
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Part I


Chapter 1 

The steam rose over the shower stall and the water churned loudly, masking the pent-up man inside. John Beard wanted to knock his fists against the wall. He was at the gym at six in the morning, on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Forty-second, after an hour-long spin class. When he joined Silicon Alley three years ago, the cofounders had practically guaranteed him a partnership at the boutique investment firm in Midtown. Something that should have been guaranteed was now in danger of being obstructed. His face grew warm as he played back the evening.

John met the two cofounders, Larry Davis and Stanley Banks, at an upscale and very trendy steak restaurant in Midtown, about six blocks from the office. It was a great place to entertain clients, given its relaxed and open feel. Larry, John, and Stanley shared a table for three in a premium location by the window. When the wine menu arrived, Larry directed it to John. Though a wine connoisseur, John was always intimidated by this particular restaurant’s wine menu, a chapter book in itself with over a thousand wines separated by type and region. Since it was a steak house, John flipped to the reds and chose an Argentine Malbec. Choosing wines was always quite a daunting task: the wine shouldn’t be too heavy or too light, and you ran the risk of it being considered either too expensive or too cheap. 

As the waitress went through the specials, John felt restless, his palms sweaty and heart racing with anticipation. He was going to make partner. The waitress was saying, “And finally, amongst our specials, we recommend the blue crab cake, with green tomato jam, yellow chili oil, and avocado crema.”

John decided to stick with what he knew, ordering the filet mignon with penne marinara and a side of steamed asparagus with butter and Romano cheese. 

A few minutes after their main courses had arrived, Stanley began: “John, last week Larry and I were saying how excited we are to ask you to join our ranks of partner at this firm. When we founded the firm eleven years ago, we were committed to building a boutique investment firm that would serve the needs of institutional and high-net-worth investors and the overall communities in which we operated. You know the spiel, but since we started, we have handpicked amongst the best people on the Street. We have fifty top research analysts and over ten billion dollars in assets under management. Our best asset is easily our people.”

John was beaming and breathing heavily. He could hardly contain his excitement. He was finally going to become a partner. When John thought about the last fifteen years since he graduated business school, all he had done besides getting married and having two kids was work. He had devoted his whole life to this partnership. Canceled vacations, and missed baseball games, interrupted birthday parties, and so many late nights and weekends. He had barely been present for his two children. 

Larry continued. “Along the lines of integrity, before we confirm any new partners, we would like all incoming partners to pass additional drug tests and an extensive background check as part of a new policy.”

John raised his eyebrows at this point. A new policy, my arse! They were the ones that put the policies in place, so the timing of this one was most peculiar. Couldn’t they have waited until he had joined the leadership ranks? He’d thought this dinner was merely a formality and had expected it to run a completely different course. 

He wanted to interject, but one of the things that he had learned through his career was that overreacting in an unprepared-for and high-stakes situation was unwise. He would need some time to recollect his thoughts at this curve ball and to think carefully about his response. 

Larry continued, “Of course, you already took a drug test when you joined the firm, so this should not be a problem. In addition, you appear to have a pretty clean family background. We just wanted to give you the opportunity to share anything with us before we went ahead.”

John hid his feelings skillfully. “Sure, that should be absolutely no problem. I will schedule the drug test as soon as I get back into the office. Please feel free to proceed with the family background. I am an open book. Other than the time my lacrosse team and I jumped into a neighbor’s pool while on vacation, I don’t have any dead skeletons.” He laughed nervously. 

Larry and Stanley followed his laugh and the conversation returned to the markets.  

As John sat in the corporate limo on his way back home to Montclair, New Jersey, from Manhattan, he began seething. 

This is outrageous. I am the ideal partner, they should be groveling. As a former institutionally ranked research analyst, John had made the firm hundreds of millions of dollars buying and selling distressed companies. I am easily seven years younger than the youngest partner. I have my finger on the pulse of the market. I have a great inside with the newer clients, many of whom are younger millennials. 

This partnership needed to happen now. Larry and Stanley were in their early seventies and would become silent partners in the next couple of years with little say in the running of the firm or the picking of new partners. They were the ones that had brought him in and, as cofounders, carried a lot of weight on how his career would progress. He envisioned them selling the firm in about five years. He wanted to be the heir, the next president of Silicon Alley. He had visualized this every morning; he could practically taste that success. Larry and Stanley were his lifeline to the firm. 

Everything was lined up at Silicon Alley. If he didn’t make partner here, then he would have to start all over again somewhere else. That meant putting in time again, maybe another five years. And If he failed his drug test or background investigation, then he would be the talk of the town and it would make it challenging for him to find a similar role at another institution in the tristate area. Few investment firms with this opportunity existed in New York City. He would then have to consider moving his family to another state away from his parents and his hometown. Somewhere like Austin or Denver. 

 


Chapter 2

After his workout, John decided to find out exactly who was behind all this craziness. He knew that he was unpopular with some of the existing partners. 

As he marched along Sixth Avenue, he felt the calming breeze against his face juxtaposed with the slight smell of coffee from the food trucks. The streets were relatively empty on a Friday morning, showcasing the beauty of the city, which was often hidden by the steady stream of shoppers, the intangible frenziedness in the air, and the bleeping of the yellow cabs, constantly in a rush to get as many passengers before the end of their shift. When John reached the lobby of the building on Forty-sixth Street and Fifth Avenue, he took the elevator straight to human resources on the eleventh floor. A young girl wearing a black suit and white blouse greeted him from the reception area. “May I have a word with Jamie Bubier?” 

“Do you have an appointment, sir?” she asked, clearly a temp and not familiar with who he was. 

“Please let her know that John Beard is here to see her.” 

The temp picked up the phone and dialed Jamie. Within a couple of minutes, he was ushered inside.  

“John,” she said warmly, extending her hand as soon as he walked into her office. Jamie had always had a small crush on him, so he tended to avoid her—but today he was going to use it to his advantage. 

“Jamie, you are looking well today,” he responded. 

Jamie stood up to shake his hand. He had to peel his hand free. “I have a personal trainer three times a week—my thighs and buns are as tight as anything. I am so pleased you noticed.” She winked. 

“Yes. I am sure your husband has too,” he joked. “Jamie, let me get straight to the point. Do you mind if I pull in one of these chairs? Good. As you know, when I was hired, there was an oral agreement to promote me to partnership in three years. It’s been three years.” He paused, and Jamie nodded as if to say go on. Clearly, she had been prompted by the other partners and had anticipated his visit. “Anyway, I understand that I have to take another drug test and an extensive background investigation. Was this required for the incoming partners?”

Jamie was visibly embarrassed. “Well, we have added three new partners since I have been here. We didn’t require them to take additional tests. However, given everything in the news with Harvey Weinstein, Kevin Spacey, and the fallout, we recently added this as a precursor to becoming a partner. After all, new partners do get a lot of press, and we want to make sure it is good press.” She paused. “It is also firm policy to request new partners to undergo additional tests if there is reasonable suspicion.” Jamie colored as she said this. 

“Do you have reasonable suspicion?” he challenged. He then took a step back to even out the conversation and added, “As you know, I am a pretty straight-up person, so I am feeling quite insulted.” He lowered his voice. “It would really make me feel better if I knew where this request came from.”

“I am not meant to say, but it did come from one particular individual at the firm, who reported erratic conduct of late, and apparently, he is a reliable source,” Jamie gave in. 

“I see,” John responded with a clenched jaw. “I understand why the firm would want to protect its image and so I am guessing that these new rules will apply retroactively to existing partners too, right? After all, we wouldn’t want any surprises.” He paused for a moment and then stood up. “This has been very helpful, Jamie. I really appreciate it. Otherwise, all good? Kids, hubby, dog?”

“Yes, we are all good,” Jamie answered, relieved to be taken out of that awkward conversation. “How about you?”

“All good, thank you, Jamie. Well, I do have a nine thirty, so I am going to jump. But thank you so much for your feedback.”

John left Jamie’s office struggling to keep even headed. He would take the test on Monday. He wondered who the “reliable source” was and what “erratic behavior” he was referring to.

Jamie had provided John with some additional literature on the hiring practices of the firm, which he started to skim through in between conference calls, to compare with his initial employment contract.

He highlighted the following clauses: Our firm is obligated to investigate the good character, business reputation, qualifications, and experience of applicants. Silicon Alley will consider private background checks, credit reports, and reference letters.

John was not worried about the background check, just disappointed at the insinuation. My background is so squeaky clean, it will make the other partners look like the Mafia. 

 


Chapter 3

Eight months before

The coffee cup slipped out of her hands easily and hit the floor with a loud crash. “Shit!” Ruth Beard mumbled under her breath, as she bent down to grab the dustpan and broom beneath the sink. Ruth and John had been married for almost ten years and had two sons. They’d met twelve years ago when they were part of the same training class at an investment bank right out of business school.

From the very first day of the training program, John was smitten with Ruth. She was stylish, reserved, well-spoken, and quite unlike any other girl he had ever met. Slightly intimidated by her, he longed for the opportunity to ask her out but couldn’t find the guts. He grew tongue-tied in her presence and uncharacteristically awkward and nerdy. Although he was naturally outgoing and smooth around the girls, she put him on his toes. The stakes were so high. Never before had it felt so important to impress a girl. The opportunity presented itself one evening when the ten members of the new sales, trading, and research associate class decided to go out for a group dinner. John took great care that morning, selecting a striped pink-and-white shirt, dark blue slacks, and a khaki sports jacket for the evening. He arrived at the restaurant in New York City’s Meatpacking District thirty minutes early, sat at the bar, and immediately ordered a gin and tonic. To his amazement, five minutes later, he watched Ruth arrive, take off her coat, and order the same thing. Their eyes locked. 

“Getting a warm-up before dinner,” he joked. Ruth nodded in comprehension. John picked up his drink and moved to the other side so that he was next to her. 

“I dread these events. Everyone is always so uptight and trying to impress the senior folks.”

“I agree. And the worst thing is that I don’t even think that senior management cares.” 

“And it’s terribly competitive, isn’t it? It always feels like folks are fighting for airtime.”

“It’s a nightmare,” they both said simultaneously. John had always envisioned what their first five minutes alone would be like, rehearsing various conversations in his head. That evening, he forgot all this mental prep—as the conversation flowed for the rest of the night. It turned out that although Ruth had had a very different upbringing from his, they shared many of the same interests, values, and outlook on life in general. For the rest of the evening, John and Ruth yapped easily like old friends.

They were married two years after that beautiful evening in August. Being married and working at the same firm had its benefits and its challenges. Both were blessed to be placed on a very fast management track from the get-go. Ruth was unlike any girl that he had ever dated. She was unconventional and showed a clear aptitude for structuring investment-banking deals. She quickly rose through the ranks, becoming one of the youngest managing directors at the firm in a very male-dominated world. Ruth had two distinct personalities. While she was self-assured at work, able to spot a valuable business opportunity, manage multiple personalities, and lead a large team, she was less confident and meek at home. In many ways, Ruth tried to model her mother, who was a stay-at-home mom that had devoted her life to her children and husband. 

Three months ago, Ruth had left her successful Wall Street career to focus on her two young children. While she had envisioned being the model mom, she had some help from John’s parents, who would drive down from their home in New Jersey each week to spend one day with their grandchildren. Ruth looked forward to those days, since the transition to being at home had been one of the most challenging ones of her life. Being used to the structure at work and to controlling a large team, Ruth discovered that life at home was isolating, unpredictable, and intellectually unchallenging. She often felt conflicted as she would long for the freedom to return to work, to have adult conversations, and to be stimulated by the excitement of closing a deal.

Ruth finished sweeping the coffee pieces off the floor. When she looked up, her four-year old son, Derek, was standing by the steps staring at her. 

“Mom, whatcha doin’?” 

“Oh, I had a little accident, just cleaning up the mess. Nothing for you to worry about. It’s OK now.”

“Did you pee on yourself, Mom? Do you need a hug?”

Ruth melted at her son’s outstretched arms. “Come over here, my little bear.” It was moments like this that made being home worth it. “Its early, how about we grab the Green Eggs and Ham book and go snuggle up upstairs and read in bed?”


Chapter 4

Ruth jogged down Henry Street in Brooklyn Heights as she tried to catch up with her two boys, who were scooting ahead of her at great speed. It was a typical chilly January and the boys were out of school for a public holiday. Slightly behind Ruth, Vanessa—their new au pair from Germany—struggled to keep up. She had arrived over the weekend and would be staying with the family and helping out with the boys while improving her English and immersing herself in an American family. The boys came to a stop outside a café on Henry Street, and held the door open for Ruth and Vanessa. 

“Vanessa, do you mind sitting at this table with the boys while I order us some coffee and hot chocolate?” said Ruth, as she took off her down jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. 

“Sure, that would be no problem.” Vanessa nodded and smiled while pulling out two chairs for the boys. So far, Ruth was quite pleased with having her over, noting that her English was near perfect. She headed up to the counter and ordered her traditional café au lait and three hot chocolates with whipped cream. Patrick, the part-time manager of the café, took her order and rang her up. The two had gotten quite friendly over the last year. 

“Hey you!” Ruth smiled. “How’s that acting class coming along?”

“It’s good,” noted Patrick. “Really good. We are studying Denzel Washington at the moment. It’s interesting how malleable he is, with the ability to play both villain and hero.”

“Yes,” Ruth agreed, “he’s definitely one of my favorite actors. I particularly loved him in the movie Hurricane. That performance was Oscar-worthy.” 

“Agreed,” said Patrick, and then he paused for a minute and seemed slightly mesmerized. Ruth followed his gaze and watched his eyes lock with Vanessa’s for an instant. The attraction on both sides was undeniable. “Who’s that lovely girl sitting with your boys?”

“Oh, Vanessa. She’s our new au pair. She just arrived over the weekend from Germany and will be staying with us for a year. Come on over when you have a minute and I will introduce you two. You’ll definitely have that European connection.”

Patrick coughed, looking slightly embarrassed. “I would love that.” He was also new to the US, being originally from the UK. He had been in New York for about six months and was twenty-six years old. He and Ruth got along very well, as she had spent some of her high school years in England.  

At six-foot-one, Patrick was rather good-looking with a slim build, an athletic body, and dark brown floppy hair. With that alongside his good manners and British accent, Ruth saw him as a catch among the younger women of New York. 


Chapter 5

Over the next few months, Patrick and Vanessa became inseparable, spending lots of time together on the weekends and after work. The connection between the two was irrefutable: they laughed at the same jokes, had similar hobbies, and would often speak at once, completing each other's sentences, while also being able to enjoy each other's company in silence. 

Meanwhile, there were other developments in the Beard household. John’s father was diagnosed with a rare spinal condition that would make it difficult for him and his wife to continue their weekly visits to Brooklyn to visit their grandchildren. Ruth and John decided to buy a house close to his parents in Montclair, New Jersey. She kept their move a secret from Vanessa—anxious to see which direction her relationship with Patrick was headed. Was it a fling or a long-term relationship? With one month to go before the move, the relationship showed no signs of faltering. Ruth had to do two things. 

She pulled out a piece of paper from her pocket on which she had taken down a number from John’s phone, and dialed. A man’s voice answered on the other end. “Aaron Wright speaking.”

“Hi, it’s Ruth. I need to talk to you.” 

An hour later, Ruth headed toward the Brooklyn Heights Promenade, which was a five-minute walk from her home on Garden Place. She chose her outfit carefully: a light green Calvin Klein jacket, a cream blouse, and knee-high boots over skinny black jeans. In her dark sunglasses, she was the caricature of a New Yorker. The Promenade was one of the reasons why she and John had moved to this neighborhood. It was the perfect place to think, run, walk, and inhale the intoxicating views of lower Manhattan. Often, she would go there in the mornings with her coffee after dropping off the kids at school, and she would look down at the traffic on the bridge below, while simultaneously admiring the Statue of Liberty and the Manhattan Bridge. 

A well-dressed man about six feet two inches with a medium build met her around the Pierrepont entrance to the Promenade, and they walked slowly south along the pedestrian walkway, eventually stopping in front of a bench that was shaded by a large tree. It was a beautiful day in May—the wind was light, and the sun’s rays reflected pleasantly over the East River. The two of them moved toward the edge and looked across to the Manhattan skyline. The view was breathtaking. No one spoke for the first five minutes. Eventually, Ruth broke the silence. “How have you been?”

The man took a seat on the bench and gestured for her to join him. “I have been good. You?”

“Great. We have two kids now. Two boys.”

“That’s terrific. I know. John has been keeping me up to date through the years.”

“Yes.” Ruth looked down at her hands. “He often speaks of you. Our tenth anniversary is coming up.”

“Has it been ten years already? I haven’t seen you since your wedding day.” His voice quieted. “You looked so beautiful that night.”

“Thank you,” Ruth replied. “And you—how have you been? Anyone special in your life?”

“Sadly no. You know that.” He looked directly at her and she immediately lowered her eyes and looked away. 

“Aaron, that was fifteen years ago and we were together for only six months.”

“It was the happiest that I ever was in my life.”

Ruth was silent. “We are moving to Montclair.” The air suddenly felt very still. “We bought a house in Erwing Park. The house needed some work, but we are almost done and plan to move in a month. This means that we may run into you. I wanted to give you a heads-up. It may get awkward. John has not seen us together since the wedding and he is very perceptive. I don’t want him to know about our past.”

“Don’t worry. I will keep my distance if you want me to. Selfishly, I am pleased that I will get a chance to see more of you, even if only in passing.” 

“Aaron, it’s … we have been down that road before and it didn’t work.” Ruth stood up and, before she turned, looked at Aaron for a moment. He had been her first love and she could still see the hurt in his eyes. She suddenly felt moved. He looked like a helpless dog. Instinctively, she bent down and hugged him. His broad arms encircled her and for a moment, she felt at peace. She closed her eyes and then from the side of her eye, she saw Vanessa and Patrick heading their way, but then they changed their minds and walked in the opposite direction. Guiltily she abruptly let go of the embrace and returned to her aloof stance. “I have to go. It was nice seeing you again. Take care.” 

