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Praise for PRETENSES

“Keith Lee Johnson has worked his magic in this wonderfully written suspense thriller. Pretenses is packed with multi-layered suspenseful plots that will leave a reader thirsty for more. The name states it all as raw truths are revealed. Murder, deception, and betrayal—a must-read.”

—Tee C Royal of RAWSISTAZ Book Club

“Pretenses is intriguing! I couldn’t put it down. It moves quickly and had me guessing.”

—Valorie M. Taylor, author of Secrets of Gingerbread Men

“Entertaining and suspenseful, Phoenix Perry is a heroine for the new millennium.”

—Sibylla Nash, author of Dream City

“Keith Lee Johnson’s novel, Pretenses is vivid, fast and thoughtfully paced, exciting, sobering. The action scenes and violence are especially brilliant. The whole work is written in a very lean prose while carrying some very important themes. There is a wealth of surprises and twists of plot to please the most demanding reader of this popular genre.”

—James Cunningham, Dept. of English, University of Toledo
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CHAPTER 1 PROLOGUE


9400 Mount Vernon Circle
Alexandria, Virginia
June 2001

AFIGURE, dressed in a black uniform, nested in a tree across the street from the house, waiting for Supreme Court nominee Jennifer Taylor to arrive. It was all so perfect. No one would be able to figure out the real reason Jennifer and Webster Taylor had been murdered. Influenced by the media hype, people might assume that they were murdered because of their opposition to abortion, which had nothing to do with it. Something far more shocking was going on. The Taylors would be the first of a long list of people to be killed. But none of that mattered now. The loving couple would be dead in a few minutes.

If necessary, the figure would have stayed in the tree until dawn, remaining perfectly still, hidden by the foliage. From the comfortable perch, the figure was able to scrutinize every car that entered the cul-de-sac.

At 11:00, Judge Taylor’s black Mercedes-Benz cruised quietly up the street and turned into the driveway. Immediately, the figure jumped from the tree when the automatic garage door began to open and ran across the street. Judge Taylor hit the door button and entered the house without waiting for the automatic door to close completely. The figure walked into the garage, breaking the motion detector beam. The garage door stopped descending and automatically reversed.

Webster Taylor sat in front of the television set in the living room cheering on the Los Angeles Lakers.

“Who’s winning, Web?” the figure heard the Supreme Court nominee ask her husband.

The figure could see the long-legged, fifty-five-year-old beauty who had no idea the figure was stealthily creeping toward her. The carpeted hallway absorbed the sound of footsteps as the figure tiptoed further and further. A few more steps and the figure would be within reach of the controversial judge.

“My Lakers! Kobe Bryant is having a field day. How’d the meeting go?”

“Terrible. We can talk about it after the game.”

The figure entered the living room, kicked Judge Taylor in the back of her knee with a powerful thrust kick, and then grabbed a hunk of her thick hair and jerked sharply to the right, snapping her neck like a twig. Jennifer Taylor grunted a little just before taking her last breath.

Hearing the sound, Webster turned around to see what had happened to his wife. He saw a figure dressed in black holding a semiautomatic with a silencer attached to the muzzle. “Oh, no,” he said with resignation, just before a single bullet pierced his forehead. The Assassin picked up the expelled shell casing, walked swiftly back down the hallway and out through the garage, and disappeared into the night.


CHAPTER 2

THE RAPIST began his career following an incident on the Beltway. Apparently, he wasn’t driving fast enough for the rude couple in the Lexus behind him. The man kept flashing his bright lights and blowing the horn. After the Rapist switched lanes to allow them to pass, the woman pressed her middle finger against the passenger side window as they sped by him.

The Rapist was so enraged that he followed them to the John F. Kennedy Concert Hall on F Street. The Royal Philharmonic Orchestra was performing. He asked the box office clerk what time the concert would be over and then returned to his car to wait. As the hours passed, his anger smoldered, growing more intense with each passing second. When the performance ended, people came out of the hall by the hundreds. The Rapist spotted the rude couple getting into their Lexus and followed them again. He was planning to teach them a lesson they would never forget.

