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PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE


March 25


A spring blizzard was cascading snow over Boston’s Public Garden. I poured my first cup of coffee and went to the living room window of my temporary apartment. People going to work struggled along the paths, heads bent, feet slipping. I watched, glad that in a few days I’d be on an island in the Caribbean. Lying in the sun with a man. Finding out if a dynamic former relationship could be renewed.


My phone on the counter sounded its little chime. I picked it up and saw that the call was from my godmother, Caroline Vogt. She never called before noon, but today the gravelly tuba voice reverberated in my ear.


“Emma, I need you, and I need you now.”


This was demanding, even for Caroline. I took a deep breath. “Why do you need me? Are you still down in the Keys?”


“I’m back in New York and something has happened.”


“What?”


“Oh God, I can’t believe it, but someone’s trying to blackmail me.”


“Blackmail? You? When?”


“Just now. I was simply sitting in my bed, eating my breakfast, and the doorbell rang. Minnie went to open it. No one was there, just a note shoved under the door telling me to pay a million dollars to an account in a Miami bank. Pay it today. If I don’t, my dirty little secret will go to the media tomorrow. All the media.” The tuba voice wobbled.


I shifted the phone. Caroline’s usual reaction to trouble was assault mode. Strike back. Never show weakness. This call for help was totally out of character—and the timing couldn’t be worse.


“Look. I can see why you’re upset,” I said, trying to apply calm. “Blackmail is nasty, but it happens. The dirty little secret bit—everyone has secrets and that person is just trying to scare you. If you’re really worried, I think you should call the police or a detective. Someone who has real expertise.”


“No. Absolutely not. I won’t have strangers prying into my business. You’re the person we all trust in a crisis. You found Lewis’s killer. You exposed those virus terrorists and saved your niece Vanessa. You have credentials. You have to find this bastard before he comes back and wants more.”


“Wait. Let me think.” I pushed back my hair. No way did I want to be the family detective, involved in another crisis, but Caroline was now in her eighties, a mega heiress from Chicago, a fixture in New York society. Divorced four times, no children. I was the closest thing she had to family and she was frightened. I must go, but with any luck I could still get to that island. Spend three days sorting her out, then fly there from New York.


“Emma?”


“I’m here. Listen. It’s snowing hard in Boston, a freak storm, but I’ll try for a flight today. Failing that, I’ll take the train. I’ll let you know. Relax, no need to be paranoid. Love you,” I said and clicked off.


A siren went shrieking down Arlington Street, the sound that signaled trouble. I sat down on the stool at the counter and reminded myself that I owed Caroline. She had been my unfailing support from the day I was born. She had taken the place of my dead mother. Fourteen months ago she had given me a stern lecture:


“You’re still young. You survived losing your rising opera career. You’ve done a superb job bringing up those two hunks of boys, but now they’re off to college. Cut the cord and let them go. You’ve got the money and the energy to do something important. Different.”


Good advice, but three days later, my husband was murdered and my world had gone up in flames along with my beautiful old house on the Connecticut River. I still had Jake and Steve, but creating a new life wasn’t easy. It was time, past time, to move forward.


I took a deep breath and picked up a pad of paper. First, call the airlines, then cancel this morning’s appointment for a haircut. Start packing.


By now experience should have taught me that one small incident can spiral into a tsunami of trouble. But no siren sounded, warning me that by helping Caroline I would be targeted by a network of cybercriminals. No way of knowing that her call would take me to many countries, lead to heartbreak, and nearly cost me my life.





CHAPTER TWO


Planes from Logan airport were flying, but a lot of white-knuckle types had canceled. Once we were above the clouds, the flight was smooth, and by seven o’clock my taxi was heading into the city.


Caroline’s Fifth Avenue apartment occupied the entire floor of an exclusive old building. A bastion of wealth and prestige. The view of Central Park was extensive and sweeping. Caroline once told me that she had bought the apartment from the estate of her third husband’s mother, a notable grande dame.


“Everyone thought I was crazy, the jumped-up heiress from Chicago just getting her kicks, but the high ceilings give me room for my grandfather’s old masters. Turns out most of them are fakes painted by an apprentice. That’s the grandfather who invented hairpins. Knew nothing about art.”


I seldom visited, but the uniformed doorman greeted me with a smile. “Good to see you again, Mrs. Streat. I’ll have your bags sent right up.”


Caroline’s elderly Irish maids had been with her for years. As I came out of the elevator, white-haired Minnie, wearing her black dress and starched white apron, met me at the door.


“Ah, Mrs. Streat, ’tis a pleasure to see you. I hope you’ve been keeping well.”


“Thanks, Minnie. I have.”


“At last. You’re late.” Caroline came sweeping down the hall. She was wearing a silk caftan and her signature armful of charm bracelets. The bleached blonde hair was too long for her aging face. Heavy makeup acted as camouflage for irreversibly sun-damaged skin. She gave me a double air kiss. “Do you want a drink or will wine with dinner do you? Don’t bother to change, we’ll go right in. Minnie, don’t just stand there. Take Mrs. Streat’s bag to the peach room. That’s where she always stays.”


I winced. Caroline could be cutting with friends, she was a master at puncturing pretensions, but she was never sharp with people who worked for her.


“Thanks, but don’t unpack for me, Minnie,” I said, not wanting her to see that the duffel was filled with cotton shirts, sandals, and a bikini.


Like most of the rooms, the dining room could have graced a stately English home. Minnie’s cousin Kathleen served us with plates of steaming tomato bisque. Another relative, known as Cookie, had come from the bogs of Ireland and been taught to make pleasurable—if not memorable—meals.


