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            One

            Detective Sean Walsh

         

         “LET’S KILL him again in slow motion,” I said.

         I took a coffee cup from the sink, started the faucet running.

         “Assume for a second that it was a female killer,” I began. “I’m Anthony Costello, accountant to the mob, nephew of top dog Vincent Costello. It’s early in the morning, and either the help’s asleep or they haven’t arrived yet. I’m probably ticked off at having to do my own dishes.”

         “As ticked off as I am right now?” Detective Heidi Haagen asked.

         I ignored her. This was my wife we were talking about. I wasn’t going to let the department pin a murder on her—especially not when it was me who sent her to work for Costello in the first place.

         “The lady assassin approaches me from behind,” I continued, “as I’m rinsing my mug. I’ve got the water running full throttle because I’m Anthony Costello and I never do anything halfway. The sound makes for nice cover. Lady Assassin tiptoes up behind me and plunges a big old kitchen knife deep into my left shoulder. Probably she’s aiming for my neck or spine, but she’s no pro—that’s obvious from the mess she left behind. Her hands are sweating, and she closes her eyes at the last second.”

         “We’ve been over this,” Heidi said.

         Heidi, my onetime partner, now boss. She was the one who shut me out of this case. Now I was trying to claw my way back in.

         “I know,” I said. “I know we have, but bear with me. Costello’s a big guy. About my height, but a hundred pounds heavier. That first blow brought him down, but it didn’t kill him.”

         I spun away from the sink, dropped to my hands and knees. Heidi rolled her eyes.

         “Lady Assassin sidesteps, gets me in the center of my back, but not as deep this time. I drop to my belly and start crawling, trying to get away, maybe headed for the living room, where I keep that Glock stashed in the coffee table drawer.”

         I pulled myself forward on the tile mosaic floor, grunting and grimacing, playing the part.

         “This isn’t necessary,” Heidi said.

         But it was. I had to make her understand—Sarah wasn’t capable of killing Anthony Costello.

         “She keeps coming at me, again and again, but she’s out of breath, losing force. These are just puncture wounds she’s inflicting now. I’m Anthony Costello. I’m not going to be done in by my own chef in my own kitchen. So I reach for a chair and pull myself up. Maybe I manage a threat: ‘It’s my turn now’ or ‘You’re a dead woman’—some stock phrase to make her tremble. I start toward her, then stumble, brace myself against the sink. And now it’s me who’s scared, because I’m looking at her eyes, and it’s clear a switch has flipped. She charges, stabbing wildly. I shield my face with my forearms. The blade finds my gut, my ribs, my thighs. And then she lines up for the kill shot, the tip of the knife pointed at my sternum. In a final burst of energy, I hurl myself out of the way, then stagger and drop. Her final thrust hits the countertop. Here.”

         I pointed dramatically to a deep gouge in the polished oak. Heidi yawned.

         “Sean,” she said, “Sunday mornings are sacred. I told you when you called that you’d better have something—”

         “Solid and irrefutable, I know.”

         I went over to the knife block and found one with the same make and model as the murder weapon. Heidi took a step back, which almost made me smile. I held the knife out to her, handle first.

         “Sean, I—”

         “Just take it.”

         She did.

         “I know you’ve seen the photos,” I said. “I know there were measurements taken, and I know those measurements suggest that the killer was ‘above average in strength.’ Here’s the thing: I asked you to meet me at the scene today because I want you to try it.”

         “Try what?”

         I gestured to the stray hole in the counter.

         “You’re about five foot ten, right? You hit the gym daily. Bench your own weight. Hell, you could probably bench my weight. I challenge you to take the same knife and, with just one thrust, make a hole that deep.”

         She was less than enthusiastic.

         “Even if the department would allow a—”

         “Half as deep,” I said. “The same gouge, half as deep. Forget what’s allowed: I’m fighting for my wife’s freedom here.”

         She glared at me.

         “This isn’t going to prove anything,” she said.

         “Just make sure you grip the handle tight. I don’t want the blade sliding up your palm.”

         She gave in. She repositioned the handle in her fist, switched her weight to her back foot, and lunged with everything she had.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

             

         

         THE RESULT?

         Not even one-quarter the depth of the original. The hole was barely noticeable when she pulled the knife back out. We stood staring at the counter. No words were exchanged, no meaningful glances. Then she dropped the knife in the sink and started for the door.

         “We’re leaving,” she said.

         “That’s it?”

         “I told you: it doesn’t prove anything.”

         I followed her outside, onto the wraparound porch of what had begun as a plantation house, rebuilt and renovated over time into a multimillion-dollar mansion. Drive time to either Tampa or Orlando was roughly an hour, but the immediate area looked like the land that civilization forgot. Nothing but kudzu, palm trees, and now police tape in every direction. Heidi lit a cigarette, probably just so she could blow smoke in my face.

