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    “It is easier for a camel to go through an eye of a needle 
 
    than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” 
 
      
 
    Matthew 19:23-26


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    INTRODUCTION 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The only question with wealth is, what do you do with it?” 
 
      
 
    - John D. Rockefeller


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrowed at the caller ID when she answered, “Stewart.” 
 
    “Wow, what?” 
 
    She grinned, “What do you mean what? You called me.” 
 
    “Having a bad day?” 
 
    “No,” she cleared her throat, “I’ve just been buried in this pit called The Jeffers’s Case.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” He at least sounded sympathetic, “that’s a deep pile right there. Look, how would you like a break from all that for an hour or so?” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes narrowed again, skeptically, “Uh huh… what’s up?” 
 
    “The agent in charge of art thefts is out on vacation and I got tapped to find someone who can go take a report on Fifth Avenue.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at the ceiling and rotated her neck, “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    He gave her the address and name of the contact person, and when she hung up Catherine entered the office, 
 
    “Hey,” she called to her smiling, “Bea and I finished early, wanna’ grab Cam and go out for lunch?” 
 
    Jordan stood and pulled on her black suit jacket, “How about we have lunch here at the cafeteria?” She absently patted at herself, checking for badge wallet, phone and holstered service weapon, “Then after you can come with me to fill out a report on an art theft on the upper east.” 
 
    “Ooo…” Catherine pulled on her jacket and grabbed her shoulder bag, “can we go make out in the park after?” 
 
    Jordan snorted, chuckling, “I don’t know, maybe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Catherine continued to work on projects with Assistant Director Bea McNamara, the head of Cyber Division, Jordan was mired in paperwork from the Warren Jeffers case. The multiple murders had spanned across the country in four states and county prosecutors deluged her with requests for clarification on the mountain of forensic and other evidence of Jeffers’s murders. She had hoped since he and his two surviving followers were charged with dozens of counts falling under the heading of Domestic Terrorism that the district attorneys would request additional information directly from the U.S. Attorney’s Office. Nevertheless, they all wanted to speak to Jordan directly and she felt increasingly grateful for the break the further they got from the bureau. 
 
    She parked the bureau car, stretching when she got out, “Oh, that feels good…” she muttered pleasurably, feeling vertebrae pop along her spine. 
 
    Catherine circled around the car and took her hand, “Should we go back to the bureau for a workout in the gym instead of making out in the park?” 
 
    “Oh, no... I vote for making out in the park.” Jordan took a quick look around them before bending to plant a quick kiss on her lips, “All I’ve done lately is stare at my screen while talking on the phone… Aren’t you and Bea getting tired of all the calls too?” 
 
    She shrugged, “We’re only getting really specific questions, and I only write notes for Bea, I don’t have to talk to anyone. I guess these DA’s are able to have their own tech people translate most of the stuff we sent them, and Bea had a few of her techs write a syllabus to help understand the digital end of the Jeffers’s case.” 
 
    “A syllabus…” Jordan groaned, “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    Catherine laughed, “I have a feeling you’d still be getting just as many calls; your part of all that is different from mine, I don’t know if a generic syllabus would work for you.” 
 
    They both stopped at the corner of Fifth Ave. and East 77th St. and craned their necks to look up at the twelve-story luxury apartment building styled like an Italian renaissance palazzo. Catherine turned to look down the street and Jordan saw her stiffen, suddenly wary. 
 
    “It was just five blocks down…” she murmured, sounding fearful. 
 
    Jordan turned to stand next to her, looking down the wide avenue as well, “Yep, that is where Patton took a pot shot at me and missed.” She added, “And now he’s dead, and Jeffers is in prison for the rest of his life.” 
 
    Catherine nodded and they turned back to the building, “I know.” She said simply, grabbing Jordan’s arm and giving her an affectionate bump. 
 
    Jordan flashed her badge wallet at the uniformed doorman and he touched the brim of his hat as he hurried to open the door for them, “The manager is waiting inside for you.” He pointed helpfully at the front desk. 
 
    Jordan thanked him and waved to the older man walking around the mahogany desk to greet them, 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he shook first Jordan’s hand then Catherine’s, “thank you so much for coming out, I’m Harold Richter, the building manager here.” 
 
    “Hello, I’m Agent Jordan Hawkins,” she motioned to Catherine, “and this is my associate Doctor Catherine Bernard. You called about an art theft?” 
 
    “Yes,” he gestured to the elevator, “I’ll explain on the way.” They followed him into the mahogany paneled interior and he pressed the button for the top floor. “This theft was reported to me by one of the cleaning girls. She said she was cleaning in a room and when she left it she saw a man running from one of the galleries and out the front door.” He looked up worriedly at the lighted panel of floor numbers, “This incident is quite concerning since our surveillance video seems to have gaps for that period we can’t explain.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Yes, quite. I watched them all several times.” 
 
    “Perhaps our people could review them?” Jordan asked politely, hoping to avoid filing for a warrant. 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded gratefully. 
 
    “I’ll have one of our evidence technicians contact you.” 
 
    “Excellent. Well, then, as I was saying, I have no idea how he entered, although Miss Lynch’s staff is quite lax when it comes to keeping the apartment door locked… he probably just walked right in… At any rate, I directed the cleaning girl to notify the owner’s assistant and when I asked him about it this morning he said the owner declined to report the theft.” He turned to her, “But I have a responsibility to protect this building and the other occupants, and since this was an art theft from one of her galleries, I called the FBI.” 
 
    “One of…” Jordan frowned, feeling confused, “But this happened in someone’s apartment?” 
 
    “Yes.” The elevator doors opened and he gestured for them to precede him, “This entire floor is one apartment owned by Miss Helga Lynch.” He pressed an ornate doorbell and stepped back just as a tall man in his sixties opened the door, “And this is her personal assistant, Mister Gary Tauscher.” He turned to him, “Gary, they’re here from the FBI about the Rodin theft?” Mr. Tauscher gave Mr. Richter a disapproving look. “You know I am responsible for the safety of all in this building, Gary, you know this was necessary.” 
 
    “Mister Tauscher,” Jordan held up her badge wallet and introduced Catherine and herself, “may we come in?” 
 
    “I’ll leave you in his capable hands,” Mr. Richter gave both Jordan and Catherine a formal nod, “I’ll be downstairs if you need to speak to me further.” 
 
    Mr. Tauscher stepped back to let them enter, “I’m so sorry Mister Richter bothered you, Agent Hawkins, we are painfully aware of the theft, but Miss Lynch decided not to make a formal report in order to protect her privacy.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jordan smiled and turned to him, “but now that I know I will need to file one.” 
 
    They stood in silent standoff for a long moment and Catherine stood to one side, watching with interest how Jordan waited patiently for the man to relent. 
 
    “Alright,” he nodded, “I will cooperate, but only if you agree to keep this as private a matter as possible.” 
 
    Jordan frowned, “I’m not negotiating anything with you, Mister Tauscher, you will cooperate or I will arrest you for obstruction of justice and probably suspect you of the theft.” 
 
    He looked genuinely surprised, “But I wasn’t here when the theft occurred, I was with Miss Lynch.” 
 
    A lone brow arched on her forehead, “Then I would imagine your arrest would result in quite a bit of public attention for her.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply though his nose and exhaled, “Very well,” he motioned to them, “follow me.” 
 
    Jordan and Catherine exchanged looks and followed him down a wide hallway lined with tabletop dioramas. Paintings hung on the wall above them on the right and oversized windows lined the wall opposite, revealing a spectacular view of Central Park and the city skyline beyond. Tall, ornate carved double doors stood open to the hall and Catherine peered into the rooms they passed; the first cavernous room was filled with costumed mannequins, and the next resembled a French nineteenth century parlor with a gleaming marble floor and painted murals on the walls. 
 
    “There used to be two apartments on this floor,” Mr. Tauscher spoke as he led them down the long hall, “Miss Lynch bought the other one and had the entire floor remodeled into one apartment of over fifteen thousand square feet.” He stopped in front of a small room that appeared to serve as his office, “One moment, please.” He stepped inside, grabbed a tablet from his desk and rejoined them in the hall, motioning to another set of carved oaken doors, “In this gallery Miss Lynch keeps the bulk of her sculptures...” He pushed opened both doors and entered, stepping to one side. 
 
    Jordan and Catherine entered an enormous room with a high-coffered ceiling and intricately hand-carved moldings set above a parquet floor. Life-size marble figures stood strategically placed in the center of the room while smaller pieces lined the perimeter, supported on marble and wooden stands of carved oak in the style of Louis XVI. They felt slack-jawed at the opulence, and both silently schooled themselves to keep their mouths closed.  
 
    He led them to a side table under a window on the far side of the room, its surface bare. “This is where Miss Lynch’s copy of Rodin’s Iris, Messenger of the Gods once stood.” He tapped open a picture file on his tablet and offered it to Jordan. 
 
    She took it and they regarded the image of a bronze sculpture, “This is what was taken?” 
 
    He folded his hands in front of him, “Yes, this is a numbered copy made by Auguste Rodin around nineteen hundred. It was the second of only four copies made by him. Like the original, it’s nineteen inches high and sat on a black marble base. It was also known as Another Voice, Called Iris. 
 
    Catherine finally spoke, “I think I can see why she’d want to avoid publicity.” The figure, missing the head and left arm, was a nude female that stood on the toes of the bent left leg, the right arm extended to the side and the hand held the right foot, holding the bent right leg aloft, opening and exposing the genitalia. 
 
    Lord, Catherine felt her neck grow hot, that’s quite an anatomy lesson. 
 
    “Actually, Miss Lynch has always preferred to avoid the public spotlight, regardless of the circumstances…” 
 
    “And why is that?” Jordan asked. 
 
    He shrugged, “She’s always been a very private person.” 
 
    “And this piece was stolen three days ago?” 
 
    “Yes, one of the cleaning staff was working in one of the rooms and when she came out she saw a man running to the front door holding a bag, presumably with the sculpture in it.” 
 
    “I’ll need to contact her.” 
 
    “I can give you her contact information.” 
 
    “And I’ll need to speak to Miss Lynch.” 
 
    “She is not here.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Catherine swung her head from side to side, feeling like she was watching a tennis match. 
 
    “She’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jordan said, sounding sincere, “as a result of the theft?” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Tauscher suddenly chuckled, “Miss Lynch has been in the hospital since 1990.” 
 
    Both Jordan and Catherine looked surprised and Jordan asked, “Is she in a coma or something?” 
 
    “No, she went there in 1990 when she was eighty-five. She had some disfiguring skin growths on her face, they were benign and she was fine after some reconstructive surgeries.” 
 
    “Why is she still there?” 
 
    He shrugged again, “She was happy there, I guess, so she stayed.” 
 
    Jordan repeated, “So she lives in a hospital.” 
 
    “Yes, Agent Hawkins, and she just turned one hundred and nine a month ago.” 
 
    “And how is she now?” 
 
    “Oh, sharp as a tack and her health is still good, although her eyesight isn’t and her glasses are quite strong… otherwise, for a centenarian, she’s quite healthy.” 
 
    “And how long have you worked for Miss Lynch?” 
 
    “Twenty-four years.” 
 
    “Since she went into the hospital in 1990?” 
 
    “Yes, I was hired to supervise the inventories, act as go-between for her art projects and supervise the cleaning staff.” 
 
    “If she’s spending her last years living in a hospital,” Jordan persisted, “why doesn’t she sell this place?” 
 
    Mr. Tauscher answered reasonably, “Because her things are here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jordan handed the tablet back and pulled a business card from her jacket pocket, “I’ll need you to forward me the all the information you have in your inventory about this piece as well as the cleaning staff and I need to know in what hospital Miss Lynch is currently residing.” 
 
    He led them back to his office and they waited in the hallway while he sent Jordan an email from his desk. When she got it on her phone, she reviewed the information with him and Catherine wandered down the hall, bending to peer closely at the tabletop dioramas that lined the long entryway.  
 
    “They’re exquisite, aren’t they?” 
 
    She straightened when she heard him behind her, “Yes, what are they, exactly?” 
 
    “They are scale replicas of the world’s greatest stages; this one depicts the balcony scene from Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliette at the Palais Garnier opera house in Paris.” 
 
    Jordan joined them at the miniature stage and bent to examine the tiny costumed figures, “The detail is quite stunning.” Catherine said, impressed. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Lynch spared no expense employing dozens of people to conduct the research, taking measurements and thousands of photographs so these dioramas could be constructed in exacting detail.” 
 
    “Well,” Catherine exclaimed softly, “they’re exquisite.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, finally smiling, “they are.” 
 
    “And the room full of mannequins is for ballet costumes?” 
 
    “Yes.” He led them down the hall to the room filled with mannequins dressed in tutus representing periods ranging from medieval to modern eras, “Miss Lynch was a dancer when she was young.” 
 
    Catherine and Jordan stood in the open doorway, “Really?” Catherine remarked, sounding impressed. “What company did she dance for?” 
 
    “Oh, she never danced in public, but she did hold musical afternoons for her friends from school and later she invited quartets to play here and local dance schools held their pageants and recitals here.” 
 
    Jordan inhaled through her nose, noting the absence of a musty smell, “And since going to the hospital she’s never been back?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They remained silent until they got in the car and after clicking their seatbelts into place Catherine finally turned to her, “Okay so tell me now, was that weird, or is it just me?” 
 
    A bark of laughter escaped Jordan’s lips and she turned on the engine, still chuckling, “Well, maybe this sort of thing is normal for the super rich, but my modest income calls that at least a little unusual, yes.” She draped her arm across the back of Catherine’s seat to look behind her, “I’m sorry we can’t make out in the park…” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Catherine placed a quick kiss on her lips, “another time.” 
 
    They chatted as Jordan made her way through uptown traffic to Manhattan Dominican Hospital, renown for catering to the wealthy for plastic surgeries and providing their upscale clientele with hospital suites worthy of a five star hotel. Jordan parked the car and when they entered the lobby, she murmured, her voice low, 
 
    “If it wasn’t for the fact she lives, or lived, in such an amazing apartment on Fifth Avenue I wouldn’t be surprised she chose to live here, given her age.” 
 
    Tauscher had given her Miss Lynch’s room number and they took the elevator to the eighth floor and found Room 8C. 
 
    She knocked on the door, “Miss Lynch?” She waited a moment and hearing no objection, opened the door, “Miss Lynch? My name is Jordan Hawkins, I’m here from the FBI, may we come in?” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    They heard the voice of an elder person and Jordan pushed open the door, motioning for Catherine to enter and followed her inside. Pretty drab room for such a posh place, Catherine regarded the simple surroundings in wide-eyed surprise; noting the no-frills recliner, hospital bed, small bureau and row of shopping bags under the single window, and this room could hardly be described as spacious. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Lynch, I’m sorry to bother you, I’m FBI Special Agent Jordan Hawkins and I’ve come to talk to you about the theft of the Rodin sculpture from your apartment on Fifth Avenue?” 
 
    “Oh, well, yes,” a wispy white-haired figure motioned to them from the bed with one hand and pressed a button set in the bedrail with the other, “Please, come in.” She said, raising the bed to an inclined position. 
 
    Jordan held her badge wallet out for her and she took it, holding it close to her nose, 
 
    “Could you hand me my glasses please, dear?” Catherine obliged, handing her the spectacles on the nightstand, “Thank you.” She nimbly flipped them on her face, still squinting at Jordan’s badge and ID. “So,” she spoke deliberately and in a clear voice, “you are she…” She handed the wallet back to Jordan and looked at Catherine, “And you are?” 
 
    “This is my associate, Doctor Catherine Bernard.” 
 
    “I see.” At one hundred and nine, Helga Lynch took up little space in the narrow hospital bed, “And how do you associate with the FBI, Doctor Bernard?” 
 
    Catherine felt herself blush at her choice of words and she smiled, “I provide a certain level of computer expertise…” 
 
    “Of the highest caliber.” Jordan finished for her, “Miss Lynch…” 
 
    “Call me Helga.” 
 
    “Uh-alright, yes, Helga, I was contacted by your building manager Mister Richter…” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Harold is a sweet man but I wish he had respected my wishes in this matter.” 
 
    “Mister Richter pointed out he has a responsibility to protect all the tenants in his building, he was quite right in contacting us and to assure you, Helga, I have no intention of alerting the media in my investigation of this theft.” Jordan waited for her to interrupt and when she didn’t she continued, “Currently, art thefts are investigated in a much more subtle manner, mostly through the Internet.” 
 
    Helga turned to Catherine, “Which is where you come in.” 
 
    Catherine grinned, “Probably.” 
 
    “But I decline to file a report, Agent Hawkins.” 
 
    She spoke pleasantly and Jordan smiled, feeling indulgent, “That’s alright, since Mister Richter actually reported the theft I’m still obligated to pursue an investigation. I will respect your privacy; I just came by to see if you had any information that could be useful in helping me find your Rodin?” 
 
    “You’d be pleased if she recovered it and returned it to you,” Catherine said in a soft voice, “wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Helga Lynch squinted at her for a long moment and held out her hand, “Come closer so I can get a better look at you.” 
 
    Catherine took the soft liver-spotted hand in hers and Helga pulled her closer until she sat on the edge of the hospital bed. “So, Doctor Bernard, do you enjoy the arts? Or does science own your soul?” 
 
    “Please call me Catherine,” she chuckled, “and no, I quite enjoy art, in fact, in school I was always struck by how often scientific discoveries are inspired by artistic notions.” 
 
    “Really?” Helga’s hugely magnified eyes crinkled merrily behind the strong lenses, “And did Gary show you a picture of the Rodin that was stolen?” 
 
    “Yes.” Catherine blushed and Helga chuckled, 
 
    “Yes, scandalous, isn’t it? I never met him but I had an art teacher who knew him and he said he became quite lecherous in his old age.” She turned bespectacled eyes back to Jordan, “I’m not embarrassed to have owned such an erotic piece of art.” She said to Catherine, “It’s not the only piece like that I own.” She turned back to Jordan, “But I have avoided the public eye my entire life, Agent Hawkins, and I do not intend to enter it now.” 
 
    Jordan watched the exchanges between Helga Lynch and Catherine with interest and she smiled, “Call me Jordan, and again, let me assure you we have ways to investigate this theft quietly, no mention of your name need appear publically. I just want to recover your Rodin for you, if we catch the thief, Mister Tauscher and your cleaning lady would be the only witnesses called to testify.” 
 
    “Hmm...” Helga sniffed, considering her words for a long moment until she finally nodded, “Very well, Jordan, I will give my consent and cooperate with your investigation, although I’m afraid since I’ve been here I can’t offer anything in the way of clues to help you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jordan gave Catherine a secret look, grinning, “We’ll be on our way then, I’m sorry we disturbed you.” 
 
    “Quite alright,” Helga said, looking at Catherine as though she had been the one speaking, “I quite enjoyed the visit… and I hope you find my Iris.” 
 
    Catherine gave the aged hand a warm squeeze, “Thank you for speaking with us.” She stood and followed Jordan out the door, closing it quietly behind them. 
 
    A petite, compact-looking Asian woman stormed angrily down the bare, aseptic-looking corridor toward them, “Come here!” She hissed at them, glaring, “Come over here right now!” 
 
    Jordan looked around them and pointed to herself and Catherine, “You mean us?” 
 
    “YES!” The tiny woman scowled, red-faced and pointed down the hall to the elevator. 
 
    Jordan looked at Catherine in amusement and shrugged, following the petite fury dressed in pink hospital scrubs. When they appeared to be out of earshot of Helga’s room the nurse turned to them angrily and stamped her foot, “Who are you to disturb Madame without permission?” She demanded. 
 
    Jordan held her badge wallet open in front of the woman’s nose, “I’m FBI Special Agent Jordan Hawkins… and you are?” 
 
    “I am Hannah Babcock,” she replied in a huffy, Japanese accent, “I am Madame Lynch’s personal nurse.” 
 
    Jordan bit her lip and nodded gravely, willing herself not to dwell on Nurse Babcock’s pronunciation of Madame Rynch and she bit down hard on the giggle that threatened to escape. Well, of course she says it that way, it’s just an accent, now move on, “I spoke to Miss Lynch regarding a legal matter.” She silently noted how the tiny nurse blanched ever so slightly, 
 
    “I demand you tell me.” She huffed. 
 
    Jordan’s head tilted slightly to one side, “No you don’t,” she said, her voice deadly quiet, “you don’t make demands of me.” 
 
    Nurse Babcock glared up at her; silent save for her labored breathing and Catherine watched the exchange in amazement, wondering how Jordan would proceed. 
 
    “You never come back here.” She waved her finger haughtily, “Never bother Madame again. Now go ‘way.” 
 
    No longer amused by the ferocious tiny ball of rage, Jordan leaned down to look her in the eye, “I have no idea if I’ll need to speak to Miss Lynch again, but if I do I can promise you if you try to interfere I will happily arrest you for obstruction of justice and take you to jail… Do you understand?” 
 
    Catherine bit the smile from her lips as she watched Nurse Babcock deflate before her eyes. 
 
    “It’s my job, I take care of Madame.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened and Jordan stepped around her, “Yes, I’m sure you do, have a nice day.” 
 
    Once the elevator doors closed behind them, Catherine burst out laughing, “Wow, she was something else!” 
 
    Jordan snickered, “I’ll say…” She checked her watch, “when we get back could you do one of your quick, surreptitious online searches for her Rodin while I put out an agency-wide alert for it?” She shrugged one-sidedly, “Then it should be time to head home.” 
 
    “You bet, boss.” She sighed, “This sure has been a strange afternoon.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much money Miss Lynch has, but if she can afford to live here you’d think her room would look nicer.” 
 
    “Yes, what’s up with this place?” Catherine looked around her at the standard-looking elevator, “Everything I’ve heard about this hospital is about how opulent it is; catering to the rich looking to maintain the high life while they get their face lifted.” 
 
    “Her eyesight’s obviously quite poor; did you see what the view is from her window?” Catherine shook her head. “It’s an air conditioning unit on the roof next door, about as far from that amazing view in her apartment as you can get.” She sighed, “Makes you wonder if she has any awareness of what her money has been buying her here for the past twenty-four years.” 
 
    “She seemed pretty sharp to me.” 
 
    “She did.” Jordan suddenly nudged her, “Thanks for coming out with me, don’t forget I owe you a make-out lunch on the park.”
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    “By the pricking of my thumbs, 
 
    something wicked this way comes.” 
 
      
 
    - William Shakespeare, Macbeth


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    They sat together on a gold embroidered divan in the art gallery of sculptures. Helga looked resplendent in a long flowing gown of emerald green and Catherine, marveling at the life force emanating from her, squinted, trying to see her better, but the light was so bright it was difficult to see and she turned to look at the windows, 
 
    No, it’s not coming from there… 
 
    Helga held both her hands in hers and when Catherine turned back to her, she felt as though she had just arrived mid-conversation: 
 
    “Do you have children?” 
 
    Her eyes brimmed as they always did when she felt the pain of her lost daughter, “Yes… and I have a son who’s three.” 
 
    “I wish I’d written you a check.” 
 
    She laughed, “What?” 
 
    “He’ll be going to school soon, won’t he? There are many excellent private schools and colleges out there.” She gave the younger hands a squeeze, “I loved doing that.” 
 
    “Doing what?” Catherine looked at her, bemused. 
 
    Helga chuckled, shrugging as she looked around her, “It is nice to see all of this again.” 
 
    Catherine looked too, “What will happen to it all?” 
 
    Her smile was beatific, “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She woke and when she rolled onto her side, she saw Jordan watching her. 
 
    “Having a dream?” She asked, placing a quick kiss on her lips. 
 
    “Good morning…” Catherine mumbled, “I… yeah, I was.” 
 
    “You were in that REM cycle; I could see your eyes moving back and forth under the lids.” 
 
    “Remember that art theft Stewart sent you to a few weeks ago?” 
 
    “I do,” Jordan squinted over her shoulder, checking the time, “that erotic sculpture…” 
 
    “Yeah, I dreamed I was talking to the owner.” 
 
    Jordan sat up, swinging long legs to the floor, “Helga…” She stretched, rotating her shoulders and neck, “Helga Lynch.” She turned to her, “And?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Catherine shrugged, “We were sitting in her gallery and she was talking about writing a check.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For Cam’s education… I think.” 
 
    “Huh.” Jordan’s brow furrowed then arched, “Ready for today?” 
 
    “Mmm, ready to spend half a day at work and the other half on a plane?” She stretched in the bed, “As long as I get a weekend in sunny California with you...” She gripped the t-shirt Jordan wore and pulled her down on top of her, making her laugh, “I’m always ready for that.” 
 
    “With any luck the grand jury will be done with me by lunch tomorrow so I can meet you at the zoo.” 
 
    Catherine pulled her close, arching provocatively against her, “I’m looking forward to it, Agent Hawkins.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    San Diego, CA 
 
      
 
    She was scrolling through all the numbers she had preset in her phone for the trip, looking for the taxi service number and grinned when she saw the yellow cab parked along the curb. She trotted over and peered into the open passenger window, “Are you available?” 
 
    “I am.” The driver dropped the magazine he was reading and waved her in, “Where to?” 
 
    She climbed in to the back seat, “The zoo.” 
 
    They had arrived in sunny San Diego late the previous afternoon and spent less than an hour swimming in the hotel’s pool before jet lag caught up with them. Jordan ordered room service for dinner and when Cameron fell asleep in her arms while watching a video, she put him in the second bed then joined Catherine in the first. 
 
    The next morning Catherine and Cameron slept in and Jordan got up early and kissing them goodbye, left to give testimony in the grand jury case of The People vs. Warren Jeffers. She sat in the witness chair for more than three hours, answering the prosecutor’s questions regarding the digital bank theft and murder of William Zegher by Jeffers in Zegher’s home in La Jolla. 
 
    Unaware she was smiling; she tapped Catherine’s cell phone number, “Hey!” she grinned, gazing at the streets they passed, “I’m done and on my way to you, have you had lunch yet?” 
 
    “Jordan!” Catherine sounded happy, “we’re getting pretty hungry but we’ll wait for you by the entrance, okay?” 
 
    Jordan’s phone beeped and she looked quickly at the screen, “Sounds like a plan, I gotta’ go, Stewart’s calling me.” 
 
    “Okay, see you in a few.” 
 
    She tapped the screen, “Stewart?” 
 
    “Jordan, hi, are you done testifying?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know how far it’ll go in persuading Jeffers to plead out and spare himself another death penalty… I’ve heard he’s really enjoyed the spotlight so far.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t matter how many death sentences he gets in all these states, he’ll still end up serving a life sentence while everyone fights with each other for the privilege of killing him…” He added, “That asshole.” 
 
    “Yes, he is.” 
 
    “So I’m calling you because Agent Hargrove is back from vacation and needs to pull you into her that art theft investigation I sent you to, remember?” 
 
    Jordan snorted and shook her head, remembering Catherine’s dream the morning before, “Yes?” 
 
    “She’s up in Carmel Valley at one of that lady’s many mansions; meet her there and she’ll fill you in on the details.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s something to break up the monotony of the Jeffers’s crap.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining I’m just surprised.” 
 
    “I sent you an email with her location and contact info, check in with me after, okay?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Big Sur, CA 
 
      
 
    “See it?” 
 
    Catherine leaned forward in her seat, straining against the seatbelt, “I think I see the rock but…” 
 
    Jordan checked the backseat mirror hanging under the rearview mirror and grinned when she saw Cameron asleep in the child safety seat. Checking the other mirrors, she clicked on the turn signal, making a u-turn on the highway and stopped the rental car on the side of the road, facing south. She turned off the engine and pointed at the Point Sur Lighthouse, “See it now?” 
 
    Catherine gave her a smile and took her hand, turning back to the view of crashing ocean waves on shore and the distant lighthouse beyond, perched halfway up the three hundred foot high rock extending out to sea. “Seems like a lifetime ago…” she murmured, gazing until the beacon flashed in their direction. “And it was,” she grinned, “it was a whole lifetime ago.” Jordan unfastened their seatbelts and pulled her onto her lap. “Hey…” she peeked at her sleeping son in the back, “Wanna’ make out a little?” Jordan answered by placing warm lips on hers. The embrace was sweetly nostalgic and Catherine whispered, “Do you ever wish we could go back there again?” 
 
    Jordan drew in a deep breath through her nose, looking past her, “Yes… and no.” She wrapped long arms around the petite form in her arms and pulled her close, “I have so many conflicting emotions about that place. On the one hand, it’s where you grieved Chelsea while holding onto hope in getting Cameron back. On the other hand, it’s where I fell in love with you… On the other hand, it’s where you decided your marriage was over.” She squeezed the arms around her, “That was so hard for you…” 
 
    Catherine whispered against her neck, “That’s too many hands.” 
 
    She tucked her chin to gaze into deep brown eyes, “And on the other hand I was grateful it did end,” She smiled, kissing her. Long minutes passed while they exchanged long kisses, noses nuzzling as lips and tongues dreamily caressed the other until finally she murmured, “Ready to go? We have another hour to the Lynch mansion.” 
 
    “Mmm-okay…” Catherine nodded, placing a final kiss on warm lips, “you’re right.” She shifted back to the passenger seat and they clicked their seatbelts back into place. She turned to check on Cameron, still asleep in the back as Jordan started the engine and pulling back onto the highway, executed another u-turn, taking them north again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Carmel Valley, CA 
 
      
 
    “Oh my, this is beautiful…” 
 
    Jordan drove slowly along the gently winding road so they could take in the oak trees lining the road, moss hanging from the branches, “I’ll say…” 
 
    Catherine waved her tablet, unwilling to look away from the verdant countryside, “The listing I found for this place says it was built in 1922 by Joseph Kendrick Lynch.” 
 
    “Helga’s, uh… father?” 
 