The couple stopped at Marcel’s restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue, about a half-mile away from the Kennedy Center, for French cuisine. Marcel’s normally closed at eleven, but all the restaurants were staying open late because of the concert. The Rapist was lucky enough to get a table next to the rude couple, which was only a few feet from the baby grand piano near the bar.

The Rapist sipped his coffee and pretended to read a copy of The Washington Post. He listened to the couple as they went on and on about the concert and how great the conductor was. He assumed they were married, judging by the wedding rings they wore. When they finished their meal, they talked quietly about going home to make love.

The Rapist followed them to their home in Alexandria, pulling into their driveway right behind them—flashing his bright lights into their eyes. Walking up to the driver’s side window, he brandished a gun. The fear in their eyes exhilarated him when he realized they had completely forgotten the incident on the Beltway and had no idea who he was.

“I’ve got $300 in my billfold. Take it. It’s yours,” the man offered. “Take your ring off, honey. It’s insured.”

“I’m not a thief,” the Rapist said. “Now get outta the fuckin’ car.”

At gunpoint, he forced the couple into the house and into the bedroom. He forced the wife to tape her husband’s hands and feet with duct tape that he had brought with him. Feeling in complete control, the Rapist reminded them of the Beltway incident. The shock on their faces gave him a potent erection. He began to throb.

“This is gonna be a night to remember. I guarantee you that,” the Rapist said gleefully. He looked at the woman, who was so terrified that she seemed to be frozen solid. “You two need a lesson in highway etiquette,” he told them. “Strip, you high-class bitch.”

She apologized profusely. “I’m sorry. Please…don’t.”

“Too late, sweetheart,” the Rapist bluffed. He just wanted to scare them—push the situation to the limit, and leave them humiliated.

But the husband, believing that his wife was about to be raped, yelled, “I’ll fucking kill you if you touch her!”

The Rapist laughed as the husband continued screaming, “You son-of-a-bitch! Touch her, and I’ll hunt you down if it takes the rest of my life!”

When the wife was completely nude, the Rapist taped her limbs to the bedposts. He pulled out a switchblade and cut the tape away from the husband’s hands and feet. Then he closed the knife and put it into his pocket. He tossed the gun to the other side of the room. “Okay, tough guy. Fucking kill me.”

The husband, an upper-class professional who had gone to elite schools all of his life, was no match for the Rapist. After giving him a fierce pummeling, the Rapist tossed the husband on the bed and stripped his pants off.

“Oh, no! No! No! Please! Don’t!” the husband whimpered, but it did no good. “Aaaaah!”

Moments later, the bed springs howled as the violation escalated to a feverish pace. The wife turned her eyes away, but she couldn’t shut out the sound of her husband’s screams.

After the Rapist had finished with the husband, he cut the tape away from the wife’s hands and feet. “I was only gonna scare you, you rude motherfucker. But you had to be tough. You brought this shit on yourself. You fuckin’ hear me! This was your fault. Not mine.”

Then he watched the wife console her whimpering husband. Tears also ran down her cheeks. Standing over the weeping couple, the Rapist felt a sense of power that he had never felt before—it pleased him.

He left the couple to lick their wounds in their mutual humility. Later, when he thought about it, he realized that a strange thing had happened to him. The fight with the husband had been an aphrodisiac. Raping the husband had been the most fulfilling sex he had ever had.



During the next two years, the Rapist sexually assaulted sixty-seven men, none of whom ever reported the assaults to the police. They had no idea that a vicious rapist was at large until Father Merle Reynolds—his latest victim—told his story.

The traumatized priest was taken to the hospital where he told two detectives about the violent assault. The Rapist had come to St. Mary’s Cathedral under the pretense of seeking absolution.

