





[image: Cover: Behind the Lies, A Novel by Maren Cooper]









[image: ]









Copyright © 2023 Maren Cooper


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2023


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-587-6


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-588-3


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023909284


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Interior Design by Tabitha Lahr


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









“The saddest thing about betrayal is that it never comes from your enemies, it comes from those you trust the most.”


—ANONYMOUS












CHAPTER 1
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The cryptic message from Chet pulled Will out of the office in the middle of a workday, no questions asked. Chet was probably the only person who could get away with that these days, but he had a power over Will no one else did. And it wasn’t just because Chet Sutherland was a legend in biotech circles or because he’d been grooming Will to be BioteKem’s next CEO. It was because he’d become a father figure and source of life wisdom for Will.


Will punched the unknown address from Chet’s text into his GPS and drove, wondering where exactly he was going. When he crossed into the Mystic Lakes area, he remembered Chet’s stories about family fun at the boat club in Medford, when he and his first wife had lived there. But Chet and his second wife, Andrea, lived in Waltham now. Plus, early March in Massachusetts wasn’t the best time to enjoy a boat club.


As Will drove up and saw the harsh treatment the season had served up, he hoped it wasn’t membership recruitment time. He took off his cashmere overcoat and folded it on the passenger seat with his gloves, leaving his sunglasses on for the quick dash into the club. He took a quick look in the mirror as he palmed his cheeks, wondering if he would have time to shave before the night’s activities. He was glad for the recent haircut; his dark, curly hair looked best when well-tended. He smiled at himself and locked the car.


The lake was mostly iced over, and the wind whipped his scarf as he walked carefully on the packed snow and ice, which covered most of the walkways. With his hands in his pockets, he followed a shoveled path past the dry-rack boat storage toward an almost deserted clubhouse, which badly needed some fresh paint. The back of the building toward the water glistened. The late winter sun was still strong enough to cast reflective light off the glass and steel of the conservatory, which appeared to be a recent add-on. With nobody at the entrance, he made his way by following the light. The glint caused Will to squint as he headed to the far corner of the conservatory to find Chet, his body in outline, the only person in the cavernous space. When Will reached Chet’s table, he said, “Talk about meeting off the beaten track. This has got to be the loneliest corner of the city. What’s up?”


Only then did he notice his boss’s face as he turned his phone over and set it on the table. Beads of perspiration lined Chet’s forehead, threatening to rain down on his graying temples. His red face was marred by blotches of white, one corner of his shirt collar askew. But it was Chet’s narrowed, gray-blue eyes that announced the real sea change in his feelings toward Will.


“Sit.”


“Chet, are you all right? You don’t look so good. Can I get you some water or something else?” His eyes landed on the glass on the table. Bourbon? Will searched the empty room, hoping for a waiter or any other interruption to change the mood of the encounter.


“I’m not all right, no. I’ve been betrayed. By someone who I trusted. Someone who I mentored. Someone who I thought I knew. Whose values I thought were similar to mine.” His voice trailed off as he took the last of his drink. “Someone I thought was superior to me in intelligence . . .” He scoffed. “What a fool I’ve been.”


“Chet, what are you talking about. What’s got you so upset?” Will’s mind raced. He had never seen Chet so rattled. The man had a well-deserved reputation for staying unruffled through tense negotiations to the annoyance of business adversaries trying to throw him off his game. It was like playing chess with a grand master—pointless to find a weak spot because it didn’t exist.


Will thought back to their last meeting. Routine. Just updates on the various ventures BioteKem had initiated. Running a twelve-billion-dollar global biotech company always had its challenges, but nothing of late was causing too much heartburn. In truth, Chet had dialed back the frequency of these meetings. Will, current president and COO, was poised to take over as board chair and CEO within the calendar year. Chet was nearing sixty-six and eager to enjoy a retirement adventure or two. They were just waiting for the right time to announce the change to avoid any undue upset in the stock price. Little more than a figurehead now, he spent any company time golfing with VIPs and chairing the quarterly meetings.


