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NOTORIOUS MEETS NORTH BY NORTHWEST
A daring prison escape in Mexico. An explosion in the Hague. Tourists disappearing in Scotland and the Sahara. Reporters murdered or reported missing. Seemingly unrelated incidents. Or parts of an ingenious terrorist plot? Everything is timed to happen at eleven, Eleven men. The eleventh hour of the eleventh day of November, 2011.
It is ‘The Time of the Eleven.’
For William
Chapter One
Guanajuato, Mexico, June 2011
Golden whorls of dust spun around the bright shaft of light he had just unearthed with the rusty pickaxe. Slow-going, he thought, grunting, as he wedged himself between the tight hole.
“You’ve bought Santos off, no?” he hissed between clenched teeth at the man behind him, who tugged at his heels.
“So he says,” the other man whispered back, while crawling on his belly, “but these guards lie like dogs. They have no honor. We may only have a few minutes more.”
The stench of raw sewage was overpowering and the first man through the hole stifled a gag. Somewhere off in the distance an alarm bell sounded. Outside, through the two foot opening he had just carved, the moon shone bright and shadows flickered off the crumbling stone buildings of the Salamanca prison. Beyond those walls, the mountainous terrain awaited them, vast and harsh.
The man swallowed, uttered a swift prayer, then glanced backwards. “We go now,” he said, hurling himself through the bathroom’s jagged hole, bounding into the blackness of a shadow created by the overhang of a nearby building.
The other man followed, then ten others. They bided their time, each watching with fitful anticipation until the moon slid beneath a dark cloud, then disappeared. They leapt through the darkness, propelled, as if by cannons, towards the open courtyard guarded by brick columns and iron gates tipped with razor sharp spikes.
Alarms shrieked through the stillness of the night. Gunshots whizzed past the leader’s ear, so close one seared his skin. He touched the burning lobe, then inspected his finger. Blood. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the man behind him falling, holding his leg and writhing in agony. The leader dropped to the ground, moving forward slowly, crab-like, on his elbows, until he had reached the fallen man. Another man arrived to help and together they dragged their wounded comrade across the square before stopping in the shadows to catch their breath. More shots followed, spitting gravel inches away from his feet.
They sprinted to the chain link fence topped with concertina wire, straining under the burden of the man slumping between them. The leader fell to his knees, then ran his fingers over the fence, but found no break in the pattern. Blood hammered in his ears. Shit! Where was it! Had the guard betrayed them? Another barrage of shots hit the ground near his feet, sending stray chunks of earth into the air.
Desperation took hold. Where, where, where, the leader muttered feverishly as his hands tore at the wire, splitting his skin until the blood flowed like a river, his knees rubbed raw. Finally, he found the opening. Bribing the guard had worked after all.
“This way!” he hissed, signaling the others with a hurried wave of his arm.
One by one, they crept through the opening to freedom and the empty wilderness that lay beyond it, merciless and barren.
Outside the prison walls, the leader stopped to catch his breath, waiting a few seconds for the others to catch up. His stomach was empty, still crawling with fear like a dozen eels searching for a way out. The men quickly clustered around him, their bodies slick and reeking of sweat, their faces haggard, unshaven and pale.
“Soon,” he said with an air of defiance as his fist rose into the air, “Soon it shall be the ‘Time of the Eleven’ and we stand ready to fight all the challenges that greet us.”
“Soon!” The others cried in unison. They clasped their arms together and disappeared into the arid Mexican night.
Chapter Two
Puerto Vallarta, Mexico
June 2011
The waters of Puerto Vallarta shimmered in the dying light. On the beach, hordes of onlookers watched the sun dipping towards the horizon like a golden egg, ready to applaud when it finally disappeared beneath the water. They sat in tables on the sand, margaritas nearby, plates of lobster and crab heaped high. Some were lovers, some long married or newly-retired, all of them drawn to the same intoxicating blend of warm breezes, brilliant sunshine, and sensual Latin melodies. The soft guitar music wafted over the booming tides as candles flickered at each table underneath brightly colored umbrellas.
“Toast the sunset, Kiley,” he said. “And then toast us while you’re at it.”
“Any special reason?” she purred, still tingling from the satisfaction of an afternoon spent lost in her lover’s arms.
“You know the reason,” he said, reaching for her hand.
She leaned over the table and caressed his palm. “Let me see if I can find a reason there.” She traced the lines of his hand, marveling at the massive strength of it, yet amazed at how those same slender fingers could send her into fits of ecstasy with just a simple touch. She turned his hand over and brought it to her lips. She adored the tiny tattoo of the little horse emblazoned near his right thumb.
Armand Rachet’s coal-black eyes were as dark as his hair, the heavy mustache obscuring part of his full mouth. He was swarthy like a pirate, delicious as a rogue. He watched her and smiled.
“The tattoo,” she asked. “What does it mean?”
“It represents the mascot of the small town in France where I grew up,” he answered. “A trademark. You saw the horse everywhere. Emblazoned on small inns, taverns, outside people’s houses.”
He turned her hand over in his and brought it to his lips. His slick tongue danced over her skin.
She paused and looked into his eyes. “I never dreamed I’d meet anybody like you.”
“Why not? You are a beautiful woman.”
“I love to hear you say it…say it again.”
“You are beautiful.”
A shiver ran down her back as he took her hand and squeezed it. She cherished the words, even though her brown hair and blue eyes were plain and lacked the beauty he claimed they had. She had lost interest in wearing the proper make up. Her clothes were baggy and outdated. But right now she didn’t care about that.
“I’ll never forget this moment,” she said.
A rush of applause startled her and her gaze shifted to the ocean where the sun was setting, gracefully slipping beneath the horizon a few inches at a time. Soon, it would disappear completely.
“Everything is perfect,” she said as the applause grew louder. The sun had dipped out of sight, leaving only ribbons of pink sky in its wake, and in her heart she felt awe, along with a deepening love for this charming stranger she had just met. He had given her back her life.
The Peace Palace
The Hague, Netherlands
June 2011
He glanced around him, then lit the fuse. The Semtex was in place. The dark night would give him good cover, he thought, as he studied the overcast sky. No stars, no moon, nothing to give his position away.
He reached inside his pocket and felt for the small talisman. He would drop it a short distance away just as he always had, so they would know he had been here, so they would feel fear. He struggled for a deep breath and felt his heart flutter, then beat wildly like a rabbit’s. He swore under his breath and gritted his teeth. “It’s worth the lives it takes,” he mumbled to himself. “The world must see.”
He dashed for the exit, his rubber soles and heels leaving no trace on the polished mosaic floor. Soon he found a safe hiding place, crouched down, and stared at his watch, waiting until the second hand had passed zero. The bell tower at one end of the huge Neo-Renaissance building suddenly exploded in a blinding shower of splinters and stars, blood-red and white-hot, and his eardrums nearly ruptured, strained to the point of bursting, even with their protective covering. Then the screams followed, shredded body parts shot high into the air, and tongues of flame licked the sky. A smile creased his lips. He had done it again.
“You’re sure,” the police detective inquired an hour later.
“There is no doubt. He always leaves the same thing behind,” the Interpol agent responded.
The detective surveyed the destruction. Another terrorist bomb. Ten more lives lost, including two prominent US diplomats. Where would he strike next? He fingered the tiny object in his gloved hands, his stomach roiling with disgust. It was reddish brown, edged in black; no markings apparent anywhere.
“What does that mean?”
The detective didn’t hesitate. “A bay horse,” he said. “It is the work of Bajardo. I’m certain of it.”
Chapter Three
Dunnottar Castle
Near Aberdeen, Scotland
June 2011
Two women clad in grey chatted gaily as they made their rounds of the sea-swept castle while gulls buzzed overhead. So close to the ocean, the damp air smelled strongly of codfish, haddock and brine. They wandered outside, amazed at the intricacy of the structure, located on a huge flat-topped rock. Sheer cliffs surrounded them, with breathtaking drops and magnificent vistas visible from each side.
One of the women opened her purse and checked the guidebook. Mary, Queen of Scots, William Wallace and the Marquis of Montrose had all visited here; even more interesting, a small garrison had held its own against Cromwell’s army for eight months in order to save the Scottish Crown Jewels from destruction. She stood reading for several more minutes, lost in the rich history of the place, inhaling the cold pungent Scottish air. The wind suddenly picked up in velocity and for a moment, she staggered, grabbing her hat with one hand and reaching for her companion’s arm with the other, trying to regain her balance. But no one was there.
She darted back inside the chilly confines of the castle’s huge dining area filled with a long table set for twelve and a great brick fireplace. Her heels clipped against the stone and other visitors stared at her with amusement, some with horror, as she repeatedly called out her companion’s name. When she reached the entrance to the castle, she stopped for a moment and waited, attempting to calm her nerves. They’d agreed to meet at this spot in case they were separated. Five minutes passed, then ten. Her pace grew frantic, the grip on her purse tighter. Unable to wait any longer, she ran outside again, pelted by cold shards of rain. Bombarded by another rough gale, her eyes rocketed across the steep access path they had climbed an hour before. She feared her friend might have fallen and suffered an injury, but the rugged path was empty. Her glasses fogged over with droplets of mist and she stepped back inside.
The woman finally located their tour guide calmly snacking on tea and a muffin near a lit fireplace and after explaining in a breathless rush that her friend was missing, she asked him whether anyone had returned to the bus parked below.
He wiped his damp mustache with the back of his hand, unmoved by her plaintive cries. “Not likely, ma’am. They’d have had to pass me and I didn’t see anybody.”
“But she must have gone back,” she said. “There’s no other explanation.”
