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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



 

RAZOR EDGE is the third novella-length installment in a steamy
three-part romance-thriller series. The story contains scenes and language
written for a mature audience.



 

A 22-year-old violinist and a driven,
enigmatic billionaire butt heads as they try to find an agoraphobic young man
who has gone missing. Charlotte Dawson is drawn into the Razor family secrets,
becoming Daniel Razor’s adversary, as well as his ally, in the hunt to find his
stepbrother. She needs his money and he needs her resourcefulness but that
doesn’t make them friends. As the investigation deepens, Charlotte begins to
wonder if the man she is working for is the man she should be running from.



 

Set in fog-shrouded San Francisco, The
Razor Serial Trilogy is gothic noir romance in the tradition of Alfred
Hitchcock. Written in three novellas, the final book, RAZOR EDGE wraps up the
mystery but the series will continue in December 2015.
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RAZOR EDGE



 








chapter one


♫



 

DANIEL RAZOR shaved very carefully; steam
rising up from the sink and fogging the bathroom mirror as he lathered his face
and dragged the blade over his jaw.


He glanced at his reflection and his
stomach clenched. His hand shook but he managed to pull off a close shave
without nicking himself. Nerves, he thought, about seeing her again. Charlotte
Dawson had questions and he didn’t have answers. Carefully formulated responses
were not answers. She was smart and perhaps as amoral as he was; she would see
through any smoke screen he tried to throw up. Charlotte was alive but only by
the skin of her teeth. A few minutes more and he’d have found her body smashed
on the pavement. That was too close. No room for error. Reasonable questions
called for reasonable answers and Daniel couldn’t give her any. There was
nothing reasonable about what happened to her on the roof.


Daniel pulled the blade over his throat. It
struck him as ironic that his past mistakes had come back to bite him in the
ass just when he was finally ready to commit to Anastasia. Even more
ironically, that it was Anastasia doing the biting. After three years of
looking the other way, his fiancée had finally decided to take her revenge.
This is the first one she’s tried to kill, he thought with a grimace.


Daniel didn’t lie to Charlotte; he didn’t see a woman when he came up in the
elevator. He smelled her. Anastasia’s
perfume was one of a kind, blended exclusively for her. Daniel guessed why she
was there and why she did what she did. She must have found out Charlotte
Dawson had spent the night in the mansion from one of the staff. Marshall
always informed Joyce, Wilma and Jackson when there were overnight guests. Her
jealousy went into overdrive after being suppressed for so long. His fiancée
had been burned before by his infidelity. 


What she did to Charlotte was on him. He’d
created that rage in Tasha. Charlotte was right about
one thing—someone always gets hurt.


Daniel caught his reflection staring back
at him, wryly accusatory. The man in the mirror was still the bad boy who took
what he wanted. Why did he take his brother’s girlfriend to bed? Why did he
feel the compulsion to throw a grenade into every good part of his life?


First Joel and now
Anastasia. Charlotte was caught in the middle.


Daniel snatched up a towel and dried his
face on it vigorously, rubbing out the image. Don’t grow a conscience now, Razor. There was no proof Anastasia
tried to kill Charlotte. It could have been an accident. Tasha
was trapped on the roof; she panicked and pushed past Charlotte to make her
escape and Charlotte lost her balance. 


Daniel avoided his eyes in the mirror. He
was spinning the truth but he had no choice. Tasha
could not be charged with attempted murder. She knew too much. Anastasia must’ve
come to the house looking for him and one of the staff told her Charlotte had
spent the night. When he found out who it was, he’d fire their ass. Rule number
one for continued employment in Razor mansion was learn to keep your mouth
shut. 


Charlotte said the woman she saw was
wearing a blue raincoat. Anastasia probably has a coat similar in color to this mysterious woman in blue. Daniel still didn’t
believe there was any such person, though why Charlotte would make her up was
unclear. 


Charlotte worried him. He thought he knew
women, he thought he’d seen it all ... but Charlotte Dawson was an enigma. She
could be bought—but that meant nothing. In business, the guy who writes the
checks is usually confident of getting what he paid for. In Charlotte Dawson’s
convoluted moral order, the guy who writes the checks gets what she decides he
gets. Daniel couldn’t control her and he didn’t know what she would do next.
The violin was her Achilles heel which gave him some measure of power over her
for the time being.


But he was worried. What happened between
her and Joel would take them all down if he didn’t get her firmly under
control. She was keeping a journal of some sort. He had to get his hands on it
before she left for Switzerland and was beyond his reach.


If John Razor was alive, he would advise
his son to withhold the money. Make it impossible for the girl to leave the
mansion until he had possession of that journal. If she didn’t write about the
incident—no harm, no foul—pay her off and send her on her way.


And if she did?


Daniel forced his eyes to the mirror.
Charlotte had made him promise he would never leave her. He warned her she
would regret it one day.


Daniel smoothed his hands over his hair and
examined his reflection. He was beginning to look more like John Razor every
day. Beginning to think like him too.


Protect the family. Protect the family name
at all costs.



 

*



 

“TELL ME about this woman in blue,” said
Detective Lewis.


“What more do you need to know?” I was
getting impatient with the endless questions that were getting us nowhere. “She
was in the house, I chased her and she pushed me off the roof. Daniel Razor
rescued me before I fell. He’ll tell you all about it. We found the cell where
they were holding Joel, and then last night I heard him banging on a pipe. It
was a message. He’s still in the house! I’ve told you the whole story twice
now. Didn’t Daniel show you the journal we found? Joel’s notebook—he said he
was going to show it to you.”


Lewis grunted, frowned and shook his head.
“I haven’t spoken to Mr. Razor today. But getting back to
this mysterious woman. So far you’re the only one who claims to have
seen her. No one in the Razor household believes she exists.”


“Joel believes she exists. Joel saw her
too.”


“The missing man saw the woman in blue from
the attic window,” he said with a deadpan look on his face. “Do you hear how
that sounds?”


“It sounds like something you should
investigate!” I pushed away from the desk. “Look, I’m not doing this anymore. I’m
not writing down everything that happens if you’re not going to believe me. And
I’m not coming to you guys with what I find out if you’re not going to follow
up on it.”


“Why were you in the mansion in the first
place?”


“Daniel Razor asked me to help him find
Joel.”


Detective Lewis leaned back in his chair,
bemused. “After firing you with cause, Mr. Razor asks you to do him a favor and you drop everything to answer the call.”


“I was already looking for Joel on my own.
I agreed to help out because I wanted to find him too.”


“Are you sure Mr. Razor didn’t offer you
money or some other perk for volunteering your time?”


“He said he’d pay me, yes. Is that a
problem?” I was confused. What was Lewis getting at?


The detective shook his head and grinned
like he knew it all along. “Yeah, it’s a problem because now you have a vested
interest in keeping this case alive. The longer this goes on, the more
lucrative it is for you. How many years of experience in private investigation
have you logged, Miss Dawson?”


My face was red. I could feel the heat in
my hair. I was embarrassed but I was also angry. “I have a vested interest in
finding Joel Razor for personal reasons. His brother’s money isn’t the issue.”


“Well, that would be a first for the Razor
boys, I’m sure. A girl who isn’t interested in their money.”
Lewis slapped his hands on the table, palms down. “However, the SFPD can’t help
you in your ‘investigation.’ If Daniel Razor calls me, I’ll order a team to
search the mansion with sniffer dogs and get a
forensic unit to check out this cell you mentioned. If Joel is still in the
mansion, we’ll find him. But I don’t think he is. You said the tunnel leads to
the redwood forest. Whoever was holding him—if
someone was holding him—they likely made
their escape through the tunnels to the forest as soon as they heard you
coming. Joel Razor is long gone by now.”


“But what about the sounds I heard—the
banging on the pipe?”


“It is a very old mansion, Miss Dawson,”
Lewis said wearily. “Old plumbing makes noise.”


I slumped in my chair. “I know what I
heard. It was a rhythm like a metronome. The sound travelled through the
dumbwaiter. I play the violin; I recognized the tune. The composition was one
Joel and I had played together a couple of times. He was sending me a message
that he has forgiven me.”


“Forgiven you for what?”


I looked at my hands. “I told myself I was
doing it for the music. But this deal between the three of us became far more
complicated than I ever imagined. I hurt Joel. The only person he trusted was
Daniel and I screwed that up for him. I just wish we knew what they wanted so
Daniel could give it to them and Joel could come home.”


Lewis seemed to thaw a little. “Joel Razor
is a billionaire. If he’s been
abducted, they can get everything they want from Joel. He’s their cash cow.
They’re not going to kill him but they’re not going to give him up either. We’re
tracking his bank accounts, credit cards and financial records. So far, no
money has been withdrawn. Maybe when the pressure is off, we’ll see some
movement on his accounts and we’ll be able to take action. But to be honest, I
don’t believe this is an abduction or hostage-taking situation. We thought it
might me a domestic matter so we tracked down his birth father. Richard Dolman
hasn’t seen his son since Joel was born. Alexandra Dolman wanted it that way in
the divorce and Dolman wasn’t about to argue. It might help you to know we also
spoke with a behavioral therapist who was working
with Joel using hypnosis to manage his anxiety. Dr. Welland
indicated Joel Razor was prone to erratic behavior
and anything could have triggered his disappearance.”


“Like seeing a woman dressed exactly like
his mother was the day before she died?”


Lewis scratched his balding scalp. “Look, I’m
not going to lie to you, Miss Dawson. This is not your standard missing person
situation. Joel Razor is a mature adult male, twenty-six years old. He doesn’t
appear to be in distress if what you’ve told me about the entry in his notebook
is accurate. Look, he’s worried about his love life—not his life. There’s been no ransom demand and
no threat has been made so there’s no crime here. It’s not against the law to
leave home.”


“He hasn’t left home! Joel isn’t like other
twenty-six-year old men. He can’t cope.”


Lewis heaved a sigh. “Until I get something
that says he’s been taken against his will, or that his life is in danger; that
there’s been an extortion demand or a demand for ransom, there’s nothing I can
do. As long as he isn’t a danger to himself or to anyone else, he can do as he
pleases. Look,” Lewis said sympathetically, “you did your best. You’ve gone as
far as you can go to get him back. Don’t let it consume your life. Your friend left
on his own free will. He may come back on his own or he may not. It’ll drive
you crazy trying to control what other people do.”


Good advice, except it wasn’t me who was trying
to control Joel. It was the woman in blue. I remembered the expression on his
face at the window. Joel did not leave home of his free will.



 


 








chapter two


♫



 

ANASTASIA PACED her hotel room, planning
what to say when Daniel showed up to accuse her of trying to kill Charlotte.


Deny
being there. Deny knowing anything about it. Make him prove it.


He’ll say Joel saw her from the window.


So
what? Joel is missing. He’s not a witness. Blame it on the woman in the blue. 


Anastasia giggled hysterically.


Would Daniel even try to understand why she did it? Would he see how he had
pushed her to the breaking point by inviting that girl to spend the night, only
minutes after he had trashed their engagement party? How much humiliation was
she supposed to take?


Anastasia wrung her hands. He wanted to get
rid of her and he succeeded. 


Why? Why?


Because
your boyfriend wanted to fuck Charlotte Dawson and you left the door wide open
for him to do just that.


She screwed up—she knew that now. She
should’ve insisted on staying. But he pretty much made it impossible for her to
stay. Daniel Razor knew how to make a scene. Burn the house down. Annihilate
anyone who gets in his way. He’s always been like that. She couldn’t stand by
and let him pull that shit with her or she would have lost all credibility.
Anastasia Redman does not make empty threats. One day, Daniel will realize
that.


Humiliated. In front of all of their friends. Of course
she walked out.


He’s going to be furious. He’s going to
freak out that she tried to hurt Charlotte. He might even break off the
engagement.


Let
him try. Daniel Razor isn’t the only one who knows how to burn a house down.


Razor and Redman and their friends in New
York and Los Angeles—they weren’t like ordinary people. The youth of privilege
lived life at a hotter pace. When you have everything, you always want more.
Joel and Daniel Razor could get as much as they wanted. Anastasia knew about
the threesomes in Joel’s apartment. She didn’t object as long as their
addiction didn’t affect her. Everyone in their crowd had something they were
hooked on back then—drugs, sex, fast cars—but they were all grown up now and it
was time to put the toys away.


