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Corruptio optimi pessima.

            

The corruption of the best is the worst.

—Latin proverb
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Wednesday, November 3, afternoon

San Francisco, California



THE SIMPLEST BEGINNINGS can unravel a life. A family. A world.

         

In this case, chewing gum.

Diana Keene reached into her mom’s ugly new purse in the middle of their argument to snatch a slice of spearmint. She saw three cell phones hidden at the bottom of the purse.

One pink, one blue, one green. Cheap models she’d never seen before, not like the smartphone Mom kept glued to her side at all times, befitting a public relations executive.

“And since you’ll be running the company while I’m gone,” Mom was saying, her back to her daughter while she stuffed a sweater into her luggage, “no sauntering into the office at nine, Diana. Be there by seven thirty. Give yourself time to scan the news feeds from the East Coast.”

Diana grabbed the gum, stepped away from the purse, and considered whether or not to confront her mother in her little white lie. She decided to dance around the edges.

“I don’t think it’s healthy to go without a cell phone for two weeks.” Diana crossed her arms, staring at her mother’s back. She unwrapped the gum, slid the stick into her mouth. “What if I need you?”

“You’ll survive.” Her mother, Janice, zipped up her small suitcase, turned to face her daughter with a smile.

“What if a client throws a fit? Or I do something wrong?”

“Deal with it. You’ll survive.” Janice straightened up and smiled at her daughter.

“Mom—what if I need—” and then Diana broke off, ashamed. She stared past her mother’s shoulder, out at the stunning view of San Francisco Bay, the hump of Alcatraz, the distant stretch of the Golden Gate. It was a cloudless day, the early haze burned away, the blue of the sky bright. Need what? Need you to keep running my life for me?

         

“Need money?” Mom, as she often did, finished the sentence for her but misinterpreted what she meant. “Diana, you’re a grown woman with a good job. You can survive for two weeks without any”—and here Mom did her air quotes, bending her fingers—“emergency loans.”

“You’re right.” Why are you lying to me, Mom? she thought. “Where is this no-contact retreat again?”

         

“New Mexico.”

“And I have no way to contact you—none at all?” Like on these three cheap phones?

         

“Cell phones are forbidden. You could call the lodge and leave a message, I suppose,” Janice said, but in a tone that made it clear that she didn’t want her Bikram yoga or her bird-watching or her organic lunch interrupted. “The whole point is to get away from the world, sweetheart.”

Mom stuck with the lie, and Diana felt her stomach twist. “This just isn’t like you, withdrawing so completely from the world. And from your work. And from me.”

“Yes, I’m a workaholic, sweetheart, and it’s made me tired and sick. I’m ready for a break, and I’m ready for you to be fine with it.”

Diana thought, Confront her with the lie. And then she knows you snooped in her purse like a kid would, and you’re twenty-three, not thirteen, and…maybe Mom has a good reason. She thought of the hours her mother had worked, everything she’d done for Diana. In the car. She’d ask her about the phones in the car.

         

“I’m ready.”

Diana jingled her keys. “Fine, let’s go.”

Mom’s town house was the entire top floor of the building. They took the elevator down and walked across the building’s small lawn (a rarity in San Francisco), through the heavy metal gate to Green Street. Diana put her mother’s bag in the back of the Jaguar that Janice had bought her for her last birthday. Diana drove out of the lovely neighborhood of Russian Hill. Janice talked about what needed to be done at work while she was gone: account reviews, pitching stories on clients to the leading business publications, preparing for client product launches in January. Diana kept waiting for her mom to stop lying.

They were ten minutes from the airport and Diana said, “Why are you taking three, yes three, cell phones to a place that forbids them?”

Her mother looked straight ahead and said, “So when they confiscate one, I’ll have extras hidden away.”

Diana laughed. “You troublemaker. Give me the numbers and I’ll call you or text you.”

“No. Don’t call me.” She looked out the window. “Just let me go do what I need to do and don’t call me.”

Her tone was far too serious. “Mom…”

“Do not call me, Diana, and frankly, I don’t appreciate you rooting around in my purse. Stay out of my business.”

The words were like knives, sharp, and to Diana’s ears not like Mom.

The drive turned into a painful silence as Diana took the exit for the airport.

“I don’t want this to be our good-bye, honey,” Janice said.

“Are you really going on this retreat?” Diana pulled up to the curbside drop-off.

“Of course I am.” Steel returned to Mom’s voice. “I’ll see you in two weeks. Maybe sooner if I get bored.” Janice leaned over and gave Diana a kiss on the cheek, an awkward sideways hug.

You’re still lying to me, Diana thought. I don’t believe you.

         

“Love you, honey,” Mom said. “More than you can know.”

“Love you, too, Mom. I hope you have a great time at your retreat.”

         

Mom glanced at her. “Two weeks will let you make a splash at the office while I’m gone. Be smart, show everyone you deserve to be my successor. You’ll be running it when I’m dead and gone.” Janice’s voice nearly broke on the last words, like she needed to clear her throat. She squeezed Diana’s hand.

         

Diana didn’t care for talk like that—for any suggestion of a Mom-free world. “I’ll keep everything running smoothly.”

Then Mom stepped out of the car, grabbed her small suitcase, and walked toward the terminal entrance.

Diana thought of jumping out of the car, running to her for one more hug, and thought, No, I won’t, because you’re clearly lying to me and I want to know why.

         

Her mother had never lied to her. The reason had to be big. Two weeks where Mom didn’t want anyone to know where she was. She headed back toward the city. But not to her own apartment. Back to Russian Hill, back to Mom’s.

Diana felt a cold tapping of terror down her spine, her imagination dancing with the possibilities behind her mother’s lie.

  


Janice Keene watched her daughter, the only true good thing she had done in her life, drive away until Diana was gone from sight in the eddying swarm of cars, cabs, and limos.

Inside her purse the pink phone rang. She answered it.

A voice of a man, with a soft mixed accent of an American who’d spent much time in London, said, “You’ll be traveling under the name Marian Atkins. Inside the lining of your purse is an appropriate ID. There’ll be a package for you at your hotel when you arrive with what you need. Call me on this phone when the first job is done, and then destroy the phone. I’ll call you then on the green phone. The blue phone for the last job.”

“I understand.”

“Remember you’re doing it all for your daughter, Janice. And then you can rest easy.”

“I know.”

The man hung up. Janice Keene went to the ladies’ room and tore open the lining of the purse and yes, there was a California driver’s license and a credit card in the name of Marian Atkins. Attached was a sticky note with an airline and a confirmation number and a hotel name with another confirmation number. The purse had been delivered to her house yesterday via an overnight courier, from an address in New York.

Janice walked to one of the airline’s self-service kiosks and tapped in the first number. The screen brought up an itinerary that informed her she was booked on a flight to Portland, Oregon. It spat out a boarding pass for Marian Atkins.

She collected the pass and walked with resolve toward the security lines.

Janice Keene was going to do what she must to ensure the world—that uncertain, awful, wonderful place—could never hurt her Diana. To be sure her daughter had a perfect life, just as perfect as the last seven years had been for her mother.

No matter who had to die.
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Wednesday, November 3, afternoon



SAM! I WANT TO GET MARRIED HERE!”

         

“Of course you do, darling,” I said. I smiled at the venue’s event planner as we walked through the large marble atrium of the Conover House, one of the grander spots to host a wedding or conference in San Francisco. The romantic grin on my face was the kind I’d worn when I got married for the first time. Mila’s hand was clenched in mine, and her smile was dazzling. Pure bridal joy.

“Well, let me give you a tour,” the planner said. She was a tall woman, fortyish, in a smart gray suit. She’d sized us up the moment we arrived—sans appointment with that hurried disregard of the truly moneyed—and we were dressed to kill. No pun intended.

“One thing first,” I said.

“She will show us a cost estimate later, darling,” Mila said, ever the impatient bride. She leaned in close to me, her hair smelling of lavender, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it will be worth it.”

“My question isn’t cost. It’s security,” I said. “You have security here, yes, during events?”

“Yes, of course, if that is a concern.”

“It is.” I didn’t elaborate on a reason. I just kept my fake smile in place.