“Keep looking,” he snapped. “I’ll help you once I finish my tea.”
“There’s some urgency here.” She reached for his arm. “Can’t you help me now?”
He wrenched out of her grip. “When I’m through with my tea.”
She shook her head and began methodically searching for her missing friend again, still clinging to the tiniest wisp of hope. She checked all of the rooms in the castle first, then braved the cascading sheets of rain to explore the other buildings outside. After a thorough inspection of the barracks, stables, and chapels, she reached an inescapable conclusion: her friend was gone.
The next day, a small article appeared in the local Aberdeen paper stating that a woman had mysteriously disappeared at the Dunnottar Castle on late Sunday afternoon. Efforts by local police to locate her had been unsuccessful.
Marrakech, Morocco
June, 2011
FIVE TOURISTS DISAPPEAR IN SAHARA DESERT
Five Americans touring the Sahara on a three-day camelback trek, disappeared Monday. The incident occurred after the five became separated from their group during a sandstorm. The tour company offered no immediate explanation as to how the mishap occurred.
Speaking on anonymity, one senior official acknowledged the possibility of foul play. “This area has fallen prey to undesirables before. Even the safest of tours can sometimes be victimized by drug traffickers and smugglers.”
Local authorities are combing the area, hoping to find clues that may lead them to the lost tourists.
“We expect to find them alive soon,” the official said. “Canyons, dunes, river beds, even vehicles passing through, are being thoroughly examined. No possibility is being overlooked.”
When questioned as to how long the search would take, the official pointed out the missing tourists only carried food and water for one day, in case of emergency. “The tour company catered all of the food events,” he said. “There was no reason for them to have any more on hand.”
All of the tourists who disappeared were women. None of the identities were released.
According to government officials, stranded tourists have often been found dead in the desert when incidents of this type occur.
San Diego, California
June, 2011
It was a beautiful fall day, Joey Socorro thought, jumping up into the driver’s seat of his new truck. He had a different route, all the kids enrolled in new schools, and a passionate new bride. No doubt about it, life was good.
He sipped on a soda, still savoring the last bite of his big Mac, trying to shrug off the uneasy feeling that someone had been shadowing his every move all morning. He glanced in his rear view mirror and his heart thumped painfully in his chest. The same dark sedan, sat a few car lengths back with its motor running, churning up little plumes of exhaust. As he carefully eased his truck into the flow of traffic along the busy San Diego street, the car followed.
To confirm his suspicions, he veered down one side street after the other, deviating from his normal route, violating procedures, hoping his supervisor wasn’t waiting for him around the next corner. Without hesitation, the car behind him still pursued him at a discreet distance, stopping when he stopped, hitting the gas when he did.
Socorro shivered in spite of the warm sunshine, uncertain why he felt so threatened. He peered into the driver’s seat of the car tailing him. The man inside was bathed in a halo of light: slight build, small moustache, scraggly hair. Socorro shrugged. No one he had ever met before.
Was the man after something inside his truck? Or did he hold a grudge against him for some unknown reason? His heart gave another painful lurch.
At first, he thought he was only imagining things when he’d seen the same car pull up close behind him twice before, but now this was the third time and in his mind that was three times too often.
A shudder slid through him, like an ice cube working its way down. Had his new young wife been unfaithful to him? Was this her lover or some other jilted suitor from her past seeking revenge? He had no illusions about her reputation when he’d plucked her from her job behind the counter at the corner bakery on his route. He had been only one of her many heart throbs. He couldn't figure out why she'd chosen him. Had he made a mistake rushing into marriage so soon after his first wife had died? Were his kids too much of a handful for her? The Big Mac grumbled in his stomach and he felt nauseous.
Socorro kept turning corners in the remote subdivision, hoping to lose the persistent stranger, yet certain that his truck could never outrun the powerful Mercedes glued to his bumper. Sweat dampened his armpits. His skin itched with fear. He started to stop the truck, determined to confront the man when the car suddenly vanished.
At the next driveway, he turned the truck around and opened the window further to catch a few cleansing breaths of fresh air, then made his way back to the busy San Diego street.
At first he thought it had only been his imagination getting the better of him, but then the fear returned and he couldn’t shake it, no matter how hard he tried.
Chapter Four
Somewhere outside Tampico, Mexico
The eight Russian commandos arrived, dressed in black, brandishing Kalashnikov rifles and demanding cigarettes.
Known as Spetsnaz or “Special Designation”, these men had once been members of the Russian elite forces. Now disaffected from the Soviets, they were still crack terrorist commandos, mercenaries expert in the art of deep penetration, reconnaissance and sabotage behind enemy lines.
The Russians entered the safe house. All but one leaned their rifles across the mud-streaked wall. The last man through the door stood guard, staring out at the crowded marketplace, trying to ignore the sounds of the jarring music, the screaming children, the shouting beggars and the whirling winds of an approaching thunderstorm.
The others took seats around the rough-hewn table, then removed their dark glasses and hooded face coverings.
Seated opposite them, Bajardo threw a pack of Marlboros across the table and poured each man a shot of Stolichnaya vodka he had just removed from the freezer.
“We need your help,” he began. The fan rotating overhead did little to dispel the stifling heat. “We will require many of your kind to accomplish what we have in mind. We come from different countries, but we have similar goals.”
“Money?” the Russian leader said with a snicker, a cigarette dangling from his lips.
The man standing guard glanced back at his leader, uneasy with the light banter, then resumed his surveillance of the street outside. In this remote section of the state, the locals remained indifferent to the comings and goings of military men. The locals were not the guard’s primary concern. Not only did he have to protect Bajardo from the rugged terrorist factions operating in the area, those who would think nothing about lopping off a hand or an arm in retaliation for an imagined slight, he knew he had responsibility for the supreme Alpha Commander as well.
The Alpha Commander was special. He would never surrender. That was how he had been trained.
Alpha Spetsnaz units lost few officers. The men they commanded were tough and ruthless, without morals, and zealous in their desire to defeat anyone they perceived as an enemy to their cause.
The guard squinted through the dirty windows, sweating in the oppressive heat, underneath his heavy garb. He swatted flies away from his shoulder and ground a cockroach beneath his boot. In the distance, the ocean swells rose, proud and defiant, and for a moment its aquamarine beauty obliterated the dire poverty from his immediate field of vision. The commander’s deep voice suddenly engulfed the tiny room.
“We have come here in good faith,” he said. “You must not let us down.”
“This is the ultimate opportunity,” Bajardo responded. “One that may come only once. Knowing your expertise, I am certain you will succeed.”
The Alpha Commander stabbed out his cigarette. “I am losing patience.”
The man known as Bajardo got up and paced the length of the room. The floorboards creaked as he walked. “We are prepared to pay you handsomely. This is something we have planned for a great many years. You will help us gain access to the highest realms of power. It is a path you will not be fortunate enough to cross again.”
The commander’s fingers gripped the edges of the table. “Enough! We are not yours to command. Explain how much you are willing to pay or we will wipe you and your kind from the face of the earth!”
After Bajardo had spun the tale and described exactly what he needed the renegades to do, the Alpha Commander’s lips had gone dry and his mouth hung open.
“You have heard me correctly,” Bajardo repeated.
“It has never been done.”
Bajardo pounded the table. “It will be done!” He leaned across the table, locking eyes with the Alpha Commander. “And you will succeed.”
Chapter Five
Crystal City, Virginia
Park Weatherly Hotel
June, 2011
Wrapping his hand around the microphone to quell the persistent shaking of his arthritic fingers, Emmanuel Salton addressed the assembled shareholders. Behind him, American flags waved slowly, their edges ruffled by the blasts of air coming from the massive heating ducts overhead. He fidgeted to straighten his bow tie and hoped his hair looked all right, even though the white leonine mane was thin and stringy and exposed a forehead far too broad.
“Salton and Bullock have continued to remain competitive in this difficult environment,” he said. “Profit margins are tight, but I see better things ahead. We are a multi-national company, with strong connections everywhere. Our economy will prosper and so too, will Salton and Bullock!” He raised his right arm, but heard only mild applause. “And I promise you the man who will take us there is our special guest today.” He gripped the podium with both hands and narrowed his eyes. “I know you are not content with promises. You insist on delivery. So does this man. He is determined to turn this economy around. Our world is at peace, thanks to him. Our borders are safe. We fear no nation and are the envy of all, thanks to him!”
An enormous round of applause followed.
He gazed down at the Secretary of Defense, Elliott Barnwell. Barnwell was a bull steer of a man, six-foot-five, with dyed black wavy hair and oversized glasses. The thick glasses were made to disguise the fact that he'd lost an eye in Vietnam. He was newly-married to his second wife Catherine, who nuzzled close to him, sometimes resting her head on his shoulder so that her long blonde hair spilled onto his dark blue suit. She was a beauty, Salton thought, far too young for Barnwell, with her sparkling blue eyes and a bosom the size of Mount Rushmore. And rumor had it, his two grown children detested her.
“Since, September 11, 2001, no terrorists have attacked us on our shores,” Salton continued, out of breath already, his voice becoming wobbly. “That is thanks to the great leaders we have elected, especially the late Jonathan Lincoln, whose life was cut tragically short by cancer last year, and now this man. He will tell you of his vision for the future once he is reelected to a second term next year.” The crowd started to buzz in anticipation. “I have the distinct honor of presenting to you the President of the United States, Alexander C. Falk!” Salton waved his arm and the purple curtains behind him parted as the overhead speakers blared a screechy rendition of "Hail to the Chief."