It was Joel Razor who refused to grow up.


Joel.


He was such a freak, he couldn’t go out and
get his own pussy; he needed his brother to do it for him. Anastasia hated her
future brother-in-law with a white-hot passion. What began as repugnance had
grown to a full-blown hate. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest,
hugging herself to calm down. Let Daniel dare accuse her of pushing Charlotte
off the roof. Bring it. As far as she
was concerned, Charlotte and Joel got what they deserved. She wasn’t going to
apologize for taking steps to get her fiancé out of that ménage. She had a right
to do what she did.


Anastasia paced the room in a tight, little
circle. Daniel would’ve done anything for Joel. Anything.
If Joel wanted Daniel to watch while he fucked the hired help, Daniel would’ve
done it. Anastasia wasn’t a complete idiot; she knew Daniel enjoyed his brother’s kink. That’s why
he never put a stop to it. Even after it got dangerous and she had to run
interference, charming her ass off to keep Joel out of jail—even then Daniel
didn’t stop. He liked watching. 


What if one of the girls decided to sell
her story to the media?


Jesus. Did he even think about that?
Did he give Anastasia’s reputation any thought at all?


Razor Industries might survive the
blowback, but Redman Foundation wouldn’t. Anastasia couldn’t afford to put her
family’s name under that kind of scrutiny. She was just beginning to become a
powerhouse in philanthropic circles. She would not have her private life dragged into the gutter by a perverted,
weak little boy. Daniel would cater to his brother’s issues until the end of
time. 


Joel Razor had to go. Charlotte Dawson
happened to be in the way.


Daniel claimed he hired her to be Joel’s
companion/girlfriend/fuck-buddy—whatever the twisted freak needed her to be.
But Anastasia knew Daniel was in the
room while Joel was banging Charlotte. He didn’t cop to it and she decided not
to press the point because they had an engagement party to plan. She was
beginning to believe he had actually changed.


Until she walked in on
them.


How did she know they were together in the
loft? After three years, she had developed a sixth sense when it came to Daniel’s
roving eye. Charlotte was lying on Joel’s bed and her fiancé was holding the
bitch’s hand. No matter what excuses he made, Anastasia realized she would
spend her entire married life being forced to look the other way. So she pushed Charlotte off the roof and if she’d do it again if
she had to. No regrets. Anastasia honestly couldn’t see the problem. Skanks like Charlotte Dawson were always circling and they
always would be if she didn’t send Daniel a clear message. She will retaliate. You’ve been warned.


She slumped to the arm chair and gazed
dully out of the hotel window.


A thought entered her mind, a thought she
never imagined she was capable of having. She thought of Joel dying and
disappearing permanently from Daniel’s life. That would be a relief. That would
be quite helpful.


There was a knock at the door.


She threw back her shoulders and flipped
her long, blonde hair off her face. Daniel had arrived at last to apologize. He was going to have to do some serious
grovelling. Anastasia settled her face into a look of sweet anguish and
opened the door.


Carsten Pullman stood in the hall.


He did not look happy.



 

*



 

DANIEL MUST have used his key to get into
the apartment. I was in the bathroom throwing up when he walked in on me.


“What’s wrong with you?” he said in a voice
that didn’t give a damn.


“I think I caught something. Flu bug. I’ll be all right in a few hours.” I bent over the
toilet bowl and heaved. Morning sickness was dragging into the afternoon. I
wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “What are you doing here?”


“I live here. Where did you catch the flu?”


“Well, I’m sure I don’t know, Mr. Razor. It
was probably at the police station. Hand rails and door knobs are covered in
germs. It was a wasted trip. Detective Lewis was unhelpful. He said as there
was no crime to investigate, they wouldn’t be sending a team to search the
mansion unless you specifically requested it.”


He sat on the edge of the claw foot tub.
Joel’s bathroom was spacious like every room in Joel’s apartment. “Why did you
see Lewis when I told you I was going there this afternoon?”


“Because I didn’t believe you would. And I
wanted him to have all the facts.” 


When it felt safe to leave the toilet, I
moved to the sink and ran the water until it was cold. I splashed water over my
face and rinsed my mouth. “I guess you must have got there before me because he
was distinctly unimpressed with my story of attempted murder. He said he’d
investigate if you corroborated my story.” I reached for the mouthwash. “So did
you?”


“No.”


If I didn’t have a mouth full of Listerine,
I would have screamed. Instead, I spat in the sink and wiped my mouth on a hand
towel. “Are you kidding me?”


“Listen to me. We can’t have the police
involved. If they get a report of attempted murder, it’s out of our hands; they’ll
open an investigation. The trouble is we don’t know where Joel is or who has
him or how they’ll react. We know he’s in danger but you said it yourself—Lewis
hasn’t got a crime to investigate.”


“But you showed him the journal! That must have changed his mind.”


“I didn’t show him the journal. It was
forged. The handwriting was Joel’s but that comment he made about my being in
love with you—that wasn’t Joel. Joel didn’t track emotional changes in people.
If I didn’t say it, then he wouldn’t comment on it. I had to tell my brother
what I was feeling or Joel wouldn’t have a clue. Those were not his thoughts we
read in that last entry. Someone instructed Joel to write those words.”


I understood what he was saying. In my
brain, I understood. In my heart, I was pretty crushed. Daniel wasn’t in love
with me. Not a surprise, Charlotte.
Joel didn’t write those words from his own knowledge. They weren’t written for
Joel—but for Daniel. Whoever was with Joel (the woman in blue?) wanted Daniel
to believe I was creating a problem between them. The logical step for Daniel
to take would be to send me back to Susan’s to diffuse the situation for his
brother. That made sense—but why? 


“Does Anastasia know about Tallulah?”


Daniel raised an eyebrow. “How do you know about Tallulah?”


“Some email correspondence came across my
desk when I was still working at Razor Industries that had Tallulah in the
subject line. Marlene said to forward them to Carsten
Pullman which I did. After Joel went missing, I found a file on his computer
named Tallulah.”


“Did you look at it?”


“Yes, but I didn’t understand it. Tallulah
is a cement company in Seattle. That much I figured out.” There was no way I
was going to tell him that Barry and Phil were my source for this information.
“Joel seemed interested in the mix the company used for their cement. Did this
have anything to do with the plans he was working on for the Razor office in
Seattle?”


Daniel stood up. “Let’s talk in the living
room. I want to sit down on something softer than the edge of the tub.”


We settled on the sofa. I tucked my legs
under me, hugging the corner as far away from him as possible. Daniel didn’t
seem to notice. He was very preoccupied.


“Joel came across some anomalies when he
started designing the new offices. He was sourcing materials, doing his usual
research—Joel isn’t a normal guy—when he’s working on a project, he needs to
see every component. He started looking into Tallulah Cement. We were embroiled
in a takeover bid for the company on Carsten’s
recommendation. The deal was set to be nailed down at the next board meeting
when Joel came to me with his findings. Tallulah had made its profit by selling
cement mix at an inferior ratio than industry standard. So far, there were no
reported incidences of the cement breaking down, but in ten to twenty years,
there would be. Joel and I kept this to ourselves but we were going to vote
down the takeover bid at the meeting.”


I didn’t say anything. So far I was
following the conflict Joel had created for Razor Industries. Carsten Pullman was a pretty powerful force in the company.
If he initiated the takeover, he would not be happy to see it squashed.


“Carsten met with
me to confirm he could count on Joel’s and my support. Carsten
is like an uncle to us so it wasn’t easy to tell him we had reservations. I
thought he would agree with me that we should back out of the deal. Instead, he
told me that what happened ten years from now would be the stockholders’
problem. He’d make sure he got our shares out in time before the collapse.”


I’m really stupid when it comes to business
but I understood what Carsten was up to. “Razor
Industries would acquire Tallulah Cement in Seattle in an aggressive takeover
bid right before they announced construction of new offices in Seattle. A
public offering of Tallulah stock would be issued. The value would climb
because of the announced construction and then Carsten
and the Razor brothers would sell their shares for a profit. Everyone else
would lose their shirts when Tallulah went belly up due to cheap cement killing
people.”


“Joel wouldn’t go for it and I was going to
vote it down because even if I got rich off the deal, Razor Industries could be
in danger. The lawsuits could tank the company. Carsten
said the two were separate corps and there was no way it could affect the rest
of our holdings. I said it would only take one judge looking at news footage of
a collapsed bridge to disagree and the company would be bankrupt. If it could
be proved that we had prior knowledge of the faulty cement we could be held
accountable and we had prior knowledge. Joel was our prior knowledge. He’s a
majority shareholder. He doesn’t have a seat on the board but his objection to
voting for the acquisition would carry a lot of weight.”


“How did Carsten
take the news?”


“He wasn’t happy but he seemed to accept
our decision. The board meets at the end of this month.”


“That’s what—Thursday? Two days from now. Do
you have enough to vote down the takeover bid without Joel’s proxy?”


“Without Joel, I can’t prove his findings
to make my case. And without his proxy, I don’t have a large enough voting
block to defeat the bid.”


I pounded the back of the sofa. “That’s it
then! Carsten is behind Joel’s disappearance!” And
then I saw he was not in the least surprised. “Wait—you knew all along, didn’t
you? Why did you involve me if you
knew all you had to do was confront Carsten?”


“I don’t think that’s all I have to do.” Daniel’s
eyes fixed on mine. “You’ve been both an employee at Razor Industries and an
employee in my house. It’s hard to believe you’re not up to your neck in this
somehow. Every time I think I’m getting close, I find you at the end of the
road. I go to the SFPD and find out you were already there. You knew about
Tallulah. You claim you want to find Joel but you still haven’t told me why.
Why is it so important to you to find my stepbrother?”


Involuntarily, I covered my stomach.
Nothing to see yet but I couldn’t help it. Daniel noticed the gesture. 


“What’s going on? Do you still feel sick?”


“Don’t try and change the subject. Why is
so important to you to have me here?
You asked me to stay and help you find Joel. To be blunt, the only reason I’m
here is because you said you would pay me to snoop on your friends at your
engagement party. I needed the money. I’ll put up with being locked in the
attic every night like some kind of criminal but I won’t put up with veiled
accusations. Either you trust me or you don’t.”


“I don’t trust you. Something is going on
with you, I can feel it. You know something you aren’t telling me. I’ve shown
you my hand, now show me yours. Lewis said you’ve been keeping a journal. If
you have nothing to hide, then show it to me. Where is it?”


“Are you insane? I’m not showing you my
journal. What’s in there is none of your business. Don’t insult me. You still
haven’t explained why Carsten is walking around free
when he’s a menace. There’s more to this than you’re telling me.”


He looked for a moment like he was going to
share and then a cloud crossed his face and his dark eyes went blank. Whatever
it was, Daniel was committed to keeping it to himself. “I’ve told you as much
as I can trust you with. When you show me your journal, I’ll trust you with
more.”


I turned away from him in disgust. “Okay,
new question—why was Joel’s closet ransacked on the day he went missing? Wilma
said it was like that when she came to make the bed and Joel had done it, but
that doesn’t sound like Joel. Why would he ransack his own closet?”


“He wouldn’t.” His expression was solemn.
“What else can you remember about the Tallulah emails?”


“Not much. They were mostly reports from
contractors, shareholder queries, that kind of thing. I forwarded them to Carsten’s secretary. She might still have them on file.”


“I’ll get Rita on it.” Daniel nodded to the
jeans I was wearing. “Where did you get those?”


“I found them in Joel’s closet. Jackson
delivered my suitcases but I only have designer clothes and I want to keep
those in good condition for Europe. I will not crawl around secret passageways
in Prada. I borrowed some of Joel’s things.”


Daniel looked me over. “The jeans look good
on you. Have your breasts always been that big?”


I was wearing a white tee-shirt, short-sleeved,
and very tight. “Stop it.” My face was hot.


All of a sudden, I wasn’t conscious of
anything except Daniel standing right behind me. It was like he absorbed me
into his blood system whenever he looked at me with his dark eyes. I found him
really hard to resist.


“Have dinner with me tonight.” His deep
voice rumbled through me.