She didn’t turn around but walked quickly along Montague Street, wondering how she would explain her encounter to Vanessa and Patrick or whether to just ignore it altogether. She decided that she would wait until they brought it up. 

As fate would have it, she would see them both that evening. 

“Hey, love birds,” she brushed it off. “Any great plans for Friday evening?”

“Not really,” Patrick replied. “We are meeting some friends for dinner. Apparently, there is a cute South African restaurant in Fort Greene that we must try.” 

“Nice,” Ruth replied, trying hard to sound light and interested. “I am so pleased to see you both since we have some news of our own.” She turned away from the front door for a second and yelled into the living room, “Boys, please turn the TV down, we can’t hear ourselves.” She turned back. “As you know, John’s parents haven’t been well.”

“Yes,” Vanessa said anxiously. 

“Well, I am afraid this isn’t great news, but we have decided to move to New Jersey to be closer to them.” Vanessa and John shared a pained look. 

“When?” Vanessa almost whispered.

“At the end of the school year—so in about a month,” Ruth continued. She hated to be bearer of this news and wondered what the move would do to their relationship. 


Chapter 6

Patrick retreated to his apartment, spending several days alone a couple of weeks after the Beards’ move to Montclair. He felt panicked; his love for Vanessa was so intense that it scared him. Whenever they were apart, he would feel a deep longing for her, picturing what she was doing and sending her frequent text messages throughout the day. In Vanessa, he had found his soul mate. The thought of life without her being within a short walk from his apartment was unfathomable. It made him sick to his stomach to think that she was a forty-five-minute train ride away. It was crazy. All his life he had imagined settling down at thirty-five. Now everything was different. He had a nagging feeling that he would never find anyone like Vanessa. When he was with her, he felt whole and totally at ease. Nothing mattered. He’d had a pretty drastic change in his life since he had moved to New York. While money had never been an issue in England while he was living with his parents, he now had to budget and plan. Things that he had never had to think about were now a privilege. He had deliberately kept his past a secret from her. What if she started to judge him? 

Despite his lack of money, he had felt an unbelievable degree of freedom, adventure, and peace. The two of them had taken camping trips in the Finger Lakes region in New York and had spent two nights camping by the beach in Cape May. They had spent long evenings attending free concerts and shows in Central and Prospect Parks. New York became alive with her. And now, it felt vast, hurried, and empty. 

Still, New York had changed him. He had stepped into his own shoes and was free from the image of his father and the expectations of society. He had a chance to start afresh. 

Vanessa’s move from Brooklyn made him realize that good things didn’t come too easily and that if he didn’t commit to her, she would move back to Germany at the end of her au pair year in the next four months. 

And yet, a part of him didn’t feel worthy. In his current struggle to become a successful actor, he battled with the next steps. So far, I have shown that I am capable of changing my future one step at a time. I love Vanessa and I can make it work. Where there is a will, there is a way.


Chapter 7

Cutting through the herds of people all headed to Penn Station, John just managed to catch the New Jersey Transit train to Montclair at five p.m. This was an express train, so he would be home in just over thirty minutes. He was pretty excited, since he and his high school lacrosse friends had planned an evening out. Feeling hot and flustered from his walk, John stood at the front of the train by the doors. The conductor came by, took a look at his ticket, and a typical train conversation ensued.

The conductor: “Sir, you are not allowed to stand here. You are blocking the doors.”

John: “I think I can stand here.”

“Nope, you are blocking traffic.”

“May I sit down, then? Is that allowed?”

“Sure, do whatever you want.”

John smirked and sat at the end of a four-seater toward the front. In a usual New Jersey Transit style, some folks were drinking beer and eating chips. The lady next to him offered him a plastic cup while holding on to a cheap bottle of merlot. He shook his head. He wasn’t the talkative type. He just wanted to listen to his iPod. He surveyed his surroundings; the train had a slight scent of old socks and aging perfume. As the train approached Secaucus station in New Jersey, he watched multiple people get up and stand in the aisle, anxious to get out. The train stalled a bit and he felt the tension of his fellow passengers waiting in the corridor for the doors to open. People always had somewhere to go or be. Even though it was a Friday night, and most were commuters heading home, they still carried that aura of urgency from working in New York City. He looked at a man in the corner who had headphones on, bobbing his head up and down while downing a second Budweiser. That man clearly feels completely at home on the train. 

As the train pulled into Watchung Avenue station in central Montclair, New Jersey, fifteen minutes later, he spotted his wife’s car outside. 

Ruth looked relaxed—and pampered. She’d had a busy six months selling their duplex in Brooklyn and finalizing the Montclair renovation. No longer working, Ruth was now actively playing tennis and swimming at the local club. She looked younger and happier than she had ever appeared. 

After joining three couples for drinks and a convivial dinner, they all headed to a fortieth birthday party. Situated on Highland Avenue, a well-to-do part of Montclair, Moses’s house sat on a hill and had a picturesque view of New York City. Moses, a teammate from his high school lacrosse team, was famous for his parties. He greeted them with wide arms as soon as they came in. 

“Aha, my guests of honor have arrived.” He had a big booming voice that could be heard a mile away.

“Moses, happy sweet sixteenth! I can’t wait to see the entertainment,” said John. Moses was notorious for having “entertainment” at his shindigs. He had recently settled down and married an exotic Moroccan girl whom he had met while running his dance clubs in Vegas. It was a miracle that he was finally in a long-term relationship. 

“Ha! Khadija was responsible for that! I have no idea what it is. For all I know, it’s a bunch of fire-eating belly dancers. She says we need to be PG-13 now that we are forty.”

“Didn’t you used to sing a cappella?” John joked. Moses was the very antithesis of a cappella. He was all about girls, car racing, and boys’ nights out with a lot of booze. Khadija must have done some magic on him to get him to give it all up over the last three years. 

“Ruth, you look lovely as always. Khadija has been dying to spend some time with you. She is redecorating the house and would absolutely value your opinion.” As if on cue, Khadija arrived and whisked her arm in Ruth’s and took her away. Ruth looked back and winked at John. Decorating and home furnishings were a nightmare for Ruth. Why would you spend so much time stressing over all of that stuff when you can hire a great interior designer to do that for you?

As John headed to the bar, he ran into a few more buddies from his old high school, including Aaron, one of his dearest childhood friends. The party was booming, with a DJ, strobe lights, and tons of people on outdoor patio which was now serving as the dance floor. John and his crew found a quieter area away from the music. The night wore on and the couples peeled off. John found himself fully engaged in a game of poker with a group of ten guys. At one a.m., John had the winning hand. Grinning with pride at her husband and knowing that he was in heaven, Ruth took him aside, gave him an ostentatious kiss, and then made her excuses to the host before leaving. She had done well. Ruth wasn’t big on parties or dancing and this really was his hometown and his high school friends. He imagined her secretly looking at her watch throughout the evening as she listened in on conversations about Pilates, schools, fund-raisers, and old high school friends. John wasn’t one to skip out on a winning game and planned to stay for another hour. Plus, he hadn’t had this much fun in a while and he needed to take his mind off the last twenty-four hours. 

Things got a little out of hand as people doubled their bets and raised their stakes. At two a.m., they decided to call it quits. Most of the spouses had left. It had turned into a bachelor party, only there was no entertainment. John, Aaron, Moses, and a few other bods headed to the lounge chairs around the pool and reminisced about high school escapades while downing a few more drinks. Being back in his childhood town with his friends gave John a comfort that had been missing in his life. 

 


Chapter 8

John awoke, startled, in a lounger beside the pool. His mouth was dry, and he felt greasy and sweaty. What happened? He had never blacked out before. He slowly surveyed his surroundings: a few bottles on the grass, a drink next to him (half-full), and then there was that pleasant and calming smell of honeysuckle. Where was Moses? Why had Aaron left him there? His phone was still in his pocket. He checked his wallet. Everything was intact. Something was very unusual about that night. 

He had one text message from Aaron, which read: “Great night man! See you tomorrow morning at Bluestone. 10 am ok?” What on earth happened last night? He felt like he was in college all over again. He pulled out his phone and located the Uber app. He stood up and sat down again. It felt as though someone had taken a knife and started to slice his brains in half. He booked an Uber; it was five minutes away. He got up again and stumbled slowly up the garden, each step corresponding to an unbearable throbbing. As he sat in the Uber, he realized that he couldn’t remember anything. … Did someone drug him? Oh man, he groaned as he remembered he had scheduled the drug test on Monday morning.

As soon as he got home, he tiptoed up the steps into his bedroom. It was 6:22 a.m. “Hey,” said John, as he groggily slid into bed beside Ruth. She shot him a teasing glance, raised her eyebrow, and said, “You look well rested. Did you just get a ride home?” 

“Ha. I know a guy or two,” replied John, unable to decide whether to give Ruth the full details of the evening. Thinking better of himself, he said, “Well … just when you think that your friends are completely trustworthy and have your back …” He closed his eyes, relieved to be in his comfortable bed. 

“Sshhhh. It’s fine, I don’t need the details. Boys’ night out!” Ruth responded, giving him a peck on the cheek as she wheeled herself out of bed. John gave her a confused look. “It’s so peaceful out, I want to take advantage of it and go for a quick run just before the boys get up. By the way, we are out this morning—Sam has a soccer game and then we are heading to the Alliance Française. They have French.”

“Ah, I see.” John felt like he was fighting off sleep. 

“Enjoy your lie-in,” said Ruth. “The boys won’t get up until seven thirty—and I told Vanessa to be up in case I am not back from my run. Oh, and you told me to remind you about your brunch this morning.”

Aaron was one of his good friends from Montclair. John had been avoiding him lately, but this time he sensed that his dear friend needed him. They had met at the then Mount Hebron middle school, on the first day of school. Both loved lacrosse and were in Model United Nations. Aaron was an activist and an entrepreneur. When he was younger, he was always discussing a new venture. When they were in middle school, they started a comic library in his basement, where kids could read as many comic books as they would like for twenty-five cents each afternoon. By high school, Aaron started a business of “Cliffs Notes” for kids who cut class. He would attend classes, take notes, photocopy them, and distribute them for a quarter a page to high schoolers. Aaron was also not one to be crossed. John knew this firsthand and had witnessed the other side of his friend going against a nemesis. 

Both Aaron and John had gone on to get lacrosse scholarships at top universities. After college, Aaron joined a large consulting firm and made partner at a very young age of thirty-two. Two years ago, he was approached by a real estate firm that owned multiple buildings in New York. The opportunity to become a partner at one of the largest real estate businesses in New York was very appealing to him, and Aaron became an equity partner at the firm in the last year. However, since he became a partner, Aaron had become increasingly mysterious and reflective. John felt that something was bothering Aaron. It seemed that Aaron had been initiated into a bad-boy club with access to all the secrets behind the Manhattan wealth scene. John suspected that Aaron may even be part of a secret society and was probably participating in some type of hazing. John was not sure whether he welcomed this change in his friend. 

The scene at Bluestone was busy for a Saturday morning when one would typically expect most families to be at soccer or some other activity. When John arrived at five minutes past ten, his eyes were bloodshot and he wore dark sunglasses. Aaron was already seated and waved him over to a booth. 

“Hey,” said Aaron. They gave each other a halfway side hug. Before last night, it had been several months since John and Aaron had seen each other. Aaron looked a little worn, with some bags under his eyes, and he even appeared to be slightly thinner. 

“Breakfast is on you, Aaron. Thanks for abandoning me to the elements last night. I could have been eaten by a pack of raccoons,” John said half jokingly. 

Aaron smiled and winked knowingly, throwing back a chuckle while gesturing to the waitress. 

“A double espresso,” said John as soon as the waitress appeared. 

“Make that two,” echoed Aaron. 

“So what’s going on? How have you been? You’ve been a bit amiss.” 

“Our business has been growing quite dramatically. As a partner and a board member, I am actively raising capital for our next project.”

“Well, that’s good,” said John. “How much are you looking to raise?”

The waitress returned with their coffee and then quickly took their orders. 

“We are looking to build an organic-food supermarket in Newark and some upscale condominiums. Right now, we need about fifty million,” said Aaron. 

“That’s nothing to sniff at. Why don’t you just take the company public, then?” said John. “Sell some shares.” John studied his friend’s face carefully. 

“I think we would prefer to keep the company in the hands of a small subset of folks that we know.” 

“I see,” responded John. “How much do you personally have to raise?”

“Ten million,” responded Aaron. 

“Hmm, that’s not chump change,” John grunted. “What is your capital-raising plan, then?” 

Aaron hesitated. “I was hoping that I could count on you to be an initial investor actually.”

There was an awkward silence. Act interested, John thought. Aaron is an old friend. This isn’t one of your regular buyout businesses. Act human. “So, we do have some real estate investments in our portfolio, although we often own the entire building and are not just passive investors. Tell me a bit more about what your management team and you are planning to do?” Aaron looked relieved and started to talk at length uninterrupted. John looked around the café at the crowd. The place was very popular. There were people lined up outside, mostly families. He watched a couple get seated at a booth behind him, recognizing the girl from high school. It was buzzy but not too loud and the food seemed to be served quickly. 

About five minutes later, the waitress, who had green dyed hair, a nose ring, and a tattoo on her left wrist, arrived with their order. John practically dove into his buttermilk pancakes with an extra side of turkey bacon and fried tomatoes. Aaron had a western omelet, with grilled tomatoes and French fries. 

“This is delicious,” said John, looking up after several mouthfuls and taking the opportunity to try and change the topic. “Have you been playing basketball at Chelsea Piers lately?”

“Newp,” responded Aaron. “Been busy with work. How’s it all going for you?”

“Well, as you know, I am on track to make partner this year. “

“That’s terrific, John. I know being a partner at an investment firm has been a lifelong dream of yours.” 

“Yes. It has. All that hard work seems to be finally paying off. That said, I am going to have to put my own money into the company. I know you were looking for a personal investment into your real estate project, but sadly, I don’t think that you can count on me this year. That’s not to say that I won’t be in the future. However, I would like to help you out. I can probably introduce you to some of our real estate investors, if that works.”

Aaron seemed visibly disappointed. He clearly had expected John to be a sure investor. They went way back. John also detected something else in Aaron, though, maybe envy, when he’d mentioned partnership. Aaron was competitive, but he had never been vindictive, at least not toward him. Even though they had very different careers, Aaron had always been one step ahead of him, always getting promoted well before him, and he had made partner at his firm a year ago. He had the most attractive dates after college and would go on the best vacations. Still, they had held an almost fraternal relationship and would celebrate their victories. But lately as they approached their fortieth birthdays, Aaron had become quite bitter. His first marriage had ended in a divorce and he had had a series of unpromising relationships after that. He was generally unhappy with his personal life, and most of his weekends were spent either working or partying with single folks that were much younger than him. Since his divorce, Aaron had fallen apart and going out after work had become a daily sport. John had sensed the strain in Aaron’s life and his search for something more meaningful. As Aaron picked up his espresso, John noticed that his hands were shaking a little, his face looked gray, and he was unshaven. The guy hasn’t slept in weeks.

The conversation steered away from work for a few minutes and then in an unanticipated turn of events, Aaron casually said, “So guess who I ran into a few weeks ago.”

John looked up. “Ya?”

“Jessica.” As Aaron said this, John could feel Aaron watching his face for a reaction. 

“Jessica?” John played dumb. 

“Jessica,” confirmed Aaron with a knowing look. 

“Oh … Jessica.” John pretended to be suddenly enlightened. “How is she? I don’t think we have been in touch for over twenty years.”

“She’s doing great. She’s a mom, you know?” 

“Oh yeah?” John feigned interest. 

“She has a twenty-one-year-old daughter,” Aaron continued.

John almost spat out his fried tomatoes. He suddenly felt sick to his stomach. A daughter? Was it really possible? Aaron continued talking, but he couldn’t process or follow anything that he was saying. This was worse than not making partnership. His marriage, his reputation in his community with his friends and his parents—what would they think? John felt giddy and put his fork down. 

“I guess she was pregnant in high school. Who would have known?” John was quiet. Aaron continued. “She kept that a secret for a while. Man, I know this news is not welcome and it isn’t an ideal situation, but I just can’t help saying, CHECK.” 

Aaron paused for effect, allowing the full degree of this revelation to take effect and clearly savoring every moment of his reaction. One of their favorite pastimes together was chess, and Aaron loved saying “CHECK” whenever he felt that John was cornered. 

After a pause, Aaron switched gears and skillfully turned the conversation away from Jessica. “How is Ruth doing? You guys are coming on ten years, right? Ruth and Jessica, they are both so different. I wonder how they would get along.”

John remained quiet and stony faced. Nicely done, John thought. Did Aaron just blackmail him by bringing up Jessica’s child, his marriage, and money for his firm all in one conversation? In just thirty-six hours, his picture-perfect life had become a scene out of Breaking Bad. Unwelcome surprise after unwelcome surprise. 

 


Chapter 9

John was in a stupor as he drove home from lunch. Jessica had been his first girlfriend. They had met the first year of high school and began dating shortly afterward. Initially friends and both sharing an avid interest in history, they warmed to each other. The two quickly became inseparable after ninth grade and would eat lunch together and often spend time after school studying or going to the movies. They had an uncanny connection that no one could deny, completing each other’s sentences and being perfectly at ease in each other’s silence. 

