automatic sliding door. “We’re in the parking garage. Do you mind walking? It’s not far.”

         “Sure. No problem.”

         I felt awkward as I followed in the guy’s footsteps. My mother loves five-star treatment, but it isn’t my style. And as we tramped down the pavement and through the garage, it became apparent that he had fibbed to me. The car was parked at a pretty long distance.

         We finally walked up to a shiny black Suburban. The driver popped the trunk of the vehicle and tossed my bag inside, then held the back passenger door open for me.

         Before I slid across the seat, I thought to ask, “What did you say your name was?”

         “Nick,” he said, before pushing the door firmly shut.

         Well, shit.

         That was alarming. Because I was pretty sure his ID said his name was Christopher.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         “Hey, Nick, can I see your ID again?”

         He didn’t answer, just kept driving. While I waited, I started feeling decidedly edgy. As we neared an intersection, he hit the brakes. Shooting a glance into the rearview mirror, he said, “Sure. When we get to your apartment, I’ll show it to you.”

         I didn’t want to wait, I wanted to see it immediately. His power game sent my discomfort into the red zone. When we came to a full stop at a red light, I decided to bail out of the vehicle. I was uneasy with the guy, and I’d learned to trust my gut. I figured I could get my suitcase from the car service later.

         But when I grabbed the door handle and tried to open the door, it remained firmly shut. I tried a second time, throwing my shoulder into it. Didn’t budge.

         I kept my tone good-natured. “Uh, Nick, the doors back here won’t open. You got me locked in?”

         The traffic light turned green, and he hit the accelerator a little too hard; the car bolted through the intersection, jerking me back against the seat.

         “Yeah, that’s company policy. We don’t want kids falling out of the car and getting hurt.”

         Though the car was moving, I pulled on the handle again. “I’m no kid.”

         “Right. We don’t want any customers falling out. Of any age.”

         This time, when I spoke, my voice had a definite edge. “Let’s turn off the childproof lock, okay? It makes me feel claustrophobic.”

         “Just sit back and enjoy the ride, ma’am.”

         “I can’t enjoy it if I feel trapped. It gives me the jitters.”

         “Ma’am, I promise, when you arrive at your destination, I’ll pull the door open for you with my own hands.”

         That wasn’t the response I wanted to hear. His refusal made me genuinely agitated. I started to get hot, felt like I couldn’t breathe. I pushed the button to roll down the window, to get a breath of the murky air of Queens.

         No luck. He’d childproofed the windows.

         I pulled my phone from my pocket. If the driver wouldn’t listen to me, I needed to go over his head, like a middle-aged woman demanding to speak to the manager.

         “What’s the phone number for Embassy Limo?”

         “Why do you need it?”

         “So I can tell your employer they need to revise this practice of locking the customers in. It’s bad business, you know why? Because there’s liability under state law for false imprisonment. It’s illegal, an intentional tort.” I started rubbing the web of skin between my thumb and finger. It was an old habit. Since I was a kid, I unconsciously did the move whenever I was tense.

         Without taking his eyes from the road, he tossed his ID into the back. It fell on the floorboard, by my feet. When I picked it up, I studied the photo again. It was a good match, definitely the man behind the wheel. And my recollection was accurate. The card identified him as Christopher Romano.

         A phone number was listed for the business. When I tapped it onto my phone, I waited for someone to pick up. My call went straight to voice mail. No business recording, just an instruction to leave a message.

         I did, a brief message giving my name and stating my business, asking for a return call. When I ended the call, I hit the camera app on my iPhone. Just as I held my phone up to take a photo of the guy’s ID, he reached into the back and grabbed the laminated card out of my hand.

         Trying to keep my voice casual, I said, “So why’d your employer mess up your name on the ID?”

         “Small mistake.”

         “Getting your name wrong? That’s a big mistake. What about payroll?”

         “They didn’t get it wrong. My name’s Christopher, my friends call me Nick. It’s a nickname.”

         I wanted to argue with him, to tell him that Nick isn’t a nickname for Christopher, never has been. You don’t have to be born Italian to know that.

         He was driving fast, tearing through neighborhood streets of Queens like he was running late to something. And he was taking a weird route, one I’d never traveled in my life.

