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            Prologue

         

         Early morning was one of her favorite times of the day. The sun had just cracked the horizon and traffic was still light. She was in training for the Marine Corps Marathon and intended to put in some decent miles today to make sure she was ready to race in November.

         On her way to the Potomac, she would’ve run in the grass to protect her knees and work a little harder, but an early autumn drizzle had fallen overnight, and the road was as damp as she could manage. She’d already cut through President’s Park and was almost halfway through Foggy Bottom.

         When she approached the Potomac River Freeway, shit started to get weird.

         She wasn’t paranoid, but her instinct cued danger. She dismissed the feeling at first and kept her pace. Finally, as she came up on a clump of trees and bushes, she slowed to a jog, backward. She justified that she was following advice from a series of monthly columnists in Runner’s World, using all the muscles in her legs from different angles.

         She worked her quadriceps as her eyes scanned the road and buildings in every direction. Nothing.

         It was just her mind playing tricks. It had been an odd, emotional week. That was half the reason for the long run. To dig her way out of the funk she was in.

         She fell back into the rhythm of her run. Her ASICS Gel trainers barely tapped the ground as she mentally prepared to sprint. That’s when she felt a cramping sensation in her shoulders. It was the grip of someone’s hands.

         She involuntarily let out a sound like “Yoww.” And just like she’d been trained in countless defensive tactics classes, she swung first her left elbow then her right behind her. The blows didn’t seem to make a solid connection.

         Now the strong hands were around her throat. She had to break free before the grip managed to cut off her wind. Now she felt the panic shooting through her. Her heart felt like it was racing at almost two hundred beats a minute.

         She tried to yell for help just as a hand closed on the front of her throat and cut off her breath before it could build into a scream.

         That’s when the attacker’s grip loosened.

         The rising sun and the streetlight cast a blurry glare over the attacker’s facial features. Both hands turned her around, clamped around her throat, and suddenly restricted airflow to her lungs.

         She looked at the attacker in shock. Her vision started to swim. Somehow she managed to croak, “This is a mistake.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Did you hear that?”

         I listened for a moment and said, “What?”

         Mary Catherine said, “It sounded like a growl.”

         I stifled a laugh. “You mean like a wolf or a bear?”

         “It certainly wasn’t a poodle in a purse like we’d see in Manhattan.”

         “They haven’t had predators like that in Ireland for hundreds of years. Maybe it’s the hound of the Baskervilles. Like in the movie where Basil Rathbone played Sherlock Holmes. A Great Dane. Ha.”

         We were near the top of Howth Head, a short drive from Dublin. My wife of nine days was hearing the calls of imaginary wildlife. Or was she? I froze for a moment and heard the low, guttural growl of a large animal.

         As I pulled myself up the last incline, I saw it. I slowly stood up and held both my hands out. I said in a soft voice, “Hey there.” I was staring into the eyes of a black Rottweiler that had to be at least 120 pounds. I tried to signal to Mary Catherine to stay on the lower part of the path. I heard her quick intake of air and knew she saw the dog too.

         It dipped its head and growled again. The muscles in its shoulders and back popped as it moved slowly from side to side. The hair on its back stiffened. I wanted to tell Mary Catherine to run, but that might attract the dog’s attention.

         Our eyes met. I assessed the risk of facing down a dangerous animal. Then I noticed something. Just a hint of a movement. In the stub of its tail. On a whim I said, “Who’s a good boy?”

         The tail started wagging, fast, like a metronome trying to beat out the rhythm to “Flight of the Bumblebee.” I stood up straight. The dog waddled toward me, tail still shooting back and forth. The dog’s thick fur felt nice between my fingers. The dog rubbed against my leg, looking for more attention.

         Mary Catherine climbed the few steps up to me and said, “You make friends wherever you go. You think it’s lost?”

         I shook my head as I rubbed the dog’s back. It was well cared for. I kneeled to get a look at the tag on the collar.

         Just then, a boy, about seven, appeared on the path in front of us. He called out, “C’mere, Lulubell.” The dog turned and followed the boy. They trotted away together without another look back.

         Mary Catherine said, “Lulubell. Of course a female found Michael Bennett charming.” She wrapped her arms around me from behind and kissed me on the shoulder in relief. I had to turn around and give her a kiss on the lips.