Caroline picked up her spoon, tasted, and put the spoon down. “So, tell me your news. How are the boys?”


I hesitated. Childless Caroline could never understand why I had spent so many years as a hands-on mother, driving in carpools and watching soccer games.


“They’re fine,” I said. “In case you’ve forgotten, Steve is in his first year at Harvard. Jake is a sophomore at Brown.”


“Drugs? Women?”


“They’d never tell. I try to keep in touch, but not too much.”


“High time. When are you going to get out of that apartment and find a new house?”


“Didn’t I tell you? My brother Ned is going to sell me land in Manchester, that’s less than an hour from Boston. My architect wants traditional shingled seaside, but I’m after an Asian look, serene, with lots of glass.”


“What’s he like, this architect?”


“Intelligent. Creative.”


“Good in bed?”


“He may be interested, but I’m not.” According to Caroline, sex was rejuvenating, like going to a spa. Lewis had been dead for less than two years, but already she was fixated on finding me a man.


“Why wait? It’s against your nature to be celibate.” She gave me an assessing look. “Not bad. Tomorrow I’ll treat you to a facial and massage. What about a Botox?”


“No Botox. I don’t mind a few lines.” I pushed back my hair, a thick auburn mane, cut a little above my shoulders. My eyes were still a bright blue, blue as a Kerry lake, my Irish nurse used to say. Not a classic beauty, but I had what my old press clippings called brio that could mesmerize up to the third balcony. My opera career had ended when I lost my voice, but men still paid attention when I came into a room.


“Are you sure?”


“I’m sure,” I said and concentrated on finishing my soup.


Kathleen removed the plates and brought chicken croquettes, followed by a strawberry mousse. Caroline picked at her food and nattered in a tense way about problems with her Spanish palazzo in the Florida Keys. True, we couldn’t discuss blackmail in front of Kathleen, but as soon as we left the table, I would have to speak out and not waste time.


As we left the dining room, Caroline turned. “Darling girl, you must be exhausted after all that rushing to get here. I think an early night is in order—”


“No way.” I took her arm. “This morning you called and ordered me to drop whatever I was doing and get down here today. It wasn’t in the least convenient, but I came. Now you’re avoiding the subject. Why? Have you changed your mind about needing my help?”


“Tomorrow—”


“No, now. I want to see that note and I want to see it now.”





CHAPTER THREE


The library was the vast apartment’s most comfortable room. The chairs were large and soft. One wall held bookshelves to the ceiling. Other walls were covered with red damask. There was a fully stocked bar in one corner.


A little fire was burning behind the polished brass fender. Caroline and I faced each other on either side. “All right,” I said. “Let’s get down to business. That note. Where is it?”


“In my address book. Top drawer of my bedside table.”


“I’ll get it.”


The blue leather address book was embossed with gold initials. I pulled out a piece of paper and hurried back. Opened the paper and scanned it quickly. It was handwritten in block letters on plain white paper.


Wire one million dollars to account #396276 Bank of the Constitution Miami. If deposit not confirmed by end of this working day, full disclosure of your dirty little secret will be sent to all media.


I read it twice. “Ugly, but not very convincing. After all, everyone has secrets.”


“It says full disclosure to all media.”


“But no specifics. Maybe whoever sent it was hoping a threat would open the money spigot. Of course you didn’t pay.”


The bracelets rattled. She looked away.


“What? You paid? Once you give in to blackmailers, they’re always back for more.” I put the note down. “It’s not like you to give in without a fight. How did you do it?”


“I called my money manager in New York. I told him to send it straight off.”


“Didn’t he ask questions?”


“I told him to follow my orders. He did.”


“Well, that’s that, then. End of story.”


“But it’s not. That person was here. He came to my door. I know who’s behind this. He’s going to want more.”


I stared. “You knew all along who was doing this? Why on earth didn’t you tell me?”


“There were reasons. I can see what you’re thinking, but …” She shook her head.


“But what?”


“Oh God, Emma, I was afraid if you knew the truth about me, you’d end up sitting in judgment. Despising me. I couldn’t bear for that to happen.” She clutched my hand. A diamond ring cut into my finger.


“If that’s all …” I reached out with my other hand and touched her shoulder. “Nothing, absolutely nothing can change the way I feel about you. The way I’ve felt ever since I was a little girl.”


“It might.” She was close to tears. I had never seen Caroline cry. My throat tightened.


“Try me. At least try me.”


A long silence. She dropped my hand. “All right. I will. Get me a vodka and tonic. Make it strong. Get one for yourself. It’s a long story.”


I went to the bar, poured two drinks, and handed one to her. She took a large gulp. “Sit down,” she said. “Sit down and don’t interrupt.”


“I won’t.”


“Is that a promise?”


“I promise.”


She took another swallow. I waited while she struggled to regain control. Finally, she raised her head.


“It’s the dark ages to you, but your mother and I had just graduated from Wellesley, an odd couple to be roommates and best friends, the proper Bostonian and the rich girl from Chicago. She wanted a nice teaching job, but I was aiming higher. There were parties up and down the East Coast that summer. The biggest was the annual charity ball in Newport. A very well-known VIP was there. A household name. I was a wild girl, at least by the standards of those days. He was addicted to women. We slept together twice in one night. I was extremely proud of myself for getting his attention. I went off to New York to work for a fashion magazine and in October I realized I was pregnant.”


She paused and put down the glass. “Remember, this was before the pill. Abortions were totally illegal. At first, I couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be happening. Not to me. I was furious, he was to blame, but I wasn’t in any position to make accusations. I got the name of a backstreet doctor, a horrible place, but even that doctor wouldn’t do it. Too far along.”