Will chided himself as he recalled his first thought when the request for this impromptu meeting came in this morning. Chet wants to discuss the timing. Maybe he feels ready? Or he wants to up my bonus for the spectacular results for the last calendar year, just in.


“You can’t guess? Then you aren’t as smart as I thought you were.” Chet slurred his words.


Will stared at Chet, hoping to find the man he knew and not this tipsy imposter wearing Chet’s clothes.


“Chet, can I drive you home? Is Andrea meeting you at the hotel?” Will thought about the evening gala coming up in just a few hours. Both men were expected to be there as BioteKem was to win an award at the Annual Global Healthcare Summit event. Chet needed to sober up.


“Don’t concern yourself with me now, Will. It’s much too late.” He scoffed and checked his watch. “I have a car coming in five minutes. Just enough time for me to tell you your time is up.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I’m calling an emergency board meeting for next week. With one agenda item—your dismissal. I’m firing you, Will.” Chet’s eyes, cold as ice, held Will’s for a moment. Then he used the arms of the chair to steady himself as he rose.


Will stared at him, openmouthed. Finally, he stammered, “What? Why?”


“Chasing tail is adolescent, Will. And chasing tail when offered for a business trade is fatal. When the product is a fraud, stupid and unforgivable.”


Chet fumbled to pocket his phone, straightened his back, and moved smoothly across the room, as if from a chess match with an inferior player.












CHAPTER 2
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Will stood to follow, then stopped and quickly sat down. His legs suddenly weak, he wasn’t sure he could trust muscle memory to move his body with his brain in a frenzy. How could he be fired? Then he remembered Chet’s comment. Chasing tail. His body froze at the thought that Chet knew about his fling. But he couldn’t know. Will had been careful. Never meeting in public other than at a large business lunch or event. Hotel assignations not under his name. It was a novel game for him. He couldn’t resist the flattery of her pursuit of him, the frisson of a new woman something he never considered as a potential temptation.


So crass to think of it as “chasing tail.” He would never have expected to hear those words coming from Chet. His face flushed in shame as he admitted to himself the description fit, but he shook it off. What he needed to focus on now was finding out what was going on with Chet. He tightened his fists to gain control and rolled his shoulders slowly.


A waiter approached apologetically. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see another person arrive. Can I bring you something?”


“No. Thanks. I’ll be leaving myself.” Will watched him take the empty glass and realized it had only been a ten-minute meeting. Had it even really happened?  He couldn’t move. Firing people was his realm, not being fired himself. It was a cost of doing business, however unpleasant. He had strategized about how to fire many people over the years, some for the right reasons, and some . . . well, it’s what happened when you had a global enterprise to run. But this could never happen to him.


He took a deep breath and as he exhaled, an involuntary chuckle escaped. He shook his head. Who was that man pretending to be Chet? Where was the Chet who described Will as the honorary son who came along at the right time and gave him an opening to confidently leave BioteKem? That Will was the only one Chet could trust to keep it solid, for the good of the patients who depended on their products and kept the stockholders happy enough to continue the R&D necessary to stay on mission.


Maybe Chet was sick. He didn’t look good. Maybe he was paranoid, having a psychotic break.


His phone buzzed. A text from his wife.


Yes, I sent your tux to the office. Good luck tonight.


The message pulled him from his stupor. Charlotte was responding to a text he had sent this morning when he remembered he needed his tux for the event and wouldn’t be going home beforehand. He had made plans to meet up with Bella for the night. They would each attend the dinner, separately, but Bella, a budding star in the biotech world, would leave her hotel room empty and join him for the night and a leisurely morning together. This time, he promised himself, he would actually start the process of mentoring her.


He parked any further worries about Chet along with his car in his personal parking space and headed into his office in Kendall Square.
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BioteKem’s headquarters in North America was perfectly situated in the midst of Boston’s biotechnology community. Its solid, ten-story building rose like a beacon among its neighbors, befitting its position as one of the pioneers who kept getting stronger, and set the pace for the newer companies in class and innovation.