         I couldn’t believe how great this trip had been, how different it was from my everyday life. It was the first time we’d ever been able to let go together. No work, no kids, and no responsibilities.

         It was the last full day of our honeymoon in Ireland. I couldn’t have wanted to accomplish any more. We had connected with some of Mary Catherine’s family and even met a few of my grandfather’s cousins. Their favorite saying was that everyone in Ireland had a cousin in New York City.

         As we were starting our hike back to the car, Mary Catherine said she wanted to play a game. Name one of our children, she said, softening her command with a smile, and their most obvious attribute. Quick as I could.

         Mary Catherine started by saying, “Juliana, talented. Jane, smart. Brian, determined. Ricky, funny. Trent, thoughtful.”

         When she paused for breath, I jumped in. “Eddie, spontaneous. Fiona, clever. Bridget, serene. Shawna, loving. Chrissy, sweet.” I took a quick breath and said, “Great game—I win.”

         Mary Catherine went to give me a playful shove, but I turned so she fell into my embrace. Then we exchanged a long, loving kiss until we found ourselves lying in clover, making out like teenagers.

         I had to whisper to her, “I’ve never been this happy, and you’ve never looked so beautiful.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Mary Catherine giggled when I tried to fit my six-foot-three frame in the bed in our cozy bed-and-breakfast.

         She said, “You look like a cartoon giraffe who goes to the veterinarian and can’t fit on the table.”

         “I know this is supposed to be an ‘authentic inn,’ but this is ridiculous. Ireland is not a land of short people. How is it that they have a bed only big enough for a Hobbit?”

         Mary Catherine slid into the bed next to me. Suddenly the length of the bed no longer mattered. And I was glad for the narrow width. I liked Mary Catherine right next to me.

         We gazed out the handblown glass window into the starry night over Dublin. Mary Catherine’s fingers played with my hair as I gently made circles with my finger along her neck and shoulders. I could listen to her gentle laugh for days.

         Suddenly it turned into a wild night. Not exactly what I’d expected but just as much fun.

         We lay together in bed, both of us panting from the exertion. My head was still swimming, trying to process everything we’d just done, even wondering if we had broken anything. I halfway anticipated a noise complaint. If this were a drug, I could understand becoming an addict.

         Mary Catherine laughed and said, “God, I’ve never seen you like that before.”

         “How often are we away from our lives like this, where we can just let go?”

         “Michael Bennett, you always amaze me. Just when I think I’ve seen every side of you, you surprise me. Making love like that was very non-American.”

         “What’s that mean?”

         She snuggled up close and wrapped her arm across my chest. “I just like comparing the American ideas of romance with the European ways. But make no mistake, there was no precedent for what we did tonight.”

         “What’s the difference between us?” I was truly interested. Like many American men, I felt a little insecure when compared to the romantic reputations of the French or Italians.

         “Europeans are attentive and experienced. Americans are enthusiastic and fun. What we did tonight was just plain wild.”

         “I know. I think I strained my back.”

         After she finished laughing, Mary Catherine said, “A woman has different moods. It’s good that Europeans and Americans look at romance differently.” After a little pause, she added, “It doesn’t matter. I still only love you.”

         “Wait. What does that mean?” I tried not to shout it in surprise.

         She kissed me on the forehead and chuckled. This was one of the most interesting and funny women I’d ever met.

         I felt something vibrate. Before I could even ask Mary Catherine what it was, she said, “Someone called you. Your phone is on vibrate.”

         I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Beautiful and smart. You’re the total package.” Another playful shove from her almost knocked me off the tiny bed. I reached over to the night table and picked up my cell phone.

         Mary Catherine said, “Is it one of the kids or your grandfather?”

         “No. It looks like Emily Parker tried to call a few different times.”

         Mary Catherine said, “You can call her back. I don’t mind.”

         I may have been married only nine days, but I knew better than to fall into a trap like that. Besides, it had to be related to a case. I was on vacation. I turned to Mary Catherine and said, “I’ll give her a call tomorrow from the airport.”

         I turned back to look at my beautiful bride. Her hair looked like she’d just ridden on a motorcycle without a helmet. Blond strands darted in every direction. It was a good look.

         She lazily stretched in the bed, then turned to me and said, “Have you ever thought about having more babies?”

         I let out a laugh. “Of course. Who ever heard of stopping at just ten kids?”