Before violating the priest, the Rapist, in vivid detail, had confessed all of his crimes, describing each victim by name and occupation. The priest, however, refused to divulge the names of the victims, citing the sanctity of the confessional, but told the detectives that the Rapist had given him permission to inform them of his existence and warn them that he intended to continue ravaging men at every opportunity.
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CHAPTER 3

IFELT THE presence of the two FBI agents who had just entered my dojo. I recognized the cologne of agent Patrick Flynn. That meant that the other presence I felt was that of his partner, Dick Ford. Something terrible must have happened for them to contact me when I was off duty.

I was going to have to return to my day job as FBI Special Agent in Charge Phoenix Perry. But first, I had something far more important to think about—my mind and body in perfect harmony. I was making a videotape of my training session with four of my best student-teachers. We were sparring at full speed, and each student-teacher was armed with a lethal weapon.

As a Grandmaster of Shaolin Kung Fu, I knew I had to take it easy on them, but not too easy. They had all earned the rank of black sash, but if I didn’t use at least fifty percent of my chi, they wouldn’t push themselves to master the art. For safety purposes, I had told them that once they were knocked down or were off the mat, they were considered knocked out and could no longer participate.

Armed with two knives, Earl Johns, the most aggressive of the four, lunged forward. I spun toward him faster than he could bat an eye. His knife just missed me, and I back-fisted him in the forehead. As he fell, I could feel a fighting stick coming at the back of my head, and I ducked out of the way.

The three remaining student-teachers were in front of me now. I advanced toward Valerie Ryan, who had a chain. Sensing when she would swing, I angled in to the left and hit her with a palm strike to the sternum just as she started her swinging motion. She flew backward about five feet with the chain still in her hand. Had I hit her anywhere above the shoulders, she would have been seriously injured.

Greg Fisher swung a staff at my ankles. He had the best technique, but he wasn’t the best fighter. I jumped just high enough for the staff to pass under my feet. Then dropping to one knee, I spun around and swept both of Greg’s legs out from under him. He fell hard onto the mat, and his staff flew up in the air. I caught it and spun it like a majorette twirling a baton.

Only Karen Monroe, who was close to mastering the art, remained. I initiated the joust by feinting at her feet. She came forward, rapidly swinging a pair of fighting sticks. We attacked back and forth without success for either of us. Then I waited for her to come forward again. When she did, I hit her wrist with Greg’s staff, knocking one stick out of her hand. I could tell from her eyes that she was wondering, with her level of training, how such a simple move could have worked.

Seeing another opening, I knocked the other stick out of her hand, partly to show her it wasn’t luck, but mainly to satisfy my own vanity. Having disarmed her, I tossed the staff away and advanced, throwing a series of quick strikes and kicks. My attack was fast but nowhere near as fast as it could have been. The idea was to lull the opponent into a rhythm and then break that rhythm by striking at full speed. I closed the distance between us. Then, without thought, I stepped in and delivered a powerful palm strike to Karen’s chest, which sent her sailing across the room.

The match was over almost as quickly as it had begun. In less than two minutes and with minimal effort, I had dispensed with four armed Kung Fu artists. The student-teachers and I bowed to one another.

“What are the pillars of our philosophy?” I asked them.

In unison they said, “Emptiness, awareness, fluidity, totality, simplicity.”

“Where do these lead us?”

“To freedom.”

“Where does freedom lead us?”

“To no technique and to all technique.”

I turned to Karen Monroe. “You were thinking about the simplicity of the move I executed in disarming you of the first stick when you lost the second, weren’t you?”

Her head dropped. “Yes.”

“What should you have done?” I asked, giving her a chance to learn from the mistake.

“I should have trusted my feelings. Somehow I knew what you were going to do. And when you did it, I was surprised at how simple it was.”

“Good. You are not far from true freedom.”

Addressing all the student-teachers, I said, “How many of you felt the presence of the two FBI agents behind me?”

Startled, they looked over my shoulders and saw the two men dressed in dark suits and ties. Then they looked at each other, wondering if anyone knew other than me.