         “Sarah Roberts-Walsh is a small-boned diabetic who couldn’t lift a twenty-pound barbell off the floor,” I said. “She couldn’t have made that gouge in the counter.”

         Heidi turned to face me.

         “Open your eyes, Sean. Stop ignoring the obvious.”

         “Nothing’s obvious.”

         “Your wife disappeared the same day Anthony Costello was murdered. Maybe the same hour.”

         “She isn’t the only one who went missing that day.”

         “Yeah, and maybe when we find her she’ll have a real good story.”

         She walked down the porch steps and started toward her car, then turned and came striding back.

         “Just what exactly was the wife of a homicide detective doing working for a mob accountant?”

         “She was his chef.”

         “I’m not talking about her job title. How did she meet him in the first place?”

         I didn’t say anything. I was surprised it had taken Heidi this long to ask the question. I’d had run-ins with the Costello family before. A little over a year ago, I’d arrested Nicholas Costello, Anthony’s nephew, for holding up a liquor store on the outskirts of Tampa. After the arrest, evidence went missing, witnesses recanted. It looked bad. It made me look bad. And then Sarah started working for Anthony. Rumors were flying around the squad room: Detective Sean Walsh on the Costellos’ payroll. Me, who’d given fifteen years to this job.

         “That’s your story?” Heidi asked. “Silence?”

         “She isn’t involved,” I said.

         “Maybe. Either way, I don’t want you anywhere near this.”

         I watched her drive off, then took out my cell phone and speed-dialed Sarah.

         “Hey, it’s me again,” I told her voice mail. “I’m praying you can hear this. It’s been two weeks now. I miss you. I need to know you’re okay. I need you to come home. Whatever happened, you need to come home.”

         I hung up, headed for my car. My phone rang just as I stuck the key in the ignition. I grabbed it off the dashboard without checking the caller ID.

         “Sarah?” I said.

         “Next best thing. You got something to write with? ’Cause I got an address.”

         It was Lenny Stone, ex-cop turned PI. I’d hired him to track down Sarah.

         “Where?” I said. “Where is she?”

         “About a hundred miles south of the middle of nowhere. Nearest town is Kerens, Texas. Time to dust off that Stetson, partner.”
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            Chapter 1

            Sarah Roberts-Walsh

            October 12

9:30 a.m.

Interview Room C

         

         “FORENSICS FOUND traces of Costello’s blood on your clothes, so why don’t you tell us what happened?”

         We were sitting in a plain white room with a drop ceiling and a mirror I assumed was two-way. Me and Detective Heidi Haagen. She leaned across the metal table.

         “This is serious, Sarah,” she said. “Your own husband brought you in.”

         “Where is Sean?”

         They were the first words I’d spoken since we sat down. My voice cracked like a teenage boy’s.

         “Doesn’t matter,” Haagen said. “He can’t help you.”

         “But I didn’t do anything.”

         “Then just tell the truth.”

         “Where do you want me to start?” I asked.

         “That day. Everything you remember. Begin at the beginning and don’t hold back. No detail is too small.”

         All right, I told myself. You can do this.

         I gripped the sides of my chair, took a breath, started talking. I kept my eyes pointed straight ahead, away from the mirror. I knew damn well who was standing on the other side.

         
              

         

         The morning of Anthony Costello’s murder, I woke up to find myself lying on a moss-covered boulder, surrounded by kudzu. I had no idea where I was or how I’d gotten there. I made to stand but my legs were wobbly and my feet kept slipping on the moss. I felt my pockets: no phone, no wallet. For a long while I just sat there, trying to think things through. Maybe I’d gone camping with friends, wandered off by myself, and gotten lost. Maybe I’d forgotten to bring my insulin with me, which would explain why I’d blacked out.

         “You’re diabetic?” Haagen interrupted.

         “That’s right,” I said. “If I miss an injection, life can get real fuzzy.”

         She jotted something in her notebook.

         “Go on,” she said. “What did you do next?”

         I yelled for help. I figured if I’d come here with friends, they couldn’t be too far away. I shouted and kept shouting, but no one shouted back. I took a deep breath, ordered myself not to panic.

         “Anybody hear me?” I tried again. “Please, I need help.”

         Silence. Nothing but birds fighting off in the woods.

         All right, Sarah, I told myself. It’s up to you.

         I lay on my belly, slid down the boulder, and landed ankle-deep in a thick patch of marsh grass. The front of my blouse was stained green. I started to brush myself off, looked down, noticed for the first time that there was blood on my sleeves, blood on my jeans, blood all over my white sneakers. Not wet, but not dry, either. Had I fallen? Been attacked? I scanned my body for any hint of a wound, felt the back of my head for lumps or abrasions. Nothing. The blood wasn’t mine.

         So whose was it? I struggled to push my mind back but came up empty.