         It turned out Mary Catherine’s sleepy look was a deception. The night turned wild once again.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         The next day we were at Dublin Airport, waiting for our Aer Lingus flight to New York. I flinched slightly as I leaned down to pick up my carry-on bag.

         Mary Catherine patted me on the butt. She laughed and said, “Looks like someone suffered some injuries last night.”

         “Just a sore back. I might be able to attribute it to the small bed.”

         “Or you might attribute it to a new wife.”

         “That’s more likely, but I was trying to be polite.” It was all I could do not to groan. I needed to hang from a chin-up bar for about three hours to decompress my spine.

         It was late in the evening and I figured it to be about four o’clock on the East Coast of the US. We called the kids for a quick chat and to tell them we’d be home at midnight. The time change confused everyone. I’d learned, after eighteen years of being a father, it was much better to warn them exactly when we were coming than it was to surprise them.

         Each of the kids home at this hour filed past the phone for a quick hello. Trent was the outlier. He was bursting with some big news and couldn’t wait to tell us. He wouldn’t even give us a hint now. The call eased my back pain and put me in a good mood.

         I had made a call that morning to Emily Parker. It had gone straight to voicemail. I didn’t think anything of it. I didn’t mind calling Emily during my vacation. Even if it was related to a case. She was my friend first. We worked well together. Never mind that the New York FBI assistant special agent in charge, Robert Lincoln, was still pissed off they’d been frozen out of a serial killer case just before I got married.

         Mary Catherine had said earlier, “Maybe she’s sleeping in.”

         I knew Emily Parker better than that. The FBI agent rarely sat still, let alone slept in. I tried her once more before our flight took off, but I assumed she would’ve already reached out again if it was urgent.

         Aside from having to put a pillow and a blanket on my seat to ease the aching in my back, the flight was remarkably uneventful. Even the ride from JFK to the Upper West Side was smooth. My excitement was building at seeing the kids. This was by far the longest I had ever been away from them. Even though we had spoken every day, I missed each kid in a different way. I needed a hug from Chrissy, and insight into basketball from Brian, and a decent meal from Ricky.

         We were lucky to have my grandfather, Seamus, gladly take time out from his work at the parish and supervise in our absence. The three oldest kids, Juliana, Jane, and Brian, were expected to do their part as well, though Juliana was always excused if she had an audition for an acting role. We’d been gone so long I didn’t know exactly what to expect: the city a nuclear wasteland, our building a shell, or a regime change in which my twins, Fiona and Bridget, were now in charge.

         As we pulled up to the building on West End Avenue at close to midnight, everything seemed fine. I let out a breath I’d inadvertently been holding. Maybe I was more concerned about Seamus supervising the kids than I should have been. All was normal.

         Until I opened the front door of the building and saw a body lying on the floor of the lobby.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         My police training and instincts told me to jump into action. I fell to the lobby floor next to the body and slid on the waxed faux terrazzo.

         It took only a moment for my brain to click into the first-aid course I took as a yearly refresher. CPR had so many acronyms and mnemonic devices that the learning aids seemed to cancel each other out. I started with the most obvious: I checked his pulse at the carotid artery in his neck. He had one. A strong pulse.

         He was breathing. And he stank. Of alcohol. So that was why he was passed out on the floor. His gray hair was cut into a flattop. His ruddy face told me he’d spent a lot of time outdoors and drank a little too much.

         Where the hell was the doorman, Darnell?

         Mary Catherine already had her phone out, about to dial 911, when the elevator door opened. All we could do was stare at the image in front of us. My grandfather, Seamus, and the doorman, Darnell, were supporting another man on either side. The man was semiconscious and trying to sing an old Irish ballad, but I couldn’t figure out which one. A blue cap covered his silver, nicely styled hair.

         As soon as he noticed us in the lobby, my grandfather blurted out, “Oh, shit.”

         I stood up from the man on the floor and said, “The only excuse that will keep me from being pissed off is that these are some kind of half-assed elderly home invaders and you fought them off.”

         My grandfather’s frozen expression would have been almost comical if I wasn’t worried about the children and what the hell had happened. Seamus and Darnell helped the man out of the elevator and deposited him on one of the decorative, uncomfortable Louis XVI chairs along the wall.