Since Will’s arrival twenty-four months ago, he knew he was moving it faster now, proud of his track record. It had taken focus, but compartmentalizing life was his forte. His home life was the easiest, handing it over to Charlotte. While it had not been discussed explicitly, he knew she had expected to be in charge of their family life. She had envisioned and forged the path for his transformation from his somewhat geeky academic persona into a successful entrepreneur businessman, forfeiting her career aspirations in Public Relations along the way. Her natural curiosity and knowledge of the medical field and its star researchers eventually led her to a more meaningful side gig. She helped patients with rare diseases find clinical trials that might help them. It was rewarding as well as flexible for child-rearing and their lifestyle as they moved around the world for his career. He traveled extensively but enjoyed the role of Dad who showed up for events, provided for the expensive tastes in houses, activities, and vacations, and occasionally paraded them at his company events to show off the perfect family.


He stayed connected to academic life by providing internships at BioteKem for the bright lights at the best colleges, keeping an adjunct faculty appointment alive at Penn. He ensured his PR team stayed active in soliciting invitations for his participation in the right panels and roundtable discussions at industry-wide meetings. Branded as the scientist who made it big in biotech, he was always sought after. He could still speak the academic language, but it didn’t thrill him anymore. The young man who searched for cures and treatments for neurological and circulatory diseases for the sake of humankind was gone; he had happily sold out for higher rewards and to make a bigger contribution on the global stage.


What did motivate him was making deals. He had a few in the works, and the thrill of discovery of how to make a deal replaced his former passion to search for success in the lab. Increasingly, he followed his own business instincts and brought Chet in later in the process, confident Chet would not second-guess him but merely admire his handiwork to celebrate the success together.
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The office was quiet when he got there. His executive assistant, Merilee, had his tux hanging on the door to his office closet. She had turned down the lights and had lamplight on for him as dusk was close. He liked watching the lights of the city go on as he swiveled in his desk chair and looked out at the panoramic view of the Charles River. He read email curated by Merilee and considered whether he should change into his tux now or take it with him to change at the hotel. He smiled thinking about the festive nature of fancy dress and taking it off and kept his tux on the hanger.


He took an Uber to the Intercontinental Boston Hotel and approached reception, credit card in hand. “Will Franklin.”


The young hotel clerk smiled warmly. “Good evening, Dr. Franklin.” She turned to the computer screen. “I see your wife has already checked in.”


“No, Mrs. Franklin isn’t coming, just me tonight.” It wasn’t uncommon for Charlotte to skip these events, although she did like the glitz of dressing up sometimes. But this weekend their son Andy had a swim meet that interfered with a night in town for her. She had declined.


“Umm, I do have a Mrs. Franklin checked in about thirty minutes ago. Could you be mistaken, sir?” The young woman was flustered and picked up the phone to call the room.


Will pondered, then quickly stopped her. “No, don’t bother. I could be mistaken.” He considered the possibility that Bella had posed as his wife and checked into his room. He was instantly furious at the audacity of it. How could she dare? How would he manage to keep the pretense of distance if she was in his room this early? Alongside his fury, the steady beat of desire gained traction, leaving any remaining thoughts of Chet behind him.


Merilee always reserved him a suite on an upper floor. He had Bella’s room number. She could take the stairs up a few floors and nobody would be the wiser. At least, that was the plan. He was nearly panting by the time he used his key card to open the door. Low light and music in the sitting room greeted him, with a bottle of wine chilling. He put his overnight bag down and hung his tux on the back of a chair.


“Hello?”


He walked into the bedroom and heard water running in the adjoining bath. His peripheral vision picked up a slinky black dress on a door hook. He was about to study the dress more closely to pick up a clue when the water stopped and a woman wrapping herself in a towel stepped into the bedroom.


“Ohh hi, handsome. How do you like my surprise?”


Stunned for the second time that afternoon, Will stared at her and finally spoke. “Charlotte.”