    “I believe so. The original structure was torn down and rebuilt in 1932 after it suffered earthquake damage… it looks like a giant u-shaped structure now, completed in 1934. The front door is at the bottom of the U, in front of a circular driveway…” She sighed as Jordan drove past a large pond filled with dark blue water, “Just look at that.” 
 
    “Are there fish in there?” Cameron piped up from the back seat. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugged, “maybe.” 
 
    They had stopped in the village to stretch their legs and now that Cameron was awake, he was ready for action, “Can I play with my toys when we get there?” 
 
    “Of course you can.” Jordan grinned, “We’re on a mini-vacation.” 
 
    He pressed a favorite stuffed dog toy to his face and hummed, “Mini vacaaa-shun!” 
 
    Jordan followed the road, driving alongside a white rail fence and pointed over the steering wheel, “That has to be it.” 
 
    “Wow…” was all Catherine could say as Jordan pulled into a circular driveway in front of an enormous two-story ranch house. 
 
    She parked the car and while Catherine helped Cameron out of the backseat, Jordan tilted her head to regard the Lynch mansion, shielding her eyes from the setting sun. 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    They turned to the voice and Jordan waved to the figure that emerged from the front door, “Hello, Mattie Hargrove?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s me.” A dark-haired woman, roughly the same height as Jordan came down the wide steps, “And you must be Agent Hawkins?” 
 
    “Call me Jordan,” she shook her hand, “And this is my partner, Doctor Catherine Bernard and her son, Cameron.” 
 
    Mattie shook their hands, stopping to shake Cameron’s hand too, “You can call me Mattie, okay?” 
 
    “Okay…” Cameron agreed, suddenly shy and clutching his backpack of toys. 
 
    “And please call me Catherine.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mattie’s smile was warm and she gestured to the door, “Come on in and I’ll give you the lowdown and tell you why I asked for your help.” They followed her up the steps and inside and Jordan shook her head in awe, 
 
    “This is one heck of a house.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed, “welcome to Bellosantuario, it means, beautiful sanctuary.” She spoke as she led them into an enormous foyer and gestured to a life-sized portrait that hung on the wall, facing them, “And this is Joseph Kendrick Lynch. Born in 1832, he was known as the King of the Northwest Railroad after the Civil War, and when he owned silver mines in Montana and Idaho he was known as the Silver King, then he worked to popularize and corner the market on bar steel and became known as the King of Steel. He owned several newspapers and banks and the first electric power companies. He was one of the richest men in America, right up there with the Rockefellers, Carnegies, and Vanderbilts.” 
 
    Piercing blue eyes surrounded by meticulously groomed white hair, beard and moustache gazed outward from the portrait; Joseph Lynch stood with his hand tucked in his coat, his posture erect. Mattie turned and continued up the grand staircase, “So this place…” 
 
    “Wait,” Catherine held up a hand, “if Helga’s a hundred and nine, then she was born in 1905… and he was seventy-three when she was born?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Mattie snickered, “he was a widower and remarried a much younger woman, very scandalous at the time since he had grown children older than his new wife.” 
 
    Catherine stared up at the portrait, “Wow.” 
 
    They followed her up the stairs, “So Bellosantuario is tucked in this little valley between the Tularcitos Mountains on the south and the Salinas Valley to the north, it sits on fifteen hundred acres of ranchland where Helga’s estate manager keeps about five hundred head of cattle. The revenue from the livestock pays for the upkeep of this place and his annual salary… and I can tell you he is well compensated.” 
 
    “How well?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Half a million.” 
 
    “Holy crap.” she muttered from the side of her mouth. 
 
    She led them down a grand hallway lined with paintings and sculptures, “There are twenty-seven rooms, twelve bedrooms, nine baths… over twenty-nine thousand square feet in all…” Jordan mumbled something indistinctly and Mattie continued, “Which would make this place more than two and a half times bigger than Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello. Lynch bought the property in 1922 and died just months after he finished building here in 1924.” 
 
    “So,” Catherine’s voice drifted as she regarded the paintings and amazing views from floor to ceiling windows, “Helga had it torn down and rebuilt after it was damaged in an earthquake…” 
 
    “Yes, she and her mother spent every summer here together. She had lots of happy memories of this place so she rebuilt it. She was just twenty-nine at the time; her mother had died the year before. From what I’ve read so far she was really proud to have provided so much employment for so many during the depression.” She gestured to an open door at the end of the hall and motioned them inside, “This was Helga’s bedroom.” 
 
    “Yikes.” Catherine muttered, spying the king-sized bed at the far end of the room, This bedroom is so big it makes that bed look small, “It takes up the whole end of the building…” 
 
    Cameron ran over to the bank of tall curved windows and pointed, “Jordan, look!” he exclaimed, “Cows!” 
 
    She followed and lifted him onto her hip so he could see better, “I count…” She counted softly under her breath and he laughed, 
 
    “Nine! There are nine.” 
 
    “That is correct, sir.” she chuckled and set him back on the floor, “This has such a nice view,” she said, gazing out at the rolling verdant hills, “wanna’ play in here for a while?” 
 
    “Okay!” He shrugged out of his backpack, “I can set up my trucks under this couch…” he said, pulling out his collection of toys. 
 
    “Is that okay?” Catherine turned to Mattie. 
 
    “Sure, this is actually a great place to begin,” she motioned to the couches that ringed the wide sitting area, “and tell you why you’re here.” They made themselves comfortable and she continued, “So thank you again for taking the report on the Rodin, I understand you actually spoke to Helga about it.” 
 
    Jordan sat next to Catherine, “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m just impressed; from what I’ve heard hardly anyone got face time with her, not even her lawyer.” 
 
    “Did they knock first?” Jordan asked dryly, making her chuckle. 
 
    “I think you got lucky that day. Anyway, she…” she shot a quick look at Cameron, “passed away a few weeks ago…” 
 
    “Oh,” Catherine looked sad, “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Her heart simply slowed down until it stopped, basically. She spent her last three days in ICU. Her doctors were extremely careful to cover themselves in determining her passing was due to natural causes.” She shrugged one-sidedly, “At a hundred and nine I guess it would have to be. Anyway, she had many fairly distant family members, at this point mostly nieces and nephews she was estranged from, but once word got around…” 
 
    “Let the games begin…” Jordan shook her head in thinly veiled disgust. 
 
    “Exactly,” Mattie nodded, “and because she left behind two conflicting wills, both signed within weeks of her passing, lots of goings-on have come to light, so I was asked by the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office…” She grinned when Jordan scoffed, “to pursue an investigation that started with the theft of that sculpture and immediately blew into a giant mess that now extends into Helga’s many bank accounts, bank vault where jewelry is missing, and there’s more that’s missing from her art collection. I’m researching her personal correspondence and matching it against inventories so I can create a timeline of her art purchases, loans and sales for the surrogate’s court.” 
 
    “Lord,” Catherine’s brows arched sympathetically, “No wonder you need help.” 
 
    Mattie stretched a long arm over the back of the couch, “I spent a week pouring over the records her personal assistant maintained in her apartment and I barely scratched surface there before I came here to look for any stashes of personal correspondence and to see for myself the inventory her property manager sent me.” 
 
    “So where do we come in?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I’d like Catherine to dive into the digital stuff, I’ve subpoenaed Helga’s financials,” she gave her a sympathetic look; “to say the records are extensive would be an understatement.” 
 
    “And me?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “You,” Mattie smiled, “you know I found that Rodin when I got back from vacation… It popped on the bureau alert you posted, one of those super rich personal injury TV lawyers says he bought it legitimately from some guy online. Said he handed over the cash in person so he could,” she wagged her fingers in air quotes, “save on shipping.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Jordan rolled her eyes, “that sounds believable.” 
 
    “He’s very successful at what he does, but let’s just say he’s not exactly a class act. I traced the eBay transaction to a burner phone… so that avenue of the investigation led nowhere. When I returned it her personal assistant, Gary Tauscher, said she was delighted to have it back.” 
 
    “Well,” Catherine shrugged, “that’s nice to hear.” 
 
    “But there’re so many people who benefited from Helga Lynch’s… generosity, I’m gonna’ call it for now, that I need to you to help me figure out who preyed on her for her money and valuables and who stole it from her so the court can figure out how to proceed with probate. I’ll focus on the art and valuables if you and Catherine can take the financial end of this case, and then I expect we’ll cross over each other when we get to her empty mansions.” 
 
    “Uh, oh…” Jordan muttered. “How many empty mansions did she have?” 
 
    “For a reclusive heiress who spent her last twenty-four years locked away in a hospital room, she maintained this one and another in Connecticut that I know about so far. She also bought a surprising number of homes and apartments for others I’m still finding out about.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan waved a hand, “I’m in.” 
 
    “Me too.” Catherine checked her watch, “It’s dinner time for us, is there someplace we can go and eat?” 
 
    “Ready for dinner, Cam?” Jordan stood, “Mattie, can you join us?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she snorted, “we’re gonna be working together for a while, we might as well get to know each other.” 
 
    Cam packed up his collection of trucks and they chatted as they returned downstairs. An older, gray-haired man waited by the front door and Mattie waved to him, 
 
    “Hey, Ray… Agent Hawkins,” she gestured, “Doctor Bernard… and Cameron, this is Raymond Somerfield, he’s the estate manager here at Bellosantuario.” 
 
    He was dressed in jeans and a barn coat and stood holding his cowboy hat in his hands, “How do you do…” He shook hands with Jordan and Catherine and bent at the waist to shake Cameron’s hand, “Hey there, Cameron.” 
 
    “We’re heading out,” Mattie said, “and I’ll be back in the morning.” 
 
    “Look forward to it.” He nodded, “I’m gonna lock up then.” 
 
    Jordan had parked next to Mattie’s rental car and she followed her down the long country road and back onto the highway. They drove back to Carmel Village and parked at The Manor Inn, a mansion converted into a resort hotel. Mattie was staying there in a modest room and on her recommendation, Jordan reserved a room and after checking in, she joined Mattie, Catherine and Cameron in the hotel’s restaurant. 
 
    “I ordered dinner for you,” Catherine told her, “I got you a steak, I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” Jordan leaned in for a quick kiss, “Thank you, that’s perfect.” Catherine looked surprised and she added, “We’re not on the clock anymore, if Mattie hasn’t heard on the FBI grapevine that we’re a couple we might as well tell her now.” 
 
    Mattie nodded, “Oh yeah, I heard that one.” 
 
    “Well then,” Jordan smiled, “since you know about us, tell us about yourself.” 
 
    “I have a master’s in art history and I was working as a curator at the Smithsonian when the FBI asked for my input on a case for what was an obvious counterfeit Rembrandt.” She shrugged, “I got caught up in it and ended up applying, went to Quantico…” 
 
    “And the rest is history.” Jordan finished for her. 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Why are you staying here instead of Helga’s mansion? I take it the place is empty.” 
 
    “Mister Somerfield made it clear Bellosanturaio has been kept ready for occupancy on a twenty-four hour rule since the 1950’s, which would be the last time Helga Lynch visited, but he maintains it for her alone.” 
 
    “Wow,” Catherine had been playing tic-tac-toe with Cameron on his activity placemat, “and he knows she’s…?” 
 
    “Oh yes, in fact I’d say he’s acutely aware of that. His father was the foreman in charge of construction when Helga had it torn down and rebuilt, and when it was finished he stayed on as the estate manager. Ray junior grew up there and got the job when his dad died.” 
 
    “Great,” Jordan grumbled, “this one’s going to involve just a butt-load of nepotism, isn’t it?” 
 
    Cameron’s eyes grew wide, “Jordan…” he simultaneously spoke and used her name sign. 
 
    Catherine chuckled, speaking and signing back to him, “Jordan’s being naughty, huh?” 
 
    Jordan made a comically remorseful face, making Cam laugh. 
 
    Mattie looked surprised, “You guys know sign language?” 
 
    “Jordan taught us.” Catherine said a note of pride in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jordan grinned at the toddler, “my parents were deaf so…” her voice faded and she shrugged. 
 
    “So,” Cameron spoke and signed to Mattie grandly, “we know sign!” 
 
    This time it was Jordan who laughed and said, signing back him, “Yes, we do!” 
 
    “So what’ll happen to that place?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Don’t know yet, although he said the mayor has plans for it.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “He wants to turn it into an historical foundation the town can turn a profit on from conferences and retreats for corporations and the arts. The first floor has two art galleries and a dance studio with a stage. Helga had Ray build a private airstrip in the fifties, although she never used it and there’s a library filled with antique books… well,” she gave them a sly smile, “they’re antiques now. The place is loaded with valuable art they could always sell in tough times… There’s a pool,” she continued, “tennis court, bocce court, a billiards room I think she built in memory of her father… two huge barns, residences for staff and Ray has his own residence there too.” 
 
    “I can just imagine the millions the lawyers are gonna make.” 
 
    “Lawyer.” Mattie emphasized. “She only had one; William Stiger.” 
 
    “For a woman of her wealth,” Catherine looked skeptical, “you think she’d have had a whole cadre of lawyers.” 
 
    Mattie nodded “I thought so too.” 
 
    “Are you married?” Cameron suddenly asked. 
 
    Catherine and Jordan looked surprised but Mattie grinned, “No.” 
 
    “Do you live in New York?” he asked, coloring idly with one of the crayons that came with his placemat. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Do you wish you had a boyfriend, or a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Smooth, Cam,” Jordan snickered, “real subtle.” 
 
    He looked at her briefly in confusion then looked back expectantly at Mattie, 
 
    “A girlfriend.” Mattie said matter-of-factly and flashed Jordan a teasing grin, “Looks like interrogative skills run in the DNA.” 
 
    Jordan laughed and nudged him, “Want to be an FBI agent when you grow up, Cam?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” he said, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “What else would you like to be?” 
 
    He looked at her, resolute, “A zookeeper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She tucked the covers around her softly snoring son and his favorite sleeping companions, his sister’s teddy bear and Glowworm, and slid under the covers of the bed opposite, snuggling next to Jordan, “I’m not used to wearing so much to bed…” she whispered playfully. 
 
    Jordan snickered softly and placed a kiss on warm lips, “I know,” she pulled her close, “I almost stripped off the bottoms when I got in.” 
 
    Catherine slid her hands under the t-shirt Jordan wore, sighing in contentment when she finally touched soft skin. “We’ll be home tomorrow night and I can ravish you then…” Jordan burst out giggling and pressed her lips into Catherine’s soft hair. “You can laugh all you want…” She shifted until she could whisper hotly in her ear, “But I will, I’ll make you beg for more.” 
 
    Jordan stopped laughing when she felt Catherine’s hand slide under the waistband of her pajama bottoms, “You always do…” she rasped quietly, feeling suddenly flushed, “I’ve just never heard you use that word before.” 
 
    “I think we may have to start.” She whispered and snuggled closer, letting her hands wander and smiled against warm skin when Jordan moaned softly in appreciation. “Thank you for the mini-vacation.” 
 
    Jordan sighed, “Thanks for coming with me on a work trip… again.” 
 
    “We weren’t expecting Disneyworld this time you know.” 
 
    “I know,” her closed eyes crinkled happily at the memory, “That was a great Christmas, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “The best.” Catherine agreed. 
 
    “And it was nice getting away from all the snow.” 
 
    “You mean in Florida?” 
 
    “Uh huh, here too, it was a nice break.” Jordan grunted, suddenly feeling too warm where Catherine touched her, “Uh, maybe you should… uhn…” 
 
    Catherine chuckled softly, “Can you be quiet?” 
 
    “Uhn…” Jordan clenched her teeth and pressed her lips together at the feel of the Catherine’s questing fingers between her legs, “Oh, god I hope so.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    Once they emerged from the Holland Tunnel Catherine checked for new email on her tablet, “Oh, jeez…” 
 
    “Oh, jeez, what?” 
 
    “I got a bunch of emails from Mattie,” she tapped the screen, quickly scanning the text; “thank god she simplified it. She sent links to access Helga’s subpoenaed banking financials… should be a lot quicker than sifting through tons of attachments… then I can organize them like I want.” Her voice faded as she scrolled through the emails and Jordan smiled, recognizing the moment when Catherine became intrigued by a new digital challenge. 
 
    They had gone out to breakfast with Mattie the next morning, spending some time strategizing how to proceed with the Helga Lynch case. When they left for the two-hour drive to the San Francisco airport, Mattie returned to her review of the art catalogues in Bellosantuario, keeping her warrant in plain view for the estate manager when she went digging into boxes of personal correspondence in Helga’s bedroom. The trio’s flight home was thankfully uneventful, their planes landing between snowstorms, and because it was early evening when they landed in New York, Jordan had the cab drop them off at the FBI’s garage where they retrieved their van and drove home. 
 
    “Helga told us she never met Rodin, and maybe that was a good thing.” she took a quick look behind her at Cameron watching a video on the van’s monitor, “How’s it going back there?” 
 
    “Fine, mom…” he answered absently, unwilling to tear his eyes from the screen. 
 
    Jordan prompted her, “Maybe that was a good thing?” 
 
    “I read he was pretty old when his work became notably, uh… erotic.” She whispered the last, making Jordan flash a feral grin. 
 
    “Well,” she sighed, “while you’re buried up to you cute nose in banking stuff I’m gonna go talk to Helga’s lawyer,” she clicked on the turn signal, “it’s a good place to start.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The heavyset older man firmly shook Jordan’s hand, “Agent Hawkins, please come in.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jordan stepped inside the mahogany paneled office, privately noting the heavy, dark-colored leather furniture and velvet drapes that hung in the windows. Tastefully gauche… she thought humorlessly, perfect for a lawyer to the super rich. “I appreciate your time Mister Stiger.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help,” his gesture was expansive, “please, have a seat.” 
 
    Jordan noted he gestured for her to sit in a straight back New England library chair in front of his desk while he sat in the plush modern office chair behind it. Don’t get too comfortable, Agent Hawkins… She allowed a small grin; he’d rather you didn’t stay long. She sat and swung her briefbag from her shoulder onto her lap and rummaging in its contents, withdrew a sheaf of papers, “As promised, here is the warrant for your records regarding Miss Lynch.” She left them on his desk and he nodded, pressing a button on his phone, 
 
    “Stace…” he called on the intercom, “Stacy, come in here a minute.” 
 
    William Stiger’s secretary quietly entered and he handed it to her, “Have these processed as soon as possible, will you?” She nodded and left and he smiled at Jordan, “I have bunch of interns who can get this done pretty quickly.” He leaned back in his chair, “So what else can I help you with?” 
 
    “Mainly, I have questions about your history with Helga Lynch.” She took her phone from her jacket pocket and placing it on the desk, clicked on the audio recorder, “This is Special Agent Jordan Hawkins’s interview with William Stiger…” 
 
    The lawyer held up a pudgy hand, “I didn’t say you could record this.” 
 
    Jordan’s brows arched innocently, “Oh, okay, then I will need you to come down to the bureau where we can do this in a more official setting.” She rummaged in her bag again, pulling out another warrant and placed it on the desk facing him, “This warrant allows me to make a video recording of the interview.” Her eyes were flat and neutral and she counted silently as he returned the stare for only two seconds before his eyes flicked at the warrant. 
 
    “Fine,” he gestured for her to continue, “let’s proceed here in my office.” 
 
    She made sure her phone was still recording then asked, “How did you become Helga Lynch’s lawyer?” 
 
    Mr. Stiger looked surprised; he expected the when question first. “I worked with Helga’s previous attorney, Marvin Womack, I was already familiar with her needs as a client, and when Marvin was ready to retire, he recommended me for the job.” 
 
    “And that was when?” 
 
    “That was back in 1989.” 
 
    “Would you say you and Helga were friends?” 
 
    “I never even met her face to face until a couple of months ago when she signed her first will.” 
 
    Jordan tamped down on the surprise she felt, “Two and a half decades and you never met your client?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She was a very private person, we only spoke on the phone and exchanged written correspondence.” 
 
    “You know the Manhattan District Attorney has assigned Helga’s estate to the surrogate’s court because of the two conflicting wills she signed in her last weeks.” 
 
    “When you read her files, Agent Hawkins, you’ll see how many times I and Marvin tried to get her to sign a will over the years, for such a reclusive person she was astoundingly vulnerable to the influence of the people around her.” 
 
    “Who?” Jordan looked perplexed, “She lived the last quarter century of her life in a hospital room.” 
 
    “Precisely,” he nodded, “as evidenced by her extraordinary gifts to her nurses and their families, any sob story would have her searching for her checkbook.” He leaned forward, leaning his elbows on his desk, his fingers interlaced, “Just wait till you see who benefited from Helga’s generosity over the years, what they got,” his voice dropped to a low murmur but each word was crisply enunciated, “and how much it added up to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wanted a comfortable place to sit and imitating Jordan; she first knocked and then peeked inside the auditorium across the hall from their office. Finding it empty, she slipped inside and flicked on some lights as she made her way down to the podium, plugging in her tablet and grabbing the remote. She sat in the cushioned theater-style seat and pointed it at the screen, clicking open the first link sent to her by Agent Hargrove. It navigated her to the D.A.’s database of subpoenaed records and she copied then pasted in the user name and password Mattie included in her email to access the files. Her head dropped back on the seat while the document loaded, filling the wall-sized screen, “And here we go…” she muttered aloud, “now opening Pandora’s Box, Number One.” 
 
    The first file she opened was a detailed bank statement for the last month of Helga’s life, and her eyes slammed opened wide as she quickly scanned the laundry list of handwritten checks, “Holy merde.” She groaned when her eyes fell on a check written for five million dollars to Hannah Babcock, “That was the angry Asian woman who tried to throw us out that day...” she said aloud, remembering the nametag she saw on Helga’s nurse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tired of getting the runaround from the spectacularly unhelpful staff, Jordan tapped her badge wallet sharply on the tall counter at the nurse’s station, “Excuse me,” she held it open for the two women seated on the far side of the small office area, “I need to talk to you.” They just looked at her and she added, “Now.” Jesus, she marveled, watching them as they rose, arching their eyebrows at each other, are they specially trained in rudeness and disdain here? When they finally stood at the counter opposite, she introduced herself, “Good afternoon, ladies, I’m Special Agent Hawkins, I’m looking for Doctor Martin Hanover…” 
 
    “Did you check his office?” The older nurse inquired, her tone condescending. 
 
    “I need to speak to your floor supervisor,” Jordan smiled humorlessly, “right now.” 
 
    “I’m the lead nurse on this floor,” she smiled pleasantly, “may I help you?” 
 
    “I understand Doctor Hanover is on shift now and he’s neither in his office or in surgery, so you are going to find him for me, or I’m going to conduct a search for him by flooding this posh place with FBI agents…” She grinned, “and I’d rather not upset your clientele, now… where is he?” She leaned on the counter, watching as the lead nurse, Edna Babich, according to her nametag, picked up the phone and called the operator, 
 
    “This is Eight West; page Doctor Hanover to this extension, Code Green.” 
 
    Jordan arched a lone brow at the younger nurse, “What’s Code Green?” 
 
    “Call right away.” She answered, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “So,” Jordan leaned over the counter a little to read her nametag, “Wendy, did you work on this floor when Helga Lynch lived here?” 
 
    She looked scared, “Yes?” 
 
    “What did you think about her? Was she nice? Or was she a pain in the butt?” 
 
    “She had a private nurse from the agency, we weren’t allowed in her room. She only came out of there once, and that was when they took her to the ICU before she died.” 
 
    “None of us ever saw her,” Edna Babich had hung up the phone and turning to one side, half-sat on the desk extension below the counter, “and Hannah Babcock would certainly never let any one of us near her precious Golden Goose.” 
 
    “Really?” Jordan asked, surprised by the sudden one-eighty in the woman’s attitude. “Hannah Babcock was privately employed?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and Hannah never took breaks.” She snorted, “She was terrified that old woman would talk to another nurse, like her better and fire Hannah.” 
 
    “Huh….” Jordan snorted, fishing a notepad and pen out of her jacket pocket, “So who took care of Miss Lynch on Hannah’s days off?” 
 
    The younger nurse, Wendy, uttered a derisive snort, “What days off?” 
 
    Jordan could see a slightly stooped older man in a white labcoat approach and the lead nurse waved him over, 
 
    “Doctor Hanover? The FBI is here to see you.” 
 
    Jordan held up her badge wallet and introduced herself and he shook her hand, “I can guess who you’re here to talk to me about,” he smiled, “let’s go to my office shall we?” He pointed down the hall and Jordan turned back to the nurses, 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    Edna waved a hand dismissively, “Anytime.” 
 
    Jordan turned to follow Dr. Hanover down the hallway and rolled her eyes, “Your staff here are quite helpful… after an initial butting of heads.” 
 
    “Really?”His eyebrows arched innocently and Jordan couldn’t tell if he was being facetious or not. 
 
    They entered a modest office and Jordan noted the complete absence of filing cabinets and paperwork on the desk. “Doctor Hanover, I’ll be recording this interview today so I won’t have to take notes…” 
 
    “That’s alright.” 
 
    “How long were you Helga Lynch’s physician?” 
 
    He shed the labcoat, tossing it onto a sofa on the far side of the room, “I bought Herman Edelman’s practice from him when he retired, he was Helga’s physician for decades and his wife, Suzanne, who was friends with Helga, recommended me.” He sat behind the desk, “That was back in 1990. Helga Lynch had outlived two physicians and when Herman retired, she simply stopped going to the doctor... Well,” He shook his head and sighed, “I believe she had stopped going out at all long before the seborrheic keratosis started appearing.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Seborrheic keratosis, it’s a common skin growth. They are benign growths that often appear in middle-aged and older adults. I believe Helga thought she had skin cancer and was too frightened to have them diagnosed. They aren’t contagious, most often seborrheic keratoses start as small, rough bumps that slowly thicken and over time get a warty surface. Unfortunately, Helga had developed one on her eyelid and another large one at the corner of her mouth, making it difficult to eat, so she didn’t. She was down to eighty-five pounds when she called Suzanne and she convinced her to see me.” He folded his hands on his desk, “I walked into that place…” 
 
    “Her apartment on Fifth Avenue?” 
 
    “Yes, it was early afternoon and all the drapes were drawn, so it was dark in there and when she came down the hall…” he shook his head, “it was like seeing a phantom coming out of the shadows at me. Anyway, I convinced her to go to a hospital, she chose Manhattan Dominican chiefly because it was close to where Suzanne lived and also because I had privileges here at the time. She was transported by ambulance and a plastic surgeon removed the growths and performed the necessary reconstructive procedures to allow her to close her right eyelid and eat properly.” 
 
    “And now you have an office here.” 
 
    “Since 1991.” 
 
    “That was quick.” 
 
    He stopped, openly appraising her, “Am I being suspected of something?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” Jordan said, “Helga Lynch was a very wealthy woman who came here to this hospital and never left…” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Because she preferred living in a hospital room over her luxurious Fifth Avenue apartment...” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “For twenty-four years.” 
 
    “Look, Agent, now that Miss Lynch has passed you can subpoena her records and see for yourself that we did encourage her to go home, but she refused, every time. I even told her we required her to be seen by a psychiatrist to make sure…” 
 
    “You had to protect yourself legally.” Jordan finished for him, “Yes, I know. We have subpoenaed her medical records, but I need to know why you think she wanted to stay here.” 
 
    He emitted a soft harrumphing noise, “When she came here she was a gaunt, emaciated eighty-five pound eighty-five year old. She had no children; she had outlived her doctors, most of her servants were dead or retired. I think she thought she was going to die soon and what better place to do that than in a hospital?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan returned to the bureau in time for lunch and she and Catherine got Cameron from daycare and ate in the cafeteria. When they returned to their office they grabbed their tablets and crossed the hall to the auditorium, 
 
    “You wanna’ go first?” 
 
    Jordan lifted a shoulder, “Okay, are you meeting with Bea today?” 
 
    “No, although she did call to say her techs were unable to recover anything helpful from the apartment building’s security videos, other than the fact they were absolutely tampered with.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She said there’re chunks of video missing from every camera during the time of the theft. I’ll have a look at them but I doubt I’ll be able to recover anything.” 
 
    “So someone on the inside, so to speak, stole that sculpture.” 
 
    “Or someone remotely hacked into the building’s security cameras and deleted the files.” 
 
    “Maybe the cleaning girl let them in.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Okay, that rabbit hole’s way too deep to jump into right now.” While they spoke, Jordan set up her tablet on the podium and clicked open files with the remote, arranging them on the wall-sized screen, “Hopefully evidence will start rolling in so we can close this sucker.” She had transferred the interviews recorded on her phone to her tablet, and she began by playing the interview with Helga’s lawyer, William Stiger, and then clicked open a document center-screen. “I’m making a chart to help me understand the flow of people through Helga’s life and so far this is what I know; William Stiger is Helga’s present attorney, he more or less inherited the job from Marvin Womack, the other partner in his firm, when Marvin retired.” 
 
    “It was a law firm of only two partners?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “I don’t think they needed more when they had Helga Lynch as their primary client.” Jordan said drily. “According to her present physician, Helga also outlived her doctors; one died the next retired, so when she became ill in 1990 she called her friend, Suzanne Edelman, wife of Helga’s retired physician, Herman. She convinced Helga to let the doctor who took over Herman’s patients to see her.” Jordan clicked up a picture from Manhattan Dominican’s website, “This man, Doctor Martin Hanover…” She played the recorded interview and when it finished Catherine remarked, 
 
    “I guess I can see why she would have stayed there. He did say she had already become a recluse, she was so old… maybe the thought of leaving that hospital room was too much for her.” 
 
    Jordan moved her flowchart center-screen again and described her conversation with the two nurses, Edna and Wendy, “So I entered their names too in case I need to talk to them again, and I added Hannah Babcock and Susan Hale; they came from a private nursing agency. Both worked twelve-hour shifts; Hannah the day, Susan the night and from what I gather so far, they worked seven days a week for years before taking a day off.” 
 