“I have to rehearse.”


“Rehearse and then have dinner with me.
What time do you finish?”


“The group is meeting here at seven.”


The smile he gave me was slow and a little
worrying. “Great. I’ll see tonight in the main dining room after your
rehearsal.”



 


 








chapter three


♫



 

CARSTEN SHOOK his head in disgust.


“How could you let this happen? I thought
you said moving into the mansion was a lock. The situation we have now is
nowhere near a lock. You have no access to the very person I need to control. The board meets in less than two days
and I find you in a hotel room, throwing a snit and pouting. How useful do you
think you are to me right now?”


“You were there,” Anastasia said. Her color rose and her voice shook. “You saw what he was like!
What was I supposed to do—beg him to
let me stay? He was drunk and obnoxious. I did what anyone would have done—I
left.”


“All right, all right,” said Carsten. “Calm down. Has he been in touch since then?”


“No. When I heard the knock at the door, I
thought it was him.”


“My source tells me the violinist is still
living there. Daniel didn’t spend the night in the loft but he was up there
with her for a long time.” Carsten eyed her. “Apparently,
there was an incident on the roof yesterday. The girl almost fell. According to
my source, this morning she visited the police station but no further action
has been taken. I’m guessing you wouldn’t know anything about that.”


“It’s news to me.” Anastasia moved to the
window. “I imagine Charlotte Dawson will be packing her violin case and moving
out before the end of the day. These are dangerous times to be a friend to Daniel
Razor.”


“On the contrary, according to my source the
girl is having dinner with your fiancé tonight. Her friends have been invited
to rehearse at the mansion. If anything, Daniel and the violinist are getting
closer. So I hope you’re getting a lot of satisfaction out of this battle
you’ve picked because you are losing the war.”


Anastasia slightly panicked at this news.
“What am I supposed to do? You tell me—what am I supposed to do with a man like
that? I have no influence over him.”


“Well then, get some. I want you in that house
and I don’t care what you have to do to make that happen. If this deal doesn’t
go through, some powerful people are going to lose money and powerful people
don’t like to lose money. You said you would help me with my problem if I
helped you with yours. I’ve done my part—you’ve got an engagement ring on your
finger and Joel Razor is out of your boyfriend’s life. So don’t fuck with me,
sweetheart. Get Danny on board with Tallulah, keep that freak of a brother of
his in line and get me that proxy before Thursday or I will blow you out of the
water. Are we clear?”


Anastasia nodded but her eyes had filled with
tears. “I’m doing the best I can. Abducting Joel was more than I bargained for.
You never warned me it would go this far. I agreed to play my part, but I didn’t
expect to be taking these risks. Kidnapping is a Federal offense.”


“What kidnapping?” Carsten
shrugged his shoulders. “No one’s been kidnapped. There’s been no ransom
demand. Joel has had a breakdown, that’s all. He’s always been a bit strange
and now he’s seeing things. He ran away, so what? We don’t control that.”


“You can’t keep Joel hidden in the mansion
forever.”


“I don’t have to. He just has to stay out of
sight until the board votes and we acquire Tallulah. His proxy is hidden
somewhere in his apartment. Joel can be induced to sign it if we can find it.
The person I have working on the inside needs to get into the loft uninterrupted
to do a search and apparently Daniel keeps the door locked. If there’s another
way in, I want you to find it.”


“How is this my
problem? The whole point to luring Joel out of the apartment was to get the
proxy. It’s your end that’s screwed up—not mine. Your
handler, or whoever this person is, let him get away.”


“All right, all right. You let me worry about Joel and you worry about getting into the
loft. Daniel has the key so it shouldn’t be a problem. Call him, make up and
move into the mansion. Let me know when you have it all worked out. You have
twenty-four hours and then I tell Daniel everything.”


Carsten Pullman did not get to where he was in life by letting people off
the hook for what they owed him.


After he left, Anastasia circled the room,
thinking.


How bad was his threat, really? What did Carsten have on her that he could take to Daniel? There was
the letter threatening Joel’s life, but what other hard evidence did he have?
Everything she did—posing as Alexandra, distracting Daniel, convincing him not
to go to the police—Carsten couldn’t prove she was
involved. She didn’t care if the board accepted or rejected Tallulah. Anastasia
wasn’t interested in Razor Industries.


She was interested in Charlotte Dawson. 


Instead pushing her off the roof, Anastasia
should’ve offered her money to get her out of their lives. Seriously, with Joel
out of the picture, why was she still there? What did Daniel want with
Charlotte Dawson? Was something going on between them that was more than just sex?



 

*



 

“I DON’T want to talk
about it.” I eyed Phil, Susan and Myles. We were camped out in the library,
taking a break. I couldn’t stop thinking about dinner with Daniel and they just
wanted to talk about the case. Phil, as my de-facto lawyer, wanted details. 


“Someone pushed you
off the roof. I think we’d better talk about it.”


I regretted ever
telling them about the attempt on my life—my friends had too many questions.
Mainly, why did I come back to the mansion after seeing the police? A normal
person would’ve gotten the hell out of there. There was not a lot ‘normal’ about
my thinking anymore. I was beginning to understand agoraphobic Joel Razor a lot
better. I only had to stick it out a little while longer. That’s what I told
myself. Don’t choke now, not when you’re
so close to getting everything you wanted. 


“I’m not sure what
happened on the roof,” I lied, avoiding their eyes. “It felt like a push, but
now that I think about it, I might’ve just lost my footing. I had no business
being up there. I thought I saw someone in the hall and I chased him or her to
the roof.”


“Daniel Razor put you
in the firing line,” Myles said. “You’re just the wage slave he’s using to flush
out witnesses so he can eliminate them one at a time. What does he care if you
have to take a bullet for him?”


“Nobody shot at me. I’ve evaluated the risk and
I’ve decided it’s worth it to find Joel.”


Phil hunched forward,
resting his elbows on his knees. “Let’s go over the evidence. What do we know
so far?”


“Daniel Razor said he
went to the office,” Susan said thoughtfully. “That could be a lie. He was
probably in the house all the time. I bet he has a panic room, or a bomb
shelter. You name it—he had means and opportunity. We can’t eliminate him as a
suspect.”


As my friends hashed
over possible suspects, I snuck another admiring look at the dress I was
wearing. Alexander McQueen. Red. Short flared skirt. Fitted bodice. Two thousand dollars.
Daniel had it sent over from Saks this afternoon with a note attached: “Don’t
wear the jeans to dinner.” I added a touch of my own to the outfit—combat
boots. Just so he’d know where we stood.


Susan was watching me.
“A new dress?” she whispered. “Charlotte, in a few months you’re not going to
be where able to wear that. It’s a waste of money and you don’t have any money.”


“I didn’t buy it.”


“Oh fuck. He bought it for you.” Susan rolled her
eyes. “That’s not going to end well,” she added ominously. “This came for you
today.” She reached into the black handbag at her feet and pulled out an
envelope. Susan handed it to me.


It was from the Geneva
Conservatory. I tore it open and withdrew the letter inside. My name was at the
top, a friendly greeting, but the rest of it was very dry, very formal—they
were cutting me from the program. I still hadn’t come up with my last
installment and they had no choice but to give my seat away to another
violinist.


My eyes filled with tears
and my hand shook.


“What is it?” Phil
asked.


I tried to pull myself
together. “I’ve lost my place in Geneva. I was kind of expecting it, so it’s
not big news. I guess I was hoping they’d give me more time to come up with the
money.” My voice broke a little. “I was so close.”


“Shit, honey … I’m
sorry.”


I tried to shrug it
off. “Maybe it’s a sign I’m supposed to be working and not training. The BSO is
auditioning this fall. I’m not giving up, guys. Temporary setback—that’s all
this is.”


“The Boston Symphony
Orchestra is probably more difficult to get into than Geneva,” Myles said.
“You’re technically proficient; but you lack heart, guts and soul. Your focus
is too one note, too singular. Like, you’re all foreplay and no intercourse.
You’re driven and it shows in your music. But you haven’t picked up your cross,
that’s your whole problem.”


“What the hell is that
supposed to mean?” I was hurt and angry. I didn’t ask for sympathy but I wasn’t
prepared to be criticized.


“You haven’t accepted
suffering as your natural fate for being a violinist. We’re not just the
background music at swanky tech mole parties. We are classical musicians.
There’s a cost playing this music. You have to inhabit it and that’s something
you resist doing. Feeling pain.”


“What a load of bull,”
Phil exclaimed. “Charlotte has incredible depth in her musicianship. You’re
jealous because she is technically
proficient and she can build on that. Try playing without technique and see how
far you get. She can build on her discipline. The rest will come.”


“I’m a cellist. I
don’t give a shit how good she is on the violin. She’s perfect, is all I’m
saying. She plays perfectly. But if she’s going to impress the BSO, she’s going
to have to deliver a lot more than perfection. And you’re doing her a
disservice by constantly puffing up her ego with flattery and telling her how
brilliant she is. I’m a better friend to her than that because I’m telling her
the truth. They didn’t hold her place in Geneva because she’s good enough to
get in but not good enough to bend the rules to keep her.”


“What are you
saying—Phil? Myles? Do I produce cold soulless notes?”


“Yes.”


“No.”


Phil and Myles spoke
the same time.


Susan interrupted.
“It’s like Phil said—it’s easier to get hired with sound discipline and
technique than it is to be all art and no craft. Charlotte’s life is about to
change and she’ll have more than enough heart to put into her music. No worries,
boys.”


A shiver of alarm ran
through me. “Susan,” I said warningly. 


“I only meant the
Geneva thing—your life is about to change because you didn’t get into Geneva.
That’s all I meant.” Susan clamped her mouth shut, blazing red.


Myles looked from me
to Susan and back again. “No you didn’t. Susie, how is Charlotte’s life about
to change?”


“You’ll have to ask
Charlotte,” Susan said, with meaning.


Myles and Phil looked
at me, interested. “What’s going on?” asked Myles. “You two have been
whispering together off and on for weeks. Phil and I have been too polite to
ask. This isn’t idle curiosity. If it affects the group we should know.”


“It’s none of your
business,” I said.


“Of course it’s none
of our business,” Phil said. “That’s why we’re asking. Although, as your lawyer
I should know everything so technically, it is my business.”


I felt my face go hot
which was really galling because now Phil and Myles would know for sure I was
covering up something. “It’s nothing, Phil. This has nothing to do with any of
you. If I wanted to tell you I would tell you, but there’s nothing to say, nothing
to see here—so get off my back.”


“Sorry, man,” Myles
whined. “We wouldn’t have asked if wasn’t important.”


“It isn’t,” Susan said
quickly. “I mean, it isn’t important to the quartet. There was an attempt on
Charlotte’s life and she lost her place with Geneva. At the moment, Myles,
those two things are far more important. I mean, if you want my honest opinion,
you behaving like a shit, bullying Charlotte to talk when she said she doesn’t
want to talk about it.”


She glared at Myles.
The air in the room crackled with hostility and mistrust.


“All right, guys,
let’s get on with it,” Phil said to break the tension. “We need to rehearse and
Daniel Razor isn’t going to let us stay here all night. Beethoven’s
violin concerto in D major.”


I set my violin under
my chin and bent over, almost hugging the instrument. Phil would criticize my
posture later but I didn’t care. If I didn’t hold onto the music, I’d lose it.


The full skirt of the
stupid dress swam before my eyes. I wanted to blame Daniel Razor for losing the
one chance I had to become a professional concert violinist.


So I did.



 


 








chapter
four


♫



 

“THIS IS YOUR fault.” 


I flung the letter at
him as I passed his chair to take my seat. Marshall took fine dining seriously.
I was seated at the opposite end of a ten-foot, polished dining table. An
elaborate candelabrum sat in the center. I felt like I’d wandered onto the set
of Phantom of the Opera. 


Daniel read the
letter. “Why didn’t you pay the fees?”


“Because I didn’t have
the money after you fired me from every
job! I had rent to pay and a new violin to pay for because I ordered it before
Joel disappeared. I had to pay for it. Why do you think I was sleeping on Susan’s
floor? I’m not rich. My parents don’t have money. The competitiveness and
training to get to this level is more than you can imagine. It’s tougher than
anything you’ve ever had to do at Razor Industries. You think that it’s tough
being the CEO of a multi-national corporation? You should try a career in the
arts for a real ball-busting experience. I was insane to think I had the talent
to do this—”


I broke off, hardly
able to speak. It was killing me—that letter was killing me.