         “Why’d you get off the BQE? Aren’t you taking the Triborough Bridge?”

         “What?”

         “The Triborough Bridge, Robert F. Kennedy Bridge. That’s the best route to my neighborhood. Are you getting paid by the mile? That’s kind of a scam.”

         “Why do you bitch so much? Why don’t you shut your mouth?”

         Something was definitely off. A young guy might get away with saying that to me, if he used the right tone—joking, like he was just messing with me. But this driver wasn’t trying to be funny. His voice was gruff. He genuinely wanted to shut me up. The affable limo driver had disappeared, and I was nervous to be in the power of the persona he was sharing with me now.

         His eyes were reflected in the rearview mirror, the dark eyes with long lashes. They didn’t look so nice anymore. They were hard, cold.

         Leaning to the side, I could see his hands clenching the steering wheel with a compulsive grip. My fight-or-flight reaction kicked into high gear. As we approached another intersection, I said, “Pull over by that pharmacy. I’m getting out.”

         Instead of applying the brakes, he hit the accelerator and sped through a red light. We narrowly avoided a collision with a silver minivan. I heard the screech of the van’s tires and the wail of the horn.

         I tossed the phone on the seat next to me and unbuckled my seat belt. Reaching over the driver’s shoulder, I tried to hit the lock controls on the armrest of his car door.

         He hit my hand with his fist, yelling, “Get back! Sit down and buckle up.”

         Yeah, that wasn’t happening. I pushed my upper body past his headrest and had just managed to hit the lock control when he elbowed me squarely in the nose with his left arm.

         The blow dazed me. I backed off, falling into the back seat with my hands over my nose. Blood gushed from both my nostrils, making my fingers sticky. I rubbed my hands on the upholstery to dry them and then lunged back over the driver’s seat and grabbed his ponytail.

         “Stop the damn car,” I yelled, giving his hair a vicious twist and jerking his head back.

         He kept driving, gunning the engine. Panicking, I looked through the windshield, watching the car speed close to a deserted green space. I didn’t see any bystanders or pedestrians in sight. Reaching around his headrest, I got the driver in a choke hold with my right arm, trying to grab the steering wheel with my left hand.

         His hands left the steering wheel to grasp my arm, and the car veered out of control, spinning off the roadway and onto the grass. When the Suburban rolled, I shut my eyes and hung on to the driver’s neck with both arms. His seat belt held him in place, but I was thrown around the vehicle like a kernel of corn in a popper.

         When the car landed upside down, the driver was still buckled in, wrestling with the deployed airbag. I tried to open the door, but it remained firmly shut. While he punched the airbag, cursing, I used both feet to kick out the back passenger window. It took three tries, but I busted it out just as the driver unbuckled himself. As I escaped the vehicle, there was a thump when he fell to the roof of the overturned car. It must have hurt, I heard him howl. He was cursing as I crawled through the window and struggled to stand.

         Looking around, I had no problem getting my bearings. I stood in Gantry Plaza State Park. The East River was behind me. The Suburban had landed in direct sight of the iconic four-story Pepsi-Cola sign in Long Island City, Queens.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I moved away from the vehicle as fast as my battered knee let me. My nose throbbed with pain. The blood had flowed all the way down my chin, dripping onto my shirt and staining it.

         A crowd of curious onlookers assembled on the sidewalks outside the park. I was glad to see them, especially a couple of young guys holding up their cell phones to record the crash. I hobbled directly into their midst, because I figured there was safety in numbers. The Suburban driver wouldn’t be inclined to follow me or attempt to grab me in the presence of witnesses. I hoped not, anyway.

         Curious stares met me as I limped down the sidewalk. One woman said, “Hey! You okay?”

         I ignored the question. She didn’t need to be entangled in my drama. On a street corner in the distance, a neon sign blinked at me. I headed for that.

         Inside the pub, I walked up to the bar and called out to the bartender. “You got a phone I can use?”

         He gave me an uneasy glance and scooted several steps away from me. I couldn’t fault his reaction. In the mirror behind the bottles of liquor at the bar, I saw the reflection of a woman who’d been in a brawl. My hair was wild, my shirt spattered with the blood that still ran from my nose and was smeared across my face.