“Oh Caroline—”


“No interruptions.” Her voice was detached, as if this was someone else’s story. “I finally had to tell my editor, a marvelous woman. She could have fired me. Instead, she sent me to Switzerland on an extended assignment. I had the baby in a Lausanne clinic. The baby, a boy, was given up for adoption over there. I never saw him or gave the father’s name. I came home with a portfolio, pictures of beautiful people skiing in Gstaad and Davos. Went on with my job, became a fixture at El Morocco, the Stork Club. Tried to pretend it never happened. Hoped it would never be picked up by the press.”


I leaned forward and took her hand. “Terrible for you, terrible. There’s one thing, though.”


“What?”


“After all this time—it’s over fifty years—where’s the threat from a blackmailer? The media won’t pay attention, no matter who the father was.”


“Wrong. I promise you, the tabloids would salivate. Headlines, that this man—he’s dead—once had an illegitimate son and that son is out there walking around somewhere. There might even be a search. A lot of people could be affected. It must never, never come out, no matter how much I have to pay.”


“All right. Back to basics. How many people knew about this baby?”


“Three people. The editor. Your mother. I had to tell someone, and I could trust her.”


“My mother’s in the grave. What about the editor?”


“Dead. Which leaves my first husband. Pierre Hallam. It’s the kind of thing he would do—that is, send someone to blackmail me.”


“When did you last see Pierre Hallam?”


“Not for years. I last heard he was in France, but he’s a bastard. Always was. I know what’s going on. He’s run out of money and he’s figured out a way to get it. This is just the beginning.”


I stared at the fire, trying to work out the facts. “Pierre Hallam,” I said. “Tell me about him. When did you meet?”


“A year after I came back to New York. I was drinking, using drugs, trying to block out the past. Along comes this charmer and my God, he was a charmer. Half French. Tall and dark, great in bed. Divorced with a son and an ex-wife. He was paying big alimony and child support, so not much money, but he had a job in a big bank. Anyhow, he set his sights on me and I was vulnerable.”


“Why did you tell him about the baby?”


“I told you. I was drinking, using. That’s when you do stupid things. He said he loved me, that the baby didn’t make any difference, he wanted to marry me. So we did marry. Big wedding, ten bridesmaids, your mother was maid of honor. Classic case of out of the frying pan into the fire.”


“How long did it last?”


“Three years. We were quite the dashing young couple around town. Very dashing, until I discovered he was forging checks. He had a mistress in Palm Beach, ex–chorus girl, ex-mistress of a Broadway entrepreneur. Last straw, he took my mother’s diamond bracelet and other jewelry out of the safe and sold it all. When I confronted him, he was violent.”


“He hit you?”


“I could have had him put in jail, but I was afraid he would get lawyers and use the baby story against me. In those days the scandal would have been even worse.”


“What did you do?”


“I pulled strings at his bank. He lost his job. No more alimony or child support for his son. In the end, he had to leave the country and go to France where his mother lived. As far as I know, he’s been there ever since. Never a word until now, but nothing’s too low for Pierre. He used to be mixed up with crooks and swindlers like himself. Now he needs money, and he’ll do anything to get it. Anything.” She closed her eyes.


I sat still, sorting out this sad tale. A rotten husband. A furious Caroline who had exacted a full pound of flesh—and then some. Not surprising that Pierre Hallam might take belated revenge, especially if he had run out of funds. And—it wasn’t hard to imagine the young Caroline. Headstrong, too much money, a bad judge of men. Four marriages—and she never had another child.


“Thank you for telling me the story,” I said. “I’m beginning to understand why you’re so upset. The thing is, what happens now? Is the man still in France? Is he working with someone else? To find out, you’re going to need to bring in experts, but even if he’s responsible, he just got a big chunk of change. Why stick his neck out and take another risk?”


“Because he’s twisted and so were his friends. He may have paid one of them to deliver that note. He’s going to use that baby against me. I know it.” Her hands were shaking. For the first time she was showing her age.


I put my arm around her thin shoulders. “You’re getting your panties in a bunch. There’s nothing to be done tonight, but I can’t believe, I really can’t believe that you thought I’d be shocked or sit in judgment. You’ve always been there for me. Now I’m here for you. Relax. Tomorrow we’ll make a plan.”





CHAPTER FOUR


March 26


I slept fitfully and woke with the feeling of weights pressing down on my head. The clock was running. If I had any hope of leaving the day after tomorrow, I’d have to find a way to reassure Caroline. I’d see her, then a run in the park might trigger inspiration.


Minnie was coming out of her room. “Morning, Minnie,” I said. “Is Mrs. Vogt awake?”


“Not yet, so I’ll not be taking her tray. About yer breakfast. I’ll bring it to the library. Will ye have eggs and bacon with yer coffee and toast?”


“Just eggs. Scrambled. Minnie, you’re a treasure.”


Outside, the weather was blustery, with the look of possible snow. The trees in Central Park stood straight, their bare branches extended as if reaching for spring.


I was finishing my coffee when Minnie spoke to someone in the hall. “Good morning, Mrs. Whitten. Nasty weather.”


I put down the porcelain cup. Delsey Whitten was Caroline’s trusted personal assistant—it seemed that the ultrarich needed at least one Delsey in their lives.


On my rare trips to New York, I had seen very little of Delsey. She was always in the background, ensconced in her cubbyhole of an office. As I went into the hall, she was hanging up her coat, a calm, stolid woman whose plain black dresses reached her ankles. Her gray hair was pulled severely into a ponytail. Her makeup was heavy and white.