“Wow, I guess it worked. You look totally shocked.” She dropped the towel and still dripping wet, walked naked across the floor to him and raised herself to her tiptoes to give him a big kiss, without touching any other part of his body. “I thought we needed a special night. It’s been too long.” She grabbed the hotel robe from the closet. “So, when you texted me this morning about the tux, I pictured you going to this dull event and sitting through it on your own.” She frowned. “So, I got on the phone to make arrangements for Andy to go to the meet with Chaz and his mom, and voila, here I am!” She laughed. “I thought I was really clever to send you that text later about sending your tux to the office. I wanted to keep the surprise under wraps. How did I do?” She flopped onto the bed.


Will recovered enough to respond. “Wow, you did great,” as his mind raced through various scenarios of this evening that could keep him intact. For a full minute, he wished he was the man who could appreciate the expression of love from his wife that led her here and unwrap her robe to show her how much. But he had chosen not to live a simple life.


He needed to get to Bella before disaster struck. “So glad you came. You’ll make all the difference in the evening.” He gave her a quick peck on the cheek and rushed on. “Let me wash up and we can have a glass of wine before we go down to the event. I see you have some chilling. Very good move on your part.” He blew her a last kiss and excused himself to the bathroom.












CHAPTER 3
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Will closed the bathroom door and looked up at the ceiling, breathing deeply. What a mess! He hated to text Bella but had no choice.


Tonight won’t work. Sorry.


After clicking off, he realized he sounded like a jerk. But he didn’t want to go into details, and any explanation at this point would be lame. He’d make it up to her later.


Charlotte was luminous in the black dress. She was finishing her makeup and jewelry when he returned. He had always loved watching her get ready. A natural beauty, she seemed to be ageless. Even in her mid-forties, she remained the center of attention in any room she entered. She smiled at him.


“Zip me up?”


He kissed her bare shoulder. “You look gorgeous.”


She studied his face. “Are you all right? You seem uptight. Is there something going on that I should know about?”


He put on his best blank look. “Nope, all is good.”


Her intuition was uncanny. Even though he hadn’t been sharing everything as in their earlier years, she could usually figure him out. He had been putting distance between them, and the intimacy of those days was gone. The years when she was in his head, guiding his career moves, were over. Then, he had been grateful for her instincts and guidance, but now, clearly aware of his own power, he had outgrown the habit. He hadn’t left her behind so much as freed her from feeling obligated to stay current with his business maneuvers.


It was Charlotte taking charge of their relocations that left her little time to keep up with every business deal he was involved in. Moving them seamlessly, with two children in tow, was no easy feat. Navigating the cultural changes in moves to Europe and Asia was challenging as well, but she seemed to relish leading the way. They didn’t discuss it, but she also seemed to appreciate the opportunity to explore new interests on her own.


In Barcelona, he remembered when she asked him whether he minded if she committed to assist the chef in teaching tourists in an immersive Catalan cooking course. She had searched his face for approval.


“It may interrupt our usual routine. I won’t be as available. Is that okay?”


An unspoken telepathy passed between them. Will registered a request from his wife to find something just for herself, and he was more than ready for her to do so. He loved what he was doing, and she had helped get him there. But he was good to go it alone moving forward.


“Of course, you should do it!” They had sealed the unspoken new pact with a sweet kiss. Now, his lovely bride had surprised him again.


“Well,” she said, “I know I haven’t been very accessible of late; not taking care of my man the way I like to. I promise I’ll be paying more attention.” She put both hands on his cheeks and gave him a quick kiss, then playfully pushed him away. “You have time to shave. Go take your shower, and you can get gorgeous in your tux, too. Then we can toast our night out, make whatever appearance we need to make at the event, and sneak out . . . for our own personal party.” She winked at him.
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The hotel ballroom was festooned with garlands of silvery snowflakes. Purple and tangerine lanterns were fitted with twinkling lights. A side room for the VIP reception was already crowded by the time Charlotte and Will arrived. A string quartet played in a corner. The Annual Global Healthcare Summit, sponsored by the world’s largest pharmaceutical companies, was a must event for networking over substance, and the awards program itself was fairly superficial. BioteKem had won the grand prize last year and wasn’t up for anything big this year. But it was not an event he could miss.