Falk sauntered out with a smile and a wave, acknowledging the crowd as he approached the podium wearing a blue Armani suit and a flag pin stuck in his well-tailored lapel. He was tall, slim and fifty-five, with brown eyes and a broad “ski-jump” nose. He shook hands with Salton and nodded at Barnwell seated in the front row.
“My thanks to my good friend Manny Salton and my thanks to each of you!” he shouted over the booming applause.
Salton took a seat behind the podium and watched as the audience rose to its feet. Offstage, he caught his partner Jefferson “Buck” Bullock nervously pacing among the throng of Secret Service agents, fingering that damn raggedy string tie he always wore.
Rolls and rolls of fat with a wattle under his chin any turkey would have been proud to call his own, Bullock was a real gentleman from the Old South, full of nothing but table-thumping bullshit and a big quart of Kentucky’s finest Southern Comfort.
Salton toyed with the cane one of his assistants had brought out to him and watched the crowd returning to their seats as the President prepared to speak. Salton knew the President well. Falk possessed a stubborn streak his opponents had been unable to break; sometimes Salton admired him for that. Other times, he thought Falk was a pompous ass who deserved to be taken down a peg or two. His detractors often dubbed him “Alexander the Great” or “Falk the Conqueror” because the man couldn’t stand to lose—a ruthless man after his own heart—up to a point, Salton thought, suppressing a nervous smile. Bullock had not been in favor of inviting the President to speak, but the President’s advance men had insisted, since he’d addressed their convention every year.
Under Falk’s presidency, the Dow had plummeted from its all-time high of 20,224 to just under 10,000, before climbing back and settling at its current level of 12,104. Every business had suffered, including Salton and Bullock's.
“A lot has happened since I have been elected,” Falk told them with a slight lisp in his voice. Tensions between North and South Korea have eased and they are at peace, the Middle East is now stable after decades of bloodshed and war.”
The audience exploded into applause again.
“Our country is safe from terrorism within its borders and at its military bases around the world. This has not come without difficulty. People here at home have suffered the loss of loved ones; our economy has eliminated jobs; our stock market has retreated from its previous highs.
“Somewhere along the way, people have lost faith in America, in its businesses and in supporting the fine people who toil daily for a free economy. I plan to change this now and during my second term.” He paused and smoothed a shock of acorn-colored hair from his forehead. “But challenges lie ahead here and abroad. Stalwart allies like Europe have become indifferent acquaintances, unresponsive to our needs. More trouble spots in the world need our attention. “But I promise you,” he pointed a finger upward, “we will hit Dow 20,000 again!
“The past has taught us grave lessons. We have suffered through our fair share of wars, petty skirmishes and dire threats.”
Salton noticed his wife Winifred scowl, then look away, and fidget in her seat. She’d always been a peacenik. An ex-librarian with no sense of adventure; he never knew why he’d married her. Whatever beauty she’d had was long gone; her dowdy clothes and severe bun hairstyle had been a turn-off for years, but she’d refused to change her appearance for him, despite his pleas.
“I promise you,” the President said, his cheeks flushing as he pounded the podium, “that America’s future is bright. I take it as my sacred duty to safeguard America, to make America prosper, to move this country forward, and to give every American the American dream! That is what I plan to accomplish in the next four years! Thank you very much!” His right hand flashed the victory sign before he turned to a seated Manny Salton and shook his hand again.
The President walked across the stage from one end to the other, smiling and waving, acknowledging the standing ovation for several minutes, then descended a small flight of steps to his left and began mingling with the crowd below. Secret Service men scurried to catch up and formed a protective cordon around him. Overhead speakers blasted the “Stars and Stripes Forever” while Salton struggled to his feet and approached the podium on withered legs.
He tried getting the crowd’s attention, “There’s a fabulous buffet set out by the pool.” Salton hesitated. Unable to pierce the cheers for Falk, he finally gave up. With apprehensive eyes, he watched the President disappear through the main exit surrounded by his entourage of clinging agents and adoring fans, then stood up on shaky legs and prepared to follow. He was uneasy, both for Falk and himself.
Chapter Six
Guanajuato, Mexico
June 2011
Strong winds blew in off the Gulf of Mexico, signaling an imminent storm. Dark clouds gathered overhead. The television was turned to the all-news channel, the volume kept low in this sparsely furnished hotel room overlooking the water. The man stood at the window and parted the lace curtains to watch dozens of fishermen practicing their ancient craft on the jetties below in search of snook, yellowfish and snapper. Next to the unmade bed, the newspaper lay open to published reports describing the American President’s early return to the campaign trail.
“We can never go back home now,” the man muttered to the others, turning away from the window and throwing a half-eaten bowl of pinto beans and hot chili sauce on the floor, letting the fiery stew spill onto the already stained carpet. “We must remain in exile. Our assets have been frozen, look how we must live…” The television fluttered for an instant before displaying a picture of the man’s father with a black border etched around his face. “ My beloved father,” he cried, the anger escalating in his dark eyes. “The American has killed him!”
One of the men took his arm, “We are waiting for our moment,” he assured him.
“Yes,” the other man agreed. “We must steel ourselves until the time for revenge comes. And come it must. Until then, we shall hide and lie and steal. We will blend in, they shall never know who we really are. They are easy to fool. And then, when the time is right, we shall strike this devil Falk at home, and slaughter him for the pig he is. Then we will remind the world who we are so they will never forget.”
The other man smiled and they clasped each other’s arms just as a hard rain began to pelt the streets below.
Chapter Seven
Washington, DC, November 1, 2011
It had been a hard fall, Kiley thought, studying herself in the bathroom mirror. And yet it had only been five months since Armand had deserted her. Lied to her and left her for dead. She buried herself, her identity, and her soul. Her work had suffered miserably until they were forced to fire her. And now, in this new job, at Lily Langtree publishers, she couldn’t rise to her full potential. She didn’t even want to.
She wiped her eyes with a rough paper towel. Her lids were still crimson and stung like hell.
“Kiley!” Jennifer’s shrill voice startled her.
She whirled around towards the half-open door, where Jennifer Tilden, Langtree’s stout receptionist stood, her thick eyebrows arched, one hand on her hip.
“Get back in there! LuAnn’s going crazy and you know how she gets when Arnie’s on her back.”
Kiley hurriedly bunched the towel into a ball, then discarded it in the nearby receptacle. “Sorry, I’m coming.”
She returned to her windowless cubicle in the middle of the gigantic publishing house floor and checked her e-mail, searching for a message from Armand, checking a thousand times for the signal from him that would never come. Disheartened, she returned to her proofreading.
Mindless crap, she thought angrily, smacking the keyboard. She yearned for the days when she’d had her own office, when she had been the editor of the Irresistible Impulse division of Desiree Books. Had it only been six months ago?
Someone tapped her shoulder. She stiffened and Kiley twisted her neck to stare up at him. “Arnie, is there something you need?”
His hand squeezed the flesh of her shoulder until she wrenched it away. He twirled her chair around so she faced him. The head of Langtree was overweight, with a stomach the size of a beach ball. His eyes were shrunken inside his head like a frog’s and his thin brown hair hung in greasy strings across his forehead.
“You’re three days behind. LuAnn wanted me to talk to you about it. I’ve been monitoring your e-mail. Too many personal messages. Too many sick days. I’m giving you a warning. Any more of this and I’ll have to make other arrangements for this position. Is that clear?”
Mentally, she cursed LuAnn for squealing on her. She never should have confided her personal problems to her supervisor in the first place, but LuAnn had seemed so sympathetic. Kiley hated her betrayal almost as much as she hated LuAnn’s frizzy red hair and the way her painted toenails hung over her sandals below that beaded ankle bracelet she always wore.
“Understood,” she mumbled.
“Good. Now, get back to work.”
She listened to his heavy brown loafers thudding against the slick linoleum floor.
“Damn!” she hit the keyboard again when he was out of earshot.
The beltway roping Washington, DC was snarled with traffic. The stalled cars encircling her made Kiley feel trapped, like she couldn’t breathe and she had to turn on the radio to blot the claustrophobia out of her mind. She was already sorry she’d agreed to meet Francheska “Franki” Faraday tonight. But she’d put off her old friend from Desiree Books long enough and dinner had seemed like a good idea at the time.
“Due to the latest bombing, the threat level has been raised from yellow to orange, meaning a high potential exists for additional acts of terrorism,” the announcer on the radio droned. “Government officials are not saying who they think may be behind the latest attack, but suspicions point to the notorious international terrorist known only as ‘Bajardo’ as a possibility. If true, this would be the first time Bajardo has operated within the United States, adding to the government’s cause for alarm.
“Noted terrorism specialists at the FBI believe there is a significant possibility that this man might have emigrated to the United States. Intelligence suggests his movements are consistent with entry into the United States from either Canada or Mexico.
“The government has elevated the terror alert to orange due to heightened security concerns near power plants and water treatment facilities. Tuesday’s bombing at the Roosevelt power plant in upstate New York near Albany resulted in five deaths. One hundred thousand residents are still without power and officials are uncertain when it will be restored. The new terror alert is just one step below red or severe, the highest level. Stay tuned for updates on the hour and half hour.”
Kiley switched off the radio and turned her old Toyota Camry into the parking garage.
After a short elevator ride, she passed through the French doors and into the crowded bar of the Segovia restaurant where she spotted Franki, seated in a corner of the dining room near a potted plant and a Goya painting. Flamenco music played softly in the background.
Franki rose to greet her. Her long jet-black hair had been swept up into a French twist and for a moment, Kiley didn’t recognize her.
“Like it?” she asked
“Yes,” Kiley sputtered, unable to take her eyes off of the dazzling five carat diamond drops dangling from her ears.