Caroline had given me her history. “First she was a temp, now she’s a fixture. Pays bills, runs my houses, makes reservations, handles the paperwork for my foundations. She wanted to be a dancer, hard to imagine, then she got pregnant. The daughter is grown and has a good job, but Delsey looks after a mother with Alzheimer’s and the poor old trout gets spacier every day. Always trying to escape and swim across the Hudson River.”


“Good morning, Delsey,” I said. Enlisting Delsey’s help might be key to my getting away.


“Mrs. Streat. I didn’t know you were coming.”


“Neither did I, but yesterday Mrs. Vogt sent for me. I’d better tell you that someone’s trying to blackmail her. She’s upset, and she’s convinced that something else is going to happen.” I stopped. The rest of the story had better come from Caroline.


“Blackmail? There’s a lot of that these days. Has she called the police?”


“She doesn’t want police. She says she doesn’t want anyone meddling in her business. She called me, but I have to leave the day after tomorrow. I think she should get in professionals. Right now she’s still asleep, so I’m off for a run in the park.”


The park was nearly empty; there were only a few people walking dogs. I ran past the zoo—I never liked seeing caged animals—and struck out on a long straight path. As I ran, I forced myself to think ahead. If Caroline was in no condition to be left alone, I would have to let Rodale know.


I ran faster, remembering my first impression of Lord Andrew Rodale. Dark hair, tall, gray eyes. A strong face with two vertical lines. Impressive looks that masked a brilliant mind. Rodale was a British peer who sat in the House of Lords. Rich, age fifty-two, divorced with two grown daughters. He juggled addictive skills in bed with the ability to lead a double life as an undercover crisis solver for the Secret Intelligence Service. A number of high-flying English women would kill to be the next Lady Rodale.


We first slept together in Venice, much-needed therapy after I was nearly burned alive by my husband’s killer. Then again at his Palladian house in England. It seemed as if we might have a future together until he rushed off to London as if I didn’t exist. I had ended the affair with a memorable burst of anger—and was taken aback when he called three weeks ago inviting me to an island.


Running faster, I passed a dog handler with six assorted dogs on leashes. As Caroline said, I wasn’t cut out for celibacy, but I needed a man who would always be there for me and get on well with my boys. After a serious mental struggle, I decided to see Rodale again with eyes wide open. Indulge the senses in the hands of a master, then decide whether or not we had a future together.


Back in the apartment, I took a hot shower, changed clothes, and went to see Caroline.


She was lying between Porthault sheets, finishing her breakfast. The room was filled with pictures, needlepoint pillows, and English chintzes—the signature style of Sister Parrish, her long-gone friend and decorator.


I leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. “How did you sleep?”


“Well enough.” She motioned me to sit down. “Darling girl, I apologize for putting you through the wringer, but never in this world did I expect to hear from Pierre Hallam. It was a shock, but I’ve made some decisions. That man will never threaten me again.”


“Never?” I sat down on the edge of the bed.


“I’ve summoned my money manager. He’ll be here at five o’clock to get instructions. I want you to meet him. For several reasons.” She smiled. I knew that little smile. She was hatching a plot and it involved me.


“What reasons?”


“They can wait.” She pushed back her tray and looked me up and down. “Your clothes. They should go to a church rummage sale.”


“They’re not that bad. Face it, I’m no fashionista and I never will be.”


“Don’t argue. Steps must be taken. I’ll be busy all morning with Delsey, but you know my driver Clancy, Kathleen’s uncle. He’ll wheel you around the shops and you can use my credit card. Why are you looking shell-shocked?”


“I—that is, no reason. No reason at all,” I said and stood up. No wobbly voice, no shaky hands. Caroline was back in assault mode. Shopping was a small price to pay for this unexpected release—and I could use a new bikini.


On my way out, I stopped at Delsey’s cubbyhole. She was sitting at her computer. “Sorry to interrupt,” I said. “I’ve just been in to see Mrs. Vogt and she seems to be herself again, barking out orders. I’m to go shopping and then meet the man who manages her money. Who is he?”


“His name is Breck Langer, of Nickerson and Haversat, an old firm. Very conservative. They take care of clients like Mrs. Vogt and her friends.”


“How long has she been with him?”


“Over a year, ever since her former manager retired. Most of the partners are getting on, but Mr. Langer is quite young. Sometimes she asks him to take her to functions.”


“Well, I hope he’s good with her money.”


“She seems to think so.” Delsey’s lips tightened. Was this man more than just an escort? I wouldn’t ask any more questions. Best to go with the flow and be on that plane tomorrow.





CHAPTER FIVE


I was never much of a shopper, but I braved the crowd at Bloomingdale’s, bought an expensive suede jacket, then had Clancy take me to the Frick Museum for a soothing look at my favorite Fragonard paintings.


At three o’clock, Caroline showed every sign of being back to her usual routine. I pulled out my phone and punched in Rodale’s London number. Five beeps, then a request to leave a brief message.


“It’s Emma,” I said. “Slight change of plans. Please call me back.”


A moment later the phone rang. “Sorry about that,” he said. “My calls are being screened. No problem, I hope.”


“I had to go to New York and help my godmother. That’s done, but the flight change means I’ll be at least two hours later getting to Tortola.”


“Not a problem. Nothing will bother me once I’m out of London and away from work.”


“Away from work? I never thought I’d hear you say that. What’s going on?”


“How much do you know about cybercrime?”


“Just the usual. Hackers and bad guys taking down grids. I’m not a techie, never will be.”


“Then get your head out of the sand. Cybercrime is our greatest threat and we’re dealing with an epidemic of APTs—Advanced Persistent Threats. These people have sophisticated networks. It’s not like the old days of collecting evidence, then putting the villain in handcuffs. They’ve made a lethal weapon out of cyberspace and when the attack comes—enough of that. I’ll meet you at the airport, then a boat will take us to the island.”