Playing for the high school lacrosse team got quite demanding. By senior year, John became less and less available after school, which put some pressure on their relationship. Jessica switched gears, joined the leadership of the high school newspaper, and published an article that celebrated the successful women over the last century. It so happened that her article was published a week before International Women’s Day. It made headlines across the local newspapers, and eventually caught the eye of a New York Times editor who happened to live in Montclair. In one week, Jessica went from a relatively hidden, talented creative to a local celebrity. Jessica was even invited to speak on several local radio and TV shows. John watched as Jessica, enamored with her newfound fame, transformed from a best friend and study partner, the woman he had shared his dreams with, whom he had intended to share the rest of his life with, to a local celebrity, an attractive beauty that would rather hang out with the popular crowd.

Jessica had bombed her senior year, deciding that she really didn’t need to go to college to get into media. Meanwhile, John was on a different path, being recruited by top colleges for lacrosse and keeping straight A’s. It was a painful breakup. In hindsight, it should have happened six months earlier. The relationship came to an end on prom night, when Jessica chose to spend the last portion of the evening at a party hosted by one of the high school football team players. 

That summer before college, heartbroken, John took off and spent eight weeks volunteering at an orphanage in Uganda. When he got back, it was August. He left for college two weeks later, never running into Jess. He had never looked back since. 

But today, after his conversation with Aaron, he was suddenly gripped with the possibility that Jess’s twenty-one-year-old daughter could be his. The timing would make sense. And if that was the case, he would have a lot of explaining to do. He’d have to explain this to his parents, his children, his firm, and, most of all, Ruth. It would break her heart. 

 


Chapter 10

The house was quiet when he got back from brunch. John sat down in the study, stunned by the brunch. He absentmindedly started going through his desk, not sure what he was looking for. He logged into the computer and thought of Jessica. Wow, that was a real blast from the past. 

I wonder what she looks like now. He did a Google search for Jess. Nothing came up. Maybe she’d gotten married and changed her name? Hmmm, where else would I get some information on her? He could call her parents, but then that would be very awkward; he hadn’t spoken to them in years. What about his sister? She could be the key. His sister had been friendly with Jess’s sister and would likely be looped in enough to get her phone number. He decided to send her a text asking for Jess’s contact information. A text would preempt any questions that would come up from his nosy sister. 

As he stared at the screen, he noticed an Excel spreadsheet. Ruth must have been doing their monthly accounts. He decided to give the sheet a quick glance.

Wait a minute, this was her personal account. I shouldn’t look—this is private, he reasoned. But then … he noticed frequent monthly outflows going to an unknown account. He downloaded the information to Excel and then expanded the rows. It was Patrick, Vanessa’s boyfriend for the last six months. She had been paying Patrick biweekly for the last three months. They were relatively small outflows, but the last two payments had been quite large. Was Patrick working for Ruth or was this bribery? The two did seem quite close and—

“Hi, Dad!” His older son wrapped him up in a hug.

His second son came bulldozing into the office. “We heard that you were kidnapped by a bear!” 

“Really?” John responded with amusement. “How are my two favorite people? I missed you.” He squeezed them both in one bear hug. “How was le français?” he continued, really exaggerating his accent. “Are we ready for a family trip to Montreal yet?”

Ruth popped her head in the door. “Hi, darling. I am popping out for a yoga class. Will you be OK with the kids for a couple of hours?”

John had thought about feigning a headache, or nausea, but he caught himself. Ruth’s tone didn’t sound like she was really asking. She was just telling him. Plus, he had been relatively absent the last four days. “Sure, what time do you think you will be home? Do I need to get us some dinner?”

“That would be nice, but no need,” Ruth responded with a quick peck on his cheek. “After yoga, I have to go to the supermarket. I am making a German meal for Vanessa’s birthday. Patrick will also be joining us.” She winked. 

“Patrick,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant. “Yes, of course. The boyfriend.” 

Ruth nodded, then hurried out with her yoga bag. A minute later, she came back in, deleted the browsing history, closed a few windows, and closed the Excel spreadsheet. “Stop being so nosy, darling,” she said while leaning over and giving him a peck before heading out. She was normally an open book. What on earth was she planning with Patrick? Maybe he was the reason for her cheery mood of late, and emphasis on going to the gym and updating her wardrobe. 

As he sat there, blindly seething, his sister texted him with Jessica’s phone number. “You better NOT be planning anything fishy. And remember, you didn’t get this number from me.”

Holding his breath, John made the call.

The phone rang three times before she picked up, with that same breathy voice: “Hello?”

“Jess, it’s me.”

In a flash, time went backward, and they were in high school again. 

John cleared his throat. “I am sorry to call you out of the blue, but I have a dilemma, and was wondering whether you would be free for a coffee tomorrow morning?”

There was an awkward silence, before Jessica said slowly, “Ummm. John, I am not sure that would be a good idea.”

“Jess, you know me. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

There was another pause. “OK, John. Tomorrow morning at eight a.m. I’ll see you at the Nutley Diner.”

As John put down the phone, he felt a flush of excitement and worry at once. He was hit with mixed emotions as he recalled the warm times that they’d had together alongside the stark pain of a breakup that he’d battled so hard to forget. He could not believe that he was meeting her again. 


Chapter 11

John awoke early on Sunday morning, and announced to a half-asleep Ruth that he was going out for a quick bike ride and would grab a coffee afterward. He kissed Ruth on her forehead.

“Don’t be tardy, John. Remember, it’s Vanessa’s birthday today and I want to make it special. Also, Patrick is coming,” Ruth said. John stiffened at the name Patrick, and then headed out. 

When he arrived at the diner in Nutley, he sat down at a booth next to a window. He was feeling both excited and nervous, and slightly ill. He and Jessica hadn’t spoken in twenty years.  

A few minutes later, he noticed Jessica coming in, and he instinctively stood up and waved to her. Jessica seemed to fill every room that she walked in with sunshine. As she walked toward his table, he felt the air change with her positive energy. She was still beautiful. She had aged a bit, but her eyes held that mischievous look. He was suddenly back in high school. 

“John! It is so nice to see you. It’s been ages,” Jessica cooed, leaning over to give him a hug and a quick peck on the cheek. He had flashbacks to the times when he would wait for her after class and would get the same reception. He suddenly thought of Ruth and kicked himself.

“How have you been? You look stunning!” he said. 

“Thank you! I try! It is sort of a branding and credibility requirement for my business.” She laughed.

“Really?” John said. 

“Yes! I run an energy-healing practice and salt room in West Orange. You’ll have to come in for a cleanse,” she added. “So how can I do you?” She was still as flirty and fun as ever.

John’s face grew warm as he fought not to become entangled in her web. “I’ll get right to the point. I ran into Aaron recently and I was both surprised and happy to learn that you have a daughter.”

“Yes,” Jessica said proudly. “Lauren just graduated from UCLA and she is looking to become an actress. I am really proud of her. She is absolutely my best friend.” Jess took out her phone and showed him a photo of the two of them. Her daughter looked a lot like Jess. 

“Wow, Jess, that’s really terrific,” John said. “Forgive me for being so blunt, but what I would like to know … I mean, what I am asking is …”

“Are you the father?” Jess finished off for him. “I am not sure, John. Honestly, I am not. I am not proud of how we ended, but clearly it was for the best. You seem to be doing well and are happily married. Does it matter at this point?”

“Well, the thing is, Jess, remember how my dream was always to become a partner at an investment firm? That dream is actually happening. The only thing is that the partners have asked to run an extensive background test on me. I am an open book, but it feels like someone is trying to throw me under the bus.”

A lightbulb went off in Jessica’s eyes. “Is that why you asked me here? Did your firm look into our past and then learn that I had a daughter?”

“I’m …” John paused. “I’m not really sure. Aaron brought it up at breakfast, which made me think that if he knows, then my firm may have already been putting two and two together and coming up with three.” 

“Do you think that Aaron is the one behind the investigation?” asked Jess. “I mean, I know he is one of your good friends and all, but you know Aaron can’t help himself but be a prankster. Especially when the stakes are high.”

John thought about what Jess was saying. 

“And you remember how he sabotaged Frank for class president junior year, all because Frank had asked his ex-girlfriend out?” Jess continued. 

Yes, the thought had occurred to John, but he had tried to dismiss it. He couldn’t bear the thought that Aaron, his dear friend, would actually sabotage him. Yet, somehow it all seemed to make sense when you thought about it. The blacking out at the party and then Jess suddenly coming up at brunch. How was Aaron connected to the partners at Silicon Alley?

“Aaron is an interesting character, I agree,” John said slowly, “but he has generally always had my back. And … don’t forget, you two were never really the best of friends. How did you run into each other?”  

“Funny you ask. Aaron reached out. Apparently, he heard that I was in the neighborhood and he wanted to check out my new wellness clinic as a potential investor,” said Jessica.

That was interesting. Very interesting. Especially since he had just asked him to inject his own money into the real estate firm. Perhaps Aaron was behind all this sudden drama surrounding his promotion. Still, that didn’t change the fact that he needed to know whether Jess and he shared a child. It wouldn’t preempt his promotion, but it would tarnish his clean image from the get-go. Not to mention the knock-on effect to his family life and marriage. 

“Jess, thank you so much for agreeing to meet me at such short notice. It doesn’t change the fact that if your daughter is mine, I would still need to know. I couldn’t live with myself knowing that I had a child out there that I was neglecting. It doesn’t sit right.”

Jess held his eyes and then looked away before speaking very slowly. “You were right. I was hanging around the wrong crowd. I should have listened. A few evenings, while you were at lacrosse practice, I hooked up with one of the football players.”

John felt a punch to the gut initially followed by a sense of relief. “OK,” he said slowly. “Was it the football player that wanted to hang out on that dreaded prom night?”

Jess lowered her eyes. “Yes.”

John continued. “Did you continue to date him after we broke up?”

“Yes,” Jessica said, holding his eyes. “I was so caught up with my newfound fame that I … kind of lost myself after that. I had big dreams. And this guy, he was being recruited by all the top schools, and I really thought that he was going to be the next thing. I am so sorry, John. I know I broke your heart. And … for what it’s worth, we only dated for a month and then I found out he had a few other girls on the side. I felt so foolish. To top it off, I discovered that I was about two months pregnant at the time. I didn’t tell either of you, because I really didn’t know who the father was. I felt ashamed. I also felt too proud to call you and admit how foolish I had been.”

John instinctively reached out and touched her hand. “That must have been awful for you, Jess.”

She looked down and tears came streaming down her face. “Yes, John, it was. When I found out that I was pregnant in August, I took off and moved to California on a whim and didn’t say a word to my parents. In fact, they didn’t meet Lauren until she was a year old.”

“How on earth did you manage?” John asked softly.

“Well, my mini fame and article helped a lot, and I got a role as a personal assistant/publicist for an up-and-coming actress who is an A-type actress now. She paid me well and let me write under a pen name. I made a lot of excuses to my parents, and on Lauren’s first birthday, they made a surprise visit to California. And that’s when they met her. They have been brilliant grandparents since. I am not sure why I hid it from them initially. I think I just had more shame than anything else at not knowing who the father was.”

John looked at his watch—it was almost nine, so they had been at the diner for almost an hour, and he felt that it would be the right thing to go before he got sucked in by her. He moved to the close, as he often did when he was trying to pitch a transaction. 

“Jess, do you think that your daughter would be willing to take a paternity test? I know you are fine and have likely made the decision not to complicate her life, but … it would mean a lot to me. And, if she is mine, you know that I would look after her and welcome her to the family with open arms.”

“OK, I will ask Lauren. But I can’t make any promises. I won’t make her do anything that she isn’t comfortable with.”

“Thank you, Jess, it would mean so much to me,” John and Jess held each other’s eyes for a second longer, before he made his excuses and left the diner. It was an emotional coffee, but he was glad that it was behind him. John was pleased to have ridden his bike, since he had to clear his head. Seeing Jessica had brought back old memories, and a different connection from the one he had with Ruth. It wasn’t closer or more significant; it was just different. Jess had known him in his formative years and really had a good handle on his skeletons and his fears. She knew things about him that he had never told anyone. Seeing Jess again was unsettling and even destabilizing. He had worked so hard to move on from her. He had mixed feelings about her living so close to his family. Eventually she and Ruth would have to meet, and hopefully, they could keep it cordial. 

 

As he rode back with the wind blowing across his face, he wondered when he would tell Ruth about his meeting with Jess. Whether or not he shared a daughter with Jess, Ruth had a right to know that she lived in a neighboring town. They were bound to run into each other at some point, or Jess could even come up in conversation with old high school friends. John’s life had just gotten more complicated and he couldn’t shake the feeling that Aaron had something to do with it.  


Chapter 12

“Just in time.” Ruth smiled as John rode in at nine thirty a.m. “Can you take the kids to the park or something? I need a couple more hours of concentrated cooking.”

John noticed that her excitement and prep seemed completely out of character and out of proportion to Vanessa’s birthday. She seemed almost frenetic and wild with excitement. 

John took the boys out for a walk around Eagle Rock. Ruth was acting very odd. Just one month ago, Ruth talked of getting Vanessa a cake for her birthday. Now she was planning a lunch, cooking German food from scratch, and inviting Patrick. That was more than what she usually did for her own brother!  

The table was set for seven with a full three-course meal. Vanessa practically skipped downstairs. She was generally a very positive being—it took little to keep her spirits up. However, since she and Patrick had started dating, John and Ruth had watched her go from a girl to a young lady. 

At half past twelve, the doorbell rang and in came Patrick with a large bouquet of flowers. Vanessa lit up like a candle and John stood by awkwardly as they embraced. 

“Let’s not kill our appetites just yet,” Ruth said. 

A few minutes later, Katrina, another German au pair in the neighborhood, came by for the brunch. 

“Alles Gute zum Geburtstag,” she announced while giving Vanessa a bear hug and then rattling off some more words in German.

The two little boys came running down the stairs, clearly caught in a game of cat and mouse. John found the activity unsettling and suggested to Ruth that they should probably start eating brunch before it got cold.  

As they all sat down for brunch and Ruth brought in the food, John remarked at how hard Ruth had worked that morning. 

“In honor of Vanessa’s birthday today, I have cooked Bratkartoffeln—which to John and Patrick is boiled potatoes that have been fried in onions and turkey bacon—bratwurst, which is a German sausage, and spätzle, a German pasta.” Ruth had completed a German student exchange program in her teens and had come away with a couple of culinary dishes. 

“Wow, thank you, Mrs. Beard. It looks and smells like home,” Vanessa noted. 

“I don’t think I have ever had traditional German food before, so I am excited,” Patrick added.

“Aren’t potatoes American?” asked Ruth and John’s younger son.

“No, silly. Potatoes are eaten all over the world,” retorted their elder, know-it-all son. “It’s how you cook them that makes them different from one country to the next.” 

Halfway through lunch, Patrick accidentally dropped his fork on the ground in front of Vanessa’s feet. Vanessa leaned over to pick it up—and then suddenly let out a light scream of glee. Patrick got down on one knee. John’s eyes widened. 

Patrick took a deep breath. “Vanessa, you have stolen my heart. After eight months together, there is no one who I would rather spend my life with. You are my breath, my joy, my nutrients, my light. When I am with you, I have purpose. I see my life thirty, forty, fifty years into the future. I see our family and I love the man I am becoming with you.” Patrick paused. “Vanessa, will you make me the happiest man alive and agree to be my wife?”

Vanessa’s face was streaked with tears, and you could clearly see the love emanating from her heart. “Yes,” she whispered.

He slipped a ring onto her finger and said, “Vanessa, although I cannot afford to get you the ring of my choice, this ring here is my initial one and has been selected from my heart. When I am famous, I promise you, your brand-new ring will be the envy of every woman.”

Although clearly in on it, Ruth was also full of tears. John gave her a hug, proud that she could help orchestrate such a beautiful and unforgettable moment. 

As John continued to hug her, he realized that he had discovered one missing piece of the puzzle. Ruth and Patrick’s friendship was tied to this engagement. But what about the money flowing out of Ruth’s personal account to Patrick? Did she help Patrick buy the ring? Patrick had told them little about his background. Other than his pristine Queen’s English, they knew nothing about him. Ruth had deduced that he was a product of an upper-middle-class background just by his accent and some of his life experiences. Yet, she said, she had seen an unexplained sadness in his eyes. He’d mentioned that he was estranged from his parents. Ruth had done some initial digging and found that he had no digital presence. He wasn’t on Facebook or any social media platform, which was very unusual for someone his age. Although warned by John, Ruth said that she trusted him. She was confident that they would find out the truth in good time. 

As the lunch festivities continued, John learned that Patrick had called Vanessa’s parents in Germany and got their permission. At one point, Vanessa asked whether Patrick had told his own parents. Patrick grew quiet and then brushed off the question, saying that he had not been able to get in touch with them yet, but that he knew deep in his heart that they would agree that he was making the right choice. 

As John watched the happy couple, he made a note to get a private detective on Patrick. After all, he was about to undergo a private investigation and he could be one degree of separation from a person who could easily be a serial killer, or a lord. 

“Congratulations to you both,” John said, working hard to sound genuine. “How noble of you! In the absence of your father being on-site, may I take you out for breakfast tomorrow morning?” 

“Sure thing,” responded Patrick. 

“Great. I have a rather hectic day, but shall we try Le Pain Quotidien at eight a.m.?”

“I’ll be there,” Patrick replied, looking rather pleased for some brotherly advice. 

John was feeling quite pleased with himself for thinking on his feet. “Ruth, my parents were going to take the boys to a baseball game this afternoon, but they didn’t want to barge in on our brunch. Let me go ahead and drop the kids off at theirs.”

On his way to the car, he got a text from Aaron. “I have something to share with you,” the message read. “Meet me at MSU for the football game at two thirty.”