“I thought it made me look younger.”
“But you’re only 28! Oops, that’s my age. What am I saying?”
Kiley took the other high-backed chair in the corner so she could survey the other diners.
“What are you going to drink?” Franki motioned to the half-empty glass of wine. “Mine’s Rioja. It’s Spanish wine. Real smooth and velvety…try it.”
The waiter returned and Franki ordered two glasses of the Rioja along with some tapas appetizers.
“I didn’t recognize you. What happened?”
Kiley’s eyes shot down to her skirt.
“I know you’d been going downhill after David disappeared, but…” Franki stopped and then wiped her mouth with a napkin, averting Kiley’s face. “I’m sorry.”
Kiley stared at the chattering couples around her, gaily exchanging intimacies over bowls of gazpacho and platters heaped with Paella and chicken and rice. Her eyes passed over the candles fluttering on the tables, the crowded bar full of noisy revelers, but she didn’t see any of it. She only saw David. In fact, she remembered why she had put off this meeting for so long.
Franki shook her arm and more diamonds came into view from beneath her sleeve. Franki’s kewpie-doll lips and almond eyes beseeched her. “I’m sorry, honest.”
“No, I can’t avoid it forever. David’s gone and that’s all there is to it.”
Just then the tapas arrived: steaming garlic shrimp, serrano ham, smoked fish, bean soup, and cheese.
Franki headed for the shrimp and speared two for herself. “Maybe I ordered too much.” She ate one, careful to avoid spilling any grease on her twelve hundred-dollar pink St. John suit and her Louis Vuitton Murakami handbag standing nearby. “Tell me about David. I mean, disappearing two weeks before your wedding. Did you ever find out anything more?”
“Nothing.”
“But it’s been a whole year.”
“There’s been no trace. I’m afraid the police suspect that he just…” She hesitated, twirling her wine glass. “Left me. That he was scared and ran off.”
“Eat something.” Franki began piling shrimp, cheese and sausage on Kiley’s plate.
“They refuse to investigate it any further.” Kiley moved the food around, but couldn’t make herself eat.
“You’ve got to move on.”
“I thought I had,” Kiley said. “But then I met Armand and the same thing happened.”
“Who’s Armand?” Her green eyes were hungry for information.
“Armand Rachet. I got up the nerve to take a vacation to Mexico by myself and I met him there.” Her eyes began to tear. “We had a wonderful time. I never heard from him again. He told me he loved me.” She took a big gulp of wine.
“So this is why you’ve let yourself get so…”
“Ugly.” Kiley finished the sentence. She looked down at the wrinkled plaid jumper and scuffed loafers she wore, then rubbed a hand against her freshly scrubbed cheek devoid of makeup. “First it was David that sent me on this downward spiral, then after Armand I went from bad to worse. I don’t care about anything anymore. I’ve lost my house, my pets, I had to sell most of my clothes and I’m in debt up to my ears.”
“How much?”
“Nearly fifty thousand dollars in credit card debt alone.”
“Oh my God,” Franki said.
“That’s why I had to take this stupid proofreader job, just to dig myself out. The job rejection letters were pouring in. And the people there aren’t like at Desiree, they’re awful. They produce such crap—trashy magazines and sleazy adult paperbacks.”
“But Desiree fired you, remember? I thought they were awful there, too.”
“I suppose I deserved it. My mind wasn’t on the job.”
“Because of David.”
“Yes.”
“You have to take some pride in your appearance, Kiley, for yourself and yourself alone. And what about that book you planned to write?”
“You’ve always been my hero, Franki.” Kiley clutched her arm. “So self assured, so beautiful. Always knowing the right thing to wear.” Now Kiley noticed another diamond, this time on her left hand. Slowly, she pulled away “That’s new, isn’t it?”
“Yes, two weeks new. I’m engaged.”
“To Jordan Durand?” Kiley asked, referring to her old boss at Desiree.
“Yes, we’ll make it official sometime next year.”
Kiley gulped more wine, then stuffed an olive in her mouth. It tasted like she wanted to spit it out, but she chewed and swallowed it anyway. “That’s wonderful,” she managed to say, then grabbed some cheese and nibbled at the edges.
“I know you liked Jordan, but nothing ever happened between you two, did it?”
“No,” Kiley said. “Par for the course.”
“Now tell me about Maggie and Spud. What happened to them?”
Maggie was her Sheltie collie and Spud her Siamese cat. “My allergies were bothering me.” She rubbed her forehead. “That’s not true,” she said, brushing away a tear. “I had to temporarily board them with my boss at the office, because my new apartment doesn’t accept pets. I don’t really trust LuAnn with them. She’s kind of a slob and she’s got four crazy kids. I’m afraid they might get hurt.”
“Maybe Jordan and I can take them. I’m living at his house in Chevy Chase now. Just bring them over when it’s convenient.”
“Thanks, Franki.” Kiley finally looked her in the eye. “I’d really appreciate that.”
They finished dinner with Kiley managing to choke down another round of Rioja and pick at some chicken and rice that tasted like caked talcum powder to her. When they parted at their cars outside, Franki hugged her.
“Fix yourself up. There’ll be someone else. Do it for you.”
In her heart, Kiley wanted that dream more than anything, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to believe in another far-fetched fairy tale.
When she walked in the front door, after battling slippery roads glazed with a fresh coat of sleet and freezing rain, she noticed the message light blinking on her phone.
Pressing the button to listen, she slumped down onto her sofa.
The message was from Armand.
Chapter Eight
MORE DISAPPEARANCES PLAGUE INVESTIGATORS
For several months, a recent rash of disappearances involving U.S. tourists travelling abroad has stymied federal investigators. The latest series of incidents has left officials scratching their heads again.
Within the past six months eight reporters have been listed as missing on the east coast, including two reporters from the Boston Globe, two from the New York Times, one from the Washington Post, two from the Baltimore Sun, and one from the San Francisco Chronicle. Another reporter from the Sun was discovered dead in his home, the victim of an apparent strangling. Four of the reporters disappeared abroad, the rest here at home.
“There is a possibility that we have a serial killer on the loose due to the close proximity of some of the incidents, “ FBI Special Agent in Charge Frank Sovitch said. “But we can’t make any definitive conclusion at this time. There just isn’t enough evidence.”
The disappearances abroad occurred while the reporters were on special assignment for their newspapers in Europe and the Far East, including the Philippines, where several terrorist organizations still operate.
Officials say they can find no link between the reporters and the missing tourists, but the investigation is ongoing.
The chicken wire surrounding his cage made a wavy, drunken checkerboard of shadows on the urine-stained prison floor. How long had he been here? He’d lost all track of the time. His thoughts whirled back to the past, when he had first agreed to take part in this dangerous charade, remembering how it had all begun, how he had been forced to do what he had done, that it hadn’t been his fault…
He lingered in the shadows, swallowed up by the suffocating darkness of winter. He stood at the end of the corridor, making sure the last worker had left for the day and was out of earshot. Then he stared at the stiff plastic identity card clutched in his palm; his own tortured face stared back. The card had gotten him this far, but now he was on his own.
His Reebok running shoes made silent pads on the linoleum as he headed for the office where they kept what he needed. The wireless laptop computer sat behind the locked door with the big brass plate nailed to the front. He tiptoed towards the door, but found the knob immovable, and shook his head, swearing. A credit card-sized slot was built into the wall beside the thick gold handle. Would his own identity card allow him to enter? He slid it through and grasped the knob. Nothing. No movement. He reached inside for the other card, the one he’d stolen the day before. He hated to use it. Once he did, there was no turning back. Now they would have his soul. He would be part of them.
The unfamiliar face on the stolen security card glowered back at him. He knew this was wrong, but he had no choice. They had him by the balls. He was their prisoner because of who he was and who they wanted him to become.
Pursing his lips, he slid the card through the slot and reached for the knob at the same time, finally gaining entry. He blew out his breath and looked around the office: high leather chairs gathered around a conference table in the corner, an even fatter leather chair behind the desk heaped full of papers and a big phone loaded with sixteen lines.
Big man, he thought in contempt. Big man.
He spied the computer sitting on the corner of the desk with its cover closed. Scooping it up underneath his arm, he took one final look around the office. With a great swoop of his hand, he threw all of the papers onto the floor, ripped the phone from the wall, and then tipped over the big leather chair.
There, big man, he said grinning, that’s what I think of you.
He exited the office in a half-run and headed outside to face whatever the bastards had in store for him, and knew he would have to face it, cope with it somehow, and then seek revenge.
He opened his eyes and found himself in the wire cage again, cold waves of fear shooting through his stomach.
They were coming for him.
Chapter Nine
November 2, 2011
I need to see you.
Like a mantra, those words echoed in Kiley’s brain and kept her awake all night along with the persistent pitter-pat of rain on the roof. The storm intensified, pellets of hail battering the windows. Unable to stand it any longer, she sat up and selected a crossword puzzle magazine from the stack on her bedside table, and began fiddling with the clues and letters, then switched to a cryptogram to drown out the storm and the fear brewing inside of her like a tempest.
After half an hour, she began to feel nauseous. The chicken and rice were doing a vicious little tango inside her intestines. She got up, turned on her laptop computer and input her symptoms into WebMD for the umpteenth time. Nothing serious, she told herself over and over. Then she checked her e-mail.
There it was again.
I need to see you received four hours ago from Armand Rachet at a mailbox location called jetstream.com. After recovering from the shock, she replied, sending him her e-mail address, phone number and new home address, even though she’d sent it to him half a dozen times before.
Then she typed Yes, come. I’ll be waiting.
Kiley signed off, but couldn’t get to sleep.