“Is it far? Have you ever been there before?”


“Once. I know the owners. It used to be a sugar plantation, but now the house is just for themselves and friends. No one else will be there. Snorkeling and swimming in a private cove, and the generator goes off at ten every night. Simple living.”


“How simple? Will I have to cook?”


“There’s a staff but they don’t live in.” A pause. “I’ve missed you, Emma. I want to be with you again. For God’s sake don’t get caught in a storm and have to cancel. Safe trip.”


I sat there, holding the phone. I’d never heard him sound so stressed, but a week in the sun should relax that overworked mind.


At half past five, wearing the new suede jacket and wondering why she insisted on having me here, I was sitting in the library with Caroline.


A fire burned brightly. I watched as Kathleen brought in the heavy silver tea service. Small plates and lacy napkins. A muffin stand with sponge cake, macaroons, and cucumber sandwiches. The well-oiled wheels were running smoothly; Caroline’s mother-in-law would have approved.


Caroline had enthroned herself in a high-backed chair behind the tray. She was wearing a long, black velvet dress and black shoes with silver buckles, but the grande dame effect was spoiled by the bleached blonde hair and clanking charm bracelets.


“Before he comes, you’d better fill me in,” I said. “What age?”


“Middle. I’ll be interested to see what you think of him.”


“I have a feeling you’re trying to fix me up. Or maybe warning me to keep off your property.”


“Don’t be vulgar, he only handles my money—” She stopped as Minnie appeared at the door.


“Mr. Langer, madam.”


As he came in, Caroline gave him an imperial nod. “You’re late. What kept you?”


“There’s a VIP in town. Traffic jams from here to the airport.”


“Well, no matter. This is my goddaughter, Emma Streat.”


We nodded and shook hands. As he took a seat opposite Caroline, I made a quick assessment. Good build, hair graying slightly at the sides. Well-tailored dark suit, discreet tie, but there was something a little too correct about him. I’d seen it before. A carefulness in men and women who had worked their way up the ladder and now had to compete with peers who were born to the best boarding schools, the best clubs.


“Emma, you like your tea strong with lemon. Mr. Langer?”


“The same, please.”


She poured and handed him the cup. “Help yourself to cake and sandwiches. I asked you to come to talk about the million you sent to that bank.”


“You refused to give me a reason.”


“Well, I’m telling you now. It was blackmail. A note was left at the door yesterday morning. Threatening me if I didn’t pay.”


Breck Langer put his cup down on the nearest table. “Blackmail. You shouldn’t have paid. Did you notify the police?”


“No, and there were reasons. I happen to know who’s responsible.”


“You know?”


“It’s my first husband, Pierre Hallam. I divorced him when I found out he was stealing from me. He went to live in France many years ago. Since then, we’ve never been in touch, but now the crook has run out of money and he thinks he can get it out of me. I’m telling you this so you can watch for anything out of the ordinary.”


“We’ll take every precaution.”


“See that you do.” She took a sip of tea, bracelets jangling, and gave him a sharp look. “There’s something else you should know.”


“Yes?”


“I’m going to call in the private security agency I’ve used before. Expensive, but worth it. They’ll be able to trace that money and expose him, the first step in stopping him from getting more. They’ll want to talk to you, and I want you to work with them.”


I glanced at Langer. Did he mind being treated like a lackey? Or did he just figure that was the price one paid when dealing with rich clients?


He picked up his cup and put it down again. “Mrs. Vogt, you’re right to be concerned. This blackmail must stop, but using our firm would be the logical first step. I need to trace that money, and tracing money requires a particular kind of expertise. Our people are specialists in this field. They’ve had extremely good results.”


“That may be, but this agency has multiple resources and they can act quickly. I’ve made up my mind. Please be ready to give this agency any help they may need.”


“Of course, if that’s what you prefer.”


“It is.” She looked at her watch, gave the skirt of the velvet tea gown a tweak, and rose to her feet. “That’s settled, then. I must leave you, but Emma will give you more tea. By the way, she has my power of attorney. She can act for me, so I want her to know the people who handle my affairs.”


Neither of us spoke.


“Thank you for coming, Mr. Langer,” she said, and swept out of the room.


I watched her go, wanting to follow and give her a good shake. The nerve, to ask a busy man to come here, snap out orders, and leave. If this was her way of pushing us together, she should have known that it wouldn’t work.


Breck Langer was on his feet. I felt sorry for him and forced a smile. “All I can say is, this blackmail thing has upset her. Quite a lot. I think we both could use more tea.”


He straightened his tie and sat down. “Well, blackmail is no joke. I’m surprised she didn’t call the police.”


“She has her own way of dealing with trouble,” I said. “Give me your cup. Lemon and no sugar?”


“That’s right.”


I poured, thinking fast. Now that Caroline had introduced me to him as the person who could act for her, I might as well push the charm button and find out more about him.


“Caroline and I have always been close,” I began. “She’s a wonderful godmother, but we never talk business. Have you been with her long?”


“One year. When Mrs. Vogt’s manager retired, they asked me to take over her accounts, see if they could be made more profitable.”


“I shouldn’t ask, but are they?”


He smiled. “As a matter of fact, they are. It helps that we both like opera and support the Met.”


“Opera,” I said, grasping at the conversational straw. “You wouldn’t know, but I used to be a singer. Mostly in Europe until l lost my voice.”


“You lost your voice? That must have been a blow.”


“It was, but I survived. Got married and had two boys. We lived in Connecticut until my husband died.” I paused. “How about you? Are you in the city or do you commute?”