    Catherine muttered, “I think I can see where this is going.” 
 
    “When the agency balked at them working so much, both women quit and Helga paid the agency a five thousand dollar penalty each for hiring Hannah and Susan privately.” She clicked the files closed, “And that, Doctor Bernard, is what I have so far.” 
 
    Catherine joined her at the podium, “Excellent presentation, Agent Hawkins.” She said, tilting her head for a kiss, “Am I up?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Jordan kissed her adding, “and you’re next too.” 
 
    Catherine snorted and Jordan took her seat while she set up her tablet, “Remember what the lawyer told you about waiting till you found out how much money Helga’s nurses got?” Jordan nodded and she pointed the remote at the screen, “Well, like that funny Annuelle commercial says, ‘go to a store, buy a hat, and get ready to hold the eff onto it.’” 
 
    “Oh, lord…” Jordan muttered and Catherine opened her first file. 
 
    “I’ll jump to the chase first then give a little back-story; this is a list of checks Helga wrote to her day nurse, Hannah Babcock in her final year…” 
 
    Jordan’s brows rose high, disappearing beneath dark bangs, “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “I am not, during her last year she wrote thirty-eight checks to Hannah Babcock and her children totaling ten million nine hundred and sixty-five thousand dollars.” She pointed at the screen, “On January tenth she wrote five checks in one day; three to Hannah, and one each to two of her children. On February fifth, she wrote three. May twenty-first, two… In fact, you can see there were several occasions when Helga wrote more than one check to Hannah Babcock in a single day and here…” Catherine used the laser pointer feature on the remote, “these two checks were written to Hanna for five million dollars each.” 
 
    “Holy crap.” 
 
    Catherine agreed, “To say the least… I decided to write a quick program that would allow me to crunch all Helga’s bank statements for the past twenty years into one giant file that allows me to see her statements all at once. It lets me sort the data into separate lists of checks handwritten by Helga, by her lawyer… and I can also group them by the check recipients and so on, so trends over the course of time are easier to see.” She clicked another file open, “This is another list, a master list of checks Helga wrote Hannah during the twenty-four years she worked for her; they total four hundred and sixty-seven checks and add up to more than thirty-five million dollars.” 
 
    “Jesus…” Jordan breathed, stunned. 
 
    “Would probably be slack-jawed by these numbers too.” Catherine said drolly and shook her head, “I couldn’t believe it when I accessed these records, it’s so… excessive.” She clicked open another file. “This is my master list of all checks handwritten by Helga during that twenty-four year hospital stay; every check on this list has the word, ‘gift’ written in the memo section… and of these gifts, most were written to individuals… some to organizations. Like this one,” she pointed the laser, “for ten million to the Graham Dance Theater and School. All of the checks on this list total just over one hundred million dollars.” 
 
    “And how much was Helga Lynch worth?” 
 
    “Before she entered the hospital in 1990?” Catherine shrugged, “I called Stephanie Hanson, the advocate attorney at the surrogate’s court. It’s now her job to figure out what to do with Helga’s two wills and she’s still trying to figure that one out, but she said that at the time of her death Helga was worth at least eight hundred million.” 
 
    “That’s a lot…” Jordan murmured, sounding thoughtful and when Catherine arched her brows at her she added, “It’s just… given the amounts of money we were chasing down in the Jeffers’s case... it doesn’t sound like that much anymore, does it?” 
 
    “I…” Catherine blinked, “I think you’re right. Uh…” she turned back to the screen and quickly closed the files. “So now for a little back story…” She clicked open a picture file of a black and white photograph. “Back in 1896, Joseph Kendrick Lynch bought the property on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Seventy-Second Street for two hundred thousand dollars…” 
 
    Jordan emitted a sudden bark of laughter, “Did you say Fifth Avenue and Seventy-Second?” 
 
    Catherine dropped the arm holding the remote to her side and gave her a stern look, “It’s not funny, Jordan.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but come on;” Jordan gestured dismissively, “that’s funny.” Catherine was silent and she added, “I mean, it’s funny weird that I was just recently standing on the park side of that corner where Jeffers’s minion took a pot shot at me… and not… funny, ha ha.” She finished lamely and cleared her throat, “Sorry.” 
 
    Catherine turned back to the screen, “Over the course of the following five years he bought four more lots adjacent to his. On that huge chunk, he built the Lynch Mansion, five stories high and one hundred and twenty-five rooms. There were four art galleries on the ground floor he opened to the public every Saturday and three libraries on the second…” Her voice faded and she shook her head, “Just look at the list of amenities this place had for a family of three people.” 
 
    Jordan scanned the list, “A storage room for furs?” 
 
    “And a special closet for boxes of cigars, a hundred-foot long billiard room with eight tables, two ballrooms, a morning room that faced east and a railroad spur…” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Like a branch off the main line, it brought coal directly to the mansion. More than one architect worked on the design over the years so the style was a gothic Italian Renaissance mess, and if you look closely,” she pointed the laser at the black and white photo, “you can see the exterior was littered with cherubs, lions, angels…” 
 
    Jordan squinted at the screen, incredulous, “Is that a mermaid?” 
 
    “Probably…” Catherine sounded sad, “This was Helga’s childhood home until her father died and she and her mother bought the apartment on Fifth Avenue and Seventy-Seventh Street.” Her voice faded and she stared at the screen. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well,” she shrugged, “look at that place. Joseph called it his castle, his critics called it Lynch’s Lunacy, but Helga grew up in that house and look at the two types of carriages parked on the side there,” She circled them with the laser, “See? A horse-drawn carriage and a horseless carriage, which is what they were called until the word automobile entered our vocabulary. 
 
    When Helga Lynch was born Teddy Roosevelt was president, only white men were allowed to vote and World War I was still nine years in the future, and when she died this country had elected its first African American president and she had lived through two world wars, the civil rights movement, the moon landing… and women’s suffrage.” She gestured impotently, “Did she ever vote? When did she become a recluse? The world changed so much during her lifetime… was she aware of it, tucked away in her mansions and lavish apartment?” She shrugged and walked over to sit beside Jordan, “If she hid from it all, then, how sad.” 
 
    “Money does funny things to people.” Jordan said quietly, “I can’t imagine inheriting that kind of wealth… Who could she trust? Look how much she gave away, her lawyer said anyone who came to her with a story got a check, maybe she felt like she had to hide from everything and everyone.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Catherine agreed. “Anyway… her father spent ten million building his castle and after he died in 1924 it sold for less than four.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jordan exclaimed, looking back at the photo, “why so little?” 
 
    “It was considered too big and expensive to maintain so it was sold to a property developer. The proceeds were divided equally among the children from his first marriage and Helga. It was torn down and now you have the apartment building you see there today.” 
 
    Jordan’s phone rang and she pulled it from her jacket pocket, “Stewart?” 
 
    “Are you still here in the building?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah?” 
 
    “Look, there’s a badass snowstorm that’s gonna hit the city in the next couple of hours, those of us who can leave and go home are getting’ the hell outta’ Dodge, can you and Doctor Bernard work from home for a couple days? Cuz’ if you don’t leave right now you’re gonna’ get stuck here.”
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    Jordan left the bedroom lights off and stared out the window, watching as snow began falling in the moonlight. Since their work was digital, she and Catherine grabbed their devices and Cameron and headed home, just ahead of the snowstorm that moved steadily up the eastern seaboard. 
 
    “Hey,” Catherine closed their bedroom door behind her, “ready for bed?” 
 
    Jordan felt arms slide around her waist and she draped an arm around the petite shoulders, “With you next to me, always.” 
 
    Catherine snickered and pressed close, “It’s gonna’ to make one helluva’ mess,” she said, watching the snow, “but it is beautiful isn’t it?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, “Absolutely… we have the generators in the garage and plenty of supplies for a few days. If the phone lines stay up we’ll be able to get some work done.” She grinned down at her, “Being snowed in sounds more like a winter vacation to me.” 
 
    “Well then, Agent Hawkins…” Catherine pushed down the pajama bottoms Jordan wore and slid her hands over bare skin, “maybe we could get busy before we get to work…” Jordan’s grin was wicked and in one smooth motion, she swept the petite form into her arms and stepping out of the pajama bottoms pooled around her ankles, carried her to the bed. “Jordan!” She sputtered, “Are you crazy? Put me down…!” Obediently, Jordan placed her on the bed and laying on top her, placed a kiss in her mouth but Catherine pushed on her shoulders, “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “I’ve been working out…” Jordan husked, nipping at the soft skin of Catherine’s neck. 
 
    “I’m…” she sputtered, “I… Jesus, Jordan you could’ve hurt yourself; your neck and shoulder…” 
 
    “Are just fine…” she planted her lips over Catherine’s and smiled, feeling her relax beneath her and melt into the embrace. The kiss lasted for long minutes until she finally pulled away, “I’m sorry, by the way...” She apologized, “I’m sorry I laughed when you told me the Lynch mansion was built on the same corner where Patton tried to shoot me.” 
 
    Catherine tucked long dark tresses behind finely sculpted ears, “I wasn’t mad at you, I just…” 
 
    “That was a bad day, but it’s important to me that you don’t demonize that corner, Catherine, it’s just a place.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And I still owe you a make-out lunch in the park… what if I want to walk from that corner up Terrace Drive to the Bethesda fountain so I can make-out with you there?” 
 
    Catherine looked suddenly shy, “You know I’d go with you…” 
 
    She smiled and rolled onto her back, pulling Catherine on top, “I think that sounds like a date then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio spent the morning watching cartoons and playing Chutes and Ladders and Candyland and after lunch, when Cameron settled on the couch surrounded by his toys and books, Jordan and Catherine sat at the dining table across the room, busy at their laptops. 
 
    “Check your inbox…” Catherine muttered while her fingers flew over the keys. 
 
    “Okay…” Jordan clicked open her email and opened the mail Catherine sent her, “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a link to some interesting information the surrogacy advocate just sent me.” 
 
    Jordan clicked the link and waited while the page filled, “It’s a miracle we still have electricity and broadband.” 
 
    Catherine snorted, “I know, I’m glad I had cash to pay the neighbor kid to use his dad’s snowplow on the driveway.” 
 
    Jordan grinned, “You’re always one step ahead of me Doctor Bernar…” Her voice faded as she read, “Wow, really?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Helga’s two wills were signed two weeks apart, right? Now, while her previous and current attorneys always noted in her client file how many times they tried to get her to write a will over the decades, when she finally did, the surrogacy advocate writes in her notes that the circumstances under which both were signed…” 
 
    “Jeez,” Jordan shook her head and read aloud, “The ceremony that transpired for the signing of the second will of an elderly person with hundreds of millions of dollars was unethical to say the least; a nurse who just happened to be passing by was pulled in by the privately employed nurse, Hannah Babcock, to be a witness. He said Babcock helped the old lady hold the pen although the other witness, Stacy Keenan, William Stiger’s secretary, denies this.” She looked across the table at Catherine. 
 
    “The first will was four pages long,” she pointed at her screen, “in it she left everything to her father’s descendants from his first marriage, they would have gotten her money anyway since she had no siblings or children, but she also left an additional five million to Hannah. She notes Stiger insisted the first will was a stepping-stone, and Helga revised her list of beneficiaries over the next two weeks, so in the second will she excluded her father’s descendants entirely and included friends… she also left money to Bellosanturaio, the dance theater and Hannah's gift tripled.” She gestured, clearly exasperated, “And the list goes on…” 
 
    Jordan sighed, “I know, but I’ve been skimming through her medical records and her doctor wrote in his notes for those weeks that Helga’s mind was sharp.” 
 
    Catherine scoffed, “But was it?” 
 
    “Well, there’s no way to know now.” 
 
    “Regardless, I can smell the lawsuits being written up even as we sit here.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt…” Jordan agreed and they fell silent again, save for the sounds of clicking keys on their laptops. Half an hour passed when Jordan’s brows rose high, disappearing beneath dark bangs, “Oh, for god’s sake.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m running everybody through the bureau’s database, and guess who popped up as a registered sex offender?” 
 
    Catherine sounded incredulous, “A sex offender?” 
 
    “Helga’s accountant, Carroll Campbell.” 
 
    “Lord.” Catherine looked over her shoulder at Cameron. 
 
    Jordan quickly sent her the link, “Sign in with my user name and password.” 
 
    She did and her brows arched too, “Multiple offences over… oh my, seven months for engaging underage girls online in conversation of an explicit sexual nature, attempting to arrange for a sexual encounter with a thirteen year old… and that’s when he got caught.” 
 
    “Sex therapy has been ongoing ever since as part of his parole...” Jordan’s voice faded as she continued reading. “Oh, for chrissakes!” She hissed under her breath, “See that link at the bottom for professional censures?” 
 
    Catherine clicked on it, “Yes…” 
 
    “There’s a reference to undue influence, and when you click it…” 
 
    Catherine’s eyes quickly scanned the text while Jordan spoke and she looked at her over their laptops, “When Marvin Womack retired, both Helga’s new lawyer and her accountant were included in his will… I don’t need the D.A. to tell me that qualifies as a massive conflict of interest.” 
 
    “When Marvin died his wife inherited their primary residence but Stiger and Campbell inherited money and a second home and vacation house up in Manhasset. They were both arrested for criminal intent but the charges were reduced to undue influence and conflict of interest.” 
 
    “Like their defense?” Catherine rolled her eyes as she read along. 
 
    Jordan snorted, “You mean where they said they deserved the money and properties because they, acted like good sons to him?” 
 
    “At least the surrogate found in favor of the widow.” 
 
    “Yes, they got nothing that time,” Jordan sighed, “but how much are they holding their hands out for with Helga’s will? The fees will add up to millions.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great motivator to make sure she wrote one, regardless of who was named in it.”
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    “How sad and… and…” Catherine’s voice faded and she simply sighed while she documented her findings for the missing jewelry from the bank where Helga and her father before her had kept money and valuables since the late 1800’s. The year before her death, Helga was notified that all of the jewelry being kept in their securities division was either stolen or lost, Everything her father gave to her and her mother… she thought, despondent, her mother’s gold wedding band, gone. Diamond bracelets from Cartier’s, hair combs and pins encrusted with sapphires. Necklaces and bracelets and rings of diamonds… pearls, emeralds… She shook her head, I could care less about expensive jewelry, but this list is so long… If nothing else, it must have broken her heart to lose the wedding ring her father gave her mother. She cross-referenced the missing jewelry in the subpoenaed lawyer’s records and found letters written between Helga’s last attorney, William Stiger and the bank. Stiger wrote how devastated and heartbroken Helga was at the loss of her mother’s jewelry and each time the bank responded with offers to conduct worldwide searches and offered to settle using Lloyd’s of London. All of which, Catherine’s lips pressed together in a thin line of annoyance, would have brought publicity, and Helga Lynch evidently valued her privacy above even that. She downloaded the letter from the bank’s chairman explaining that they would only reimburse Helga three million dollars, less than a third of the jewelry’s value. 
 
    Another letter caught her eye and she clicked it open, another from Helga’s bank informing her that someone cashed a check from an unused account for three hundred and twenty thousand dollars. She searched through the catalogued correspondence that followed, but all she could find was a letter from Stiger to the bank closing the account. Did she decide not to pursue any investigation in order to preserve her privacy there too? She scanned the correspondence again, Or did she even know about it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah Babcock had refused to talk to her, making her lawyer contact Jordan before agreeing to come to the bureau for an interview. 
 
    Jordan’s smile was professional and impersonal, “In here…” She held the door open for the petite Asian woman and her lawyer entering the interview room. She waved to the FBI technician who sat in the corner, ready to activate the multiple camera views sure to record every person seated at the table. 
 
    They sat at the table and Jordan nodded to the technician, “Are we recording?” He nodded and she turned back to the lawyer and Hannah Babcock, “Please identify yourself by stating your full name...” 
 
    “Hannah Babcock.” 
 
    “No middle name?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She gestured to the lawyer, “And you?” 
 
    “Patrick Stockwell, Missus Babcock’s attorney.” 
 
    Jordan identified herself, the date, the time and added, “This interview concerns Hannah Babcock’s relationship to Helga Lynch.” 
 
    The lawyer scoffed, “That’s a very broad scope, Agent Hawkins.” 
 
    “Yes it is, Mister Stockwell…” Her smile was humorless, “Missus Babcock, how long did you work for Helga Lynch?” 
 
    “Twenty-four years, until she die.” 
 
    “And how much money did she give you during that time?” Jordan expected the lawyer to interrupt and was surprised when he didn’t. 
 
    “I don’t know, Madame was very generous.” 
 
    “She wrote you four hundred and sixty-seven personal checks to the tune of more than thirty-five million dollars, Hannah,” Jordan noted how her eyes flashed at the use of her first name. “Apart from those gifts she also paid you ninety dollars an hour.” 
 
    “Madame was kind and generous.” She said quietly, “I give my life to Madame.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand you worked twelve hour shifts seven days a week for years…” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “And it’s also true that in Helga’s first will she left you five million dollars, but by the time she signed her second that amount increased to fifteen.” Hannah and her lawyer were silent and Jordan continued, “The district attorney’s office has requested an investigation to determine whether Helga Lynch was unduly influenced by individuals preying on her for her money…” Hannah looked confused and she looked to her lawyer for clarification. 
 
    “She means you made her give you that money.” 
 
    “No!” She turned to Jordan, angry, “I never ask, she gave!” 
 
    “She wrote you hundreds of checks for tens of thousands of dollars, Hannah.” Jordan said, her voice quiet, “Sometimes she wrote you two or more checks in a single day, didn’t she?” 
 
    She shrugged and sat back in the chair, “So?” 
 
    “Were you afraid if you took a day off she would like the substitute better and fire you?” 
 
    Hannah’s face began to color but she answered calmly, “No, Susan, the night nurse got money too, not just me.” 
 
    Jordan wrote some notes on her tablet, noting privately that the woman did not fidget in the chair but she suddenly blurted, 
 
    “I give my life to Madame!” 
 
    “I know,” Jordan’s eyes flicked from the pad to her, “you said that already.” 
 
    “That doctor, Voger… he tried to get money from Madame, but she did not give him any.” 
 
    “Who’s Doctor Voger?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “She means Patrick Vogel,” the lawyer clarified, “He’s the chief administrator at Manhattan Dominican, my client heard him speak to Miss Lynch on several occasions about bequeathing the hospital a hundred and fifty million in her will.” 
 
    “But she didn’t!” Hannah added, vehement, “She pay that hospitar four hundred thousand every year for her small loom! That was enough!” 
 
    Jordan nodded while she made notes, noting how Hannah’s Japanese accent became more pronounced as her stress level rose. 
 
    “How many homes do you own, Hannah?” 
 
    The question seemed to catch her off guard and she stammered, “How many… house?” 
 
    “According to what I’ve uncovered so far, it seems Helga gave you four houses and five apartments in…” she consulted her notes, “New York, California, Long Island, Massachusetts… and Florida.” She rechecked her notes, “I mean, Marcos Island, on the southern tip of Florida… that home is worth nearly a million dollars.” She arched her brows, “At least you can go on vacation now.” 
 
    “My children went to college,” Hannah ignored her; “they need a place to stay.” 
 
    “So Helga bought them apartments?” 
 
    “Yes, Madame was…” 
 
    “Very generous.” Jordan finished drolly. “I know. You have three children?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She paid for their private schooling…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And their college tuition too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She wrote checks to you, your children, but not your husband?” 
 
    “He quit his job for taxes… he was sick. He die.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Jordan hoped she sounded sincere, “When did he die?” 
 
    “Year ago, diabetes.” 
 
    “Helga bought you a house in Queens for nearly nine hundred thousand dollars...” 
 
    “Yes?” Hannah sighed, sounding bored. 
 
    “She bought you this house so your husband’s family would have a place to stay when they visited?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But then when they moved to Nevada they never returned.” 
 
    “What is the point, Agent Hawkins?” The lawyer wearily asked. 
 
    Jordan ignored him, “That house has been vacant ever since and is worth a million and a half today.” Hannah only stared at her and she snorted, amused, “Just like Madame, you have your own empty mansions, don’t you?” Hannah and her lawyer were silent and Jordan shook her head, returning to her notes, “Concerning the back taxes you owed; Helga wrote a check to the IRS for you in excess of four hundred thousand dollars to pay it off?” 
 
    “She did not ask Miss Lynch for that money,” the lawyer held up a hand to stop her, “she offered to pay it herself.” 
 
    “Unless you have a recording of that, Mister Stockwell, we’ll never know will we?” Jordan sighed, flipping through her notes, “As I said; it’s now my job to find out who manipulated Helga Lynch for her money…” she locked eyes with her, “And who just stole if from her….” Her smile was pleasant, “Thank you for coming in today. I’ll contact Mister Stockwell if I need to speak to you again.”
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    Catherine emailed the massive file to Mattie Hargrove and emitting a huge yawn, stood and stretched her arms over her head before wandering over to the window to look out at their snow-covered backyard. After watching the weather news the night before, Jordan had called Stewart to let him know they would be working from home again rather than risk driving in the snowstorm that was due to arrive in the early morning hours. After building a snowman in their backyard that morning, Cameron fell asleep on the couch and they got to work; Catherine sat with her laptop at the dining table while Jordan stood at the kitchen counter and spoke to the assistant district attorney in charge of Jeffers’s murder trial in Florida. She listened as Jordan patiently explained some of the finer points of the evidentiary case to him, grateful she would not have to testify in any of the trials. I wonder if we could take some time and stay in one of those Disney resort hotels after she testifies… Cam could play and Jordan could relax… 
 
    She had finished cataloging over forty years of Helga’s bank statements, trying to anticipate the needs of Jordan, Mattie Hargrove, the surrogate and the district attorney. She expanded her program to be more interactive and it was now capable of creating dozens of separate lists and tables. I kinda’ miss deciphering code… she thought and yawned again. Bea was also out of the office for the day and Catherine sat back down at her laptop, There must be something I can find online to help Jordan… She opened a browser and began entering names of the known actors, as Jordan officially referred to them, from the Helga Lynch case. There was little the web had to offer on Helga’s two lawyers she didn’t already know so she cleared her search parameters and entered Helga’s accountant, the registered sex-offender, Carroll Campbell. 
 
    She stared at the only result pertaining to the man she was searching for and frowned at a listing for an accountant’s blog; the entry was entitled, “Estate Tax: Thinking Outside the Box.” 
 
    She clicked the link and watched as the page redirected to a blog maintained by Suzie Brenner of the Eiger & Todi Accounting Firm. She read the entry posted in 2009: 
 
    “We are all too familiar with the joke right now; 2010 is the perfect year to die. The estate tax is set to expire this year, and if congress fails to intervene, our clients who stand to inherit from rich relatives who die this year will be hit with a top tax rate of 45%. 
 
    With that in mind, I was speaking recently with a good CPA friend of mine, Carroll Campbell, and he told me about some out-of-the-box ideas he had for a client. He believes the estate tax is in flux, and if the wealthy client could hold out until 2010 before expiring, the estate could conceivably pay nothing. Carroll believes part of the planning process should include encouraging clients to amend their health care directive (living wills) to insure the client be kept alive by any means possible so assets appreciation would not be included in the estate, then clients could realize maximum estate tax savings. Keeping clients alive until at least a few days into 2010 would be necessary for those expected to pass away this year.” 
 
    Her brows alternately rose in shock and frowned at the text, My god… what kind of financial advisor comes up with a strategy like this? Her cell phone rang and she checked the caller ID before answering, “Mattie?” 
 
    “Catherine? Hi, uh, Mattie… Hargrove here, got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, finally back from California?” 
 
    “And missing the sunshine already...” she moaned drolly, “Thanks for the Lynch financial program, I think I understand how it works.” 
 
    She snickered, “I’m happy to give you a tutorial anytime.” 
 
    “I may need one. I’m hoping to schedule some time with you and Jordan this week so we can review the Lynch case together, compare notes and everything.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re working from home ‘til the snow lets up, can I call you back?” 
 
    “Yeah, just call, email or text me.” 
 
    Jordan sat down at the table as she hung up, “That was Mattie, she wants us to compare notes on everything, when would you like to do that?” 
 
    “Well, not tomorrow.” She shook her head, looking to make sure Cameron was still asleep. “Stewart just called, a body was found dumped on Helga’s property in Westport, Connecticut. The medical examiner says it’s Hannah Babcock.”
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    “Love is always a stranger in the house of avarice.” 
 
      
 
    - Andreas Capellanus


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Farmington, CT 
 
      
 
    Jordan still felt guilty for making Catherine and Cameron get up early so they could get to the bureau by seven. Kissing them goodbye in the garage, she went to the carpool level and checked out a car, making the two hour drive to Farmington, Connecticut, home of the state’s medical examiner’s office. The vehicle had snow tires and she drove at the speed limit on the freshly plowed highway, anxious to arrive at the central facility where Hannah Babcock was in cold storage before her three grown children arrived to escort her body back to New York. 
 
    The 911-dispatch center in Westport had received a call from the caretaker at Helga’s mansion reporting a dead body. The shift supervisor sent Jordan an email with an audio file of the call and Jordan had shaken her head in sympathy when she heard an older man’s voice, clearly shaking as he reported what looked like a child’s body, flung over a collapsed section of the stone wall that shielded the property from the road. 
 
    “Poor kid,” she heard his voice waver, “he musta’ got hit by a car.” 
 
    She pulled off Farmington Avenue, turning right onto Main Road. She followed the vehicle’s GPS instructions to veer left onto Circle Road before turning left again onto Shuttle, a road that ended at the medical examiner’s complex. She got out of the car, dragging her shoulder bag out with her. She locked the door and after slipping the keys in her jacket pocket, absently patted her hands over her pockets and waistband, Gun, phone, keys, wallet… she sighed, okay. 
 
    She identified herself at the reception area and after only a minute, a slim man in his fifties came out to greet her, “Agent Hawkins?” His smile was warm, “I’m Isaac Kader, one of the associate medical examiners here.” They shook hands and he gestured down the hall, “If you’ll come with me I believe we can take a few minutes to chat first.” 
 
    “Are any family members here yet?” 
 
    “One,” he nodded and his voice dropped discretely, “he identified himself as her son, Claude.” He slid a magnetic keycard into a scanner and opened a door labeled Staff Only. “We have Missus Babcock in here for the family viewing, but I knew you’d want to see her first.” 
 
    He led her to a table with a draped figure and Jordan noted the very small form beneath the pale green sheet, No wonder that poor guy thought it was a kid… She gave a small shudder, subconsciously recognizing how similar in dimensions Hannah Babcock was to Catherine. 
 
    “I performed the autopsy,” he pulled the drape from the Hannah’s face and folded it discretely across her upper chest, “as you can see we shaved the back of the head so we could make a photographic record the trauma…” He retrieved a tablet from the counter, tapping the surface while he spoke, “These pictures show blunt force trauma… She was struck, just once, on the back of the head with something very hard.” He said, handing her the tablet, “She was not killed where she was found; she was killed elsewhere and dumped behind that wall.” 
 
    Jordan gazed from the photo of the back of Hannah Babcock’s shaved, caved-in head to her still, pale features, “And the injuries to her face are from falling forward?” She pointed to the flattened nose. 
 
    “Yes. It would seem she was struck from behind so hard it caused a massive intraparenchymal bleed within the medulla oblongata. Generally speaking, and in this victim’s case specifically, these bleeds are always fatal because they cause damage to the vagus nerve, which is largely responsible for blood circulation and breathing.” 
 
    “So was death instantaneous?” 
 
    “No, but she would have been unconscious while the signals from her brain to breathe and keep her heart beating stopped.” He motioned for the tablet again and swiped through more photos, “So when she fell forward her nose broke and bled, likely stopping as soon as her blood pressure dropped, but I did find evidence of carpet fibers, stuck in the dried blood on her face.” He handed her the tablet again and she frowned at the magnified image of small dark-colored bits of fuzz stuck in dried blood on Hannah’s mashed nose. 
 
    “And that’s carpet fuzz?” 
 
    “Yes.” Reaching over the screen, he swept to another image, “After cleaning it we ran it through our mass spectrometer and determined it is a match for carpet fiber, red in color.” 
 
    “So she was struck, fell face first on a red carpet and her nose bled on it.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Jordan flashed him a smile, “Excellent… and when was time of death?” 
 
    “She was killed night before last, the fatal blow being delivered between nine and eleven o’clock.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan gave a half shrug, “there are worse ways to go.” 
 
    His phone vibrated in his labcoat pocket, “I’m sorry…” he pulled it free and answered, “Kader.” Jordan could hear a woman talking distantly and he nodded, “Yes, thank you, I’ll be right out.” He hung up, “The other two children have arrived, they’re waiting in one of our family rooms. If you like, you can observe discreetly from the observation room.” He pointed at the grayish mirror. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Jordan added silently, That’s really the only reason to come all this way. 
 
    He showed her to a small room with a one-way mirror and she sat until Dr. Kader returned with Hannah Babcock’s three grown children, standing when the door opened and they entered single file. 
 
    Richard Babcock, Hannah's husband, had died from diabetes complications, and Jordan wondered idly if he had been a short or tall man as Dr. Kader appeared to tower over the three petite individuals. One of these guys is the eldest son, Claude, the middle child is daughter Chloe, and youngest, Henry. Hannah’s three children ranged in age from twenty-six to thirty-two, And she wasn’t home enough to raise any of them… she mused, her husband had to do it. Her brows knit in both bemusement and sympathy for the mourners viewing their mother’s dead body, Why didn’t she say her husband quit to raise the kids rather than blame it on his diabetes and their tax situation? She folded her arms across her chest and watched as the trio stood with their heads bowed. No one approached or touched the body and after several long seconds, Hannah’s slightly taller son turned to his weeping brother and sister and wrapping his arms around their shoulders, led them to the door. Alright, she turned and headed for the door leading into the hallway, let’s do this. She slipped into the corridor just as the door opened and Dr. Kader and the three Babcock children emerged. 
 