         I tried again. “I’ve been in a wreck. Did you see that car go out of control? Black Suburban? It’s sitting upside down by the Pepsi sign.”

         “Yeah, I heard it. Somebody was driving batshit crazy.” He looked impressed, actually.

         “Right, the driver was dangerous, that’s why I had to get away. But my phone is somewhere in that car. And I need to call 911.”

         “To report the collision. Okay, sure. You need an ambulance?”

         “No, I’m all right. Pretty much.” I studied my reflection again. A knot on my forehead had already started to swell, and I was afraid he’d broken my nose with the elbow jab. I felt like I’d been on the losing end of a boxing match, but I didn’t need an EMT. I could get a better level of care for free, if someone would just hand me a damned phone.

         The bartender pulled a cell phone from his pocket. I could see him hesitate. He really didn’t want to hand it over to a blood-spattered stranger. I had to wonder—what did he think I was gonna do? Grab it and run off? He could easily overtake me with my bum knee. After a minute, he looked down at the phone and tapped the screen. “I’ll call 911 for you. We’re really not supposed to let customers use our phones. It’s a privacy issue.”

         I knew what the problem was. My hands were sticky with blood. No one in his right mind would want to hand me his cell phone.

         There was nothing to do but wait. I hobbled up to the bar and took a seat. After twenty minutes, a uniformed NYPD officer finally walked in. I was still sitting on the barstool, sipping my second gin and tonic. Thank God I carried my wallet and ID in my pocket. The bartender wasn’t giving away any pity cocktails.

         The cop, a woman named Anita Gomez, took my report. When she asked, I gave her a detailed recitation of the facts. Nevertheless, she didn’t look particularly convinced when I informed her I’d been the victim of an attempted abduction. She cut her eyes at my highball glass, as if calculating the odds that I was manufacturing facts to cover up my own wrongdoing.

         “We’ve been to the scene at the collision. We didn’t find another party over there,” she said. “The driver you described has disappeared, I guess. You sure you’re remembering everything clearly?”

         Oh. Great, I thought. She didn’t believe me. Apparently, Officer Gomez thought I was a flake, or something worse. Maybe she thought I was behind the wheel. If I wasn’t careful, she’d be subjecting me to a series of sobriety tests, and I didn’t feel up to standing on one leg or touching my fingers to my sore nose.

         I put on my best, no-nonsense attorney voice. “I’m absolutely certain. Did you talk to any of the bystanders? There were a bunch of people gathered around when I crawled out of the car.”

         “We asked around. But I didn’t find any witnesses to the actual event.”

         “Officer, there were multiple witnesses to the collision,” I insisted. “They were taking video. I saw them.”

         In a flat voice, the cop said, “If you say so. Too bad you didn’t stick around and get their names. Um, you got any idea why someone would pick you up at the airport and try to abduct you?”

         I wondered whether she’d be familiar with my story. She was a Queens cop, but it would have made the rounds in law enforcement circles, due to my father’s longtime career at the NYPD.

         “A couple of weeks ago, I was the victim of two separate attacks on my life.”

         She’d been taking notes, but at that point she paused and made eye contact. Her expression was skeptical. She thought I was a nut.

         “I’m a former assistant DA in Rubenstein’s office, just resigned this year. His office has charged Whitney Novak with multiple counts after she attacked me and my brother at Bellevue. Another patient was murdered. Maybe you read about it.”

         I saw the moment she made the connection. “You’re Morris Stone’s daughter.”

         “Yep.”

         Her demeanor changed. She gave me a sympathetic look. “That was a real tragedy, your dad’s suicide. Some of the older guys in my precinct knew him. They were real torn up when he jumped out of the window a few years back.”

         The topic made me tear up; I could feel it in my nose, which already hurt like hell. “He didn’t jump.”

         I knew that most people believed my father committed suicide to avoid testifying against his fellow cops in a manslaughter trial, but I would never believe it. Someday, I was determined I would clear his name.

         She blinked, then switched the topic. “Your case was big news. You were shoved onto the subway tracks in Midtown, weren’t you? Close to Times Square.”

         I nodded, glad to get away from the dicey subject of my father’s demise. “That’s me.”