         Then my grandfather turned and gave Mary Catherine a hug and a kiss on the cheek. He did the same to me with very little reciprocity. Then he stood right in front of me. I realized, to his credit, he was sober.

         Seamus said, “Don’t worry about the kids.”

         Mary Catherine let out an “Oh, thank God.”

         Seamus smiled and said, “Ricky won a bundle. But you’re going to need to buy more of that Villa Wolf Pinot Noir.”

         “What are we going to do with your two buddies?”

         “I’ve already called a cab for them. I resent that you think I don’t know how to deal with people who’ve had too much to drink. I did own a bar for many years.”

         “But my children didn’t have to deal with your clients from the bar.”

         “Your children will benefit from meeting a wider cross section of people in the city. I’m just trying to do my part for the family.” Somehow he had managed to keep a straight face during that ridiculous statement.

         “You were playing poker with my children?”

         “Just the ones who had ten dollars for the ante.”

         “And they spent the evening with your inebriated friends?”

         “No, they spent the evening with my very smart friends, who didn’t become inebriated until the last hour or so. By then Ricky was the last child standing, so to speak. He finished on a beautiful ace-high flush. Everyone else is upstairs, having finished their homework and all the things they were supposed to, now just determined to wait up for you. They have been fed regularly and didn’t miss a single day of school. I count this whole situation as a win.”

         As I was about to reply, we heard a car horn out front.

         Seamus helped his friend off the floor and somehow guided him to the cab he’d called. He waved to the cabbie, and I heard him say, “Hello, Vonnu, how are you this evening?”

         I stepped from the door to the street to make sure there were no problems.

         The cabbie called out, “See you later, Father,” then drove down West End Avenue and turned toward the river.

         I faced my grandfather and said, “‘Father’? You know that cabbie personally? You don’t care if he sees a priest with drunks?”

         “They’re not drunks. They are fine men who had a little too much Pinot. Vonnu knows them too. You think this is the first time I’ve ever had to call him?”

         With that, Seamus turned and marched back into the building.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         If I was annoyed at my grandfather, the feeling evaporated the instant I opened the door to our apartment. Across the dining room, in full view of the front door, hung a banner that said, “Welcome Home.” I could tell by the precision work that it had been supervised heavily by Jane and Juliana. The rhinestones at each corner were Bridget’s calling card.

         Mary Catherine bumped into me while she stared at the giant banner. Then one of the younger girls—I think it was Shawna—squealed. As if reacting to a starting pistol, we were swarmed with racing children. Twenty arms reaching for us at once. It was the perfect ending to a fabulous honeymoon.

         As soon as I saw Trent’s giant smile, I remembered he had big news. Once the sleepy-eyed hugs all around were finished, I turned to my quiet teenage son and said, “What’s the big news you wanted to tell us?”

         Chrissy almost blurted it out, but Eddie managed to get a hand over her mouth before she spilled the beans.

         Trent said, “I wrote an essay at school about what it’s like living in a multicultural family in a multicultural city and still not knowing exactly where you fit in. It’s called ‘The Black Face in the Crowd.’”

         Mary Catherine said, “I can’t wait to read it.”

         Trent was almost breathless as he said, “That’s not the best part. The essay won a contest at school and is now a finalist in a citywide competition. There’s a ceremony at City Hall and everything in a couple of weeks.”

         I grabbed Trent and hugged him. I was so proud I had a tear in my eye, and I didn’t trust myself to speak. It was nice to see Trent excelling. He had so many different interests that I wondered what he might focus on as he got older. I looked over and noticed his sister Jane was the only one not beaming. Jane had quietly kept a journal her whole life. I hoped there wouldn’t be any jealousy about her brother’s quick success with writing.

         I was so excited about the news and seeing the kids, I almost forgot that at some point in the coming weeks I’d probably have to go back to work. It was like waking up from a dream I never wanted to end. I could unpack tomorrow.

         When I woke up the next morning, I immediately slipped out of bed so I wouldn’t wake Mary Catherine. I texted Emily Parker because she had not returned my calls from Ireland. She had to have been trying to reach me about a case, and I wanted to get back to her.

         I managed to whip together a pancake breakfast with scrambled eggs on the side. It may not sound like much, but when you’re doing it for ten kids and a grandfather who decided to spend the night, it can be quite the task.