    “This is Agent Hawkins of the FBI,” Dr. Kader introduced her; “she’s in charge of your mother’s case. Agent, this is Claude…” The taller of the two sons stepped forward and briskly shook Jordan’s’ hand. 
 
    “How do you do…” Jordan murmured. 
 
    “This is Chloe…” 
 
    Jordan took the tiny clammy porcelain hand in hers, “How do you do…” 
 
    “And this is Henry…” 
 
    Jordan shook the young man’s cold and clammy hand, “How do you do,” she repeated. “Doctor Kader, is there a private room where we could speak for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He led them back to the family room and once inside, Jordan urged them to sit. She sat on a couch opposite and took out her phone, “I’m so sorry for your loss…” 
 
    “Are you?” Hannah’s youngest glared at her, “You accused our mother of stealing from Madame Lynch.” 
 
    Jordan had already begun recording and she held up the phone briefly before setting it on the cushion next to her, “Before we begin, I need to inform you I’ll be recording this so I don’t have to take notes.” 
 
    “For god sakes, Henry,” Claude hissed under his breath, “just shut up.” 
 
    Jordan stated the time, date and their location then identified the individuals present while she watched the daughter dab with ineffectual delicacy at the tears that streamed from her eyes. “I was initially asked to assist the New York State District Attorney’s Office in an investigation of the Helga Lynch estate,” she pulled a notebook from her briefbag, “but since your mother’s death has been ruled a homicide I’ll be investigating that as well. Now…” She drew a deep breath in through her nose, “Since you brought up Miss Lynch,” she turned neutral eyes to Henry, “I understand her generosity to your family was quite extensive…” They were silent and she continued, “She paid college tuition for all of you?” They were still unresponsive so she pressed, “So tell me what college degrees you graduated with.” 
 
    Chloe murmured tremulously, “I have an MBA.” 
 
    Henry folded his arms angrily across his chest and Claude answered, “We all have MBA’s, Agent Hawkins, our mother was determined we learn how to succeed in the business world.” 
 
    Jordan only nodded, pausing a moment before she continued, “I’m sorry, but I need to ask each of you where you were night before last, between nine and eleven o’clock.” 
 
    “Unbelievable!” Henry shot to his feet, “You cannot be serious!” 
 
    Claude grabbed the sleeve of his jacket and yanked him back onto the couch and Jordan watched impassively as the red-faced young man sat abruptly. “Calm down and answer the question…” He glared at him, “As soon as we give our alibis she can start looking for the killer.” 
 
    Chloe sobbed into her wad of wet tissue and Jordan grabbed the nearest box and passed it to her, “That’s true; I have to begin with family members.” Leaning close to the daughter, she peered sympathetically into the young woman’s swollen eyes, “Can you tell me where you were, two nights ago?” 
 
    “I wa-was at home…” she stammered, “I live with my boyfriend, he can vouch for me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s no alibi!” Henry grumbled, “She’ll never believe either you or Owen!” He folded his arms tensely over his chest and Jordan turned to him. 
 
    “And where were you?” 
 
    “I was at home, I live alone.” He glared challengingly and she nodded, turning to Claude, 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I was at home.” He shrugged, “I live alone too.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jordan pulled a pen and notebook from her bag, “I will need your contact information; write your name, address, phone numbers, email and employer name and any other contact information.” She handed the items to Chloe, “And be sure to include your boyfriend’s information too.” 
 
    “I live with my boyfriend,” she repeated while she wrote, “and I work part-time as a real estate agent.” 
 
    “Owen wasn’t able to come with you today?” 
 
    “No, he had to work.” 
 
    “I was a trader on Wall Street,” Claude lifted a shoulder in a shrug, “and I’m between jobs right now.” 
 
    Henry continued to glare, “I work in a bank.” 
 
    “And what do you do there?” Jordan inquired politely. 
 
    He hissed through clenched teeth, “I’m a teller.” 
 
    “And when was the last time you all spoke to your mother?” 
 
    “We talk every day.” Chloe managed before sobbing again into a fresh wad of tissue. 
 
    Claude draped his arm around her, “We all did, we were very close.” He gave his sister a squeeze, “Weren’t we? Especially after dad died.” 
 
    “And she didn’t mention anything to you? No trouble or problems with a friend or neighbor?” 
 
    Henry shook his head slowly from side to side, “No, never, everyone loved our mother.” 
 
    “Thank you for your time,” Jordan took the pad and pen when they finished and tucked the items back in her bag, “Every little bit helps.” She pulled some business cards from her jacket pocket, “I’ll call if I need to ask anything else. This is my card, please call or email me if you have any questions or just want to check in…” She handed one to Henry and he took it, “Alright?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    She heard the soft knock, “Hey there, this a bad time?” 
 
    Catherine’s eyes darted from her screen to the open office door and she smiled, “Mattie! Hi!” She shook her head, “Not at all, come in, have a seat…” 
 
    “I was going to call but I opted to get out of my office and get a couple minutes of cardio taking the stairs. I understand you’re the best when it comes to copying entire hard drives and extracting their secrets?” 
 
    “By extracting do you mean finding corrupted files and the like?” 
 
    “I think so…” She grinned, taking a seat next to her desk, “you’ll have to tell me; I need you to examine the hard drives at Helga Lynch’s Fifth Avenue apartment. The more I read the more I suspect the computer her assistant Gary Tauscher uses to track her inventory has been manipulated.” 
 
    “Sure, is he a suspect?” 
 
    “He’d have to be, but he also appears quite loyal. He’s earned a nice salary and Helga did write him some personal gift checks over the years. It can’t compare to what her nurse got, but still,” she gestured helplessly, “why blow that? But every time I find an inconsistency in his records he just…” she shook her head, “he just looks guilty; does he feel bad because he sold off some of Helga’s missing art collection and pocketed the cash? Or did he make some innocent screw-up he feels bad about but is too afraid to say anything? I don’t know, that’s why I need you.” 
 
    “No problem,” Catherine assured her, “I can do it as soon as Jordan gets a warrant.” 
 
    “Great,” Mattie checked her tablet, “and could you check your email before I go? I sent you a copy of an interesting letter I found in a box of correspondence in the apartment…” 
 
    Catherine turned back to her workstation, her fingers flying over the keys as she accessed her email account, “Okay, I got one here…” 
 
    “Thank god for my wand-scanner, in Bellosantuario alone I scanned over a thousand documents.” She leaned back in the straight-backed chair and crossed her legs, waiting while Catherine opened the attachment. 
 
    “Jeez,” she sympathized, “there has to be a quicker way to do that…” Her eyes flicked over the letterhead, “Oh… yeah…” she nodded as she read, “Jordan found Helga’s accountant in the FBI database as a registered sex-offender…” 
 
    “Right,” Mattie jabbed a finger at her screen, “and then he wrote this letter to Helga.” 
 
    Catherine read aloud, “Dear Miss Lynch, this letter acknowledges that I met with you last Friday to explain my legal situation regarding my plea to certain charges pertaining to the utilization of a computer in an attempt to communicate with minors online. They were in fact not minors but undercover police officers. I maintain that I did not break any laws and only accepted a plea to spare my family and friends undue embarrassment and to avoid incurring high legal costs. The judge ruled this arrangement will not interfere with my ability to continue to serve my clients. By signing below, you are indicating you wish for me to continue as your accountant, representative, Executor, Trustee, and in any additional capacity you choose. Sincerely, Carroll Campbell.” She rolled her eyes to look at Mattie, “Wow, what a bunch of bullshit.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” she snorted, “and see the date on the letter?” 
 
    She turned back to the screen, “Oh… he met with her and wrote this letter a year and a half after his conviction?” 
 
    Mattie nodded, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why? Why wait so long? Why have a meeting with her and write this at all?” 
 
    “Good question, Doctor Bernard, and I have a couple more for you; did you know Helga owned two apartments in her building on Fifth Avenue?” 
 
    “You mean when she bought the second apartment on the top floor and combined them into one?” 
 
    “No…” Mattie shook her head, “I mean she owns that apartment on the twelfth floor and another that takes up the entire ninth floor, apartment 9A.” 
 
    Catherine looked genuinely surprised, “Really? Why didn’t her assistant tell us that when Jordan and I were there about the Rodin?” 
 
    Mattie sighed, “I wouldn’t know, but I imagine it could be because he’s been living rent-free in that apartment for the past twelve years.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Westport, CT 
 
      
 
    She had called Catherine and gotten something she could eat in the car while she made the hour drive back the way she came, this time heading to Westport, having arranged to meet with the caretaker who discovered Hannah’s body. Her phone rang and she pressed the button on the Bluetooth in her ear, “Mattie?” 
 
    “Hi Jordan, Catherine told me you’re on your way to Helga’s empty mansion in Westport, so I’m calling to give you some background on the place, unless you got that already.” 
 
    “Thanks, I don’t know anything other than the body of Helga’s private nurse was found there…” 
 
    “Yeah, can’t wait to hear how that went down. Anyway, I got most of this from reading Helga’s private correspondence and Catherine’s financial program helped fill in some blanks, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, shoot.” 
 
    “So… Helga’s mother, Elizabeth Ann Labelle Lynch, urged her to buy this place in Westport back in 1952 as a refuge in case the Russians invaded New York…” 
 
    “Wow,” Jordan snorted, “really?” 
 
    “Well, it was during the Cold War, North Korea had invaded South Korea. People freaked out back then just like they did after 9/11 over the Anthrax scare and bought up all the Cipro.” 
 
    “I remember that.” 
 
    “Me too, anyway, she bought this place and some more land around it to maximize the distance from her neighbors and ended up with more than fifty acres total. She called it Chateau Donjon; it means Castle Keep. She made some renovations, the mansion has twenty-one rooms and sixteen thousand square feet of space, but she never stayed there.” 
 
    “Ever?” 
 
    “Nope, she never moved in, the place has been vacant and unfurnished since she bought it more than sixty years ago.” 
 
    Jordan’s jaw dropped and she stared hard through the windshield at the white road, “Seriously…” 
 
    “Yes, seriously.” 
 
    “Her lawyers tried to get her to sell it repeatedly over the decades and she agreed when she turned a hundred. She had an offer for twenty-six million but she turned it down because the appraisal was higher and then the market crashed and some other deals fell through. At this point it’s still officially for sale at thirty-four million, but even if there was an offer the surrogate couldn’t accept it with the giant mess going on right now.” 
 
    Jordan shook her head to clear it, “I’m still trying to wrap my head around buying a mansion then never staying in it.” 
 
    She could hear Mattie sigh, “It’s just mind-numbing isn’t it?” 
 
    They chatted about meeting to compare notes and Jordan signed off when the navigation system announced her destination was ahead. She slowed and clicked on her turn signal, pausing to verify the number on the mailbox constructed, Jordan guessed, as a small replica of Chateau Donjon. She turned onto the driveway and stopped the car, feeling engulfed by the dense woods pressing in from both sides and above. Amazing. She let her foot off the brake and drove slowly, occasional glimpses between the unrestrained shrubberies indicated the winding private road was once wide enough for two-way traffic and more, but now the freshly snowplowed pitted asphalt was only wide enough for her bureau car, made narrow by the overgrown bushes and trees. 
 
    A deer trotted across the drive and she slowed the car to a crawl, stopping completely when three more trotted across and she smiled when one paused to look at her with large brown eyes. Amazing… and beautiful. She continued slowly, captivated by the wild snow-capped woods, untamed and un-manicured. Certainly can’t confuse this place with Bellosantuario. When she emerged from the trees, she followed the paved road through a small meadow, heading toward two small identical single-story brick buildings. An older man appeared from behind the building on the left and she rolled down her window, slowing to stop alongside him, 
 
    “Hello, I’m Agent Hawkins,” she held up her badge wallet, “are you Louis Becker?” 
 
    “I am.” He nodded and shook her hand through the window, “Why don’t you pull around the front of the house here on the left to park?” 
 
    “Okay.” She drove slowly around the brick structure, Wow, he sure is muscled for an old guy, he has to be in his mid to late sixties. She parked and shut off the engine. She grabbed her briefbag and when she propped open the door she spied an old Chesapeake Bay Retriever walking slow toward her, tail wagging while a younger dog bounded at his side, a Chihuahua mixed with something Jordan couldn’t identify. “Well, hi there,” she grinned, patting and petting both dogs, “Now you’re the kind of guard dogs I love.” 
 
    “That’s old Toby and Max.” Louis told her as he rounded the house, “They know a good person when they see one.” 
 
    Jordan exited the car and shut the door behind her, “Thanks for your time today…” She held up her cell phone, “Mind if I make an audio record of this? It’s just so I don’t have to write notes.” 
 
    “Sure,” he shrugged, “you wanna’ see where I found the body?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded, “and I have a lot of questions about this place, could you give me a tour after and let me pick your brain a little? There’s a lot of concern over Miss Lynch’s estate since her passing.” 
 
    He gestured to an older model jeep parked alongside the building, “Let’s go in that, we’d have a pretty cold walk otherwise.” He opened the door for her and then opened the back and helped the dogs inside, “They like car rides…” he explained and shut the door. “I guess I can start with this part of the property.” He gestured to the brick structure as he climbed in the driver’s seat and started the engine, “These are both caretakers’ houses, two bedrooms in each. They’re twins of each other. I live in this one.” He drove back down the driveway, “I’ll show you the site from the road, then I’ll take you back for a tour of the main house.” 
 
    “Okay… So how long have you been the caretaker here?” 
 
    “I got here in ‘95, the previous caretaker died and I answered an ad in the newspaper for the job. I was a boxer back in the day and a trainer after that… but I was also a drunk,” he shrugged, “plain and simple. My third wife divorced me when our son Bobby was just two years old. I drifted for a long time, when I got this job I got my act together, been sober since I got here. It was real good for me.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, Louis…” 
 
    “You can call me Lou.” 
 
    “Okay,” she grinned, “Lou, how old are you?” 
 
    “I’ll be eighty this July.” 
 
    Jordan’s brows arched high, disappearing under her bangs. “You sure don’t look it.” 
 
    He gave a half shrug, “This place has kept me in good shape. I get a lot of hiking done checking the property.” They got to the end of the driveway and he turned left onto the road, “The property runs about a quarter mile along here; I was comin’ back from the store in town when I thought I saw the bottom of a shoe up on the wall.” He made a u-turn and pulled off onto the shoulder in front of a collapsed section of the natural stone barrier, “There’s a lot of falls like this,” he gestured at the break, “the house was built back in ‘34 and the wall here and on the west side was built back then too. So between age and the weather and the occasional car accident, parts of it have been coming down for some time.” 
 
    Jordan got out of the car and he followed, “So the shoe was left on the wall?” 
 
    “No,” he said, preferring to stand by the front of the jeep, “I only saw the bottom of the shoe on the wall there,” he pointed, “but it was still on the person’s foot.” He averted his gaze, looking up the road, “The body was upside down on the other side.” He shook his head, “I was afraid it was a kid…” 
 
    “Yes…” Jordan estimated the wall was five feet high and the broken section created a six-foot wide, two-foot deep gap at the top. She stood looking over the gap at the trampled snow and shrubbery made by the coroner and paramedics when they removed the body. “Given the victim’s small stature it would have made sense to think a child had been hit by a car and flung over the wall.” 
 
    He nodded, finally looking at her, “I’m not proud to say I felt relieved when the coroner told me it wasn’t a kid but a woman in maybe her fifties.” 
 
    “There’s no shame in that,” she assured him, “I’d have been relived too.” 
 
    “I’d only been here a couple years when my ex got real sick with cancer… Bobby was just eight when he came to live with me.” He nodded at the shrubbery and the road beyond, “I’d walk him to the school bus stop a half mile up the road everyday…” 
 
    “He grew up here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” his smile was both shy and proud, “when I asked Mister Stiger, Miss Lynch’s lawyer, for permission to let Bobby come live with me…” He paused, “Uh… did you need to know anything else about what happened here?” he gestured at the wall. 
 
    “No, I’ve seen what I need.” She walked back to the jeep, “Want to head back?” 
 
    They got back inside and he turned on the engine, “Anyway, when Mister Stiger asked Miss Lynch if it was okay she said yes.” He pulled back onto the road, “And do you know she paid for Bobby to go to a private school?” 
 
    “Really” 
 
    “Yeah, boy, that was something else. She set up an account for his schooling right up ‘til college, then she set up a trust account for that too. Her lawyer said she wanted to get it done before she died.” He turned back onto the driveway and slowed down, “But that was years ago now…” he looked over at her, “Do you know when she died?” 
 
    “A couple of months ago now…” 
 
    His brows hiked up his forehead, “Really?” he sounded surprised. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I never met or spoke to her; my paychecks came from the lawyer, Mister Stiger, everything was always done through him.” He took his foot off the accelerator and fished his wallet from a back pocket, “I saw this in the paper...” He thumbed through a thick wad of papers in a side compartment and handed her an aged piece of folded white paper, “a long time ago now…” 
 
    She opened it and when a yellowed newspaper article fell out, she fumbled to catch it, “It’s about the sale of a Renoir… for twenty-six million dollars?” 
 
    He pointed at the clipping, “See where it says, ‘from the estate of Helga Lynch’? It was right after the trust accounts had been set up for Bobby; I thought for sure she was dead all these years.” 
 
    “Uh… no,” Jordan quickly used her phone to take a picture of the article, “she was alive right up until a couple of months ago.” 
 
    “Man,” he shook his head, “how old was she?” 
 
    “A hundred and nine.” 
 
    “Well,” this time he nodded, “may she rest in peace… I just hope she had some peace while she was in this world too.” He slowed the jeep for a cottontail rabbit that hopped across the drive, “She was sure in it a long time.” 
 
    “So your son’s in college?” 
 
    The smile returned, “He was, he’s a veterinarian now. While he was growin’ up here we learned how to take care of all kinds of animals, but he really took to it. He always said when he grew up he wanted to be a vet, and thanks to Miss Lynch, he is.” They had returned to the caretaker houses, he drove past them and they disappeared into the woods again. He briefly interrupted himself to point over the steering wheel, “The drive up to the house is pretty short… Anyway, he and I rehabbed raccoons, rabbits… deer. Stanley the goose had a broken wing so he and the two chickens that blew in from some farm around here …” 
 
    Jordan chuckled, “Chickens?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Rosie and Louise, they’re his girlfriends and they spend nights in a heated aviary we built in the garage.” 
 
    “Sounds nice.” 
 
    “You’ll see ‘em when we get back. My son named Louise,” he shot her a grin; “he thought that was real funny since my name is Lou. Anyway, the property has gone wild over the last sixty years, around here we get turkeys, three kinds of owls, two kinds of hawks and once I saw a bald eagle. Box turtles my son says are rare, and red and gray foxes and yellow-spotted salamanders.” 
 
    “Sounds like paradise.” 
 
    The jeep abruptly exited the woods and he pulled into a cobblestone courtyard, “You know what?” He sounded thoughtful as he parked in front of the mansion’s front doors, “When I look back on it, it sure feels that way.” 
 
    Chateau Donjon resembled a French chalet; It must have been looked quite grand when she bought it… They got out of the jeep and she took in the façade and the white paint peeling away from the red brick and shuttered French windows. 
 
    “She did spend a pile of money on repairs when I first got here,” he said, fishing a set of keys from his pocket, “But since then, outside of my salary I only get enough to maintain an old tractor I use to shovel the driveway clear of snow and fallen trees and whatnot.” He opened the door and they walked inside. 
 
    Jordan looked down at the dust-covered floor, made from delicate-looking marble, “Wow…” she murmured, “This must have been beautiful in its day.” 
 
    “Some of the rooms are done in marble, some in herringbone.” He pointed down a long hallway, “Come have a look at the kitchen.” 
 
    She followed him and when they entered, she felt like she stepped into the past. 
 
    “This kitchen was state of the art back in ‘38.” He pointed to the corner, “There's an icebox and next to it an old-fashioned warming drawer. Last time I checked, the oven still worked.” 
 
    Jordan silently noted how ivy vines had infiltrated the shutters outside the dirty glass windows and even ripped one from its hinges, “It’s like stepping into an exhibit at the Smithsonian.” 
 
    “Yep,” he agreed and led her back to the winding staircase, “the water heater in the basement is as long as a limousine, she had it installed but it’s never been used. There’s a chamber for drying draperies down there too.” He continued as he led her up the stairs, “There’s a walk-in safe down in the living room, but I don’t think it’s ever been opened. I don’t even know if her lawyer or anyone else knows the combination anymore.” They looked inside the empty bedrooms and he showed her a linen closet that had a chamber with glass-enclosed shelves. “The dining and living rooms had air conditioning, and the bathrooms all have chromium-plated tubes for drying and warming towels.” 
 
    “Jeez.” she muttered, following him back downstairs. 
 
    “All in all, this place has eleven bedrooms, nine bathrooms, and ten fireplaces. Fifteen and twenty-foot ceilings, a ballroom, wine cellar, trunk room, elevator, although that’s been shut down since ‘66.” He led her through the main floor to the back, “And this…” he flashed a grin, “Was to be her master bedroom…” He pushed open the double oak doors and Jordan followed him inside. 
 
    “Oh, now this is nice.” 
 
    “Yep,” he waved vaguely at the faded but still beautiful parquet floor, “this room is still in pretty good condition.” 
 
    “Some room,” Jordan blinked, “the ceiling is what, thirty feet?” 
 
    “Twenty-six, but that’s because she had them build a loft up here. Come on up.” He pointed to the baluster at the bottom of the staircase, “See?” It was a carved ballerina standing on tiptoe, arms extended overhead, supporting the rail, “Why insist on that kind of detail if you’re never gonna move in?” He shook his head and continued up the stairs, “I always wondered what happened.” Jordan was silent as she followed and he stopped at the head of the stairs, letting her pass him as she walked to the center of the room, “She wanted lots of windows up here… for the light, I guess. Maybe she wanted to paint, although there’s those mirrors and bars dancers use too, so…” 
 
    Why not at least come here for the occasional weekend, Helga? Jordan walked from window to window, The views are gorgeous, you could have had performances in your ballroom, concerts for your friends… fellow dance and art lovers. Silent, she followed Lou back down the stairs and to the double height window and glass door that faced the woods. 
 
    “Let’s go out this way.” He opened the door and she followed him back outside. He made sure the door locked behind them and as they walked down the wide steps, he gestured to the trees, “Hear that?” 
 
    She cocked her head to one side, “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s a waterfall, just twenty feet in or so, there’s a brook in there I fish trout from.” His smile was wistful, “Bobby and I had some real good summers here.” They walked around the mansion, back to the car, only stopping once when Lou pointed, “See that area in there?” 
 
    Jordan stopped and peered over and through a thicket of wildly overgrown hedges at what looked like a small rectangular field, “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “Tennis court.” He replied and walked on, “I just don’t understand the rich I guess,” he shrugged helplessly, “I could never buy a beautiful place like this and never want to live in it.” 
 
    They got back to the jeep and climbed inside, “How you boys doin’ back there?” He asked, checking the rearview mirror. 
 
    Jordan felt hot doggy breath and turned to grin at them, “Hey, Toby,” she gave the grizzled old head a scratch, “hey, Max.” She petted the smaller dog, grinning when she noticed the underbite. 
 
    He drove her back to the twin caretaker houses and lifted the dogs from the back of the jeep, “There you go now…” Both dogs trotted off to pee and he pointed to the fenced-in yard between his house and garage, “See ‘em?” He pointed to a large aviary and chicken coop within, “We built another one just like it in the garage for nighttime and bad weather…” They walked to the fence and he called, “Hey, Stan!” A white goose emerged from the dark open doorway and approached the fence, “There he is; I doubt the girls will come out, it’s too cold.” 
 
    “Hello, Stanley,” she grinned at the softly honking bird, “it’s very nice to meet you.” She turned back to Lou, “You know the district attorney’s office suspects a lot of manipulation and outright theft in the Lynch estate now that Helga’s died.” He was silent and she shrugged, “That body that was found here was her day nurse…” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up his forehead, “No kidding?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was murdered and dumped here.” 
 
    “Why?” He asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. Helga Lynch owned lots of artwork and some of it’s missing. A lot of people got an awful lot of her money…” She caught his look, “and I want you to know you are not on that list of suspects.” She emitted a harrumphing sound, “If you only knew how much some people got out of her it’d make you dizzy.” She chuckled wryly, “It makes me dizzy every time I have to look at the numbers… Anyway, I think you’re entitled to know the surrogate court is now in charge of the Lynch estate and that means it’ll likely be a while before this property is allowed to be sold. It could take years for all I know…” Her smile touched her eyes, “Are you okay with staying on here as caretaker for a while longer?” 
 
    He caught her drift and grinned, “Yes ma’am, I’m happy to. Bobby’s just getting started, you know? He’s renting right now, and working real hard to get a place so me an’ all these critters can retire and live with him in our dotage.” 
 
    “Sounds like you did a great job raising him, Lou.” 
 
    He shrugged, and a flush of color crept up the weathered neck, “He’s a great kid.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    “So, that was my day,” Jordan tapped closed the files on the screen, “and I can tell you right now if I won a mansion raffle and was given the choice between Bellosantuario and Chateau Donjon I’d pick Donjon, hands down.” 
 
    Mattie sat next to Catherine and saved the notes she made during Jordan’s presentation, “Hell, who wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Jordan,” Catherine waved a hand, “Louis Becker’s annual salary has been nineteen thousand a year since he got that job and Helga only left him two hundred thousand in her will.” She snorted, “Which would be a lot if we were talking about almost anyone else. Shouldn’t we think it odd that she put his son through school but never ever gave him a raise in twenty years or a bunch of crazy gift checks like so many others got?” 
 
    Jordan unplugged her tablet, “I don’t think so, and I think I understand her inattention to Donjon; Helga spent all those summers with her mother at Bellosantuario, that place held memories for her, but she bought this place as a Cold War hideaway and for whatever reason never got around to moving in. She made no memories there so she had no personal or emotional investment in it.” 
 
    “She still paid for Bobby Becker’s schooling.” Mattie said. 
 
    “She did,” Catherine nodded, “but then she paid for a lot of people’s kids to go to private schools and college. I remember seeing those checks in her decades of bank statements.” 
 
    “My turn.” They were in the auditorium and Mattie stood and walked to the podium. “There’s a lot of correspondence in her apartment about having work done at Chateau Donjon to create that huge master bedroom and art and dance loft.” She plugged her tablet into the podium and waited for it to connect. “But if she wrote about why she never moved in I haven’t found it yet.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jordan sat next to Catherine, “I can’t wait to hear how Mister Tauscher forgot to mention he’s been living in an apartment owned by Helga Lynch for the past twelve years.” 
 
    Mattie snorted, “I’ve been going through boxes of Helga’s correspondence and records in her apartment since I got back, and I found this…” She opened a document file of a letter addressed to the building manager, Harold Richter. “This gave Gary Tauscher permission to live in her ninth floor apartment on an indefinite basis. That’s her signature at the bottom and the letter was prepared by her lawyer.” She turned and leaned on the podium, facing them, “The building manager told me Gary lived in that apartment on my first trip there, and when I confronted him he admitted he’s been living there since his contentious divorce. He said his wife divorced him because he spent all his time catering to Helga Lynch’s every whim…” She gave them a look, “His words, not mine.” 
 
    “Yikes,” Catherine muttered, “I hope he was quoting his wife.” 
 
    “He said his ex found it emasculating for him to be dressing mannequins in ballet costumes and then taking pictures of them he’d then take to show Helga in her hospital room. He was clearly embarrassed when he said that she found it perverted. I asked him if he felt there was some sort of… inappropriate process going on in Helga’s mind… I mean, Jesus, she was elderly, living in seclusion, maybe she was taking little side trips down Dementia Lane? But he was adamant that while Helga was eccentric, in her heart of hearts she was an artist and just liked collecting this stuff.” She shrugged, “The costumes are handmade and for all I know could be considered valuable works of art.” 
 
    Jordan raised a hand, “I’ve been reading the doctor’s daily notes they kept in her hospital chart; there are notations of her being slightly confused or cranky from time to time but overall, right up till the end the medical consensus was that she was clear-minded and sharp.” 
 
    “But they had a stake in her money too, didn’t they?” Catherine turned to her, “And keeping a private gallery of dressed up mannequins… just saying it out loud sounds odd.” 
 
    “It qualifies as eccentric, for sure.” Jordan agreed, “And even though the hospital hit her up for a hundred and fifty million, she didn’t leave anything to Dominican...” her voice faded abruptly. 
 
    “What?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “I thought she was lucid when we spoke to her, but between that day and her death…”  Jordan shrugged one-sidedly, “She could have gone completely loony-toons in that hospital room and everyone who worked with her would have plenty of motivation to deny it rather than risk losing out on getting one more dollar out of her.” She ticked off the names on her fingers, “Hannah Babcock, her doctor, the hospital…” 
 
    “Gary Tauscher?” 
 
    “If he’s been selling off pieces of her art collection…?” She looked at Mattie, brows raised. 
 
    “Every time I discover something missing from her collection I post an alert for it,” she gestured impotently, “and so far, nothing.” She turned and clicked open a document on the screen with the remote, “This is a list I’m compiling of the art that’s unaccounted for. Aside from the Monet and Picasso, they’re paintings and sculptures by lesser known artists, and the one thing they have in common is that they’re all small in size, if they were stolen then I’m assuming because they’re easier to remove from the apartment.” 
 
    Jordan tapped up a picture on her phone, “Louis Becker showed me this article he’s kept in his wallet for years…” She showed it to Mattie. 
 
    “Ah, yes, she did sell this Renoir for twenty-six million.” She nodded, “It was a legit sale, evidently it was a painting she didn’t find terribly attractive so she was happy to part with it.” She shrugged, “Shrewd investment though. Apart from her galleries there’re four rooms used for storage just packed with art pieces she was unable to display because she just had too much.” 
 