“You have talent.
You’re brilliant.”


“Brilliance is not
enough in my world. I have to be super-human. You wouldn’t understand. You want
to do something and you do it. You’ve never known a different life. I’ve never
known what it’s like to be rich until I met you and Joel. I started to think
like you guys did, that I could do anything.” I broke off again to wipe my eyes
on my napkin and blow my nose.


“I’m sorry you lost
your place, Charlotte. What will you do now?”


“What will I do now? I’m going to eat the dinner you
ordered for us and then I’m asking Jackson to drive me to Susan’s place. I’ll
sell this dress and the rest of the wardrobe you bought me on eBay and live off
that until I find a job. Detective Lewis has cleared me to leave the state so I’ll
stay with my folks until I find a job. What will I do now? That’s kind of an insensitive question.”


He rested his elbows
on the table and linked his fingers together. “Will you give up the violin?
That’s what I meant. What will you do to continue your studies?”


I jumped to my feet
because I really wanted to throw something. “Nothing!
Don’t you get it? It’s over. This was my last shot. I spent an entire year preparing for that audition just to
get accepted to the conservatory. Between the jobs I took to keep a roof over
my head and the rehearsal time I put in, I was working twenty hours a day. The
physical demands alone were intense. I trained like an athlete: protein drinks
with kale, brown rice and vegetables, no caffeine despite never getting enough
sleep. Hand stretches morning and night, and yoga, Pilates and running to build
up my stamina. I had no personal life. I’d turn off my phone; even my parents
couldn’t get in touch with me. And on top of all that, I had to stay free with
the music. I had to let it be my guide, inform me and become one with it because
ultimately, this is about instinct, nerves of steel, and genius. I don’t
control it. When my shot came, I had ten minutes to impress the selection
committee. A blind audition, behind a screen, a single mistake and it’s over.
 A flawless performance and I could join one of the world’s most renowned
conservatories for music.”


“And you gave a
flawless performance.”


I flopped to my chair,
weak with misery. “I gave the best performance of my life. It’s an alchemy that
may never happen again. The audition is a sacred ritual. To win a seat anywhere
is a tremendous honor.”


Daniel’s dark stare
reached across the room. “Why do you do it?”


“I don’t know.” I
would’ve laughed hysterically if I weren’t so filled with hate for everything
in that moment. “Honestly, I don’t know why it’s important. With so much life
has to offer, I’m consumed by a single thought: Give me success or take this
away from me. I can’t live a half-sort-of-life of an unsuccessful musician. I
had my chance and I fucked it up.” I wiped my eyes. Literally, could not stop
crying. “Sorry. Never mind. You wouldn’t understand what it’s like to want
something and never quite get it.”


Daniel poured a glass
of wine. “You’re not drinking?” He motioned to my empty glass.


“I don’t drink for
heartbreak. I eat.” (The baby would at least emerge from my body sober. Though
God knows how we were going to manage after that. I wondered how I was going to
break the news to my parents they’ll have two more mouths to feed on their
artist incomes.)


Daniel’s brow furrowed
as he cut into his filet mignon. “I don’t know what it’s like to want something
and not get it. You’re right about that. I’ve always got what I went after. I used to act on every impulse that popped into my head. Friends
said I was self-destructive. I didn’t think I was. It felt good to walk the
edge. It soothed an ache I had to test the limits of my mortality. It was
selfish. It hurt people who cared about me and drove some of those people away.
I regret some of it. Some of it I know was necessary to get me to where I am
now.”


“Engaged to a beautiful, sweet girl, CEO of
the family business, wildly successful, handsome and popular, and all it took
was a few years of reckless behavior and a platinum
card.” 


I was bitter. I wasn’t up for a lecture on
how setbacks built character. 


“I’m not interested in that identity as
much as you think I am. I’m like you in that I have one over-riding thought
that drives me. The only thing that matters to me is protecting Joel. He’s my
brother. He’s all I really care about in this life. The rest of it can go to
hell.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


“To explain the difference between us is you
will give up and I won’t. I need to know what you wrote in your journal. About
the night Joel assaulted you.”


I was completely taken aback. So that’s why
Daniel wanted my journal. He was determined to protect Joel at all costs. I
felt almost sorry for him because I understood the futility of running after
something we don’t control. We can only do our best and most of the time, our
best won’t be good enough.


“Daniel, no matter how hard you try, you won’t
be able to save Joel. That’s your big fear, isn’t it? Joel wasn’t himself that
night. All I said about it was that he was different and it scared me. You have
to stop worrying that I’m going to destroy your stepbrother. I could tell you
why it is not in my best interests to do that but then I’d have to kill you.”


I smiled.


He smiled.


And then we lapsed into silence as we jockeyed
for a new position, a new strategy to get what we wanted from the other. He had
the unfair advantage because I didn’t know what I wanted from Daniel Razor
anymore.


“There something you need to understand,” he
began. “I didn’t like Alexandra. I didn’t like the way she treated Joel. The
way she spoke to him—she spoke to me the same way but I was angry enough and
tough enough to deal with her. But Joel was only five and couldn’t defend
himself. She was critical and cruel.”


“What does that have to do with my journal?”


“Not your journal, but what you wrote about
that night.” He set his knife and fork down and looked me in the eye. “You were
not the only one. There was a girl four years ago. We were just messing around,
the three of us and then I left them alone in the loft—I don’t remember why. What
happened was my fault. I was always pushing the boundaries, going to extremes
sexually and physically and I always told Joel everything. My brother is a
literal guy. Maybe I wanted him to feel in control. We had got into a habit of
sharing a girl. On this night, after I left the room ... I was in my room when
I heard her screaming.”


The dinner, my dress, the Victorian opulence
of the mansion and secrets about to be revealed were suddenly disgusting. I
tasted copper in my mouth. Two rich orphan brothers with a predilection for
three-ways with unsuspecting girls. I was in love with one and I was carrying
the child of the other. Whatever Daniel told me tonight, instinct informed me
it wasn’t in my best interest to hear. I would become an accessory after the
fact, colluding with the man I loved to protect the brother he loved.


“When I reached Joel’s bedroom, the girl was
naked on the bed and my brother was on top of her. What he was doing was not consensual.
It was my fault that it happened. Joel was only doing what he thought I’d do
with a girl who said no. He doesn’t get nuance and subtlety. I pulled him off,
helped the girl to the bathroom and when she had calmed down ... I talked
money. I paid her to not press charges and to never tell anyone what happened.
She took the deal but she’s still out there and every day I’m aware it could
blow up in our faces. These things usually do.”


“That
is your chief concern? Jesus. You really are an amoral shit.”


“Ironic, isn’t it? You’re the only one I can
trust with that story and I can’t trust you at all. No cell phones, no
recording devices. No one said anything about diaries. I need the journal,
Charlotte. One girl is a mistake, two girls is a criminal investigation. Joel
can’t go to prison.”


“So that’s what you’ve been worrying about
with me all this time. That’s why you asked me to stay here, to keep tabs on me.
You thought I would press charges or exhort money out of you by threatening to
go to the media. Stupid man. If I was going to do
that, I would have done it before I
lost my place with the conservatory! And if I was going to press criminal charges,
I would have done so immediately and nothing
you offered would have changed my mind. But I didn’t do either of those things
because I knew something was wrong. I like Joel and I know he likes me. He
wouldn’t hurt me or anyone. That guy wasn’t Joel. Something changed him. You
don’t need my journal to realize I’m not going to charge your brother with rape.
I’m telling you I won’t.”


“How can I be sure you won’t change your mind
a month from now?”


I was about to tell him why and then stopped
myself. If something happed to Joel and the baby was the only link Daniel had
to his brother, would he let me keep it? Or would he line up his team of
lawyers to take custody. What chance would I have against Daniel and Anastasia and
their money? 


“I want to find your brother,” I said. “So I
can help him. If there’s a chance for us after this is all over ... if he still
wants to be with me ... I want that too.”


He looked ... I don’t know ... unhappy? Or was
that just wishful thinking on my part. Did I really mean what I said or was I
trying to get a reaction out of him—a declaration. He hadn’t mentioned
Anastasia and how she felt about this skeleton in Razor’s closet.


“Did Anastasia know what happened with Joel
and the girl?” I was curious how far the sweet, philanthropic Redman had to
stretch her scruples to be with the nasty, three-way Razor.


He cleared his throat. “The girl was
Anastasia’s best friend. Tash convinced her to take
my offer.”


Ah. The penny drops. My stomach didn’t like
it. “It’s beginning to make sense to me now ... this hold Anastasia has over
you.”


“She’s been a good friend and she’s loyal. She
loves me.”


She loved him. Why did hearing those words
make me want to hurt her? 


I rose from my chair and walked the length of
the table to Daniel’s side. I felt reckless and mean, unhinged by the total
derailment of my dream. I wanted to destroy something—why not Anastasia’s
future? Revenge would make sense but this wasn’t revenge. I was getting even
but it wasn’t with Anastasia Redman.


I stood at Daniel’s arm and smoothed his hair
from his brow. His eyes were dark and troubled. “What are you doing?”


I pressed my finger to my lips and indicated
the walls, behind which were a labyrinth of passageways and secret doors. I
took his hand and led him from the dining room to the library where the fire
was still blazing and then I closed the door behind us.


We looked at each other for a long moment as
if deciding. I’m sure he felt as mean and frustrated as I did by where we were
and who we were. But neither of us was going to pull back and return to our
corners.


Daniel knelt down on one knee, unlaced my
combat boots and pulled them from my feet. Silently, we undressed each other until
we were both naked in front of the fire. My belly protruded a very little, just
enough to round out my abdomen. He didn’t notice.


This was the first time I’d seen him naked.
Daniel had the kind of body I liked—tall and lean and athletic. His limbs were
loose and casual at his side, he moved gracefully and easily. He didn’t rush
anything, and I liked that. I like self-control.


Daniel Razor has that rare masculine
combination of beauty and intelligence. It was hard to separate the two. If he
hadn’t been great-looking, would I have stuck around long enough to notice he
had brains? If he didn’t have brains, his looks alone wouldn’t have been enough
to hold my interest. Intelligence isn’t always obvious in a gorgeous man. I was
stunned by how breathtaking he was and I wondered how I’d ever get used to it.


Then I remembered I didn’t have to because he
was marrying Anastasia in June.


He held my face in his hands and kissed me. We
were the same, he and I. I could criticize him all I liked for going to
extremes to protect Joel. I would have burned the fucking mansion down to play
the violin. 


But Razor mansion had survived fire,
earthquake and Charlotte Dawson. Razor had defeated me. He was ruthless about
getting what he wanted and I hadn’t been.


But I was learning.


I lifted my mouth to his ear and whispered. “I’m
pregnant.”
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HE STEPPED back and peered at me as though
he didn’t hear correctly. Then his eyes darkened and his mouth set. “Don’t. Not
you. Christ, I couldn’t stand it.”


“You couldn’t stand a baby?”


“I couldn’t stand it if you tried to
manipulate me too. Fuck. Everyone plays that game with me. It’s childish and it
won’t work. If you want something, just ask. I promised you I’d never leave
you. You don’t have to fake a pregnancy to make me help you. I have no desire
to be a father. I’m not going to marry you. I’m marrying Anastasia.”


“You’re not the father.”


The look on his face ... stunned,
distrustful and then there was a flash of pain.


“You’re not kidding,” he said finally.


“No. I’m pregnant. Almost twelve weeks.
It’s Joel’s.”


I thought he’d fall apart or walk away in
disgust or demand proof. But he just stood there, not moving. His expression
was the softest I’d ever seen on him and I had a glimpse of what he must have
been like as a boy before his dad was killed. Before he had
to grow up in a hurry.


He looked like a regular guy getting the
news that his wife or girlfriend was going to have a baby. But I wasn’t his
wife and I wasn’t his girlfriend and it wasn’t his baby I was having.


He kissed me, and not like he would kiss
his future sister-in-law.