         I wasn’t wearing a watch, had no idea how long I’d been unconscious. I looked up at the sky. The light seemed to be growing stronger. I figured it was somewhere between 8:00 and 9:00 a.m. Where would I normally be between 8:00 and 9:00 a.m.? I couldn’t remember. I could remember my name, my age, my weight, the fact that I was a diabetic—but where I lived and what I did all day were gone.

         I felt dizzy and a little nauseous. Assuming I was right about the time, my last insulin injection would have been late last night, maybe eight hours ago. Eight hours wasn’t the end of the world. If I’d passed out atop that boulder all on my own, it might have had more to do with dehydration than blood sugar.

         I needed water. I needed insulin. I looked around for a path or a landmark. Nothing. The boulder was lodged at the summit of a small incline. If I was looking for civilization, then downhill seemed like the best bet. I started to walk, then run. The running set off a sharp pain in my right calf. I stopped, knelt down in the grass, and rolled up my pant leg. There was a gash, maybe an inch wide. Something had pierced the thick denim of my jeans. I was wounded after all, though this cut didn’t begin to explain all the blood.

         “Keep moving,” I told myself.

         The morning was cool by Florida standards, but my forehead and the small of my back were soaked. I’d been walking for what felt like hours when I passed through a wooded area and emerged in a wholly different world: a painstakingly landscaped and manicured world. Palm trees instead of kudzu, a freshly mowed lawn instead of swamp grass and weeds. And at the other end of that lawn, a house. More than a house: a mansion. An old-fashioned plantation manor refurbished to look as though it were built yesterday.

         I’m on someone’s estate, I thought. I have been all along.

         “Hello?” I yelled.

         Once again, no answer.

         There was a fence along the back of the house separating the lawn from a colorful maze of perennials and fruit trees. I hurried over to the back gate, feeling I’d made it to safety, only to find something that brought me up short and made me wonder if I’d ever be safe again: there was blood on the handle, blood spotting the gate’s white wooden planks.

         Little by little, then all at once, my memory came alive. I’d been to this house before. I’d been here every day for the last year. I was personal chef to a man named Anthony Costello and his wife, Anna. This was their house. This was where I made three meals a day for them, where I’d made breakfast for Anthony as recently as this morning.

         My legs wanted to buckle, but I kept moving forward, through the gate and up the steps to the wraparound porch. The sliding back door was open. I stepped inside.

         “Anna?” I called out. “Anthony?”

         Nothing. The silence scared me more than waking up on that rock. This time of day, the place was normally bustling. Serena, the maid, would be singing to herself as she polished the dining room table; Anna would be watching Good Morning Florida with the volume turned full blast; Anthony would be pacing the marble hallway, cursing into his phone.

         “Serena?” I tried.

         Still no answer. Something was seismically wrong. I crept like a cat burglar through the dining room, the laundry room, the family room, the living room, the parlor, Anthony’s office. Ten thousand square feet of real estate and not a whiff of life.

         “It’s Sarah,” I called upstairs. “Anyone home?”

         I’d climbed a handful of steps when the dizziness hit me hard.

         Water, I reminded myself. You need water.

         I made my way to the kitchen. And that was where I found him. Anthony, facedown on the floor, outlined by a pool of his own blood, a kitchen knife lying not three feet away.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         “DEAD?” HAAGEN asked.

         I shook my head.

         “No,” I said. “Not yet.”

         “And still you didn’t call 911?”

         “I did,” I said. “At least I tried. I was in shock.”

         “I don’t believe in shock.”

         “Denial, then.”

         “Why don’t you skip what you were feeling and tell me what you did?”

         I nodded, thinking to myself, You’ll get through this, Sarah.

         
              

         

         At first it didn’t occur to me that he might be alive. There was so much blood. So many holes. Gashes up and down his legs, his back. His clothes nearly shredded. I just stood there staring at him. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t make myself move.

         And then he coughed.

         “Anthony!” I yelled. “Oh, my God, Anthony.”

         I ran across the kitchen, slipped on his blood, nearly toppled, then righted myself and knelt beside him.

         “Can you hear me, Anthony?” I said. “I’m calling 911. You’re going to be all right.”

         He made a raspy, muffled sound. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to speak. I couldn’t tell if he knew I was there.

         “Just hold on,” I said.

         I stood up, spotted my purse lying on the far counter. I riffled through it, turned it upside down, and shook out the contents. No phone. Maybe I’d left it at home. Maybe I’d dropped it in the woods.

         I returned to his side, leaned in close, touched his hand.

         “You’ll be okay, Anthony. I’m not leaving you. I’m just going to find the house phone, all right?”

         His eyelids were fluttering, but they wouldn’t open. I jumped up, ran to the console in the foyer, but the phone wasn’t in its cradle. I sprinted back through the house, thinking, Blood loss, coma, organ failure. Thinking every second mattered. No phone in the guest room, the game room, the sun room. I finally found it in the most obvious place: under a couch cushion. I picked it up, dialed. Nothing. The line was dead.

