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October 12

Gina Kane stretched in her window seat. Her latest prayer had been answered. The door of the jumbo jet was closing and the flight attendants were preparing for takeoff. The middle of the three seats on her side was empty and would remain that way for the sixteen-hour direct flight from Hong Kong to JFK in New York City.

Her second piece of luck was the passenger on the other side of the empty seat. Immediately after buckling himself in, he had taken two Ambien. His eyes were already closed and would remain that way for the next eight hours. That was perfect. She wanted time to think, not make small talk.

It was a trip her parents had spent over a year planning, and they were so excited when they called her to say they had sent in the deposit and were “committed to going.” She remembered her mother saying, as they often did, “We want to do this before we get too old.”

The notion of either of them getting old had seemed so foreign. Both were outdoors enthusiasts, always hiking, walking, and biking. But at her mother’s annual physical, her doctor had spotted an “abnormality.” It was shocking, an inoperable cancerous tumor. She went from being the picture of health to gone in four months.

It was after the funeral that Dad brought up the trip. “I’m going to cancel. When I see the other couples from the hiking club together, it will be too depressing to do it alone.” Gina had made her decision on the spot. “Dad, you’re going, and you’re not going to be there alone. I’m going with you.” They had spent ten days hiking through small villages in mountainous Nepal. After flying with her to Hong Kong, he had taken the direct flight to Miami.

It had been so easy to see and choose the right thing to do. Her father had thoroughly enjoyed the trip. She had as well. She had never once second-guessed her decision to go.

But where was that ability to decide and plow forward when it came to Ted? He was such a good guy. Both of them were thirty-two. He was absolutely certain that she was the person he wanted to spend his life with. Although disappointed that they would be apart for so long, he had encouraged her to accompany her father. “Family should always come first.” It was a line he had said to her many times as they went to gatherings with his bewildering array of relatives.

All that time to think and she was no closer to knowing what to say to Ted. He had a right to know where they were going. How many times can I say, “I just need a little more time”?

As usual, her reflection ended in a stalemate. Longing for any distraction, she opened her iPad and entered the password for her email. The screen immediately filled with “new” messages, ninety-four in total. She typed several keystrokes to make the screen display the emails by the name of the sender. There was no response from CRyan. Surprised and disappointed, she hit NEW, typed in CRyan’s address, and began writing:


Hi C, I hope you received the email I sent ten days ago. I’m very interested in hearing about your “terrible experience.” Please be in touch at your earliest convenience. Best regards, Gina.



Before pressing SEND, she added her phone number after her name.

The only other email she opened was from Ted. She was sure it would say that he had made a plan for them to meet for dinner. And talk. It was with a mixture of relief and disappointment that she read his note.


Hi Gina,

I’ve been counting the days until I get to see you. I’m sorry to say I’m going to have to keep counting. I leave tonight for a special project the bank put me on. Will be in LA for at least a week. I can’t tell you how disappointed I am.

I promise to make it up to you when I get back. Call you tomorrow.

All my love now,

Ted



A voice came over the PA announcing they had been cleared for takeoff and ordering that all electronic devices be powered down. She closed her iPad, yawned, and propped her pillow between her head and the side of the cabin.

The email from ten days earlier, the one that would put her life in danger, remained on her mind as she slowly dozed off.






Part I
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Gina’s apartment was on 82nd Street and West End Avenue. Her mother and father had given it to her after they retired and moved to Florida. Spacious, with two bedrooms and a decent-size kitchen, it was the envy of her friends, many of whom were crammed into tiny one-bedrooms and studios.

After dropping her bags in her bedroom, she checked her watch. 11:30 p.m. in New York; 8:30 p.m. in California. She decided it would be a good time to call Ted. He answered on the first ring.

“Well hello, stranger.” His tone was deep and loving, giving Gina a rush of warmth. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“It’s killing me that I’m stuck in LA for a week.”

They chatted for a few minutes. He finished by saying, “I know you just got in and you’re probably exhausted. I have a bunch of meetings planned. I’ll call you when things calm down.”

“It’s a deal,” she said.

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

As she hung up the phone, Gina realized that Ted’s unexpected trip to California was a mixed blessing. On the one hand she wanted to see him. On the other it was a relief to not have to have a conversation she was not ready for.

Stepping out of the shower at five-thirty in the morning, Gina was pleasantly surprised at how she felt so good. She had slept for almost eight hours on the plane and another four after arriving home. She wasn’t feeling any of the dreaded jet lag most people experience after a long west to east flight.

She was eager to get back to work. After graduating from Boston College with a major in Journalism, she had been thrilled to land a job as a desk assistant at a suburban newspaper on Long Island. Budget cutbacks had forced the paper to let many of their senior writers go. Within a year she was writing feature stories.

Her articles on business and finance caught the eye of the editor of Your Money. She happily made the switch to the brash new upstart and had loved every minute of her seven years there. But the declining interest in print publications and slowing advertising revenue had taken their toll. In the three years since Your Money had folded, she had been a freelancer.

While part of her enjoyed the freedom to pursue the stories that interested her, another part missed the steady paycheck and health care that came along with being an employee. She was free to choose what she wanted to write about, but at the end of the day somebody had to buy her story.

Empire Review had been a lifesaver. While visiting her parents in Florida, friends of theirs told Gina about being horrified that their eighteen-year-old grandson had been branded during a hazing ritual at his college fraternity. Using a hot iron, Greek letters had been burned into the back of his upper thigh.