“We lived in New Canaan, but after my wife and I divorced, I moved to the city. My twin boys spend weekends with me.”


“Twins. How old?”


“Seventeen. We’re starting to look at colleges for one of them. It’s a complicated business.”


“I know. I can’t tell you how relieved I felt when mine finally got accepted.”


“Where?”


“One at Brown, one at Harvard.”


“I’m impressed. You must have done something right. I do my best to listen and not push.”


“Do they have a sport? It helps if a coach wants to recruit them.”


“One is pretty good at squash. The other has medical problems. Good kids, both of them.” An affectionate voice.


“I’m sure they are.” My efforts to make up for Caroline’s appalling rudeness were paying off.


As he reached for a sandwich, he glanced at my legs. “Where do you live now, Mrs. Streat?”


“Emma, please. In Boston, at the moment.”


“Will you be staying in New York long?”


“Not this time. More tea?”


“Thanks, but I have a meeting downtown and taxis are scarce this time of night.”


“Especially when it’s raining. I’ll walk you to the door.”


As we went down the hall, I made another assessment. From the age of fifteen I had always divided men into two groups: those I could sleep with, and those who would never in a million years lay a finger on me. On a scale of one to ten, Breck Langer rated somewhere in the middle. Attractive in a conventional way. He had showed empathy toward his boys and was interested in opera. Even more to his credit, he had handled a demanding client with restraint and patience she didn’t deserve.


As we got to the elevator, he turned. “Look. She really ought to let our people trace the money. They’re experts, they have the tools. Detective agencies can run up a big bill with no results. Put in a word, if you have a chance. It might save a lot of disappointment.”


“I can try.”


“Good.” He took my hand, held it for a second, and let it go. “Will you let me know when you’re here again? You seem to have done well with your boys. I could use advice about mine.”


“Not sure when I’ll be back, but I’ll be in touch.” It was the least I could do. The elevator arrived. Seconds later he was gone.


I took a deep breath and went to find Caroline. She was in her room, changing into one of her exotic kimonos.


“You had a bloody nerve,” I began. “Summoning him up here, acting like royalty, then leaving me to hold the can. As for that crap about my needing to meet your people—what was that about?”


“Never mind. What did you think of him?”


“Nice enough, but don’t get your hopes up. By the way, why aren’t you using the specialists at his firm?”


“Because this way I keep control. I know the detective agency, they’re good, and it’s easier to give them orders. I want them to make mincemeat out of Pierre Hallam. Leave him in tatters.”


I nodded, relieved that the job of punishing Pierre Hallam was being delegated to an agency, not to me.


“Madam.” Minnie was at the door. “Will ye be wanting dinner in the dining room?”


“No, we’ll have trays in the library.”


Outside, gusts of heavy rain sounded behind closed curtains. As we ate, we watched the evening news, the usual potpourri of disasters. Rioting in Chicago. Congress in gridlock. Candidates for the next presidential election hurling insults at each other.


One was a newcomer named Calvin Fullerton with the clean-cut looks of a Charles Lindbergh. He talked confidently about his middle-class background in Ohio, his service in the Marines, his schoolteacher wife, and his three promising children.


But as he laid out his goals, we learned that his independent party was called America Wins. As its head, he would bring the country back to its former glory. Keep out immigrants. Repeal laws allowing abortion and gay marriage. Stop funding foreign countries. Instill a new work ethic with no handouts to the ungrateful poor.


“I don’t believe this,” I said as he finished. “He sounds more extreme than the extreme.”


“He’ll go far. This country is going down the drain. There’ll be a crash. That’s one reason I wanted you to meet Langer. It’s time I start dispersing my money.”


“Not a bad idea.”


“No, and I’m giving most of it to you.”


I took a deep breath. So this was why I was left alone with Langer. With Caroline, it was important to pick the right battles, and this was one I had to win.


“Don’t even think about it,” I said. “I don’t need your money. I don’t want it.”


“Nonsense. Why not?”


“Because that kind of money would change my life and that of my boys—and not in a good way. I know too many men whose lives have been ruined by never having to work.”


“Well, we’ll talk about it later.”


“Talk all you want, but I won’t change my mind.” Knowing Caroline, this was a strategic retreat, but the threat was there, and I must stand firm.


She shook her head. “Remove that mulish look from your face. Tomorrow I’m taking you to lunch and then to my hairdresser. He has a great way with thick hair like yours.”


I hesitated. This might be the right moment to tell her I was seeing Rodale again. Months ago, when she learned I had given him the shove, she was scathing. “Foolish girl. What were you thinking? I was looking forward to calling you Lady Rodale and staying at your stately home.”


Kathleen removed the dinner plates and gave us little pots of chocolate soufflé. I picked up the spoon. Best not to raise Caroline’s hopes, not when a future with Rodale was so uncertain. Far safer to concoct a sudden emergency. Something that required me to hurry back to Boston, but tomorrow I’d go to this hairdresser and be a model of compliance.


“Sounds like a plan. Let the hairdresser loose on me. Whatever makes you happy,” I said, and dug into the soufflé.





CHAPTER SIX


March 27


I went to bed, slept hard, and woke to the sound of a muffled crash. It seemed to come from Caroline’s room. I sat up and reached to turn on my bedside lamp. No light came on. There was no faint glow from the electric clock. A massive power failure. The room was totally dark—and there was no way to know if it was midnight or early dawn. That crash. Had Caroline tried to get up, fallen, and broken one of those fragile bones?


Blackness covered me like a blanket as I groped my way to the door. I opened it and started down the hall, keeping my feet on the oriental runner, wincing as my knee hit a corner of the Boulle chest.