“You’re not angry?” 


“I’m not angry.” He laughed. “I’m amazed.
And glad. I’m going to be an uncle.”


That’s not what I wanted to hear. But it
made me more attractive to him. The look Daniel gave me was warmer than I’d
ever had from him and I’m only human—I responded.


He kissed me like it was our baby I was
having. And for this little bit of time I had with him, I pretended it was our
baby.


Daniel made love to me on the rug in front
of the fire. He was ecstatic, hard, but also shy, asking me if penetration was
okay, which made me crazy in love with him. I remembered an article Susan had
found online about sex during pregnancy.


“It’s definitely okay,” I gasped. My libido
was surging from the pregnancy hormones. They also made me vomit so there was a
flip side. My breasts tingled when he kissed them.


But for all my magical thinking about us
being a couple, there were three of us in the room—me, Daniel and Joel. Daniel
could only love me through his brother. He did love me; his feelings were clear
in every touch. This was not just sex. He was in love with me but only because
Joel was his medium. Like a mirror image of himself or a portrait in his soul, Joel
was Daniel’s alter ego. Joel Razor contained the feeling, emotion, love and
torment that Daniel could not express. Maybe that’s why Daniel needed Joel.
Joel expressed what his brother was feeling like an emotional proxy.


Daniel’s feelings for me were being
channelled through an agoraphobic missing man. Without Joel, they could not be
sustained.


“I’m glad it’s you he’s going to marry,” he
said. His voice was thick.


“Why?”


His eyes were impossible to read.


“You made me promise not to leave you and I
warned you, Charlotte, I’m not a good genie. I can make things happen but at a
cost.” He moved between my legs, parting them. “The cost is that now you are
tied to us forever. And I’m glad ... because I want you too.”


I lifted my hips and Daniel plunged his
cock inside me.



 

*



 

I DON’T know what time it was when I was
awakened by a noise outside Joel’s bedroom. I had left Daniel asleep in his bed
after we moved from the library to his room to have sex a third time. We were
insatiable. Sex was one thing. Spending the night with him was another. I
wasn’t ready to take it all in—whatever this
was between us. 


I was thinking clearly on one point at
least—Daniel Razor wasn’t going to get custody of the baby. We felt something
for each other but it wasn’t enough to surrender my flesh and blood to him. I
was going to study the violin one way or another and the baby was coming with
me. I needed time alone after spending the evening with him to process.


But in Razor mansion, one is never alone.


I lay very still under the duvet and
listened. The sound was coming from the dumbwaiter shaft. The sound of the
motor had awakened me. Someone had activated the mechanical lift from the
kitchen.


Not a natural sound that could be chalked
up to Old House Noise (thank you, Detective Lewis) but definitely a manmade
sound. A whirring sound, moving steadily up the shaft until it arrived at the
loft and was inside the apartment. The door slid open.


I hunched under the covers like a coward
instead of finding a weapon.


Joel’s closet. I could hide there.


Fully awake and sitting up in bed, I stared
at the closet door. It was the first place the intruder would look and I’d be
trapped.


Joel’s room was spacious. An entire wall
was taken up by a bank of windows that looked out toward the Bay, flooding the
room with natural sunlight during the day. At night, the glow from glittering
San Francisco at the foot of Nob Hill cast the room
in dull yellow but enough to make out shapes in the room.  Joel designed the room to offer maximum
interaction with the outdoors without actually having to go outside. There was
enough light in the room to see the outline of the closet. I debated making a
run for it when I heard a noise and turned to look at the door.


The door knob was slowly turning.


Then silence. A beating
heart kind of silence. Someone was waiting on the other side of the
door, stopped. Frozen, waiting, wondering if they had awakened
me.


I pressed my face against the pillow and
held my breath. The door swung open wide enough to admit a faceless person.


Terrified, my breath came in shallow, short
gasps.


He or she wore a headband with an LED
light; the blue beam shone in my eyes. I couldn’t see who it was behind the
light but rage overcame my fear and that helped. I would beat whoever it was to
a pulp if they tried anything.


The shape came toward me, stood at the side
of the bed and looked down. My eyes squeezed shut. I tried very hard to control
my breathing to appear as if I were asleep. 


“Charley? Are you asleep?”


Joel.


My heart was in my throat as I bolted
upright. “Joel! Oh my God.” I caught his hand and
yanked him down to me. “Are you all right? Where have you been? Daniel and I have
been worried sick!”


“I’m sorry, Charley. I came up through the
dumbwaiter. It was a tight squeeze but worth it just to see you again. I only
have a few minutes. Listen, please listen, I have to explain and there’s not
much time.”


“No, there’s time—there is! Now that you’re
here—you’re back! You don’t have to explain. Daniel told me about the girl—the
friend of Anastasia’s. Joel, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not going to call
the police so you don’t need to hide anymore. Listen, we found your journal so
we know why you’re running. But what happened between Daniel and me was a
mistake. It’s you I want.”


He switched off the light on his headband
and it took several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dark. “I love you,
Charley. But I don’t think what happened between you and Daniel was a mistake.
It’s something you both wanted from the beginning. My brother thinks he owes
me. He thinks he doesn’t have a right to be happy because I’m not. Seriously,
he’s better off without me. I’m a fuck-up.”


I shook my head vehemently and pulled him
into my arms. “You are not,” I whispered, trying to make him understand. “You
are a gentle, sweet man. Your brother loves you. He doesn’t care about the rest
of it. He would rather have you back—social anxiety, agoraphobic, all your
quirks and oddities—your brother would rather have you back with him then go
through life without you. Daniel needs you, Joel.”


“And what about you? How do you feel about my quirks and oddities?” He pressed his
fingers to his eyes, a signal that he was distressed. “That girl you mentioned.
She wasn’t the only one. I hurt you too and I don’t even remember doing it.”


His anxiety levels were the highest I’d
ever seen them. I couldn’t even imagine the courage it must have taken him to
come back to his apartment and see me.


“I know, honey, I know. These past few
months we had together, playing music and working—I know you. You wouldn’t hurt
anyone intentionally. There’s an answer and we can fix it. Please, give me a
chance to help you.”


He was already pulling away, preparing to
disappear from my life.


“Joel, wait!” I commanded. “If you don’t
remember doing it, then how do you know it happened?”


He stopped. His grey-green eyes were
puzzled. “I’m not sure. It felt like I was dreaming it and then someone told me
it was real. It was like the hypnotherapy sessions I used to have with Dr. Welland. Charley, I never wanted to hurt you. I love you.
I’m sorry.”


“Please, let me help you. Is someone trying
to hurt you? Is that why you ran away?”


“There’s no time to explain it all. Tell
Daniel they used your phone to call me. I went downstairs to let you in but it
wasn’t you at the door. I don’t know what happened after that. I woke up in a
hidden room under the house. The rest of it isn’t important. Listen, Carsten wants my proxy vote and Wilma is helping him. He’s
threatened to do something to Daniel if I don’t hand it over. I hid the proxy
in the cello; without it, they’re powerless. Tell Daniel I’m signing it over to
him. He’ll understand what I mean. They can hypnotize me this time and it won’t
work. They can’t make me do something I know is wrong.”


“What do you mean they can hypnotize you? Joel, who is the woman in blue?”


“Talk to Dr. Welland;
he’ll tell you. There is no woman in blue. We imagined her, Charley. We dreamt
the whole thing. Remember that.”


His handsome surfer-boy face clouded with
remorse. “I’m not a good guy for you. I wanted to be. I like you better than
anyone I know, aside from Daniel. I’m sorry. Forgive me. I liked our duets.”


And then he was gone.


I should’ve tackled him, hog-tied him. I
know that now. I didn’t then. I thought I had found the answer to how Carsten lured Joel out of the apartment. Blonde-haired
Wilma was Carsten’s accomplice on the inside. It was
all beginning to make sense. I thought I had it all figured out.


I couldn’t see the real danger staring me
right in the face. 



 


 








chapter
six


♫



 

“HE’S IN THE mansion. Joel is here. I just
saw him. Daniel, wake up! He was in my room. He came up through the dumbwaiter.
He said to tell you he has the proxy and he’s signing it over to you.”


Daniel sat up in bed as naked as I left
him. He was half-asleep, his dark hair tousled over his brow making him look about
nineteen. “How long ago?”


“Less than two minutes ago. He was standing
in my room. I don’t know how he got out. He was gone before I reached the door.”


Daniel threw on some clothes. Neither of us
was in the mood to talk about what happened between us. Or why we fall into bed
whenever we’re together. This wasn’t the time to talk about my pregnancy or his
demons. He gripped my hand tightly and we raced down the stairs to foyer at the
main entrance.


“Where are we going?”


“The kitchen before he escapes. You said he
came up through the dumbwaiter? That’s the way he’ll get out. Tell me
everything. Tell me everything he said to you.” Daniel’s face was set, worried.


I repeated everything Joel had told me
about Wilma, the proxy and the cryptic message about his being hypnotized.


“Do you think that’s how they got Joel to
open the front door? You said you locked it; only Joel and Marshall had the
alarm code. Marshall couldn’t be recruited to open the door—it had to be Joel. Wilma stole my cell
phone from the hallway, used it to call Joel and then returned the phone to the
hall bowl where I found it an hour later. Joel said he didn’t remember anything
after he opened the door. Hypnotic suggestion—how else could Carsten lure an agoraphobic guy out of his apartment?”


We had reached the kitchen. Daniel entered
it first. It was a spacious Victorian kitchen, very much unchanged from when
the mansion was built in the 1800s. White tiles covered the walls and there
were no cupboards, only shelves that were lined with serving platters and
cooking implements. The appliances were new, a state-of-the-art stainless steel
gas range and restaurant-sized stainless steel fridge.


In the middle of the kitchen was a large
butcher block work island where the chef and kitchen staff prepared meals for
family, dinner parties, and functions.


It wasn’t dinner that Daniel and I saw
lying prone on the butcher block with a carving knife stuck through her chest. 


I crowded behind him in the doorway but he
wouldn’t let me enter. My hand pressed to my mouth. I felt my eyes stretch wide
when I saw the body. 


A pool of fresh blood stained her maid’s
uniform. Her blonde hair was loose about her face and her eyes were fixed open,
staring at the ceiling. The color of her skin was a
ghastly muddy grey.


Daniel sprang forward. He gently pressed
his fingers to her neck though she was clearly dead, and then turned away and
reached for the house phone to call the police. “Stay out, Charlotte. Don’t
touch anything. I don’t want you caught up in this. We’ll both be suspects; I
don’t want to give them any ammunition to charge us. Wake up Marshall. Let him
know what’s happened but don’t tell him about Joel. I’m not telling Lewis
anything about my brother either. As far as everyone knows,
he’s missing—a long way away from here. I would like to keep it that
way.”


He met my eyes and the message was clear. I
nodded. “I won’t say anything. Joel didn’t do this.” 


“Tell Marshall to wait for me in the
library. You go too. I’ll be there soon.”


Daniel’s gaze traveled
to the murdered woman. I know he was thinking the same thing I was thinking,
despite our brave words.


Wilma was wearing an electric blue trench
coat. The woman in blue.


We
imagined her, Charley. We dreamt the whole thing. Remember that.


Joel had murdered the woman who had been
posing as his mother.



 

*



 

CARSTEN TURNED the Mercedes onto the long
sweeping gravel drive to the mansion. The soaring redwoods bordered the drive
and shaded the car. It was Wednesday, less than twenty-four hours from the
meeting of the board. If his insider had done what he paid her to do, he
wouldn’t be cutting it this close. As long as he left the mansion with Joel’s
proxy—that’s all he gave a shit about. If Daniel was able to get to the meeting
and vote his share as well as Joel’s, Carsten was in
a world of hurt. 


The whole point of this exercise was to
keep both Razor brothers away from the stockholders meeting. Carsten’s larger goal was to keep them as impotent in the
business as they were before they came of age.


The Razor brothers made it easy.


First Joel with his social anxiety and
phobias dropped out of the scene. And then Daniel became too much of a playboy
to take seriously—although many of the stockholders did take him seriously as
John Razor’s son. On one hand, Carsten had a
fundamentally useless CEO and on the other, he had a fundamentally reckless
CEO. With careful manipulation, he managed to ease them out of the boardroom. 