What did he want and why had he waited so long to contact her? Was something wrong?
Instantly wary, she tossed and turned for hours. When a few snippets of light finally penetrated the half-closed blinds, she hurriedly decided to dress and make a quick run to the local grocery store before leaving for work.
It took nearly thirty minutes to chop all the ice off her car. Arriving at the local Safeway five minutes later, she was pleased to see so few shoppers at this ungodly hour. Just how she liked it. Avoiding people was getting to be something of an art form with her.
Quickly piling items into her cart, mindful of the time, she paused, thinking someone was behind her. She turned around, but no one was there. She continued walking down the next aisle, then felt those same eyes on her. She whirled around again
Armand.
He wore a grey down overcoat with black slacks and a black angora sweater underneath. The coat was spotted and covered with ice and snow crystals that he brushed off with the flick of a finger. In the other hand, he carried a duffel bag and a pair of gloves. His dark hair seemed a little longer, his round face a little leaner, but he was still unbelievably handsome and her knees wobbled just looking at him.
“Armand!”
He joined her and they walked down the aisle together.
“Yes, Kiley. How are you?”
She reached for a can of chicken soup and her hand quivered. “I would have been better if I’d heard from you.” She tried keeping her voice low and had difficulty facing him. When she did, she noticed an impish smile decorating his face.
“I apologize. I had other pressing matters at the time.”
“What kind of matters?”
She pointed and he helped her retrieve a large box of bran cereal from an upper shelf. “I cannot tell you now. I also had fears of getting too close, I’m ashamed to admit.”
He clutched her waist and even through the heavy wool coat she wore, she could feel her flesh burn. Her heart banged inside her chest like an anvil.
“I need your help. Can I go home with you?”
Kiley headed for the express check-out lane. “I have to go to work.
“Don’t go.” He whispered into her ear. “We can do other things.”
In a state of shock, Kiley watched the checker scanning the items. She couldn’t believe he was here. After all these months of hoping, she was finally standing side by side with Armand Rachet.
Her mind started to spin. Why had he returned?
The clerk was almost finished scanning the groceries and she fumbled inside her purse, trying to find her wallet.
Armand slipped a twenty-dollar bill in her palm. “My treat,” he said.
Her little kitchen had never felt warmer, in spite of the gloomy weather, the bad furnace, the heavy old furniture, and the outdated appliances.
Armand helped her put the groceries away. “Have you lived here long?” he asked and the pungent cologne he wore made the musty smell in the air disappear. She reached for a bag of potato chips and their fingers touched.
“Almost a year,” she said. “I’m sorry it’s so run-down. I used to own my own condo overlooking the Potomac.”
“What happened?”
She shrugged. “Too many bills in a bad economy. I couldn’t afford it any longer. I lost my job too.”
“I’m sorry.” He made no reference to her disheveled appearance. Her brown hair was still frowsy from bed and her eyes red from lack of sleep and a few tears. “I wish I could have helped you.”
He snuggled next to her and she dropped the paper towels that rolled under the table with the rest of the cobwebs. “I’d do anything for you.” His voice was all honey and velvet and his tongue felt the same when he buried his mouth over hers. It had been so long since she felt such warmth and kindness that she responded with a depth that surprised her, like something uncontrollable waiting to be unleashed.
His tongue danced in her mouth like a butterfly, then moved on to her neck and swooped inside her ear. She didn’t even mind the prickly bristles of his heavy moustache against her skin; in fact, she rather enjoyed the rough feel, imagined him rubbing it all over her body like sandpaper. She reached up beneath his sweater and ran her hand over the thick coating of hair on his chest, her fingers pinching one nipple.
He cleared off the kitchen table and pushed her down on top of it, rubbing her breasts, opening her robe and fumbling at the buttons of her flannel pajamas that she’d kept on underneath her coat while she went shopping. Their bodies were slippery with sweat and she noticed the kitchen window fogging over.
Then an odd thought occurred to her. She was behaving just like one of those heroines in the Irresistible Impulse romance novels she’d edited for so many years. Her breath quickened, her heart was on fire, her brain reduced to nothing but jumbled mush. And suddenly common sense returned.
She pushed him away. “Armand, please don’t. I think you owe me an explanation.”
“About what?”
“About why you didn’t call for five months!” Kiley said, tightening the sash of her robe around her waist.
His lips crushed hers, but she pushed him away again. “Armand no! Tell me what’s been going on. I deserve to know!”
He straightened his clothes, still breathing heavily. “Come to breakfast with me.”
“I have to go to work.”
“Please,” he said, his dark eyes softening. “It won’t take long.”
She nervously checked her watch, then reluctantly agreed.
Chapter Ten
Armand took her to a Greek restaurant where they served $3 breakfasts all day and $1.99 Bloody Mary’s in tumblers the size of water pitchers. They were seated in a booth by the window underneath a huge hanging Boston fern behind a glass dessert case filled with homemade pies and German chocolate cakes.
Kiley’s churning stomach had subsided and she hoped it was strong enough to tolerate food, though she wondered if it would have enough sense to stay there.
“So what have you been doing in my absence?” Armand prodded.
She took a sip from the Bloody Mary and coughed as hot pepper sliced into her throat and nearly cut her tonsils in half. “Nothing I’m very proud of,” she managed to sputter, grabbing a water glass.
“What about that book you were trying to write?” His smile was tender, his manner earnest.
“Trying is still the appropriate adjective. And there’s the cryptograms and crosswords. I love solving those.”
“What is your fascination with them?”
“With cryptograms, it’s breaking the code. I have to finish solving one before I start another. This last one’s a doozy, though. I’ve been working on it for weeks. Can’t seem to crack it.”
Armand suddenly reached in his pocket and pulled out a ring box and for a moment her heart stopped.
“Here,” he said, shoving it across the table.
She pushed her empty plate aside and opened it with shaky hands. Inside was a gold locket, embossed with two entwined hearts. “It’s beautiful, Armand,” she said, removing it from the box.
“Open it,” he said. “Our pictures are inside. Promise me you’ll wear it always. Never take if off. You must promise me.”
He stood up to help her put it on. Everyone stared and for once, she didn’t mind the attention.
“Yes, of course,” she stammered, stunned by his puzzling show of affection. “I guess I thought after all these months that—“
“That what?”
“That I didn’t matter.”
“Don’t be absurd.”
“But you promised you’d tell me what you’ve been doing.”
“That will come later. You must not be so impatient.”
“But I am impatient, Armand. Why didn’t you call?”
“Can’t you forgive my indecision, Kiley? I’m not perfect.”
Neither am I. But I need to know. I was very hurt. And I still am. It’s not easy for me to welcome you with open arms.”
He reached for her hand. “I understand. Believe me, I do.”
“Then why did you behave the way you did? And why are you here?” She hesitated for a second, but the Bloody Mary flowing through her veins gave her courage. “What is it you want? Something tells me it’s more than just affection.”
He pulled his hand away. “So my locket doesn’t impress you?”
“No,” she clasped the golden heart around her neck. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean that. I appreciate the token.”
“It’s more than that.”
“What is it then?”
“A symbol of my devotion. You must promise never to take it off or you risk breaking my heart.”
Their breakfasts arrived before she could answer and for the next fifteen minutes they spent eating spinach omelets, slugging down more Bloody Mary’s and avoiding eye contact. After another round, the conversation turned to lighter topics and Kiley lost track of time until the shrill ringing of her cell phone shattered the moment.
It was LuAnn. “What happened, Kiley? It’s after ten.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I must have overslept.”
“Arnie says you’ve exhausted all the alternatives. We’re going to have to let you go.”
“What?”
“You’re fired. If only you’d have given us a chance, things might have worked out differently. I’m sorry.”
Her stomach turned to cement. Without missing a beat, Kiley managed to sputter, “I’m sorry, too.”
“We’ll send you your check in the mail. Do you have any personal items on your desk you want returned to you?”
“No, nothing.”
“Then good luck.” She hung up.
“I need to leave,” Kiley said, reaching for her purse. “Now!”
Sensing her discomfort, Armand downed the rest of his Bloody Mary and scooped up the check. “What happened?”
Kiley fought back tears, trying to keep her emotions in check until they returned home. Once inside her front door, she ran to the bathroom and vomited. Too much excitement, too many worst fears realized. Embarrassed the nausea had hit her so suddenly, she hadn’t even had time to shut the door.
Armand followed her. He clasped her waist and she shivered in his arms, trembling against his soft cashmere sweater. “It is my fault you were fired,” he said.
She nodded, flushing the toilet and wiping her mouth with a tissue. Tears rose in her throat, choking her. “I can’t get by on unemployment. I don’t know how I’m going to make it.”
“Maybe I can help you.”
“I thought you needed my help,” she said, her palms against his chest.
“I do, but let’s rest first.” He led her to bed. “I have troubles too. We will help one another.” He kissed her forehead before pulling the covers over both of them. “Everything will be all right, in time. You’ll see.” He kissed her cheek. “Trust me,” he said. “Trust me,” he whispered.
A car backfiring outside startled him. He jumped out of bed and stared down three floors towards the street, watching and waiting.
“Sorry,” Kiley said. “The traffic gets loud sometimes. Is something wrong?” she asked when he didn’t respond.
“No, of course not.” He returned to her side and lay down beside her.
“What kind of work do you do?”
“I’m a salesman for a computer company. I travel a lot.”
Fear caught in her throat. “I’ve told you my sad story. I thought you might share yours with me.”
“Sleep now, Kiley. Rest,” he said, pulling her close so their bodies spooned together.