A slight sound came from the bedroom. “If you’re awake, I’m coming,” I called. “Don’t move until I find a flashlight.”


Footsteps thudded from Caroline’s room. A blow on my shoulder knocked me to the floor and a blinding light from a torch shone in my face. A man—a tall dark shape—stood over me. I raised my arm to ward off another blow, but it never came. He disappeared down the hall.


I lay there dazed, my cheek pressed against the carpet runner. A man in the apartment—in Caroline’s room. What had he done to her?


After a moment, I got to my knees and crawled forward. Struck my head on a door frame. Scrabbled to the bed. Ran my hands under the coverlet until I felt her arms.


“It’s me, it’s Emma. Did he hurt you?”


She didn’t move. I pulled myself higher and laid my head on her chest. Her breathing was so slight I could barely feel her ribs move. She could be bleeding to death in the dark.


“Caroline,” I shouted in her ear. “Caroline.”


No answer. The blood was rushing from my head. I felt faint, but I must get help. Call 911 on the white landline telephone on the bedside table—no use. I couldn’t see the numbers.


I turned and began to crawl back toward the hall. “Minnie,” I shrieked at the top of my damaged voice. “Minnie, come quick. Bring a light.” Shrieked again, then flattened myself against the wall. The man could still be here.


“Minnie, Minnie, Minnie.” At last a wavering beam shone at the end of the hall.


“Mrs. Streat, where are ye?”


“Here. On the floor. A man got into the apartment. He was in Mrs. Vogt’s room. He may have hurt her.” The constriction in my throat was making it hard to breathe.


“Holy Mother of Jaysus.” She hurried down the hall and handed me the light. We ran into the room. Being able to see helped to neutralize the panic. I shone the flashlight on Caroline’s face, then pulled down the sheet. She was unconscious, but there was no pool of blood.


Minnie stood behind me, wringing her hands. “Sweet Jaysus, has she passed?”


“No.” I reached for the telephone, then stopped, my hand in midair. Calling 911 meant going by ambulance to a crowded emergency room. Waiting for hours with drug addicts and victims of knifings and gunshots.


“Listen, Minnie, does she have a doctor? Someone who would come here?”


“There’s Dr. Jermyn two floors down. He came when Cookie sliced her hand with the vegetable knife. Mrs. Vogt always said if she had a heart attack in the night, we were to call Dr. Jermyn.”


“Where’s his number?”


“In her book.”


I picked up the blue leather book. “Jermyn, Jermyn—I’ll call him first, then security. There must be security in the building. A night watchman.”


“Ah, there’s only the doorman at night and the superintendent. He lives in the basement.”


The clock by the bed showed a quarter past three. Dr. Jermyn’s telephone rang and rang. Finally, a woman answered.


“Yes?”


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry to wake you, but it’s an emergency in Caroline Vogt’s apartment. A man broke in and attacked her. Attacked her in her bed. She’s unconscious, she’s hurt, I don’t know how badly. I know it’s a terrible imposition, but could Dr. Jermyn come?”


“Mrs. Vogt—attacked in her apartment? I’ll wake the doctor. He’ll be up shortly.”


“Thank you.” I handed the phone to Minnie. “Now the superintendent. He knows you.”


As Minnie talked, I went to a window and pulled the curtains open. The streetlights were working, providing some light. No massive blackout. Somehow the man had managed to turn out the lights in the apartment. It must have been the sound of the bedside lamp crashing to the floor that woke me. Had Caroline heard him and thrashed out?


She moaned, a tiny sound. I went over and lay down beside her. “You’re safe,” I said in her ear. “The doctor’s coming. It’s all right.” A few feet away, Minnie was praying loudly, calling on the Holy Mother and all the saints.


Suddenly the bedside clock began to glow. The chandelier in the hall lit up. I got off the bed and looked at Minnie. She was wearing a plaid flannel bathrobe, her white hair in a braid. “You’d better go and let the doctor in,” I said.


“I will, so.” But as she reached the door, she turned. “The super is here,” she said in a low voice. “I hear him shouting. He’s not a nice fella. Will ye speak to him?”


“I most certainly will.” Panic was giving way to anger. I reached for Caroline’s kimono, pulled it around me, and followed her down the hall. Two men were standing outside the library. The young one had on a doorman’s gray uniform. He was holding his head in his hands. The other was middle-aged, unshaven, and he was wearing a long brown overcoat. He turned and pointed a finger at me.


“Who are you? What’s going on up here?” An accusing voice.


Adrenaline surged. I walked forward. “I’m Mrs. Vogt’s goddaughter. A man just broke into this apartment and hurt Mrs. Vogt. Dr. Jermyn is on his way. What I want to know is, how could this have happened? Don’t you have any kind of security?”


He shuffled his feet. “Tell her, Charlie.”


The chubby doorman raised his head. “I was sitting in the lobby, miss. This man, he comes in like he’s a doctor, carrying a bag. He says he’s been called to see Mrs. Vogt. I start to take him to the elevator. He turns and gives me a whack with the bag. Jeez, before I know it, I’m in the closet where we keep the shovels for when it snows.”


I looked at the super. “That man knew exactly where to go. How did he get into this apartment? What happened to the lights?”


“Nothing to do with me, miss.” He was almost stuttering with the attempt to remove himself from blame. “I keep telling management we need another man at night besides Charlie, but they won’t listen—here’s Dr. Jermyn now. Evening, Doctor,” he said as a big man with a bag appeared.


“Evening, Ernie.” He looked at me.


“I’m Emma Streat, the one who called. I’ll take you to her.”