“We have a contract with a topflight security firm here. And a system of monitors and cameras throughout the building.” She gestured up at a small camera in the top corner of the atrium. I flexed the smile for the camera’s benefit.

“He is such the worrywart.” Mila looked stunning in her dark, snug dress, every inch the giddy bride. She wore a ring on her hand, a lovely diamond, that sparkled grandly on her finger. “Now the building.”

“One more question,” I said. “You have cameras monitored, yes?”

“Yes. Our on-site team can respond. Or they’re happy to work with your own security team, if you should have one.”

“That’s very reassuring,” I said, and off we went on the tour of the beautiful old building, which had once been a very grand bank, the planner pointing out the venue’s features and facilities.

“I am thinking,” Mila exclaimed as we walked along the marble floors, “of a 1920s theme for the wedding. Sam, is that not brilliant?”

“Brilliant,” I said. The architecture and decor certainly fit her idea. We were on the second floor by now, and I spotted a men’s room as we headed toward a grand staircase leading to the third floor. “I’m feeling a bit unwell, please excuse me. You all go on, I’ll catch up.”

“He is so nervous to marry me,” Mila said to the planner as I went through the men’s room doors. “We have been through so much together, you see.”

That was true. The door shut behind me. No cameras in here. I went into a stall, counted to sixty, and then I walked out and headed downstairs. The planner had already told us that most of the food service and administrative offices were on the first floor.

I assumed security was there as well. There might be a guard on duty, but there were no events being hosted right now, one conference having ended at noon. I tested the door marked SECURITY, lockpick at the ready.

         

But the door was unlocked.

I stepped inside. A small chamber, because they needed the real estate for food and rentals. Nine monitors set up to show various rooms and entrances of the Conover House. But no guard. Bathroom break?

One monitor was tuned to a cable news channel. The vice president of the United States had died last week from a sudden stroke, and conjecture about who the president would appoint as his successor was rampant. To me it sounded like a festival of endless talking heads. On the security monitors I saw Mila and the planner strolling on the third floor, and Mila pantomimed excitement to keep the planner focused on her, not on wondering where I was at or why I was taking so long in the bathroom.

A stack of DVDs stood on the rack, each in a jewel box, with a date and time range written on it, tied to a particular camera. The dates went back for a week. Liability issues, I thought. The venue wanted to protect itself. Because even among a well-heeled crowd, fights break out, people get drunk, tumbles happen down the stairs.

Or someone tries to commit a murder and fails.

I pulled one disc out of its jewel box for an evening three nights ago, from 8:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m., for the main ballroom. I replaced it with a similar disc. The discs got reused, I figured, at the end of the week. I slid the jewel box home and slipped the original video disc into the small of my back, against my belt. My jacket hid it.

On the screen, Mila bounced on the tiptoes of her elegantly shod feet, enraptured with the thoughts of the perfect wedding reception.

The door opened. A guard, midtwenties, about my age, stepped in. He looked annoyed but not angry to see me. “Sir, you’re not supposed to be in here.”

“Sorry. I was getting a tour with my fiancée”—I pointed toward Mila on the screen—“and I had a security question that I didn’t wish to ask in front of her while we’re getting the tour for our wedding reception. The door was unlocked.”

“Yes, sir?”

“Are your people armed?”

The guard blinked. “No. We’ve never needed to be.”

“Thank you.” I didn’t explain my question. I knew my intrusion would be mentioned to the planner, and they’d wonder why I was so obsessed with security. I didn’t need to give an answer since Mila and I wouldn’t return here. I nodded and I walked past him, and I was entirely sure that as I went up the two flights of stairs he watched me on the screen. I rejoined Mila and the planner and made sure to give Mila a convincing kiss for the benefit of the security guard. Her mouth was tight under mine, firm and warm.

We finished the tour, discussed possible booking dates eight months from now, and promised to call back soon.

Then we headed out into the busy Financial District, walked to the car, and drove back toward my bar in the Haight. I told Mila what I’d found, handed her the stolen disc.

“You asked if their guards were armed? I suspect every date I mention to the planner now, the venue will be booked,” Mila said. “I am so disappointed.”

“I could kill you,” I said.

“What, the wedding is off?” she said in mock surprise.

“I got caught. I had to talk my way out.”

“You have gotten lazy and sloppy,” she said. She slipped off the diamond engagement ring—I had no idea where she’d gotten it—and put it in her pocket.

“I told you I didn’t want to do…this anymore.”

         

“Do what?”

“Be your spy, your thief, your hired gun.” I kept my hands steady on the wheel. “I have a son now.”

“And the reason you have him back is me,” she said. “I’ve given you much and asked for little.”

“Mila…”

“Fine. Let’s go see your son. And”—she held up the disc I’d stolen—“let’s see who our would-be killer is.”

  


My bar in San Francisco—one of thirty plus I own around the world—was called The Select and it wasn’t open yet; I’d decided while my son Daniel was here not to open until five in the afternoon. It gave me more time with him. I parked behind the bar in a shared lot and opened the door with a key. The bar itself was silent. Upstairs, I could hear laughter and music and my heart melted a bit. Call me sentimental. I’d fought far too hard to get my son back to ever feel embarrassed by emotion.

Upstairs, in the office/apartment above The Select, my son Daniel, ten months old, was on a blanket, crawling and laughing, while Leonie played with him. I’d been lucky. Leonie hadn’t enrolled yet in art school, so she had the time to travel with me, bring Daniel along as I went to several of my bars over the past two weeks: New York, Austin, Boston. We’d flown down from my bar in Vancouver yesterday, at Mila’s insistence, because there was a problem.

Mila knelt to tickle Daniel’s nose, earned a giggle from him, and then she completely ignored Leonie. Leonie ignored her back. They don’t like each other and I’m not entirely sure why. Leonie is not Daniel’s mother; she is, well, a nanny of sorts, an art student-turned-forger. She’d lost a lot in her life, and I’d saved Leonie from a criminal syndicate called the Nine Suns. The same syndicate that kidnapped Daniel and his mother, even before he was born, and destroyed my CIA career. Leonie had been good to Daniel and taken care of him when no one else would. She was deeply attached to my son, and so I’d asked her to stay in his life. We’d had a brief fling—under highly stressful circumstances—and were back to being just friends. Leonie had been nothing but perfect with Daniel, but I knew Mila thought I’d made a mistake, asking a former criminal to watch over my son.

I hoped Mila was wrong.

Mila slid the disc into a laptop on the desk.

“Here he is.” She pointed. “Dalton Monroe.” She clicked with the mouse and a red dot appeared on Monroe, a tall, rangy man in his sixties. He wore a suit and seemed determined to meet and greet everyone in the room, which was at least two hundred people.

In his right hand was a glass of bourbon.

“It’s no easy thing to poison a man in front of two hundred witnesses,” Mila said. “I admire the nerve.”

I picked up Daniel and sat next to her. He squirmed a little on my lap, eager to watch the red dot, like it was a game. Leonie stretched out on Daniel’s blanket and began to sketch in a pad aimlessly.

“Two hundred people, but it gets pared down pretty fast,” I said. “Look. He has a bodyguard near him. Maybe five admirers in a knot around him. Beyond that, a few people watching him directly, angling for their chance to talk to him. Maybe fifteen, at any given second, looking at him. And looking at that same moment at the poisoner.”

She accelerated the feed; forty minutes into the video, Dalton Monroe stumbled badly, clearly ill. He dropped the bourbon glass. The bodyguard hurried him out, Monroe smiling, waving off concerns from the other guests. He had then been taken to a private medical clinic, where it was diagnosed that he’d ingested a nonfatal dose of digitalis. The press were told he’d simply become ill at the party and had to leave. Dalton Monroe was worth a billion dollars and did not care to have it known that someone tried to poison him at a reception celebrating his latest business acquisition, a local software company he’d bought to fold into his empire.

“He’s Round Table, right?” I asked Mila. The Round Table. My secret benefactors. A network of resource-rich and powerful people who want to be a force for good in the world, behind the scenes. They have Mila as their face to me; they gave me the bars to run, a web of safe houses around the world.

They helped me get back my son. I know little about them, except that they started off as a CIA experiment that finally broke free to pursue their own agenda.