The gloomy November day allowed little slices of light to penetrate her tiny apartment. With windows only on one side, it was often filled with shadows, none more so than today. Kiley shut her eyes, but the fierce wind whistling through the thin walls, the noisy traffic outside and the loss of her job made for a miserable sleeping potion. What kind of help could she possibly give Armand? She was a failure, a miserable idiotic failure. Everything she touched turned out badly. Please don’t spoil it this time, she told herself. Just this once, do something right.
Her nerves finally relaxed like they’d been doused in Valium. She clutched the arm resting over her chest, then fell fast asleep.
For the next day and a half, they'd holed up in her apartment. Armand made no further moves toward her and Kiley found his reticence even more endearing. Though by no means did she let her guard down. Armand was hiding something and she couldn’t rest until she'd learned his secret. He seemed fidgety, lost in his thoughts, eyes darting in and out of doorways, often looking over his shoulder, fearful of shadows. No amount of coaxing could make him admit what was wrong. Was the specter of intimacy getting to him again or was it something far worse, something deeper and darker she was better off not knowing?
They had filled the time eating quiet home cooked meals, reading, watching old movies and sleeping. It was hard keeping her distance, when she yearned for his touch so much, remembering those long lazy afternoons of lovemaking in Mexico. How hot it had been. How hot he had made her feel. Yet he respected her wishes and kept to his own side of the bed, leaving her to find solace in her memories. On one afternoon, they even ventured out into the November cold, exploring the wide variety of gourmet food markets and rare bookstores in the neighborhood. The picture of domesticity, only it wasn’t real. None of it was real.
The next morning, Armand began packing up his brush, razor and shaving cream he had stored in the bathroom cabinet.
“You’re leaving?” Kiley asked. “Tell me what’s bothering you,” she said, unable to resist trying one more time. “Now.”
They’d just returned from a brisk early morning walk and she was still shivering from the frigid twenty-degree temperatures. She stood in the bathroom doorway, huddled inside her coat and gloves. “Or I won’t help you,” she said. “I’ve got to know.”
He grabbed her, squeezing her arms so hard she winced. “I am a United States government agent on a deep cover mission. I was being followed. I had to lose their trail somehow. I believe I have,” he returned to his packing, “for a time.”
Kiley placed a cold leather glove over her mouth to suppress the shock. “I’m sorry.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets.
“Now you know too much. Are you still willing to help?” He brushed past her in the doorway, heading for the unzipped duffel bag lying on the couch by the window.
“I said I would.”
“The picture I gave you in Mexico, the one with the silver frame.” Armand asked.
“The one of us together?”
“I must take it back. A trade. The locket for the frame.”
She bent down, pushed an old throw rug out of the way, and retrieved it from a storage box underneath the bed.
Armand took it and kissed her hand, then placed it inside his duffel bag where she saw a pile of rumpled clothes nestling beside a laptop computer. “I’ll keep it with me always if you promise to guard that locket with your life.”
Howling winds delivered fifty mile an hour gusts, garbage cans rolled around like metal jackhammers pounding the street and the screen flickered on the tiny portable television set perched on the chest of drawers opposite her bed.
“Be grateful you know as little as you do. It could save your life.” He dropped the toiletries inside the bag, zipped it up, then returned to her side. “I have to leave you now,” he said. “But I’ll be back.” He kissed her forehead. “I promise.”
“You mean before another five months have gone by?” She wrenched herself free from the hand around her waist and fingered the locket around her neck.
“Long before that.” He smiled. “Perhaps I will ask you to marry me. Who knows?” he said with a devilish smile, an impish twinkle lighting up his dark eyes.
Her heart twisted painfully, tormented by the thought that he was only teasing.
“But what am I supposed to do in the meantime?”
“Guard that locket with your life.” He held her close. “Promise me you’ll never take it off. It’s vital.” He shook her hard. “Promise me.”
“I promise,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Kiley followed him to the door, trying not to let her fear and twisted emotions show, then closed her eyes as she listened to his light step skip over the stairs. When the noise stopped completely, she ran to watch him disappear among the tangled braid of pedestrians below.
She bit her lip and dug her fingernails into her palm.
He was gone.
She went back to her bedroom. For a moment, panic consumed her. She curled her fingers around the locket. What if someone tried to torture the truth out of her, thinking she knew more than she did? She was used to hiding beneath the radar screen, now she had a bullseye painted on her back. She clutched the locket tighter and began to cry, fearful that Armand’s dangerous secrets would lead him to his death and hasten her own.
Rain splattered the windows and left a river of tears on the pane. This time she stared out the window searching for something. But what she was looking for was not down on the street, it was not visible on the faces of the people walking below or speeding by in passing cars; maybe it was not even in this room. Maybe she needed to find it on her own, maybe she needed to search deep within herself--and when she did—only then would she find peace.
Chapter Eleven
November 4, 2011
After Armand left, the walls closed in on her. The hours passing felt like days, each minute like a millstone around her neck. When creditors kept calling, Kiley decided to dump her penchant for avoiding people whenever possible, and sought escape by venturing outdoors.
The rain had subsided, although temperatures were dropping, and a crystalline haze covered the sidewalks. Because she hadn’t thought to put on boots, staying upright became difficult, if not downright impossible.
Eager to get off the street and out of sight, she approached the blinking lights of Martini’s, a local bar with live music, open twenty-four hours. For a few seconds, she stood in the narrow doorway listening to the sounds of light jazz coaxing her inside. Across the street, a tall thin man wearing a rumpled khaki raincoat peered into a music shop window, continually glancing over his shoulder. Was he following her? She ducked further under the striped awning covering the entrance, flattening herself against the concrete wall, then threw open the door to the bar and rushed inside.
The interior was dark and warm, with hanging Tiffany lamps, a jungle of potted plants, a round padded bar in the center and a few square tables set in front of a three-piece trio.
Kiley hopped onto a barstool located furthest from the door and ordered a gin martini, straight up with a twist. While savoring the mellow flavor and the explosion of fire warming her throat, she noticed a few other men of various colors and shades enjoying the music with her. The only other woman in the place sat across the bar dressed in a black jumpsuit, with a white sash tied around her tiny waist. Her frizzy grey hair cascaded over her shoulders and she wore glossy red lipstick and smoked a long cigarette. The dark-skinned man next to the woman darted around her like a bee, unable to sit still, moving first on one side of her, then the other, begging for a drink.
The door opened and bright light flooded the room. Kiley’s grip tightened around the glass.
The man from the street.
He adjusted his eyes to the darkness first before approaching the bar. For a moment, he didn’t see her, then their eyes locked and he snatched the stool next to hers, ordering a beer.
At this distance, his face was angular, his eyes sky blue. He had short blonde hair, expertly trimmed, a straight Roman nose and looked about thirty. His large hands were smooth and without calluses, but when he lifted the beer to his lips, a jagged scar became visible.
“Good to get out of the cold, right?” he said.
Kiley nodded, her gaze remaining on the grey-haired woman opposite her.
“Come here often?”
She smiled at the obvious pick-up line. Maybe she’d misjudged the situation after all, even though her heavy wool coat and fuzzy knit hat hardly made for a seductive combination. And she had donned David’s engagement ring before she left, hoping to fend off any lecherous admirers, ax-murderers or amorous thugs that might cross her path.
“Do you live near here?” he asked.
She stiffened and shook her head.
“I think you do,” he said. “We should have a talk.”
“About what?”
“About where he is.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You have something that belongs to him.”
Kiley thought of the locket still wound snugly around her neck. A shudder raced through her body, but she remained silent.
“Tell me about your visitor without my having to force you.”
The dark-skinned man who’d been pestering the woman across the bar suddenly bolted to Kiley’s side.
“I just got out of jail,” he said, dancing a little jig. “I wonder if you’d like to buy me a beer. Then I’m gonna play with the band. I used to play with them, play the drums. After this set, they said I could play.”
The bartender rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“I’m from Cuba. Used to have my own band there…come on, come on.” He was breathless. “Come on…” he grabbed her arm.
The man in the khaki raincoat bent over and pushed his arm away, throwing him a five dollar bill. “It’s on me. The lady and I have something important to discuss.”
The little dancing man fingered the bill like a new fur coat and gave it to the bartender, who served him up a small beer. Eagerly clutching the heavy mug in both hands, he headed for a table down front, still be-bopping and jiving to the music, shouting words of encouragement to the other members of the band who remained oblivious to his presence.
“Tell me about your visitor,” the stranger seated next to Kiley repeated. “We can do it here or someplace else. Your choice.”
The music ended abruptly and their conversation became audible to the others seated around the bar. Sensing this, the man in the rumpled raincoat took a sip from his beer and avoided making further eye contact.
Kiley gulped the rest of her martini, threw a dollar tip on the bar, then raced for the front door. Outside, the streets had grown even slipperier and she whipped around a corner blindly, sliding on the greasy pavement, unsure which way to go. A door slammed behind her and footsteps thudded on the pavement. Heavy footsteps, sprinting at a faster clip than anything she could hope to muster.
Stumbling forward, she edged closer to the buildings, clutching onto the rough grooves between the bricks for balance. The streets were empty in this industrial area, populated mainly with deserted warehouses and a few abandoned factories. Most of the buildings were boarded up, with dirty brick facades and dilapidated signs groaning in the wind. Jagged window panes glittered in the dim November gloom.
She stumbled down the next block, dodged a garbage can and skidded around a corner, heading for the doorway of the closest building on her right. The footsteps kept coming, relentless in their pursuit. She couldn’t outrun him. Her only hope was to find a shelter and hide. Dashing inside the next entryway, she banged her shoulder repeatedly against the oversized metal door, and after some difficulty, finally forced it open and escaped inside.