Complaints to the university’s administration were going unanswered. Big donors among the alumni had threatened to withhold contributions if there was a clampdown on the “Greek Life” community.

Empire Review had agreed to the story immediately. They gave her a hefty advance and a generous travel and expense budget. ER’s exposé caused a sensation. It was covered by the national evening news programs and even prompted a segment on 60 Minutes.

The success of the fraternity story had given her high visibility as an investigative journalist. She was inundated with “tips” emails from would-be whistle-blowers and people who claimed to have knowledge of major scandals. A few of them had resulted in stories she had pursued and published. The trick was distinguishing between providers of genuine leads versus crackpots, disgruntled former employees, and conspiracy theorists.

Gina glanced at her watch. She was scheduled to meet with the magazine’s editor in chief the next day. Charles Maynard typically began the conversation with “So Gina, what do we want to write about next?” She had a little over twenty-four hours to come up with a good answer.

She dressed quickly, choosing jeans and a warm turtleneck sweater. After touching up her makeup, she glanced at her full-length mirror. She looked like the early pictures of her mother, who had been homecoming queen at Michigan State. Wideset eyes, more green than hazel, and classic features. Auburn shoulder-length hair made her look even taller than her five foot, seven inch frame.

Satisfied with her appearance, she put a frozen bagel in the toaster and made a cup of coffee. When it was ready, she brought her plate and cup to the table by the living room window. She had a view of the morning sun that was barely peaking over the horizon. It was the time of day when she keenly felt the death of her mother and experienced the feeling of time rushing by too quickly.

Settling at the table, her favorite place to work, she opened her laptop and watched a wave of unread emails unfold on her screen.

Her first glance was at the new emails that had arrived since she had checked while on the plane. Nothing urgent. More importantly, nothing from CRyan.

Next she scanned through the ones that had arrived over the last week and a half, when she had been in one of the few remaining places on earth where WiFi service was not available.


	A note from a woman in Atlanta who claimed she had proof that the recycled rubber being used in school playgrounds was making children sick.

	A request to speak the following month at the ASJA, American Society of Journalists and Authors.

	An email from a man who claimed he had in his possession the portion of President Kennedy’s skull that had gone missing after the autopsy.



Even though she probably could have recited its content, she went back and clicked on the email she had received the day she left on her vacation.


Hi Gina, I don’t believe we ever met when we were at Boston College. I finished a few years apart from you. Right after I graduated, I went to work at REL News. I had a terrible experience with one of the higher-ups. (And I wasn’t the only one.) Now they’re afraid I’ll talk about it. I’ve been approached about a settlement offer. I don’t want to put more in an email. Can we arrange to meet?



When she had seen the name CRyan on an email, she had tried to remember why the name was familiar. Had there been a Courtney Ryan at school?

Gina reread the email twice, pushing herself to see if there was anything she had missed. REL News was a Wall Street darling among media companies. Its headquarters were at 55th Street and Avenue of the Americas, or Sixth Avenue as most New Yorkers still called it. In a span of twenty years it had grown from a small group of cable TV stations to a national powerhouse. Its ratings had surpassed CNN and were growing ever closer to the market leader, Fox. Its unofficial motto was “REaL News, not the other kind.”

The first subject that had come to her mind was sexual harassment. Hold on, she had thought. You don’t even know if “CRyan” is a man or a woman. You’re a reporter. Don’t get ahead of yourself. Get the facts. There had been only one way to find out. She looked again at the response she had sent.


Hi Mr./Ms. Ryan, I’m very interested in talking to you about the “terrible experience” you referred to. I’ll be out of the country without access to email, but I’ll be back on October 13. As you probably know, I live and work in New York City. Where are you? Looking forward to hearing from you. Best, Gina.



She had difficulty focusing as she scrolled through other emails. I had really hoped to have more than this, she said to herself as her mind drifted to tomorrow’s meeting at the magazine.

Maybe she left a message, Gina thought optimistically. Her cell phone had been down to one bar when she boarded her flight. It was dead by the time she landed in New York. In the email she gave CRyan her number.

Gina walked quickly into her bedroom, removed her phone from the charger, and brought it back to the kitchen. She tapped the phone to wake it up. A quick glance revealed several messages, but none from unfamiliar numbers.

The first was from her best friend Lisa. “Hi girlfriend. Welcome back. Looking forward to hearing all about your trip. I hope we’re still on for dinner tonight. We have to go to a dive restaurant in the Village called the Bird’s Nest. I have a great new case. A slip and fall. My client fell on ice cubes dropped by the bartender when he was shaking martinis. Broke her leg in three places. I want to scope out the joint.”

Gina chuckled as she listened. Dinner with Lisa was always fun.

The other messages were solicitations, which she immediately deleted.
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Gina took the subway four stops to 14th Street. From there she walked the three blocks to the Fisk Building. The third through seventh floors were rented by the magazine.

“Good morning,” the security guard said as she walked through the detection scanner. A spate of recent threats had led to a policy change at the magazine: “All employees and visitors go through the security line. No exceptions.”

Gina entered the elevator and pushed 7, the floor reserved for the executive and editorial staff. As she stepped out, a friendly voice greeted her. “Hi Gina. Welcome back.” Jane Patwell, a longtime administrative assistant, held out her hand. Fifty years old, a little stocky, and always lamenting her dress size, Jane said, “Mr. Maynard will see you in his office.”