         I held the phone away from my ear and looked at it. The buttons were dark. I scanned the room. Everything was dark: the television, the DVR, the hi-fi. I went over to the light switch, flicked it up and down. Someone had cut the power.

         There was one hope left. I ran back into the kitchen, took a knee beside Anthony. His eyelids were still fluttering, and his right hand had started to twitch.

         “That’s right,” I said. “Just keep breathing.”

         I knew better than to move a person in his condition, hovering between shock and death, but I had to access his front pockets. I raised up into a crouch, placed my hands on his side, and pushed. My legs shot out from under me; I landed belly down in his blood. I tried slipping my hand under his waist but didn’t get very far. The man weighed three hundred pounds—even before I started cooking for him.

         I was at my wits’ end, biting back tears, fighting the urge to crumble completely. I wandered over to the kitchen window, stood staring out at the far-reaching wilds of Anthony Costello’s estate. And then it hit me: the reason I’d been out there in the first place.

         I’d been chasing him.

         Or her—I didn’t get a very good look. It was dawn. I’d just started the coffee brewing when I heard a door slam. I looked out, saw a figure I didn’t recognize struggling with the gate’s latch, then saw that same figure tear off across the lawn, headed for the woods.

         “And you ran after this phantom figure?” Haagen cut me off. “Like you were one of Charlie’s angels? Sorry, but I find that a little hard to believe.”

         “I must have,” I said. “I must have climbed up on that boulder to see if I could spot him.”

         “And then conveniently passed out?”

         “It didn’t seem convenient to me.”

         “Let’s get back to the part where you’re staring out the window while your employer lies dying at your feet.”

         “I was collecting myself,” I said. “Piecing things together. Coming up with a plan.”

         “And that plan was?”

         “To drive for help.”

         I’d decided to break my promise, leave Anthony behind while I sped to the nearest gas station and called 911. But when I turned around, he was moving, trying to drag himself forward across the floor. He crawled a few inches, collapsed, then lifted his head and pointed. I walked over to him, crouched down.

         “Easy now, Anthony,” I said. “Just relax.”

         He made no effort to speak—just kept pointing. I lowered myself onto the floor, searched for whatever it was he wanted me to see.

         “Oh, thank God,” I said.

         His phone, lying far back under the industrial-size refrigerator. I ran to the hall closet, fetched a broom, used the handle to bat the phone out. Not a speck of dust came with it: Serena’s a maniac for detail.

         Cavalry had arrived in the form of a cellular device. My heart was beating hard, my hands shaking. I lit up Anthony’s home screen, found a string of missed-call alerts: five in a span of ten minutes, all from “UV,” the most recent stamped forty-five minutes ago. “UV” stood for Uncle Vincent, head of the Costello family. Vincent Costello only used the phone for holiday greetings and dire emergencies.

         “Oh, no,” I said out loud. “Oh, my God, no.”

         A quick scan of outgoing calls confirmed my suspicion: Anthony had reached out to Vincent just minutes before the missed calls started. His attacker had left him for dead, and instead of dialing 911, Anthony had gone straight to the person who’d always made things right: his uncle, don of Central Florida, the Mafia boss who’d lived to a ripe old age without spending so much as an hour behind bars. Anthony, stuck and bleeding, must have managed a few words, then dropped the phone. A frantic Vincent had tried desperately to get his nephew back on the line.

         “All right,” I told myself. “Don’t panic. Just go ahead and call the paramedics.”

         I had my thumb on the 9 key when I looked over at Anthony and saw it was too late. His eyes were open and still, and his back had quit rising and falling with every labored breath. I went over and checked his pulse just to be sure. Then I stood and dropped the phone. I may have screamed—I can’t remember. Vincent lived in a gated mansion on the outskirts of Tampa, maybe an hour away. He would have sent help of his own. Mobsters who’d be pulling up the drive any minute. And they’d find me, the wife of a cop, alone in the house, dripping with Anthony’s blood. Anthony, who’d been killed with a kitchen knife. Me, his personal chef.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         “SO YOU ran?” Haagen said. “All the way to Texas?”

         I nodded.

         “Texas is just where I wound up,” I said. “The running was the important part.”

         Haagen sat back in her chair.

         “Let me ask you something,” she said. “Just how much of this do you expect me to believe?”

         “All of it.”

         “Every word?” she asked.

         Breathing the air in that room was like chewing on thirty-year-old cigarette smoke. I felt tired, cold, anxious, sweaty, frightened, lonely, and above all eager to win Haagen over.

         “Every word,” I told her.

         She folded her hands behind her head and grinned, as if she knew something I didn’t.

         “Why do you hyphenate your last name?” she asked.

         “What?”

         “Roberts-Walsh. You hyphenate your last name. Why?”

         Changing topic midstream was Heidi’s way of keeping a suspect off-balance. It worked. You could never tell what was coming next.

         “Sorry,” I said, “but how is that relevant?”