Darkness suffocated her along with a wave of dust and what smelled like stale kerosene. She clawed at the wall with her fingers, straining for an opening, and barked her shin against something metal, shattering the silence with a resounding clang. For a second, she froze, then kept on going, a skylight in the roof the only source of natural light. Silhouettes of huge machines resembling printing presses rose out of the murk. Empty canisters lay on the floor beside the machines and a rack filled with more containers and reams of paper stood against one wall near a sink equipped with a fluorescent light.
Startled by a sudden beating of wings overhead, her glance shot upward, then back down again. A narrow slice of light flooded onto the floor. The slice of light grew larger. Rusty hinges squeaked amid more rustling from the metal roof above. Footsteps crackled on paper. Fingers snapped a light switch over and over, then the footsteps came closer to the tiny corner she’d wedged herself into and a chill rushed down her back.
Her body shook as the footsteps intensified and the slaps on the other light switches grew more insistent. She darted across the room, tripped and overturned a plastic jug whose contents spilled onto the floor, leaving a putrid chemical smell in its wake. The man’s body grazed hers in the half-light as he tried to grab her, but she scrambled away, leaving a chorus of curses and grunts in her wake. Cans, jugs, and bottles scattered everywhere and in the commotion, a few drops of liquid fell onto her head, then hit her cheek. Thinking it was oil or cleaning solvent or something worse, she swatted it away the instant it made contact.
Kiley stumbled upon a door and yanked at the knob, but it wouldn’t open. Creeping forward, she located another door standing a few feet away. Before she could reach it, a clammy hand attached to a meaty forearm collared her from behind. The man reached in his pocket for something and poked her back with it. Something that felt like a gun. “All I want is information. Nothing more.”
“Then put the gun away,” she gasped.
A screeching object with beating wings swooped down over their heads. Kiley whirled around to shield her face.
A bat!
He loosened his grip to swat it away and in that split second, she wrenched herself free and lunged for the doorway. This time the door swung outward after a solid push.
In the alley, Kiley paused a split second to fill her lungs with fresh air, while deciding which direction to go. The strong wind slashed into her face like a serrated knife. It was difficult to see in the grey November haze of late afternoon with one dirty street light providing the only illumination. She chose the path to her right and scampered through the garbage-strewn alley, slipped on the icy concrete and fell, landing on something sharp. Blood trickled down her right leg and filled her shoe, making a squishy puddle. Horrified, she knelt and examined the deep cut blossoming on her leg, then fingered the aluminum can lid responsible for the damage, praying she wouldn’t need a tetanus shot.
Pulling her scarf from her neck, Kiley tied it around the gushing wound. That was all the time the man needed to regain his advantage over her as his footsteps began slapping the icy pavement behind her again.
Kiley searched for a way out among the bulging heaps of garbage bags, broken bottles, and sagging chain link fences topped with barbed wire. A discarded sofa and old broken refrigerator stood nearby. Both had been savagely pelted by the elements and were heavily soiled with animal feces.
A small furry object waddled past her.
A raccoon in search of its dinner.
Their eyes locked and for a moment both hunted animals sought each other’s solace. Then Kiley staggered blindly, headed down the alley until she came face to face with more garbage cans and a ten-foot brick wall.
Immense.
Impenetrable.
She whirled around, flattening herself against the wall. The man in the raincoat bore down on her, grim-faced. She was trapped.
Chapter Twelve
Kiley clung to the wall, then fled to the corner in panic. Her legs crashed into a garbage can and sent the lid flying. A nauseating smell of decaying flesh and rotting food forced her to cover her mouth and stifle a gag.
“Why are you doing this?” she shouted.
He reached in his pocket and flashed a badge. “My name is Peter Rushing. I’m with the FBI. We have reason to suspect that the man you know as Armand Rachet is a notorious international terrorist.”
“That’s ridiculous. He told me…” she stopped.
“What did he tell you? That’s he’s a special agent working for the United States government?”
Kiley said nothing.
His eyes drooped with exhaustion and he needed a shave. “That’s his usual line with the ladies.”
“How do I know you are who you say you are?”
“Let’s go back to your apartment and see what I can do about fixing that leg of yours.” He grabbed her by the elbow.
Kiley gingerly touched the bloody wound. Her stomach turned over, but no matter how hard she tried, she could not loosen the talon-like grip encircling her arm.
“I could scream, you know.”
“Go ahead.”
Rushing dabbed at the cut on her shin with a cold washcloth as Kiley sat on the bed, propped up with pillows and sipping a shot of brandy Rushing had poured for her. She was still shaking with cold. Every light in the one-room apartment was on, the heat cranked up to eighty.
“Will I get lockjaw or gangrene?” she asked.
He smiled. “I doubt it. “The cut isn’t very deep and there’s not much blood.”
“I’m a hypochondriac,” she admitted, turning her head away. “And I’m not happy unless I’m worrying. Right now, I’m afraid you might try to rape and murder me.”
“I guess I have given you a lot to worry about today, haven’t I?” He took her left hand and fingered the engagement band around it. “Where’s your fiancée?”
“I don’t have one anymore. I wear this when I go out, so men will leave me alone.” She pulled her hand away.
“Didn’t work today, did it?”
“Hardly.” She started feeling woozy and relaxed, her inhibitions disappearing as she warmed to this handsome stranger nursing her with tender fingers and strong arms, though she couldn’t let her guard down entirely. She still wasn't sure if he was telling her the truth about his FBI connection.
“What happened to your fiancée?”
“He disappeared a few weeks before the wedding. Got cold feet.”
“Then why do you still have his ring?”
She covered the one carat diamond on her finger with her right hand. “I couldn’t part with it. But I may have to now, for financial reasons.”
“What was your fiancée’s name?”
“David Grant. They never found him. The police thought I was a nuisance, so I stopped asking questions. I’ve been reduced to living in this lovely hovel along with a stack of bills big enough to choke a horse.” The phone rang, but she didn’t answer it. “Just another creditor looking for my checkbook. Ignore it,” she said. “I shouldn’t’ be telling you this or the next thing I know the FBI will put me in jail. But you’re probably planning to do that anyway, aren’t you?”
Rushing walked to the bathroom, rinsed out the washcloth and returned with a bandage. “Not if you cooperate,” he said, placing the bandage across her leg.
He was surprisingly gentle and a little impish grin crept across his narrow face. Up close and in full light, he no longer resembled the monster she’d imagined in the alley. In fact, he was downright attractive, with clear deep blue eyes, an engaging smile and straight white teeth, a deep cleft in his chin and a head full of closely cropped blonde hair.
When he finished, he began going through her things: the lopsided stacks of books piled in a corner next to her bed, her tower of CD’s, her dresser, even her underwear. Then he moved on to the kitchen, opening cabinets and yanking open drawers.
“Don’t you need a search warrant for that?” she asked, still shaking, and poured herself another shot from the bottle on the table beside the bed.
She heard him clinking dishes and banging pots and pans as he moved them around. “How long have your known your terrorist friend?”
“Stop calling him that. I met him in Mexico in June.”
“And what happened there?” He returned to the living area and began shuffling through old magazines and stacks of papers.
“We had an affair,” she said flatly.
“What’s this?” He held up a sheaf of papers.
“My unfinished novel. It goes against my rules. I usually like to finish what I start."
“Like these?” He leafed through several crossword puzzle magazines and smiled.
“I like the cryptograms, breaking the codes. That’s what my book is about. I pretend I,” she paused, “I mean, the main character is a master code breaker with the FBI.” She blushed, embarrassed she had shared so much. “I’m working on a puzzle I just can’t seem to get.”
“Show it to me,” he said.
She hesitated.
“That’s an order,” he said.
Reluctantly, she got up and brought it to him.
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He stared at it a long moment, then gave the book back to her.
“You have a lot of books,” he said suddenly, changing the subject.
“Books are my life.”
“Where do you work?”
“I used to be an editor at Desiree Books downtown. Then I moved on to Lily Langtree Publishers, but now I don’t work there either.
“Doesn’t Langtree publish porno stuff?”
She managed a stiff smile. “They call it adult fiction.”
“What did you do there?”
“I was a proofreader.”
“That’ll get your blood pressure up.” He grinned, but it vanished quickly. “Tell me more about your friend from Mexico.”
“He works for a computer company and travels a lot. I don’t know where.”
“When did he leave?”
“This morning. You just missed him.”
“And did he pass on any information, leave you with any souvenirs?” His eyes narrowed. “Tell you where he was going, how you could contact him?”
Kiley swallowed the brandy to give her the strength to lie. “No, nothing.”
He rummaged through her purse, then opened the closet door and spotted her laptop sitting on the top shelf.
He flipped it open and turned it on, searching her hard drive and e-mail. “You have some interesting correspondence here, from lover boy. We know him as Gabriel Roca…”
“Please don’t…” She got up to stop him, but he pushed her away. Now Armand would know she had been talking to the FBI and hate her forever…
He began typing. “Dear Mr. Roca,” he said. “I know you’re in town. This is a friendly little reminder. I’ll be in touch.” He typed his name and pressed the send button. “Now,” he looked at Kiley, “maybe we’ll get a reply.”
“No!” she said, shoving his hands off the keyboard and covering her eyes. “Can’t you see you’ve ruined everything? He’ll hate me for talking to you.”
She stared at the screen through splayed fingers. A tiny envelope icon appeared in the lower right hand portion of the screen. “It looks like your boyfriend was sitting close by. Let’s see what he has to say.”