She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “He has some good-looking guy with him. I don’t know who he is.”

Jane was a born matchmaker. It irritated Gina that Jane was always trying to find someone for her. She was tempted to say, “Maybe he’s a serial killer.” Instead she smiled without replying. She followed Jane to the large corner office that was the domain of Charlie Maynard, the magazine’s longtime editor in chief.

Charlie was not at his desk. He was seated at his favorite spot, the conference table by the window, a cell phone stuck in his ear. About five feet nine, Charlie had a protruding paunch and cherubic face. Graying hair was combed sideways over his skull. Reading glasses were raised on his forehead. In front of Gina a colleague of Charlie’s once asked him what he did for exercise. Quoting George Burns, Charlie responded, “I make it a point to walk to the funerals of my friends who jog.”

He waved when he saw Gina and pointed to the chair opposite him. Next to him was the good-looking guy Jane had referred to.

As she walked to the table, the newcomer stood up and extended his hand. “Geoffrey Whitehurst,” he said with a slight British accent. He was about six feet tall, with even features dominated by piercing dark brown eyes and equally dark brown hair. Combined with his face and athletic build his manner suggested an air of authority.

“Gina Kane,” she said, feeling that he already knew her name. He looks mid to late thirties, she thought, as she sat in the chair he had pulled out for her.

Charlie clicked to end the phone conversation. Turning to him, she said, “Charlie, I’m so sorry I missed your birthday while I was away.”

“Don’t worry, Gina. Seventy is the new fifty. We all had a great time. I see you’ve met Geoffrey. Let me tell you why he’s here.”

“Gina, before Charlie begins,” Geoffrey intervened, “I want to say I’m a big fan of your work.”

“Thank you,” Gina said, wondering what would come next. What came was a shock.

“After over forty-five years in the magazine business, I’ve decided to call it quits. My wife wants us to spend more time on the West Coast with the grandkids and I’ve agreed. Geoff is in the process of taking over for me and he’ll be working with you from now on. The change will be announced next week and I will appreciate your keeping this confidential until then.”

He paused to give Gina time to let his decision sink in, then added, “We were fortunate to snatch Geoff away from the Time Warner group. Until now he’s spent most of his career in London.”

“Congratulations to both of you, Charlie and Geoffrey,” Gina said automatically. She took comfort in the fact that Geoffrey had already said he liked her work.

“Please call me Geoff,” he said briskly.

Charlie continued. “Gina, your investigations usually run several months to completion. That’s why I invited Geoff here for the initial meeting.” Clearing his throat, he said, “So, Gina, what do we want to write about next?”

“I have a couple of ideas,” Gina said as she pulled a small notebook from her purse, “and would like to hear what you think.” The statement was addressed to both of them. “I’ve exchanged a series of emails with a former aide to a New York State senator. The aide and the senator are currently retired. The aide claims she has evidence of bid rigging and granting contracts in exchange for cash payments and other favors. But there’s a problem with this one. The aide wants twenty-five thousand dollars upfront to go on the record and tell her story.”

Geoff jumped in first. “My experience is that people who want to be paid to share what they know are not generally reliable. They embellish and sensationalize the story because they want the money and publicity.”

Charlie chuckled. “I think even the most avid fans of Albany corruption are starting to find the subject tiresome. And I agree that paying a source is rarely a good idea.”

Gesturing toward Gina’s notebook, Charlie asked, “What else have you got?”

“Okay,” Gina said while flipping the page. “A longtime employee in the Admissions Office at Yale reached out to me. He claims that the Ivy League schools are sharing with each other the amount of aid they plan to offer individual applicants.”

“Why is that a problem?” Geoff asked.

“Because it’s right on the edge of price fixing and collusion. The student is the loser. It’s similar in some ways to when Silicon Valley companies made a gentleman’s agreement to not poach each other’s engineers. The result was that companies profited because they did not have to pay more to keep their top talent. The engineers earned less than they would have if they could have sold their talents to the highest bidder.”

“I believe there are eight Ivy League schools, is that right?” Geoff asked.

“Yes,” Charlie said, “and they average about six thousand undergrads. So that’s forty-eight thousand of the country’s twenty million college students. I’m not sure many of our readers are going to care about a handful of Ivy Leaguers who might have gotten stiffed on their aid package. If you ask me, I think they’re wasting their money on those overpriced places.”

Charlie had grown up in Philadelphia and gone to Penn State. His allegiance to state schools never wavered.

What a great way to make an impression on the new boss, Gina thought while flipping the page. Trying to sound animated, she said, “This next one is literally at square one.” She told them about receiving the email about the “terrible experience” at REL News and the response she had sent.

“So it’s been ten days since you answered the email and you haven’t gotten a reply?” Charlie asked.

“Yes, eleven counting today.”

“This CRyan who sent the email. Have you been able to find out anything about her? Is she credible?” Geoff inquired.

“I agree with your assumption that CRyan is a woman, but we can’t be sure of that. Of course the first thing that came to mind when I read this is that it may be a MeToo situation. No, I don’t know anything more about her than she put in the email. My instinct tells me this is worth pursuing.”

Geoff looked at Charlie. “What do you think?”