And then Daniel woke up one day, suddenly interested
in learning the family business. What a job Carsten
had to control him then, especially as Daniel didn’t share his vision for Razor
Industries. The playboy who was best known for skydiving, white water rafting
and society parties was suddenly being taken seriously. Young Daniel Razor was
going to take Razor Industries into the future. This was a young man’s world,
especially in San Francisco with tech start-ups mushrooming all around them. It
was Daniel’s opinion the board was interested in, Daniel’s ideas they were
writing down. It was Daniel’s vision they wanted to implement. 


He approached the board with plans to build
a new office in Seattle and that’s when Carsten
became alarmed. Carsten advised against expansion for
the sake of the shareholders’ dividends. 


Daniel’s response was that the shareholders
had invested in the company and they would be remiss not to increase that
investment through periodically expanding and testing new markets. 


It came to a showdown. The board sided with
Daniel and Carsten was put out to pasture. Not
literally, but in the decision-making process, his opinion no longer counted. Carsten Pullman had become very, very wealthy off Razor
Industries; he had no intention of tolerating dismal dividends so Daniel could
play at being a businessman.


Tallulah Cement was the answer until Joel
Razor was given the task of designing the new building and balked at the
takeover. Now Carsten had a new brother to contend
with and this one was a recluse. He couldn’t gain access long enough to
influence Joel.


Carsten almost smiled recalling those terrifying days. The more Daniel
poked into Tallulah, the more questions he had about the acquisition. The
situation was increasingly precarious. And then Carsten
was presented with a chink in the Razor armor.


Sex. 


A young man’s poison. The socially anxious and backward Joel still had a libido. When Carsten learned Daniel’s way of helping his brother was to
bring girls to the mansion for Joel, he knew he had won.


Anastasia told him everything, probably
unaware of how he would use the information against her boyfriend one day.


Gain control of Joel and Carsten would have control of his voting shares. The idea
to have Anastasia pose as Joel’s dead mother came to him one day when he
noticed the resemblance. He struck a deal with her; you help me and I’ll get
Joel out of Daniel’s life for good. From there, it was supposed to be a simple
matter of swinging the vote and if that didn’t work, get Joel to sign off his
proxy to Carsten. 


How did it go so wrong? He climbed out of
the Mercedes and walked to the front door. Anastasia played her role. She
produced the note and the envelope for Daniel that stated Joel’s life was in
danger. She fed the paranoia and encouraged secrecy which was important because
Daniel couldn’t go the police and he wouldn’t if he believed it would keep Joel
safe. 


But somehow, the less complicated plan of
manipulating Joel to give Carsten his proxy was
undermined by a force that Carsten couldn’t see. It
couldn’t be Charlotte Dawson. Though her daily visits to the mansion had
definitely put a crimp in his plan. The violinist was much more tenacious than Carsten thought she’d be. He’d done everything in his power
to scare her out of Joel’s loft and she was still there. The only use he could
make of her now was to keep Anastasia in line when she started mewling about
her guilty conscience. Anastasia was supposed to control Daniel and the maid
vowed she had control of Joel. 


This was supposed to be a slam dunk. It was anything but.


It was a risk coming here but Carsten couldn’t afford to wait for Anastasia to get him
that proxy. The situation he was in with these investors was life and death. Gamble
all, risk all. Only it wasn’t his money he was risking. These were not a
handful of pensioners in Ohio he was ruining this time. These boys played for
keeps.


Carsten turned into the circular drive and saw the police cars blocking the
entrance to the parking area. “Son of a bitch,” he swore under his breath.
“What now?”


He parked the Mercedes and walked to the
front door. Marshall answered the door as usual. The household behind him was
in an uproar. 


“Wilma has managed to get herself
murdered.” Marshall all but yelled the news. 


Carsten carefully composed his expression. He had never heard Marshall
raise his voice before. The man was red in the face, angry and probably in
shock. 


“Surely not,” Carsten
said smoothly. His heart was thudding hard in his throat. Wilma had finally managed
to get the proxy off Joel. She had sent him a text to meet her at the mansion
first thing in the morning where she’d hand it off to him in time for the
meeting.


“I’m afraid so, sir. The police have
commandeered the kitchen. You’ll find Mr. Razor in the library with Miss
Dawson.”


Carsten entered the library with the bravado of a man on the Titanic.


“Daniel! My god, man, you shouldn’t have
tried to deal with this on your own. That’s what I’m here for. I’m supposed to
help you. You ought to have called me after you called the police.”


Daniel rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Carsten. Everything moved so fast. I reported a murder and
the SFPD took it from there. Detective Lewis will be speaking to everyone who
was here last night. Including me.”


Carsten frowned. “I see Miss Dawson is still on the scene. She’s always
around when there’s trouble. Has she been interviewed yet?”


“She had nothing to do with this. I asked
her to stay. She’s been working with me to find Joel.”


Carsten ducked his face. “So Joel still hasn’t turned up?”


“No sign of him. Thank God, with this mess
going on. Lewis thinks it was a jealous ex-boyfriend who did it. Wilma has a
past it seems. So much for security checks. The guy
has served time for assault. They’ve sealed off her room to search for
evidence.”


“Oh, well that is good to hear. Tragic for
the maid but I’m glad they don’t consider Joel a suspect. Or you or Miss
Dawson.”


“They questioned Charlotte and me but Joel
is missing so he was never a suspect. And Charlotte and I were together at the
time of Wilma’s murder. We didn’t hear a thing. Neither did Marshall. The
killer must have got her to open the kitchen door for him.”


Carsten mopped his brow. His ulcer flared; a boil of acid shot up his gut.
Wilma had the proxy—it could still be in her room. No hope of looking for it with
the police standing guard.


“I can’t stay Daniel. I wish I could but I
have some pressing business at the office. I’ll let Rita know that you are tied
up for the day and have her reschedule your appointments. This is crazy.” Carsten shook his head. “Will you call Anastasia to let her
know before this news hits the wire, or do you want me to do it?”


“Yes, call her if you don’t mind, Carsten. I can’t talk to her right now.”


Carsten placed the call from the Mercedes. Anastasia had been getting cold
feet. Well, this should light a fire under them—Charlotte Dawson had spent the
night with Daniel. Carsten was offering her a chance
for revenge and to get rid of the violinist once and for all.


Anastasia agreed to do what he asked. He
didn’t even have to sell her on it.


At last, something was going right for a
change.



 


 








chapter
seven


♫



 

“JOEL RAZOR didn’t need to be locked in his
apartment,” Dr. Welland said. “Joel was already a
prisoner—he was trapped inside that apartment in his mind.”


We were gathered in the library to give our
statements. Dr. Welland had been called in to discuss
Joel’s mental state. Although he was not considered a suspect, Detective Lewis
wanted to know more about hypnotic suggestion and how it could have worked to
lure him out of the apartment. 


“Joel had reached a point where he
genuinely wanted to free of his phobias. He recognized there was a great deal
of life he was missing on the outside. The biggest concern for him was the inability
to see buildings in their natural space, three dimensional, and this had become
important to him in his work. I used hypnotherapy and found him to be very
susceptible. It was not difficult to bring him into it deep state of
relaxation. In this state, I experimented with certain phrases that would
trigger the desire to leave the apartment and give him a sense of ease and
safety when he did.”


“What were these triggers?” asked Lewis.


“Well, that was the difficulty. In Joel’s
environment, he wouldn’t necessarily hear the phrases that I intended, and then
there was the risk that he would hear a certain phrase and it would happen at
an inappropriate time such as the middle of the night. However, I was aware
that during the day after he had finished his work at the drafting table, he
relaxed by playing the cello. So I chose a phrase of music. When he played this
music, he would have a sense of peace and safety about the outside.”


“How does it work?”


“Joel is a deeply regulated young man. I
put him under hypnosis and played the music, reinforcing the subconscious
message that he was safe, he was calm and he felt confident to leave the
apartment. Joel got up from the chair, still in a state of hypnosis, crossed
the room to the door, opened it, and stepped outside. At this point, I counted
him out of the hypnotic state and when he returned to his conscious self, he
saw where he was, standing in the hallway, which for him was a tremendous
breakthrough. We were both very pleased with results of the experiment.”


“So you’re telling us Joel has been leaving
the apartment every afternoon during his practicing of the cello to wander the
halls of the mansion.” Detective Lewis appeared interested. 


“I wouldn’t go that far. A lot would depend
on his desire to stay in the room at the time,” Dr. Wendell replied. “Please
remember, that in a hypnotic state, a person can not be manipulated to do
something that is not a subconscious desire.”


“Did you ever see a violent side to Joel?”


Everyone turned to look at me, except
Daniel.


The doctor considered my question
carefully. “No, but I did see expressions of repressed rage toward his mother.
When I brought the subject up, the patient was unwilling to discuss it. In
fact, he denied having any such feelings at all. If we had more time, I believe
we would have got the source of his anger and given a safe environment to
express it, he might have made fast progress. It is possible that his anger was
simply due to the fact that she died. It’s not uncommon for young children to
be furious with parents who die and then suffer tremendous guilt. We’ll never
know because my treatment of Joel was terminated soon after.”


“What?” Daniel raised his head.


“Well, you must know. The order came from
you. My receptionist took the message; she has it in her file. Everything is
recorded now. She has a digital voice recording of the phone call. It came from
your office. I was told that Joel’s treatment was being discontinued. My
services were no longer needed.”


Lewis broke in, impatient with us hijacking
his interview. “So we have a piece of music that acts as a trigger for Joel to
leave the apartment. Who besides yourself knew that by playing this music they
could have access to Joel, possibly even use it to control him?”


“No one. My files are kept confidential.”


I sat up. “They didn’t have to have access
to the file. They just had to be in the house to hear the music and see what
happened next. Who was in the house at the time the doctor was with Joel?” I
looked at Marshall.


“Of the regular staff, there was myself,
Jackson, Joyce and Wilma. Of the four of us, Jackson has the least access. It
would be very difficult for him to move about the upper rooms without
attracting attention. So that would leave me, Joyce and Wilma. Joyce is
partially deaf; I doubt she would be able to hear music and furthermore her
work was the other side of the house. My work keeps me downstairs during the
day. Which leaves Wilma.”


Lewis nodded, satisfied. “I think we have a
winner.”


“What was the name of the music?” I asked.


“It was a mournful piece,” said the
psychiatrist. “I believe it was an adagio. Rather a sad composition. It seemed
to mean that a lot to Joel, though he would not say why. He was secretive. I
did my best to encourage his trust but it was difficult. It was difficult to
break through his barriers.”


I knew the piece. Adagio for Strings, op 11. Wilma had manipulated him using the
music played after 9/11.



 

*



 

THE POLICE didn’t leave the mansion until
dusk. Daniel paced, answering half-a-dozen questions and generally looked
anxious to have them away from the house. 


I knew why. 


He was going to find Joel and try to get
him out of the country before Lewis figured out Wilma’s boyfriend wasn’t the
murderer. I thought the detective would pick up on the raincoat she was wearing
and her blonde hair and put two and two together. He didn’t. 


We wanted to believe Joel was innocent. In
a way, he was. Wilma had been tormenting him for weeks, posing as his dead
mother. He finally snapped. I tried to remember what he told me about the
proxy, but my brain was fogged from lack of sleep and stress. Daniel and I both
knew Wilma was working with Carsten. How it must have
scared the shit out of him to discover his accomplice was dead. 


It was over now. Daniel had Joel’s proxy;
the deal would be killed and Joel...?


I couldn’t feel anything for Joel in that
moment. I could only seen Wilma, her blonde hair, the blue raincoat and a knife
stuck in her chest. Whatever I wanted to believe about the father of my baby,
it was becoming harder and harder to sustain.


As for me, I would finally leave Razor
mansion and Daniel behind. I didn’t know where I would go or how I would live
but I couldn’t live here. He would never separate himself from Joel and I
discovered I didn’t like being a third wheel.


Me, the baby and the violin would ride off into the sunset.


I stood at the window in Joel’s apartment
musing over my future. Night had fallen over the redwood forest. A thin mist
was curling at the base of the trees. 