    Catherine’s jaw dropped, “Yikes…” 
 
    “According to Gary, when she lived there she would rotate the pieces by lesser known artists when she had a recital or music event planned.” 
 
    Jordan snorted, “Really? And how far back was that, the thirties?” 
 
    “And forties, yeah,” Mattie nodded, “pretty much.” 
 
    Catherine was busy making notes on her tablet, “You said the data he has on the twelfth floor apartment hard drives are not matching up with the hard copy correspondence you’ve been sorting though?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a stack of invoices and letters about art she purchased that’s missing from the apartment, and when I search Gary’s workstation I can’t find any documentation about those pieces at all and I still haven’t touched his hard drives on the ninth floor.” She clicked open a picture file on the wall screen, “So… Gary Tauscher.” Using the laser pointer on the remote, she pointed to a picture of a bedroom filled with Louis XVI styled furniture, “When I first got there I took pictures of all the rooms. This is a picture of Helga’s bedroom in her twelfth floor apartment.” She turned to them, “I take it Gary didn’t give you a tour of the place when you were there?” They shook their heads and she smiled, “Well, then I took this picture,” she clicked open another file, “this is the master bedroom in Helga’s apartment on the ninth floor.” She positioned the images side-by-side and Jordan pointed at the screen, 
 
    “Uh, Mattie, that’s the same picture…” 
 
    “No, it isn’t, see?” Catherine pointed at the picture file’s index numbers. “She had the bedrooms made as exact replicas of each other?” 
 
    “After she and her mother moved in the twelfth floor, her mother bought the two apartments on the ninth and had them combined into one just like they did on the twelfth. Helga was becoming a young woman, and back then she was of course expected to marry and the plan was for her and her husband to live on the top floor apartment and her mom would live in the apartment three floors down.” She pointed at the picture on the left, “When her mother decorated her bedroom with this Louis XVI furniture, Helga decided she wanted the same thing but her mother’s pieces were antiques so Helga had furniture makers build exact replicas.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes flicked between the pictures, “The rooms are mirror images of each other.” 
 
    “They are,” Mattie nodded, “if someone led you blindfolded into one of these bedrooms you’d have no idea what floor you were on.” She sighed, “I’m sharing this mostly because it creeps me out a little.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jordan’s brow furrowed as she looked from one picture to the other, “that’s a good word for it.” 
 
    “Anyway, Gary has been living all this time in a very nice guest room on the ninth floor overlooking the park, and he maintains his own office, of sorts, in the drawing room where he has a very nice TV.” She clicked up another photo, “He has a nice desk with a workstation, a laptop and a nice rack of servers behind. And I believe him when he says he needed them for maintaining the massive catalogues of Helga’s purchases and collections and digital correspondence generated on her behalf for art purchases and research on her dioramas and dance costumes. He says he had it networked into the workstation on the twelfth floor and…” 
 
    “And this is where I come in…” 
 
    “Yes, Catherine,” she parked her hands on her hips, “for all his diligence maintaining such a careful record of all this stuff, how is it the hardcopy original receipts and logs of transfers don’t match the digital record? He’s been so meticulous, so there should be no discrepancies and yet they’re piling up and he has no explanation for them. When you copy the hard drives on the twelfth floor could you do the same on the ninth floor too?” 
 
    “Sure,” Catherine nodded, “No problem.” 
 
    “I got the warrant this morning,” Jordan tapped open the mail program on her tablet, “I’ll have it expanded to include the ninth floor; it’ll be quicker to add an addendum.” 
 
    Mattie sighed, “You know, on the one hand, he does appear to be the ever loyal assistant, but that could mean nothing when you’ve been living for free in a luxury apartment for more than a decade and your elderly employer left you a mere three hundred thousand in her will.” 
 
    “Ouch…” Jordan winced, “that’s nothing compared to what Hannah Babcock would have gotten.” She looked from Mattie to Catherine and arched a single brow high on her forehead, “Ohh…” 
 
    “A motive for murder?” Mattie asked. 
 
    “Why not? Why would Hannah’s kids kill her when she’s waiting to get the millions Helga left her in her will? They would have waited ‘til after she cashed in, but maybe Gary, who knew Hannah, was so jealous he killed her.” Jordan dug out her phone, “I’m gonna text Stewart that I need a warrant to search and process both apartments for a murder scene…” She added, muttering, “And we’ll need access to the building’s entire library of security video.” Her eyes flicked up to Mattie, “Maybe watching both apartments get the shakedown will put a little pressure on Gary.” When she finished she sighed, “Okay, so we could really further our investigation if we knew the answers to the following,” She ticked them off on her fingers, “One, who is stealing Helga’s art? If it’s Gary, is he working alone? Two.” She flicked up another finger, “Who stole the three hundred and twenty thousand from that unused account?” 
 
    “That the lawyer closed.” Catherine clarified. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mattie asked, “And where’s the sex offender accountant in all this?” 
 
    “His parole officer says he’s been vacationing in Hawaii.” She fumbled with her devices, writing herself a note on her tablet, “He must be back now; I need to talk to him.” When she finished she looked at them, “And amid all this chaos we still need to figure out who killed Hannah Babcock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had finished copying the hard drives on the twelfth floor apartment before heading down to the ninth and Jordan had remained behind, surreptitiously watching Gary Tauscher while Mary Fielding’s forensic investigation unit methodically examined each room for evidence of murder. Privately, Jordan admitted the man’s polite, calm cool demeanor was impressive; If he’s guilty he must have the mental constitution of a sociopath. It was now ten o’clock and she stood quietly to one side, watching him watch Mary, the unit’s supervisor, prepare for a test that would detect the presence of blood in Helga’s gallery of mannequins. 
 
    “Okay,” Mary turned to them, “next we’ll be closing the drapes so we can get started.” 
 
    Jordan turned to Gary, “That’s our cue to wait in the hall.” 
 
    She motioned for him to precede her and he turned to look over his shoulder, “You’re sure the costumes won’t be damaged?” 
 
    “Yes,” she assured him, “the black lights they use are harmless.” She followed him into the hallway and did a double take when she saw Catherine by the front door, giving her a slight wave. “If you’ll just wait here for a few minutes…” She told him and joined Catherine in the foyer. 
 
    “I finished copying all the hard drives on the ninth floor…” She peeked around Jordan’s taller frame at Helga’s personal assistant and added, her voice low, “He looks like he’s more worried about her mannequins than whatever I might find on his hard drives.” 
 
    “I noticed that too, ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mary’s tech’s will grab any portable devices they find hidden away in both apartments and bring them in. Bea says she’ll get her team on the data as soon as it appears in her non-networked servers.” 
 
    Jordan gave her a look, “But you’ll check them out too?” 
 
    She grinned, “Of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess that’s a good reason to miss a few appointments,” Lianna grinned, “It sounds like everything is working well at home?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Catherine’s eyes crinkled happily, “I would categorize our home life as exceptional.” 
 
    “And work?” 
 
    “This case is very different.” She added hurriedly, “And that’s a good thing. At first, I was sort of privately moaning about missing the challenge of deciphering code, but on retrospect I’d gladly trade that in exchange for this case, although it does now involve a murder.” Lianna was silent and she added, “I must admit there are aspects about this assignment that are quite fascinating.” 
 
    The bureau psychiatrist inclined her head, “The world of the very rich seems quite alien, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I had no idea, during the Jeffers’s case the victims were all nouveau rich, they had nice things, but that was nothing really, compared to how people with old money live. The things they consider perfectly normal strike me as completely bizarre; rooms just for cigars or furs or…” She shrugged, “It just seems so wasteful… and shallow.” 
 
    “So how about we end this today with a guided meditation?” 
 
    “Great.” Catherine smiled, “Can I lie down for it?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She left the chair she’d been sitting on and lay on the sofa, closing her eyes. 
 
    “It looks like you’re ready for this.” Lianna laughed and followed with her chair. 
 
    She smiled, her eyes still closed, “I am.” 
 
    “Alright then, you know the drill; let your breaths come, easy and deep… long slow inhalations, and when you exhale, feel yourself relax… deeper… more relaxed… each time you exhale….” 
 
    Catherine did as she was told, and even though the smile faded from her lips as she sank further into a deeply relaxed state, she was aware, if increasingly distantly, that she felt blissful, happy and at complete ease. Lianna’s soft voice continued to guide her, and although her subconscious could hear and follow the quiet instructions, Catherine’s conscious mind floated and she blinked when she looked down at her feet and found herself on a wooded path, Where is this? She thought and when she looked up, she squinted at the figure that appeared at the far end, just where the path began to bend and trees and shrubbery pressed inward. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her eyes flew open and she sputtered awake, “Huh?” 
 
    Lianna smiled, “I said, you can open your eyes whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Catherine exhaled noisily, “That only felt like a minute.” 
 
    “Actually that was fifteen minutes.” 
 
    She sat up, “It’s so weird when that happens.” She scrubbed briefly at her face and smoothed her hair, “I think I saw that woman, Helga.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I was suddenly on this pretty wooded path and I heard someone say, ‘Beautiful isn’t it?’” She shrugged, “Probably because Jordan told us about that empty mansion of hers in Connecticut.” 
 
    “From what you told me about the property,” Lianna agreed, “that did sound like a wild and beautiful place.” 
 
    “Well,” she heaved a huge sigh and stood, “thanks for the session, I’d better get back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan waved to the receptionist and headed into the first conference room, nodding to the technician to begin recording. “Miss Hale?” 
 
    An older woman stood and shook Jordan’s hand, “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming in, please have a seat.” They sat opposite one another at the table and Jordan’s eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. She stated the date and time, adding, “I am Special Agent Jordan Hawkins and I’m speaking to Susan Hale about her employment as night nurse to Helga Lynch.” Susan sat quietly and she continued, “When did you start working for Miss Lynch?” 
 
    “As soon as she checked into Dominican, I was working for an agency the hospital contracted to provide personal, round the clock care for its patients and I was simply assigned to her.” 
 
    “And you stayed her night nurse for twenty-four years until her death?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “According to her financials, it wasn’t long before Miss Lynch gave you a check for ten thousand dollars as a gift?” 
 
    “That’s true,” Susan Hale leaned back in the chair, appearing to relax, “I freely admit I prayed for an assignment to Dominican; the talk at the agency was their patients, if they were the generous type, would tip you like you were a maid at a five star hotel.” She shook her head and snorted, “I had no idea what her tips could amount to… I also had no idea she’d never leave. I thought, as we all did in the beginning, that she’d leave as soon as her face healed from the surgeries she had.” She shrugged, “But she never did.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose she stayed?” 
 
    “She’d never say; she’d always just wave off her doctor, saying she was fine where she was and change the subject. Her first dayshift nurse pestered her so much about going home she fired her.” She grinned, wagging her eyebrows, “That had to be the best thing that ever happened to Hannah,” she snorted, “it was her luck to be next on the list.” 
 
    “So you both worked twelve hour shifts, seven days a week…” 
 
    “Yes,” Susan nodded, “I saw what happened to the first day nurse, and Hannah and I both knew if we took time off and she liked the sub better…” Her head tilted to one side, “Look, I’m not too proud to say I was hoping she’d be grateful for my loyalty and service and toss lots of checks my way, and she did. All told, Miss Lynch gave me almost three million dollars over the years. I invested that money very carefully, and now I’m retired and own my own small home, outright, no mortgage. Getting assigned to Helga Lunch was like winning the lottery.” 
 
    “Well, not really,” Jordan folded her arms across her chest, “winning the lottery only involves buying a ticket, you had to work twelve-hour graveyard shifts for two and a half decades.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed, “but she was in her eighties when we started working for her. None of us thought she’d live so long. Plus, it was easier for me; she went to sleep at eight and only woke up once during the night to use the bathroom…” She shook her head in what Jordan guessed was fondness. “She preferred to sleep in ‘til eight in the morning when Hannah came in to work so she would be the one to get her up for the day.” 
 
    “Which is why Hannah got so much more than you did?” 
 
    “Yes, but she had to put up with a whole lot more than me.” Jordan only looked at her and she chuckled, “They had their fallouts, trust me. After a number of years went by there were times when Hannah would storm off and I was called in to my shift early.” 
 
    Jordan’s brows arched in surprise, “Really?” 
 
    “Oh sure, but it never lasted long. They always made up and Hannah always came back. Why wouldn’t she?” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table, “And miss out on more money?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Milburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Jordan propped pillows behind her head and flopped against them, lying limp on the mattress. When Catherine entered she asked, “Cam asleep?” 
 
    “Like a little log.” She said as she closed their bedroom door, “You look tired. Too tired to make out a little?” 
 
    “Well…” she craned her neck and shoulders from side to side, “I think I can manage for a while.” 
 
    Catherine climbed onto the bed, straddling her, “This week was kind of a bust, huh?” 
 
    “All I know for sure at this point is Hannah Babcock wasn’t murdered by either her caretaker at Chateau Donjon or her night nurse… As for everyone else…” She raised her hands briefly before dropping them onto Catherine’s thighs. 
 
    “Too bad Mary’s team found no blood evidence in either of Helga’s apartments.” She sighed audibly, “And all that security footage has missing bits going back for six months… which is how long the video is archived for, then it’s purged.” 
 
    “Dammit.” Jordan sighed, sounding dejected. 
 
    “Yeah, some of it falls in with the coroner’s time of death for Hannah Babcock, so we can guess she may have been murdered there.” 
 
    “And that’s not enough to let me get a warrant to search Gary’s car.” Catherine gave her a blank look. “It was easy enough to get warrants for Helga’s apartments since Hannah worked for her. If Mary’s team had been able to find anything at all I could’ve gotten a warrant to search his car but I can’t go on a fishing expedition for evidence.” She shrugged, frustrated. 
 
    “We can also only guess at this point that a lot of her art was being stolen during all the other chunks of deleted video, but I don’t think you can build a case against Gary Tauscher there either because that data indicates, irrefutably, that the system was hacked remotely.” She waited a long beat then added, “As were all of Gary’s hard drives.” 
 
    “So, all a defense lawyer would have to do is point out that the building’s security cameras and Gary’s hard drives were hacked remotely and the DA would drop the case against him. It would have been so much simpler if we could have found the murder scene in Helga’s apartment… now I’ll have to coordinate simultaneous searches of all Hannah’s properties.” 
 
    “Simultaneous so her kids won’t have time to destroy evidence?” 
 
    “Exactly, Doctor Bernard.” 
 
    Catherine dropped her hands over Jordan’s, “You know I traced that three hundred and twenty thousand dollar check that was mysteriously cashed to an online bank.” 
 
    Jordan looked hopeful, “And?” 
 
    “That was all I got.” 
 
    “What’s an online bank?” 
 
    “I mean literally the bank only exists online, there are no branches to go to. An account holder can either call or go online to talk or chat with a customer service representative, but there’s no bank building. That check was deposited into an account owned by Alton Matthews, then the funds were moved from there to an offshore account.” 
 
    Jordan emitted a derisive snort, “Of course they were.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” She felt Jordan sag beneath her, “but I promise, after I tell you I’ll make crazy passionate love to you to make up for it…” 
 
    A smile tugged fleetingly at her lips, “Okay…” 
 
    “To open an online account all you need is a name, contact information, and social security number.” 
 
    Jordan began unbuttoning the pajama top Catherine wore, “Uh huh…” 
 
    “I was looking at Helga’s long list of gift checks again and I found forty-seven electronic checks, supposedly issued by her, totaling three hundred and eighty-seven thousand dollars.” 
 
    “I thought she only handwrote her checks.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And these electronic checks were also deposited by Alton Matthews?” 
 
    “No, these checks were deposited at a different online bank to an account owned by Hannah Babcock.” 
 
    Jordan’s hands stopped and dropped back onto her thighs, “I’m sure the worse part is still coming.” 
 
    “Now that we have Hannah’s financials, it doesn’t appear that Hannah Babcock actually owned this account.” 
 
    “So we have no idea who stole that money...” 
 
    “Well, no idea so far. I’ll likely only be able to absolutely indentify the account owner by finding and linking him or her to either a paper or digital trail after you catch them.” 
 
    “Like with Jeffers.” 
 
    “Pretty much, yes.” 
 
    “Goddammit.” 
 
    “Want to make love now?” 
 
    Jordan gave her a long look, “Yes, yes I do.”
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    “Hell is empty and all the devils are here.” 
 
      
 
    - William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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    Jordan subpoenaed Helga’s bank to send a full accounting of the mysterious disappearance of her jewelry from their vault and Catherine clicked open the file. The list of documents was short and her brows arched high, Ten million dollars worth of jewelry inexplicably disappears and this is all they have to show for it? Indeed, the initial letter sent to Helga by her bank was brief and to the point, 
 
    “We regret to inform you that your vault, number 86, is now empty.” 
 
    And how did they discover it was cleaned out? She read on; according to the letter, Helga had sent her assistant Gary Tauscher to fetch a jade bracelet she intended to give as a gift when it was discovered the multi-shelf safety deposit box in the bank’s vault was completely empty. Jordan’ll want to talk to him about that… Who was getting the bracelet? She wondered, Hannah Babcock? I wonder if Mattie can find a reference somewhere in Helga’s correspondence. 
 
    Included was the record of visitors to Helga’s vault, but the bank formally declared they only kept security video on file for one year, And look who signed in for access to that vault thirteen months before Gary Tauscher showed up for the bracelet? She stared at the name and snorted in disgust: 
 
    Carroll Campbell. 
 
    Jordan will say it’s not proof he walked off with all her jewelry. The bank only notes their investigator talked to him and that Campbell reported he was only there to perform an inventory of the items. She shook her head, And that was enough… they believed him and wrote it off. Unbelievable. I guess Helga’s bank thought whittling her down to three million was worth it to keep her and her lawyer quiet and avoid bad publicity. She sighed, Just like Helga. 
 
    “So what if everybody found out?” She grumped aloud, “Why did it matter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary Fielding had organized her team’s simultaneous forensic raids on the murder victim’s multiple residences down to the minute. She and Jordan coordinated their efforts with the FBI bureaus in Florida and California to conduct searches of Hannah’s two homes in those states and she recruited additional forensic investigators from the Newark and New Haven bureaus to assist her teams. At precisely nine o’clock, Eastern Standard Time, all nine teams knocked and entered Hannah Babcock’s nine residences; warrants in hand. They carefully processed her two empty apartments in Cambridge, Massachusetts, her house in Long Island, a vacant house and her children’s three apartments in New York. 
 
    She stood with one hand on her hip while the other held her phone to her ear, pleased with herself for successfully pulling off such an enormous project in spite of the small annoyance in front of her. 
 
    “Hawkins.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s Mary, got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    “Well, I’m here at Henry Babcock’s apartment,” she smiled down at the red-faced young man in front of her, “And he insists that we stop…” 
 
    Standing on tiptoe, he shouted into her phone, “Cease and desist!” 
 
    “Is he interfering with your investigation?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Mary wrinkled her nose thoughtfully, “Not really… as soon as he crosses that line I’ll arrest him for obstruction…” 
 
    “And I’ll sue!” The young man jabbed a finger at her. 
 
    “Why don’t I come down?” She could hear Jordan sigh, “I’m at his brother’s apartment, I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan stretched as she exited the bureau car, Nine residences… she moaned silently, Please someone find the murder scene and give me a break in the case! When she got to Henry’s apartment on the fourth floor she waved to Mary Fielding, who waited in the hallway, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Hello,” she grinned drolly, “having fun?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I will not stand for this!” Henry suddenly burst through the open apartment doorway, “You have no right and if you don’t stop this right now I will sue every individual here as well as the FBI as the corrupt agency it is!” 
 
    Jordan turned to Mary, “Thank you, I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent Hawkins.” Mary gave her a nod and walked back into the apartment. 
 
    “I understand you’re being quite disruptive.” She scolded softly, her hands folded in front of her, “Your brother Claude didn’t mind us searching his place, he’s just sitting quietly, playing a video game.” 
 
    “My brother is an idiot!” He hissed, “I have a lawyer…” 
 
    “That’s great,” she cut him off, “then I suggest you call him so he can explain the legality of what we’re doing here today. I understand you’re upset over the loss of your mother, but you know what, Henry? You act like you have something to hide.” He was at least half a foot shorter than she was and she bent at the waist, her voice dropping to a murmur, “Is there something you want to tell me?” She looked deeply into his brown eyes and he looked away, still breathing hard. “Because the sooner you do, the better off you’ll be.” She straightened and peered inside the open doorway, “This is a really nice apartment, I know your mother intended to transfer ownership to you, it but the rent must be painfully high and now that her assets are frozen…” 
 
    “What?” He exploded, “You can’t! You have no right!” 
 
    She regarded him coolly, “It’s the law, Henry, someone murdered your mother, of course we froze her assets. And you… just a lowly bank teller; I’d think you’d want to help us as much as possible, the sooner we can close this case, the better, right?” She watched as he first used his lower lip to remove the sweat that beaded on the upper before he angrily swiped it away with the back of his hand. 
 
    “I have nothing to tell you.” He rasped, glaring down the hallway, “I have nothing to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s interesting, because I remember looking through that box and only finding the letters between her lawyer, Stiger, and the bank negotiating how much the jewelry was worth and how much the bank was willing to give her. He must have shredded the letters showing Campbell accessed the vault before Gary did and found it empty.” She heard Mattie shift the phone, “So it was the accountant, huh?” 
 
    “It certainly looks that way.” Catherine agreed. “But I have a feeling the bigwigs at the bank were only too happy to overlook the obvious and leave it for Stiger to figure out, especially if they had as strong an aversion to publicity as Helga. The super rich are bizarrely obsessed with keeping a low profile, aren’t they?” 
 
    “And don’t forget morally bankrupt.” Mattie agreed. “They’re too weird for me.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Newburgh, NY 
 
      
 
    Jordan followed the navigation system in the car to Carroll Campbell’s house in Newburgh, an hour and a half drive from the bureau. She hunched her shoulders, rotating her neck and sighed audibly when she felt the vertebrae pop. She had fervently hoped the simultaneous searches of Hannah Babcock’s many residences would reveal one with blood evidence, left by Hannah’s nosebleed when she fell face first from the fatal blow to the back of her head. Nothing, she moaned silently, no cleaned blood, no suspect heavy object that could have been used to bash in the back of her skull. “Shi…” She stopped herself mid-curse when the navigation system instructed her to turn right, into the driveway of her destination. 
 
    In spite of Newburgh’s unfortunate reputation for being the gang and murder capitol of the United States, Carroll Campbell lived in a posh section on the outskirts of the city, and she sighed deeply as she drove up the winding drive, past sweeping snow-covered lawns that would no doubt be lush green in several more weeks. Not bad… and surprisingly classy for a registered sex offender. Catherine had researched his address and Jordan nodded as she pulled in front of the house; That’s it, a three-story Victorian Queen Anne estate, built in the late nineteenth century. 
 
    She parked the car and got out, patting her hands over her pockets and waistband as she climbed the steps. Badge, keys, phone, gun… She chanted silently and withdrawing her badge wallet, rang the bell, hearing the low chimes beyond the door. She waited several seconds then rang again and after several more long seconds passed, she returned to the car and rummaging in her shoulder bag for latex gloves, dragged them on her hands. Time to find out if he made a run for it. She returned to the front door, now impatient to discover if Mr. Campbell had skipped town with Helga Lynch’s jewelry so she could issue a bureau alert for him nationwide. 
 
    The front door was locked and she walked back down the steps, this time circling around to the back of the house until she saw a set of French doors. Shit, she swore when she saw one door standing open. She quickly pulled her service weapon and as soon as she stepped inside, she swore again, Now that fucking smell is unmistakable. Her nose wrinkled at the stench of decomposing flesh and she proceeded quickly through the house, following her nose. She had entered through a room Campbell probably called the library and holding her gun extended in front of her, tucked her nose and mouth against the upper sleeve of her jacket when she entered the tastefully decorated living room. 
 
    Helga’s accountant had been dead at least a week. In life, Carroll Campbell had been a large man but now, his hugely bloated body lay stiffly with thickened limbs that extended spread-eagle from the torso, grotesquely arched. Jordan carefully backed out and into the hallway, careful to retrace her steps lest she destroy any evidence, grateful she could avert her gaze from the swollen tongue protruding from the mouth and eyes bulging from their sockets. She knew he had been dead a week by the blistering on his face and hands, the skin blackened by the process of putrefaction. She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and called 911, and then she called Stewart.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    “Okay, got it.” She murmured and clicked open the email. The bureau’s chief forensic pathologist, Dr. Samantha Lucas, had called to tell Jordan she had completed the Campbell autopsy and she hurried to open the attached document. 
 
    “So Campbell was bludgeoned to death ten days ago; he was struck nine times on the back of his head with a small bronze figurine.” 
 
    “Killed by the same person that murdered Hannah Babcock?” 
 
    “It’s possible. Hannah Babcock was so petite it only took one hard smack to kill her whereas the killer of Mister Campbell may have found it necessary to hit him several times to either subdue or deliberately kill him.” 
 
    “You mean, based on Campbell’s size?” 
 
    “It’s possible, he didn’t fight with his killer, his body had no defensive injuries.” 
 
    “He wasn’t expecting it, the killer grabbed that…” Jordan squinted at the photo of the murder weapon, “Is that a dog?” 
 
    “An Old English Sheepdog, sitting position, yes, the killer grabbed and held it by the head, using the bottom to strike Mister Campbell. Unfortunately, it was wiped clean.” 
 
    “So, no fingerprints...” 
 
    “No, but there were some smeared shoeprints, like he stepped in the pooling blood and immediately wiped his shoe on the carpet.” 
 
    Jordan sighed, “Okay, thank you, Doctor Lucas.” Jordan hung up the phone and Catherine looked around her monitor. 
 
    “No fibers or anything to point to the killer, huh?” 
 
    “Smeared shoeprints,” Jordan lifted a shoulder in a half-hearted shrug, “but that’s it so far.” 
 
    “Well, I’m looking at his financials and his mortgage was underwater at a million and a half and his credit report is pretty bad.” 
 
    “So the accountant for the uber rich was crappy at handling his own financial affairs…” 
 
    “I also hacked his home computer remotely and guess what I found there?” 
 
    Jordan looked hopeful, “I’m afraid to ask.” 
 
    “He tried to hide it in his hard drive, but I found a file for an online bank account he owns, and his last two transactions was a deposit for three hundred and twenty thousand dollars he then transferred the following day to an offshore account with the same name.” 
 
    She began to grin, “Don’t tell me, let me guess; the name on these accounts are Alton Matthews.” 
 
    “You are correct.” Catherine grinned, “Campbell had a nice collection of offshore accounts, and all his user names and passwords were there.” She clicked open Stiger’s client file for Helga Lynch. “Do you think Stiger knew Campbell stole not just Helga’s jewelry but her money too?” 
 
    “As soon as he was notified of the missing money he closed that account, he may have known it was Campbell and was just trying to stop him from stealing more without doing anything about it.” 
 
    “Because he got a cut?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jordan shook her head, “It seems like a paltry amount for Stiger, why risk it?” 
 
    They fell silent, thoughtful for a long moment before Catherine asked, “Could Stiger have confronted Campbell about the jewelry or money or something and killed him?” 
 
    “Something had to have happened; I’ll get a warrant to search his car…” Jordan grabbed her phone, “Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jordan presented William Stiger with the warrant to search his car, she was unsurprised when he shrugged and handed over his keys. She thanked him and motioned for him to precede her through his office door. 
 
    “Oh that’s alright,” he waved her off, “I trust you, I don’t need to watch the procedure.” 
 
    “I’m not inviting you to watch, Mister Stiger,” Jordan graced him with a thin smile; “we’re going to have an interview at the bureau while your car is being processed, I have a warrant for that too.” She silently credited him for maintaining a neutral expression and added, “This is just an interview, you may have an attorney present.” 
 
    He drew his head back and scoffed, “That won’t be necessary, Agent Hawkins, I believe I can represent myself in this matter.” 
 
    Then you have a fool for a client. She smiled sweetly and gestured to the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat in the interview room looking cool and unflappable and Jordan looked down at her notes, “Let’s return to the matter of your client file for Helga Lynch…” She settled in the chair, crossing one long leg over the other, “how is it possible you never researched for yourself, as Helga’s legal representative, the bank’s vault security video or sign-in book for Helga’s safe deposit box?” 
 
    “As I have already explained to you,” he said, his tone condescending, “once it was determined her jewelry was gone, Helga instructed me to settle privately with the bank because she abhorred publicity of any kind.” 
 
    “It’s interesting that your client file for Helga Lynch contained no letter from her bank informing you her vault had been entirely emptied of her jewelry…” She tapped up the letter on her tablet and turned it to face him, “and that they knew who the thief was.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” He said, not looking at the tablet. 
 
    “This letter from the bank’s official record shows they informed you that the last person to enter her vault was Carroll Campbell.” She watched him carefully for a response, “Their records clearly show he entered the vault on her behalf to supposedly inventory its contents.” She waited for a response but he remained silent. “Then Helga sent her assistant Gary Tauscher to pick up that jade bracelet and suddenly the vault was empty.” She sighed heavily, “You knew it was Campbell, Mister Stiger…” Her head tilted to one side and she added, “Bill… can I call you Bill?” He only folded his arms across his chest and she tapped up another letter, “Then hard on the heels of the discovery of that theft, Campbell suddenly and out of the blue, writes a letter to Helga explaining his guilty plea to a sex case involving minors…” She again turned the tablet to face him, “from a year and half before.” Her brow furrowed, “Why wait so long to tell her about that, do you suppose?” 
 
    A fine sheen of perspiration began to show on his already shiny forehead, “Really, Agent Hawkins, this is going nowhere, if you insist on…” 
 
    Her phone suddenly vibrated and she held up a finger, “I’m sorry,” she pulled it from her jacket pocket, “just a moment.” She saw the caller ID and answered, “Mare?” 
 