“When true freedom has been attained, you will know without knowing.” I let what I had just taught them sink in for a moment or two before I dismissed my students. “Okay, I’ll see you all next week.”

I faced Flynn and Ford and asked, “What’s happened?”




CHAPTER 4

THE FBI had already taken over the investigation at the Taylor house, which enraged the local police. As far as they were concerned, FBI agents were always infringing on their territory, throwing their weight around, and taking all the credit for the success of an investigation. By the time I arrived, there was a mob scene in front of the house. Squad cars were everywhere. Flashing red and blue lights bounced off every vehicle and house in the vicinity. Satellites had been set up—reporters circled like vultures.

It was an unseasonably chilly Thursday night in June, so I grabbed my black FBI windbreaker and put it on as I was still wearing my Kung Fu uniform, and I wanted to look the part of a bona fide FBI agent. I got out of my metallic-green Ford Mustang Cobra and walked up the driveway.

I spotted Assistant Director Lawrence Michelson—a former boyfriend ten years removed—talking to the police. Michelson was a handsome black man, six feet tall, and extremely well-groomed. As a twenty-six-year-old agent, I had fallen under his spell. He was still obsessed with me, probably because I had married Keyth Perry, a former agent he didn’t like.

I had broken it off with Lawrence when I learned that he was telling agents in the Washington office that he was going to be my first lover. Lawrence Michelson and I were never intimate, but most of the male agents believed the rumors. I remained a virgin until the night of my honeymoon.

When a female agent’s reputation has been compromised, the word spreads like wildfire through the bureau. By breaking up with Lawrence as soon as I heard the rumors, I could at least retain some dignity while I did the job I enjoyed so much. Nevertheless, the rumors persisted, and Keyth, who had by then become my boyfriend, had to endure undeserved ridicule. All the tension eventually led to a fistfight with Lawrence, ending Keyth’s career with the bureau.

Lawrence spotted me and came down the driveway.

“Perry,” he called. He always addressed me by my last name in public. He was so good at pretenses. All the agents noticed that he gave me a hard time, and they knew why. Lawrence seemed to forget that trained agents accustomed to watching people noticed the subtlest hint of impropriety. “Why didn’t you change before you came here?”

“Flynn and Ford said you wanted me here immediately.”

“Flynn and Ford,” he repeated, shaking his head. “Two numskulls who shouldn’t even be agents. I didn’t tell them you couldn’t take time to change. They knew the fucking media was here.”

“Maybe they were concerned with solving the crime, sir.”

“Don’t get flippant with me, Perry,” he growled. “This is a career-making case, if you’re up for the challenge.”

“I’d rather catch the bad guys, Lawrence.” He hated it when I called him that in public, but no one was around to hear it. I loved pushing his buttons. “Besides, I thought catching the Rapist was the high-priority case, Lawrence.”

“Agent Perry, you will address me as Assistant Director Michelson. You got that? And you’ll work whatever case I assign you to.”

“Yes, sir!” I smiled and saluted. “Just a friendly reminder, Assistant Director Michelson. He isn’t raping women. He’s raping men. It’s your ass on the line, not mine. No pun intended. But whatever you say, sir. What do we know so far?”

“Not much. We know they were killed sometime Wednesday night.” He frowned. “The bodies were found by a neighbor who came by when she noticed the garage door had been open all day. Apparently, they never leave their garage door open.”

“I’m gonna need to talk to her,” I said.

“Perry, solving this case quickly is important to the president, which means it’s important to the bureau. Director St. Clair said that President Davidson was furious when he found out about Taylor’s murder. Her seat on the bench was very important to him, and apparently, he and Justice Patterson had carefully orchestrated her appointment.”

“Her nomination was important to all of us. It’s not like a black woman gets a presidential appointment to the Supreme Court every election.”

“The Rapist case is on the back burner for now,” Michelson said. “Find this bastard, Perry. The sooner the better.”