“Yes,” Mila said. “Someone tried to kill a Round Table member. I want you to find out who.”

“I said I’d run the bars for you all. Nothing more.” I settled Daniel on my knee.

“Sam, perhaps Leonie wouldn’t mind taking Daniel for a walk,” Mila said. “The day is so lovely.”

“I don’t mind.” Leonie was normally chatty with me, but always quiet around Mila.

“No, would you leave him, please?” I got down on the blanket with him, wriggled fingers at him. I felt like I never got to see him enough, even when he was traveling with me.

“Fine,” Leonie said. “I’ll go get an iced coffee.” I thought she already had the ice in her voice. She left. Mila stood at the window while I played and made bubbling noises at Daniel, and I figured she waited until she saw Leonie on the street below.

“You need to be nicer to her,” I said. “You can trust her to keep her mouth shut about the Round Table.” And I knew we could—we’d given Leonie a far safer, brighter new life.

“I will never trust her.”

“I do, end of discussion.”

“I understand you want to be with your son,” Mila said. “I do. But the bars, a very good livelihood for you, were not free. There was a price attached.”

“I’m not ungrateful. But I’m also not a police detective.”

“The Round Table never wants the police involved. If this poisoning attempt on Monroe was because he is a member of the Table, then we must know without involving the police. Felix will help you.” Felix was the manager of The Select. The senior managers of my bars know about the Round Table and were recruited to help with their work.

“What about you?”

Daniel grabbed my wiggling fingers and laughed. Sweetest sound ever.

“I have to return to Los Angeles tomorrow on other business. I’m sure you can handle this.”

“And what do I do when I find out who tried to poison Monroe?”

         

“Give me their name. Then the Round Table will decide how to proceed.” She got up from the laptop, gave me a smile dimmer than her fake bridal one. “Don’t pretend you’re not itching for some action. A man like you doesn’t like to sit and play with a baby on a blanket for long.”

“Actually, I like nothing better.” I made a face at Daniel. “Don’t we? Don’t we like playing on the blanket?” Daniel concurred with laughter but then gave me a rather serious frown, as though a more detailed answer required thought.

Mila didn’t smile. “I know you love Daniel. But I also know you, Sam. You cannot sit at a desk; you cannot play on a floor. You need something more.”

I looked up at her. “No, I don’t.”

“Sam. Send Leonie and Daniel home to New Orleans. They’ve been traveling with you for two weeks; a baby needs routine and order, not bars and airplanes. I’ll even give Leonie and Daniel a ride to the airport, get them their tickets. Then you go home when you’ve cleared up this little case for me, yes?”

I was a former undercover CIA agent, not a detective, but I nodded. Anything to get her to go. If I found Monroe’s poisoner, fine. If I didn’t, then maybe I could make a new deal with the Round Table. One that kept me out of trouble. One that let me play on blankets. Then I could go home to New Orleans for a while. I had to find a way to make this balance work.

“That planner will be so disappointed that we’re not getting married there,” I said. I don’t even know why I mentioned it. The words felt odd in my mouth, and I was glad Leonie wasn’t there, even though we were just friends now.

Mila crooked a smile at me. “Maybe if you find our poisoner,” she said, “I’ll throw you a big party.”
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Wednesday, November 3, afternoon



DIANA STOOD ALONE in her mother’s town house, trying to decide, Do I search on her computer? Go through her mail, what? Listen to her messages?

         

She went to the cordless phone, neat in its cradle. She pressed the message button. Heard first her own voice calling two days ago, then the failed pitch of a telemarketer trying to upgrade Mom’s cable TV package, a friend from an art museum calling to ask if Mom would serve on a committee for a fund-raiser. A man’s voice, smoky and a bit gruff: “Janice? It’s Felix. Just calling to see if you’d like to have a drink tomorrow night at The Select after the meeting. Let me know. Okay, good night.” Then nothing.

Felix, oh yes. Mom’s new friend. A bartender down in the Haight, she’d met him once. An odd friend for Mom to have, he wasn’t exactly the corporate suit type. She wondered what meeting he meant.

A stack of mail by the computer. Diana flipped through it, feeling more and more like a thief. No letters from secret lovers, no flyers from the Cell Phone–Free Yoga Hippie Institute, either. Just bills and invitations, mostly to charity events. People wanted Mom involved. She was connected; she got things done.

And what “thing” is she doing for the next two weeks? Because it’s not yoga.

         

The cordless phone rang. Diana reached for it, then stopped. Let the machine pick up. Her open hand, reaching for the cordless nestled in its cradle, clenched into a fist.

Three rings, and the machine clicked on.

“Ms. Keene? This is Inez with the San Francisco Bay Cancer Center. You had canceled your meetings with Dr. Devendra to discuss your treatment options, and we wanted to see if we could reschedule. You can call me at 555-9896. Thank you.” The message ended.

Diana sat still as stone. She replayed the message.

“No,” she said while Inez repeated the words of doom. “No.”

Cancer. Treatment options.

Maybe she’d gone some place for treatment. But why lie about it?

She dialed the phone, trying to stifle the shaking in her hands.

“San Francisco Bay Cancer Center.”

“Inez in Dr. Devendra’s office, please.”

She waited and the chirpy voice came on the line.

“This is Janice Keene.” Diana closed her eyes, tried to make her voice a shade lower, like Mom’s. “Returning your call.”

“Okay, Ms. Keene, thanks, your appointment…”

“Uh, yes, I was going to be in and out of town over the next two weeks…”

“I think he very much wanted to see you before then, Ms. Keene. I have some cancellations next Monday.”

Diana felt she might shove her fist into her mouth to stifle the scream.

“I have 2:00 p.m. available.”

“Okay.” Get tricky, Diana thought. “Listen, can I bring my daughter with me? I want her to understand what I’m facing.”

         

“Of course.”

“And…” Diana decided to press her luck. “Dr. Devendra told me the technical name of my cancer, but I was forgetful, I didn’t write it down…Can you tell me?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t. I only make the appointments. E-mail Dr. Devendra if you like.”

“Yes, of course. Thank you.” Diana clicked off the phone, and then she dropped it to the floor, where it clattered and the battery cover sprung loose and skittered under the table. The grief was sudden, an earthquake to her core. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t.

If her mother was so sick, where had she gone? So sick the doctor didn’t want to wait two weeks to see her. Good Lord, Diana thought, maybe Mom was chewing on apricot seeds in Mexico or had gone to a holistic healer or something else way too alternative when she needed a doctor…

She started to dial the number for Keene Global, the giant public relations firm her mother had built from nothing. She paused. What was she going to say? I know my mother—I mean, your CEO—has cancer; tell me where she is? She was halfway through keying in the number when she thought, What if Mom hadn’t told the senior management at Keene Global? In trying to help, she might do more damage to Mom’s business relationships.

         

She clicked the phone off. The tears came—tears of shuddering grief for the mom she loved beyond all reason. She cried herself out. It took a long while.

Then she sat up, dried her face. Her mother kept a home office; she hurried down the hallway to it. An old, elegant desk, bookshelves behind. Under the shelves were drawers that disguised file cabinets.

Diana tried the cabinets. Locked. She couldn’t find a key in the desk. She found a small toolbox beneath the kitchen sink, fished out a screwdriver and a hammer. Every blow of the blunt end into the lock scored and splintered the clean cherrywood.

The doctor doesn’t want to wait two weeks.

         

The lock broke with a satisfying clunk. Diana yanked out the tray, heavy with a neat, tidy rainbow of hanging files.

         

She found the papers in a manila file marked MEDICAL. She read the records of the initial visits and the amassed tests. Breast cancer, aggressive. Spreading into lymph nodes, lungs.

         

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked the empty room. She looked up at the walls. Framed articles about her mother as a mover and shaker in the public relations world, pictures of her mom with famous people at her New York office, her Washington office, her Los Angeles office. A perfect life, and now it might end.

She felt an odd shape, taped in the back of the heavy manila folder.

A brown envelope. Marked in her mother’s blocky handwriting TO BE OPENED IN THE EVENT OF MY DEATH BY MY DAUGHTER ONLY.

         

ONLY was underlined three times, in thick black ink.