         “They were talking about it at the station, and I read it in the Post. They had a picture of you strapped onto the gurney when they put you in the ambulance.”

         When I’d seen the picture, I didn’t recognize myself. That was a weird feeling. Scary.

         “I don’t remember being in the ambulance, actually. I don’t remember anything after I landed on the tracks.”

         She gave a shrill whistle, and said, “You were damned lucky.”

         “True that.” Cautiously, I dabbed at the drying blood circling my nose. “I’m starting to wonder how long my luck can hold out.”

         Shaking her head, the officer muttered something under her breath. It sounded like she said my luck might have run out already. I took that as a discouraging sign. I tend to be superstitious. Though I try to fight it, I pick up on omens. At least, I think I do.

         She said, “Why are these people messing with you? What have you got on them? You were in the DA’s office for a while, isn’t that right?”

         “I don’t know why they’re messing with me. If I could figure that out, I’d be in a lot more comfortable position.”

         She put her notes away. Speaking briskly, she said, “Okay, Ms. Stone, they tell me you have refused medical aid. You sure?”

         “I’m sure. I know a doctor. He’s a personal friend.”

         “Is someone coming to help you get home? You look pretty beat up. I’d hate to see you on public transit with that face. The more vulnerable a woman looks, the more likely she is to become a target.”

         I sighed, hoping she’d lend a hand. “I made a speedy exit from the Suburban, left my phone behind. Did you locate my cell phone at the accident scene? My suitcase was in the back of the vehicle, too.”

         “We found a phone in the vehicle.” She pulled a cell from her pocket. I groaned with relief. It was mine; I recognized the case. I extended my hand to take the phone but she held it out of reach.

         “What’s the password? Not that I think you’re lying. I just have to take the precaution.”

         I recited the number. She tapped it in, and the screenshot appeared. Handing the phone over, she sounded contrite. “Nice picture of you and your dad.”

         “Thanks.” It was a good picture, a selfie I’d taken of the two of us, the day I was sworn into the New York Bar Association. I hit the phone icon and started to enter a number. Then I paused.

         My mother’s warning popped into my head, unbidden. I could hear her voice in my ear. Do not get in touch with anyone from that support group.

         As I tapped the screen to call Steven Salinas, her voice shouted inside my head. Toxic! Do you hear me?

         The officer said, “So who’s coming for you? Boyfriend?”

         The question gave me pause. How would I describe my relationship with Steven? We met months ago at an anger management support group in Midtown. He’d followed me afterward and asked me to join a different session, a group of individuals who tried to correct injustice when the legal system failed.

         Steven and I forged a definite connection. We certainly enjoyed a sexual chemistry. But I didn’t want to overstate our relationship. Also, the term “boyfriend” had a juvenile ring. He wasn’t a boy, he was all grown up. We weren’t a couple of teenagers, going steady.

         I tried to sound totally cool as I said, “Steven is just a guy I’ve been seeing.”

         She laughed at that. “Easy to tell you’re a lawyer, you don’t want to give a straight answer.”

         Steven’s cell phone was ringing. When he picked up, a wave of relief rolled over me. “Steven! Hey, I’m back in the city, but I was in a car wreck, and I’m stuck in Queens. And I’ve got some injuries. Nothing critical, but I’d really appreciate you taking a look. Can you come?”

         I gave him the address, and when I ended the call, Officer Gomez was still standing beside me. “Is he coming?”

         “Yeah. He said he’ll be here as soon as he can.”

         “Where is he now?”

         “He’s at work. In Harlem.”

         She gave a thoughtful nod. “Okay then, it’s a test. You know how long it takes to get from Harlem to Queens. How motivated is he to come to the rescue?”

         “What are you talking about?”

         “If he’s here in less than thirty minutes, he’s your boyfriend.”

         Steven walked through the door of the bar in Queens in exactly twenty-eight minutes.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Twenty-eight minutes made it official.

         Having an unlicensed medical doctor as a boyfriend carries distinct benefits. Steven cleaned up my bloody nose and then examined it as I sat at the bar. The bartender obligingly provided a bag of ice when Steven requested it. I held the ice to my face while Steven checked a bump on my head and tended the injured knee. He recommended RICE: rest, ice, compression, and elevation.