CHAPTER 5

KELLY MC PHERSON’S shiny black Stingray was coming down the street—its hot-rod engine growling softly. Even with the windows up, I could hear Tupac Shakur’s “Heartz of Men” playing loudly. Kelly had recruited me from Howard University, where I had earned my master’s degree in criminology. After I graduated from the FBI academy in Quantico, Kelly trained me in the field. As a personal favor, I trained her in the martial arts. After five years of hard work, she was awarded a black sash in Kung Fu. I was proud to present it to her.

Kelly McPherson was tall, blonde, and very good-looking. She often downplayed her looks because men were constantly making unwanted advances. She wore loose-fitting clothing and no makeup, yet men still made attempts. In addition, there were those who thought that since she was so good-looking, she was getting by on her looks and couldn’t be depended on in a fire fight, which wasn’t true. Over time, Kelly had proven herself an excellent FBI agent.

She had earned the respect of her peers by backing them in fistfights and shoot-outs, and eventually she was promoted to Special Agent in Charge. Kelly helped pave the way for women like me to join the bureau. When Kelly first became an FBI agent, the bureau hierarchy introduced her as “one of our female agents.” In response, she would frown and look down at her breasts. Kelly loved being an FBI agent, but she had seen too many good agents disciplined or fired for what she thought were minor infractions. When a liaison position with D.C. Metro was offered to her, she seized it. I hated to see her go, but when she took that position, Director St. Clair offered me the position she had vacated.

“It’s about time you showed up,” I said.

“Oh, hush. You probably just got here yourself.” She laughed and jogged up the driveway. “Must be some real big ass to kiss on this case, huh, Michelson?”

Michelson frowned and then barked, “We don’t have time for your bullshit, McPherson! Yours either, Perry. I want this solved and solved quickly.”

“Assistant Director Michelson,” I said, trying to bring some levity to the situation, “you will address me as Special Agent in Charge Perry.”

Michelson stared at me for a few moments, trying not to laugh. Kelly said, “Somebody’s in need of a serious blowjob.”

Michelson laughed at Kelly’s glib retort. Even though she occasionally got under his skin, he often welcomed her comic relief. “Okay, playtime is over. Get to work and make us all look good. Or somebody’s head is coming off at the shoulders.”


CHAPTER 6

THE BODIES were still being photographed when I entered the Taylor house. Flynn and Ford had already briefed me on the crime scene, so I knew that powerful hands had broken Judge Taylor’s neck, which meant the assailant was probably a man. What bothered me was that Webster Taylor was shot in the forehead. As I looked down at Webster, I wondered why the killer hadn’t shot them both.

Was Webster’s murder personal? Was that why he was shot in the head? Or was Judge Taylor’s death personal? This is strange. Did the killer or killers take some pleasure in killing Judge Taylor? If so, maybe we should start by looking into some of her cases. Find out who might hold a grudge.

I had spoken with the neighbor who had found them. According to her, she had seen Webster watching an NBA playoff game around 9:30 the previous evening through the Taylors’ large picture window. She went on to tell me that the Taylors were perfectly suited for each other, sharing a love of books, theater, art, romantic movies, the symphony, and the law. The couple had celebrated their silver anniversary recently, and they were still very much in love. Judge Taylor had told her that she and her husband had planned to make some popcorn and watch the basketball game that evening. Later, they planned to get into the Jacuzzi, which overlooked Dogue Creek, and watch the stars.

They had so much to look forward to, I thought. In just four days, Jennifer Taylor’s confirmation hearing would have begun. If confirmed, she would have been only the third woman to sit on the Supreme Court. According to Michelson, retiring Justice Patterson had handpicked her as his replacement. President Harrison Palmer Davidson, Patterson’s college roommate and best friend, was a year-and-a-half shy of finishing his second term and wanted to appoint one more justice to the bench before he left office.

A media firestorm ensued the day President Davidson made Patterson’s replacement known. Judge Taylor was a very vocal conservative who didn’t support abortion on demand. The court was currently split on the abortion issue, with Justice Street, a moderate who often voted conservatively, carrying the deciding vote. Women’s rights organizations were furious. Angry women picketed in front of the White House daily, carrying signs that read, “Abort Taylor!”