“Got it,” he texted back. He jumped in the car and slotted the keys into the ignition. Suddenly, the conversation he had just had with Jess about Aaron resurfaced. He heard Jess’s voice from twenty-five years ago. “I would wear a bulletproof vest with that guy.” Jess might be right. He turned off his car, went back into the house, and headed straight for the medicine cabinet. He took out a bottle of pills and put a few inside his pocket. If Aaron really were behind all this nonsense, reason and talking would get him nowhere. With Aaron, you had to play dirty. He had to get in the mud with the pig, or else Aaron would strike again. He was probably planning something at the football game. With the pills in his pocket, he jumped back into the car and headed off to drop the kids at his parents’ house. 


Chapter 13

The parking lot was relatively full when John arrived at MSU. He parked on the highest floor of the parking deck and then took the elevator down to the ground floor and walked on to the field. He scanned the crowd for Aaron, who was seated on the MSU side, strategically next to the band.

He is planning something, John thought. Aaron always sat next to the band when he wanted to have his conversation drowned out to the people around him. 

John was feeling quite irritated by Aaron and he was suddenly seeing him in a different light. That look in his eyes that John had always thought was cheeky now looked vindictive. How had he missed this in his buddy all these years? Or had it always been there? Grabbing the pills had been impulsive, but he was feeling cornered by Aaron at the worst possible time, and he knew that he had to fire back.  

Aaron had an unshakable drive and right now he was the target. What was he up to? He would try every single trick in the book unless he hit back. He knew Aaron well and had never been on his wrong side. Aaron was willful and very determined to get his own way unless you matched him. 

He sat down next to him. “So what’s up?”

Serendipitously, the band started playing and Aaron leaned over. “I had a visitor … or shall I say some visitors … last night.”

John raised his eyebrows. ”Seriously?! That sounds like a scene out of Ozark.”

“They need a chunk of the investment by tomorrow morning at eight a.m. or we could lose the plot,” Aaron lamented. 

“Jeez,” said John. “That’s insane. Why the rush? What have you gotten yourself into?”

Aaron was quiet. His eyes looked bloodshot. His lips were dry. John couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Or was he pretending? He had seen Aaron pull this card to avoid taking a final in high school. He would jump into his parents’ pool and keep his eyes open for a minute—no goggles. That created the red eyes. Not only that, he wouldn’t drink anything for six hours. After all these years, now John was on the receiving end of Aaron’s games. 

“Your lips look dry. How about I get us some drinks first? And then we can strategize,” said John, and he headed for the drink stands. 

While getting drinks, John slipped a couple of pills into Aaron’s drink. That’s payback for Friday night and for putting my Monday morning drug test in jeopardy. He then called Ruth. “I have an emergency. Can you meet me at the exit from the parking lot at MSU in twenty minutes?”

He took his time heading back to allow the sleeping pills to dissolve fully. Aaron took a long sip of Coke. If he suspected that it tasted different, he didn’t let on. He then continued, “John. I really need your help. That money for the partnership … can you lend it to me for thirty days or so? I promise I can pay you back with interest.” 

John watched him closely, knowing that the Tylenol PM would take a few minutes to work. It would be too difficult to carry Aaron out, and he also knew that he needed at least ten minutes to allow the pills to work, so he said, “I feel that someone is listening in. … Can we walk out to the parking lot for a minute?” 

John walked with Aaron to the entrance. “I need that money for my partnership,” John said. “Why don’t you take a loan out from the bank? Why is there so much pressure on you? Typically, funds are raised over a period of time. Have you been raising these funds for a while and are approaching a deadline?” 

 “I am suddenly not feeling too great, actually,” Aaron said. “Can we go to the car?”

John couldn’t see Ruth, so he started stalling. “Wait, this is important. Let’s get back to the money. I want to help you, but I can’t unless I know the full story. Who is asking for it and what is the rush?” As John asked, Aaron suddenly swayed and he caught him. Just in time, Ruth drove by. 


Chapter 14

One minute she was at the entrance to the stadium, and the next minute, and in slow motion, Ruth watched in shock and horror as her husband dragged a very drowsy Aaron into her car. She had seen that look in his eyes before. The wild look of quiet determination.

“Open the back door,” John said calmly and authoritatively. As they scrambled into the backseat, she put her foot on the gas. “Let’s head home.”

Perplexed, Ruth looked in the rearview mirror and demanded, “What on earth is going on?”

John looked straight ahead, stony faced and unreadable. As she pulled into the driveway, Aaron was fully unconscious. She watched John carry him into the house, quite unable to believe what she was seeing. Impulsively she grabbed her phone, pulled up the neighborhood yoga schedule, and signed up for two back-to-back classes and a salt room. Thank goodness, the boys were at their grandparents’ tonight. Something was not right between John and Aaron. She had a sinking feeling that Aaron had done something to John on Friday night and maybe even Saturday and even Sunday morning, and that this was payback. This was the “other” side of her husband. Having worked at the same firm with him for seven years, she knew him well and knew of his reputation internally. He was a really sweet and straight-up guy … until you crossed him.

She grabbed herself a smoothie from the health store and a kale salad. By the time she got home, it was well after eight. John was asleep on the sofa. She tiptoed upstairs and found Aaron still unconscious on their master bed. He looked vulnerable and innocent as he slept. Completely unable to process the afternoon's events and absolutely physically and mentally exhausted, Ruth lay down beside him and drifted off to sleep. 

Ruth awoke to a heavy body rolling over her and onto the floor. Aaron woke up confused and with a start. “Why am I here, Ruth?” He reached into his pocket, turned on his phone, and then stumbled downstairs. Ruth followed him closely and awkwardly, hoping that John would hear Aaron walking down the stairs from the living room, where she had last left him.

“John? John!” she called out, running out in front of Aaron. Aaron followed her groggily. There was no answer. “I think you passed out after the game,” she said to Aaron. Ruth felt dumb as she led Aaron to the door and then stepped back to let him walk ahead of her. His iPhone powered on and a series of text messages started flowing in. 

Ruth could not help but oversee the last text message from John, which was sent around one thirty a.m. It read, “CHECKMATE.”

In a flash, Aaron was out of the house. Two minutes later, an Uber pulled up and Aaron was gone. He didn’t look back. He’d had an interesting reaction to the text. He seemed … defeated? 

Ruth thought about John’s text. This was just a game between the two of them? No wonder John didn’t stick around. 

Where was John, anyway? This was a bad time to disappear. She checked her text messages. She had one from him at two a.m. “Hi hon. I am so sorry, I have to run to the office to look at some documents for a deal that is pricing in the morning. Thank you for picking us up. Please let Aaron know that I will call him during the day. Hope Aaron is feeling better!”

What an odd text, Ruth thought. 

The Uber dropped off Aaron on the corner of North Mountain and Berkeley Place and he walked up to his house, unlocked the door, then put the chain on and practically fell into the sofa. He was still feeling a little heady. John must have put something in his drink. But he couldn’t prove it. It was likely payback for the party on Friday night, so he really couldn’t say anything. John was sharp. Aaron had won the first two rounds, but John had won this one. He would back off now—this game was over. Gentlemen’s handshake. 

Before he went to bed, he had to make one more call. “Hello, it’s me, Aaron.”

“Did he fall for it?” said the voice on the other end. 

“Newp. I fell for it—literally. I am officially done with this craziness. Find another person to do your dirty work!” He then hung up and passed out. 


Chapter 15

John finished reading the last page of the draft red herring (the final pricing document) that would be going out to investors this morning. He sent an email to the team. “We are good to go. OK to price!” As he contemplated the recent events, he smiled to himself.

Aaron is likely done playing games. I don’t believe for one minute that he is under ransom. He is way too smart for that. So what was Aaron’s motive? It couldn’t be money, as Aaron was pretty affluent. So maybe a challenge? Or for fun? Or perhaps Aron was simply jealous of him? John could see why Aaron would want to screw up his partnership. To Aaron, John’s life was perfect. Married with two children, and now a partner at Silicon Alley. Jessica was probably right. Their friendship always was a competitive one. 

John picked up his phone; this couldn’t be done in writing. “Paul, I need a favor. Just need a simple yes or no. Has there been a margin call on the real estate company?”

“No,” Paul said. “Company is flush with cash and liquid.”

John put the phone down. As a partner of the firm, Aaron would know how much money the firm had at any point in time. He knew how much John needed to put into the partnership and was trying to sabotage that investment. 

Aaron had to be working with someone inside Silicon Alley to bring down his partnership. Still, he felt confident that he had just taken Aaron out of the game, so he would no longer be a problem.

But whom was he working for? 

John searched for Aaron’s real estate firm online and looked at all the images. About twenty had come up in the Google search. One image in particular caught his eye. It showed a group of people holding drinks. He instantly recognized Aaron. He saved the image on his drive and then magnified it. As he looked closer, he saw a second familiar face: Larry Davis. The second founder and managing partner at the firm, whom he had had dinner with last night. So Aaron was working with Larry for laughs, and Larry really did not want him to make partner. The only question was why. 

It was eight a.m. John headed downstairs to meet Patrick for breakfast. This ought to be good. During this breakfast, John wanted to learn, what was Patrick’s relationship with Ruth? Was his relationship with Vanessa real or was he using it to cover up something else? Who is the real Patrick? What is he hiding? Why is Ruth sending him money?

At eight fifteen a.m., Patrick was a no-show. John checked his text messages. Ruth had sent him one at seven thirty, saying that Vanessa was freaking out since Patrick had been off-line since he left Montclair at seven p.m. last night. Apparently this was unusual, since they would Skype right before bedtime and then again first thing in the morning. John tried Patrick’s phone number. It went straight to voice mail.

As he headed out, he got another text from Ruth. Would he mind heading over to Brooklyn Heights, 9 Pierrepont Street, apt 3D, and pressing the doorbell? Perhaps he had fallen ill.

John was slightly annoyed at this request. Why couldn’t Vanessa do it? He did owe Ruth one, though, after leaving her in the dark about Aaron and then bolting to work. He knew that Aaron would not hurt her, but Ruth didn’t know that. She probably suspected it. He was due for an earful when he got home later. She was probably giving him a pass with the deal that he was working on. 

Reluctantly, he jumped into an Uber and took the FDR Drive down to the Brooklyn Bridge and off the Cadman Plaza exit. He jumped out of the car on the corner of Henry and Pierrepont.

Patrick lived in an eight-story prewar building that was full of charm. There was no lobby, so John rang the buzzer. There was no answer. He waited and then rang it again. An elderly lady came out of the elevator and outside. John took the opportunity to go into the building. He pulled open the gates of a cage elevator, stepped in, closed the gates, and pressed the button to the third floor. Patrick’s apartment was directly outside the elevator. He knocked loudly on the door a few times and then gave up after five minutes. He had to head back to the city for his drug test. He took the stairs to the first floor and then exited the building from the back onto Love Lane. As he passed by the garbage cans, he noticed something leather slightly hidden under one of the blue cans. It was a wallet. He picked it up and opened it. There was an ID. He pulled it out. The picture on the ID was of Patrick, but his name was Patrick Yates, not Patrick Farley. Someone had either taken or kidnapped Patrick. 

Shortly after, John sent a text to Ruth and headed straight back to Midtown from Brooklyn for his drug test. He asked if it was possible for him to also take a sample for a paternity test. Two in one. 

The drug test was taken at a local lab. It was a five-panel urine test. Before he went into the bathroom, a heavyset woman called his name. He followed her into a room. 

“Hi, my name is Marjorie,” she said. “I would just like to confirm that you are here for a five-panel drug test.” John nodded. She continued, “First, let me double-check your pockets; they need to be empty. Good. This is the exam room. You can leave your pocketbook here and wash your hands in the sink.”

John followed her instructions. 

“Perfect,” she said. “Here is the urine collection container. This way, please, we are heading to a restroom. Please note that the toilet is currently not working, but we would like to get you in and out. I will wait outside the restroom for you. All you have to do is pee in the cup.” John closed the door to the restroom and did the deed.

He left the restroom and the nurse eyeballed the cup. “Good. Thank you. You may now wash your hands and take your belongings. The drug test is done. We will have your results in two days.” 

“I was told that I can also do my paternity test here as well,” said John. 

“Yes,” said Marjorie. “Please check back in with the receptionist, since that is separate and has not been ordered by your firm.”

The paternity test was straightforward. The nurse just took a swab of his inside cheek. “The results should be available in two business days if you expedite it,” she told him. “We will work with the lab in California. Good luck!”

He shared the information for the paternity test with Jessica via text. 

The deal had been priced by the time he got back into the office. There was a flutter of activity outside his office: the phones were ringing incessantly. A team of analysts and traders sat in the “bubble” which was what they called the working area outside his office. Each individual had two screens, one with market updates from Bloomberg and a second screen, with an excel spreadsheet with cash models or a pitchbook. A flat screen TV hung on the far wall, with news from CNBC. Analysts would occasionally look up from their screens to tune into the latest market-related stories. 

“How did we price?” John asked the head trader.

“As expected, we sold all the senior notes, most of the mezz, and some of the equity,” the trader replied quickly, phone in hand. “I am on the phone with Aldrin. He wants in on the action.”

John nodded and then headed back into his office, while closing the door behind him. He was finding it difficult to concentrate. Larry Davis. What beef did Larry have with him? And what hold did Larry have on Aaron? John was certain that Larry was this “visitor” that Aaron had spoken of.

As the reels continued to turn, John reflected on his situation. He had a few dilemmas: Tell Ruth about Jess’s child or wait until the paternity test? Did the partners need to know that this was happening? What if he did have another child, and Aaron or Larry leaked the information to the press alongside the announcement of him as new partner? How would this affect the image of him and the firm? And what if he somehow failed the drug test? He was the father of two children (maybe three). What about Aaron and the sleeping pills? Could Aaron prove that he’d drugged him? Would Ruth be on his side? No, John would hit back for Friday night if that was the case. He was pretty certain that Aaron would be backing down now. He had played his dirty game and won. 

And never mind that Ruth was sending large sums of money to his au pair’s fiancé, who happened to have had brunch at their house the previous day and then disappeared either last night or this morning, when he and the fiancé were scheduled to have breakfast. Did Aaron have something to do with Patrick’s disappearance or was this just coincidental?

Those were too many high-stakes variables in less than seventy-two hours. Someone was playing a very dirty game. The partnership, his marriage, and a disappearance. 

John sat and closed his eyes for a second. He was typically quite good at prioritizing. There was one thing that he could sort out quickly. He picked up the phone and called Ruth.

“Hi, Ruth. It’s me. I am headed back home. We really need to talk. I’ll explain when I get there. This is best handled in private.”

“Hi, Barbara,” he said to his assistant. “Family emergency. Please let everyone know that I will be unavailable for the next few hours. Only put through calls that are absolutely essential.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Part II

 


Chapter 16

Larry Davis sat in his office, watching John Beard as he headed out to the elevator. He looked flustered. Good. Mission accomplished. Things came easy to John, and it irritated Larry to no end. He was the teacher’s pet, the one who would be picked first for any of the sports teams, who’d sailed through high school and had acceptances from multiple universities. He was the antithesis of Larry. 

Larry was a city boy from a low-to-middle-income background. He grew up in New York City at a time when no one wanted to live there. Being the son of immigrant parents, he knew that education was the key to a life of financial independence. As a middle schooler living in downtown NYC, he used to watch the men in dark suits with briefcases walking in and out of the tall buildings around Wall Street.

One day when he was nine and buying milk at a bodega with his neighbor Stanley, one of those suited men dropped his wallet on his way out of the store. Larry ran after him and said, “Sir, you dropped something.” The suited man was extremely grateful and offered to take them out for an afternoon treat as a thank-you. While they waited for their food to arrive at a local diner, he asked the boys what they would like to be when they grew up. Stanley said, “I would like to be a lawyer. I want to protect people from bad guys.”

“What about you, my friend?” the suited man had asked him. 

Larry looked up at him and said, “I want to be just like you. I want to work in finance and make a lot of money.” At that moment, he committed his life to creating a successful career on Wall Street. 

“It’s not easy. You have to be prepared to work hard. But if you boys are willing to keep your eyes out for me, I can mentor you.”

Fast-forward forty-five years, Larry Davis and Stanley Banks founded Silicon Alley. They had both worked on Wall Street in the heyday of the leveraged buyouts and made a living out of buying companies at a low price, growing them, and then selling them for a profit. And although Larry liked John Beard, admired his drive, his tenacity, his ability to put people at ease, and his exceptional ability to spot a great opportunity, he wanted to test him. Shake him up. He wasn’t sure whether John had the gumption to be ruthless when necessary. John seemed to play by the rules. But would he get his hands dirty? What he valued in a partner was an individual who was clean but who could bend the rules if necessary. As John approached his third anniversary at the firm, Larry, thirty years his senior, thought of how he could test John’s character. Larry found his opportunity when he met Aaron at a fund-raiser. It turned out that Aaron was looking to raise capital for his real estate fund, and Larry was looking for someone that was a personal friend of John’s that could stretch him beyond his comfort zone. 

Larry had a knack for reading people and, through his conversation with Aaron, learned two things. First, although Aaron and John were friends, Aaron was slightly envious of John and would love to see him fail, having always had the upper hand in the relationship. Second, with Aaron there was always a price. If he successfully carried out his end of the bargain, Larry would either invest in his fund or find him some worthy investors. Larry had spent a good deal of time looking at real estate and thought that Aaron’s new business venture in New Jersey had great potential. It would be a win-win for them both. Larry would get a chance to see whether John had the goods to be a Silicon Alley partner, and Aaron would get some of the capital for his project.