Rushing double-clicked the icon and headed for her inbox. “I guess not. The message came back undeliverable…”
She stood over his shoulder, heartsick. He returned the laptop to the corner, then threw on his raincoat over the tweed jacket and brown slacks he wore.
“That’s enough for now, Kiley.” He wrote his phone number down on a slip of paper and stuffed it into her purse. “Call me if you need me. But stay close to home.”
He opened the door and left.
Kiley rose and limped over to the window, her leg stiff and throbbing. Maybe she should get a tetanus shot after all. What did he know?
She collapsed on the bed and reached under her sweater for Armand’s locket. She’d hidden his cell phone number inside. With trembling fingers, she began dialing, but there was no answer.
Chapter Thirteen
Crouching in the shadows, watching his breath steam in the cold, he wished the night were over. His hands were numb after waiting for over two hours and he warmed them underneath his parka. Soon he would need all the mental and physical dexterity he possessed.
His head spun with the same phrases: America, the empire builder, always sending their armies and their greedy band of scheming capitalists. America setting up their colonies everywhere. Imperialist dogs.
He spat on the ground and watched the mixture freeze. Why were his feelings always so torn, his thoughts so tortured? He didn’t want to kill. There was a certain finality about it that saddened him. Sometimes it even made him sick yet he still did it anyway. Again and again, committed to fulfilling the assignment he’d been given, because they’d made him promise, and he couldn’t betray his word.
He checked the time.
Almost eleven.
He unwrapped the small package he carried, careful not to jostle its contents. The shift would be changing now. The guard he had bribed would soon arrive at his post, right on time. The guard would let him enter without asking any questions. Unfortunately, the poor bastard didn’t know this would be the last shift of his life. Stupid idiot…to believe the bullshit story he’d concocted earlier. Some people would do anything to make a buck.
He rose and approached the gate surrounded with a high fence topped with looping rows of concertina wire. The security guard allowed him entry, as planned, with a smile and an accommodating wave. Within ten minutes, his mission had been completed. The bomb had been set accurately and on time. And within ten minutes after that, as he watched comfortably from a safe distance away, a massive ear-shattering explosion blew out the entire side of one building and flattened another before triggering a massive fire. Alarms shrieked.
A smile creased his face. He had done it again.
Kiley switched on the television just as a breaking news banner screamed across the bottom of the CNN screen. The Bark River Falls water treatment plant in Baltimore was on fire, with multiple casualties reported, and half the city’s water supply contaminated after a massive explosion. The cause was still under investigation, but initial signs pointed to terrorism.
Another bomb, Kiley thought in alarm. Armand or...what was it Peter Rushing had called him? Gabriel. Gabriel Roca. Had he been behind it?
Kiley reached for her phone and dialed Armand’s cell phone number again. Still no answer.
Two hours later, she finally left him a voice mail, repeating everything her FBI visitor had alleged. She spewed out the words so fast she couldn’t even remember what she’d said. Her loyalties were torn. She needed more information before she could trust anybody. Right now she felt vulnerable and alone.
She wanted to believe Armand was telling her the truth. She wanted desperately to believe that. But she needed to weigh all the available evidence first before making her decision. She only hoped she’d make the right one.
Chapter Fourteen
Kiley had just dozed off when the phone rang.
Armand.
“What this man is saying is not true,” he said, his voice racing. “He is not with the FBI. He is a double agent working for the terrorists. He could even be a serial killer, responsible for the deaths of these missing reporters. What did you tell him?”
“That you were a computer salesman I met in Mexico.”
“You shouldn’t have said even that much,” he barked. “I have my cover to protect.”
“He threatened me,” she said, gripping the phone tighter.
“That bastard. Your home is no longer safe. You must meet me somewhere isolated. And make sure you are not followed. I cannot explain further.”
“What should I do?” She turned away from the TV set and reached for a pencil and a piece of paper.
“Take the train to Chicago. Rent a car and drive to Door County in northern Wisconsin. Bring the locket.”
“But can’t you come with me?” Her hands shook as she scribbled the words.
“We cannot be seen travelling together. And when you get to Chicago, there is an e-mail you must send. It is not safe for me to do so. I will contact you there.”
“When should I leave?”
“Tomorrow. Take the last possible train. And you must bring the locket. It's imperative you follow my instructions.”
“I’m afraid—”
“But I will keep you safe.
“Yes, all right.” Her voice trembled.
“Goodbye, my love. See you soon.”
She hung up.
Brutal darkness, then blinding sunlight and no sleep for days. Bombardment with the same catch-phrases, the same repetitive instructions. Eyes taped open, arms bound to the chair, made to watch the same images until they burned like phosphorus in his brain.
“What is the U.S. military?”
“The U.S. military is an evil force in the world that must be eliminated,” he droned in a flat monotone.
“How must we eliminate them?”
“We must eliminate them with guile and tenacity,” he repeated as he had been instructed to many times before.
“And what else?”
“We must add the element of surprise.”
“Excellent. Now tell me why they must be eliminated.”
“They are out to destroy us, our children, and our children’s children. We must strike the enemy at its heart.”
“And how will we do this?”
“With guile and tenacity and the element of surprise.” Again the dull voice, robotic and without life.
“Who is the enemy?’
“The enemy is the United States of America, its people, government, and infrastructure.”
“Why do we hate the Americans?”
“The Americans are slaves to their corporate and governmental institutions. They are greedy capitalists with blood on their hands.”
“Good, good." His tormentor waved a long stick, metallic and bright, its tip glowing ominously
“Why do we hate the U.S. military?”
He hesitated and received a numbing shock to the groin.
“Why do we hate the U.S. military?”
No answer. The numbing shock repeated itself. The man struggled with his bonds, stared into the blinding spotlight and traced the silhouettes of the three men cluttered around it. “No, no, no!” He screamed the words over and over and still the electric shocks came.
“Why do we hate the U.S. military?”
He lost consciousness.
“That is enough for today. Any more and you’ll kill him,” one of the men warned afterward. “He is much too valuable for that.”
They walked to his chair, untied him, then dragged him back to the wire cage, where they left him, prostrate, on the blood-stained floor.
Chapter Fifteen
November 5, 2011
Kiley did not want to go to Chicago. Yet she couldn’t stay in Washington to face any more of Peter Rushing’s threats, legitimate or otherwise. She was going stir-crazy waiting for the doorbell to ring, waiting for someone to come looking for Armand or for her, demanding the locket. She snapped it open and studied the picture inside, then pulled it out and examined it. What could be so valuable about an ordinary photograph? Perhaps it was not the picture, but the locket itself. She tapped it repeatedly in search of secret compartments, but found none. The picture of the two of them smiling so happily together made her sick, so she hid it beneath her driver's license in her wallet and snapped the empty locket shut.
No matter how she felt about Armand, he had certainly left her in a tight spot, so tight, in fact, that she had few options. If she turned the locket over to the FBI, she could be prosecuted for withholding evidence and colluding with terrorists. Would the FBI really believe her if she told them she was an innocent bystander? And Peter Rushing? She had no proof he was with the FBI. She had no proof Armand was a terrorist or a government agent either. She could call the FBI and check up on both of them, but that opened up another can of worms. They’d want to know who she was and why she needed to know. For someone that wanted to avoid people, was mildly agoraphobic, without a job and deep in debt, she only longed for anonymity.
She threw some clothes into an overnight bag for the train trip, still uncertain whether she even planned to go, then called LuAnn to retrieve her pets so she could take them over to Franki’s for safekeeping.
It was difficult making the call, but she’d do anything for Maggie and Spud.
She grabbed the overnight bag, threw the laptop in it, as well as a couple of puzzle magazines, then stuffed the locket inside the broad toe of her shoe, and headed out to LuAnn’s home in suburban Virginia.
Her heart sank when she saw her pets. They were both dirty and looked hungry and sad. They hardly recognized her. LuAnn was dressed in a baggy sweat outfit, her enormous breasts straining the top to ridiculous proportions.
“Hi, Kiley!” she said, putting an arm around her. “So sorry about what happened. But when Arnie makes up his mind about something, the rest of us are powerless to act…”
The house stank of urine and fecal matter and there were stains all over the carpet from LuAnn’s other animals: a pit bull mix and a dachshund. From a cage in the corner, a parrot with half a wing squawked and Kiley felt like joining it in its misery.
LuAnn’s skinny ex-husband, Dave, slouched on the couch in front of a cloudy aquarium where two dead fish floated on the surface. He raised himself up on one scrawny elbow to leer at her. His undershirt was half out of his jeans and his half beard and pointed head made him look like one of the Manson family.
“Sorry you’re taking your animals back," he said. "I’ve been getting kind of attached to them, particularly that nice little collie.”
Maggie screeched as he moved over to pet her and Kiley protectively kept the animal by her side. “I’ve got to go now,” she muttered as she scooped up Spud, her Siamese, whose matted fur felt damp to the touch. Tears poured down her face. “Thanks for your help.” Kiley led Maggie out by her leash and headed for her car. She waited until she was down the street before she stopped the car, took them both in her arms and cried.
At Franki’s, she gave Maggie and Spud a bath, a good hard wash and scrub. The little Siamese didn’t even put up a fight; she was so happy to be pampered and held.
Afterward, the two animals frolicked in the back yard of Jordan Durand’s Colonial estate, rolling on the lawn, shaking themselves dry. All traces of rain and snow had melted away in the noon-day warmth. Huddled against the cobbled wall of the terrace, Kiley accepted a frosty Bloody Mary from Franki’s outstretched hands, then took a seat under a striped umbrella, grateful for any kind of a respite, no matter how brief. Besides, she needed to sound out Franki and get her opinion on what she should do.
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