“If I were you, I’d be very interested in finding out what CRyan has to say,” Charlie answered. “And it will be much easier to get her to tell her story before she reaches a settlement agreement.”

“Okay, Gina, get to work on it,” Geoff affirmed. “Wherever she is, and I’m also confident we’re dealing with a ‘she,’ go meet with her. I want to hear your personal impressions of her.”

As Gina walked down the hallway to the elevator, she whispered to herself, “Please don’t let CRyan turn out to be a psycho!”
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Ordinarily Gina would have taken time to absorb and appreciate the sights and sounds of the city she loved. Stepping into the subway car, she smiled as she remembered her freshman year roommate. Marcie was from a small town in Ohio. She asked if it had been “hard” growing up in New York City. Gina had been shocked by the question; she had mastered the subway and bus systems and loved the freedom of navigating them alone by the time she was twelve. She asked Marcie if it had been hard growing up in a place where you had to depend on your parents every time you wanted to go somewhere.

She stopped at the small grocery store on the corner of Broadway and picked up milk and some sandwich makings. Surprised that there was no line at the Starbucks next door, she popped in and ordered her favorite, a vanilla latte. As she walked the block and a half to her apartment, her mind was on the daunting task ahead of her.

After putting away the groceries, she carried the latte to the kitchen table and tapped her computer to rouse it from sleep mode. She clicked on the CRyan email. It had been sent from a Google account, but that really didn’t matter. After numerous violations the tech companies were under extreme pressure to safeguard the privacy of their users. There’s no way Google will lift a finger to help me find CRyan, she thought.

Gina reread the only part of the email that offered a clue; I don’t believe we ever met when we were at Boston College. I finished a few years apart from you.

CRyan obviously knows the year I graduated, Gina thought, and we were on campus together at some point. A few means more than one, but it has to be less than four or we would never have been in school at the same time. So that means CRyan graduated either two to three years before me or two to three years after me.

Gina sat back in her chair and took a sip of her latte. When she was working on the branding iron story, the Southern university had gotten wind of her investigation. They had fought her every step of the way when she sought contact information for fraternity members and faculty advisors.

But those were different circumstances. Boston College was not a target. This was not about them. And she was only asking them to identify the owner of one email address.

If it were only that easy, she thought. If they didn’t have that CRyan email address on file, she would be forced to make a much bigger request. Privacy rules being what they were—“Oh well,” she said out loud. “Only one way to find out.”
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“Boston College Alumni Affairs, how may I help you?” The male voice on the other end of the line sounded crisp and efficient. Gina guessed she was speaking to someone in his fifties.

“Hello, my name is Gina Kane. I graduated BC ten years ago. May I ask who I’m speaking to?”

“My name is Rob Mannion.”

“It’s nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Mannion—”

“Please call me Rob.”

“Thank you, Rob. I’m hoping you can help me with some information.”

“If you are seeking the arrangements for the reunion classes, they are posted on our website. I can give you the address.”

“No, that’s not why I’m calling. I’m trying to get in touch with someone who was at the college around the time I was.”

“I might be able to help you. What is that person’s name and what was the graduation year?”

“That’s where I’m having a problem,” Gina said. “I don’t have the person’s full name. All I have is an email address. I’m hoping you can—”

“Why don’t you send the person an email and ask for the name?”

Gina tried to keep her frustration out of her voice. “I assure you I did think of that.” She was uncertain about how much to share during this conversation. Some people were excited by the prospect of talking to a reporter; others clammed up. “My question is, if I give you an email address, can you tell me if you have information about the owner of that email address?”

“I don’t believe our policy permits me to share that type of information.”

“I understand that,” Gina said, “but that’s not what I’m asking. Even if you can’t share it with me, I only want to know if you have that information in your possession.”

“This is very unusual,” Rob said, “but I’ll check. Give me a moment to get into that database. What year did the person you’re asking about graduate?”

“I’m not sure,” Gina replied, “but I have reason to believe it was in one of the following six years.” She read him the years CRyan most likely graduated.

“I’ll have to look up each year individually,” Rob sighed, his level of irritation apparent.

“I really appreciate your help,” Gina said warmly.

“Okay, it’s coming on my screen now. No to the first year, no to the second, no to the third, no to the fourth, fifth, and sixth. I’m sorry. It appears I won’t be able to assist you.”

“Generally speaking, do you have current emails for alumni?”

“We try our best to maintain updated contact information. But for the most part we are reliant on the individual alumnus or alumna to keep us informed. If they begin using a new email address and discontinue the one we have, then the answer is no. The same applies for addresses and phone numbers.”

“Do you still have the last year I asked you to check on your screen?”

“I do.”

“Can you tell me how many students with the last name ‘Ryan’ graduated that year?”

“Ms. Kane, a large percent of our students are of Irish ancestry.”

“I know,” Gina replied. “I’m one of them.”

“This call is taking an awfully long time, Ms. Kane.”

“Please call me Gina. And Rob, I really appreciate your patience. Before we hang up, I want to talk to you about the mailings I received regarding this year’s fundraising campaign.”

“How kind of you,” Rob replied with more enthusiasm.



Fifteen minutes later Rob had emailed her spreadsheets of the last name “Ryan” from the six years she had requested. A $3,000 contribution had been charged to her MasterCard.
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Gina combed through the spreadsheets Rob had sent her. To the right of each student’s name—Last, First, and Middle—there were columns for different pieces of information: Date of Birth, Home Address, Employer, Email, Phone Number, Spouse’s Name. She quickly verified that Rob had been correct when he told her none of these students listed the email address she was seeking.