 


Chapter 17

A wave of nausea overcame Ruth as she sat silently by the window, waiting for John to get back from the city. She had been eating crackers all morning. Honestly, the last few weeks she had been so tired. Perhaps she was coming down with something … unless? Ruth dashed upstairs and headed for the medicine cabinet in her bathroom. She had one pregnancy test left. She had forgotten to take her birth control pills a few times and had been fine, but then again … She unwrapped the cover and pulled out the test, her fingers trembling slightly. She peed on the pregnancy stick and then put the stick on the side of the sink. It would take three minutes to get a reading. I am not going to stand here and torture myself for three minutes. She returned downstairs, took out a carton of chicken soup from the fridge, and started to heat it up on the stove. John would be hungry. And bread rolls? She looked in the pantry. Perfect. She put the rolls in the oven at a low heat, laid the table, and poured two glasses of water. OK, enough time had passed. The pregnancy test result would be ready now. She went upstairs and felt ill with anticipation as she pushed the bathroom door open. Closing her eyes, she said a silent prayer. Please God, whatever happens, I will be grateful. She opened her eyes. Two red lines. Two red lines! Just as she suspected, she was pregnant. 

John’s black BMW pulled into the driveway. She watched him park from the window upstairs and slowly get out of the car. She was sure that he would be ecstatic; he had always wanted a large family. She was the roadblock. However, the timing of the news wasn’t the best. He seemed angry about something and the last two days he had been acting very strangely. Since his dinner with the partners, he had become  a little secretive. They hadn’t really had a chance to catch up properly over the weekend—having planned to spend Sunday evening together while the kids were at their grandparents’. The Aaron incident had botched things up and she couldn’t shake the feeling that John had orchestrated it. Visions of John’s text to Aaron the following morning, “CHECKMATE,” kept running through her mind. John did have something to do with it. Likely payback for something. Did John know about her past with Aaron? 

Ruth ran down the stairs and met John as soon as he walked through the door. He gave her a very long hug. This was the first time that John had left work in the middle of the day since she had known him. Something big was weighing on his mind. A wave of nausea came over her again. She ignored it.

“Long night? How did the transaction price?” she asked, deliberately leaving out Aaron’s awkward departure that morning. 

“Better than expected, actually. We sold most of the equity.”

“That’s terrific! But judging by the look on your face, celebrations are not in order?” Ruth was treading carefully. 

She took the soup off the stove and poured it into the bowls, before removing the bread rolls from the oven. John took a long sip of water while she carried the bowls and rolls to the kitchen island table. As soon as they sat down, he looked at Ruth. 

“This is good,” he said after a few mouthfuls of soup. “Ruth, do you recall I had a girlfriend in high school?” Ruth nodded, already bracing herself for the worst. What if he was having an affair and Aaron was blackmailing him?

“Well, I had brunch with Aaron on Saturday and he told me that Jessica had moved back to the area about a year ago.”

Phew, thought Ruth. He is not having an affair. 

“Jessica has a twenty-one-year-old daughter,” he finished saying. 

Ruth returned a blank stare, not sure what he was getting at. 

“Ruth, we stopped dating about twenty-two years ago.”

Ruth stopped chewing her bread roll and suddenly dropped her spoon. Did a truck just hit her from behind? She felt shocked, hijacked, and upset all at once. This is worse than an affair. A child would bind John and Jessica together forever. 

John had instinctively flown to her side, trying to protect her. She impulsively and unconsciously pushed him away as her eyes started to well with tears. She felt angry, betrayed, and upset. He stood by awkwardly, watching her. She needed time to process. 

“There is something else, though.”

Ruth looked up.

“Jessica is not sure who the father of her daughter is.”

She was still in a state of shock. 

“Apparently she hooked up with one of the football players a few times towards the end of our relationship.”

Ruth grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. She felt like something was stuck in her throat. The nausea returned; this time she didn’t try to hold it back. Within a few seconds, she was throwing up violently all over the floor. John ran to the sink and brought out a bucket for her to be sick in. She continued heaving uncontrollably into the bucket. There was so much. When she was done, he handed her a tissue. 

“Ruth, I would NEVER EVER hurt you. I am so sorry. This whole thing is awful. If I could get back in a time machine, I would. I feel so responsible for everything that is happening now.” John buried his head between his hands.

Ruth looked up but remained frozen. “Why didn’t you tell me all this yesterday, John? Why all the secrecy? I mean, this is HUGE. It’s not something that you can just sweep under the table!”

John remained quiet initially. “I guess I can’t believe it. It’s like I am having a nightmare and I cannot wake up. One minute, I am the ideal dad with the picture-perfect family. And the next, I am potentially a terrible father who neglected his daughter for twenty-one years.”

“How did Jessica react when you got in touch with her?” Ruth asked, not wanting to know whether he had met her in person. The whole thing was sickening enough. 

“She doesn’t want to know. She feels like her daughter has done all right without a father and that knowing her father’s identity now would only complicate her life. Still, she was going to let her daughter decide. If her daughter agrees, a paternity test can be done even though we both live in different states. She lives in California.”

“What’s her daughter’s name?” Ruth whispered, feeling a pang of pain. 

“Lauren.” They were both silent for a few minutes. 

John said, “I just want to know.”

“Why the urgency, John?” Ruth practically screamed. 

“Well, there’s the fact that I may have another child out in this world who needs a father. But secondly, there is the partnership. … Stanley and Larry are doing a full background investigation on me. I don’t want to be unprepared if the investigation uncovers Lauren. It would make me look so dishonest.” He paused. “I am also worried that since Aaron knows, he may out me to the partners and use that information to color my reputation.”

Ruth nodded and remained quiet. John moved closer to her and she buried her head in his chest. She felt empty. All these thoughts came flooding in at once, the reuniting of John and his high school girlfriend and the renewed bond from sharing a child. I mean, it isn’t John’s fault, obviously. But still …

“Is that why you drugged Aaron?” Ruth said. “Don’t act surprised, John. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.”

John spoke slowly. “I drugged Aaron in retaliation for him drugging me on Friday night. I didn’t mention it to you, but I blacked out and woke up on a lounger next to the pool at Moses’s house on Saturday morning. Somebody clearly put something in my drink. When I thought about my friends at the party, and the most likely candidate from the old lacrosse team, I became pretty sure that Aaron was the culprit.”

“How do you know it was Aaron?” Ruth challenged.

“For one, I have seen him do something similar to one of his college friends. Second, I made a joke about it on Saturday morning at brunch and he laughed it off. He didn’t deny it. And then he proceeded to ask me to put our money for the partnership into his new real estate project. When I refused, saying that I needed the money for a partnership, he then brought up Jessica’s daughter and sat there salivating while I choked on the news. It was like he was blackmailing me! And it seems that he knows all about the drug test, and the background investigation.”

“Why do you need to do another drug and background test? Didn’t you do that when you joined?”

“New protocol for incoming partners. Plus, a partner requested that I take another test, citing ‘reasonable suspicion,’” John continued.

“That’s absurd. It is pretty obvious to me that someone is obstructing your partnership.”

“Yes, it’s only been a couple of days, but I have Larry Davis on that short list. And Aaron Wright is his conduit. I saw a photo of the two of them at a fund-raiser.”

What a mess, Ruth thought. Poor John. The usually confident man suddenly looked so broken. So that was why he was acting all manic. It made sense that Aaron would be behind it, then. The drug test and then Jessica suddenly springing out of the woodwork … 

Ruth thought for a minute again. What if Aaron really was still madly in love with her and was trying to break up her marriage?

“John, there is something that I should have told you years ago. “

John looked up and sat down next to her. 

Ruth struggled to get the words out. She had not planned to have this conversation, but the fact that John could be the father of Jessica’s child had provided an opening and she had to take it. “I knew Aaron in college.” There, she had said it. 

John remained quiet. 

She continued. “I dated him. Only for six months. It was a disaster. I thought he was messing around, although I didn’t have proof. I am so sorry. I would have mentioned it to you before, but it was such a short time and to be fair, after we graduated, I didn’t see Aaron for five years. Until our—”

“Rehearsal dinner,” John finished her sentence. “I know. I saw how you two looked at each other. You looked shocked and Aaron seemed slightly smitten. I knew you had gone to the same college around the same time, so I did some digging afterwards. I am sorry, I should have told you.”

Ruth was at a loss for words. On the one hand, she was relieved that he had known about them all along. On the other hand, she wondered why he hadn’t mentioned it to her until now. 

“I … to be honest, I was actually feeling chuffed that I got the girl! Aaron has always dated my crushes. I enjoyed watching him in pain.” 

“Does Aaron know that you know?” 

“I don’t think so. Let’s keep that between us, if you don’t mind. I am going to milk that. And also, let’s commit that from now onwards, there will be no more secrets between us. Deal?”

“Deal!” Ruth said. “On that note, I will let you know that I met Aaron about a month ago in Brooklyn Heights and let him know that we were moving back to the neighborhood. He promised to keep his distance and not make any trouble for us.”

“Yeah? How do you think that’s working for him so far? Clearly, he didn’t wait for the paint to dry before he tracked down Jessica.” 

They both remained reflective as they moved to the living room couch. The air was heavy. So much had happened in so little time. 

“Well, not to change the subject, although this is probably a welcome digression—I was planning a fortieth-birthday and tenth-anniversary party for you in London in a couple of weeks. Patrick was helping me plan it.”

John was touched. “All for me. I did get the best girl!” and they locked in an embrace. In that moment, huddled together on the sofa, John had become clear of one thing. No matter what, he chose his family. He had gotten caught up in the partnership, working late and jumping through hoops to make sure that he would reach his career goals. He had taken his family for granted. He made a silent promise to be more mindful of his family going forward, because without them, he had nothing. He would be just like Aaron. Aaron’s motive for helping to sabotage his partnership? Envy. But what about Larry Davis?


Chapter 18

“Ruth, do you really know who Patrick is?” John asked. “I found his wallet by the garbage cans outside his building in Brooklyn this morning when you asked me to check on him, and I noticed that his identity card reads Patrick Yates, not Patrick Farley. How do you know that he is really using the money that you sent him as a down payment on the restaurant and the reception area for our tenth-anniversary celebration?” 

Ruth looked at John. Typical man. “Duh! Because I called the restaurant and the reception area, and both deposits have been made. I have a good feeling about Patrick. There is something about him that screams good breeding. The quality of his clothes, the way he pulls out my chair for me, his frequent use of ‘please’ and ‘thank you,’ his global travels, and his extensive knowledge of art and other cultural things.” John felt a stab of jealousy. Ruth continued. “He is hiding something, but I don’t think that it’s anything nefarious. I think he is a hiding a good background. I wish he would open up. Deep down, I sense a young man that has been deeply hurt.””

John thought a bit.

“It doesn’t make sense why someone that is well educated and well connected would leave a cushy life in the UK to become an actor in New York,” John observed. 

Ruth’s cell phone rang. She picked it up, said a few words, then promptly grabbed her bag and her car keys. “I just got a call from the school. Vanessa hasn’t picked up the boys yet. She is definitely MIA. Maybe she’s in the city looking for Patrick. It’s funny that she wouldn’t text, though. That is very unlike her.”

John stood up. “I’ll come with you. We can continue talking on the way.”

As soon as they arrived at the school, John’s phone rang. He picked it up, spoke for a couple of minutes, and then was pensive. “That was the drug-testing place. Someone has tampered with my test and they want me to come in for a second test at the end of next week. Something is fishy, Ruth. I am supposed to have the results of my drug and background test ready for our investor and partnership meeting this Friday. Someone is messing with my life!” 

Thirty-five minutes later, John and Ruth pulled back into their driveway with the kids in tow. The kids were verbose, pleased to be with both parents after school. Everyone’s mind became relaxed for a minute while they had snacks and juice and their second son shared his highlight of the day. “The firemen came to our school today and we got to sit in their big fire truck!” 

“That’s amazing, little Derek,” John remarked, naturally falling into dad mode while lifting his son onto his knee. “What are you supposed to do when there is a fire?”

“Stop, drop, and roll!” both boys sang in unison. 

Ruth stood by and watched as John started to wrestle with the boys on the carpet. He was such a good father and it was so great to see him with the boys on a school day. She absentmindedly put her hands to her lower belly. Soon they would be a family of five. It was a beautiful thought, which was dampened by their recent discovery of Jessica’s daughter. Was she John’s? Would it affect the dynamic of the nuclear family that she had worked so hard to build? Maybe not; Lauren was twenty-one. Perhaps she was being oversensitive and melodramatic. 

The doorbell rang. It was Vanessa’s best friend, Katrina. 

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Beard. I am so sorry to bother you, but is Vanessa here? We normally meet at the gym every morning at eleven, and I have not heard from her since eight thirty this morning. I know she is panicking about Patrick. May I come in for a minute?”

“Sure, come on in,” said Ruth, beckoning to her to join her on the couch. “We have no idea where Vanessa is. She was meant to pick up the kids after school today and was a no-show. Do you have any idea where she may have gone?” 

Katrina shook her head. “Well … something strange did happen last night. Apparently, Patrick, who normally checks in before he goes to bed, didn’t check in last night. Vanessa thought that perhaps he was tired or that he was suddenly needed at the café where he works. Yet this morning, she still hadn’t heard from him. Vanessa said that this behavior was most unusual—he would check in with her every morning and every night before bed for the last six months.”

“Hmm,” said Ruth. “Perhaps we should check her room.”

Ruth and Katrina headed upstairs. Vanessa’s room was meticulous. The bed was neatly made, and everything was in place. It was almost as though, rather eerily, she had planned to disappear and wanted to leave her room intact for when they came looking for her. 

Katrina suddenly paled and sat down on the pink bed, clearly worried. The two of them had developed quite a bond since they had been there. Both were twenty-year-olds from Germany and it was their first time away from home. Working as an au pair that lived with an American family, they would get a chance to learn about the culture and improve their English while taking on a huge responsibility of looking after young children for a year. The life of an au pair could be very challenging, and often close friendships would develop with one or two other au pairs.  

“Wait a minute,” Ruth said. “What’s that book on her pillow?”

Katrina picked it up quickly and opened it. “It’s her diary. Maybe she meant us to find it?”

Both Ruth and Katrina gave each other a spooky look. Perhaps Vanessa was not the dippy-in-love innocent that she had painted herself to be. 

Katrina flicked open the diary and scanned through the pages quickly. “It is written in German initially. But in the last month, her entries are in both German and English. And her last few entries are in written in English. If Vanessa wanted us to find the diary, then she needs help!”


Chapter 19

In Manhattan, on the eighth floor of a high-rise building on the corner of Forty-sixth Street and Fifth Avenue, the two founding partners of Silicon Alley were privately meeting in an executive conference room. Stanley chewed the back of a pen as he paced back and forth. Larry remained seated at the helm of a large mahogany table, his feet on the table and a cigar in his mouth.

“Aaron is a wild card,” Larry said, before casually exhaling the smoke out of the side of his mouth.  

“I told you that I was concerned he would push John too far,” Stanley said, walking back and forth. 

“Aaron did what was necessary. John is very straitlaced and difficult to break. We found out what we needed—John is not a pushover and can play dirty. That is an important quality in a partner and a leader.”

“I am impressed. I would never have expected John to retaliate by drugging him … and now apparently Aaron is out of the game,” Stanley reflected. There was a short pause. “Yes. I never had my doubts. John is not only the ideal partner; he is also the perfect person to take over the firm in a couple of years.”

Larry stood up at this point. “You think so? What about his potential daughter? I can see the headlines: As Silicon Alley welcomes new partner, new partner acknowledges abandoned twenty-one-year-old daughter. That story wouldn’t do John any favors among the blue blood of New York.”

“I agree, it’s not great, but that type of thing is not a big deal. People like us have second and third marriages, mistresses, and multiple children. It is expected,” Stanley said.

“Yes, but think of the implications if she really is his daughter,” Larry challenged. “Firstly, it would really test his marriage. Not to mention the girl’s mother! Once she knows how much John is making, she may become a—let’s say, frequent visitor at their house. I am not sure that John can handle the fallout and still be one hundred percent focused at this firm.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I would like to wait. I want to find out if he’s the father first before we officially invite him to become partner, and then I would like to have a frank conversation with him.”

“And the drug test?”

“Oh, that’s no problem. I called in a favor an hour ago and asked for expedited results. He passed, as expected. The test only picks up hard drugs, not sleeping pills. Still, we need some more time to learn about the paternity of his daughter, so I have asked them to call him in for another test. We are stalling at this point.”

“Larry, you and I tend to agree on most things, but I don’t like how this is playing out. John is an open book. I hate to think that we are working behind his back. We have groomed him for the partnership. I like him; I don’t want to lose him.”

“Lose him to who? Another firm? He would have to move to a new state to find another opportunity like this.”

“Larry, you have become too presumptuous in your old age. John is widely respected in the industry. Everyone on the Street expects his partnership. Our clients, our competitors … everyone. If we don’t make him a partner, then it would be our loss. The other investment firms will start clamoring for him.” 

Larry put out his cigar. “OK. Let’s continue to think about this today.”

“I would like to feel him out first. Let’s meet with him at half past six this evening.”

“That’s fair,” Larry said slowly.

“What about Aaron? Can he be trusted not to go rat us out to his friend?”

Larry appeared irritated. “Let’s get John in here at six thirty. We will feel him out and we may have to tell him about our connection to Aaron first. If Aaron gets to him before us, then that could be problematic. Then we risk losing John’s trust forever.”


Chapter 20

Katrina was quiet for a good fifteen minutes as she skimmed through the entries in the diary. John and Ruth sat anxiously on the sofas opposite her. The television was humming in the background while the two boys watched their favorite show, Blue’s Clues. Finally, Katrina took a breath and said, “So, Vanessa started to write key parts of her entries in a different color over the last three months. She was clearly anticipating that one day a third party would read her diary. … I am going to highlight a few for you.” She paused. “Here’s the first one: If I had not been found by Frau and Herr Schroeder that summer of 2014, I would have become a prostitute or a call girl like most of my friends in the orphanage.”

John and Ruth looked at each other in disbelief. “Vanessa never said anything about coming from an orphanage. Did you know that?”