As we went into the room, Caroline’s eyes opened. She seemed to be trying to orient herself.


He sat down on the edge of the bed. “Dr. Jermyn from the third floor. You know my wife. If you don’t mind, I’ll just have a look at you.”


I stood still and watched. Dr. Jermyn seemed to be in his late sixties or early seventies. White hair, early morning stubble on his chin. He took her wrist and held it for a moment. Reached into his bag, pulled out a stethoscope, and listened to her chest. Slowly, I let out my breath. Dr. Jermyn was successful enough to live in this building, but he had the bedside manner of a country doctor. The calm authority that produces confidence.


Caroline lay quietly, eyes closed. Finally, he nodded, then patted her hand. “You’ll do.” He looked at me. “Where can we talk?”


“In the library.”


The super was waiting in the hall. “How is she, Doctor?” A voice between a whine and aggression.


“In a moment, Ernie.”


I led the doctor to the library and shut the door. Dr. Jermyn motioned me to a chair. “Sit down, young lady. This has been distressing for you. Are you a relative?”


“A goddaughter, but we’re close.”


He sat down at the desk and put his bag on the floor. “When my wife said Mrs. Vogt had been attacked in her room, I didn’t think it was possible. What happened?”


I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate. “I woke up when a lamp crashed and there weren’t any lights. I thought it was a blackout all over the city. I was afraid Caroline had fallen, so I started down the hall. I called out and said I was coming. That man must have heard me. He ran out and knocked me down. I didn’t see his face. I thought of calling 911, but then Minnie told me about you. I can’t thank you enough for coming.”


“Glad to, but this is the situation. Mrs. Vogt has marks on her throat. I think the shock may have triggered a vagal nerve reaction. The heart may slow down, causing a temporary blackout. She’s conscious now, but there’s a cardiac arrhythmia, an uneven heartbeat. Do you know of any previous heart trouble?”


“No. I don’t. Is it serious?”


“Not necessarily, but I’m not a cardiologist. Mrs. Vogt is not my patient and I don’t know her medical history. There’s no need for alarm, but I think she should go to a hospital and be evaluated.”


“A hospital? Now?”


“Here’s what will happen. I’m on the staff of the East Side Medical Center. I’ll contact the physician on duty in the emergency room and ask him to do tests. The results will go to a cardiologist. He will contact Mrs. Vogt’s primary physician.”


“But that would take all night. Maybe days.”


“I’ll arrange for a room. The bruises are superficial, the arrhythmia may take care of itself, but when an older person has had a severe shock, it’s best to take precautions. With your permission, I’ll call an ambulance.” He pulled out a mobile.


I sat straight. “I want to be with her.”


“Better call a taxi. I’ll have a word with Ernie, then check her again.”


Ernie was standing close to the door. As it opened, he moved back. Dr. Jermyn frowned.


“In case you didn’t hear, Mrs. Vogt is going to a hospital. I expect her to recover, but an intruder was able to get into this building and into her apartment. The police must be notified.”


Ernie shifted his feet. “Doctor, that man tricked Charlie. If the board lets me get more security, it won’t happen again.”


“We need to know how a man got into Mrs. Vogt’s apartment. Why there were no lights. I’ll make the call.”


“But Doctor—”


“Bring them up and answer their questions.” A firm voice. Ernie disappeared.


We went back to Caroline. She hadn’t moved, but her eyes were open. Dr. Jermyn took her hand. “Mrs. Vogt, you’ve had a bad shock. I’m sending you to the Medical Center for a few tests. Just a precaution, nothing to worry about.”


Her eyes closed. Dr. Jermyn took her pulse, nodded, and motioned me to follow him out of the room. “I won’t bother her again with the stethoscope. Now for the police. I’ll call the nearest precinct and report the incident. I know a lieutenant there. Is there someone besides the maid who can be here when they come?”


“I’ll get hold of her secretary. You—you’ve been so kind. So very kind.”


“You managed very well under the circumstances. I’ll wait until the ambulance comes.”


I ran back to my room and pulled out my phone. Delsey answered on the second ring, her voice groggy with sleep.


“It’s Emma,” I said. “I hate to wake you, but it’s an emergency. A man—this man broke into the apartment. He went into Mrs. Vogt’s room, he had his hands around her throat. Thank God Dr. Jermyn came. He says she has an arrhythmia, a heart thing. He wants her to go to East Side Medical Center for tests.”


A smothered gasp. “She’s going to a hospital?”


“I’ll meet her there, but he’s calling the police, and someone needs to be here when they come. There’s only Minnie saying Hail Marys and the superintendent dancing around, making a fuss.”


“That man. I’ll come. I’ll ask my neighbor to stay with my mother. I’ll be there in less than an hour.”


“You’re a saint. There’s something else. There were no lights in the apartment. I woke up and it was pitch black. Oh God, Delsey, if I’d slept, if he hadn’t heard me coming, right now she’d be lying dead in her bed.”





CHAPTER SEVEN


When I arrived at the East Side Medical Center, Caroline was being wheeled into a bay in the emergency room. Her eyes were closed. Without makeup, her face looked wrinkled and old. Without the signature bracelets, her wrist was pitifully thin, the bones as fragile as a bird’s.


I turned to the nurse who was covering her with a heated blanket. In a crisis, dropping names never hurt. “Dr. Jermyn on the staff wants the ER doctor to see her right away,” I said.


“He’ll come when he can. Do you mind waiting outside while we hook her up to the monitors?”


I nodded and stepped out. Last year I had taken my niece Vanessa to the emergency room at Boston General. Different city, different place, but there was the same feeling of organized chaos. Lifesaving intensity.
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