    “Found it; very small blood smears, probably from his right shoe, on the carpet and floor mat… driver’s side. I’d be shocked if it wasn’t from your victim. If you can get his shoes I’ll test them.” 
 
    Jordan inhaled through her nose, feeling her calm professional mask settle into place over the immense relief she felt. “Thanks, Mare, can I call you back in a few?” They rang off and she quickly composed and sent off a text before placing her phone on the table in front of her, “Okay, Bill, you really can stop the pretense now.” He only looked at her but she noted how the color drained from his face, “I just sent off a request for a subpoena to have your shoes examined for traces of blood, including the pair you’re wearing now… You’re not the type to throw out expensive shoes just because you got a little blood on them now are you?” She paused and added, speaking slowly, “There’s blood in your car, Bill… wiped from your shoe when you left Campbell’s house after beating him to death with that bronze dog figurine.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long time before he finally snorted and shook his head, looking off at the far wall and beyond. “I told him I knew he was the one who cleaned out her vault… But he knew Helga wouldn’t press charges so I told him he had to tell her about his sex offender status or I’d tell her about that and the jewelry too.” He shrugged, “It was a bullshit letter but he did it… And then he stole that three hundred and twenty thousand… but when I confronted him about it he said he’d tell Helga I was involved with Marvin’s death. She knew he had named both of us in his will and we had been accused of undue influence.” 
 
    Jordan pressed her lips together, feeling an eyebrow twitch. 
 
    “His version would have been ridiculous, but…” He gestured, helpless, “I was afraid she’d believe him and fire me, so I said I’d overlook it,” he suddenly jabbed his finger for emphasis, “but I still closed that account. She never used it anyway. I thought I could stop him from stealing more, but then he called me to his house to discuss an idea he had. He said he still had the jewelry and had a safe way to liquidate it but he needed my help creating new certificates of ownership.” He snorted, shaking his head, “Said he’d split the proceeds, sixty-forty. I said no and when I tried to leave he called me a pussy!” His face began to color and Jordan asked, 
 
    “You were so loyal to Helga, but you never tried to get it back for her.” Jordan shook her head, “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged, “She was never going to wear any of it again… she was so old by then…” He repeated, “And I knew she despised publicity of any kind.” 
 
    “Yes, everyone keeps saying that.” She wanted to remind him Helga sent Gary to the vault to retrieve a bracelet she intended to give away, but instead asked, “You knew she’d accept it was all gone so, what… you wanted a bigger cut, like seventy-thirty?” He was silent and she added, “You were going to make millions in fees as executor of Helga’s will, why wasn’t that enough? You could have walked away from Campbell, but you didn’t, like when you failed to remove yourself as a beneficiary from Marvin Womack’s will that you wrote.” 
 
    Stiger uttered something under his breath and shook his head from side to side, “We both visited him a lot after he retired, but I was the one who was friends with Marvin… for years.” He snorted in disgust, “I don’t know what he saw in Carroll.” He sighed heavily, “He was visiting Marv when he had his last heart attack, and… standing there in his house, after I said no to the jewelry deal he just suddenly blurted out he knew Marv was having a heart attack that day and didn’t call for help.” His eyes began to brim and he gruffly cleared his throat, “He said when Marvin fell to the floor he just watched him gasp for breath and die.” He licked his lips and folded his hands on the table, “He said he was better off.” He murmured softly, staring down at the hands. “He said it was kinder for everyone concerned to let him go… and then he jabbed that fat fucking finger in my face and said he had the stones to do what was necessary, and I didn’t back then and I sure the fuck didn’t now!” His shouted, looking away. “And I… just lost it. He had some hideous piece of shit sculpture on the mantle and when he turned away from me,” he shrugged, “I was so mad… so many years of covering for him… over and over… that arrogant fucking pervert. It was so easy, so quick. I just hit him as hard as I could, and it was so satisfying, I hit him again...” His voice faded and he shook his head again, as if to clear it. “He was such a low life.” 
 
    “Okay, now let’s talk about Helga’s day nurse, Hannah Babcock.” 
 
    He looked genuinely confused, “Why?” 
 
    “She was also murdered, Bill, the back of her head was bashed in just like Carroll Campbell’s.” 
 
    He shook his head, “I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    You just confessed your ass off about killing Campbell, why stop now? “Bill, it’ll go much easier for you if we talk about her now.” 
 
    “No,” he shook his head, “I told you, I have nothing to do with her death.” 
 
    Jordan sat quietly with her legs crossed, hands folded neatly on her lap and she let a long minute pass before saying, “Alright then; William Stiger, you are under arrest for the murder of Carroll Campbell.” 
 
    He continued to stare down at his hands, “Alright… will I be allowed to post bond?” 
 
    “Bond?” Jordan was incredulous and she shot a look of shocked disbelief at the recording technician who looked as shocked as she did. “No, Bill, Carroll Campbell may have been a low life but you are not walking away from this.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Jordan finished her bedtime sweep of the house, making sure all the windows and doors were locked even though she checked them when they got home. She saw Catherine peeking inside Cameron’s bedroom and whispered, “Is he out?” 
 
    “Like a light.” She whispered back and quietly shut his bedroom door. “He had a lot of fun tonight.” 
 
    “So did I…” 
 
    “I thought you guys were building a zoo.” 
 
    “Nope,” Jordan shook her head, “it was a town where people and animals live together.” 
 
    “You have experience creating tiny towns populated with small plastic animals?” 
 
    Jordan draped an arm around her, “Oh yes, my brother preferred action figures so I got his army men. I had a collection of small animals and I used to set up elaborate… I guess they were kinda’ like Helga’s dioramas, you know? I’d use a pair of my jeans to make hills and build houses with small cardboard boxes or whatever and create little communities.” 
 
    “And that is exactly what he wanted you to help him build tonight in front of the TV.” Catherine snickered and squeezed the arm around Jordan’s waist, “Sometimes I think Cam has your DNA and not mine.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Jordan emphatically shook her head, “he wants to be a zookeeper when he grows up, I always wanted to be in law enforcement.” 
 
    “And did you have your own character in your self-made town?” 
 
    “Of course,” Jordan chuckled, “I was the sheriff and I rode around on my own tiny plastic horse, checking in on everybody.” 
 
    She snickered, “Of course you did.” They entered their bedroom and Catherine asked, “Just because Stiger confessed to killing Campbell and refuses to confess to killing Hannah as well it doesn’t mean he didn’t kill her, right?” 
 
    Jordan closed the door behind them, “He checked his phone and claimed he was in a restaurant that night with his wife and friends. He said he paid with his credit card so I’ll check that and talk to the restaurant staff but…” She waved one hand dismissively and drew back the covers on the bed with the other, “I think I believe him.” 
 
    Catherine sat on her side of the bed and checked the monitor connected to Cameron’s bedroom, “Wow, really?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t imagine a scenario where he’d have motive or contact with Hannah that would end up in some sort of confrontation where he hits her in the head.” She sighed heavily, “Mary’s team found Helga’s jewelry in a safe in Campbell’s bedroom, but that was it, he didn’t have any of the missing art Mattie’s been cataloging.” Catherine shut off the light and snuggled next to her, “Stiger’s house and office were clean… you hacked his work and home computers?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And you checked for records of storage lockers and the like?” 
 
    “I did… but didn’t find anything like that.” She yawned. “I’m hoping Mattie’s finished figuring out what’s missing from Helga’s extensive art collection.” 
 
    “Still no luck finding any of it?” 
 
    “Nope, none of it’s come up on any searches for art sales; legal or otherwise.” She settled in the nook between Jordan’s chin and shoulder, wriggling close. “You know, Helga owned one of three Stradivarius eight-string mandolins, made around 1705. It was called Mandolino della Vergine.” 
 
    “It had a name?” 
 
    “His musical instruments were considered works of art, so yes; it’s Italian for The Mandolin of the Virgin.” 
 
    “It’s kinda’ hard to picture the Virgin Mary banging away on a mandolin.” 
 
    Catherine snorted and gave her a nudge, “She also owned one of two surviving Stradivari harps, the one she had was called Piccolo Arpa.” 
 
    “The Little Harp?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And are they missing?” 
 
    “No,” Catherine inhaled, enjoying the scent of Jordan’s hair, “Mattie just found the story so moving I left them in their own Special Gifts category. Helga sold both those instruments and used the money to pay for care for her nanny’s daughter, Ninette Randolf.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ninette Randolf, she was found wandering the streets and foraging in garbage bins for food back in ‘87… I guess she was pretty out of it. Anyway, a social worker researched her wages via Social Security and discovered she taught painting and worked for Helga and her mother on and off over the decades.” She paused a moment to yawn, “She was one of only a few women of her time painting in oils and not watercolors.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jordan exclaimed, “sexism extended to painting back then?” 
 
    “According to Mattie, women of Helga and this woman’s time weren’t considered strong enough to work in oils; they were suited for watercolors while men painted in oils.” 
 
    “Jesus,” she muttered, “what bullshit.” 
 
    Catherine snickered soflty, “Helga paid for Ninette’s apartment, medical and round the clock care, and when her dementia was so profound she had to be moved to a specialized facility she paid for that too. She was ninety when she died in ‘96, Helga didn’t attend the funeral, but she sent the doctor caring for Ninette a seventy thousand dollar check for funeral expenses. The checks she wrote for her care totaled a little over three million dollars.” 
 
    “So Helga Lynch was both generous and loyal.” 
 
    “And sweet…” Catherine began to mumble as she drifted off, “She insisted the staff take her to the salon to have her hair done… an’ bought her magazine subscriptions an’ when she couldn’t… anymore she wrote to the doctor how the staff… should read ‘em to her… when she, um lost the… ability.” 
 
    “Lost the ability to what, read?” Catherine didn’t answer and Jordan grinned, “You know,” she kept her voice to a low murmur, “before you go to sleep you’re supposed to say it’s alright for folks to speak to you and not through you while you sleep.” 
 
    “Unh huh…” 
 
    She placed a kiss on soft hair, “Sweet dreams.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her chin rested on folded hands she rested on the balcony rail. She was watching a girl execute pirouettes on the stage below when she felt a nudge next to her. 
 
    “That was me.” 
 
    “Really…” she smiled, “How old were you?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    The scene changed and she sat in a straight back chair against a wall. Across the mirrored room, a young woman dressed in a black leotard and wraparound skirt stretched at a dancer’s bar. 
 
    “And this was me when I was twenty or so.” 
 
    This time Catherine turned to the speaker sitting next to her, “Revisiting good times?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Helga grinned, “I could move on but I feel like I should wait to see how it all plays out.” 
 
    “Someone murdered you day nurse, Hannah.” 
 
    “I know,” Helga first nodded then shook her head, “so sad.” 
 
    “Do you know who killed her?” 
 
    She nodded again, “I do,” she pulled vibrant eyes from the now dancing young woman and locked eyes with Catherine, “and soon you will too.” 
 
    Catherine’s eyes flew open and she sniffed, scrubbing briefly at her face before checking the time. “Would’ve been quicker to just tell me.” She muttered grumpily. 
 
    “Huh?” Jordan mumbled and rolled over to place a sleepy kiss on her lips. “Good morning.” 
 
    Catherine chuckled low in her chest, “Good morning.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mattie,” Jordan stared at the screen, clicking though her emails, the phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, “Have a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, hey, congratulations on the Campbell collar.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m calling about the cleaning girl who saw the guy stealing Helga’s Rodin…” 
 
    “Yeah,” she could hear Mattie clicking her mouse, “uh… Brenda Jensen.” 
 
    “You interviewed her?” 
 
    “I did, she was polite, didn’t have much to say regarding the theft, only that she got a fleeting glance as someone ran out the front door; probably male, dark clothes.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna’ interview her again. Since we can’t connect Stiger to the Babcock murder Catherine and I are gonna’ rejoin you on the missing art project and see if we can catch a break somewhere.” 
 
    “Great, any and all help is welcome.” 
 
    “I’ll call you if she remembers anything else.” They hung up and she dialed Brenda’s cell phone, the voice mail function activated and she listened to Brenda Jensen instruct the caller to leave a message before hanging up. Nuts. She scrolled through her contacts, tapping the number for Gary Tauscher. 
 
    “Agent Hawkins.” He answered, sounding impatient, “I am just in the middle of something if I can call you back?” 
 
    “Tell me if Brenda Jensen is cleaning today in Helga’s apartment.” 
 
    “What? No, she hasn’t been to work in nearly a week now... why?” 
 
    “I need to talk to her about the Rodin theft.” 
 
    “Why? It was found…” 
 
    “I know; do you have any other phone numbers for her other than her cell?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you…” She hung up, feeling a tiny red flag wave distantly. 
 
    “Hey,” Catherine entered their office, “what’s up?” 
 
    “Looking for the cleaning girl who saw the Rodin thief and she’s not answering her phone. How’s your morning going?” 
 
    “Really fine, I got to crack some code for Bea.” Her eyes crinkled merrily, “It was fun.” 
 
    Jordan’s phone rang and she noted the caller ID as she answered, “Stewart.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jordan, I just got a call there’s a buttload of Helga Lynch’s relatives downstairs demanding to speak to the agent in charge of obstructing the Lynch will.” 
 
    She slumped in her chair, “And that would be me.” 
 
    “Yes it would.” 
 
    “I’m on my way down.” She hung up and stood, grabbing her jacket. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, a bunch of Helga’s relatives are downstairs demanding to talk to the agent in charge of making their lives miserable.” 
 
    “Yikes,” Catherine cringed in sympathy, “I take it they’re not here to thank you for your dedication and hard work.” She smiled when Jordan chuckled. “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    Jordan slid her phone into her jacket pocket, “Yes, actually…” she pointed at her screen, “could you put out a BOLO for Brenda Jensen?” She grabbed a notebook and walked over to where Catherine sat at her desk, “You know my username and password, her information is on my screen…” She bent to place a quick kiss on her lips. 
 
    “Mmm…” Catherine hummed, “happy to oblige.” Jordan flashed a grin and left and she walked around to sit at her desk, resting her shoes on the swivel chair’s wheels so her feet wouldn’t dangle above the floor. She had watched Jordan create BOLO’s before and she stared at the screen while her fingers flew over the keyboard. Signing in as Special Agent Jordan Hawkins, she accessed Brenda Jensen’s New York driver’s license from the Department of Motor Vehicles, making sure she had the right Brenda Jensen before linking the file to the bureau’s Be on the Lookout alert program, available to law enforcement agencies nationwide. She waited to make sure the alert uploaded successfully and just as she returned to her desk and sat, Jordan’s computer emitted an insistent beep. Oops… she thought, I must’ve gotten something wrong. She returned to Jordan’s desk, expecting to find an error message and her eyes opened wide in shock at the alert window that filled the screen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan’s phone vibrated just as she was about to enter the conference room and she executed a smooth u-turn, pulling it from her pocket, “Yes?” 
 
    “Jordan? The alert found Brenda Jensen; she’s in the city morgue.” 
 
    She sagged, “Cause of death?” 
 
    “Bludgeoning and strangulation. Four days ago.” 
 
    “Okay…” She walked a small circle in the wide corridor, “Okay, I’m gonna talk to these people then I’ll be right back.” She hung up and turning on her heel, entered the conference room and nodded to the receptionist waiting for her just inside the door. “Thank you.” She murmured, releasing him from babysitting duty so he could return to the front desk. 
 
    Four white and gray haired individuals sat on the far side of the table facing her and Jordan stood opposite, “Hello, I’m Special Agent Jordan Hawkins, and…” 
 
    The woman in the middle cut her off, “We were given to understand you are responsible for preventing Helga’s will from being enforced.” 
 
    Jordan sat; grateful the swivel chair was ergonomic and pulling a pen from her jacket pocket, opened her notebook on the table. “If you would introduce yourselves…” She smiled pleasantly and the woman’s eyes narrowed in irritation before she answered, 
 
    “I am Elizabeth Lynch Sullivan; my father was Jefferson Lynch, son of Joseph Kendrick Lynch by his first wife, Marion.” Her voice cut through the air with the subtlety of a bandsaw and Jordan struggled not to wince. “This,” she motioned to her left, “is my husband, Harold Sullivan and on my right is my brother, Dennis Lynch and next to him is our cousin, Eric Lynch.” 
 
    Jordan made notes while the woman spoke and when she stopped, she smiled again, “Thank you, I’m sorry the Sur…” 
 
    “We have already spoken to a Miss Hanson at the Surrogate’s Court, and she informs us Helga’s will is being held up in probate due to interference by you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jordan nodded, “in a manner of speaking. Due to the existence of two conflicting wills, signed within two weeks of each other just prior to Helga’s death and the fact that…” 
 
    “Agent Hawkins,” Mrs. Sullivan’s voice dripped with disdain, “there is clearly no controversy here, the first will clearly names us as…” 
 
    Jordan had enough and cut her off, “Three murders have been committed since Helga’s passing, Missus Sullivan.” She waited a beat for that to sink in before she continued, “So far Helga’s day nurse, accountant, and a young woman who cleaned her apartment have all been murdered, rather brutally, by having their heads bashed in.” The quartet paled and Harold Sullivan’s mouth dropped open when she added, “We are still looking for suspects in two of those murders, so you will all provide me with your whereabouts for the following dates so I can verify your alibis.” She flipped to a fresh page in her notepad and wrote the time and dates of death for Hannah Babcock and Brenda Jensen at the top. She laid her pen on top and slid it across the table to Mrs. Sullivan. “Write your name, address, phone numbers, and where you were on the dates written at the top of the page. If you are unable to remember where you were you may take the remainder of the day to find out and contact me.” 
 
    The room fell silent as they solemnly wrote on the pad, each sliding it to the next and when they finished, Mrs. Lynch left the pad in front of her, making Jordan stand and reach across the table to retrieve it. “Thank you.” Her smile was professional and humorless and she remained standing while she read their alibis, “Neither you or your husband, Missus Sullivan, can remember where you were on these two days?” 
 
    “Eliza and I lead very busy lives, Agent Hawkins.” Harold Sullivan finally spoke, “We’ll get back to you.” 
 
    She reached in a jacket pocket and withdrew her business card, placing it in front of him. “You have until the end of this business day, Mister Sullivan. If I don’t hear from you I will have you and your wife brought in for a formal interview, is that understood?” 
 
     “Agent Hawkins?” 
 
    Jordan turned to the man seated next to Mrs. Sullivan, “Yes, you’re Dennis Lynch?” 
 
    “Uh, yes. I think you should be aware that there are eighteen additional Lynch family members formally protesting the Surrogate Court’s delay.” 
 
    Jordan groaned internally but kept her tone professionally pleasant, “The Surrogate’s Court cannot proceed with probate until the FBI has resolved these murders, and I will not tolerate any interference by anyone.” 
 
    “Well,” Mrs. Sullivan harrumphed, “this couldn’t be more inconvenient.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan muttered, “Lord, those people were irritating.” 
 
    Catherine looked around her monitor, “I downloaded the city coroner’s autopsy report for Brenda Jensen onto your desktop.” 
 
    Jordan slid her jacket off, draping it back over her chair, “Thank you” She sat and accessed her email, “And thanks for running the BOLO for me.” 
 
    “Anytime…” Catherine rolled her chair around to Jordan’s desk. 
 
    “Okay.” Jordan opened the file, making sure the gruesome photos of the body were contained in a separate folder. She highlighted the section listing cause of death and their brows arched in surprise, “She was strangled, bludgeoned, and injected with Succinylcholine?” 
 
    “Succin…” Catherine shook her head, “but it says… she carefully pronounced the words, “Suxamethonium chloride.” 
 
    “Same thing,” Jordan said, still reading, “it’s often shortened to just s-u-x… pronounced, sucks.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it does.” Catherine muttered. 
 
    “They use it in hospitals as a paralytic when they intubate someone.” 
 
    “Uh, oh…” 
 
    “It’s also used to euthanize horses…” she turned to her, “and in some cases to murder people.” 
 
    “Like Brenda Jensen?” 
 
    “Well,” she squinted at the screen, “It says here she was strangled, struck on the back of the head twice with a blunt object and then injected at the base of her jugular with that paralytic, probably to make sure she stopped breathing long enough to die if she wasn’t already dead at that point.” 
 
    “So she fought hard?” 
 
    “No, no defensive wounds, maybe the killer was too angry to stop or just worried she was still breathing.” 
 
    “Definitely not the same as Hannah Babcock…” 
 
    “Definitely.” Jordan sighed heavily, “It says her body was found dumped in the alley next to her apartment building.” 
 
    Catherine looked from Jordan to the screen and back to Jordan again, “And?” 
 
    “And I think we have enough here to get us a formal interview with Gary Tauscher and a search warrant for his car.”
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    “Rich beyond the dreams of avarice.” 
 
      
 
    – Edward Moore, The Gamester, 1753


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    Gary took the warrant and stepped back so Mary and her team could enter Helga’s apartment on the ninth floor, where he lived. “You’ve done this already, Agent Hawkins.” 
 
    “During the investigation of Hannah Babcock’s murder,” Jordan stepped inside, “yes. We are here today to investigate the murder of your cleaning girl, Brenda Jensen.” 
 
    He looked genuinely shocked, “Brenda’s dead?” 
 
    “Someone bashed in her head, Gary, just like Hannah Babcock.” 
 
    “But…” he sputtered, “but I don’t have anything to do with that.” 
 
    “Great, you can explain it to me at the bureau.” She looked down at his slippered feet, “Get your shoes, you’re going to have a formal interview while the team examines the apartments again.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    Her temper suddenly flared, “Because Brenda has been murdered, Gary. Because she worked for Helga Lynch and a lot of Helga’s art is missing.” 
 
    “I have nothing to do with any of that.” He insisted. 
 
    Mary appeared behind him, “Mister Tauscher? Agent Hawkins’s warrant includes your car, so I’ll be needing your keys.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan had asked her to access Gary’s laptop and other hard drives remotely while Mary’s team again processed Helga’s apartments on the ninth and twelfth floors. Catherine first scanned his online history and shrugged, He was online, but activity was non-existent for ninety minutes during Brenda’s established time of death and then he was offline. She grabbed her phone and tapping the lighthouse icon, quickly composed and sent a text to Jordan. Well, she returned to her screen and checked her email, that’s not going to be helpful one way or the other. She clicked open an email from Cyber Division’s Assistant Director Bea McNamara and her eyes flew over the text, 
 
    “My techs scoured the data you forwarded from both Lynch apartments. Focusing on the mirror drives in the servers; they found a third in each and recovered encrypted data. They will forward it to you as they crack it, but you’ll probably beat them to it.” 
 
    She snorted and grinned, Very funny, Bea. Mirror drives functioned as redundancies, utilizing parallel processing. So whoever hacked into Gary’s servers knew enough to look for a mirror but they weren’t smart enough to look for another. She quickly accessed the data she sent to the bureau’s independent servers and scanned the data as rows of letters and numbers streamed off the top of her screen. Hmm… Her brows arched; surprisingly sophisticated encryption for a server he likely bought in a box store… She bit her lower lip as her eyes kept skimming through the streaming data. She cracked the code in less than ten minutes and quickly restored Gary’s data in the original spreadsheet format before creating another program to search for the remotely deleted entries. The program completed in less than a minute and she sat back in her chair, Twenty-eight deletions, and that’s Mattie missing list; a Monet, a Picasso, and a bunch of other less famous names. 
 
    She returned to the IP address used by the hacker when the remote breaches were made and traced the physical address to a Starbucks. This is the problem with free wifi… She sighed and rotated her neck; anybody can be permanently anonymous unless you find the device they used with all their aliases and cracking software still in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just because she worked for Miss Lynch you cannot focus on just me as a suspect…” Gary waved a hand dismissively, “Anyone could have killed her, Agent Hawkins…” 
 
    “Brenda got her driver’s license where she grew up in Albany… but she didn’t have car.” 
 
    He emitted a tired, exasperated snort, “And that has what to do with me?” 
 
    “Her body was found dumped in the alley next to her apartment building.” 
 
    “Again…” He sputtered, sounding increasingly impatient, “what…” 
 
    “Excuse me, one moment.” Jordan’s phone vibrated and she looked down at the lighthouse that filled the screen and the words, “Catherine is sending you a message…” She tapped the screen and read, “Just checked Gary’s laptop; he was online 90 min. during Brenda’s TOD, but he was inactive then signed off. A case for guilt or innocence, I guess. Sorry.” Careful to maintain a neutral expression, she slipped her phone in her jacket pocket and looked down at her notes. Mary’s team had processed Brenda's apartment and the alley where her body was found and the only thing she or the medical examiner could tell her was Brenda was not killed in either location. Come on, Mary, she pleaded silently, I’m gonna’ run out of questions for Mister Tauscher here… “You pay alimony?” 
 
    “Yes, and I imagine you already know how much.” 
 
    “And Helga only left you three hundred thousand in her will?” 
 
    Gary was silent and he turned his head to glower at the wall. 
 
    “Your alimony payments are pretty high, but I imagine you’ve still managed to save quite a bit over the years, living for free in Helga’s opulent ninth floor apartment.” She sat quietly, unmoving in the chair, “You must have enough to retire now that she’s gone.” 
 
    She watched as he silently cleared his throat and licked his lips before saying, “I understand why my financials are under scrutiny, but since you have a warrant for them too I don’t believe I am required to discuss them.” 
 
    Her phone vibrated again and she pulled it from her pocket. She saw Mary’s caller ID, Oh, please tell me you found something I can book him with… “Hawkins.” 
 
    “Hey, Jordan, all we’re finding in his car is a bunch of the usual; fibers from almost everything everywhere, but no blood, no obvious crime scene, sorry.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Mare, email me the results when you can.” She slipped her phone back in her pocket and when she looked at Gary, she was surprised to see his expression was not triumphant. 
 
    “I believe I’ve answered enough questions, may I go now?” 
 
    “For now,” she nodded, “yes.” 
 
    He sighed heavily and stood, “I hope you catch those responsible for murdering Missus Babcock and Brenda, I really do.” 
 
    Jordan’s brows knit in part frown part confusion, I don’t get it, he looks and sounds so sincere. “Then tell me who it is.” His eyes were unreadable and he looked away as he hurried from the room. Shit.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see it… wait!’ She turned the book nearly upside down and pointed triumphantly, “There, right?” 
 
    Cameron sat tucked between them on the couch, “Yes! Jordan! That’s the elephant!” He chortled, making the sign for elephant by outlining a long trunk from his nose with his hand. 
 
    Catherine checked her watch again, “Okay, I said you two could find one more animal, but now it’s past your bedtime…” 
 
    “Okay.” He closed the book, “Thanks Jordan.” He twisted on the cushion and got on his knees to plant a kiss on her lips, “I like finding animals more than Waldo.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Jordan snickered and scooting to the edge of the couch, pulled the toddler and book into her arms. “I loved these books when I was a girl….” 
 
    “Come on, mom.” He beckoned to Catherine and the trio trooped off to his bedroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having completed Cameron’s bedtime ritual, she joined Catherine at the dining table, “Whatcha’ doin’?” 
 
    “Nothing really, just checking email again.” Jordan sat next to her and she quickly opened a spreadsheet on her screen, “Did I tell you? We now have an official list confirming art remotely deleted from the hard drives in both apartments as being stolen and not missing. I sent it to you and Mattie.” 
 
    Jordan grinned, “And how long did it take you to do that?” 
 
    She shrugged as she stared at her screen, “I don’t know, about half an hour I guess.” 
 
    Her voice was low and seductive, “You are amazing, Doctor Bernard.” Catherine smiled shyly and blushed. “So,” Jordan scooted her chair closer so she could squint at the screen, “how many?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight works were deleted from the hard drives that Mattie says weren’t given away or loaned.” Jordan was quiet and she added, “So what’s next?” 
 
    “Jeffers’s federal trial for the domestic terrorism charges and the White Plains murders is finally starting tomorrow and I’m being called up first.” 
 
    “At least you can come home after.” 
 
    “True, that’s always a plus. The prosecutor has three days set aside for me, but Jeffers is just spinning his wheels for personal entertainment, I think. I have a feeling his lawyer may try to pull some trick from his sleeve, but there’s really nowhere for him to go since Jeffers is pleading innocent.” 
 
    “I was surprised when he didn’t plead insanity.” 
 
    “Me too, his delusions must be running on high. I think he’s just trying to get every second out of his fifteen minutes of fame so he can take the stand and use it as his soapbox to tell everyone how great he is.” 
 
    “What can I do to help while you’re stuck doing that?” 
 
    “Well…” Jordan’s brow knitted thoughtfully, “the coroner who did Hannah’s autopsy found some red carpet fibers stuck on her…” Avoiding the gruesome details of where they were found she said, “It’ll be boring as hell, but it would be great if you could find a red carpet in any of the picture files Mary’s teams got when they processed Hannah’s nine properties.” 
 
    “Yikes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jordan winced sympathetically, “sorry.” 
 
    “Okay,” Catherine shut down her laptop, “then let’s go to bed so I can think of some way you can show your appreciation.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    She waited outside the courtroom and sent Catherine texts via their private, highly encrypted text program and the lighthouse icon again filled the screen on her phone, “Catherine is sending you a message.” She tapped it and the message appeared. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    Jordan typed a reply, “Prosecutor says defense is trying to narrow the scope of what I can discuss.” 
 
    “How can he obstruct your testifying to factual events?” 
 
    “Evidently he can’t, he’s lost every argument. I hope to go in soon.” 
 
    “Agent Hawkins?” The prosecutor’s assistant stuck his head out the door, “We’re ready for you.” 
 
    “Great.” She quickly typed, “Going in now.” She tapped send and followed him inside the courtroom. She walked directly to the witness stand and stood before the bailiff who waited for her and raised her right hand. 
 