         

Through the envelope, Diana could feel a cylindrical object inside. She sat back down among the stacked files on the floor and the wood splinters and the dented and broken lock.

Weighing the envelope in her hand. Open. Don’t open.

BY MY DAUGHTER ONLY.

         

She tore open the envelope. If Mom complained, she could say, Well, you didn’t tell me about the cancer, so don’t be mad I stuck my nose in your business.

         

Into her hand fell a silver, ornate cylinder.

Diana stared in disbelief.

It was a lipstick case.

Why…why would Mom leave her a lipstick case?

Diana opened it.

It didn’t contain lipstick. It was a memory stick, the kind you slot into a computer port. She went to her mother’s computer and inserted it. On the screen it showed up as a drive marked FOR DIANA ONLY. The sole file on the drive was a video. She clicked it.

         

Her mother appeared on the screen. Not smiling. Looking serious.

“My darling Diana. If you are seeing this, I have died. I’ve spent my life making sure you had the best life I could give you. And now that I am gone, you must understand what I’ve done. I have to explain a difficult choice I made. I must trust you with my greatest secret…”

The neighbors were all at work or out enjoying the gorgeous day, so no one heard Diana’s loud screams of anguish, of denial, of shock. Or her soft moan of “This can’t be true.”
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Thursday, November 4, early evening

San Francisco, the Haight



HELP ME.”

         

At first, over the noise of the bar I wasn’t sure I heard her correctly. I was filling in for a bartender who hadn’t bothered to show, and I was sick with missing my son, Daniel. Mila had taken him and Leonie to the airport an hour ago.

“Help me,” she said again.

         

She’d hurried into the bar as if she was late for a meeting, panic bright in her eyes. Noise—conversations, the swirling beats of the chill electronica/Asian fusion music, the clink of glasses—washed over us. It was a Thursday night, when most bars like The Select got more groups and fewer quiet drinkers, the start of the weekend.

I blinked and leaned forward, turning my ear toward her to catch her words over the pluck of the electric sitar, rising violins, and thrumming drums from the speakers. Other customers weren’t crowding the young woman at the bar; most of The Select’s crowd lounged at tables scattered around the back. Most bars in the Haight are small and narrow, but mine is one of the roomier ones. Couples or small groups sat at the tables, drinking beers or cocktails or wine kept in coolers in the centers of the tables. A lot of the artistic crowd in the neighborhood, a smattering of tourists come to see the Haight hippies (but not getting too close), a few people who thought casual Friday at work meant a little bit of a hangover.

“What would you like?” I said, thinking she wanted service, not assistance.

Then her eyes widened, looking past my shoulder into the depths of the mirrored bar, and she turned and she ran, hurrying past the crowd getting drinks, past the clumps of people chatting about the post-workday.

Bars are a magnet for odd behavior. But a woman whispering a plea for help and then fleeing, that was a new one. I glanced over my right shoulder toward the entrance, where the woman’s gaze had gone, and saw two men entering, hurrying, walking with purpose, pushing past a clump of young homeless dudes sitting on the sidewalk. One was a broad-shouldered man, wearing eyeglasses, in his late thirties, short haired. Wearing a blazer and jeans. The other was a mobile mountain, heavy with muscle, head shaved bald, ice eyed, and I saw this mountain assessing the room with the same measuring gaze I would have taken back in my CIA days, evaluating where the dangers were, gauging who was a threat, finding an escape route.

Daniel was on my mind and my first thought was I don’t want trouble. But I couldn’t ignore the situation, so I went to deal with the threat. I stepped down the bar to the mountain, who had stepped much closer to the bar as he surveyed the room, my gaze locked on his hands. His hands would give away more than his eyes did. His stare was flat and cold.

         

“Drink, sir?” I asked loudly, thinking, Look at me. Not the woman. Look me in the eyes and let me see what kind of trouble you are.

         

The mountain turned to glance at me. He shook his head no and then stormed out onto the floor. The young woman—pretty, African American, hair cut short, tall and dressed in a black shirt and jeans—had hidden in a corner behind a pair of chatting women and was now bolting toward the back door, under the red glow of the EXIT sign. She had her hand in a small, dark purse, clutching it close to her chest.

         

The mountain started barreling through the crowd, shoving a few people. Making a beeline for the woman.

I vaulted over the bar, surprising a woman sitting on a stool, sipping her Dos Equis. The dance pulse of the Bombay Dub Orchestra tune was loud and booming enough to cover the sound of my feet hitting the hardwood floor, so the two men did not turn around.

They hurried toward the back of the bar, free of the restraints of the crowd in the front.

The young woman screamed.

They each grabbed one of her arms, and she tried to wrench free and bolt. They manhandled her back toward the one red EXIT sign.

         

Four steps and I grabbed for the older guy’s shoulder; he looked to me like a suburban dad type. He tried to shrug free of me, but I’m stronger than I look. He sneered at me—navy suit, my normally short hair styled into a fauxhawk (being a bar owner, I thought I’d try to look a little more hip than I actually am), an inch shorter than he was.

“What’s this about?” I asked.

The woman broke away from the mountain. She stumbled into a couple who’d risen from their small table, wanting to avoid being drawn into the confrontation. They stepped back from her like she might be a wayward drunk.

“She’s a thief,” the mountain said loudly. I could hear the Russian accent in his voice.

“Then we’ll call the police—” My innocent choice of words acted like a lit fuse.

“No police,” the woman said. “None!” She held the purse up, close to her chest again.

The men turned to me, the suburban dad raising an eyebrow as if to say, See? I let the dad type go and the mountain said, “Back off.”

         

“Excuse me?” I said.

“Back off. We’re leaving your bar—we don’t want trouble—but she’s coming with us. She stole something of mine, and I just want it back.”

The woman’s gaze met mine, and the plea again: “Help me.”

I grabbed the mountain’s shoulder just as the suburban dad again closed a grip on the woman’s arm and her purse as she tried to pull away from him. “We just want it back. No one wants to hurt you. Best for you and your mom,” I heard the suburban dad say.

Instinct made me glance downward when my brain registered the flick of the mountain’s wrist. He held a blade, finely carved, the silver edge a sheen in the dim light of the bar. Now pointing at me.

Eight inches of steel. The knife lashed up toward my outstretched fingers and I dodged the upward swing. In the second he had the knife raised, I hammered a kick into the man’s knee.

I have a policy of ending fights quickly when some jerk brings a knife into one of my bars.

And I run. A lot. Sometimes over rooftops. My legs are strong. Guys like the mountain always underestimate me. This amuses me, after the fight.

The mountain didn’t crumple. He gasped but smiled at me. But it was a smile of a man who didn’t fear or flinch from the threat of pain the way ordinary people do.

“You are an idiot,” he told me in Russian.

“You are quite correct,” I answered in Russian.

It surprised him. For all of two seconds. He didn’t expect it of me and the stupidest reaction can make you pause on the verge of a fight. His moment of indecision let me launch a repeat of the kick; but that wasn’t the best move, because the mountain was ready. He blocked the kick, pivoted, and struck my throat with the flat of his hand.

Suddenly I was on my back, the ceiling’s waves of steel undulating along the wall. I heard shouts and screams, but they sounded distant, people rushing out of the building.

And then the mountain leaned over me, the knife pivoting in his grip to point downward, fingers now a fist around the polished pearl handle. I heard screaming and feet stampeding on the concrete floor.

He raised the blade and plunged it toward my chest. No hesitation, because he did not have time for me. Even as he stabbed I saw his gaze dart toward the woman; I was just a speed bump. I couldn’t die; my brain filled with thoughts of my son. I blocked the big man’s descending wrist with my forearm, the tip of the steel hovering above the lapel of my suit. For two beats, two seconds, the knife stayed still in its arc. It caught the lights from the retro disco ball moving in a lazy turn (still hanging from Wednesday’s seventies night), the bits of broken light like snow against the steel.

Surprise for those two frozen seconds. I powered a knee hard into the mountain’s groin, hooked my fingers, and jabbed his eyes. He staggered, off-balance, the knife’s edge skimming the floor as he swung downward at me in rage and missed, and I scrambled to my feet.