         Everything went smoothly, and I let Seamus use our van to drive the kids to school. I told him I’d walk down in the afternoon and pick it up. It was an odd feeling to be at the house alone with Mary Catherine at eight fifteen in the morning. Even if I was the only one awake.

         When my phone rang, I jumped to answer it, thinking it would be Emily. Instead, I saw it was my boss, Lieutenant Harry Grissom.

         As soon as I answered, Harry said, “So you made it back safely. Are you at home? I need to come by and talk to you about something.” Harry was my friend, but he’d been to the apartment only once or twice in all the years we’d lived here.

         As soon as I opened the door and greeted Harry, the anxiety I’d been holding back flooded in with full force. Harry refused coffee and led me to the couch. He didn’t have good news.

         When we were sitting, Harry said, “I wanted you to hear it before it was on the news.”

         “What?” I said, my voice cracking like a schoolboy’s.

         “Emily Parker has gone missing in Washington, DC.”

         “What do you mean, ‘missing’?”

         “No one has seen or heard from her since the day before yesterday. The Bureau is taking it very seriously. They found her car in a grocery store parking lot. Someone from the FBI or DC police blabbed to a reporter, and news coverage is starting.”

         I didn’t say a word. All I could think about was her last call in Ireland. The one I didn’t answer.

         Harry said, “The only reason the FBI ASAC even called me was because it was on the news. He knows you’re tight with her, and he wanted to make sure I’d tell him if you knew anything about her disappearance.”

         “Knew anything? Like he thinks I’m a suspect?”

         “No, nothing like that. More like if she ran off with someone—or from the federal bureaucracy. Mainly they want to make sure she’s safe.”

         “What was she doing in DC?” Bad news seems to provoke meaningless questions. I guess it’s a way to avoid fear and grief.

         Harry said, “She’s been back and forth between LA, New York, and DC. Apparently, she was working on some kind of anarchist group. You know the type, deface signs, toilet paper houses, and do the occasional violent crime.”

         “Where is her daughter, Olivia?”

         Harry said, “She’s with Emily’s ex-husband.”

         “She said he was a deadbeat.”

         “Apparently he got his act together.”

         “Is anyone looking at him as a suspect?”

         “The first thing they checked. He’s in Connecticut with Olivia. The FBI verified he hadn’t traveled in weeks.”

         I was glad Harry had made me sit on the couch while we talked. A host of horrible scenarios rushed through my head, hitting hard. Drug kingpins she had taken down, nuts like this anarchist group, or even a stalker. Emily was a beautiful woman. She never wanted for attention from men.

         Then something clicked in my head. An idea. A proposal I really needed to run past Mary Catherine. Instead, I looked at Harry and just blurted out, “I’m going to stay on vacation a while longer.”

         Harry looked at me closely. “You’ve got plenty of vacation time built up and you’ve earned every minute of it. Tell me you won’t spend your free time doing the kind of thing you shouldn’t tell me about.”

         “You mean like a hobby or exercise?”

         “You know exactly what I mean. But I respect your loyalty to a friend.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         I needed more information. The NYPD trains people who get jobs all over the country. I knew exactly who to call to get the full scoop on Emily Parker’s disappearance: Roberta Herring. I couldn’t help but smile whenever I thought of my colleague at my first precinct in the Bronx, now a supervisor with the Department of Justice Office of the Inspector General.

         The DOJ OIG had oversight of the FBI and several other agencies. The ranks of the OIG were filled with former cops and federal agents. I knew all Roberta’s secrets from her rough-and-tumble life as a uniformed patrol officer in the Bronx—more than enough to know that she wasn’t really an Internal Affairs type, and also that she excelled in this job.

         I preferred to think of her as my friend whom I could trust with my life. And I was pretty sure she felt the same about me.

         All I had to do was say, “How would you handle a domestic violence situation?” Usually, she’d just give me a look that told me to shut up. Once she even shoved me out of a restaurant so I wouldn’t keep talking. It was a great game in which I held all the cards. The best way to play any game. I knew she had once told an abusive husband she’d cut off his balls if he ever hit his wife again. Say what you want, it worked.

         On the second ring, I heard, “Roberta Herring, may I help you?”

         I chuckled out loud and said, “That’s very professional. You must’ve learned that after you left the Bronx.”

         She answered with her own chuckle. “Detective Michael Bennett. I knew my day was running too smoothly. How’s that new wife and platoon of children?”