Katrina shook her head sadly and continued translating: “For the first time in my life, I feel loved and part of a real family with the Beards. And this was another phrase that was written in a different color,” Katrina pointed out. “Brooklyn Heights is such a beautiful neighborhood. I cannot believe that I live here. I love walking down Columbia Heights with the boys on their scooters, and then sitting on the Promenade while I wait to pick up the kids from school. 

“Here is another phrase, also highlighted: I can see why the Schroeders picked a host family in this neighborhood. Easy access to Patrick, who works at the Tazza café in the area. This makes my mission so much easier. 

“I zoomed back to one of her earlier entries, and pulled out this phrase too, also written in German. I’ll translate it: The Beards are such a warm and welcoming family. Is this how life is meant to be? They have a slew of friends over for dinner parties or Ruth has giant playdates for the kids at home. John’s parents come over every couple of weeks. In the three years that I lived with the Schroeders, we never had people over to the house and people didn’t even know them in the community. I was never able to bring my high school friends home, either, and was cautioned not to say anything about my background.

“Here is another entry: My parents are strange. I know nothing about their backgrounds or where they come from. I know more about John and Ruth in less than a year.

“The bait, Patrick, is cuter than I thought. My legs went to mush when I first laid eyes on him. I am sure the feeling was mutual. It was like there was an electricity circuit between us. Wow! 

“I have the perfect host family. I love the kids—they could be my younger siblings. It is a dream. I wish I could live here forever and enjoy it indefinitely.

“I am proud that Sam was able to stand up to that bully Nick today in school. My gangsta orphan tactics worked. 

“Patrick is the man that you read about in those teenage novels. He is tall, gorgeous, and charming. I am thankful that he has taken to me right away. I cannot fail Frau and Herr Schroeder. He must fall in love with me. 

“There is more: A kink in the plan. The Beards have bought a house in Montclair, New Jersey. Patrick must fall in love with me before then. 

“I think Patrick is falling for me. All those tips that Frau Schroeder gave me are great. I must keep reading about the experiences that he enjoys. It is crucial that he feels a connection. 

“I am falling for him. 

“Frau Schroeder suspects my feelings. I have to be less open with her or she will move up the date. 

“I have failed—the Schroeders know. I feel like my time is running out with Patrick and the family. Who would have known that a girl from an orphanage from Düsseldorf would suddenly be part of a loving American family and would win the heart of one of the most eligible bachelors in the world? I wish I could hit pause and live in this moment forever. 

“Tomorrow is my fake birthday and Patrick is coming over. Ruth is going to cook a German lunch in my honor. No one has ever made me feel this special. I am going to enjoy the day. 

“I am engaged, but why do I feel a slight sadness? It’s like the beginning of the end. Herr and Frau Schroeder called me after our brunch. They know that I am in love with him and are afraid that I am going to mess things up. 

“And Patrick is not answering his phone or replying to my texts. He should have come home by nine. Did they get to him? If I don’t hear from him tomorrow morning, I will go down and find him. His life is possibly in danger. I am not sure what they plan to do with him, but I am guessing it’s ransom. Patrick needs to know the danger that he is in. 

“Monday morning: I am heading to Brooklyn to find Patrick. I am worried.”

Ruth and John listened with bated breath as Katrina revealed the contents of the diary. It was like living in a James Patterson novel. For almost a year, they had entrusted their kids to a young girl who was not at all what she appeared to be. Ruth suddenly felt sorry for Vanessa. “Imagine the weight that she must have had to carry over those nine months. Her only refuge was the kids, us, and Patrick. But her real world is clearly very dark. She doesn’t go into what life was like living with the Schroeders. But clearly, through us, she has finally gotten a taste of what normal life looks like.”

“Yes,” Katrina agreed. “She seemed torn initially. On the one hand, she lamented the reaction of Frau and Herr Schroeder to her falling in love with the ‘bait,’ so to say. On the other hand, her love for Patrick is so overwhelming. She seems a little conflicted between pleasing her parents and betraying them for Patrick.”

“Imagine living a lie. It defies belief.” John was unsympathetic. “Our children could have been in real danger. They could have been the bait!”

“Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that,” Ruth interjected. “Vanessa is a good-hearted woman—she would never have done anything to harm them. Think of her journal entries on her time spent with our family. They appear genuine and heartfelt.”

“That is true,” John agreed. “The big question, though, is where in NYC is Vanessa now? Is she looking to find and warn Patrick? Or has she gone to deliver him to the Schroeders?”

Ruth’s cell phone suddenly rang and everyone jumped up. The speaker on the other end had a strong German accent. Ruth looked up, clicked mute, and whispered, “It is Vanessa’s mother.” She then unmuted the phone and put it on speaker.

“Hi, Mrs. Beard. So sorry to bother you wiz zis call, but ve haven’t heard from Vanessa since yesterday afternoon. Ve are worried. She normally sends us a message every morning and each night. Have you heard from her?” 

 “Vanessa? Yes she is doing fine,” Ruth lied. “She wanted to spend today with her boyfriend, Patrick, who I am sure you know,” she added ominously.

“Ah so, yes, yes, yes.” Herr Schroeder feigned forgetfulness. “I am so sorry. Silly me. She had mentioned zis to me. Great. Well, can you let her know that ve are looking for her? It is very important.”

“Sure, I will. You know, I don’t believe that I have your phone number. Can you share that with me again?” 


Chapter 21

“Isn’t this the point at which we get the police involved?” asked Ruth. “I mean, we have enough evidence from her diary that the Schroeders are not good people and that they are planning to put Patrick into danger. What more do we need?”

“But how do we know if she is telling the truth?” John asked. “What if the journal is fabricated and we lead the whole police force along on a wild-goose chase?”

“What about your friend that used to work for the police? What’s his name? Fred or Frankie or something. Isn’t he a detective now?” Ruth asked. 

“Good idea,” John noted, pulling out his phone and dialing him.

“Hi, Frankie. It’s John. How are you? Listen, I have a job for you. Do you have a quick second? I am looking for a young man called Patrick Yates or Patrick Farley. He is British. I am texting you a photo of him and our au pair. He has either gone missing or is about to go missing. Would you be able to do a background search on him? There is no trace of him on the web, so I am guessing that he has been using an alias. Maybe a facial recognition test? Thanks, Frankie. I appreciate it. We need that information pretty quickly. He could be in danger.”

“Sure, John. You caught me at a good time. I happen to be in my office, so I can run that facial recognition scan for you right now. It should take me a couple of minutes, if you hold on.”

John, Ruth, and Katrina held their breath as Frankie continued, his voice booming through the speakerphone: “That was easy. I am scanning a news article which has his father in it, and he is in the background. His real name is Patrick Yates. He is the only child of Tom Yates. Mr. Yates was the founder and CEO of the largest steel company in the UK, and Patrick was his sole heir. His father had him late in life. I’m guessing Tom Yates is somewhere around seventy-five years old.”

“Wowee. Vanessa really hit the, how do you say, jackpot!” Katrina squealed. 

Ruth shot her a warning glance. “She did, but her intentions are questionable.”

“Thank you,” John said, feeling validated about his initial doubts about Patrick’s identity. “We are also looking for information on our au pair, Vanessa Mueller. An orphan. Supposedly adopted by a couple, Herr and Frau Schroeder who are currently residents of Düsseldorf. Anything on them?”

“Well,” said Frankie, “that may be a little harder to determine, since they are international. But … if they have been accused of anything untoward, then they should be in an international database. Let me check and give you a call back. If you have any photos or anything, pass them over. I will see what comes up.”

“Vanessa has a family photo in her room. Katrina, can you run and grab it?” asked Ruth.


Chapter 22

Vanessa opened her eyes to a dimly lit room. Where was she? How did she end up here? She tried to stand up, but she immediately fell back onto the sofa, the pain at the back of her head unbearable. She touched it with her hands and found a nasty bump. She looked around the room. It was tastefully furnished with an off-white L-shaped sofa, a sheepskin rug, and fresh flowers on an oval glass table. The room smelled of lavender. Was she being held captive? Or did someone bring her here? 

The last thing she remembered was unlocking the door to Patrick’s apartment and softly calling his name. She’d turned on the light and was struck by the clothes strewn on the floor. The photo of her and Patrick by the side of the bed was missing. It was as though someone had broken in. She’d suddenly felt as though she wasn’t alone in the apartment. The Schroeders came to mind and her heart began to beat uncontrollably. As she’d turned to leave, a shadow had jumped out from behind her and something painfully hard had smashed into the back of her head. …

She was no longer in Patrick’s apartment, so someone must have moved her to a different location. She stayed seated but had a burning urge to use the bathroom. She got up slowly again, the back of her head throbbing and overwhelming her with dizziness. She heard footsteps and then a man’s voice.

“Ah, you are awake. My apologies for the thud earlier. I had to make it look convincing.” The voice belonged to a rugged balding man in his early forties, heavyset and about six feet tall, wearing jeans and dark-rimmed glasses. “Water?” He offered a glass and she took it from him, taking a long drink. 

“Wo ist die Toilette?” she asked. Not sure whether she was speaking in German or English. He pointed to a door down the hall. 

She got up and hobbled down. The toilet was clean with white embroidered towels and an expensive-looking liquid hand soap. A normal person lives here. 

When she was done, she returned to the sofa and lay down.

“You probably have a headache and a bruise,” said the man in a distinct British accent. “Here, swallow two of these. It will help.” He handed her two pills. 

Vanessa normally wouldn’t have taken pills from a stranger, but something about the man and the homely location seemed trustworthy. She heard the front door unlock and the sound of a few footsteps. An elderly-looking man walked in with Patrick. She almost melted in his arms when she saw him. He was safe. 

Eventually, Patrick let go and said, “Vanessa Mueller, there is someone I would like you to meet. This is my father, Tom Yates.”


Chapter 23

Vanessa felt giddy. Why was Patrick’s father here in New York? Her heart was pounding with anxiety. How much did Patrick and his father know about her? Who was the other man? Why had they brought her here? Did they know about the Schroeders? Could this be the happy ending that she had prayed for time and time again?  

“Vanessa, you look pale,” Patrick said. “Why don’t you sit down? I know you are quite shaken by what’s just happened. My sudden disappearance and then now, all this … I have some explaining to do.” He took a deep breath before continuing. Vanessa thought that this was her chance to come clean. If she didn’t do this now, she would lose him forever.

“Patrick, I also have something to tell you,” she said.

Patrick looked at her suspiciously and seemed caught off guard by her comment. “OK,” he said slowly. “Should I go first, or would you like to?”

Vanessa was at a loss for words. Seeing the look of dismay on his face and wanting to hold on to her fairy tale for a minute longer, she whispered, “You first.”

Patrick proceeded to reveal to Vanessa that he was the heir to a very successful business and how he had been disowned for pursuing an acting career. He paused for a moment, noticing she didn’t appear to be too surprised. Unbeknownst to him, his father had been keeping tabs on him for the last year and had even bought an apartment in Brooklyn Heights just to be close to him. The gentleman that was in the room when she woke up, he explained, was called Charles Curry. He was a former MI6 and now his informal body guard, given his status as an heir. 

Last night, on his way home, Patrick had been abducted by Charles for his own safety. Apparently, someone had vandalized his apartment and Charles believed that Patrick was the target. Somebody was out to get him. 

“The Schroeders,” Vanessa whispered. 

Patrick looked taken aback. “What is it that you wanted to tell me, darling?”

Vanessa hung her head and spoke in a low voice as she explained her past as an orphan, her release into the real world at sixteen, the Schroeders, and her journey to Brooklyn Heights as an au pair. She could feel Charles’s eyes upon her as she talked. In contrast, Tom Yates kept looking at Patrick, carefully studying his reaction. 

Patrick seemed intrigued and sympathetic about her rocky start in life and held her hand throughout. 

“And then you met me,” Patrick said, “and your life is forever changed. I don’t care about anything that happened before that. The main thing is that we are now together.”

Tom shifted uncomfortably and said, “Son, I think you need to hear the rest of what she has to say.”

Vanessa stammered to get the next part out. This was the nightmare she had been replaying in her mind over and over again. Her fairy tale as she knew it was about to come crashing down. 

“Patrick … when I came to Tazza with Ruth and her kids, I was mesmerized. I could barely say hello when I saw you. You were everything that I had ever dreamed of and more. I have fallen in love with you.” Patrick practically melted beside her. But … Vanessa looked down abashedly. “Patrick, I have not been completely honest with you.”

She felt Patrick’s body go rigid beside her. She closed her eyes and had a flashback to a recent conversation. Patrick had been betrayed by so many people, all pretending to be his friends. Just the other night, he had said he loved her and that, for the first time, he had found someone who didn’t care or know about his background and who encouraged his dream of acting.

“Becoming an au pair in Brooklyn Heights and living just one block from the café where you work on Henry Street was also not an accident,” Vanessa continued. “Meeting you, Patrick, was not an accident.” As Vanessa spoke, she had an out-of-body experience. It was as though the story and the voice belonged to someone else. It sounded so calculating. Her eyes caught Charles’s for a second, and she immediately looked away, feeling the intensity of his accusing glare. 

“Getting you to fall in love with me was my ultimate goal,” she said. “My adopted parents researched and followed you. You were the target. I would either au pair in the UK or in the US, wherever you were. For a year, I studied you. I was told that you were my ticket to a life of freedom. I was under the impression that the goal would be to marry you. For an hour every day for a year, Herr Schroeder gave me private lessons in art, dance, theater, and British history. I learned how to hold my fork, what to read, and what dinner conversations were most suitable for people like you. Herr and Frau Schroeder knew that breaking into your world was going to be a stretch in the UK—a world where friendships were made through families, schools, and between folks from the same social circle. When you moved to New York, they leapt at the opportunity and found me a family in Brooklyn Heights.”

Vanessa took a break. She felt sad but also lighter. The weight that she had been carrying had lifted and Patrick could finally see her for who she was. However, when she looked at him now, his face had transformed and he appeared angry and closed. He suddenly stood up and walked out of the room. She exchanged looks with Tom and Charles, who nodded at her in approval. She had done the right thing. Patrick walked up and down the hallway of the apartment a few times. He then returned and sat down on the love seat opposite her, his head in his hands. The room was quiet for some time. 

Vanessa felt nauseous watching him like this and made herself break the silence. “Patrick, I … was an orphan. I was only sixteen. This couple saved me from a life of prostitution. And I really didn’t think I was doing anything wrong. What is wrong with finding someone to fall in love with? It was only after brunch when I told the Schroeders that I was engaged and their reaction was odd. 

Patrick held his hand up to silence her. “Vanessa., it’s too much for me to hear right now. I just need to know one thing: Who am I being protected from? You or your fake parents?”


Chapter 24

Back in Montclair, John’s phone started vibrating. He picked it up. “Frankie, hold on, I am putting you on speaker so Ruth can hear.”

Katrina had left to go pick up her host kids from their after-school activities. Ruth had been playing snakes and ladders with the kids to distract herself. “Boys, keep playing without Mommy for a bit, OK? I will be right back,” said Ruth as she followed John into the kitchen. 

“I don’t have good news about the Schroeders,” Frankie said. “They have been accused of kidnapping for ransom once. It’s possible they have succeeded a few times, but only one incident has been recorded. There was not enough evidence to indict them at the time, so they moved from a small town in East Germany to Düsseldorf. This is not the first time they have used a young girl to do their dirty work. They used to host another girl, similar story to Vanessa, about ten years ago. She also was an au pair in the UK. Interestingly, there is no record of what happened to her. She seemed to have ended her year early, returned to Germany, and then gone missing. This occurred at the same time that they were accused of ransom. Given that these girls are orphans with minimal social connections, they literally disappear and then they’re forgotten. I am guessing that your Vanessa will share a similar fate.”

John and Ruth took it all in while he continued, “There is another thing you should know. The Schroeders are in the US. They landed at JFK about a week ago. I will have to do more digging to figure out where they are based. They are very careful, so I don’t see any credit card transactions or phone usage. I am guessing they pay for everything in cash. They bought a one-way ticket, so if they are here to kidnap Patrick, they will likely collect the ransom and then disappear domestically for several months.”

“What about Vanessa? Aren’t they afraid that she will talk?” John asked. 

“Good question, and I considered that, which is why I looked to see if there was a one-way ticket back to Germany in her name. Vanessa Mueller is scheduled to be on a flight back to Germany tomorrow evening. I am guessing that she will claim a broken heart and flee the country. Thing is, the Yates family is pretty sophisticated and well-known, so she wouldn’t be able to disappear that easily. The other scenario is that the Schroeders just get rid of her.”

“Get rid of her?” Ruth repeated, confused. 

“Off her. Kill her. That way, she won’t be able to implicate them.”

Ruth and John stared at each other. Suddenly, John had another call incoming. “Frankie, someone’s calling me from an unknown number. Let me call you back. It may be Vanessa or Patrick.” John switched over to the other call. “John Beard speaking.”

“Hi there,” responded the voice on the other side, in a very strong British accent. “If you head outside your front door and look underneath the welcome mat, there is a phone. I would like you to hang up this call and pick it up.” The speaker disconnected.

John and Ruth exchanged a quizzical glance. Ruth followed John as he slowly opened the door and retrieved a phone from underneath the mat. He turned it on. 

Thirty seconds later, this phone rang. “Hi there, I am sorry I was not able to introduce myself earlier, but I didn’t want to take the chance that your calls were being monitored. This is a very sketchy time, as you are aware. I would recommend that you avoid speaking on your personal phone as much as you can. It is possible that your phone is being tapped.”

“Tapped?” asked John. 