Using the Cut and Paste tools she put the names on a new spreadsheet. Across the six graduation years there were seventy-one, with slightly more females than males.

She then selected each Ryan whose first name began with “C” and moved them to the top of her list. There were fourteen: Carl, Carley, Casey, Catherine, Charles, Charlie, Charlotte, Chloe, Christa, Christina, Christopher, Clarissa, Clyde, and Curtiss.

Gina printed the list and used her highlighter to accentuate the women’s names. Not sure about “Casey,” she checked the middle name. It was “Riley.” That one could also go either way, she thought. She added “Casey” to her list of women.

She paused a moment as a troubling thought went through her mind. Her friend Sharon’s email address was “S” followed by her last name. But “Sharon” was her friend’s middle name; “Eleanor” was her first name. If she were searching these records for Sharon, she would be looking under the wrong name. “Please let your first name begin with ‘C,’ Ms. Ryan,” she whispered to herself.

Gina wondered if Facebook could help narrow her search. She tried the first name on her highlighted list: Carley Ryan. Predictably, there were dozens of women and a few men with that name. She typed in “Carley Ryan, Boston College.” There were four matches, but none appeared to be in the age range she was seeking. She tried again, using “Carley Ryan, REL News,” but nothing came up.

She was about to try the same exercise with the next name on her list, Casey, when she paused. CRyan by her own words had a “terrible experience” while working at REL News. If that had happened to Gina, would she include a mention of REL on her Facebook account? Probably not. And someone who had a bad experience might just want to disappear. Or she might be one of those people who just don’t like using social media.

Gina debated but then dismissed the idea of sending an email to each of the nine women. CRyan for whatever reason had chosen not to respond to the email Gina had sent a week and a half ago. Why would she answer if she sent her one today? She picked up her phone and began dialing the phone number for Carley Ryan.

“Hello.” The woman who answered the phone sounded middle-aged.

“Hello, is this Mrs. Ryan?”

“Yes, it is.”

“My name is Gina Kane. I graduated Boston College in 2008.”

“Did you know my daughter, Carley? She was class of 2006.”

“Honestly, I don’t recall meeting Carley. I’m researching for an article about Boston College graduates from that time period who went on to work in the news business. Did Carley ever work for one of the TV networks such as REL News?”

“Oh, not my Carley,” the woman said with a small laugh. “Carley believes watching TV is a waste of time. She’s an instructor with Outward Bound. She’s currently leading a canoeing trip in Colorado.”

After scratching Carley from her list, Gina looked at the remaining names and phone numbers. There was no way to tell which numbers were those of the graduates versus the parents.

She dialed again. Casey answered on the first ring and explained she had gone straight to law school and then been hired by a firm in Chicago. Another dead end.

She next left a message for Catherine.

Charlie turned out to be a male who was an accountant.

The number for Charlotte was preceded by 011. The address column listed a street in London, England. Gina checked her watch. England was five hours ahead. Not too late to call. The phone was answered on the second ring by a middle-aged woman with a British accent. She explained that immediately after graduation her daughter Charlotte had accepted a position with Lloyd’s of London and had been at the firm ever since.

Gina left a message for Chloe.

Clarissa’s mother explained in agonizing detail that her daughter had married her high school sweetheart, had four beautiful children, and had only worked for one year in Pittsburgh before becoming a stay-at-home mother. She added that this was in stark contrast to her experience. “I worked for almost ten years before I decided to have a family. Even though it worked for Clarissa, don’t you agree that it makes more sense for women to work at least five years to establish their careers, to build their self-confidence before rushing into a commitment? I tried to tell Clarissa, but do you think she would listen to me? Of course not. I—”

A return call from Chloe gave Gina a merciful excuse to end the conversation. Chloe had gone straight to medical school and now had a fellowship at the Cleveland Clinic.

The number for Christa had been disconnected.

Courtney answered while on her lunch break. She had gotten her master’s and gone straight into teaching.

Trying not to feel discouraged, Gina looked at the only two remaining names, Catherine and Christina. Not sure what to do next, she got up and made herself a sandwich.
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Feeling invigorated after lunch, Gina looked at the address information for each of the former students. The most recent for Christina was Winnetka, Illinois, an upscale suburb about fifteen miles from Chicago. She checked the telephone area codes for Winnetka, 224 and 847. Christina’s phone number on the spreadsheet began with 224.

Hoping against hope, she dialed that number. A cheery voice answered with a robust hello. Gina’s now practiced opening explained the reason she was calling.

Christina’s friendly tone quickly morphed into an angry rant. “So you’re calling me to help you write a story about how wonderful Boston College is. Skip your stupid story and write about this. My parents met when they were undergrads at BC. You couldn’t find two more loyal alums. They gave money every year, volunteered for a slew of committees. I did the same after I got out. And then five years later my younger brother applies. Top ten percent in his class. Captain of the lacrosse team. Involved in every activity. An all around great kid and they turn him down. ‘We had so many qualified applicants from your area’ was all they would say. After all my parents and I did! Do me a favor. Lose my number.”

The sound of the phone being slammed down signaled the end of the call. Gina chuckled to herself. If Christina had stayed on the phone a moment longer, she could have given her Rob Mannion’s number. I’m sure the two of them would have a wonderful conversation, she thought.