Incredibly, as I watched, a blonde wearing
an electric blue raincoat emerged from the forest, stopped and then stared up
at the window. 


My hair stood on the back of my neck. Wilma
was only a decoy. 


I was looking at her killer.


I took the private elevator downstairs and
exited the mansion through the side door, moving noiselessly around the house
to the low stone wall. The woman in blue was there, waiting for me. She turned
and walked away with a slow deliberate step as though she expected to be
caught. I dropped back, adjusting my pace, and followed her as she disappeared
into the wood.


I was deep in the forest, shrouded in mist,
when I realized I was stupid not to have told Daniel where I was going. I
didn’t hear the person behind me until it was too late.


The blow struck the back of my head. The
force was not heavy enough to knock me senseless but it was enough to knock me
off my feet. I never got a look at my attacker. I was gagged, bound and a
blindfold placed over my eyes before I had a chance to fight back. 


And then someone was carrying me through the
forest. I was dumped into a panel van and the door slammed closed. Seconds
later, we were moving through traffic, further and further away from Daniel.


They had killed Wilma. Whoever had taken me
was going to kill me too.



 

*



 

DANIEL FOLLOWED the passageway, listening
for Joel’s footsteps in the shadows. First he checked out the cell where his
brother had been held but there was no sign of him. 


He had left the flashlight behind in the
kitchen. Joel didn’t need a light shining in his eyes when he found him. The
tunnel was dark but light spilled from the exit at the far end. His father had
told him it led to the coach house. 


“Danny?”


His skin prickled and his brain swam with
relief. “Yes Joel, I’m here. It’s safe to come out now.”


Joel emerged from the shadows, covered in
blood. 


Daniel held up his hands so as not to
frighten him. “Everything is going to be okay. I’m going to take care of this.
You have to tell me what happened. The truth. All of
it.”


His stepbrother’s expression was odd, his
movements trancelike. He blinked as though coming out of a fugue state. Daniel
had seen this before but never so severe.


Joel looked at his hands and broke down,
crying. “She’s dead. Alexandra killed her.”


“No, buddy, your mom died in 2001. It was
only Wilma. She was posing as Alex to get to you. You acted in self-defense.”


“I didn’t kill her. I didn’t. She told me I
did, but I know I didn’t. Danny, I’ve got the proxy here in my pocket. I’ve
signed it. It’s yours. I can’t live like this anymore. She wanted me to leave
with her and I almost did. I was going to meet her in the kitchen and when I
got there—she was dead. She lied to me again—I told her I would go with her.
Nobody had to get hurt.”


“You’re not making any sense. You were
going to go where with who?”


“Alexandra. She asked me to fetch the proxy
and we would run away. She said she would help us fight Carsten.”


Daniel shook his head, trying to get
through to his brother. “You were tricked into believing Wilma was your mother.
Alexandra wouldn’t help us cross the street. They used post-hypnotic
suggestion. Wilma eavesdropped on your sessions with Dr. Welland.
She knew what triggers to use. You were had, duped—Joel it was a con.”


“Don’t treat me like an idiot. She wants
you to think I’m having some sort of breakdown. Daniel, you have to listen to
me. I know what I saw.”


“Carsten is
behind this, goddamnit! He was working with Wilma to
get to you.”


“That’s what she wants you to believe—that this
is all Carsten’s doing. It wasn’t—it was her. She’s
back and this won’t end with Carsten Pullman. I
wanted to believe her this time but then she tried to kill Charley. I’m all she
has. If I’m dead, she loses her power and she can’t hurt anyone anymore. But
Danny, as long as I’m alive she won’t stop until she has complete control of
me.”


Daniel gripped his brother’s shoulders. “Joel,
I know who pushed Charlotte. It was Tash. She’s messed
up about what’s been going on here—she lost it. It could’ve been an accident.
Maybe she just meant to scare her. I haven’t told anyone. My attention has been
on finding you first. One fire at a time, right? That’s
all there is to the story. Your mom has been dead for fourteen years.”


Joel blinked, bewildered. “If that’s true,
then who has been stalking me? Who has been visiting me down here, trying to
convince me I’m going mad. She was there, in the kitchen. Wilma was dead and
she was there. Danny, am I losing my mind?”


“No, you’re as sane as I am. But we’re both
fucking nuts so take that as you will.” He tried to smile. “I don’t know who
killed Wilma but we’ll figure it out. None of this is your fault, buddy. Don’t
say anything more. I’ll deal with it. Just come with me and I’ll make it okay.
Please, Joel, I’m not leaving this place without you.”


His cell phone vibrated with an incoming
text from Anastasia. 


Joel
is with me on the Golden Gate Bridge. He’s ready to turn himself in. Meet us
here ASAP. BTW,
Charlotte is here. I love you.


Daniel read the text a second time and then
punched in the phone number for Joel’s apartment. It rang five times before he
hung up. 


Cold, creeping fear coiled in his belly. It
was Tasha’s sign off—I love you—that scared the hell out of him more than the lie about
being with Joel. They were on the bridge, she had Charlotte and she was sending
him a message. Love me or else.


Somehow, he had to get his agoraphobic
brother in the car. He wasn’t leaving Joel behind. 


“Joel, I have to tell you something, buddy.
You can’t lose it on me now. Charlotte is pregnant. You’re going to be a
father.”


Joel stared at him in disbelief and then
raked his fingers through his hair. “No, no, no. She won’t let that happen. You
have to get Charley away from here.”


“Shit, Joel, I just gave you the best news
of your life and that’s your response? Look, you can’t fall apart right now,
man. I need you. Tash has Charlotte on the bridge.”


“Jesus. No, no, no...”


“We have to get to them and I can’t do it
alone. I’ll take care of my girlfriend and you take care of yours. So can you
do it? Can you go outside for Charley and your baby? Because I swear to God,
Joel, I’m not leaving this place without you!” 



 


 








chapter eight


♫



 

MY HEAD throbbed violently. The blindfold
was removed and I blinked in the gray dusk light that
had fallen over the Bay. There was little traffic at this time before the
evening rush hour. A thick fog had settled over the bridge. Carsten
Pullman held my wrists which were still bound and he pressed a gun against my
spine.


“What happened to the woman in blue?”


“She’ll be joining us shortly. In the
meantime, remember I don’t have to kill you to ruin your life. I could just
shoot your hand off. I’ll do minimal jail time and you’ll never play the
violin. So behave yourself. Let’s just get through this and we can all go home.”


“You’re completely crazy. The board won’t
accept your vote now. Best case scenario, you’ll be fired.”


“I haven’t done anything wrong. I’ll sue
the company for wrongful dismissal. The board doesn’t have to accept my vote.
I’ll have Joel’s proxy and that’s all I need to push Tallulah through and keep
my investors happy.”


He was so calm just like a true sociopath. Carsten Pullman truly believed he wasn’t doing anything
wrong. “Worst case scenario is you’re going to prison,” I said, finishing my
sentence.


He laughed. “If I go to prison, then everyone
is going to prison. I have the girl waiting to press charges. I have
Anastasia’s testimony. Daniel won’t be able to charm his way out of this one. Joel
will go to prison for rape and Daniel go will go to prison for assisting in the
commission of a crime. Razor Industries is going to need an experienced man at
the helm. I didn’t appreciate being pushed to one side or attending meetings
only to realize no one was listening to me anymore.”


“It’s just business. It doesn’t mean
anything. Twenty years from now you’ll be dead and no one will remember your
name.”


“Fuck, you are a little piece of work
aren’t you? Anastasia should’ve killed you when she had the chance.”


I froze. “What did you just say?”


“Anastasia was the one who pushed you off
the roof. Didn’t Daniel tell you?” Carsten chuckled.
“See, they make deals, these rich kids. They have their own secret society,
their own pacts. Anastasia protected Joel once, so Daniel protected Anastasia.
You see how that works? It’s just business. Now, why would that upset you? What
is Daniel Razor to you? He found you, gave you a wardrobe, fucked you, and then
he discarded you. That’s what they do. If you didn’t like the rules you
shouldn’t have joined the game.”


“I don’t believe you.”


That was a lie. I did believe him. I
believed every word the asshole said but I wanted to provoke him into telling
me more. When I had Anastasia and Daniel arrested for attempted murder, I
needed to have my facts straight. Phil would want details.


“You don’t believe me? Humph. I don’t see
why not. I have nothing to gain one way or the other. You dead, you alive—it
makes no difference to me. I only told you because I thought it was a piece of
information you might enjoy.”


“Why Anastasia would tell you such a
potentially damaging secret? I don’t believe you because I can’t see Anastasia
volunteering that information. And I know Daniel wouldn’t. So you’re making it
up.”


He laughed again. “I got it from the
horse’s mouth. Daniel’s girlfriend tells me everything. Confiding in one
another helps build trust.”


I still didn’t get it but now I was really
intrigued. “What does Anastasia have to do with you? I know about Tallulah and
why you need Joel’s proxy. And I know that you recruited Wilma to pose as his
dead mother.”


“My, you are a knowledgeable young lady.”
His eyes scanned the bridge, first in one direction and then the other. “Where
the hell is she?”


“Who?” 


And then she stepped out of the fog,
sauntering toward us slowly, her hands in her pockets, her long blonde hair
bound back in a French braid. 


Anastasia.


“There were two of you,” I said, finally
understanding.


“We meet again,” she said with a sweet,
welcoming smile.


“It was you I saw in the hall right after I
got off the phone with Wilma. And when you were having your engagement meeting
with Daniel, it was Wilma Joel saw in the redwood forest. Which one of you
followed me though the woods that day?”


“That was me. I wanted to get a look at
you. You were about what I expected. Cheap.” She turned to Carsten,
dismissing me. “I parked the van at the Roundhouse. Are we almost done here? I
don’t want to be around when he arrives.”


“This won’t take long. Are you sure you
don’t want to watch?”


“It is a little too melodramatic for my
taste. The bridge, the fog ... Daniel will appreciate it though. Nice that you remembered.”


I suddenly realized why Carson had chosen
the bridge as the place for the exchange. “Daniel was going to jump off this bridge
when he was sixteen and Joel stopped him. He started living for Joel’s sake.
It’s a message.”


“More or less.” Carsten shrugged. “I think he’ll
understand. It’s poetic.”


Anastasia shivered. “I’ll get a cab from
Marin back to the hotel. I don’t want to run into him on the walkway. Text me
when it’s all over. Make sure he knows you used my phone and I’m protected, Carsten. I’m no good to you if he finds out I’m involved.”


She barely glanced at me as she walked
past, burrowing deeper and deeper into the fog until her electric blue trench
coat was completely out of sight.


“What did she mean by ‘text me when it’s
all over?’”


Carsten sighed. “Listen, these kinds of decisions are never easy. One has
to weigh the pros and cons in every major takeover. There will always be
collateral damage. You, unfortunately, are disposable because I don’t have
anything on you that I can use. I can control Daniel by threatening Joel with
prison. But you are another matter. Once I have Joel’s proxy, I won’t need you
anymore and I made a promise to Anastasia. She wants rid of Joel and I can’t
blame her. However, until my position is secure I will need Joel in order to
control Daniel. So I’m offering you up instead. It’s not great, but it’s the
best I can do and she’s willing to accept it.”


I tried to pull away. “You’re going to
throw me off the bridge.”


“Close. I’m going to dangle you off the bridge until I get the proxy and
then I might let go. I’m an old man. My hand could slip.”


He had a gun. I could run and he could
shoot me. Maybe he’d miss, maybe he wouldn’t. Or I could stay where I was and
hope that Daniel arrived with half-a-dozen cruisers from the SFPD.


What would those mercenary Dawsons have done in my place?


I looked discreetly for an exit.


“And here he comes now,” Carsten said softly. “Who is that with him? Fantastic—it’s
the freak! The proxy arrives in person. You must be very important, Miss
Dawson. Even his own mother couldn’t lure him out of the house.”


I turned to hear Daniel and Joel running
toward us through fog that seemed to be thickening by the minute. Carsten grabbed me around my middle and slung me up to the
railing before I could stop him. He shoved me back and my arms swung out into
space. The blanket of fog below gave the illusion of safety, like there was a
big mattress to catch me if Carsten let go. For a man
in his seventies he was pretty strong. 