Will was swarmed as soon as they entered the room. With Charlotte on his arm, he was excused from too much shop talk, and fortunately, the conversation with the European reps was mostly about the weather, the puzzle of American politics, and the economic outlook in Europe after Brexit.


The dinner bell announced the ballroom opening, and Will led Charlotte to their assigned table. As they wound their way through the crowded space to the front of the room, Charlotte nudged him. “Isn’t that Andrea and Chet? Looks like they’re going the wrong way.”


Before he could stop his wife, she was on her way to them, and he was in a conversation with a tablemate. She rejoined him quickly and introductions were made all around. Privately he asked her, “So, did you catch them?”


“Yes, they were leaving. Andrea just gave me a quick hug and told me Chet wasn’t feeling well. He didn’t even say hello to me. Do you know what’s going on with him?”


“No, sorry to hear that. Hope he’s okay. That was all?” Will passed the rolls.


When she confirmed nothing else was said, he relaxed a bit. While he hadn’t put Chet’s words totally out of his mind, his mysterious disappearance bolstered the theory Chet was not himself. He was more preoccupied with where Bella might be. He hadn’t expected her to attend the reception but thought he might see her at the dinner. Her goal in attending was to meet with prospective angel investors for her new company, and he assumed she would be trying to network heavily. He stood up a couple of times to scan the room with no luck.


Charlotte was playing footsie with him, and it was working. He noted how several of the men at the table seemed to bring her into every conversation. One of them, a researcher who recognized her name as the woman who helped a desperately ill patient connect with his clinical trial took the time to praise her for her work. She blushed and acknowledged the satisfaction she felt when making a match and how stories like this were so appreciated.


She thanked him and then led the table talk away from business by asking, “What is your most favorite thing to do or eat in America when you come here?” which kept the group amused.


When one visitor from France confessed to a fondness for Kentucky Fried Chicken, she proudly announced, “And you sir, are a connoisseur of the highest order. The closest one is just a quick Uber ride away!”


He was beginning to think an early escape and a night of lovemaking with his wife would end this trying day, but when she asked if they could go to the after-party for a drink before going up, he couldn’t refuse. When she pulled him to the dance floor and nibbled on his ear, he was in thrall to his wife of seventeen years.


He whispered, “Let’s go upstairs and make love,” and she melted into his arms.


As he led her from the dance floor, he saw Bella, sitting at the bar, staring at him. Their eyes met. His first reflex was to drop Charlotte’s hand. Then, he regained his wits and stared back at her, dropping his eyes quickly as he registered the raw anger . . . or hurt?


He would have to deal with her tomorrow.
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Much later, Will was awakened by a text. He slid from the bed and picked up his phone. His body sated by the healing love of his wife, he covered her body gently, tousled blond hair trailing down her back. He shook off any remaining buzz from the alcohol and quietly went to the sitting room. Not many people would text him in the middle of the night, and very few had this number. Merilee screened most on a different line. Then he remembered Bella and her anger.


But it was Andrea.


Chet fell in the bathroom and is having trouble talking to me.


Where should I have the ambulance take him? Call me.


Chet! He was sick! He knew something was wrong.  He clicked in her number, then scrolled through his contacts as he waited for her to answer.


“Andrea, it’s me. Where are you?’


“Will, thank God.” He heard the catch in her throat. “Still in our room, but the emergency techs are coming up from the lobby. What should I do?”


“Okay, they’ll quickly assess. If they tell you they need to take him to their nearest emergency hospital, I don’t think you should argue the point. They know which hospital is best able to accept a patient with Chet’s issues. But if they ask you where to take him, tell them Mass General. I’m going to make a call to a contact there now, so they’ll be ready. Okay?”