         “Would you say that you have marital issues, Ms. Roberts-Walsh?”

         “Issues is a bit vague.”

         “Problems, then.”

         “No more so than any other couple.”

         “So everything’s fine at home?”

         “Have you ever been married, Detective Haagen?”

         She let the question pass.

         “What’s interesting is that you’re very similar to your husband.”

         “How’s that?”

         “You’re both guarded. You both give the impression that you’re holding back. You both pretend to be cooperating when really you’re running your own game.”

         “Maybe you’re projecting because you know my husband. I’ve told you everything I can remember.”

         She shrugged, seemed almost amused. I took a long look at the mirror I’d been avoiding.

         “Maybe,” she said. “It’s true I know him very well. We were partners for a decade. You know what they say about partners? They’re closer than man and wife.”

         A new way to rattle me: jealousy. I wasn’t going to bite.

         “Is he on the other side?” I asked. “Is he watching us?”

         “Your husband, you mean?” She shifted forward in her seat. “Let me ask you something, Ms. Roberts-hyphen-Walsh. Suppose he is there, monitoring, listening, standing idle as you dig yourself deeper and deeper. Why wouldn’t he intervene? Barge in here, slam his fist on the table, and order me to stop tormenting his beloved wife? Wouldn’t he at least bang on the glass? This isn’t going very well for you, you know.”

         She’d confirmed it: my husband was there, watching. She was talking to him now, not me.

         “Could it be because he knows you’re guilty?” she asked. “Did the two of you have a heart-to-heart on the drive back from Texas?”

         She tapped the manila folder on the table in front of her.

         “Or maybe it’s the other way around,” she said. “Maybe you’re protecting him. I mean, however you look at it, it was Sean who set this whole thing in motion.”

         “You’ve lost it,” I said. “You’re off your rocker.”

         I didn’t care anymore about winning her over. If I’d been someone else—someone like Anna, or even Serena—I would have lunged.

         “Am I?” she asked. “Tell me, how does a cop’s wife end up working for Florida’s top crime family? Are you really going to tell me that Sean didn’t get you the job? Maybe he wanted you in Costello’s house for a reason. Maybe that reason expired. Or maybe you just couldn’t take it anymore.”

         I cocked my head and furrowed my brow like a puppy confused by her master’s command.

         “Don’t you know?” I asked.

         “Know what?”

         “I was working for you.”

         “For me?”

         “For Tampa PD. I filled out the informant paperwork and everything. I gave weekly reports.”

         “And you were paid for this?”

         “Once a month like clockwork.”

         “How were you paid?”

         “In cash. Sean said that was standard procedure. He said banks left a paper trail that someone like Anthony could easily check on.”

         “And Sean made these payments himself?”

         I nodded.

         “And you reported directly to him?”

         I nodded again.

         She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to—her smirk said it all.

         
              

         

         Haagen came back after a long coffee break during which I’d been left alone to stew.

         “Time to switch gears,” she said.

         She opened the folder, flipped through the top pages.

         “Your medical records,” she said. “Type 2 diabetes is no joke. That’s what bothers me most about your story.”

         “I don’t follow.”

         “You say you woke up thinking you’d passed out due to either a missed dose of insulin or dehydration, but we both know you weren’t dehydrated: the morning wasn’t particularly hot, and you’d only wandered off for a few hours. If you blacked out, it had to be something like insulin shock. Yet you slid down off that rock and were suddenly fine. Nowhere in your testimony do you mention searching for your insulin bag once you got back to the house. Shouldn’t that have been your first priority? You know, the way you’re supposed to secure your own oxygen mask before you start helping your kids?”

         “I was disoriented. And then there was the shock of seeing Anthony like that. I couldn’t think straight.”

         “Shock—there’s that word again. You know, I did some research.”

         She held up a sheet of paper and waved it around.

         “Diabetics don’t usually black out because they missed a dose. In fact, blackouts are very, very rare. No, I think you invented your little bout of amnesia because the one detail you can’t explain to us is the knife wound in your calf.”

         “It wasn’t a knife wound,” I said. “It must have been a rock. Maybe a beer bottle. Anthony liked to host cookouts.”

         “I asked CSI to look into that. They had an entire class of cadets from the academy search the area. No rocks sharp or jagged enough to have made such a clean incision. No discarded bottles. Not even a pointy stick.”

         “I told you: I don’t remember how it happened.”

         “That’s okay,” Haagen said. “I have a pretty good idea.”

         She let me chew that over for a long, hostile beat.

         “One more thing,” she said. “You were alone when you left the house?”

         “Yes.”

         “Which means you were alone when you got into your car?”

         “Yes.”

         “And you didn’t take anything with you? Anything that didn’t belong to you?”

         I hung my head.

         “You know what I took,” I said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Detective Sean Walsh

         

         WHILE HEIDI was busy grilling my wife, I decided to conduct a little business of my own.