“Yes,” continued the voice, “but I don’t really have time to go into this. Time and discretion is of the essence. This is about Vanessa and Patrick. We have them. Someone is after them. I can’t say much more, but can you meet me at 72 Hudson Avenue, in Vinegar Hill, in Brooklyn, in an hour. Turn your other phone off, but make sure that the GPS tracker is off first. I’ll take off the spy tracker when you get here. Tell your wife to be discreet too. Her phone is also likely being tapped, so perhaps she can use someone else’s phone for any critical calls. I’ll see you at five.”

Ruth and John looked at each other again in disbelief. “This feels like a scene out of Kiefer Sutherland’s 24,” Ruth remarked. 

John went to the settings of his phone and turned off the GPS tracker. He then dialed Frankie. “It’s me again. Ruth is coming over and she will brief you.” He clicked off, then to Ruth: “Make sure he takes off any spyware on your phone. This is a dangerous time.” He leaned over and gave her a very long embrace. 

“Be careful, champion. You always wanted to be James Bond. Don’t blow your chance.” She smiled weakly. 

Just as John was about to switch off his phone, it rang again. It was the office. He answered it.

It was Barbara, his assistant. “The partners would like to meet you at six thirty today in advance of the drug and the background test,” she said.

“Nellie, I am having a major family emergency. Please tell Stanley and Larry that I can’t make any promises.” Before he turned off his phone, he saw two text messages. The first was from Aaron: “Call me, it’s urgent. It’s about the last two days.” The second text was from Jessica: “Lauren will not take the paternity test. So sorry. Good luck with everything.” Ruth also read the texts before he switched off his phone. From now on, he would keep her in the loop in real time. 

As he bent down to give her a kiss, he noticed that she was looking quite unwell again and extremely tired. “Ruth, I think you may have to see a doctor tomorrow. Perhaps you should ring my parents and they can watch the kids while you take a quick nap?” 

Ruth nodded. “Yes, that would be a good idea.”

“Do you think you have food poisoning or a stomach bug?” John asked, concerned. 

“No, nothing like that … John, I know this isn’t great timing, but given the situation that you are about to walk into, I thought you should know. You are about to become a dad of three.”


Chapter 25

John floated into his BMW after his conversation with Ruth. He was having a third child! It was perfect; he had always wanted a large family: three kids and a dog—that was what he used to talk about with Jessica. Still, Ruth’s news had really caught him off guard. On the one hand, it was amazing … exactly what he would have wanted. On the other hand, his au pair’s life was possibly in danger and he had no idea how this was all going to unfold. As he raced toward Route 3 and New York City, the cars on the highway started to slow down and suddenly everything came to a halt. There was an accident ahead. That’s a pain, John thought. It would take a while to clear. He was about three minutes away from Secaucus. It was a quarter past four. He would have to ditch his car if was going to have any chance of making it to Vinegar Hill on time. It was unorthodox, but he pulled onto a slip road, parked, and made a dash toward Secaucus train station. He would either get a ticket or get towed, but who cared? John barely made the 4:25 NJ Transit train into Penn Station. The train took a while to pull into the station, and John stood up nervously, checking his phone. Once the doors opened, he fought his way through the crowds of people at Penn Station, toward the downtown express A train to West Fourth Street. With twenty minutes to spare, he transferred to the F train to Coney Island. This was going to be close. He landed at York Street in Brooklyn with seven minutes until the chime of five o’clock and started sprinting toward Vinegar Hill. 

At one-minute past five, his phone rang and that British voice came through the line. “Where the hell are you?” 

“I am right outside the building,” John replied triumphantly. 

The gray door of an old-looking carriage house opened, and a bald Englishman with a goatee and glasses opened the door. “Charles Curry. Nice to finally meet you.”


Chapter 26

John followed Charles up a winding staircase of a very traditional Brooklyn carriage house. The stairs led to an open living room with a high ceiling, a large fireplace with exposed brick, and a wide-wood-plank floor. The energy in the room was heavy. Patrick, who was normally cheerful, had a closed face, and Vanessa looked like she had been crying. John walked over to her and gave her a comforting hug. He instantly felt sorry for her. So young, and yet her life seemed to have been so complicated. 

Judging by their faces, John gathered that Patrick was up-to-date about Vanessa and her adoptive parents. An elderly man stood up and extended an arm out. “Tom Yates. I am Patrick’s father.”

“Nice to meet you! I am John Beard, Vanessa’s host father.”

Tom Yates was in good shape for a seventy-five-year-old, with extremely intelligent eyes and a firm handshake. He was as tall as John at six-four and had an aura of a well-accomplished, very astute man. Still, John could tell that he was a little worried for his son. 

Charles began talking: “John, I am not sure how much you know already, but we have asked you to come here due to our belief that not only Patrick but your au pair Vanessa’s life may be in jeopardy.” 

“I am aware,” John said with a nod. “I did some of my own digging. Vanessa is under my care. I will do whatever I can to ensure her safety. I think what would be helpful at the moment, though, is if you could explain to Vanessa why she is also tangled up in all this.”

“Yes,” Charles continued. “Vanessa, no one can blame you for the situation that you presently find yourself in.” He paused and glanced at Patrick. Patrick kept his eyes on the floor. “Vanessa, we have done some digging around your adopted parents, and they are not what they seem to be. It appears that they may have been involved in a similar ransom case about ten years ago. They were implicated as suspects, but no evidence was found and the case was closed. This case, however, was eerily similar to your own. It involved a girl who was also an orphan, and who just so happened to be an au pair to a British family.”

Vanessa looked up, clearly surprised. “What happened to the au pair?”

“That’s the thing,” Charles continued. “She went missing around the time of the police investigations. She was headed back to Germany, apparently. Only, no one ever saw her after she arrived back in Frankfurt. Given that she was an orphan, no one ever looked into it until now. Clearly, the Schroeders were involved. We presume she is missing or, worse yet, dead.”

Vanessa felt her heart drop to the floor. “Now I am scared for my life.” For the first time in ten minutes, Patrick was able to look at Vanessa and put himself in her shoes. There she was, all vulnerable and helpless and very much alone. He couldn’t bring himself to forgive her yet, though. She’d accepted his hand in marriage, for goodness’ sake. She should have come clean right after that. 

John interjected, “So in summary, Vanessa’s adopted parents used her to get close to Patrick. No one knows what they plan to do to him, but we think ransom, right? I have been doing some of my own digging and the Schroeder’s are in New York. They landed at JFK last week. We actually got a call from them earlier this afternoon. They were looking for you, Vanessa. Apparently, you normally check in every morning and they haven’t heard from you since yesterday.” 

Vanessa reached into her pocket. “My phone, it’s …”

“Here,” Charles said. “I had to make sure that you weren’t being followed after I took you out of Patrick’s apartment. I turned it off and took out the SIM card … right after I bashed you in the head.”

“Lovely, Charles,” Patrick said. “You make it sound so endearing.”

“Vanessa, there is a flight booked for you to head to Germany tomorrow morning. Did you know that?” John asked. 

Vanessa looked surprised and shook her head. “I didn’t know that, but my adopted parents wanted me to take Patrick out for his birthday. His birthday is on Friday, but they wanted me to take him out earlier. I am meant to treat him to a night out at a hotel in Midtown.”

“When?” asked Charles.

“Tonight,” Vanessa said weakly, not able to look directly at anyone. 

“Where?”

“At the Hilton in Times Square.” Vanessa kept looking at the ground. “The room has been pre-booked. It is under the name Grube.”

“Grube.” Patrick rolled his eyes. “Really? You couldn’t even use your real name? Sheesh. Did you find out about those plans before or after our engagement yesterday?”

“Afterwards, of course! About an hour after you left New Jersey, Frau Schroeder gave me a call and told me about the booking. I tried to warn you right away, but your phone was off—” 

“That was because Mr. Charles here decided to jump me before I got to my apartment,” Patrick said. “I lost my wallet too!” He gave Charles an accusing glance and Charles averted his eyes.

“Here’s your wallet.” John handed it over to him. “I found it by the trash cans at the back of your apartment building this morning. Ruth wanted me to check on you after your no-show at breakfast. Plus, apparently, Vanessa was panicking.”

“For good reason, too,” Patrick said sourly. 

“OK, let’s get back to the next steps. What time are you meant to check into the hotel?” asked Charles.

“Around seven tonight. I am meant to then leave Patrick in the hotel room and head out to the pharmacy on Forty-fifth and Seventh Avenue. While I am away …” Vanessa paused. “The Schroeder’s are meant to visit Patrick.”

“You mean kidnap, darling,” Patrick said with salt. “They are meant to kidnap your fiancé while you are at the pharmacy supposedly buying lipstick and whatnot.”

There was an awkward pause in the room. Tom started to drum his fingers into the table, clearly anxious for his son’s safety. 

“And what happens to you after you make the getaway?” asked Charles softly. 

“I am … meant to meet Frau Schroeder at the agreed location,” Vanessa said flatly. 

“Which is … ?” Charles continued pressing her.

“I don’t know! I was meant to check in and confirm it this morning.” She looked at Patrick for the first time. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t make the call. I couldn’t go through with it.” Vanessa and Patrick stared at each other—caught in their love, but trapped in an insecure situation. 


Chapter 27

 “OK, so it is now five to six,” Charles said. “Your adopted parents are freaking out right around now, because they have no idea where you are. And they probably suspect that you have run off with Patrick and bailed—and, worse yet, spilled the beans. They aren’t going to take any chances, and they are hunting you as we speak. My guess is that once they find you, you may not make it out alive. Too risky for them. Also, I checked earlier and your phone is definitely tapped.”

Charles paused for effect, waving his finger through the air. “This is what you are going to do. You are going to head down to the F train with Patrick and ask a passerby if you can borrow their phone to make a quick call. Say that it is an emergency. Sick family member or something. You are then going to call the Schroeders and explain that you accidentally dropped your phone in the subway and have been trying to get a replacement. If they ask, blame it on Patrick. He took you away for the night to celebrate your engagement and you lost your phone in the frenzy. Let them know that the plan is still on track and that you will be at the Times Square Hilton at seven o’clock as planned. We will trail you.”

Vanessa went downstairs with Patrick as planned. Even though they were only a few inches apart from each other, it seemed like there was a river between them. Patrick, visibly hurt, betrayed, and heartbroken; and Vanessa, misunderstood, helpless, and heartbroken. 

She tried to touch Patrick’s arm, but he jolted it away. She pulled back, a big lump growing in her throat. A young girl in tight jeans, a long gray sweater, and sunglasses walked toward them. “Excuse me,” Vanessa said politely. “We are tourists and don’t have an American cell phone. May we use your phone for a quick call? Very sorry, but it is an emergency.”

“Sure, go ahead,” replied the girl.

“Tag. Ich bins. Entschuldigung. Ich habe meine handy veloren und ich benutze das von jemand anderem. Der plan fur sieben uhr steht noch. Wo sol lich danach hingehen?” (Hi, it’s me. I lost my phone and have been using someone else’s. The plan is still on for seven. Where should I head to afterward?)

“Bitte. Tschuss.” (OK, bye.)

After she returned the phone, she noticed Patrick looking at her strangely. 

“I can’t figure you out,” he said. “On one hand, you play the victim, the helpless orphan from Düsseldorf that had no choice but to comply with her parents’ demands. On the other hand, you are the woman I fell in love with, who is light and funny and fearless, and who moves mountains. And now there is this third girl I am seeing, the conniving schemer suitable for any worldwide heist.”

Vanessa looked at him. “It’s not at all what you think. I am the one you fell in love with. I’m the orphan that followed her parents’ advice and fell in love with you. If I had known about the Schroeders, I would never have gone through with it. I came looking for you because I wanted to warn you.”

“NO!” Patrick shouted. “How can I trust anything that you say now when our entire relationship has been built on a lie? Anyway, it’s no use now. We need to keep moving or you’ll be late delivering your package.”


Chapter 28

The uptown F train arrived at the York Street platform in Brooklyn. They took it one stop to Jay Street Metro-Tech and then walked in silence over to the A train. As Patrick walked, he felt Vanessa slowing down beside him. She seemed lost in thought. The signs were obvious. How could a simple girl with humble beginnings be so well versed in the different works of Vivaldi and Chopin? How could she talk at length about the differences between a Monet and a Rembrandt? How had she known his favorite actors and movies and his pastimes? It was too good to be true. Vanessa was truly amazing. She could quote some of the leading poets around the world. She used to laugh at his jokes and she shared the same dreams and interests. All because she had studied him. She had a damn PhD on him! How could he have been so foolish?

Vanessa could barely walk as they moved to the front of the platform. Her legs felt heavy and she was lost in thought. The future seemed so bleak at this point. What would happen to her now? Her only friends were John and Ruth. But … would they want her to continue as their au pair, knowing that she was a collaborator in a kidnapping? And what if she ran off now and disappeared? She had an ID and money in the bank—enough to get her a bus ticket from New York to Los Angeles. She could start again. But even if she did make it out, she would never truly be free. The Schroeders would always be looking for her. They spent their time tracking people online. They were like professional spies. 

And what would happen to Patrick? The Schroeders wouldn’t stop until they had gotten some money out of him. They had spent almost two years plotting this. Patrick needed her to see this through for his own safety. She was the only one that could put them in jail once and for all. 

The A train was delayed. As they stood on the platform, Vanessa stole a glance at Patrick. The last eight months had been the best months of her life. She had experienced what it was like to be truly in love and to be truly part of a family. She had laughed more than she had ever laughed in her entire life in those eight months. She realized what had been missing all her life: love.  

Even though what she’d done was fundamentally wrong, those eight months made it all worth it. She could never go back to living in fear and not being part of a family. She could never go back to feeling unloved and unworthy. She hated not being able to belong. 

As the A train started to head toward the platform, Vanessa looked at Patrick and mouthed the words, “I LOVE YOU.” Then she took one step onto the tracks.

Patrick was catapulted out of his stupor and followed suit in disbelief—he had to act quickly. It was in that moment that he understood the meaning of undying love. 


Chapter 29

At six thirty, Herr and Frau Schroeder arrived at the hotel but decided to go and grab a coffee at the corner deli on Forty-third and Seventh so as not to draw too much attention to themselves. They looked like standard New Yorkers, having chosen their clothing carefully. Herr Schroeder wore a white cotton shirt, a rugged jacket, and some dark pants; and Frau Schroeder wore the standard black pants and black jacket that was typical of the city. They had done this before; the wait was always the most exciting part. The Frau said that she felt like a lioness hiding in the long grass of the Mara, studying her unsuspecting prey and getting closer and closer slowly, before eventually pouncing for the kill. They had stood purposely on the corner of Forty-third and Seventh so that they could see Vanessa and Patrick in the crowd coming out of the train station. Vanessa had phoned at ten past six, so Frau Schroeder thought it would take about thirty minutes for them to arrive at Times Square. At five to seven, Frau Schroeder could feel her husband tensing up and becoming a little impatient. They had been inseparable for the last thirty years and were so connected that she often felt the beat of his heart and could read his mind. It was as though she lived within him and he within her. As she looked at his tense face, she thought of how much she loved him and what a good team they made. This was their fourth kidnapping. The first two had gone unnoticed, but the third time was close, as someone had traced a piece of hair to hers and was able to place her at the scene of the kidnapping at the exact time. There was no proof of her guilt, of course, so she was let go—but she and Herr Schroeder were shaken up a bit. They had decided to leave town and move to a smaller village, and to maintain a low profile. It was during this time that they first noticed Vanessa in a park. She looked uncertain, young, and vulnerable.

A lot like the first girl they had taken in, Lynn. 

Lynn had also been an orphan, very mousy and unnoticeable. She had been the perfect bait for their third kidnapping. Frau Schroeder felt a hint of sadness when she thought of how they had arranged to have her killed. Her brother was always in and out of jobs, a bit rough around the edges, and constantly in need of cash. He was the perfect person to “off” her once she returned to Germany and got off her flight in Frankfurt. Frau and Herr Schroeder never asked Boris for the details, knowing that he was a gruesome individual, and she was not able to come to terms with the fact that she was responsible for the death of a young girl. Boris brought her the girl’s ashes for her forty-fourth birthday. 

It was five past seven now and they were nowhere in sight. Perhaps they had taken a different train, and not the A train as originally planned. 

“Let’s go to the hotel,” said Herr Schroeder. “I think we are going to miss them if they come in. I don’t want to lose this opportunity.” 

Frau Schroeder was a little uncertain. Something wasn’t right. Yet she couldn’t put her finger on it. Vanessa hadn’t checked in last night and then this morning. Was this a trap? Had she said something to someone? And not only that, but she proceeded to call them on a stranger’s cell phone half an hour before to confirm the plan was still on? Hmm, it didn’t make sense. 

“OK,” she finally said. “OK, but we have to be very careful. I say that we stay in the hotel lobby until quarter past, and if we don’t see Vanessa, we should split up and head for the subway. We can meet at the apartment later. Agreed?”

Her husband shook his head. She was always the brains of the operation, but her husband had a strong logistical sense, which was crucial in this business. At ten past, there was still no sign of Vanessa and Patrick. However, she did notice three men at the bar, having a drink but also seemingly waiting for something or someone. One of the men was relatively stocky, bald, and with glasses. The second was a lot younger, probably in his early thirties. And then there was an elderly man in his seventies who looked somewhat familiar but was hidden behind dark glasses.

“I don’t like this,” said Frau Schroeder. 

“Let’s give it a couple more minutes,” said Herr Schroeder. “The train was probably delayed.”

Frau Schroeder paused and then happened to look up at the big TV screen in the lobby. A breaking news announcement crawled across the bottom third: Train delays on the A, C and E lines as girl steps out in front of A train at Jay Street Metrotech Station in Brooklyn. 

“Scheisse,” Frau Schroeder said under her breath. Herr Schroeder looked at her and then followed her gaze to the television. 

“Give me one second,” said Frau Schroeder as she pulled up her phone and checked her NY1 Twitter feed. “‘Train delays after girl steps out in front of train.’”