         He even ran to the scene with Officer Gomez and rescued my suitcase before the car was towed away. When he returned, he checked my nose a second time.

         “We need bags of frozen peas,” he said, as he tilted my head back and peered up into my nostrils.

         “Frozen peas?”

         “They cover the injury better than ice cubes. Any chance we can find them in your apartment?”

         The question made me laugh despite my aches. “Peas? Steven, what do you think?”

         He met my eye, grinning. He knew the answer. Not much cooking goes on in my studio apartment on 124th Street. “After I get you settled in, I’ll go pick some up. Do you think your neighborhood bodega carries them?”

         “I can’t say for sure. I know they carry beer in six-packs and twelve-packs.”

         “Beer cans won’t keep the swelling down,” he said, pulling out his phone. Steven called for an Uber, and we went outside to wait for them by the curb. I was grateful for the driver, this time. I wasn’t up for a forty-minute train ride, and Steven thought I needed to get home as soon as possible.

         When we arrived at my six-story brick apartment building in Morningside Heights, I pulled the front door open and walked straight into the lobby.

         Steven said, “The landlord needs to fix that, Kate. Anyone can come in off the street and walk straight into your building. It’s a dangerous security lapse for a building in the city. And especially risky for you.”

         I shrugged. “I mention it to the super whenever I see him, I’m like a broken record. And I complain to the landlord every month when I pay the rent. They’re not too interested.”

         The ancient elevator rumbled and the door slowly opened. An old lady emerged, pulling her portable shopping cart behind her. When she saw us, her wrinkled face lit up.

         “Hey, Kate! Look, the elevator’s working today!”

         Limping toward it, I said, “Edie, that’s really good timing. I’ve got a messed-up knee.”

         Squinting, she tottered up to me and inspected my face through her cat-eye glasses. “Looks like your nose is messed up, too. And you’ve got a nasty knot on your head. Did your boyfriend take a swing at you?” Her eyes shifted to Steven with a suspicious glare.

         “Edie, I was in a wreck, got thrown around the car. Don’t blame Steven, he’s an innocent party. He helped to patch me up.”

         The explanation appeared to satisfy her. She toddled off with her shopping cart. “Fasten your seat belt next time, honey.”

         When we got into the tiny elevator car with my suitcase, I pushed the button for the sixth floor, thankful that I wouldn’t have to flex my knee up all of those flights of stairs.

         As the elevator door was closing, Edie called out to me, “Bad news, Kate! Someone on the sixth floor let their garbage rot! You gonna have to hold your nose.”

         Her message made me nervous. As the rumbling elevator slowly ascended, I tried to remember. Had I thrown all of the food out before I left for my Florida vacation? It seemed like I had cleared everything out of the fridge and tossed it in a trash can. But I didn’t specifically recall whether I’d taken the trash bag to the garbage chute.

         My guilty suspicion ballooned when the elevator ground to a stop on the sixth floor. My apartment was located at the end of the hallway. When Steven and I got off, I detected a distinctly unpleasant odor which grew stronger as we neared my place. I unlocked the door to apartment 6E. Stepping over the threshold, I gagged at the fetid stench that assaulted me.

         My arm automatically jerked up to cover my nose, jarring the injured cartilage. “Ouch! Shit, that hurts.”

         Steven sidestepped me and strode over to the window. Unlocking it, he pulled up the sash. The air from the street wafted in, but it didn’t provide any relief from the disgusting stink. A ball of dread squeezed my chest as I bypassed my bed to walk over to the kitchenette. The garbage can was empty. When I checked inside the refrigerator, I only found a bottle of ketchup and some packets of horseradish sauce.

         As I stood looking inside the refrigerator, three bloated houseflies buzzed me, attacking my face. I slapped them away, swearing, before I called to Steven in the next room. “Steven, there’s no garbage in here, no food. I don’t know what I left to rot that went bad and make this wretched funk.”

         “It’s not rotten food causing this, Kate. Smells like something died, I’m afraid. Hope it wasn’t trapped inside the wall.” He opened the door to my tiny bathroom and stepped inside. I saw him check the toilet. “No problems here. Your bathroom’s okay.”