Then gunfire. I saw the woman. She’d fired at the suburban dad through her purse, tattering the fabric. The dad type ducked for a moment, then charged at her, grabbed the purse, aiming it upward. After another shot, a bourbon bottle shattered against the mirrored bar. The gunfire cleared a path among the terrified club goers. A river of people surged toward the front exit.

I delivered a hammer fist to the face of the mountain, twice, faster than he expected. I pressed, grabbing the knife handle. I pivoted so he and I were facing the same direction. This needed to end. I tried to wrench his arm up and across my chest, to break it. He tried to kick out my foot, failed, and instead launched us both into the wall. The air whooshed out of my lungs. But I headbutted him without a lot of momentum, and as we staggered back, the knife fell from his grip, clattering on the floor.

I wrenched free, sending him crashing into a table of abandoned cocktails.

The suburban dad dragged the woman toward the back exit, pulling on her purse. They slammed into a cart holding a plastic bin of empty beer bottles, used glasses, and wadded napkins. I saw the suburban dad’s mouth moving, whispering into the woman’s ear. She screamed again, wrenched free from him, swinging a beer bottle at his head. He ducked and staggered away from her.

The mountain lumbered up, threw himself into me, rage purpling his face.

I saw the woman grab a drink from the nearest table—an abandoned pint of lager sitting between a couple of purses. She smashed the glass hard into the mountain’s face, beer spraying, the glass cracking. Trying to help me.

It didn’t slow him.

The knife was in my hand, but his fist covered mine and the blade stayed steady between us. He caught my leg with his own, sending me crashing to the floor, trying to aim the knife toward my throat. But he lost his balance as I tugged hard on his wrist, fighting for control, and the mountain fell.

Onto the blade.

Bad luck. There are places in the chest that can survive a bad stabbing. He didn’t land that way. He collapsed, eyes fading of life, just enough to see my face and the wicked blade too close to his heart.

A man I didn’t know, who’d tried to kill me and now lay dying on my floor.

Everything going bad for me, in less than a minute. My life was supposed to be calm now. So I could be a father to my son. I wasn’t supposed to be a weapon anymore.

“Stop her!” I yelled, but nearly everyone was gone, flooding the entrance out onto the sidewalks of the Haight.
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Thursday, November 4, early evening



THE DEAD MAN—not dead yet, dying—glanced at me. Surprise in his eyes at the turn of fate, the embrace of the unforeseen. He pulled out the knife from his chest and stared at his own blood on the blade, turned over on his side, legs curling, emptying life on the stone floor, red seeping along the broken glasses and bottles.

         

I saw the woman under the dim light of The Select’s soft Asian lamps, running into the hallway that led to the back exit.

The suburban dad ran after the woman, scooping up the gun from the mountain’s back holster. If he needed the mountain’s gun, then he hadn’t gotten the gun inside her purse away from the woman.

Her I could still help.

I ran after the suburban dad as he hit the back door where the woman had fled. He turned, gun raised, and fired at me. He did it running; there was no bracing his stance or aiming.

He missed and I didn’t know if it was by a foot or by an inch. I kept on him and the man made his choice.

Go after the woman.

The Select’s back door exited into a small courtyard, a narrow parking area for a business behind us and an apartment above it. Pallets of wood and junk lay stacked along the edge. She stumbled out into the night and the man hit the door ten seconds after her.

He said, “Give it to me and we’ll leave you alone”—I could hear the woman’s hard sobbing of freaked-out terror—and I hit him. I knocked him hard into the side of a recycling bin that was fragrant with the sweet-sour smell of discarded liquor bottles. The front of his shirt tore in my grip and in the streetlight I saw a silver gleam: an odd symbol of lines and spaces hanging on a small necklace.

I couldn’t see the woman but I could hear her screaming, “Don’t, please, don’t.”

The suburban dad levered his elbow back hard into my jaw. It hurt and I was surprised; I didn’t think he was much of a threat. The man whirled back, launched another punch at my head. It caught me hard, and I fell back heavily against the metal.

He put me down with another kick to the throat. Unlike the mountain he moved fast and didn’t try to psych me out of fighting. Then he steadied the gun at my head as I fought to breathe. Bracing himself to shoot another human being point-blank in the face. I could see the hesitation in his eyes as I tried to scramble back.

She’d pried the board loose from a pallet next to the bin, and she swung it with a crushing force. She connected. He dropped. The suburban dad made a gagging noise, as though his stomach was wrenched instead of his head, and she dropped the plank to the ground. A twisted nail lay bent in the wood, and a fresh flower of dark hair and blood bloomed on it.

On his knees the suburban dad grabbed at his head with his hand. Making a low humming noise of surprised agony. Stunned.

The woman picked up his gun.

Aimed it at the man.

Her hand shook. I could see her purse with the hole in it, dangling now from her shoulder.

“Don’t shoot him! The police will be here,” I said. “They’ll help you—”

And the woman looked at me again, her eyes meeting mine for the first time since she’d leaned across my bar and whispered, Help me. “No police, no!”

         

“What’s your name? I can help you.” I raised a hand toward her, trying to calm her.

“You can’t. They’ll kill you, too.”

“Who are you?”

The gun wavered and the man said, “Don’t, please…” his voice unsteady as he stared down the gun.

“You’re just like my mom,” she said to him, her voice breaking, and it was perhaps the single strangest comment she could have made.

She looked at me, then at the man, and she decided not to kill anyone that night; then she turned and ran out onto the side street, still holding the man’s gun. A hard left into the thin curling light rain of the night, away from Haight Street.

A car screeched to a stop close to the alleyway—an Audi, it looked like—and the suburban dad bolted toward it, holding his bloodied head.

I was torn for a second, and it cost me—which one did I chase? So I chased him. I threw myself at the car as he slammed the passenger side door and the Audi roared forward.

I landed on the roof, fingers scrabbling for purchase. I tried to hammer my foot against the back window but the Audi swerved hard, barely kissing the steel of the cars parked along the road. I saw a flash of blonde hair at the wheel, a blur of a face, nothing more.

I was thrown. I slid off the Audi, landing on the trunk of one of the parked cars. I rolled, my parkour training taking over, spreading the impact along my backside, landing on my feet on the sidewalk.

The car roared off into the dark, vanishing with a hard right, as the cry of the police sirens grew.

But I saw the license plate before it made the swerving turn, caught in the garish glow of the grow lights seller’s display on the corner. I memorized it.

Where was the woman? I jerked around, trying to find her. Vanished. The crowd at the intersection had cleared, some of the homeless regulars screaming and pointing.

I stumbled back into the bar. And there was a dead man lying on my bar’s floor, some of The Select’s employees milling by the bar, in shock. Felix, the bar’s manager, stood near them, studying the body with a calm eye. Felix was fortyish, balding, thin and strong like wire.

“Are you all right?” he said.

“Yes.” I knelt by the body and told Felix, “Go to the front door, keep everyone out. Meet the police there.”

“Sam…we have to know who he is, who he’s from…”

Like this wasn’t random. Like it was an attack on me. My past catching up with me. He didn’t know about the woman asking for help.

“Now. Get them out.”

But as Felix herded everyone onto the street, I positioned myself between the mountain’s body and The Select’s security camera. I stuck my hand in the dead mountain’s pocket.

I needed to know something. Before the police arrived and I lost all control of the situation.
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Thursday, November 4, early evening



I’M TAKING YOU TO THE DOCTOR.” Holly kept one hand on the steering wheel, put the other hand on Glenn’s bleeding head. He was hurt badly.

         

“No doctor. You know the rules.”

“Screw the rules. I’m taking you to the hospital over on Parnassus…”

“Absolutely not.”

“Glenn! Must you argue with me?”

“I don’t need a doctor.”

Holly took the next corner hard, barely making the light before it glowed red. She glanced in the rearview. She could hear a distant cry of sirens.

“Holly! If we get pulled over for running a light, how do I explain a head wound? Think!”

“I am thinking. I am the only one thinking. I am thinking we go straight to the hospital.”

“We can’t. He’s dead. The Russian. He’s dead.”

Holly gripped the steering wheel harder. “She killed him? That little…nothing?”

“A bartender killed him.”

“What, he had a gun behind the bar?”

“He took the Russian’s knife from him and he killed him with it.”