“Scheisse,” repeated Herr Schroeder. “I knew it! I told you that Vanessa was unreliable and that we should have gotten rid of her last week.” 

“Hold on,” said Frau Schroeder. “How do we know it is her? Her train could be delayed because of the accident. But……on the other hand, if she told Patrick about our plan, then he would be upset with her and being a hopeless romantic, would she actually try and commit suicide?”

“Let me think about it for a minute, YES. I told you she was getting too attached to him” said Herr. “We can continue waiting here if you don’t believe it or we can spend our time, finding out the identity of the victim”. 

Well, if she’s still alive and has been rushed to a hospital, we should be able to figure out where since the media is all over this story. Why don’t we head back to our apartment and we can strategize once we know where she is. I agree. Our first step is to kill her. I am pleased she did half the job herself. This will make our story cleaner.”

As Frau and Herr Schroeder started walking out of the hotel, they noticed that the two of the three men from the bar also seemed to be paying and following suit. The third elderly gentleman stayed inside. 

“I just suddenly remembered why the older man looks familiar. That’s Tom Yates, Patrick’s father! The cat is out of the bag,” said Frau Schroeder. “Somebody else knows about the plan. Let’s split up. I'll meet you at the apartment and we can regroup. Are you armed?”

Herr Schroeder nodded and began a slow jog along Forty-third Street toward Seventh Avenue, and Frau Schroeder headed in the opposite direction to Sixth Avenue. They had discussed what they would do before, but Herr Schroeder had poor health. At fifty-five, he suffered from high blood pressure and arthritis and could barely walk long distances. As she walked quickly toward Sixth Avenue, she suddenly had a sinking feeling in her stomach. She turned around. There was another man trailing her at a quick pace. She crossed the street to Forty-second Street, when two loud gunshots went off a few blocks off toward Seventh Avenue. Frau Schroeder froze. The second man was gaining. Feeling nauseous and weak, she skipped down the steps to the platform. A train was at the platform. She managed to squeeze through its closing doors. As she held on to the railing, her eyes filled with uncontrollable tears. She could feel Herr Schroeder’s spirit was leaving the earth.

  


Chapter 30

Patrick had always taught Vanessa to stand at the far end of the platform away from the train. This was not an accident. He had noticed that Vanessa had a terrible habit of stepping right to the edge of the platform, and she would lean out to see whether there was a train coming. It really unnerved him, and whenever he mentioned it to her, she would throw her head back and laugh. “Are you afraid that I am going to fall in?” Even though he knew that she was merely teasing him, he started to read up on the New York subway to understand whether his fears were unwarranted. Little details like how many people fell into the NYC subway each year, and the survival rate of such an incident. What proportion of those were pushed onto the tracks and what proportion of those individuals deliberately chose to step onto the tracks? 

Patrick became obsessed with the details of the New York subway: how it was built, the distance between each station, and the length and width of each track. It was the small details that drew him in. Why were some parts of the track made with wood and others made with metal? What was the role of the pillars in each station? How about the indentations in the wall? 

Vanessa had heard the train coming and had stepped onto the tracks. Instinctively, Patrick leapt on after her. In a flash, he saw John at the side of the platform, screaming "Lie in between those two tracks with Vanessa on top of you". Patrick did as instructed, bear hugging her from underneath and folding both their arms in front of her chest. Vanessa did not resist. She seemed shocked and compliant, suddenly acutely aware of the danger that she had just placed herself and Patrick in. 

“Shhhh. Don’t move, honey. Whatever happens, I love you,” Patrick whispered into her ear.

“I love you too,” returned Vanessa, with tears streaming down her face. “I am so sorry.” The next three seconds crawled as the train pulled to a halt in front of them. Patrick and Vanessa held their breath, their arms folded across Vanessa’s chest, and their eyes closed shut. The sound of the train was deafening as it screeched to a halt directly on top of them. And then it stopped. 

Patrick and Vanessa lay still. They could hear the voice of the conductor. “Due to a sick passenger, there will be a slight delay before we open the doors.” What remained were the deafening screams from the people on the platform above: “HELP!” and “The ambulance will be here any second!” The train started and slowly backed up so that it was no longer directly above them. 

Patrick started to cry in relief and disbelief. “Vanessa, I think we are going to be OK,” he said. Vanessa said nothing. Although she was still breathing, she had suddenly gone unconscious. “Vanessa?” Patrick called. “Vanessa! Vanessa! Vanessa, hold on!” His voice broke as he continued to call her name. “HELP!”


Chapter 31

Patrick awoke in a hospital bed with an IV in his arm, hooked up to a few machines. His heart and blood pressure were being monitored and there was a nurse taking his vitals. 

“Ah, you are awake,” said the nurse with a kind smile. “How are you feeling?”

Patrick shook his head. He had a bit of a headache and felt a little nauseous. 

“You are a very brave and lucky young man,” the nurse continued with a smile. 

“Is Vanessa all right?” Patrick asked. “Where is she?”

The nurse gave him a blank stare and said, “I’ll go and get your father. He has been worried about you.” 

Patrick felt anxious. What had happened to Vanessa? Was she all right? 

“Patrick,” said his dad. 

Patrick gave his father a long embrace. His father was noticeably moved by his condition and looked a lot older than normal. “I don’t know what I would do without you, son. Your mother is on a flight over; she will be here in the morning.”

Patrick was so thankful to see his father, and he continued to hold on to his dad’s warm hand. In the last few days, he had realized how important his family and Vanessa were to him. More important than anything else in his life. “Father,” Patrick said weakly. “Is Vanessa OK?”

Tom Yates’s face became very grave. “Vanessa was not harmed by the train,” he said slowly. “The nurses keep saying that if you had been one second later, neither of you would have made it. We owe a big thank-you to John Beard, who followed you and was able to think quickly about how to save you.” Tom was interrupted by a knock on the door, after which the emergency doctor on call appeared. 

“Hi, I am Dr. Farr. How are you feeling, Mr. Yates?” he asked. 

“Hello. I am feeling a little weak and dizzy, but I think I am OK,” said Patrick.

“You are doing amazingly well and your vitals look fine. It appears that you broke your right foot when you bravely jumped onto the tracks after that girl. But, otherwise, your vitals look fine.”

“Vanessa,” Patrick interrupted. “That girl is Vanessa. She is my fiancée.”

Dr. Farr looked at Patrick with sympathy. “I am so sorry; I didn’t know. You must be terribly distressed.” 

Patrick looked away. “How is she doing?”

“Well, not great at the moment, but we seem to have stabilized her condition.”

“Stabilized?”

“Yes. You see, Vanessa has a weak heart. She must have had this from childhood. While she was lying on the subway tracks, she suffered from cardiogenic shock, which is a condition where the blood flow to the heart becomes insufficient. Some of the symptoms of shock include loss of consciousness, which is what happened to Vanessa.”

“Is Vanessa going to be all right?”

“We currently have her in critical care while we attempt to restore the blood flow to her heart. We think that she will be just fine. It is important that she remains here for a few days, because if this condition is not treated immediately, then she can suffer long-term damage to her organs, or her memory, etc. We are doing the best that we can and will give you periodic updates on her condition.”

“Is she safe at the moment? Who is with her?” asked Patrick.

“Her host father, John Beard, is currently responsible for her. Per policy, we have contacted her adopted parents, who are also legally accountable for any major decisions.”

“Her adopted parents? Where is John Beard? And what major decisions?” demanded Patrick.

“Yes, so, Vanessa remains unconscious and we are keeping her that way until we are comfortable that we have restored the blood flow to her heart. However, in the unlikely event that we are unable to wake her up, her adopted parents will have the right to make a decision as to whether we should continue to keep her alive artificially or not.”

Patrick felt a deep lump in his throat and a huge sense of guilt. None of this would have happened had he been mature enough to listen to her pleas for forgiveness. But he had felt so mad and betrayed at the time. Vanessa must have felt completely helpless and hopeless and taken the decision to try to end her life in the subway station. It was unfathomable. Patrick couldn’t imagine how life would ever be the same without her.  


Chapter 32

When John awoke, he was hooked up to an IV, and there were monitors everywhere. It was a miracle that he was safe. Growing up, John had been obsessed with the subway, knowing how long it took for a subway train to come to a full stop. He was also aware that if you were ever pushed in front of the train, your best bet was to stand in between the pillars or to lie down in between the tracks with your arms folded. He knew that there were about nine inches between the train and the floor. But running in front of the train? Well, he’d taken a big chance there. He figured that if the train saw him running, it would slow down much faster. He also knew, through having spent many years living in New York and taking the subway, that the train would stop several feet before the end of the platform. That said, he was still taking a risk.

Thinking back, after his meeting with Tom Yates, Patrick, Vanessa, and Charles in the apartment, he had instinctively decided to follow Vanessa and Patrick to the train station. Vanessa was young and fickle. She had looked slightly disturbed and his gut told him that she did not have the strength to carry this through. Feeling uneasy, he had followed them and taken the F train, standing in the carriage next to theirs. At Jay Street Metro Tech station, they got off the train, and he had trailed twenty steps behind them as they walked to the front of the platform, waiting for the uptown A train. Vanessa’s body language was odd. She seemed to have given up on life. Patrick walked a distance from her, stiff and angry. The dynamic between them was so different from the joviality of the day before.

John had turned on his phone to text his work to let them know that he would not be able to make it—but in a split second, he had seen Vanessa dive onto the train platform with Patrick behind her.

In his shock, he took off his white shirt and started yelling, “STOP—PERSON ON TRACKS!” as the train started to speed along toward them. John sprinted ahead and started screaming instructions to Patrick.  

In the background, the entire platform was yelling, “STOP! PERSON ON TRACKS!” The chant caught on and everyone started to repeat it. The train started to approach the station slowly. 

Noticing the oblivious expression of the conductor, John looked ahead and calculated that it would take eight seconds for the train to come to a halt. Too close. John jumped onto the tracks and ran ahead of the train as fast as he could. The image of his family and parents flashed in his subconscious. The conductor, in complete shock, pulled on the brakes immediately as he saw John running ahead, and the train came to a screeching halt, covering just the top of Vanessa’s and Patrick’s faces, about one inch in front of John. 

John stopped running. 

Relieved and feeling slightly shaky, John threw up and lay down on the tracks. 

He waited a few minutes before the paramedics arrived. Feeling nauseous as they lifted him onto a stretcher, he whispered, “Call my wife, Ruth,” while unlocking his phone with his thumb. “Please take all three of us to NYU downtown hospital.” He then passed out. 

 


Chapter 33

Ruth would be upset that he had taken such a huge gamble, but he’d only done what he had to do.

He clicked the buzzer for the nurse and she came in immediately. “You are awake, Mr. Beard. Thankfully. And you are a hero. Your wife was just in here. She must have left to use the restroom.”

“Thank you,” said John. “What happened to the other passengers?”

Ruth returned at that point and gave him a huge embrace. She looked a lot older, and her face was stricken with tears. There were no words to describe the next few minutes. 

The nurse paused and allowed them to reconnect for a couple of minutes. “The other two passengers are also in intensive care. The young man seems to be in better shape than the girl. The girl suffered from shock, and we believe she had a weak heart. That said, she is in a more critical condition.” 

“The girl is not safe,” John said. “Who else is with her? They are still out there. She failed them and has now become a liability. She could expose them.” John sat up and started to unhook the IV.

“What are you doing?” asked Ruth and the nurse simultaneously. 

“I have to protect Vanessa,” John said. 

There was a knock on the door. And in came a very sheepish and worried-looking Aaron. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” John asked immediately. He had an unfinished beef with Aaron. “Are you here to kill me or to help me to recover?” 

“John. I am so sorry,” Aaron said with genuine affection. “All this … was meant to be a prank. The partners and I had never meant for it to go this far.”

“A prank? The partners were in on it too?” asked John. “Really? And Jessica?”

Aaron lowered his head. “Jessica has a daughter—that is all true. I am so sorry about the pain we caused you. It was all meant to come out at the partnership meeting today and then I learned about the train debacle. Larry and Stanley are here as well. They’re in the waiting room.”

John was quiet for a long time. Ever since he’d had dinner with the partners, everything had gone to hell. The partners had used Aaron to get to him, and outstandingly, Aaron had agreed. John thought about it for a minute. He could never trust Aaron again. He turned his face away from Aaron toward the wall and spoke coldly. 

“I am feeling tired, Aaron. Please, can you leave? Please, can you tell Larry and Stanley not to wait? I will call them when I have been discharged and ready. And … another thing?”

“Sure, anything … I just feel so sorry for what I have done.”

“Stay out of my life.” John turned his face toward the wall. He heard Aaron slowly saunter toward the door and turn the knob. He could picture him with his head hung low and his shoulders hunched, feeling guilty, rebuked, and hurt.


Chapter 34

Vanessa woke up slowly. She felt disorientated and shaky. “Ruth!” she called out. “Ruth, where are you?” There was nobody there.

“Patrick!” she yelled. She had a lump in her throat. She couldn’t quite recall why Patrick was upset with her, but she knew that something was very wrong. 

Suddenly, her door creaked open and a familiar-looking silhouette appeared. The lights were dim, but as the face came closer, she saw that it was Frau Schroeder. She had a crazy look in her eyes. Vanessa thought that she was in a bad dream. As the Frau approached, Vanessa tightened.

“You!” Frau Schroeder screamed. “You screwed it all up! I told Hans that we shouldn’t trust you and now he’s dead because of you. Now … now I have nothing. Nothing to live for. You killed Hans, so now I will kill you. I don’t care what happens to me. After all we did for you … We saved you from a life of prostitution! We took you in. All you had to do was get Patrick and you screwed that up. What a waste.”

Vanessa just stared at Frau Schroeder, shaking. Patrick. Ruth. Somebody! She closed her eyes and prayed that someone, anyone, would come into the room. 

Frau Schroeder drew a gun and pointed it at her. “I don’t care what happens to me at this point. I have lost Hans, and you have probably already told Patrick and the Beards all about me, right? Someone was waiting for us at the hotel. I am no longer safe. I know that. But I will not let you walk away and live a happily ever after with your beloved Patrick. It’s over for you.”

Frau Schroeder gently caressed the trigger. Vanessa closed her eyes tightly.

There was a gunshot. Her ears buzzed at the sound. It was numbing. She had expected to be greeted by angels, and to start feeling cold—but instead she heard a scuffle.

Frau Schroeder was struggling with another man that she did not recognize. He had disarmed her. It was John Beard, wearing a gown. The gun lay in front of them. Frau Schroeder dove to the ground to reach it, but there was another gunshot. Someone had shot her in the back. Vanessa looked back at the door and Charles stood there … the gun still in his hand. 

“It’s over, Vanessa,” came his reassuring voice from the doors. “We’ve got her.”

The doors swung open and three policemen came bolting in. 

Vanessa closed her eyes. She was safe now. She and Patrick were both safe. … 


Chapter 35

Over a year later, on the eve of Thanksgiving, John reviewed his holiday email to all the associates one more time:

Thanksgiving is a time to give thanks to our families, our friends, and all of our clients. As we head out to celebrate this special occasion, I would like to thank each and every one of you for all that you do here every day. I am thankful that you continue to make this place a great place to work every day. Please honor this holiday by leaving at 2 p.m. today. Turn on your out-of-office messages and enjoy the next day. 

Sincerely, 

John Beard

Proudly, he hit send and then walked through the trading floor wishing each of his teammates a happy Thanksgiving. As he waited for the elevator on the thirtieth floor, he looked back at the glass door, which was boldly engraved with the name of his firm: Beard & Beard. Their one-year anniversary was coming up and John was determined to make his investment firm larger than Silicon Alley. 

He dialed Ruth’s cell and she quickly picked up. He could hear their ten-month-old daughter, Delilah, screaming in the background. “How’s it going?” John asked.

“One day back home for the holidays, and I am already pulling my hair out. Did you let everyone out early?”

“Yes, I am all done. Heading to the parking garage. Your office was so empty today without you. I felt a bit lost. Is Vanessa off from Rutgers for the holiday week?”

“Yes, she is handing in a midterm paper today and will be home with the rest of us by five today, so I am holding the fort down. Hurry back. Your daughter is like three kids in one!”

“I will.” As John walked to the parking lot, he thought about how his life had changed so dramatically over the last year. He and Ruth had founded their own firm and had little trouble raising capital for it. He had not seen or heard from Aaron since the hospital. He had also not reconnected with Jessica, agreeing that if her daughter was happy not wanting to find out the identity of her father, then that was her daughter’s choice. He had his own family and a new firm to take care of, so if anything, this was a blessing. 

Checking his text messages, he saw one from Patrick wishing him and Ruth a happy Thanksgiving and apologizing for not being able to join them for Thanksgiving dinner the next day. Patrick was still pursuing acting with the open support of his parents and would be spending the holiday in New York with his parents, who were now retired and living in Brooklyn a few months of the year. 

Vanessa was living with John and Ruth full-time, studying to be a nurse at the university at night and helping with the kids during the day. In the last year, she had gone from a vulnerable and scared young woman to a more confident individual who felt free to share her opinions and who was open about her past. Saving Vanessa from a life of unfulfilled potential and fear had been one of his and Ruth’s proudest achievements. Still, he had often caught Vanessa looking wistfully into the distance, and he wondered whether she was pining after Patrick. They had tried dating, but Patrick was just too jarred and had asked for a break. They shared a deep bond, unparalleled by any of his other friendships, but for now, it would just have to be that, a platonic friendship.

Larry and Stanley sat in the executive boardroom. Stanley was pacing back and forth, and Larry was puffing on a cigar. “We have lost our fourth associate to Beard & Beard,” Stanley said. “Should we feel threatened?” 

There was a long pause as Larry inhaled on his cigar.

“Not yet. I have a few things up my sleeve. That firm won’t last another year.”
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