         More flies were circling my Murphy bed. The bed was down, resting on the floor; it had been pulled from its storage place in the wall. A cloud of flies buzzed around the sheets and over the covers. When I studied it, I experienced a sinking feeling. Because I wouldn’t have left the unmade bed out on the floor before going to the airport two weeks earlier. My apartment was a one-room studio, and the bed took up a lot of space, didn’t leave any room to walk around. So I always pushed it back into the wall when I got out of bed in the morning.

         Tentatively, I stepped up to the bed. Though I kept my hand cupped over my nose, I couldn’t block the stench, it was unbearable. Looking down at the rumpled blankets, there was a lump under the covers, too small to be a pillow. I grabbed the sheet and jerked it down.

         And then I shrieked when I beheld it, a huge rat decomposing in my bed. Its body crawled with maggots. The white larva squirmed and wriggled in the rat’s decaying flesh.

         I gagged again, covering my mouth as I ran to the kitchenette. I gripped the kitchen counter and retched over the kitchen sink. The flies followed me again, buzzing around my head as I puked.

         I heard Steven shout when he saw it. “Jesus! Shit!”

         He had more intestinal fortitude than I possessed. While I heaved into the sink, he rolled the rat up in my bedsheet and ran for the stairway.

         When my dry heaves subsided, I turned on the kitchen tap and ran cold water, cupping my hands together and splashing it onto my face. Almost ten minutes passed before I heard Steven return to the apartment, slamming the door shut behind him. He headed directly for the bathroom, turned the faucet full blast and scrubbed his hands in the bathroom sink. While he soaped up, I stumbled over to the window and hung my head out to breathe the city air. Even with my head stuck outside, I had to breathe through my mouth. It seemed that the stench was branded into my nasal passages, stuck inside my aching nose.

         After a few minutes, Steven came and stood beside me. Water dripped from his hands. I didn’t know whether I failed to leave a towel hanging in the bathroom, or whether he was hesitant to touch anything in the reeking apartment.

         He said, “You can’t stay here tonight.”

         I groaned in agreement. “That’s the damn truth.”

         He wiped his hands on his shirttail. “Before we get out of here, we should check and see if there’s any sign of forced entry.”

         Though I was eager to leave, I knew Steven was right about that. I pulled my head back inside the room and did a quick check of the space. It appeared that nothing else had been disturbed. No one had bothered to rummage through my meager belongings or steal any of my possessions. And the lock on the apartment door hadn’t been forced. The door itself wasn’t damaged, nor were the windows. So no one entered by kicking in my door, or breaking a windowpane.

         But Steven and I had friends who knew how to gain access to locked spaces. We had enemies who possessed special skills, too.

         As Steven double-checked the dead bolts on the door, I said, “I can’t deal with this, Steven. Not today. We’ve got to get out of here, I can’t stay in this room for another minute.”

         I didn’t even grab a change of clothing. Aside from the suitcase I’d brought back from vacation, everything I owned was infested with the odor of the rat.

         Steven followed me out of the apartment. After I locked it up, I clutched the handle of my suitcase, which still bore the airline baggage sticker. I hobbled down the hallway toward the elevator as fast as my injured knee permitted.

         Steven pushed the button. While we waited for the elevator to reach the fifth floor, he said, “I can take you to the shelter on Amsterdam. You can stay with me in my room tonight.”

         Steven worked with the homeless in a shelter in Harlem and lived in a room over the facility. His living conditions were even more humble than my own, and I set a low standard.

         I searched through my bag, intending to call an Uber. When I spotted my wallet, I thought of a better plan. Opening it, I pulled out a card that I swore I would never use. It was an American Express card in my name that my mother had provided after I graduated from law school. When she handed the card to me three years ago, I’d reacted with righteous indignation, tried to give it back to her. She’d brushed off my reaction. “Don’t be so dramatic. Keep it for an emergency,” she advised.

         I held it in my hand, considering. It was shiny, like new, though it was nearing its expiration date. None of the numbers had been rubbed off with use.

         To Steven, I said, “We’re getting a hotel room tonight.”

         His brows raised. “We are?”

         “Yeah.” My head space was dark and gloomy. In my mind’s eye, I could still envision the maggoty rodent in my bed.