Daniel shouted and then I heard Joel. His
voice was strained, close to a panic attack. Joel was battling terror with
every step. What was he doing here? I thought crazily. Daniel shouldn’t have
let him come. He can’t handle open spaces.


“Joel! It’s me, I’m okay.”


“Shut up,” Carsten
snarled. “He’s here now.” He pressed the gun to my temple. “Daniel, son, stay
back and let Joel come to me alone. I won’t hurt her. I swear. I don’t want to
hurt anyone. The proxy is all I need and then we can all go home.”


Daniel emerged from the heavy fog that had
collected on the walkway. His face was glistening with sweat and mist but his
eyes were hard and unreadable. “Fuck you, Carsten.”


Carsten glanced at me, half-amused, half-baffled and then turned back to
Daniel. “Is that your response to this situation? You still haven’t grown up. I
warned you this would not end well if you continued to block the acquisition of
Tallulah. Where do you think your paycheck comes
from? We work for the shareholders, boy. They run the show. Nothing you do here
is going to change that.”


“Fuck you,” Daniel repeated. “If you think
I’m going to hand over control of Razor Industries, you’ve underestimated my
resolve. You’ll bankrupt the company in a year.”


“So? I’ll be rich, you’ll be rich. What
does it matter who isn’t rich as long
as we are? Is it the family name you’re worried about? No one gives a shit
about the family name anymore. From what Anastasia has told me, you and your
brother have already damaged the family name. Now be a good little boy and let
Joel pass before I lose my grip on his girlfriend. Or is she your girlfriend?
It’s hard to keep it straight with you two.”


Daniel moved to get his phone out of his
pocket.


“I wouldn’t,” Carsten
said coldly. “I know a girl who is ready to accuse Joel of rape if anything
happens to me. If I go to prison, we all go to prison. Put the phone away.
That’s it. That’s better. Now, Joel—do you have something for me? Come closer.
Don’t be scared. Don’t be a snivelling coward. What would your mother think if
she saw you like this?”


I pulled myself further up to catch sight
of Joel moving behind Daniel. His eyes were wild but not with fear. This was
hate. I’d never seen him like that. Carsten didn’t
seem to notice.


“I have the proxy in my pocket.” Joel drew
near to Carsten, keeping his eyes on the man. “Hand
over Charlotte to Daniel and the proxy is yours. Not before.”


He withdrew a sheet of notepaper from the
back pocket of his jeans, unfolded it and held it out for Carsten
to examine. Joel’s signed voting shares, a block large enough to sway the board
to acquire Tallulah and put Carsten Pullman in power.
Daniel would be sidelined in his own company.


“Joel, don’t.” My protest was feeble. I
didn’t want to die but I thought I should give him the option of saving his
brother’s company over me. 


“Danny, grab Charlotte.”


Carsten’s eyes went from Joel to Daniel who was coming closer and then back
to Joel again. “Wait. Put the proxy in my jacket pocket first. I’m not letting
her go until I have that.”


Joel slung his leg over the edge of the
bridge. “Let her go or I jump and you have nothing.”


“No!” 


Daniel flung a hand out to his brother. Carsten yanked me off the railing and hurled me to the
walkway. It all happened so fast. Joel lunged for Carsten.
I can still see his body poised against the lights of the bridge, the cables
and inky sky above. He landed on Pullman, wrapped his arms around his neck and
dragged him to the rail. 


“Take care of her, Danny.” Joel tugged hard
and both men almost went over the edge.


“What the fuck are you doing?” Casten screamed and fought Joel’s grip. “You’ll kill us
both!”


“That’s the idea.”


Joel slung his leg over the side. 


“Joel, no!” Daniel yelled. “Don’t! Jesus, man, I’m begging you, don’t do this!
He’s not worth it!”


“Danny, I have to or it’ll never end. You’ve
protected me long enough. If I’m gone, they can’t threaten you anymore. Just
remember what I told you about Alexandra and watch out for Charley. I love you,
brother.”


“No!”


Joel pushed off gracefully, backward, like
he was strapped to a parachute and falling out of a plane. Carsten’s
eyes flared wide, unable to escape—Joel was using him like a shield. Both men dropped
over the edge, falling through the thick fog. Two hundred and forty-five feet
below was the cold, rough water of the strait. In four seconds, Joel and Carsten would hit the water at seventy-five miles per hour.
They would die from the trauma caused on impact. If they survived that, they
would drown or die of hypothermia.


There was no chance for survival.


I lay on the walkway, numb and in shock as
Daniel screamed his brother’s name. He was leaning dangerously far over the
edge; his arm outstretched as if he could snatch hold of him somehow and pull
him to safety.


“Joel!”



He threw his head back and roared with a
cry of such anguish, I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t see the tears running down
his face.


Two cars pulled over, putting on their
hazard lights. A man jumped out and then a woman came running toward me.
“What’s happened? Miss, are you all right?”


Voices rolled around us but I couldn’t
speak. Daniel wasn’t looking at them or me. He was watching the space where his
brother had been alive and talking only seconds before.


“Did someone fall?”


“Was it an accident?”


“Sir, did somebody jump?”


Oh my
god, oh my god, Joel jumped. He’s dead. He’s dead.


The air was a flurry of phone calls. Cell
phones, smart phones pulled out of pockets to call 911. The paramedics would be
here soon but it was too late.


“Why did he do it?” Somebody was asking me.
“Why did he do it?”


I lifted my face to the night sky. It was
ironic that Joel who was so terrified of open space, of life beyond his
apartment, had chosen to end it all in the vast open space of San Francisco Bay.



Daniel’s face closed. He turned away from
me and the crowd who had gathered at the edge of the railing. A bystander
helped me to my feet as I watched him walk back along the bridge, retreating
into the fog. 


Daniel Razor was going to look for his
brother’s body and he didn’t need me for that. He didn’t need me at all
anymore.



 


 








chapter
nine


♫



 

ANASTASIA IS late for our meeting in
Chinatown. She answered my text, saying she would be here on time but I should’ve
known she’d find some way of screwing with me. She still believes she’s driving
this train.


Contacting her was Phil’s idea. As Carsten Pullman once told me, when you have something on a
person, you keep that person safe so you can use her or him over and over again.
I knew the truth about Anastasia and Daniel didn’t. Play one against the other.



It turns out the Redman Foundation is a big
supporter of Torsten Hedstrom’s
symphony orchestra which is based in Geneva. Torsten
is a famous conductor who also happens to act as an advisor on the board of the
Geneva Conservatory. Anastasia agreed to place a call to the board director on
my behalf. Consequently, they invited me to join the summer session beginning
in two weeks—the master class. Naturally, all fees would be paid in advance.
Anastasia is meeting me to hand over a first class plane ticket to Switzerland,
a clean platinum credit card and an envelope of cash. In return, she gets to
keep Daniel Razor.


She can have him. They deserve each other. 


I tell myself I have no choice—I had to
resort to extortion to get what I wanted. It’s for the violin, the music, my
future and I have a baby to think about. I tell myself they turned me into this
person. It helps to have someone to blame. I numb myself with a lot of
half-truths about what I’m doing so I can get on that plane without feeling
anything for him.


I’m not sure if it’s working. My heart
still cracks in my chest when I think of the look in his eyes on the bridge
even though it’s been over a month. And then I remember that Daniel Razor, this
man that I can’t stop thinking about—chose
her over me. She tried to kill me and he knew all about it. I can never
trust him and I can never forgive him.


And then I’m glad again that I called
Anastasia and brokered a deal. 


Just before all this came about, at our
last recital, the quartet voted to give me a solo. A pity solo, I’d said and
Myles agreed. At first I chose Joel’s adagio but at the last minute I picked a
piece that was all mine—that said everything I wanted to say to Daniel but
couldn’t. 


I played Tomaso
Antonio Vitali’s Chaconne
for Violin. Nine minutes. A tour de force performance.
After I’d finished, I raced offstage and broke down crying in the green room.
Myles came in with Susan and Phil. He stood in the doorway and applauded. 


I had finally accepted the cross.


So here I am and here she comes, walking
toward me. Daniel’s fiancée has a sweet smile on her pretty face and a fat
envelope in her hand.


I did it for the music. Just remember that,
Daniel. You knew what I was like from the beginning. I am just like you. 



 

*



 

CHARLOTTE HAS her violin case in her left hand.
I can see her up ahead, standing in line at the main gate, waiting to board the
international flight to Switzerland. 


Marlene, the receptionist who used to work
with Charlotte at Razor Industries told me that Charlotte Dawson was leaving
the country. She didn’t need her old job back because Charlotte was going to
become a classical violinist. “Did you know she played the violin, Mr. Razor?”


Yes, I knew.


I assume she got the money from her lawyer,
Phil. Or from some other investor. She got the money
somehow. She was never going to stay, no matter what I once believed. Or hoped. 


Her dark hair is bound up with a ribbon. Her
luggage has already been checked. She’s clutching her boarding pass and
identification in her right hand like someone is going to take it away from her.
Once she’s through the gate, I can’t call her back. I’ll never see her again. The
best thing is to just let her go. I have nothing to offer Charlotte.


I must be watching her too hard because she
glances over her shoulder. Her eyes are curious and wary. I take a step
forward, unwilling, but somehow wanting to force her to make a decision. I
wonder if she’ll acknowledge me, or does she feel as I do—that this is a clean
ending.


No matter what my brain tells me, I stand
rooted to the spot, my hands deep in my pockets against the cool, damp San
Francisco morning. I have everything money could buy and nothing I want. It’s
funny thinking back to that conversation she and I had at dinner. She said I didn’t
know what it was like to want something and not get it. I do now.


I could tell her. It might change things
for us.


I wait for her to make the decision for
both of us. I wait for her to turn back. And it hurts like hell, waiting because
I let myself believe that when she sees me, she’ll leave the line, come back to
me, take my hand and this pain will stop.


Charlotte looks in my direction. Looks right at me. She sees me. 


And then she squeezes her eyes shut as
though trying not to cry.


She’s not coming back. She’s getting on the
plane.


The pain slams into my chest and I have
trouble breathing for a second. Then I turn away as fast as I can, before I
change my mind and walk rapidly out of the airport. The limousine is waiting
for me at the curb. Jackson is waiting to drive me home. Razor mansion will be lit
up for the party tonight and filled with overnight guests from New York. I’m
hosting a reprise engagement party to apologize to our friends. Marshall will
greet me at the door with his usual gravity. Anastasia is radiant now that both
Joel and Charlotte are gone. My fiancée is almost a girl I could love one day.


I tell myself it doesn’t have to be a
tragedy. My life doesn’t have to be lonely. Charlotte Dawson was just a girl,
not my first girl. Maybe not my last if I can’t be faithful to Tash. I’m going to try. 


And there were other positives that came
out of this. The takeover bid for Tallulah Cement was killed and the bridges
and buildings that were built with the product are being examined and
overhauled. Razor Industries is thriving with our shares jumping in value when the
story broke. Carsten’s body was found. 


The negatives.


Joel’s body was never recovered. And I’ll
never be the same.


I used to have a purpose in life. My
purpose was my brother, Joel. There’s no way back from that failure. My death
wish has finally caught up with me, only not with my death. A life lived on the
edge, a life of recklessness and extraordinary good fortune....


All I have now is the image of Joel pushing
himself off the Golden Gate Bridge.


As it did with my father before me, Daniel
Razor’s luck has finally run out.



 

the end.
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GATINEAU HILLS MYSTERIES


No serial killers.
No psychopaths. It’s the one you thought you knew.
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by high tech law enforcement but by the deductive genius of Detective Sergeant Rompré. The mystery lies not only in “who done it,” but “why
done it”. How are lives transformed by the heartbreak,
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redemption possible? The murder is just the beginning.



 

THE RIVER
BRIDE


Marlee Bremer claims her husband is a sexual deviant. Convicted rapist and
murderer, Trey Bremer insists it was only a game. The truth of what really
happened to Teresa Musgrave that day begins to
unravel when an anonymous note arrives at the Stollerton Record. On the hunt for the big story that could save her career, Alvina Moon is caught up in a disturbing crime and the
victim’s beautiful, troubled artist husband.
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