    “Do you solemnly swear,” he said, “or affirm that you will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth under pains and penalties of perjury?” 
 
    “I do.” She responded and he motioned for her to sit in the witness box. 
 
    “Mister Atkins,” the judge sounded tired, “you may begin.” 
 
    Christopher Atkins was the attorney representing the federal government and he approached, “Special Agent Hawkins, please tell us your full name and current position with the FBI.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine spent the morning gazing at dozens of forensic photos taken by Mary’s teams in Hannah Babcock’s nine residences, beginning with her primary residence and her children’s three apartments. Red carpet… red rug… She chanted silently, red rug… looking for a red rug. She forced herself to click through the pictures more slowly, taking time to scan each picture. Looking for a red rug and RedRum… Searching for a red rug where a woman was murdered. She suddenly yawned and stretched, twisting her neck and back from side to side. It’s so odd, I spoke to Helga Lynch for all of maybe two minutes but… She shrugged and clicked the folder closed before clicking open another, It’s strange to feel such kinship with a deceased old woman with whom I had nothing in common… 
 
    Her head tilted to one side and her nose wrinkled in bemusement, What folder is this? She clicked through a few pictures until she recognized the interiors, Oh… oops, these are Mattie’s pictures of Helga’s twelfth floor apartment. She clicked through the picture files, feeling oddly nostalgic for her and Jordan’s visits there. And there’s Helga’s creepy bedroom clone of her mother’s we never got to see… She clicked through the bedroom photos when her finger suddenly froze stiffly over the mouse, “Oh, my god!” Her eyes flew open wide and her jaw dropped, “There’s a red rug!” She pressed close to the screen; a small ornate red area rug lay in front of an equally ornate carved stone hearth, replete with angels painted in gold. She quickly opened the digital index card associated with the image and willed her heart to slow. Mattie took this series on her first visit to Helga’s apartment… the rug looks to be about four by five or six feet, big enough to roll a petite woman into… 
 
    She grabbed her tablet and ran across the hall; forgetting to peek inside first, she ducked in the empty auditorium and plugged it in the podium, waiting impatiently for it to connect. She reopened Mattie’s folders, positioning the images of the identical hearths from Helga’s bedroom on the twelfth floor and her mother’s on the ninth side by side. On the huge, curved wall screen, the furniture appeared life-sized and she sighed somewhat dejectedly. 
 
    “Identical red rugs…” she muttered aloud, “except Mary’s teams checked both apartments after Hannah’s murder and they found nothing…” She slumped against the podium, “no blood evidence.” She sighed again and turned back to her tablet. This time she opened the folder of forensic pictures taken by Mary’s team in Helga’s apartment and quickly clicked through the images with the remote, There it is, the hearth… “Oh, my god…” she rasped. 
 
    The red rug was gone. She rechecked the digital index card for the image; This was taken in Helga’s bedroom on the twelfth floor… Mary’s photographer must have stood in the same place as Mattie because the viewpoints are nearly as identical as the bedrooms… but the rug is gone. 
 
    Her hand shook slightly as she quickly opened the forensic team’s folder of photos taken of the apartment on the ninth floor. She found the picture taken of the hearth and her mouth dropped open in shock and surprise yet again, “Oh, my god, the red rug is still in her mother’s bedroom.” She swallowed audibly and gripped the podium until the knuckles showed white, “Okay… okay, calm down now…” The discovery made her dizzy and she shut her eyes against the tilting auditorium and gripped the podium even harder, “just calm down for a minute and think!” So Hannah was murdered in Helga’s bedroom after Mattie took her pictures and before Mary took hers… She fell face first on that rug and… and Gary rolled her body in it. So now I call Jordan and… “Wait,” she pried her hands from the podium and patted the air, calming herself, “she’s testifying, and this’ll blow her concentration…” She drew a deep breath and sighed audibly. So let’s take an extra few minutes to be thorough and have a look at the forensic photos Mary’s team took after Brenda Jensen’s murder, shall we? She drew another deep clearing breath and opened the folder of pictures taken in the ninth floor apartment. She hurriedly clicked through the images until she got to the bedroom photos. “And there’s the hearth and…” The red rug in front of the hearth was gone. 
 
    “NO!” She shouted at the screen, “You have got to be kidding me!” She checked the digital index card to check the date stamp on the image and shook her head, “Unbelievable!” She checked the pictures taken in the twelfth floor bedroom that same day and muttered, “Dammit, he took the rug from the ninth floor bedroom after the apartments were swept by Mary’s teams for Hannah’s murder and before Brenda’s… and now they’re both gone.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked from the pictures on the screen to her phone she left next to her tablet and parked her hands on her hips, glaring at it. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    She tapped the lighthouse icon and quickly typed a message. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan struck a professional pose but still tried to make herself as comfortable possible, assuming she was going to be testifying for the remainder of the day. The prosecutor led her succinctly through the events leading to her confrontation with Warren Jeffers in the White Plains datacenter and the resulting multiple homicides and electrical blackouts that affected the eastern United States. Gerald Collard, Jeffers’s attorney, objected strenuously each time Jordan answered a question but the judge overruled him, and after scolding him for wasting the court’s time, she noted how his objections faded until he simply sat, uncomfortably silent while his client periodically scribbled him a note on his pad, glaring at both him and Jordan. When the prosecutor finished, the judge ordered a brief recess and when she returned to the stand, it was the defense’s turn. 
 
    “Agent Hawkins,” he stood and approached, “for the record, can you again identify my client in this room?” 
 
    Wow, she nodded, is this as good as you can do? “Yes,” she answered and pointed at Jeffers, seated at the defense table, “That is Warren Jeffers.” 
 
    As he did when the prosecutor asked Jordan to identify him, Jeffers smirked at her before looking back down at the notepad he scribbled on. 
 
    “You had quite a bit of difficulty hunting my client down, did you not?” 
 
    “Objection,” the prosecutor waved a hand, “relevance?” 
 
    He turned to the judge, “If I may be allowed some leeway here, Your Honor, I promise relevance will be immediately forthcoming.” 
 
    “Alright,” the judge nodded, “I’ll allow it, but it had better reveal itself pretty damn quick, Mister Collard.” 
 
    “It took several weeks,” Jordan answered, “yes.” 
 
    “According to your testimony, you said Mister Jeffers coerced you under false pretenses, to that datacenter in White Plains?” 
 
    “He held an employee at gunpoint and forced him to call me and arrange a meeting…” 
 
    “Yes, yes…” he waved a hand dismissively, “and when you arrived and were finally face to face with my client, you were enraged, weren’t you?” 
 
    Jordan suppressed the urge to smile; she knew where he was headed and she answered, “On the contrary, I was at first surprised to see Mister Jeffers and I then was horrified when he instructed his assistant to murder the employee he’d taken hostage, a Mister Arthur Mills, by shooting him point-blank in the head.” 
 
    “Objection!” Collard whirled to face the judge, “You Honor, instruct the witness to answer the question.” 
 
    The judge rested his chin on his hand, “I believe she did, Counselor… overruled.” 
 
    Collard turned back to her, “I asked if you were angry that day, Agent, because when push came to shove, you were so angry… you hated my client so much that you deliberately shot him in his genitals, isn’t that true?” 
 
    Jordan drew a careful breath through her nose and looked at Jeffers who stared determinedly down at his notepad. “Pushing and shoving is a poor way to describe what happened in that room; Mister Jeffers was personally responsible for the murder of seven people before getting to that datacenter…” 
 
    “Your Honor! Please instruct the wit…” 
 
    “Overruled.” The judge threw him a stern look, “The witness will continue.” 
 
    “Once at the datacenter he was responsible for the murder of Arthur Mills, a security guard, two of the datacenter’s programmers…” 
 
    “Yes,” he cut her off, “and you shot and killed two of Mister Jeffers’s associates before shooting my client in his genitals!” 
 
    “Oh, for god’s sake!” the prosecutor stood, “where are you going with this?” 
 
    The judge waved at both lawyers, “Answer the question, Agent.” 
 
    “As I have already stated, at that point I was quite tired…” 
 
    Collard scoffed, “Tired?” 
 
    The judge held up a hand, “Let her answer.” 
 
    “I had taken quite a physical pounding from Mister Jeffers’s associates…” From the corner of her eye, she saw Jeffers grin, “And when I finally succeeded in stopping the four of them and turned to Mister Jeffers, he lunged at me…” 
 
    “He was unarmed…” 
 
    “Correct, and I fired my weapon…” 
 
    Mister Collard swung his hands in a wide, theatrical gesture, “So you admit it freely? You deliberately shot my client, an unarmed man, in his privates.” 
 
    “I followed my training and aimed for the center of Mister Jeffers’s chest.” The defense attorney looked surprised and she looked from him to Jeffers, “The use of deadly force in this instance was justified given the level of present danger and violence already committed by Jeffers and his associates.” Her head cocked to one side as she regarded Jeffers, who sat stone-faced, “But I was exhausted, and although I was aiming at his chest my arm had dropped significantly when I fired…” 
 
    “It was on purpose, Agent Hawkins!” 
 
    “Jeffers was enraged and attacked with deadly intention, if I had more energy and kept my arm raised, in that second I would have shot him in the chest and he wouldn’t have survived.” 
 
    Jeffers emitted an audible snort of contempt and glared at her, but her expression was neutral as she stared back at him and he looked back down at his notepad. She felt several long seconds pass in silence and she watched as Jeffers stole looks at her, looking increasingly uncomfortable; You really are one messed up pathetic little prick, aren’t you? 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor! The witness is trying to intimidate my client by staring at him!” 
 
    “Fine,” the judge sighed heavily, sounding bored, “please look away, Agent Hawkins.” 
 
    She looked expectantly at Mr. Collard and waited for the next question. 
 
    He stood before her, licking his lips, an expression of acute uncertainty on his face, “I have no further questions, Your Honor.” 
 
    “You’re excused, Agent.” The judge rapped his gavel, “Let’s take a ten minute recess.” 
 
    She left the stand and the prosecutor gave her a nod, whispering his thanks. As federal officers led Jeffers from the room, she saw a look of supreme annoyance on his face and when she caught his eye, she saw the sudden transformation from arrogance to fear. Are you sure you’re enjoying yourself, Warren? The words were unspoken but Jeffers reacted as though he heard her and tore his eyes away, fleeing the room and making his guards pull on the belly chain, reconnected to his handcuffs, to slow him down. 
 
    She left the courtroom and pulled her phone from her pocket. She turned it on as she headed for the lobby and smiled when she felt it vibrate and saw the lighthouse icon fill the screen, 
 
    “Catherine is sending you a message.” She stepped to one side in the marble hallway and tapped the screen, “I miss you, please call me when you can.” She tapped Catherine’s phone number. It only rang once. 
 
    “Jordan?” 
 
    She grinned, “Hey, I’m done for the day, and I missed you too.” 
 
    “I have good news and bad news, the good news is I found Hannah Babcock’s murder scene.” 
 
    Jordan’s jaw dropped and she blurted, “You what?” 
 
    “I found identical red rugs in those creepy clone bedrooms in Helga’s apartments. But Jordan, the one on the twelfth floor was there before Hannah’s murder, then disappeared after.” 
 
    Jordan’s grin was huge as she hurried from the courthouse, “But we have the identical one in her mom’s bedroom on the ninth floor…” 
 
    “No…” Catherine cut her off, “we don’t, that’s the bad news; when Mary’s team took another set of photos after Brenda Jensen’s murder the rug on the ninth floor had disappeared too.” 
 
    “Oh…” Jordan pushed through the doors and stood on the steps outside, “well…” She parked a hand on her hip and stepped to the side, allowing people to pass, “Look, photographic evidence is still good, I can use it to make Gary crack and who knows? Maybe that second rug is in storage or something.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor Bernard,” she smiled again, “excellent work. Keep looking, I’m on my way back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had arranged the series of pictures on the wide screen, arranging them in the order taken from left to right and pasted the digital index cards beneath each. She sat in one of the theater-style seats, her phone and the screen’s remote on her lap. 
 
    “Keep looking?” She muttered to the empty room, “For what?” 
 
    She sighed dejectedly and slumped, resting her head on the back of the seat. One these things is not like the other. Her thoughts began to wander and fleeting images of Jordan and Cameron reading the find the animal book flitted past her mind’s eye. “So,” she mused aloud, “where’s Waldo?” She snorted, “I mean the elephant?” You already found the elephant in the room, and then it disappeared. And actually, all of the things in these bedrooms are exactly the same as in the other. “Gary bashed Hannah in the head, killing her, then he wrapped her up in that rug and…” She sat bolt upright in the seat, “Oh my god, he hit her in the back of her head with what?” She gripped the armrests and stared hard first at Mattie’s photos then Mary’s first photographic series of the matching bedrooms. 
 
    “There’s a second elephant in this room…” She stared at the carved hearth with gold-painted angels, “and there it is…” 
 
    Mattie’s picture of the hearth and rug clearly showed a bronze statuette of a ballet dancer in pirouette on the mantle, standing amid other bronze dancers in various poses. About what, twelve inches high? Easy to grip and swing around… and look at the base, thick and heavy. 
 
    “Oh, Jordan,” she moaned aloud, “please hurry!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She burst into the auditorium and Catherine jumped. “Sorry,” Jordan apologized, “I’m still in hurry mode.” She planted a quick kiss on her lips. 
 
    “Oh, my god!” She pushed her into a seat, “Sit, sit! I have been going crazy waiting for you to get back!” 
 
    Jordan sat with a thud and chuckled, “Okay, lay it on me.” 
 
    She sat next to her and showed her the progression of disappearing red area rugs and Jordan kissed her, “And that’s Jenga… You did it! That’s it!” 
 
    Catherine looked at her in complete confusion, “What’s Jenga?” 
 
    “It’s…” Jordan snickered, “I’ll explain later.” She waved distractedly at the screen, “Can you pull up Mary’s report when she processed Gary’s car?” 
 
    Catherine quickly accessed and scanned through her emails, “Here it is.” She handed her the remote and Jordan clicked open the document labeled, Evidentiary Findings. 
 
    She muttered, “I could swear I saw…” She scanned through the long list of fiber evidence found and chuckled, “Oh yes…” She highlighted a section of text, enlarging it on the screen and read Mary’s narrative aloud, “Negative for evidence of blood. No evidence of excessive cleaning, like with bleach. Positive for dirt, dust and fibers… Fiber evidence was recorded and collected from the trunk’s rim.” She clicked open the corresponding photo, “And there you go…” Jordan said in a low voice. “Mary needs to confirm it but it sure looks like red carpet fibers stuck in the rim of Gary’s trunk.” She turned to her, excited, “And what’ll you bet those fibers will match the ones found on Hannah Babcock?” 
 
    “So he rolled her body into that red rug… and when he either stuffed her body into the trunk or dragged her out, bits of it got stuck in the rim.” 
 
    Jordan’s grin was huge, “That’s right.” 
 
    Catherine’s eyes were bright and she held out her hand for the remote, “And that’s not all…” Jordan handed it back. “Back to Mattie’s first picture of Helga’s bedroom on the twelfth floor…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She circled the object with the laser, “See the statuette on the mantle?” 
 
    Jordan’s excited eyes flitted from her to the screen and she rose from her seat, “Don’t tell me, you found the murder weapon.” She approached the screen and pointed, “And that’s it?” 
 
    “I believe so. Look at the progression of pictures again; first, Mattie’s photos show these two statuettes on the mantles of both hearths in both bedrooms. Then Hannah is murdered and Mary’s team photographs the rooms and,” she circled the mantle in the next photo with the laser, “see? The statuette is missing from Helga’s bedroom, but,” she circled the laser on the next photo, “like the red rug, the statuette’s twin is still sitting on the mantle in her mother’s bedroom on the ninth floor.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes flicked ahead to the next series, “And after Mary’s second forensic sweep it disappeared along with the red rug.” 
 
    “Yep…” Catherine sighed, sounding dejected. “What do you suppose he did with them?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged, “In the river? Who knows?” She said, smiling, “But given Helga’s penchant for collecting art, I’m willing to bet one was the original and the other an official copy. All we need to do is track down just one more copy and match the base to the injuries in Hannah Babcock’s skull.” Catherine looked hopeful and she grinned, “Congratulations, Doctor Bernard, you just cracked the case.” 
 
    “And that’s… Jenga?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Catherine unplugged her tablet and they returned to their office across the hall. Jordan’s desk phone was ringing and she checked the caller ID before activating the speaker function, 
 
    “Stewart…” 
 
    “I heard you were back, I thought you were stuck in court all day.” 
 
    “Jeffers’s lawyer had nothing substantive to ask me so the prosecutor let me go for now. Look, I’m on my way to see you…” 
 
    “Not right this second you’re not; some haughty woman is downstairs waiting to talk to the agent responsible for holding up the Lynch estate.” 
 
    “Another family member?” 
 
    “No, she’s a pissed off beneficiary insisting she talk to someone and I am not going down there.” 
 
    “Fine.” Jordan sighed heavily and severed the connection, groaning low in her chest as she rotated her neck. 
 
    Catherine snickered, “How about I go talk to her?” She offered, “I can say I’m your assistant or something and I’m there to listen to her complaint and get her contact information…” 
 
    She looked surprised, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course,” She stood, searching for a pad and pen, “this could be fun.” 
 
    “Oh my god, thank you!” Jordan absently patted her hands over her pockets, “Just say I’m unavailable, get her info and then send her away, okay?” 
 
    “Will do, Agent Hawkins.” 
 
    “While you’re doing that I’ll get Stewart to order an emergency warrant for the statue and rug… Maybe Mary can find them hidden in one of Helga’s storage rooms.” 
 
    Catherine grabbed her phone, “I’ll call Mattie and see if she can help on the statuette, it’s odd it wasn’t on her list of missing items.” 
 
    Jordan frowned, “Huh, did Gary delete it from his hard drives?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t recover any deletion that fit that description. That’s why I’m hoping Mattie can figure it out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine walked briskly into the conference room and held out her hand to the elderly woman seated primly behind the table, “Vivian Thibodaux? How do you do, I’m Catherine Bernard; I’ll be taking your information today.” 
 
    Ms. Thibodaux gave the hand a long look before taking it, however briefly, “I asked to speak to the agent in charge of holding up the Helga Lynch estate.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry; she had to attend to some very pressing bureau business…” She sat and flipped open the notepad she brought with her, “How may I be of assistance today?” 
 
    It was obvious Vivian Thibodaux had been a ballerina in her youth; the ramrod straight posture and gray hair precisely wrapped in a tight bun at the back of her head made her position in the world clear. “I must demand you allow Helga’s estate to enter probate so my school can receive the money left to us in her will.” 
 
    Catherine smiled; she couldn’t decide whether she should be shocked or amused by the woman’s uppity attitude, “Do you understand people associated with Miss Lynch have been murdered since she passed away?” 
 
    Vivian harrumphed, “Unless you think someone murdered a one hundred and nine year old I see no reason why you should obstruct the surrogate’s court.” 
 
    For a woman in at least her seventies, Catherine noted privately, she wears an appreciable amount of makeup. “In desperate need of Helga’s money in spite of the ten million she already gave you?” 
 
    “If you know about that generous gift then you know how long ago she gave it to us. The school required extensive, costly repairs and renovations and I cannot ask our wealthier parents for more right now.” Catherine only arched her brows and she added, “As it is, more than fifty percent of our students come from disadvantaged backgrounds and attend on scholarship.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re still trying to obtain grant money so we can continue to provide after-school tutoring and mentorship so our girls can excel in academics when they’re not attending dance class.” 
 
    “I thought your school taught dance only.” 
 
    “I am the Matron and Executive Director of the Graham Dance Theater and School. We work very hard to give our girls a place to go after school and keep them off the streets where they would most certainly fall prey to bad habits and unsavory influences. We strive to imbue our girls with the confidence, discipline and strength of character one can only learn from the ballet.” She crossed her arms defiantly over her chest, “Only a handful of our girls go on to dance for the ABT or New York City Ballet companies, but we prepare all of them for life and the world, Miss Bernard. All my girls are the crème de la crème, and ninety-eight percent of our student body goes on to college. When Helga Lynch gave generously of her wealth, she knew was providing our girls with an opportunity to lead successful lives.” Her arms still crossed, she leaned back slightly in her seat, “So I ask, again, that the FBI remove the obstacles preventing the Surrogate’s Court from entering the Lynch estate into probate.” 
 
    “Your efforts and the work of your school are truly admirable, Miz Thibodaux.” Catherine said sincerely, “And as soon as the individuals responsible for murdering Miss Lynch’s nurse and maid have been arrested, I’m sure the surrogate’s court will proceed with probate.” 
 
    The elder woman’s eyes narrowed briefly and she sniffed, “Then I shall pray for their speedy arrests.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stewart promised to personally hand deliver the warrant for the red rug and the statuette to Mary and Jordan hurried to arrest Gary Tauscher. She exited the elevator and rang the bell to Helga’s twelfth floor apartment. There was no answer and she waited long seconds before knocking on the door. His endless cataloguing ended when Helga died… maybe he’s downstairs on the ninth floor. Impulsively, she tried the door, remembering when the building manager said Gary was notorious for leaving it unlocked. The handle turned, I guess old habits die hard. She entered and stood in the foyer, hands on hips, “Gary?” she called. 
 
    After a moment, the door to Gary’s office opened and he poked his head out, “Yes?” Once he saw her, he shook his head and walked into the grand hallway, “Oh, Agent Hawkins… I really have no time for any more of this... do I need to get a lawyer to make you stop bothering me?” 
 
    “Gary Tauscher,” she said, walking towards him, “You’re under arrest for the murder of Hannah Babcock.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide and when he turned on his heel and ran down the long marble hall, Jordan took off after him. She chased him for more than a hundred feet when Mattie suddenly swung out of an open doorway, gun drawn. 
 
    “STOP!” 
 
    He skidded to a halt and raised his arms high, “I didn’t do it!” He shouted, “I didn’t! I swear!” 
 
    Jordan pulled handcuffs from her jacket pocket, “You know, running away doesn’t help your case any.” She smiled at Mattie as she handcuffed him, “Thank you, I didn’t think you were still coming here.” 
 
    “I got a text from Catherine about a red area rug and a bronze statuette?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting a warrant for them.” 
 
    “Well,” she scoffed and re-holstered her weapon, “you might need a warrant, but the one I got when I first came here covers everything till the end of the year.” 
 
    “The end of the year?” Jordan snorted, “How’d you manage that?” 
 
    “For this case and all this stuff?” She shrugged, “Who knew how long it would’ve taken me to catalogue it?” She nodded at the room she had exited, “That’s one of Helga’s storage rooms…” 
 
    “Did you find the rug?” 
 
    “Not the rug,” she grinned, crooking a finger, “have a look.” 
 
    Holding Gary by the upper arm, Jordan urged him to follow her. 
 
    “I already got some pictures of it, but I left it there so Mary’s team can process it and the room again…” She held up her phone, showing the picture she took of Helga’s bedroom, “That’s what you’re looking for, right?” 
 
    Jordan squinted at the image, “Yes, a ballerina in pirouette, maybe ten or twelve inches tall?” 
 
    The room’s ceiling was high and a massive, slated shelving unit full of paintings stood against the far wall. Turning to the left, Mattie led them past rows and rows of wooden crates, “You kept such good care of Helga’s art, Gary.” She pulled latex gloves on her hands while she spoke, “But you didn’t always crate everything right away, did you?” 
 
    Seemingly endless works of art sat crowded atop the crates; a hodgepodge of statuary, decorative wooden bowls, boxes and masks and Jordan muttered, “Jeez, Mattie, how did you manage to inventory all this stuff?” 
 
    Gary’s eyes grew wide, “How did she manage?” 
 
    She gave him a look, “You had twenty years to catalogue all this stuff, spare me.” 
 
    Mattie snorted, “If he had boxed it you be waiting a while for Mary’s team to unload all the crates in here to find it.” She motioned to one, its top crowded with sculpted works in bronze and marble, “You never deleted this work or its twin from your inventory, Gary.” She cocked her head to one side, “Is that because it was the murder weapon and you just couldn’t face those entries in your archive let alone delete them?” He was silent and she turned to Jordan, “Is that it?” 
 
    Jordan looked to where she pointed, seeing the bronze dancer in pirouette behind a cluster of other small sculptures of ballerinas in various poses, “I believe it is.” She grinned, “Excellent work, Agent Hargrove.” 
 
    Mattie carefully raised the statuette, “This is The Dancer in Pirouette, by an art deco sculptor, Anton Buell, created in 1933.” She hefted the artwork in her hand, “Made of bronze, the one that was in Helga’s bedroom was a numbered copy, the first of six official copies made by the artist.” She slowly crossed the room while she spoke, “I know because I catalogued everything in both Helga’s apartments, and not just in these storage rooms. And my notes for these statuettes said that the one down in the ninth floor bedroom was the original and it bears the artist’s initials, AB, and the year, 1933.” Mattie turned the dancer in her gloved hand upside down; “Well, what do you know.” She smiled and held it out so they could see the artist’s imprint, “This is the original.” 
 
    “So what’d you do with Helga’s copy, Gary?” Jordan murmured softly, “After you used it to kill Hannah Babcock?” 
 
    He remained silent, and staring at the floor shook his head from side to side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She tapped open Mattie’s picture of Helga’s hearth and red area rug fullscreen on her tablet and swung it around on the tabletop, facing him, “You see, Gary, we have pictures of both apartments before you killed Hannah Babcock and after. This sequence of photos shows that red rug in the room before you killed her; in this one you see it…” She swept the screen to the next image, “And in this one; see the rug in this one? No, you don’t, because you rolled her dead body in that rug and stuffed her in the trunk of your car.” His eyes flicked from her and back to the tablet. “We know this because we found red carpet fibers in your car, stuck in the rim of your trunk.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” She exhaled heavily, “The jury will believe you did and confessing could go a long way in avoiding the death penalty.” 
 
    He shook his head from side to side, “No…” he rasped. 
 
    “The fiber and photographic evidence is all the DA will need for a conviction, and we have the original of the statuette, once it’s matched to the injuries you inflicted on Hannah Babcock’s skull, it’ll be over.” He mutely shook his head and she added, “You killed Hannah Babcock; you hit her in the head with that statue and rolled her body in that red rug from Helga’s bedroom… the one that used to lie in front of the fireplace. You shoved her into the trunk of your car, drove to Connecticut and dumped her body at Chateau Donjon.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it!” He insisted in a quiet voice, glaring down at the image on her tablet. “Claude did it. He killed her, I saw it.” 
 
    Jordan sat back in her seat, clearly disbelieving, “Oh, I can’t wait to hear this.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Why would Claude Babcock ever have a reason to be in Helga Lynch’s apartment?” 
 
    “I knew who he was. There were a few times, over the years, when he stopped by the hospital to see his mother while I was there reporting to Helga.” Jordan was silent and he continued, “To my knowledge he’d never been to Helga’s apartment nor would I have expected him to even know where it was. But…” he shook his head, closing his eyes for a moment, “one day I found him and Brenda… together in one of the storage rooms…” 
 
    Jordan clarified, “In Helga’s apartment?” 
 
    “Yes… it was awkward, but I think I was more embarrassed than they were. Brenda simply rearranged her clothing and got back to work and Claude…” His snort was derisive, “Claude waited for Brenda to leave then suggested we go into business together.” 
 
    “Selling off Helga’s art?” 
 
    “She was so old by then, and she had so much… So much of it she hadn’t even seen in years… decades.” 
 
    “And she wasn’t giving you checks on a daily basis,” Jordan said dryly, “not like she gave Hannah.” 
 
    “I sacrificed a lot working for her; my marriage, my…” 
 
    “It was difficult to hang onto the generous salary Helga paid you when your alimony payments were so high.” 
 
    “It’s not like we took that much, and I only got fifty percent of the proceeds.” 
 
    Yeah, Jordan pressed her lips together, and that makes everything okay, doesn’t it? “So you’re gonna’ tell me Hannah Babcock visited Helga’s apartment too?” 
 
    He shook his head, “She had never come there before… but she did that night. She either knew or suspected what Claude doing and I think she followed him. He came to pick up another piece… and suddenly she was there, ringing the bell. I opened it and she stormed inside, demanding to talk to him. When she saw him she began shrieking; how dare he steal from Madam…” 
 
    Jordan looked at the recording technician seated in the corner and sighed, “And then?” 
 
    “He threw up his hands and stormed off, down the hall… and she followed, still screaming…” He stared at the far wall, not seeing it, “and suddenly, they were in Miss Lynch’s bedroom and I followed.” He shook his head, “They should not have gone in there, they had no right, it was such an invasion of privacy… I said, ‘Now see here…’ just as she slapped Claude across the face and when she whirled and began shouting at me, Claude suddenly had that sculpture in his hand and he…” Gary raised his hand, mimicking the gesture but it trembled violently and he quickly lowered it to his lap, “He struck her.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She just stopped… you know?” He turned brimming eyes to her, “She just stopped, and her arms fell to her sides like they were suddenly so heavy… And she just fell forward… like a tree… on that rug.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” 
 
    “Claude… he just stood there and laughed… He said that was sure easier than trying to figure out how to inject her without her noticing.” Gary sniffed, “I was… I… I-I couldn’t believe it… He just started rolling her up in the rug and told me to go get one of the wheeled garbage bins and bring it up in the utility elevator.” 
 
    “And you did.” 
 
    Tears spilled from his eyes, “What choice did I have?” 
 
    Unbelievable. Jordan bit her lip, “What was Claude going to inject her with?” 
 
    “I don’t know… But he scared me.” 
 
    She spoke softly, “Where’s the rug, Gary?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “From the ninth floor.” 
 
    “I put it one of storage the rooms.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Jordan finished her nightly security check of the house and unplugged her phone from the charger. She had filed a criminal BOLO for Claude Babcock before leaving work for the day and she checked her voice and email for notification alerts as she wandered to their bedroom. 
 