“Yes, thanks Will.”


“Can you describe what’s going on with Chet?”


“We assumed he was coming down with the flu and decided on an early night, but his headache just kept getting worse. Then, nausea got him to the bathroom, and I heard him fall. I think he may have hit his head. Will, I’m scared.”


“It’s okay, Andrea, I’m here.” He considered how long it would take him to pull on his pants and go to her. “Listen, text me when you know where they’re taking him, and I’ll meet you there.” Will heard a commotion as the EMTs arrived.


“Gotta go.” She hung up abruptly.


He wasn’t sure if she had heard his request. 3:05 a.m. Fully awake now, he paced until he received another text from Andrea.


Mass General.


With that, he clicked his friend Clark’s number and grabbed his pants. “You’ve reached Dr. Clark Boyd’s voice mail. I’m not on service right now. If this is a medical emergency, please hang up and call 911. If you have a nonemergent issue, please call my office. If you—”


“Damn.” He scribbled a quick note to Charlotte, finished dressing, and was out the door and in the lobby in five minutes. By then, he had texted Merilee to find Clark Boyd’s home phone number and have him call ASAP.
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Massachusetts General Hospital, not too far away, was the original and largest teaching hospital of Harvard Medical School located in the West End neighborhood of Boston. Clark Boyd was a research scientist he had known for years. Recently BioteKem had selected his lab for clinical trials with great results. He was also a gifted internist, who had an active practice and supervised residents on service at the hospital.


By the time Will arrived at the hospital, Clark had called him and agreed to make contact with the emergency room to inquire about Chet’s condition.


Andrea jumped when he approached her in the waiting room. “Oh, it’s you. Thank God.” She reached out to take his outstretched hand, and her eyes immediately filled with tears.


He took her hand. “Andrea, I’m here. We’ll sort this out.” He noticed she had spent even less time dressing than he had. He could see her nightgown peeking from her trench coat, which she kept belted and wore with a pair of black, patent dress shoes. Her red hair was pulled back into a tie, her face a white mask of fear without makeup.


“What’s happening now?”


“I’m not sure. The EMTs put him on oxygen right away and asked me lots of questions. “Could he have hit his head when he fell? Had he been exposed to any toxic chemicals? Was he allergic to anything that he may have eaten? When did his headache start? When we got here, they whisked him away and I haven’t seen him since.”


“Was he able to talk to them at all?”


“No, he’s kind of out of it. Almost like he’s out of reach.” She squeezed his hand. “Even earlier last evening, he was not talkative. Like he was upset and mulling over something.”


“He didn’t tell you about anything that was bothering him?” He held his breath. He was prepared to mention Chet’s odd behavior earlier yesterday afternoon, but only if it fit the narrative she had been relaying.


“No. You know him.” She smiled. “He keeps things pretty close to the vest. At least with me, that is. I know he confides in you. He trusts you implicitly. Thanks for helping me out tonight. I didn’t know who else . . .”


“Happy to help. You did the right thing to reach out. We’ll take care of it.”


He liked Andrea. Chet’s second wife was closer in age to him and Charlotte than to Chet. She was somewhat intimidated by her husband, but Chet doted on her and their son, Danny. His first marriage had not been a happy one. When his wife had died, he tried too late to deepen a relationship with his teenaged daughter, but she was bitter about the years of fatherly neglect, and Chet realized then how important it was to be an active parent and spouse.


Around 6:00 a.m., Clark called him before they had any word from the emergency room. He stepped away from Andrea to take the call.


“Your friend is not in very good shape. They’ve done the scans and run the lab work they needed. They’re trying to determine whether he could have suffered a traumatic brain injury when he fell in the bathroom. But right now, it looks like he may have had a massive stroke. They need to admit him right away and treat him aggressively.


“You’re kidding. Really? Chet hasn’t had any major health issues that I’m aware of.”