         I needed to look at something stunning. “We’re getting a room with a view. On Central Park.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         The sound of a door opening roused me from sleep. With a jolt, I sat up in bed, my defenses on high alert. A woman living alone in a city with one and a half million other people has to hone her survival skills.

         Steven walked into the room carrying a white paper bag. The door swung closed behind him. “Sorry, I was trying to be quiet. I wanted you to sleep in.”

         He set the bag down on the dresser and then stepped over to the drapes and pulled the cord. A wide window let the sun in, illuminating the hotel room. From my vantage point in the bed, I could see the glorious green view of Central Park and the buildings rising over the tree line on the East and West Side. The nineteenth-floor room at the front of the Essex House commanded a magnificent view.

         “Good Lord, just look at that.” I was so overawed that I spoke in a reverent whisper.

         Gazing out, I wondered, what would it be like to wake up to that view every day? The window in my studio apartment on 124th Street didn’t even provide a piece of sky. When I looked out, I could only see the red brick wall of the adjacent building five feet away. That, and the window air-conditioning unit of my neighbor across the way. He didn’t take it out in the cold weather. It stuck out his window like a wart fifty-two weeks a year.

         Looking out at the sunlit trees, I wondered whether a magnificent view could change a person’s perspective. Make them happier, kinder. More generous and upbeat.

         But probably not. The names of some rich New Yorkers popped into my head, people who lived on the Upper East Side. Ian Templeton, for example. The late Max James. They didn’t have a generous bone between them, and those types could afford a view like this one from every room of their showy apartments.

         Steven was pulling steaming cups and paper-wrapped bagels from the bag. My stomach rumbled in anticipation.

         He said, “I want to make sure you eat something before I go.” He delivered coffee and a bagel to me. It was a lovely prospect. I unwrapped the bagel, happy as a kid on a snow day. Breakfast in bed was an uncommon luxury. Taking a sip of coffee, I gave an appreciative groan. It was far superior to the brew that dribbled out of the old coffee maker at my apartment.

         He winked and said, “Eat. Doctor’s orders.”

         Glad to oblige, I bit into the bagel. It was my favorite, a fresh everything bagel with a smear of cream cheese. Talking with my mouth full, I said, “So. Good.”

         Steven pulled an upholstered chair up to the window and sat, looking out at the view as he sipped his coffee. “What’s your plan for the day? Going back to your place?”

         The suggestion that I return to my studio apartment brought the memory of the dead rat into sharp focus in my head. With an effort, I banished it. “I need to go to the courthouse, to talk to Bill. I’ll try to run him down at the Criminal Courts building this morning.”

         “Have you talked to Millie lately?”

         I stopped to think: when had we spoken last? Millie was a friend, one of the cohorts in our circle of renegades who hadn’t turned on me. With my rush to leave Florida, I couldn’t remember our last contact. I’d have to check my text messages.

         “We talked on the phone when I was in the hospital, I think. I was pretty out of it. But we texted while I was on vacation. Why? Is something the matter?”

         “She wants to see us. I think we need to be on our guard.” He looked somber, like he had bad news to share. Again, I recalled my mother’s adamant message, warning me to stay away from the members of the group. I started rubbing the web of skin near my thumb.

         I’d missed seeing Millie, but Steven’s demeanor made me sense that our reunion wouldn’t be a happy event. “What’s up? Has something happened, are you holding out on me?”

         “Of course I’m not.”

         “What have you heard since I’ve been gone? About all of them, any of them.”

         “I haven’t received any official contacts, none of those encrypted texts I used to get when we were all working together. We know Whitney’s in jail because you heard about that from the police.”

         But the other two members I wanted to see punished were Larry, an alcoholic engineer who lured me to the subway station at Times Square, and Edgar, the antisocial artist who pushed me off the subway platform and onto the tracks. Edgar had shoved me in front of an oncoming train, but I landed between the row bed and the rails. That’s how I’d survived when the train passed over me. The two men who tried to orchestrate my death on the tracks were still out there somewhere.

         “As far as I know, Edgar’s never been picked up for the subway shove. And didn’t you tell me that Larry led you to the subway and set you up for Edgar’s attack?” Steven asked.

         The memories came rushing back, making my ears ring with the recollection. I could hear the oncoming train and the shrill screech of the whistle. When I’d been in Florida with my mother and brother, it had been easier to suppress it.