Holly hit her hand against the steering wheel. “You said this guy was former freaking Russian Special Forces.”

“He was. Once.” He winced. He clutched at the silver symbol on the necklace, hanging loose from his shirt. “The bartender was better.”

“I told you you’d made a mistake hiring him.” Her voice rose hard and fast. A dead body left behind. How would they explain this mess to Belias? “I told you it was a bad idea; we could have grabbed her…”

         

“I’m going to vomit,” Glenn said, like he was reading a bullet point off a presentation, and Holly wheeled to the side of the road and he was sick on the curb, the few pedestrians walking by averting their eyes.

While he puked she pulled out the prepaid phone and called the one number programmed into it.

The voice came on—“I am expecting nothing but good news”—and she thought as always how Belias could sound both like silk and steel.

“It went badly.”

She heard a click of disapproval in his throat and terror seized her chest. “Badly like you were caught? Because you better not be calling me.”

“No. Glenn’s hurt. Blow to the head. She got away.”

“And where exactly have you two geniuses taken yourselves?”

“He needs a doctor. I’m taking him to UCSF…”

“No.” Then a long pause that stretched her nerves taut. “Bring him to me. I have a safe house in the Mission District, off Valencia.” He gave her directions.

She glanced at Glenn. His skin was pale, the blood bright against it. “He needs a doctor,” she repeated.

“Roger is here and he can tend to him.” Roger. This was getting worse. If she had a broken leg, she wouldn’t want Roger for her impromptu medic. He’d give her aspirin and tell her to do fifty push-ups, to take her mind off the pain.

“Why is Roger in town?”

“Get here.” Belias hung up.

Holly threw the phone out onto the sidewalk—now useless to her—and pulled away from the curb, and at the next light she looked at Glenn. His eyes were half-open.

“Who’s the president?” Holly asked.

Glenn answered correctly.

“What year is it?”

Glenn mumbled the answer, but he had to pause and think about it, and that scared her.

“When is my birthday?”

“The day I met you,” he said. “You asked if I was your present.”

She swallowed past the steel in her throat. “That was a long time ago, stupid.”

“It was?” He blinked at her, the blood running in his face. “Holly? Are we still married?”

“No.”

“We’re not?” he said. “Baby, it hurts.”

Baby? How long had it been since he called her that? She told herself she had no time for sentiment; Belias might kill them both for this mistake. “It was a long time ago,” she said, and she veered the Audi through the light. “Listen to me. Our lives depend on this. You cannot tell him about the Russian. You can’t.”

         

“Whatever you say.” His words slurred.

She said, “I’m serious, Glenn. You let me do the talking.”

“It’s fine.” He tried to give her a reassuring smile. “I’ll handle him. So who am I married to now?”

  


The apartment was on a quiet side street, not far from the intersection of Valencia and 16th Street. Most of the entrances were gated—not for grandeur, but for security—and several featured decorative barbed wire or spikes in the spaces above the gates. Holly pulled the Audi in front of a DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT PARKING HERE sign that correlated to the house number Belias had given her. Faded graffiti looped beneath the sign. The street itself was dark, a few windows lit, the bright glow one street over coming from the funky shops and restaurants of the Mission District. She could smell food cooking, a heady mix of Korean and Indian, and under it the sharp tang of brewing coffee. She heard the laughter of young people. She felt her heart twist as she hurried around the side of the car and opened the door to pull Glenn out.

         

Belias emerged from the doorway and hurried down the steps to help her. He was dressed, as always, in his jet-black suit: black pants, jacket, shirt. She thought crazily that Glenn’s blood wouldn’t show on the dark fabric.

An older man, in his fifties, came down the wooden stairs. He was shaved bald, thickly muscled. He had long been a soldier and he looked like it. Roger. Normally he greeted her with that cruel flexing of his thin-lipped mouth he thought was a smile. Roger carefully eased his hand under Glenn’s shoulder and steadied him.

The two men got Glenn past the front door and into a back bedroom. A bed was already covered with sterile paper.

“Didn’t exactly show management skills today, did you, Glenn?” Belias asked Glenn, in a falsely hearty voice, who didn’t answer as he eased onto the bed. Holly stood back, arms crossed, her heart heavy.

Roger pulled on latex gloves and began to inspect Glenn with brisk efficiency. Belias waved fingers over the injury on the side of Glenn’s head. “Do everything you can for him.”

“Is he going to be okay?” Holly said. Then she noticed what else was in the room. A chair with straps. Plastic spread on the floor. A tray of surgical tools. Because we were going to bring them Diana Keene. They would strap her in that chair. With plastic so it wouldn’t make a mess. That poor girl. Holly’s stomach somersaulted again.

         

“Holly, let’s get out of the way. You come in here with me,” Belias said.

Holly said, “I can help…”

“Roger trained as a field medic. He can handle his injuries.” His tone didn’t brook argument.

Roger was no doctor. Roger knew far more about inflicting pain than relieving it. For a moment Holly thought of taking Glenn back out to the car and finding him a real doctor. But Belias wouldn’t let her, she knew that. Now she bitterly regretted not going to the hospital. So Holly said, “All right.” And she followed him into a small den. It was clean and neat, but there was a city of bottles on one table, bourbon and vodka and whiskey, and Holly stared at the glass.

“Those were for Diana in case we needed to calm her down. Roger’s sober, no worries.”

Holly sank down into the chair. “Great. Sobriety is something I look for in my medical professionals.”

“What I look for in my people,” Belias said, “is the ability to grab and capture an unarmed, untrained little idiot off the street.”

She looked up at his face and wondered how far she could stretch her lies. He was a bit older than her, midthirties, sleek with muscle under the suit, with two premature graying streaks through the dark of his hair. Eyes blue as the sea, almost an unnatural blue. She wondered if he wore contacts to disguise his real eye color. It would be like him to wear a lie on his eyes, to keep a constant mask in place. Even his voice—American but with a British accent trying to work its way through the top. She knew nothing about him except that she feared him.

Be calm. Save Glenn. Fix this mess. Holly said, “We checked her mother’s usual hangouts; we spotted her near a bar her mom frequented in the Haight. She’d gone to the bar last night and used her credit card before she realized we could track her. Glenn followed her into the bar, and I brought the Audi around so he could inject her with the sedative, pretend to be her friend helping her after she’d drunk too much, get her out the back. Then we’d force her into the car.”

         

“What a nice, simple plan.” His tone was mocking. He folded his hands in his lap. “How’d he get hurt?”

“She ran out into the alley; the bartender came after her, Glenn said. One of them hit Glenn. It must have been the bartender.”

“This bartender was protecting her?”

“I guess.”

“And you let her get away.”

“You know we can’t be caught.”

Now he knelt before her. He had a sharp, angular face, all lines and cheekbones and chin, and it broke into a smile that made her think of graves. She’d wondered if Belias’s smile would one day be the last sight in her eyes. “Holly. Haven’t I always been fair with you and”—he waved his fingers in the direction of the other room—“Glenn?”

“Yes.” She was afraid to give any other answer.

“I give so much. I ask so little.”

“I know.”

“But I do ask for the truth.” A pain crossed his face, as if a memory of a lie lingered.

Holly stared at him, then her lap.

“It’s very touching that you’re worried about Glenn. You are really the better person, after all he’s done to you. It’s not like he’s shown you loyalty and consideration. You need not lie for him.” Belias took her hand in his. His skin was always so dry, so cold. His fingers so pale. Once she had dreamed of those pale hands with strings attached to his fingers, strings that led back to her shoulders, her wrists, her brain, her heart.

“Lie?” She hated how he always knew.

“I listen to the police dispatch. There’s a dead man on that bar’s floor. Who is he?”

She listened to five loud ticks from the red clock on the wall. “Some bystander.”

“Glenn killed a bystander. That is unusually…reckless.”

“Yes. The bystander interfered.”

“The police dispatch report is saying that there were two men attacking a woman in The Select. Two men.” He raised a pale finger on each hand and pushed them together. “Who was the other man, Holly?”

         

You’re a great liar, she told herself. Lie like you never have before. For Glenn. For your kids. “The news reports are wrong. It was chaos. So Glenn said.” Holly pulled her hand from his cool grip.