Gina stared out the window. She was hitting nothing but blind alleys. Peachtree City, Georgia, was the address Rob had provided for Catherine Ryan. But when she searched the online databases for that area, none of the Catherine Ryans she found matched the age of the woman she was looking for.

She wasn’t sure what to do. If Catherine Ryan was the “CRyan” she was searching for, she could give her a little more time to respond to the voice mail message she had left. But something told her to press on, to try to figure out another way to get in touch with Catherine.

It occurred to her that Rob had said they updated their records as the graduates kept them informed regarding new addresses and phone numbers. Did that mean they deleted the old addresses? Or might BC still have Catherine’s parents’ address?

She was put through to Rob’s line, and he answered on the first ring. When she identified herself, his voice became terse. “In less than a minute I have a conference call.”

Gina knew she had to be quick. “Catherine Ryan’s most recent address showed her living in Georgia. Trying to find her was a dead end. I’m hoping to locate her parents. Would you have her original address, her home address when she was an undergrad?”

“I’ll have to check an older database. Let me see if I can find it now before I have to start dialing.”

She heard him under his breath mumbling the spelling of Catherine Ryan’s name as he typed. “Okay, it’s opening. Here we go. 40 Forest Drive, Danbury, Connecticut.

“And with that, I have to say goodbye.”
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Gina went to an online site and found a listing for a Justin and Elizabeth Ryan in Danbury. The street address matched what Rob had given her. Their ages were sixty-five and sixty-three. That was about right for parents whose child was in her early thirties, Gina thought. Her reporter’s instinct told her it would be better to drive to Danbury than to reach out to them by phone.

The ride on the crisp autumn day was pleasant and not crowded with traffic. Thank God for Waze, she thought as the directions app guided her rental car out of the city to a pleasant suburban area in southern Connecticut with upscale homes on wide lots.

When she rang the bell, a white-haired woman in her late sixties answered. At first cautious when she read Gina’s card, she warmed up and explained that she and her husband had bought the house less than a year ago from the Ryan family and didn’t have their new address.

So much for the accuracy of online databases, Gina thought. But as she turned away, she noticed a FOR SALE sign on a neighbor’s lawn. The sign caused her to turn back while the new owner was still standing at the door.

“One last question,” she promised. “Did you buy this house through a Realtor?”

“Yes, we did.”

“Do you remember the name of the Realtor?”

“Yes, I can give you his card.”

According to Waze the broker was a mile away. It was five o’clock. Hoping that he was still in the office, Gina forced herself to stay within ten miles of the speed limit as she hurried across town.

The office was on a main street surrounded by a dry cleaner, delicatessen, hair salon, and sporting goods store. Pictures of houses were prominently displayed in the window. Keeping her fingers crossed, she tried the door handle and was relieved to find it open. She stepped inside just as a stocky, balding man of about sixty came from a back room.

He was obviously disappointed that she was not house hunting, but when she mentioned the Ryans, he became expansive, even loquacious. “Nice family,” he began. “Known them ever since the kids were babies. Hated to see them leave, but Elizabeth’s arthritis was getting worse. They finally decided they needed to do something about it and started looking around. Debated about the Naples and Sarasota areas but ended up in Palm Beach. Good decision if you ask me. They showed me the pictures of the condominium they were planning to buy. I told them in my opinion, even though I’ve only visited the area a few times, they were getting it at a good price. Newly remodeled, big rooms, second bath off the guest bedroom. What more could anyone want? Hated to see them go. Good people, if you get my drift.”

The agent stopped for breath and Gina managed to get a word in. “By any chance, do you remember the names of their children?”

“Oh, let’s see. I swear I’m getting old. Used to be that names popped right into my head. No more. It takes a while.” Frowning, he paused. “Wait a minute. I’m starting to remember. Both really good-looking kids. They must be in their late twenties by now. Let’s see. Okay, I’ve got it. Their son is Andrew. The daughter is Catherine. They called her Cathy.”

“Do you remember how she spells her name? I mean was it with a ‘C’ or a ‘K’?”

“That I’m sure of. It was with a ‘C.’ C-A-T-H-E-R-I-N-E.”

“C” Ryan, Gina thought. At least it was the right initial.

Three minutes later she managed to get the Ryans’ address in Palm Beach and their phone number.

She walked out to her car, started it, and paused.

Rather than call now with the possibility of background traffic noise making it hard to hear, or going through areas with spotty cell service, Gina decided to wait until she was home to make the call. This time the distance to Danbury felt longer, and she had to remind herself that she had gotten up early and it had been a long day.

It was seven-fifteen when she got back to her apartment. Gratefully, she poured herself a glass of wine, settled on a chair in the dinette area, and reached for her land line phone.

The call was answered by a man’s voice saying, “Ryan residence.”

Gina repeated what she had told the real estate agent, that she had gone to Boston College with Cathy and was hoping to speak to her. There was a long pause before Andrew Ryan asked, “Were you a friend of my sister?”

“Not a close friend, but I do want to get in touch with her.”

“Then you don’t know that Cathy died in an accident last week, when she was on vacation in Aruba.”

Gina gasped. “No, I didn’t know that. I’m so terribly sorry.”

“Thank you. Of course, we’re all in shock. It was the last thing we could have expected. Cathy was always very careful, and she was a very good swimmer.”