“I don’t know about his health history, just what I was told he presented with, and it’s a serious hemorrhage. As far as we’ve come with treatments for neurological issues, sometimes you just can’t prepare for the big one; and unfortunately, that could be what’s going on with your friend.”


“No, that can’t be.” His raised voice caught Andrea’s attention, and she approached him, mouthing, What?


Clark promised to stay on it, and Will thanked him. He wasn’t sure how to tell Andrea. Fortunately, an emergency room physician called her name, and he didn’t have to.












CHAPTER 4
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Will moved away to give Andrea some privacy with the doctor, but after she collapsed in the nearest chair with the doctor’s news, she beckoned him over.


“Will, please help me take in what’s going on. The doctor is telling me Chet is not conscious.”


Will quickly introduced himself as a family friend there to help and the young physician gratefully repeated his dire news, exactly what Will had already learned from Clark.


“How sure are you that it’s a stroke and not a TBI? And what does that mean?”


“We’ve reviewed the scans and the lab work. It’s looking like Mr. Sutherland has suffered a stroke.”


“What happens next?” Will asked.


“At this point, it’s a waiting game. I recommend Mrs. Sutherland go home and get some rest and stay in touch with us. We’ll be admitting him to the ICU shortly, and we’re close to making the call to place him on a ventilator to keep his lungs functioning.”


“I understand. Thank you, Doctor.” Will nodded at him and turned his attention to Andrea as the doctor left them.


“This can’t be happening.” Andrea started to hyperventilate. Will pulled her from the chair and walked with her a bit, his arm around her shoulder, reassuring her this was the best place for Chet. It took some time to convince her she should leave, but finally she agreed to let him take her back to the hotel.


He knew she was exhausted because he was. His immediate goal was to keep her going until she could get home and safely away from the hospital. “Where’s Danny right now?”


Andrea bolted upright in the car. “Oh my God. Danny. What time is it? Where’s my phone?”


“It’s still early. Just after seven.” He inspected Andrea, who hadn’t even brought a purse with her. “Could your phone be in your coat pocket?”


She pulled it out and checked text messages, exhaling loudly. “Good. The last message was the one I sent you. Danny hasn’t called for a ride home yet. He’s staying with a friend.” She gave him a quick smile of relief. “But I need to get home before he does.”


“Yes, that would be good for both of you.” He smiled at her, his mind moving fast on any other immediate actions to take. “Do you have a car at the hotel, and if you do, do you feel like you are up to driving? It’s been quite a shock, and I know you must be exhausted.”


“Thanks for looking out for me.” She patted his hand. “But I’m getting my second wind now thinking about Danny. I’ll quickly pack up and drive home.”


An hour later, Will had showered and was making himself a cup of coffee from the self-serve in the room when there was a light knock on the door. From a corner of his brain, an image of Bella came to him, and he remembered that they were to spend the morning together with a late checkout, in his room. He used the peephole and sighed with relief. He opened the door to Andrea, dressed and ready to go home.


“Will, I can’t ever thank you enough for your help. I’m hoping you are still willing.” Her voice was strong but tentative. She smiled, and he noticed a bit of color had come back to her face.


“Whatever you need, I’ll help you through this. What is it?”


“This feels a little weird, but I’ve got Chet’s phone and laptop, and I assume there will be some business that needs to be attended to. I was hoping you could take that on for us?”


Will’s heart jumped. He looked at the case in her outstretched arm and swallowed. Andrea wanted him to take over Chet’s communications. He understood the request to keep the continuity secured, but to hand it over to him totally? Clearly, she had no hint of a potential change of status between the men. As time moved forward, he wasn’t sure it had even happened. Without hesitation, Will accepted it for the gift horse or supportive duty it was.


“Of course, Andrea. I’ll do it.”


She handed him a small case with both devices and hurriedly gave him a hug. “Thanks, Will.”


“Was that a woman’s voice I heard?” Charlotte’s teasing voice reached him from the bedroom. “Are you entertaining other lovers while I sleep in?”