         

He let her; he folded his hands before him in the gentle pose you might see with a saint’s statue. The silver ring he wore was a match for the symbol on her husband’s necklace, and she stared at it like it was a mark of the devil. She was suddenly very frightened, a terror that touched her bones. She stared at those folded hands. Your life has been in this man’s hands for how long? And now it’s come to this. Your ability to sell one little lie. “How are the kids, Holly?”

         

She looked up at his face. “What? They’re fine.”

“Isn’t that why you do what I ask you to do? So your children have a ‘better life’?” He smiled the smile a knife might give if it suddenly came to life. “Who was the other man, Holly?”

“A bystander, maybe he intervened in the fight.”

“And Diana?”

“Ran out into the night. The cops were coming, we had to go.” She kept her gaze steady. “We…we had to protect your investment in us.”

Belias smiled and she knew her lies hadn’t worked. He touched the tip of her jaw with his finger. “You make me sound mercenary when all I care about is your well-being.” He got up, poured her a glass of ice water. She drank it silently while he watched. “Let’s see how Glenn is doing.”

Roger, with his typical efficiency, had cleaned Glenn’s wound, shaved the hair away, and butterfly bandaged the wound. “How is he?” Holly asked. He looked bad. So pale. But his breathing was steadier.

“Blood loss, concussion. He could have a hairline skull fracture,” Roger said. His accent was rural, English, thick. “When did he last have a tetanus booster?”

Holly wanted to say, It’s not my business anymore to keep up with his medical records, but she found herself trying to recall what Glenn’s file at home said…Did she still have one for him? Wouldn’t he have taken it when he moved out?

         

But Glenn answered for her, as though cogency were returning to him. Roger went to a fridge and checked supplies and gave Glenn an injection. Lord only knows what’s in that fridge, Holly thought. Truth serum?

         

“We have to find Diana,” Belias said.

“She’ll go to the police now,” Holly said.

“No, she won’t. She won’t send her own mother to prison. I’ve profiled this young woman. Her mom is everything to her.” Belias glanced at Glenn. “You’re off the job, Glenn. She knows your face. And this dead bystander’s face.”

She wanted to say, Be smart, Glenn. But he was hurt, disoriented, and in pain.

         

Roger said, “The police dispatch say another man at this bar was stabbed. I thought you were strictly a gun man. You never did that well when I trained you with the knife, Glenn.”

“I thought the knife would be better,” Glenn said. “I needed a way to scare her, to get her into the car. But she had a gun. She fired it at us through the purse.”

“I’ve underestimated her,” Belias said, more to Roger than anyone else.

“Bring her mother back to deal with her. Her mother calls her and tells her to meet us, she’ll come straight out of hiding,” Holly said.

“Would you do that to your own child, Holly?”

Holly looked at the floor. “If I needed to make my child understand…” But she knew it was a lie. Please don’t let my kids ever know about Belias. Don’t let them know what I’ve done.

         

“Her mother is busy on a very important job for me. For us. Busy, busy bee.” Belias wiggled pale fingers in front of his face.

“Well, Glenn could have been killed,” Holly snapped. “She’s not that busy.”

“And you two are screwing up so bad we have collateral damage on the bar floor. Do you think the police will ignore a customer killed inside a Haight-Ashbury bar, where tourists frequent? Well. They. Won’t.” Belias crossed his arms.

Glenn said, “I didn’t kill him. The bartender did.”

Holly’s heart sank.

“Again the bartender. Explain?” Roger asked.

“You said we had to get this woman. Bring her to you.” Glenn licked his lips. He spoke with what Holly thought of as his negotiating voice—firm, calm, reasonable. Same voice he’d used when he told her just because he was leaving her and the kids, she didn’t need to make a scene. “I didn’t want to put Holly at risk. We’ve never done a kidnapping before. This is in fact the riskiest job you’ve ever asked us to do.”

Holly stepped behind Belias and Roger, and over their shoulders, she shook her head at Glenn.

Glenn ignored her. “So I hired a guy to help us. Big man, used to be Russian Special Forces.”

“And you and he went into the bar together to grab Diana,” Roger said.

“She made a scene. The bartender confronted him and the Russian went for his knife.”

Roger inspected his fingernails. “Why did I bother training you and Holly? Seriously. It’s good we never needed candy stolen from a baby.”

“She had a gun, so I was right. You said she was the biggest threat we ever faced. I wasn’t going to take chances, even if you were.” Defiance armored Glenn’s tone.

“And this…bartender killed your hired thug.” Roger always wanting to understand the tactics of the situation.

“Yes.”

“You didn’t make a very good investment this time, Glenn,” Belias said. “I thought you had a perfect record.”

“I wanted to protect Holly, and I wanted to be one hundred percent sure we got your so very important target.”

“Glenn,” Holly said, “calm down, please.”

Belias didn’t appear to be bothered by his tone. “You broke a rule, Glenn. We do not involve outsiders. Did you mention my name?”

“Of course not.”

“Can anyone connect me to this dead, useless Russian?”

“No. Never.”

“Only you and Holly.”

“Only me,” Glenn said. “He didn’t know Holly. He had no contact with her until tonight. I never told him her name.”

“What did you tell the useless Russian was your reason for finding Diana?”

“He didn’t ask for a reason. He didn’t care as long as he got his cash.” Glenn’s words came out in staccato bursts.

“What was his name?” Roger asked.

“Grigori Rostov,” Glenn said. “It wasn’t a bad decision; he should have been able to grab Diana with efficiency and deal with any random threat like a do-gooder bartender.”

“A Rostov.” Roger glanced at Belias. “There’s a Russian crime family in New York by that name. Notably disciplined and vicious.”

Holly watched Belias. She’d thought Glenn’s plan stupid, even patronizing to her, but he’d already hired the Russian when she met him at the rendezvous point in Golden Gate Park, and they’d set out, trying to track Diana from where she’d gone before she realized they were tracking her movements and abandoned her car. The Russian was an impulsive decision by Glenn, and she thought, with a blaze of anger, that he made too many of those. Like when he divorced her. We’re over. I’m sorry, Holly. We had good years. Let’s concentrate on that and the children.

         

“I hate Russians, but this is just spilt milk,” Belias said in a light tone. “I think we can wipe it up with a rag. Holly, why don’t you go home? Nothing more to be done tonight.”

“I don’t understand why you don’t tell Diana’s mom to call her…”

He put his hands on Holly’s arms. “Because Mama doesn’t need to know Diana’s running. Mama’s working on something that will take us to the next level, to borrow a cliché from Glenn’s world.”

“Whatever her mother’s doing won’t be so important if we get exposed,” Holly said.

“If our merry band cannot capture a ditzy, spoiled twenty-three-year-old, we deserve to lose,” Roger said.

Belias looked at her with a gaze that was supposed to be sympathetic but instead just made her cringe. She hoped her flesh wouldn’t goose pimple under his cool grip.

“We build each other up, Holly. Brick by brick. But we’ll have to come up with another strategy. So go home. Tuck in the kiddies, watch some TV,” Belias said.

She patted Glenn on the shoulder. “C’mon, you. I’ll take you home.”

“No,” Belias said. “I think it best he not go home to the new wife, not with an unexplained injury. Not to mention he should be under medical observation, isn’t that right, Roger?”

Roger nodded.

“Audrey will worry about me…” Glenn began.

“Send her a text,” Belias said. “You can talk to your wife without really talking to her. Should have been invented right after the wheel.”

“She’ll freak out if I don’t come home.”

“Tell her you have an emergency meeting. May run all night.” He put a hand on Glenn’s shoulder. “You’re injured, Glenn. You go home and collapse, you get taken to the hospital, you have to answer questions. Let Roger take care of you.”

A cold itch worked its way at the base of Holly’s spine. “He can come home with me. The kids would love to see him.”

“And explain a head injury?”

Holly said, “He fell down some stairs.”

Belias said, “If the police are looking for an injured man, better he lay low. Someone might have seen him get into your car. This bartender, perhaps.”

“But…” Holly started.

“It’s a good idea, Holly,” Glenn interrupted her. His voice was soft. “I’ll be fine.”

Shielding me again, she thought. “Please don’t be upset with him.”