         Steven said, “Have you heard any new information on him? Are the police looking for Larry?”

         My hands felt cold. I wrapped them around the coffee, hoping to warm them up. “I should probably check in with the detective at NYPD this week. See how the investigation is going.”

         “You should.” He frowned at the uneaten bagel. Looked like he had more on his mind.

         And I needed to hear it. “So? What are you thinking?”

         He shook his head. “Just that we can’t assume it’s all over, that the group has disbanded and we’ll never see them again. I’ve been wondering whether I should call Devon, or Diane. See what they have to say.”

         “No.”

         He gave me a curious look. “Why? Neither of them was involved in the attack on you.”

         He was right about that. Of the nine original group members, three had attacked me. And three were friends. That left Devon, a rising star in the tech industry, and the last was Diane. Their status was unknown; I hadn’t seen either of them at the subway or in the hospital afterward. Still, I didn’t like his suggestion. Diane and I never saw eye to eye, even when we were all united in our cause. And Devon was a kid, obsessed with his gaming addiction. We didn’t share a bond.

         In hindsight, it seemed like such a stupid enterprise to join up, becoming the ninth member of a group of malcontents who were disenchanted with the justice system. I never anticipated all that would transpire. I thought we were going to right some wrongs, correct a few injustices the courts had overlooked. I didn’t intend to hook up with a bunch of crazies.

         And I certainly never wanted to become a puppet for an invisible leader who called the shots.

         I was relieved when he dropped the subject. After a quiet moment, he came and sat beside me, on the edge of the bed. He said, “I want to examine you before I go.”

         The idea of his departure left me feeling bereft. I’d hoped we would put the hotel bed to good use before checking out. “Where are you going so early?”

         “It’s the weekly clinic day,” he said, as his hands gently pressed the cartilage of my nose. The pressure hurt, but I locked my jaw and didn’t complain. As he lifted my chin, he said, “City Clinic sends a visiting nurse once a week. We’ll have a long line of patients, all the way out the door and down the sidewalk. Rueben—he’s my coworker. You met him once, right?”

         “Yeah.”

         “He usually supervises the lobby while I assist the nurse or the PA, whoever they send over to run the clinic at the shelter.”

         Which was ridiculous. Steven would perform the lion’s share of medical assistance for the homeless residents; he was a trained physician, regardless of the judgment of the state medical society. I frowned, wanting to weigh in on the issue.

         But he was pretty good at reading my mind. Before I could frame my protest, he said, “I wasn’t going to tell you until I got some feedback, but I finally took your advice. I’ve applied to have my license reinstated.” He turned his attention to my knee, maybe so he wouldn’t have to meet my eye. “One of the sponsors of the shelter is backing me.”

         I gave an enthusiastic whoop of encouragement. “Thank God. You’re the best doctor in this city, best I’ve ever known. When will you find out?”

         He shrugged, shaking his head. “Who knows? It’s a long process. No guarantee of the outcome.”

         I didn’t want to drop the topic. I was too excited. “We’ll talk to my mother about it as soon as she gets back from Florida. Mom is such a junkyard dog. She’ll help, I promise. And I will, too, obviously.”

         He looked a shade unconvinced. Whether he lacked faith in his chances or in the counsel of Stone & Stone, I couldn’t guess. I wanted to discuss it further, to build his confidence, but at that moment, my phone hummed. It was a text from Bill, my friend and former coworker at the DA’s office. He was responding to the message I’d sent to him the night before, after we checked into our room at the Essex House.

         Bill’s text read: I’m assisting in a jury trial today but if it’s really urgent, I can see you at the lunch break. Meet you by the halal cart.

         I typed a hasty reply, agreeing to meet. Steven had returned to his cup of coffee, swigging it as he put his medical equipment away. He looked like he was preparing to depart.

         “You’re not leaving?” I sounded petulant, like a disappointed kid.

         He looked up, a question in his eyes. “Yeah. Don’t we both have somewhere we need to be?”

         I tossed the duvet to the side, hoping to entice him with a glamorous nude reveal. Arguably, the sight was not entirely alluring. Purple splotches of bruises and red scrapes bloomed down my hips and legs.
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