“I’d like to tell you more about the reason I’m calling. But I understand if this is not a good time. If you prefer, I can call back—”

“Now is okay. How can I help you?”

Gina hesitated for only a moment. “I’m a journalist and I had hoped to talk to Cathy about a story I’m working on. Before I go into it, I have to ask, did she ever work at REL News?”

“Yes, she did.”

“How long was she there?”

“Three years. And then she left for a job at a magazine publisher in Atlanta.”

“When was the last time you saw or heard from Cathy?”

“About two weeks ago. It was our mother’s birthday so both of us came down to Palm Beach for the weekend to celebrate.”

“What was the date of the birthday?”

When Andrew Ryan answered, Gina did a quick calculation.

“I received an email from Cathy the day of your mother’s birthday. Let me read it to you.”

Andrew listened as she read the email. Gina explained how she had been about to leave on a trip and had encouraged Cathy to get in touch with her when she returned.

“And she never contacted you after that initial email?”

“No, she didn’t. But I’ve gone to great lengths to try to find her.”

There was a long silence before he said, “I sensed something was not right with Cathy the night of the birthday. She was very quiet. She said she wanted to talk to me about something, but then said, ‘Let’s do it when I get back from Aruba.’ She was going there for five days.”

“Do you know if she stayed in touch with any of her coworkers from her days at REL News?”

“I’m pretty sure she kept up with a few people after she left.”

“Would you happen to know their names?”

“There was one in the New York area. I’m blanking on her name. Maybe I can find it. I went down to Aruba after the accident and picked up Cathy’s personal items including her cell phone and laptop. I’ll go through them. I know I’ll recognize her name if I see it.”

“I’d really appreciate that.”

“Give me your number. I’ll call you as soon as I find something.”

They exchanged cell phone numbers. Then Andrew asked her quietly, “Do you have any idea what my sister was referring to when she wrote ‘terrible experience’?”

“Not yet. But I intend to find out.”
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After speaking with Andrew Ryan, Gina sat for long minutes reviewing the conversation in her mind. There were so many more questions she wanted to ask him. She grabbed a pad and began to jot notes.

Cathy started at REL News right out of college. She would have been twenty-two. Her brother said she worked there for three years before leaving. So the “terrible experience” happened when she was twenty-two to twenty-five. Very young and vulnerable, Gina thought.

She hadn’t thought to ask about the particulars of her accident. He mentioned that she was a good swimmer, so it must have been in the water? It happened in Aruba. Was she there with a boyfriend? girlfriends? alone?

Aruba, wasn’t that where Natalee Holloway’s family had such a hard time finding out what happened when she disappeared after going there on a high school graduation trip?

Was there an investigation? If by any chance this was not an accident, how should she follow up?

Gina pushed the chair back and got up. She remembered that she was to meet Lisa at the Bird’s Nest in another twenty minutes.

She jumped into the bedroom and quickly changed her clothes. She grabbed a pair of black slacks, a black tank top, and her favorite black-and-white print jacket and hurried out.



The subway ride to the West Village took only twenty minutes. When she opened the door of the restaurant, Lisa was seated at a small table facing the bar.

Lisa jumped up to meet her. “I missed my buddy when you were on vacation,” she said. “In case you’re wondering, I got this table because I want to watch that bartender make drinks and see if any ice hits the floor.”

“And has any?” Gina asked.

“Not so far. Enough about ice cubes. Tell me about Nepal over a glass of wine.”

“It will take the whole bottle,” Gina said. “To begin, the trip to Nepal was fabulous. I think it did my father a world of good to be with his old friends. He’s still brokenhearted about losing my mother.”

“Very understandable,” Lisa said. “I loved your mother.”

Gina took a sip of the wine, hesitated, and then began. “The day I left for Nepal I received an email that may be the next article I’m hoping to write.” She filled Lisa in on the details.

“A fatal accident of this kind,” Lisa said. “To put it crassly, that’s a lucky break for whoever was trying to settle a lawsuit with her. Maybe too lucky?”

“That’s the same question I’ve asked myself. Of course it could be a coincidence, but on the other hand, it happened so quickly after Cathy Ryan sent me the email.”

“What’s your next step?”

“I need to get an okay from my new boss to go down to Aruba and do my own investigating.”

“Will the magazine pay your expenses?”

“I’ll find out later this week.”

Lisa smiled. “In my next life I want your job.”

“Enough about what I’m doing, what’s going on with you?”

“More of the same. Ambulance chasing.” Lisa filled her in on new cases that she had been assigned since Gina had last seen her. A client walking down Fifth Avenue had been hit in the head by a windblown piece of construction debris and sustained a mild concussion. “They’re paying a lot more for concussions nowadays after all the publicity from football players. That will be an easy one.” Another client was exiting the subway via a revolving door made of metal bars. “The door got stuck halfway. My client walked into it and broke his nose. He insists he was sober. But I wonder what he was doing until three o’clock in the morning if he wasn’t drinking.”

Lisa glanced over at the bar as she heard the sound of a drink being shaken. “So far, no ice on the floor,” she observed wryly.
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At 6:50 the next morning, as Gina stretched and tried to keep her eyes open, her cell phone rang. The name on the screen was Andrew Ryan.

“I hope I’m not calling too early,” he said. “I’m about to board my flight back to Boston. I want to follow up on yesterday’s conversation.”