The most demonstrative group was led by a militant feminist named Patricia English. Patricia had remained silent about Taylor’s stance on abortion, but when President Davidson nominated Taylor to replace Justice Patterson, Patricia organized an all-out attack on her qualifications.

“Anyone ever tell you, you look just like Jada Pinkett?” a Secret Service agent asked me.

“Tell me, what do you think of all of this?” I asked him, avoiding the question I’d heard much too often. It really annoyed me to be asked that question constantly.

“I think I’d like to ask you out on a date,” he replied, trying to charm me.

I looked at him. He was a tall black man, with a thick, neatly trimmed mustache. He smiled. I could tell he was too impressed with himself and probably used his Secret Service credentials to get dates. “You ever work a murder scene before?”

He shook his head.

“Then what the hell are you doing here?” I snarled.

“The president wanted one of our guys here. I’m Agent Andrew Jordan. My friends call me A.J.”

“Agent Jordan, if you don’t know what’s going on, get the hell outta the way. This is a crime scene, not a pickup bar.”

He looked around to see who might have heard my rancorous comment, then rolled his eyes, said something into the microphone tucked into his right sleeve, and left the area.

Kelly was examining Judge Taylor’s body. “You getting any vibes, Kelly?” I called out.

“Yeah, I’m thinking this is strange, Phoenix,” she called back. “Come and look at this.”

I went over to Judge Taylor’s body to see what she was talking about. By the time I got there, everyone had come over to see. Kelly lifted the judge’s right leg. There was a huge bruise in the back of her knee.

“What do you think, Phoenix?” Kelly asked.

“She was hit pretty damn hard. I wonder if that’s the only bruise on her body. I wonder if the husband also has bruises. They could have been tortured for information. Only way to find out is to treat this like either one of them could have been the target.”

“I agree,” Kelly said.

I checked the caller ID, which showed 112 calls. The calls went back as far as December. Using her cell, Kelly called the bureau to get one of the techs to pull up the Taylors’ home and office telephone records.

“Kelly, we better check their cell phone logs, too,” I said.




CHAPTER 7

IMADE IT HOME just in time to walk Savannah, my six-year-old daughter, to Matthew Henson Academy. The school was the main reason we had moved into the Arlington area. Henson was one of a few private schools that required students not only to attend year-round but to commit to being there on Saturdays also. Consequently, most of the students were two or three grades above the norm. Savannah never missed a day of school.

I was supposed to meet Director St. Clair at the White House by eleven o’clock. Director St. Clair had wanted me to be there when he briefed President Davidson at his regular 8:00 meeting, but I insisted on coming home first. There wasn’t anything significant to report on the Taylor homicides yet. On a case like this, there was no telling how many hours I would have to work. I was already spending a lot of hours on the Rapist case. While it was an honor to meet with the President under any circumstances, I wanted to walk my daughter to school as often as possible.

Savannah leaped into my arms the moment I opened the door.

“Hi, Mommy!”

“Hi, precious.” I kissed her on the cheek.

“Look, Mommy. See how Daddy dressed me?” She was wearing one of three uniforms that the Matthew Henson Academy required. The school’s colors were green and gold. Savannah looked so adorable in her uniform. Keyth had even put a green-and-gold ribbon in her hair.

“Did you eat breakfast, honey?”

“Yeah.” She smiled. “Me and Daddy made it together.”

“Did you eat it all?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay, honey. I need to talk to your daddy for a second. Then I’ll walk you to school, okay?”

Keyth, who looked like Midwest model Marcus Cordland, had just gotten out of the shower when I walked into the bedroom. He was drying himself off, unaware that I was staring lustfully at his muscular back. My eyes dropped to his delicious ass. It was the shape of a round doughnut. I wanted to take a bite. Even after eight years of marriage, he still turned me on.

“You in a hurry to get to the office?” I asked him.
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