Will blanched, avoiding her eyes. As usual, his wife had nailed it. He was supposed to be entertaining a lover in this very suite at this precise time. He was still unsure how he had succumbed to Bella’s charms. Then an unbidden image of her lovely body flooded his senses, reminding him of his weakness. Charlotte walked toward him lazily, belting her robe, but stopped when she saw his face. “What is it? What do you have there?”


Will put the case on the table next to the note he had left her, obviously unread, and pulled her to sit with him on the couch. He needed a minute. The events of the last two days were catching up with him. Her softness and warmth so stark against the reality of Chet’s compromised mortality brought out a vulnerability that surprised him.


“It’s bad, Charlotte,” he whispered. He told her what had happened, his voice wobbly with fatigue and disbelief.


She listened attentively, encouraging him to give her all of the details.


“Poor Andrea,” Charlotte, teary-eyed, said when Will had finished.


A knock on the door surprised them both.


“Room Service.”


“Did you think to order breakfast?” Charlotte asked him, heading to answer the door.


Will remembered the plans he had made to have a luxurious breakfast with Bella after their night together. He saved himself and said, “Yes, I ordered when I got back from the hospital. I thought we could have a bite together here before I head back to the office.”


“Wow, what a feast!” She eyed the full breakfast for two with pastries, smoked salmon, and bagels. “That was smart. Given the day ahead of you, this may be the only meal you get, and I can take some of it home with me. Surprised you ordered smoked salmon. I know that must have been for me. Thanks.”


She poured herself some coffee and picked up the New York Times from the cart. “Oh God!” She held it up for him to see.


“ENGER PHARMACEUTICALS HACKED While International Leaders Convene at the Annual Global Healthcare Summit,” the headline read, and just below that, “Industry-Wide Effort to Determine Scale of Attack.”


[image: ]


Will walked Charlotte to the valet to get her car, and then to his Uber to go to the office. He and Merilee had been texting back and forth for the past hour. He had directed her to prepare an internal announcement about Chet for just the top tier of management and a possible press release, if needed. Yes, Chet Sutherland was in the hospital, no more details as of yet.


Just an hour ago, his primary task was to get into Chet’s phone and laptop. Now the cyberattack of unknown dimension held his primary focus. But Merilee had contacted IT to send someone to his office to unlock the computer. Andrea had left a Post-it note of the phone’s passcode in the case for him. He told himself Andrea wanted him to take care of business and that Chet would have wanted him to do so. Still, he felt like a sneak. His core survival instinct was to find out if there was anything on the computer that would explain the accusations Chet had leveled at him yesterday. Specifically, he wanted to know if there were any plans for an emergency board meeting in the next week.


BioteKem security was light on Saturday, and Will greeted the weekend guard and headed up to his corner office on the 10th floor. The IT guy waited for him outside the executive suite, and Will wasted no time with small talk.


“Get me in ASAP.” He had just opened Chet’s iPhone when he saw Nick Offerman, Chief of European Operations, through the glass.


Nick, dressed in work-out gear and a hoodie, his earbuds dangling, seemed ready to blast off when he burst through Will’s door and announced, “We’ve got problems in Italy. There’s been a security breach at the Lombardy plant. Don’t know if it’s related to the hack. The production line is down. They want permission to shut down.”


Will calmly stowed Chet’s iPhone in his desk drawer and said, “Okay, we’re gonna have a full-blown emergency situation worldwide. This is the beginning. Let’s get everybody in. I’ll have Merilee get the emergency command group here now.” He started a text.


Will’s body relaxed. Exhilaration replaced the fatigue he should have felt. He was in his zone. Focusing on command leadership with a crisis brewing was his sweet spot. He didn’t get nervous, he got smart. And his team responded.


“You look frazzled, Nick, did you get a good run in?” Will grinned. “May be your last one for a day or two.” He swiveled his chair away from his desk and took Nick’s elbow and steered him to the hallway. “Let’s get the conference room set up for our command center. There’s an IT guy here now. We can have him get a few more monitors ready.”
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