“I’m fine to talk now,” Gina said as she reached for the notebook she always kept on her night table. “Thanks for getting back to me so quickly.”

“Meg Williamson is one of the people from REL News that Cathy kept in touch with.”

“Meg Williamson,” she said as she jotted the information. “Any contact info on her?”

“No, I couldn’t find her on Cathy’s computer or cell phone. The name literally just jumped into my head while I was driving to the airport. When I get to Boston, I’ll call my mother and ask her to try to find it.”

“That’s great. Thanks so much. Any luck on remembering anybody else at REL News Cathy stayed in touch with?”

“Not yet, but I’ll talk to my mother. We’ll keep working on it.”

“Thank you again. If you have any more time, I have some questions I thought of after we spoke.”

“I’ve got about five minutes. Fire away.”

“When Cathy went to Aruba, was she alone or with friends?”

“She went alone.”

“Do you know if she was planning to meet anybody there?”

“Not that I know of. She said she just wanted a little R&R on her own.”

“Aruba’s pretty far to go for a few days of vacation. Any idea why she chose to go there?”

“None. She loved doing anything and everything near or in the water. Scuba diving, snorkeling, windsurfing.”

“You told me Cathy died in ‘an accident.’ ”

“Yes, she had an accident while on a Jet Ski.”

“What happened?”

“The Aruba police called the day after the accident to tell my parents that the Jet Ski Cathy was riding had crashed into a boat in the harbor. She was thrown from the ski.”

“Did she drown or die from the impact of the crash?”

“It’s not clear which.”

“I hate to even ask the question. Did they do an autopsy?”

“No. We asked about that. When they told us it would take two to three weeks, we decided against it. I know she had massive head trauma. The collision almost certainly knocked her unconscious. Cathy had on a life jacket, but she was lying facedown in the water for several minutes before anyone got to her.”

“I’m sorry to ask this, but do you know if she had any alcohol in her system?”

“The police report said there was a strong odor of alcoholic beverage on her body.”

“As far as you know, did she have a drinking problem?”

“Absolutely not. She was a social drinker. One or two drinks at a gathering. Occasionally three. I never saw her drunk.”

Gina made a mental note to talk to a pathologist she had befriended to help her make sense of the police report.

“Was she riding alone or with a group?”

“It was a tour. There were three or four other skiers and a guide.”

“Do you know if the police interviewed the other people on the tour?”

“They said they did. The police report said they all admitted they had been drinking at lunch.”

Admitted, Gina thought to herself. They make it sound as if they were doing something criminal.

“Did the police speak to the outfit that provided the Jet Skis?”

“They did. Predictably, the proprietor claimed all of his Jet Skis were in excellent working order.”

“Did you speak to the person who rented her the Jet Ski?”

“No. I’ll admit to feeling shell-shocked when I was down there. It’s a terrible feeling to open drawers and move your sister’s personal items into her suitcase. The last thing I wanted to do was talk to the people who provided the ski.”

“I can certainly understand that. I’m sorry to be asking you all these questions.”

“It’s okay. Let’s keep going.”

“Did anybody examine the ski after the accident?”

“I didn’t think to ask about that. I don’t know if any experts looked at it.”

“Did the police report reach any conclusions regarding what happened?”

“It attributed the accident to operator error. It said Cathy probably panicked after inadvertently putting the ski on full throttle. Her panic likely was made worse because she had consumed a large amount of alcohol in a short time before the accident.”

“Were you given a copy of the police report?”

“Yes, I was.”

“Would you be willing to share that with me?”

“Of course. I had it scanned. I’m calling you on my cell. Text me your email address and I’ll send the report.”

“If you can get me some recent pictures of Cathy, that would be helpful.”

“I’ll see what I can find and send them along with the police report. Do you really think that Cathy’s death was not an accident?”

“I’m not sure what to think. But there’s one thing I can say. I don’t like coincidences. A powerful corporation was negotiating with, maybe pressuring somebody to accept a settlement. That person may have been reluctant. And all of a sudden that person dies in an accident. In my opinion, that’s too much of a coincidence.”

“My God, to think anyone would have deliberately killed my sister! They’re calling my group number to board. I’m sure we will speak again.”

“We will. Have a nice flight.”

The connection ended.
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After showering and getting dressed, Gina, laptop under her arm, walked to the corner and ordered a vanilla latte from Starbucks. When she was writing her articles, she preferred the solitude and quiet of her apartment. But when she was answering emails and doing research, she enjoyed the background noise the coffeehouse never failed to provide.

Settling at a table near the center of the store, she woke up her computer and started to educate herself about Aruba. The little knowledge she had was the result of reading and watching reports of the Natalee Holloway murder.

Her first stop was Wikipedia. As she read, she jotted notes.


18 miles north of Venezuela. In what’s often referred to as “Dutch Caribbean.” Constituent country of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Sandy white beaches. Population 100,000. Popular with tourists because very little rainfall.



A fact caught the attention of the history buff in her.


Peter Stuyvesant in 1642 was appointed governor before being sent to his new post in New Amsterdam which would later be renamed New York City.



Switching over to a travel site, she found direct flights from JFK to Aruba. She could go round trip for $666. And the hotels were very reasonable. She definitely wanted to book the hotel Cathy Ryan stayed in. She wrote herself a reminder to get that information from Andrew.
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