    Catherine was sitting on the bed, reading her journal, “Oh, my god, I did.” 
 
    Jordan closed the door behind her, “Did what?” 
 
    “There was a night I dreamt I was talking to Helga Lynch and she told me she knew who killed Hannah Babcock.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Jordan set her phone on the nightstand and lay next to her, “Did she say Claude did it?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t tell me.” She sighed and slid the journal back in the drawer, “I hate it when people are unnecessarily cryptic.” 
 
    Jordan snickered, “Was that all she said?” 
 
    “She said I’d know too.” 
 
    “You did, you’re the one who found the murder scene.” 
 
    “Mmm…” Catherine turned out the light and slid under the covers, “The funny part is while she was telling me that we were watching her dance.” 
 
    “She was dancing?” 
 
    “No, I mean we were sitting there and watching her dance when she was young.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    She snorted and stole a look at her, “She was executing pirouettes…” 
 
    Jordan’s brows rose high on her forehead, “Oh…” 
 
    “Yeah; oh…” 
 
    “Saying your special mantra every night before bed really works.” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded; “the dead may speak to me in my dreams and not through me.” 
 
    Jordan pulled her close, “Amen.” 
 
    “And women.” Catherine snuggled against her and yawned, “So how did it go at Jeffers’s trial? I never got to ask.” 
 
    “He pleaded not guilty in this trial too, which is ridiculous given the mountain of evidence against him. It’s obvious he just wants attention; he must know once he disappears in the prison system no one will care about him anymore. His lawyer really has nothing to work with as a defense and decided… or maybe Jeffers made him accuse me of deliberately shooting him in his privates.” 
 
    Catherine snorted, “Oh jeez, really? What did you say?” 
 
    She shrugged, “The truth! I was tired; I didn’t mean to shoot him there, that’s not how I was trained.” 
 
    They were quiet for a long minute and Catherine asked, “Do you think Gary is telling the truth? That Claude Babcock killed his mother?” 
 
    “I do, I think money can ruin families… and people who just can’t cope with it. Having that much wealth really is an enormous responsibility, and I think there are damn few who can handle it.” She shrugged, “Look how the uber rich act around the world; most are just abject grubby, morally bankrupt, greedy little assholes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Catherine sighed, “but Helga Lynch seemed nice.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Jordan agreed, closing her eyes, “no wonder she hid from the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ringtone was called Zen Water, and the sounds of a fountain and a bell-like melody gradually filled the room. Jordan rolled over and fumbled in the dark for her phone, squinting at the caller ID. It was a bureau number and she cleared her throat before answering, “Hawkins.” 
 
    Catherine emitted a huge yawn and sleepily checked the time on the small alarm clock on her nightstand. 
 
    “Great,” Jordan said quietly, “keep him in Holding, I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Holding what?” Catherine mumbled and rolled back to her, “It’s a quarter to six…” 
 
    She hung up and turned to plant a kiss on her lips, “Claude Babcock just got caught trying to leave the country.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    He handed her the arrest paperwork and plastic evidence bag of Claude Babcock’s personal belongings, “His name came up on the no-fly list when he tried to board a flight to Paris.” 
 
    “Really…” Jordan listened while she quickly scanned the incident report, “Has he called a lawyer?” 
 
    “Yeah, some friend of his. He’s not here yet though, and he’s corporate, not criminal.” 
 
    “Okay, well, that takes care of his one phone call. Thanks for bringing him up.” 
 
    “Anytime,” he nodded, “no problem.” 
 
    He left and Jordan entered the interview room, “Claude,” she greeted the young man dressed in the orange jumpsuit, “that color suits you.” 
 
    He was seated; his right hand cuffed to the table and shook his head, “You’ve made a serious blunder, Agent...” 
 
    “Hawkins.” She reminded him. “So your art-dealer-partner confessed that you killed your mother…” 
 
    He waved impatiently, “I don’t know what you’re talking about and I don’t have to talk to you ‘til my lawyer gets here.” 
 
    “True, but you can listen while you wait for him.” She looked past him to the recording technician, “Are you recording?” 
 
    “Started when he entered the room.” 
 
    “Excellent.” She smiled, “So, Gary Tauscher has confessed and will testify in court that you hit your mother in the head once, with a statuette of a ballerina, killed her, then dumped her body over the wall of Helga Lynch’s estate in Westport, Connecticut.” 
 
    “Prove it.” He leered. 
 
    “We can do that.” He said nothing and she sighed, looking idly at the bag of his possessions that sat on the paperwork in front of her, “In fact, we can connect you to the murder of Brenda Jensen too.” Her eyes flicked to his, “She is the one who got you in the door of Helga’s apartment, right? Until Gary caught you in the storage room.” He licked his lips nervously and she opened the bag, pulling out his wallet, “You know, I’ve just had a look at your car, Claude, it’s a mess. It’s being processed as we speak, do you really think they won’t find any hair or blood or skin cells from Brenda before you dumped her body in that alley?” She noted the slight tremor that shook his narrow frame. Is that rage? She wondered, Or fear? “As for your mom; maybe you planned to kill her all along. Your dad was already dead, with her gone too that would leave you first in line to inherit… wouldn’t it?” She sat back in the chair and opening his wallet, began looking through the contents. “Although you probably intended to wait until after she got the additional fifteen million Helga left her in her will.” Brows arched high on his smooth forehead and her eyes flicked to his, “Oh, she didn’t tell you?” She cocked her head to one side, “Huh, too bad. You really jumped the gun on that one.” She pulled a stack of plastic cards from the wallet and began flipping through them, “And now you won’t get any of your mom’s money.” 
 
    “Have I no rights here at all?” He asked through clenched teeth, “Are you allowed to steal my money and credit cards too?” 
 
    She held up a gym membership card, “Platinum membership… nice.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, “Such an expensive membership, you probably have your own locker there, huh?” He paled and she added, “I scheduled you for the last transport to Rikers tonight, so I have all day to clear out your locker for you.” She gave him a wink, “I’ll be sure to let you know what I find there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look happy.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Catherine whispered, snickering, “this place is so over the top.” She looked around her at the men’s locker room, “I’ve never been in such a posh gym, not to mention I never thought I’d ever see the inside of a men’s locker room…” She snorted, “If you can even call this a locker room.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” They stood in the small private room that included a shower and locker the size of a closet. “Screening room, hair salon, restaurant…” Jordan sounded incredulous, “where exactly do they workout?” 
 
    Stewart had rushed a warrant to access Claude Babcock’s locker at Club Elite, one of the most expensive health clubs in New York, and they watched as Special Agent Mary Fielding used the key provided by management to open the closet door and her assistant recorded the event with a small high definition camera. 
 
    “Huh… it’s a walk-in.” Mary stepped back and motioned for her assistant to enter, “Record everything in plain sight first.” She turned to them, grinning, “And I can plainly see a laptop on a shelf.” 
 
    Jordan made herself sit quietly until Mary had finished collecting fingerprints from it and handed it to Catherine. She powered it on and they stared as icons filled the desktop and Jordan muttered, “Oh my god, some people are so stupid.” Claude kept only folder icons on the left side of the screen, lined up in a neat row and she read their names aloud, “Art sales, personal purchases, valuable contacts…” 
 
    Catherine clicked open the art sales folder, “Lots of stuff in here, he was dumb enough to save his online chats of price negotiations… There’s a spreadsheet.” She shook her head, “Wow. I can print all this stuff for your next meeting with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A bearded young man stood beside Claude’s chair, “My name is Josh Ketchum.” He introduced himself, “I’ve advised Mister Babcock not to say anything until I’ve gotten a criminal attorney to defend him against these scurrilous charges and I…” 
 
    “Have a seat.” She cut him off and dropped her stack of printouts and tablet on the table as she sat down. 
 
    Claude spoke in a quiet voice, “I won’t be saying anything to you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I took so long, you had a lot of stuff to catalogue in that gym locker.” She began sorting through the stack of printouts, “Although your laptop, of course, kept us the busiest. Now let’s see…” She looked at him, “you are nothing if not a meticulous record-keeper, Claude.” She looked back down at the page, “You kept such careful track of your buyers… probably so you could sell them more of Helga’s art, huh?” 
 
    His lawyer friend whispered loudly, “Don’t say a word.” 
 
    “And in both your personal purchases and valuable contacts folders you had a brief entry for the guy you bought sux from. We’re arresting him too,” she flashed him a brilliant smile, “but the D.A. probably won’t need him since we also found the vial of succinylcholine and bag of syringes you hid wrapped in that towel.” She tapped open an image on her tablet and held it up for them, “See? Found it tucked behind a stack of towels on a shelf in your walk-in locker there. This would be the sux you injected Brenda Jensen with to make sure she was dead and probably intended to use on your mother.” 
 
    Josh Ketchum’s jaw dropped and she continued, “And just to be thorough, I’m going to have your father exhumed.” Claude said nothing but his eyes fleetingly flashed open wide as he glared at the tabletop. “So we can look for the trace carbon elements that are left behind when someone is killed by succinylcholine…” She sighed and leaned her elbows on the table, “He was a diabetic, it would have been easy enough to make him unknowingly inject himself with it. What do you suppose an autopsy will find?” 
 
    “My father was a lazy piece of shit…” 
 
    His lawyer laid an arm on him, “Claude….” he cautioned. 
 
    “I raised my brother and sister,” he muttered through tightly clenched teeth, “not him! Our mother was obsessed with getting checks from Helga Lynch… Then she forced all of us to get MBA’s from Harvard. She never once asked what we wanted from our lives! She wouldn’t even buy us our own houses!” Josh pulled on his arm and he yanked it away, “Apartments only! She said we had to earn enough to buy our own house just like she did.” He shouted, “What bullshit!” He slapped his hand on the table, “My mother was an asshole, but it isn’t proof I killed her!” 
 
    “Claude,” Jordan murmured, “Gary confessed.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” He snarled, “Did he tell you he helped me? He wrapped her in that rug, frantic to keep her bleeding nose from soaking through the carpet and on Madame’s precious parquet floor. It was his idea to get the garbage barrel and roll her down to his car…” 
 
    Josh hissed, “Will you for chrissakes shut up!” 
 
    Claude whirled on him, “Don’t you fucking know anything? This is how you cut a deal!” 
 
    “He confessed to going with you to dump the body,” Jordan said quietly, “mostly because he was afraid you’d screw it up and he was still determined to protect Helga Lynch’s privacy.” Her grin was sardonic, “And to cover his own ass, I’m sure.” She waited a moment before asking, “So why sux?” 
 
    He sighed heavily, staring at the wall behind her, “I used to stand across the street from that building,” he said, ignoring her, “and just stare at it. How could anyone have so much… and just walk away? I’m not stupid; I took computer science in school…. The email address is listed on the building’s website and once I hacked the building manager’s email account it wasn’t too hard to hack their security cameras.” His snort was condescending, “Their passwords were lame, but I still needed a way in. One day I saw her exit the building and I followed her into a liquor store, thinking I could maybe get some useful gossip.” He smiled, shaking his head, “I had no idea she worked for that old bat, in her apartment! It was fate, you know? We started dating and she got me in. But when Gary caught us in one of the rooms… in flagrante delicto…” He flashed Jordan a feral smile, “We had a man to man talk… and I knew… I knew he was an easy mark: the unhappy and broke, broken man who hated his ex. He forgave so much working for that old woman; it wasn’t hard for him to say yes to a fifty percent cut from every piece I took.” 
 
    Jordan didn’t want to interrupt his flow but he stopped talking so she risked a gentle prompt, “You didn’t need Brenda anymore.” 
 
    “That’s right, and she knew it.” He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head, exasperated, “That fucking cunt. I said I wanted to break up and we had a fight and I didn’t hear from her again. Working with Gary I could pick up the art whenever I wanted and I only went at night.” He shook his head and snorted in loud contempt, “Except that one time… except for the Rodin. I was busy and had to drop by during the day when I picked up that piece and she saw me. She tried to make me stop and talk to her but I ran out.” He shrugged, “Then she saw me one day when I stopped for beer. She was walking to the subway and acted like we were old friends.” He briefly pressed his lips together in a fine line of annoyance. “Said her roommate moved out and she needed money for rent. I said I was sorry to hear that and she said maybe I should think about that for a minute. Said she reported the Rodin theft and when she talked to the FBI about it she was vague and said she didn’t know who the thief was.” He looked at her, sneering, “But maybe she could remember more now and call them back.” A tiny mean smile plucked at his lips, “I said I had to make a stop at an ATM… I pretended to make up with her and offered her a ride. I got some cash and drove her home.” His voice dropped and he stared at the tabletop with half-lidded eyes, “When she tried to kiss me I said…” He snickered, “I said wait a minute and reached in the backseat…” He chuckled some more, “She must have thought I was reaching for a rubber or something but I grabbed a five pound free weight I had from the gym and hit her with it. I didn’t have a lot of room to hit her right and when she screamed I choked her.” 
 
    “And then you injected her with succinylcholine…” Jordan added, “to make sure she was dead before you dumped her body at her apartment, where you knew there were no security cameras.” 
 
    The laughter died on his lips and he sighed, leaning back in the chair, “So,” he muttered, “I told you what you want.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Will it get me off?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Jordan said drily, “and given the glut of evidence we already have I don’t know if you can get life without parole.” She sniffed, “We already know about the free weight, Claude; you left it in your car…” His smug expression slowly faded and she added, “Brenda’s blood and hair was still on it.” 
 
    “What?” He exploded, “But I…” 
 
    She stood and glanced at Mr. Ketchum, “When you get a real attorney I imagine he or she will try to work a deal with the D.A.” She shrugged, “You might get one, I don’t know.” She gathered her tablet and papers, “If he does and you manage to get life without parole instead of the death penalty then I’d say that’s a pretty good trade considering the lives you took.” She turned and nodded to the recording tech, “Please keep recording until the room is empty.” When she opened the door, two agents stood waiting and she stepped aside, “Please take him back to Holding, I don’t want him to miss his bus to Rikers.” She left and took the first door down the hall and entered the observation room where Catherine and Stewart were watching through the one-way mirror, “And that’s what?” She asked. 
 
    Catherine’s smile was brilliant, “That’s Jenga!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The world is full of fools, 
 
    And he who would not see it should live alone and smash his mirror.” 
 
      
 
    - Claude Le Petit, 1686


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    “So how many rooms did she use for storage?” 
 
    “Four.” Mattie led the way through the apartment, “Although as unbelievable as that sounds, the fourth room is an empty bedroom filled with some life-sized statuary I think she didn’t care for.” 
 
    Jordan muttered, “So why keep them…” 
 
    Mattie whispered, “They’re homely, but valuable.” 
 
    They rounded a corner and Mary waved to them from an open doorway, “Hey, I was beginning to wonder if you were gonna’ make it.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jordan apologized, “traffic was a pain.” 
 
    “Thanks for waiting.” Catherine craned her neck, peering into the room, “You found it in here?” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” she gestured, “after you.” She followed Mattie, Jordan and Catherine inside, “This is the second storage room we searched.” She added, pointing, “It’s against the far wall…” 
 
    “It sure is.” Jordan marveled at the rolled red carpet, carefully sealed in a large clear plastic bag. 
 
    “This is exactly how we found it.” Mary said as she followed them across the expansive room and pointed to a dark corner, “it was lying against the wall with this row of wooden crates pushed against it. Clearly, the intent was to hide it.” 
 
    “He certainly rolled it up very neatly before sliding it into the bag.” Mattie said, “Gary was nothing if not meticulous in his care for Helga’s things.” 
 
    Mary chuckled, “He made my job a lot simpler.” 
 
    “And the carpet fibers will definitely match?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Preliminary comparisons say yes,” Mary nodded, “but the mass spectrometry findings will make it conclusive. Neither the fibers collected from Gary’s trunk or from this rug from her mother’s bedroom are nearly as old as the antique furniture she had in there. I think both area rugs were purchased at the same time, at this point I’ll just throw out a guess and say in the 1940’s.” She turned to her, “Did you ever find out what happened to the one they rolled the body in?” 
 
    “Gary said they stuffed it in a dumpster at a fast food place on the way back… so that’s lost in a landfill somewhere. Doesn’t matter though; we have all the evidence we need.” Jordan grinned, “Thank you, Agent Fielding.” 
 
    She gave her a slight bow, “You’re very welcome, Agent Hawkins.” She said drolly. 
 
    Jordan took some pictures of the rug with her phone before following Catherine, Mattie and Mary into the hallway again. 
 
    “Did you find a digital trail for the murder weapon?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Mattie said, “Claude entered the sale on his spreadsheet along with the other works he stole. The guy he sold it to bought a total of seven items from him, and it turns out the buyer was already wanted for some egregious art fraud, so he’s in custody too.” 
 
    “Wow.” Mary snorted, “Nice snowball effect.” 
 
    “It gets better,” Jordan, said, “we had the body of Hannah Babcock’s husband exhumed; his death certificate stated he died of complications from diabetes but our autopsy determined conclusively he was killed by succinylcholine. So Claude Babcock killed his father too and now he faces three capital murder charges.” 
 
    “But he agreed to fully allocute so he won’t be facing the death penalty.” Catherine said, adding, “He should be grateful.” 
 
    Mary hooked a thumb over her shoulder, “I gotta’ go downstairs and get my cart from the van.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jordan gave her a pat on the back, “thanks again for all your hard work, Mare.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you and Mattie thought it would never end.” 
 
    “I know I did…” she grinned at Mattie as she headed for the front door. 
 
    Catherine turned to her, “Can you give us a tour?” 
 
    “Ah, finally,” Mattie grinned, “you bet.” She took them to the first art gallery, walking past art worth millions before stopping, “Look familiar?” 
 
    Unconsciously, Catherine’s eyes went right to the open female genitalia on Helga’s recovered Rodin, “Lord,” she muttered, her face coloring deeply, “I’m even more embarrassed seeing it in person.” 
 
    Jordan and Mattie laughed and Jordan gave her a nudge, “Forgot how explicit it was, didn’t ya’?” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you her bedroom.” 
 
    They chatted amiably, regarding the spectacular views of Central Park and the paintings and dioramas they passed.  
 
    “I’m still stunned Claude had enough skill to write that code.” Catherine said, “He created a hyperlink that gave him direct access to this building’s security cameras with one click. And he did a good job writing code that both kept him hidden and covered his tracks while he was deleting security video and files from Gary’s hard drives.” 
 
    “Gary said he always let him in the rear entrance to avoid the doorman in the front lobby, and Claude was always careful to delete video of himself entering and leaving every time he came to steal a new piece.” Jordan draped an arm around Catherine’s shoulders, “But you busted him on that and you positively identified him as the forger of those electronic checks for that money he stole from Helga’s account.” 
 
    “That was the…” Mattie frowned in concentration, “uh, online account he created in his mother’s name?” 
 
    “Yes.” Catherine nodded, “Although finding that wasn’t difficult considering he kept a folder on his desktop labeled, Bank Accounts.” She muttered, “A monkey could have found that.” 
 
    Jordan whispered drolly, “She means me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t!” She elbowed her, shoving playfully. 
 
    Mattie emitted a quiet, exasperated sigh, “Claude just thought he was all that didn’t he?” 
 
    “He sure did.” Jordan agreed, remembering Jeffers’s smirk in the courtroom, “Claude is just one more deluded fool who likes to think he’s the smartest guy in the room everywhere he goes. If he was so smart he would’ve tossed the sculpture he used to bash in his mother’s head in the river instead of selling it.” 
 
    “I guess he’d gotten away with so much at that point he felt invincible.” Mattie shrugged, “Greed so often trumps brains.” 
 
    “And this time, at least, greed was their undoing.” Jordan scoffed, “All of them. Carroll Campbell had a significantly screwed up sense of morals too; the pedophile rationalizing and justifying stealing money and jewelry from Helga and letting Marvin Womack die.” 
 
    “I don’t think Gary Tauscher and William Stiger started off as bad guys,” Catherine leaned in close to Jordan and wrapped an arm around her waist, “but they sure made bad choices based on their relationship with a wealthy old woman; Gary felt justified stealing and selling art, he felt, Helga would never see again. Stiger was loyal to Helga; he protected his client and followed her orders, but he played too fast and loose with his morals too before finally murdering Campbell.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Stiger was ever loyal to anyone,” Jordan shook her head, “he wasn’t stupid, he had to know writing Womack’s will for him and including himself as a beneficiary was stupidly unethical and he’s still unapologetic about it. I still think he was loyal to Helga only because he was acutely aware of the millions he’d get in fees when she finally died and he executed her will. I think he considered Carroll Campbell a petty annoyance he could control…” 
 
    “Until he discovered he couldn’t.” Catherine added. “But Gary was just spineless; he saw Claude kill Hannah, helped him dispose of the body and then hid evidence.” 
 
    “Helga was horribly manipulated by people,” Jordan said, “but she didn’t always succumb; Dominican’s bigwig asked her to leave the hospital a hundred and fifty million in her will and she didn’t.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head in disgust, “What gall, especially considering how much she paid to live in that dingy little room…” 
 
    “They all put money before people.” Mattie said. 
 
    “Well, not Louis Becker.” Jordan countered, “Now there’s a guy living a meditation.” 
 
    They arrived at Helga’s bedroom and the door was as grand as the room it opened into; painted white, the deep carvings painted with gold leaf. 
 
    Mattie opened the door, “And the rest are busy banging down the surrogate’s door, all holding their hands out for Helga’s money.” 
 
    “Jeez.” Jordan dropped her arm from Catherine’s shoulders and let her enter first, “That’s depressing.” 
 
    “Wow…” Catherine walked to the center of the large chandeliered room filled with the exact replicas Helga had made of her mother’s antique French bedroom furniture, “You’d think I’d be used to seeing this level of opulence by now but…wow.” 
 
    Jordan and Mattie followed her inside and Jordan immediately pointed to the hearth, “There it is.” They approached and Mattie fished her phone out of a pocket and tapped up the picture she took before the Babcock murder. “See?” She pointed at the statuette in the picture then pointed to the empty space on the mantle, “That’s where the statue sat.” 
 
    They stood before the hearth in respectful silence for several long seconds before Catherine turned to explore the large room, “I still don’t understand why she couldn’t have lived all those years here or Donjon, or Bellosantuario.” She murmured softly, “She could have afforded an army of private nurses, cooks, whatever she needed, wherever she wanted to live.” She crossed to the velvet-canopied bed, taking in the enormous hand carved four-poster, topped with angels gilded in more gold leaf. She spied a book on the nightstand and read the title aloud, “L'Antre des Nymphes.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jordan asked, joining her. 
 
    “It’s the title of this book.” She pointed, “I think it means, The Cave of the Nymphs, by Claude Le Petit.” 
 
    “Claude?” Jordan chuckled. “Good grief.” 
 
    Catherine gave her a wicked grin, “And Le Petit means small.” 
 
    “Of course it does…” Jordan snickered, “that’s just perfect.” 
 
    Mattie followed and waved a hand at the book, “It’s okay, you can touch it.” 
 
    “It just looks so old.” Catherine carefully lifted it in her hands. She saw a bookmark sticking out of the top and just as carefully opened it to the marked page. The bookmark was a plain strip of yellowed paper with something written in faded pencil, faintly visible, and she carefully turned it so it lay across the pages. 
 
    Mattie looked over her shoulder, “That’s Helga’s handwriting.” 
 
    “See this part?” Catherine pointed to a sentence in the book, underlined in pencil. “I think she translated the original French into English on her bookmark.” 
 
    “The world is full of fools,” Mattie read Helga’s distinctive script, “and he who would not see it should live alone and smash his mirror.” She straightened, “Well, I can see why she would underline that.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Catherine carefully replaced the bookmark, “I think she was pretty savvy to the ways of the world and the people in it...” 
 
    Jordan watched her return it gently to the nightstand, “But she did live the life of a recluse.” 
 
    “Yes, on the other hand,” Her eyes lingered on the engraved leather cover before turning to make a sweeping gesture, “look at all the mirrors in this place.” 
 
    “Do you remember any mirrors in the hospital room she lived in for twenty-four years?” Jordan shrugged, “I honestly don’t.” 
 
    “So how did she interpret that quote?” Mattie asked as they wandered back to the door, “That she knew she had to suffer fools, but chose to live her life her way and be generous? Or that she recognized how she was being used and got sick of it and that’s why she stayed in the hospital for twenty-four years and shut herself away?” 
 
    “She was a complicated person,” Catherine mused aloud, “but like anyone she knew joy, sadness… all of it, even with all that money.” She shrugged expressively, “Don’t get me wrong, she was super rich and people did manipulate her for her money but she was also shrewd… and she was kind. She was independent in that she rejected having to marry when she was expected to and believed she made an economic difference during The Depression when she and her mother hired all those people to rebuild Bellosantuario.” 
 
    Mattie closed the bedroom door behind them and they slowly returned to the foyer. 
 
    “And the quote says he who fails to recognize the world is full of fools should smash his mirror and live alone…” Catherine tilted her head to look up at the taller women, “Those last twenty-four years she wasn’t really alone, was she? She spent a lot of money and time looking after her nanny’s daughter to the end of her days … and she provided educations for a lot of kids, like Bobby Becker, from grade school to university.” 
 
    Mattie added, “And she employed a lot of people for her costume and diorama projects.” 
 
    “She may have been afraid of the world because she was a rich, single woman, but she was still a good person.” Jordan took Catherine’s hand, “I just hope she was happy too.” 
 
    Mattie had her own key for the apartment and she closed and locked the door behind them, replacing the crime scene tape across the front door. 
 
    “So,” Jordan pressed the button for the elevator, “headed back to the bureau?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Want to join us for lunch?” 
 
    “Hey, yeah!” Catherine enthused, “We need to get Cam from daycare, want to come?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mattie’s smile was genuine, “I’d like that.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Arms slid around her waist, “Whatcha’ thinking about?” 
 
    She stood at the window and turned in the embrace, “I was thinking about Chateau Donjon,” Jordan draped an arm around the slim shoulders and led the way to their bedroom. “I was pretty envious of Louis Becker… of him and his son, living in the woods in their own private wildlife sanctuary.” She tucked her chin to look at her, “What a fantasy, huh? To raise Cameron with you in a place like that. But even though he walked his son to the bus stop every day, I wonder if they didn’t feel cut off from the world sometimes.” 
 
    “We live in the woods here too you know, our house sits right at the foot of the South Mountain Nature Preserve...” 
 
    “I know; we had some great hikes there last year, didn’t we?” They stood on opposite sides of the bed and turned down the covers, “It makes life so much simpler that we can just go there to hike and not have to own it, like Helga owned Chateau Donjon. Can you imagine the taxes she paid on that place for sixty years?” 
 
    “I don’t have to imagine,” Catherine clambered into bed, “I know; the property taxes gradually rose over the decades to a whopping hundred and seventy thousand a year.” 
 
    “Lord.” Jordan slid onto the mattress next to her, “You know, while we’ve been slaving away the snow’s been melting. Since South Mountain Reservation is just a few minute’s drive from our house we should really take advantage of all the recreational activities they have, we only got to a few of them last year. We should have a look at their website and try to get through the list before winter comes around again.” 
 
    “They do have tons of hiking trails… and you know Cam’ll want to see the zoo,” Catherine grinned, “again.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Jordan pulled on her, urging her close, “And that reminds me…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I still owe you a make-out lunch in the park.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood by her bed, holding the book, “I wish you had taken this.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head, “It’s all in the hands of the legal custodian now.” 
 
    Helga looked resplendent in a flowing silver-white gown; appearing to her as the tall elegant dancer she had once been, “Yes, it is…” she sighed. She put the book down and pulled Catherine by the hand to an ornate sofa bench outlined in gold brocade, “I wish I had met you earlier, I would have enjoyed writing you a few checks too.” 
 
    Catherine laughed, “I’ll bet you would…” 
 
    “I should have enjoyed sending your son to a fine college.” 
 
    “He’ll still go to one, Jordan and I made sure we’ll be ready when it’s time for him to go.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Helga motioned with her chin, “Can you see her?” 
 
    Catherine followed her gaze and saw the figure of a small girl in the distance, her arms held out as she twirled and twirled … “You look young,” she grinned, “How old were you there, four or five…?” 
 
    “That’s not me, that’s your daughter, Chelsea.” 
 
    Catherine’s mouth dropped open and she could feel and hear Helga chuckle softly next to her. 
 
    “She’s quite good.” 
 
    “Is…” Catherine swallowed audibly, “is that really her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As they spoke another figure, the outline of a woman, appeared and held out her hands. The young girl ran to her and when she jumped into the outstretched arms, they disappeared. 
 
    “And that was your mother.” Helga said, “See? They aren’t alone, and they’re happy.” She turned to her, her smile brilliant, “I am happy too…” Catherine felt the warm hand grasp hers, “Know that we are at peace, all is well, and the only souls who live alone here do so by choice.” 
 
    Catherine could feel tears streaming down her face but she still smiled, “Understood.” 
 
    The inhale was harsh, almost gasping, as if she had been holding her breath. She sniffed and quietly cleared her throat, taking a moment to readjust to the familiar surroundings of their bedroom. She swiped at the wet tracks on the sides of her face where tears had run into her hair and she sniffed again, chuckling softly. Raising her head slightly, she squinted at the clock and then rolled onto her side, facing Jordan, content to watch her sleep in the growing morning light. We have some time… before the alarm goes off. She thought, noting for the thousandth time how evenly Jordan’s eyelashes fanned over high cheekbones. 
 
    When Jordan finally did wake, she smiled, “Good morning.” Catherine’s grin was sublime and Jordan sleepily pulled her close and planted a soft kiss on her lips. She inhaled deeply and looked at her, blinking, “How come the big smile?” 
 
    “Oh, you know… I’m happy.” 
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