         Destroying police evidence is never easy, especially when you’re dealing with computer files. Evidence logged through our municipal network is cloned onto two servers downtown. The trick isn’t to remove it. The trick is to drown it.

         I sat at my desk, picked up the phone, dialed, and waited.

         “Hi, this is Detective Sean Walsh with Homicide,” I said. “I’m calling to see if you’ve processed the files for the Danza case, reference number 00527 dash 57. I was looking for them this morning, but couldn’t find them in the system.”

         I told the clerk I’d be happy to hold. I was nothing if not polite. I even hummed along to the tinny Muzak while I sifted through the drawers of my desk, sliding papers I didn’t want discovered into an old issue of Men’s Health magazine. Later that night I’d burn the magazine on a barbecue grill.

         “Can I get the last three digits again?” the clerk asked.

         Once an admin logged on through his own computer, he’d be the only registered user until he logged off again. It didn’t matter if every detective in Florida was searching the database: the network would only recognize the admin. It was a handy flaw in our archaic, underfunded municipal system—one that would allow me to revise the files on Sarah without leaving any record of having done so. Of course, if I somehow got caught…

         “Last three digits are 7 dash 57,” I said.

         Heidi had enlisted a rookie from Vice to gather a phone book’s worth of background info on my wife: Wikipedia-style bios of everyone she’d ever dated, her parents’ criminal histories (a half dozen parking tickets between them), her transcripts from grade school through culinary school, a facsimile of her medical ID bracelet, copies of her emails, records of every call she placed or received reaching back five years. You name it, it was there.

         Before Sarah resurfaced, I’d begun collating data of my own. It was meant to protect her, to bolster the notion that sweet little diabetic Sarah would never hurt a fly. But I saw pretty early on that the puzzle pieces were forming the wrong picture. Not only did Sarah have a motive to kill Anthony but she had twenty-four-hour access to his home.

         But then so did Anthony’s wife, Anna.

         And so did Anthony’s maid, Serena.

         I looked over my shoulder, pretending to scratch my elbow. My coworkers showed no interest in my computer screen.

         “Okay, Detective Walsh,” the clerk said. “I’m in the system now, and I see that your request is being processed as we speak. Should be there by the end of the day.”

         I logged on, found Sarah’s case file, saw that I was too late: the content had already been reviewed by the new investigation team. By Heidi. This morning. Just out of curiosity, I clicked on the icon beside Sarah’s name. Nothing happened. I clicked on it again. And again. And again.

         I’d been blocked.

         “Christ,” I whispered.

         There’s nothing I enjoy less than feeling sidelined. I opened a game of solitaire to calm myself down, made it halfway through the deck before my phone started vibrating. I pulled it out of my pocket, checked the caller ID: OLD SCHOOL. My nickname for Vincent Costello.

         Great, I thought. Exactly what I need.

         I didn’t answer, and he didn’t leave a message. Or rather the call itself was his message: I had five minutes to find a secure line and a private place to talk. I stood, headed for the elevator, did my best to look casual. When the doors opened, my legs nearly buckled: Heidi was standing there, scowling as though I was blocking her way on purpose. Or at least the woman standing there looked like Heidi. Same height, same physique, and a pantsuit right out of Heidi’s wardrobe. But this woman was older by a decade, and she was wearing tennis shoes instead of pumps. And Heidi was still in the interrogation room, trying to break my wife.

         I smiled to myself as the doors closed. Jumpy much? I thought. I was doing exactly what our marriage counselor had accused me of during our one and only session: looking for danger where there was none.

         I speed-walked across the parking lot, got behind the wheel of my Jeep, and pulled a burner phone from the glove compartment. Costello picked up on the second ring.

         “I shouldn’t have to chase you down like this,” he said.

         He had a painfully deliberate way of speaking—like Jimmy Stewart at half speed.

         “I told you I’d call when I had an update,” I said. “So far there’s nothing.”

         “Your wife hasn’t confessed?”

         “My wife didn’t kill Anthony.”

         “For your sake, I hope you’re right. Still, you don’t seem to be bending over backward to prove her innocence.”

         “I’m doing what I can,” I told him. “Have you found Anna?”

         “My men are on the scent. She knows damn well how I feel about her, so I imagine she’s being extra cautious. What about the maid?”

         “Serena?”

         “Is there another?”

         “She’s in the wind,” I said. “But she couldn’t afford a bus ticket on what Anthony paid her. I’ll find her. Soon.”

         “Make sure that you do, Detective. I’m running out of reasons to keep you around.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            Anna Costello

            October 14

Noon

Interview Room A

         

         “GAWK AT me all you want,” I told her, “but I’m not spinning some story just to make your life easier. And if you keep lying to me, telling me there’s proof when there is none, then I promise this’ll end very badly.”

         Haagen flashed another blank stare. That seemed to be her specialty.

         “Are you threatening me, Mrs. Costello?” she said.