         

“He’s just trying to protect you, Holly. I would do the same.” Belias flicked her a smile. He made her think of a grinning crow.

Holly said, “I don’t need protection.”

“You never have,” Belias said. He never underestimated her the way Glenn did, and for a second she felt terrible, thinking better of him than she did of Glenn. But Belias had never hurt her the way Glenn had.

“Give the kids a kiss for me,” Glenn said.

She ruffled his hair, the way she always had, careful now not to touch the bandage. Old habit. She had to stop caring. But how did you turn love off? She thought when he left her she’d grow to hate him and instead she missed him. She glanced at Roger. “Take good care of him.”

And Roger, who could teach you how to kill with a knife or a gun or the ballpoint pen on the desk, smiled at her. “He’ll be fine.”

“Holly?” Belias said as she reached the door.

“Yes?”

“Don’t lie to me again. It’s hard for me to make proper, reasoned decisions if I don’t have complete information.”

“Of course.” She looked at Glenn again, and he gave her a weak smile and a nod, and she went downstairs.

She got back into the car. The blood dotted the leather, but it wasn’t on the carpet pad. His jacket had soaked up most of the flow. She stopped on the way home and bought cleanser, and she wiped up the blood.

We could have died tonight, she thought. Is this all worth what Belias gives us?

         

Instinct told her to avoid the stretch of Haight where The Select was, but she could not help herself. Only one lane was open, an officer letting the traffic take turns. She eased the car past the police lights, the silent red-and-blues throwing shadow and light like cards across a table. She saw a cop talking to homeless people outside the bar, a small fleet of cop cars in the front. Had anyone seen her, noticed her in the Audi before all hell broke loose? But no cop stopped her car as she inched by; no one had reported the vehicle’s license plate. She wondered what she would have done if they had. The nightmare would be over but at a terrible price. She shivered, and then she drove the Audi back to the rendezvous point, a parking lot off Stanyan. Several other cars sat in the lot, and she wondered if one was the Russian’s. Did you take a bus or your own car when you were hired to kidnap someone, when you didn’t have to worry about the transportation? She felt ill. She’d seen the terror in the young woman’s face, in a momentary gleam of a car’s headlights, as she ran away from the bar. She shoved it to the back of her mind, out of the light.

She wiped the prints off the car. Glenn had another key; he would pick it up tomorrow, assuming he could drive, or Belias would take care of it. She walked out of the lot. A homeless man ten feet away entreated her for loose change, and she tossed him a five-dollar bill she had tucked into her jeans pocket. She didn’t know why she did it; she never gave to bums. He looked too young to be a bum. She could never figure out the young homeless in the Haight; what were they looking for, sitting around, doing nothing, playing drums? It scared her to think that her kids could ever make that choice; that was why you had to do everything right for them, everything you could to give them every advantage. So they didn’t make a grand mistake.

She walked the four blocks to her own car and she drove home, wondering who had made the bigger mistake tonight: Glenn in hiring the Russian or her leaving Glenn with Belias.
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Thursday, November 4, evening



YOU’RE MINT TO ME. So valuable,” Belias said. “I know I shouldn’t have sent you on a kidnap job, but…I trust you and Holly so. You were my first. My best.”

         

Glenn’s voice was sluggish with painkillers. “I’m sorry we failed.”

“Because of this bartender.”

“You think she knew the bartender?” Roger asked.

“He was certainly the right guy at the right place for her,” Glenn said. “You’re sure she won’t go to the police?”

“Diana Keene doesn’t want her mother in jail,” Belias said. “I’ve erased several rather panicked voice mails she’s left for Janice where she’s said she won’t go to the cops until she talks to her mom.”

“You seem very sure,” Glenn said.

“It’s what I do,” Belias said. “Understand the way people program themselves to behave in certain ways. Describe this bartender.”

“About six feet, very lean build. Midtwenties unless he’s got a boyish face. Dark blond hair, wearing a fitted suit. At one point Rostov spoke to him in Russian and he spoke back.”

Belias’s gaze narrowed. “Did they know each other?”

“I don’t think so. But the bartender clearly knew how to fight. The Russian was bigger than him, by four inches and fifty pounds, but the bartender took him down. I was fighting with Diana then, trying to get her purse…”

Belias laughed at him. “You couldn’t even snatch her purse, Glenn? You’re so handy at wresting money from people on a good day.”

Glenn stared at him, and Belias saw a flash of anger in the dulled gaze, cutting through the painkillers. “You and Roger go find her, then. It’s not my fault we’re in trouble. If there’s a problem, it’s yours to fix.”

“You do what I tell you to do. You were supposed to be the fix.”

“I can’t be kidnapping women on the streets of San Francisco. A career, a reputation. Children. A wife. I shouldn’t have agreed to do your dirty work.”

“And you have Holly to consider.”

“Yes. I have everything; you only have the little world you’ve built for yourself.”

“I am a little world made cunningly,” Belias said.

         

“What?”

“John Donne. You lack a poetical soul, Glenn; read a book now and then. You’re right. But you have benefited tremendously from my little world.”

“Have I?” Glenn’s stare was steady. “When you ask me to risk everything I’ve earned, I wonder.”

Belias smiled. “Earned?”

Roger laughed.

Belias touched Glenn’s jaw. “You have nothing without me.”

“It’s occurred to me you have nothing without me. Without us. All of us.”

         

Belias let ten seconds tick by. “Did Diana call the bartender by name? Was he wearing a name tag?”

“No. But if he works at that bar, then we know where to find him, and he has no idea where to find us.”

“But he could have seen your car.”

“I’m sure he didn’t.”

Roger made an unconvinced noise in his throat.

Glenn closed his eyes, and Belias reached down and opened one of Glenn’s eyes with his fingertips.

“Look at me. Him helping her to the point of killing the Russian would suggest he did know her.”

         

Glenn was silent.

“So we have an unknown in the equation now.”

“The bartender was just some guy who interfered.”

“Oh no, I don’t just mean him.” Belias nearly laughed. “I mean you. You hiring thugs, you and Holly lying to me, you failing to follow my incredibly simple orders regarding Diana.”

         

“Can we speak privately?” Glenn’s gaze slid to Roger.

“Roger. Give us a moment, would you?”

Roger left, shutting the door behind him.

“I sense honesty is about to break out all over,” Belias said.

“I don’t think your orders make sense anymore.”

“Mutiny. Of the bountiful.” Belias sat down. “You must still love Holly, breaking my most important rule to be sure you did the job and she didn’t risk a broken nail.”

“Holly’s a good thief and good shot. A kidnapping is different.” Glenn closed his eyes.

“You’re still in love with her.” Belias patted his heart. “Very touching. I’m getting misty.”

“Could we not discuss her?”

Belias tapped his finger against his own lip. “And you seem more worried about Holly now than when you were married to her. That’s psychologically very telling, Glenn.”

“What are you now, my therapist?”

“I don’t need to see into your soul. I own it.”

Glenn started to speak and Belias shushed him. “I want to know where this Rostov lived.”

“I…I don’t know.”

Belias sat down at the computer. “It won’t take me long to find him. Try to rest, Glenn. I want that brain of yours functioning at peak capacity tomorrow. You know how I rely on your advice.”

Roger came back into the room, and Belias gestured him toward Glenn.

“John…I’m sorry.” Glenn spoke in a tone that made Belias wonder if he were apologizing for more than one mistake. He started to sit up, and Belias nodded at Roger, who grabbed Glenn’s arm and slid the needle home—using the syringe Glenn had meant to use on Diana.

Glenn closed his eyes and fell into a regular, drowsy pattern of breathing.

“He needs to be in a hospital,” Roger said.

“When I say so,” Belias said, eyes locked on the laptop’s screen. “He’s never disobeyed me before. I want to know what’s special about today.”
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Thursday, November 4, late evening



I HAVE KILLED BEFORE NOW.

         

I have killed to save my son, to save myself.

But I have never killed before in public. With witnesses.

It changes everything.

I’d just gotten my life back to seminormal, and now I might lose it all again.

I sat in the still quiet of the police interview room. The video camera lens watched me. This is what happens when you show yourself as not fitting inside the borders of everyday life, such as taking out two armed assailants.
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