         We got through the chitchat and caught up with each other’s lives. I told her about my connection to Emily Parker and the cases we had worked. I said, “She personally kept me and my entire family safe when we were in witness protection. I’m just worried about what’s being done to find her.”

         “Same old Bennett. Doesn’t believe anyone else can do the job as well as he can. I’ve seen too many times where you step in and figure things out when no one else can.” There was a pause. I heard footsteps and then the sound of an office door closing. “The FBI is taking Emily’s disappearance seriously,” Roberta said, now that she could speak freely. “The DC police are also taking leads.”

         If you’re in real trouble in a big city, you’re better off with a city detective than the FBI. That was our favorite saying when we first made detective about the same time. She didn’t say it out loud, but I knew we were both thinking it. I wasn’t an idiot.

         Roberta said, “I don’t know Emily Parker personally, but since she disappeared there have been quite a few rumors. People believe that she’s dated a number of very powerful people in DC. The rumors all indicate that she has a real wild side.”

         “I’ve known her for years, and I’ve never had any hint she had a wild side. Are you sure we’re talking about the same person? Emily is as dedicated as any cop I’ve ever met. I didn’t realize she made time for much of a social life.”

         Roberta said, “My concern is not whether the FBI can find her but whether the FBI wants to find her. Who knows what happened to her or if someone wants to keep her quiet. These are all questions a lot of us are taking very seriously.”

         “Who’s spreading these stupid rumors?”

         Roberta said, “A couple of the local rags ran stories about her personal life. Politicians and judges, none of them named, are said to be part of her social circle. Again, these are the local, fringe newspapers. Nothing the Post would ever touch.”

         “Do you think the local papers have a reliable source?”

         “I doubt it. I could quiz the editor. But they usually don’t say shit.” Roberta laughed and said, “Unless you’re holding them by their balls.”

         “You mean figuratively.”

         “Yeah, sure, whatever.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         My call with Roberta Herring convinced me. I couldn’t ignore a friend like Emily when she was in trouble. I felt like I needed to go to DC and look for her myself. Not that I doubted the FBI would be able to handle it. But if I was in DC, I might do things the FBI couldn’t.

         The kids were at school, Brian at work, Juliana out with some friends. Mary Catherine and I were alone in the kitchen. She had shuffled in to grab a cup of coffee, still in her bathrobe. Even in terry cloth printed with a family photograph and a message from the kids—WE LOVE YOU, MARY CATHERINE—she looked like a model of beauty and grace.

         Her blond hair hung loose down her back and created a halo effect around the top of her head. She had to be on board with this plan because there was no way I could go against her wishes.

         We sat on the couch together. Then she realized something was up.

         I reached across and held both of her hands.

         “What’s wrong, Michael?”

         “Emily Parker has disappeared in Washington, DC.”

         “Oh, my Lord, that’s terrible. Do the police have any leads?”

         I told her everything I had learned so far. Then I leaned in and said, “I feel like I should go down there and help look for her. I have no idea if the FBI will even talk to me. But Roberta Herring said she’d find me a liaison if I wanted to try.”

         Then I waited. All I really wanted was to hear how Mary Catherine felt about the idea. She took longer than I thought. I felt surprisingly anxious, but then I remembered the depth of Mary Catherine’s compassion. She could no more ignore a friend in need than she could ignore one of the kids. She might have had reservations about my getting involved, but she knew I had to do something.

         Then Mary Catherine looked me in the eyes and said, “If you really think you can help, you have to go to Washington. Emily’s an effective FBI agent, and she’s been too much help to this family for us to ignore her when she’s in trouble.”

         There it was. One of the reasons I’d married her. Support. She didn’t hesitate to highlight that we were in this together. As a family. Helping people who needed help.

         Emily and I definitely had a history, and Mary Catherine knew every detail, including that we almost took a shot at romance years before. Plus, she had eyes. She could see Emily was beautiful.

         Even though I considered Mary Catherine in a class by herself, I couldn’t testify to her own insecurities. But that was one of the reasons I loved her. She didn’t believe in running away from problems.

         All Mary Catherine asked was “How long will you be gone?”

         I shrugged. I had no idea.

         She said, “Please try to be home for Trent’s ceremony. I’ve never seen that boy so excited.”

         I leaned across and kissed her on the lips. This was a woman who got me. Who could ask for anything more out of life?