         “Oh, Detective, if I was threatening you,” I told her, leaning forward so she could see my baby browns, “you wouldn’t have to ask.”

         I leaned back. She sat up straighter. The upright citizen, glaring down her nose. Detective Heidi Haagen, the kind of married-to-her-work sad sack who could suck the fun out of a children’s birthday party. I almost felt sorry for her: two days in the box with me and not a thing to show for it. The higher-ups must’ve been giving her hell.

         “Mrs. Costello,” she said, “the minimum penalty for threatening an officer is 365 days in jail.”

         “Yeah, but you won’t press charges.”

         “Why’s that?”

         “I’m guessing you’re already a source of laughs around the watercooler. You really want to arrest a grieving widow because she hurt your feelings?”

         “No,” she said. “I want to arrest you because you murdered your husband.”

         I laughed in her face.

         “Dirty Harriet,” I said. “God, I could use a cigarette.”

         Haagen looked away as if she was afraid that too much eye contact with me might turn her to stone. She was itching to clock me, but there was a two-way mirror and cameras in every corner. I grinned. With biceps like that, it was a good bet she hit harder than Anthony.

         She made a show of sifting through my folder, then started rehashing bits of yesterday’s session.

         “I asked you about your husband’s business affairs,” she said. “You refused to answer. That alone is obstruction.”

         “You asked what part I played in his business. I didn’t play any part.”

         She looked suddenly very glum. I decided to throw her a bone.

         “But I never said I wouldn’t talk about Tony’s affairs.”

         I waited for the nod.

         “Anthony was creative with numbers,” I said. “He round-tripped for window dressing while diverting phantom tax obligations offshore.”

         “English.”

         “He was an accountant for the mob. He moved money around. More money than his employers knew about.”

         She wiped a trickle of sweat from her forehead. They must have kept the heat in that room at triple digits.

         “If that’s true, it would have made him some powerful enemies,” she said.

         I shrugged.

         “My husband thought he was invincible.”

         “Just to be clear: you’re saying he stole from Vincent Costello?”

         “I’m saying he got clever in ways the family might not have liked. I never said anything about Vince. Vince isn’t someone we talk about.”

         “I’m sure you’ll make an exception,” Haagen said. “Let me remind you that you’re facing a murder charge.”

         I hit the table so hard her papers jumped.

         “Good,” I said. “Go ahead and put me in jail. I’d be safer there. And so would you, if you’re hunting Vincent Costello. You think he’d care about your shield? His motto is Buy Them or Bury Them.”

         “Them being cops?”

         I didn’t say anything.

         “Which cops?” she asked. “Who’s he bought?”

         “Are you Internal Affairs or Homicide?”

         She saw I had a point.

         “Okay,” she said. “We’ll come back to that. Who do you think killed Anthony?”

         “I don’t know. I really don’t. But if I were you, I’d be looking really hard at his little black book.”

         “Little black book?”

         The question wasn’t rhetorical—I could tell she’d never heard the expression.

         “You’ve gotta get out more,” I said. “The women he was screwing behind my back. Except it wasn’t really behind my back. If anything, he flaunted it. And he wasn’t a stickler about age or marital status or even consent.”

         “I see,” she said, seeming full-on flustered for the first time since we’d started talking. “Do you have any particular women in mind?”

         I looked at her as if I didn’t know people could be so dumb and still dress themselves.

         “Are you interrogating me, or getting me to do your job for you? Think about it. The place wasn’t broken into, right? So whoever killed him had access to the house. I’m telling you it wasn’t me. Who does that leave?”

         A lightbulb switched on.

         “Sarah,” she said. “He was sleeping with Sarah.”

         “And?” I asked. “Who else had a key and the alarm code?”

         “Serena. The maid.”

         I gave her a quiet round of applause.

         “Then that’s where I’d start,” I said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         “LET’S GET back to you for a moment,” Haagen said. “Tell me again where you were that morning.”

         I rolled my eyes.

         “Asleep,” I said. “Medicated. Drugged. I take a nice little cocktail every night. You would, too, if you lived with a monster.”

         “The screaming didn’t wake you?”

         “Nothing wakes me. That’s the point of the drugs. I tumble out of bed when I’m good and ready.”

         “Like a rock star,” she said, drumming her fingers on the table. “Walk me through it again. From the time you woke up to the time you fled.”

         I looked around as though I was searching for someone to rescue me.

         “Are you serious? We’ve been over this and over this and over this.” I pointed to one of the cameras. “Why not just watch the footage?”

         “Humor me,” she said. “A little cooperation goes a long way.”

         So I humored her.

         
              

         

         I got up at around ten that morning, and then only because I had to pee. I did my business, thought about hopping back in bed, but my stomach was growling. As soon as I stepped into the hall, I sensed something was off. The house wasn’t just quiet, it was empty. Our house was never empty. Especially not in the morning.