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         I talked to the kids as soon as they were all home. It was harder telling them than it had been talking to Mary Catherine about leaving. All I told them was that I had to help a friend in Washington, DC, for a few days.

         Trent immediately said, “Don’t forget the ceremony at City Hall.”

         “There is no way I would miss it, buddy. I guarantee I’ll be back for that.” Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Jane. She didn’t look happy about the ceremony. I didn’t want to get into it just now. Jealousy between siblings could get ugly.

         I wasn’t the kind of guy who was going to shoo away his children, so it was hard having a proper good-bye with my new wife. I had to settle for a hug and a quick kiss.

         I whispered in her ear, “I’ll make this up to you.”

         “You already have.”

         The ride down the elevator was one of the toughest I’d ever taken.

         Hopping Amtrak to DC was an easy choice. At Penn Station, there would be no waiting around for two hours, like at an airport terminal. And I could bring my gun without anyone asking questions. I didn’t think I’d need it, but I like to be prepared. I grabbed a cab.

         On the ride from New York to DC, I looked out at the dreary autumn afternoon and thought about my life and the odd turns it had taken, grateful for what felt like a second chance. I was pretty sure leaving town less than two weeks after marrying Mary Catherine made me a complete and utter jerk. I missed her even before the train had left Penn Station.

         As guilty as I felt about leaving Mary Catherine with all the kids, I was also envious. One by one, the kids would be heading off to college. The idea that my time with my family was finite made me miss them even more.

         All that reinforced how important it was that I go to DC. I was going to find Emily Parker. Or, at the very least, find out what happened to her.

         It was after seven by the time the train rolled through Pennsylvania. There wasn’t much to work out in my head about what I was going to do once I got to DC. I needed more information. In short, I needed a lead.

         Once I arrived in DC, I felt like I’d overcome a major obstacle. At a car rental kiosk, I immediately discovered another one. The only vehicle available was a purple Toyota Prius.

         I looked to the upbeat and friendly young guy behind the counter in his white shirt and polyester red company logo tie and said, “Do you really expect me to fit in that?”

         He took a moment to look me up and down before answering, “I know for a fact you’ll fit. I will make no comment on how comfortable you will be. You don’t have to take it. But good luck finding any other options around here.”

         A few minutes later, I had the seat of my purple Prius as far back as it would go and still felt like I was driving a golf cart.

         Thank God all I had was my small bag and a coat. Now I just had to find Emily Parker.

         I called Roberta Herring, who proposed we meet at some swanky Mediterranean restaurant in the city center that was one of her regular hangouts.

         She laughed and said, “It’s funny. I haven’t worked with you in at least twenty years, and we’re in entirely different cities, but you never change. You say you’re going to do something and there’s no downtime between decision and action.”

         “That’s a good thing, right?”

         “Clearly you’ve never dealt with anyone in Washington, DC. No one makes a decision, and no one takes much action. You’re going to stir up shit whether you mean to or not. And usually you mean to.”

         She had me there. I did intend to stir up shit if needed.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         I got settled in the hotel I’d reserved during my train ride and made a quick call home. It didn’t seem to have hit Mary Catherine yet that I was going to be gone for a while. I let her stay cheerful, and that put me in a good mood.

         Just as we were ending the call, Mary Catherine said, “Michael.”

         “Yes, dear.”

         “Please be careful. I know you’re not technically on duty, but I worry about you every day. Not just the days you go to a job where people want to kill you.”

         “I’m in the new DC,” I told Mary Catherine. Like most big cities, DC had its clearly delineated neighborhoods. The Capitol Hill area was next to up-and-coming Eastern Market and one of the ritziest areas in the city. “It’s like the new Times Square. Much more family friendly.”

         What I didn’t mention was that the people who lived here rarely acknowledged disadvantaged neighborhoods like Brentwood or Anacostia. No one wanted visitors from the outside.

         After riding in the cramped Prius, I didn’t mind waiting at the front of a Mediterranean restaurant on Eighth Street named Cava Mezze.

         Roberta swept into the place like a tropical storm in a patterned pantsuit and pumps that drew her five-foot-ten, broad-shouldered frame to a commanding presence that topped six feet. A couple of people greeted her in the entryway and led us to our table.