         I went to the top of the stairs and called Anthony’s name. Then Sarah’s. Then Serena’s. Crickets. I started down the steps.

         “Is this a goddamn surprise party?” I yelled. “The surprise better be a vat of coffee.”

         I crossed through the dining room, noticed the sliding glass door was open, went back to close it. Anthony was always lecturing us about reptiles getting in the house—cottonmouths and gators. He had a real paranoid streak, but maybe this time he had something to be paranoid about, because there was blood all over the door handle, bloody footprints running the length of the deck outside.

         I’d have been screaming my head off if it weren’t for the benzo haze. Instead, I turned around very slowly and whispered, “Tony?” I started searching for him as if we were kids playing hide-and-seek, calling his name softly and looking in places he couldn’t possibly be: the hall closet, under the stairs, behind the piano. When I think about it now, it’s almost comical: me tiptoeing around and whispering while he lay dead in the kitchen, maybe thirty feet away.

         Which is where I found him. This time I did scream. I ran over to him and nearly threw myself on his body. I’m not going to lie: I’d dreamed of doing something like this to Tony more times than I can count, but to actually see it? To see the person you’ve lived with for fifteen years lying facedown in his own blood, his back and legs oozing from more wounds than you can count? That sobered me up in a heartbeat. I sat there with him for a long while, stroking his hair, replaying our last argument, our first argument, regretting every unkind word in between.

         And then the phone rang.

         His phone, lying just beyond the reach of his outstretched hand. I didn’t think. I picked it up, started to answer, then stopped myself when I saw the caller ID: UV. Uncle Vincent. He knew. Uncle Vincent knew. Tony must have made one last call before he toppled. I waited for the final ring, then tossed the phone back where I’d found it.

         Uncle Vincent knew, and he’d blame me. I had no doubt. He never liked me, never made any bones about it. And there’d been an incident, maybe a month earlier. A family gathering. Family in both senses of the word. Tony got drunk. I got drunk. We did what we always did when we were drunk, only this time there was a full banquet hall to watch us go at it, with Uncle Vincent at the helm. Everyone there heard me tell Tony I’d cut his throat the next time he fell asleep. And now Uncle Vincent would be coming for me. Chances were he was already on his way.

         “Jesus Christ, Tony,” I said. “What am I going to do?”

         I was hyperventilating. I actually smacked myself. I wasn’t thinking about my dead husband anymore—I was calculating how long it would take Uncle Vincent’s men to get here.

         I ran upstairs. I knew what came next, what I had to do to protect myself. Every Mafia wife prepares for flight. We come up with a plan and rehearse it as we lie awake in bed. We compare notes. In hushed voices. In back rooms. At birthday parties, bridal showers, barbecues. What would you do if it all fell apart? If the FBI came knocking? If war broke out between the families? If your husband was locked up? Murdered?

         Bribes, I reminded myself as I threw together a travel bag. Bribes are key if you want to stay hidden from a man like Vincent.

         You don’t go on the run so much as you buy your escape. You need capital, but it can’t be cash—the courts will strip you of cash. But they can’t take your property. Not unless they can prove it was stolen. And I happened to have a fat collection of very expensive, legally obtained jewelry.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         EXCEPT THAT my collection had vanished.

         I kept the most valuable pieces—a Tiffany tiara, a double-row gem-encrusted bracelet, three pearl necklaces, a blue sapphire Heart of the Ocean replica, an 18-karat-gold locket, five sets of diamond earrings—inside a large cardboard box marked FEMININE PRODUCTS. I kept the box wedged between the piping and the wall of the bathroom sink, hidden behind columns of spare toilet paper. Burglars will riffle through your drawers. They’ll tear art from the walls looking for a safe. But they generally steer clear of toiletries. I’d thought I was being clever.

         My heart started beating so hard I could feel it in my toes. Maybe, I thought, Anthony had moved my jewels. He always believed his custom-made safe was impregnable, had told me more than once that I was being ridiculous. I ran back through the bedroom and into the hallway, pulled up a corner of the carpeting, and spun the dial on Anthony’s sunken vault. Nothing inside but a ledger and some pictures of his late mother.

         Maybe Anthony had moved my stash to a more conventional locale. I checked all the places jewelry might normally be kept: the engraved mahogany case on my vanity table, my dresser drawers, my desk drawers. All empty. Every last piece gone.

         Who else would have known to look in that box under the sink?

         I thought, Sarah.

         I thought, Serena.

         I thought, Sarah and Serena.

         Had they teamed up to kill Anthony and rob me? The idea didn’t sit right. We’d always gotten along, even gone on day trips together when Anthony was away. But then I couldn’t remember the last time they’d both been absent on the same morning. At first I felt betrayed. Then I realized it went beyond simple betrayal. They knew my history with Vincent, knew Florida’s top crime boss would be only too happy to kill me limb by limb. They’d set me up. It was probably one of them who called Vincent from Anthony’s phone.
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