         Once seated, Roberta ordered a bottle of Montes Folly Syrah. I looked around the crowded restaurant and said, “This is a notch or two above the places I eat when I’m traveling solo.”

         “Don’t sweat it. Dinner’s on me tonight.”

         “I can’t let you treat. You’re doing me a favor.”

         “Actually, you’re doing me a favor. As soon as I heard about a missing female FBI agent, I worried they wouldn’t have the right agent to look for her. You know that at any agency there’s always that one right investigator who can get shit done. Now, instead of me worrying, you show up. And I know you’re the right investigator.”

         I was speechless at what had to be the biggest compliment she had ever given me. Maybe the biggest compliment she had ever given anyone.

         Then Roberta said, “Besides, after my last divorce, and being at the top of the federal pay scale, I don’t even look at prices anymore. If I’d been smarter when I was younger, I would’ve married a plumber the first time instead of a mail carrier.”

         We both laughed.

         Roberta leaned in and said, “It’s a shame our jobs take such a toll on our families. Everyone talks about the divorce rate among cops, but they never look at why. Maybe because we spend so much time protecting everyone else’s family, it’s hard to focus on our own.”

         “You may have been married a few times, but Joey is doing well at Howard, isn’t he?”

         “He’s doing fine, and I’m happy he’s studying here in DC, though unless he’s got laundry or needs money, I don’t count on many visits.”

         We caught up with family news for a few more minutes, then I had to get serious. “Have you been able to follow up on any of the rumors you’ve heard about Emily? I’m looking for any available leads.”

         “According to my casual inquiries, she was definitely involved with the newest Supreme Court justice, Robert Steinberg. He’s only a little older than Emily. It looks like he might have known her since she started at the FBI. There’s just one problem.”

         “What’s that?”

         “He’s married.” She paused for effect. “To the daughter of Lom Wellmy.”

         “The senator from New York?” I almost shouted in surprise.

         “The very same. And it looks like Emily’s had some other high-profile lovers over the past couple of years.”

         Emily and I were friends, but once it was clear we weren’t going to be romantically involved, I didn’t think it right to ask her any questions about her romantic life.

         Roberta said, “The most important thing I was able to work out was finding you a decent FBI contact. He’s the lead agent on Emily’s disappearance, and he’s worked with her for the past year. His name is Bobby Patel. The only problem is, it might be a day or so before he can sit down with you. You’ll have a couple of thick files to occupy yourself. I know how antsy you get.”

         “He’s okay being a liaison with someone not officially on the case?”

         “I spoke to him face-to-face. He’ll benefit from experience like yours. But remember, this is a completely unofficial association. I said you wouldn’t cause too much trouble or talk to the media. I even told him there was a slight chance you might be helpful.”

         That sounded more like the Roberta I knew. It also put me at ease.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10

         

         It took a day for everything to line up so I could sit down with the FBI agent Roberta Herring had arranged for me to meet. I used the time to read the case file Roberta had given me. It had the FBI reports along with the DC police reports on Emily’s disappearance. I also used the time to catch up on the DC gossip surrounding Emily. Every story and internet post I read led me to another five. Then I started learning a little more about the new Supreme Court justice, Robert Steinberg. By the time the FBI agent was ready to meet me, my head felt crammed with conspiracy theories as well as a few facts.

         It was no surprise that my FBI contact, Bobby Patel, didn’t want to meet me anywhere we might be seen by FBI people, but I picked him out as soon as I walked through the door of Baked and Wired, a coffeehouse on Thomas Jefferson Street, not far from the Potomac.

         The basic color scheme and unfinished ceiling were trying a little too hard to be trendy. Bobby was a tall, fit guy in his early to mid thirties with a dark complexion and black hair. In a dark suit with a yellow tie, he wasn’t trying too hard to blend in among similarly dressed federal workers occupying chairs and stools at a long communal table.

         His expression made him look like he was brooding. Maybe he was. The dark stubble on his cheeks and bags under his brown eyes made it clear he was driven and stressed. His thin lips spread into a brief smile as he recognized me too and stood from the long table to greet me.

         He turned his head in either direction. “I picked this place because I figured we could talk in private. In the ten minutes I’ve been sitting here, a couple of guys from my unit have already come and gone. There’re another two FBI agents sitting in the mock living room in the back, reading the paper like they’re at home on their own couches. I feel like I’m a target of surveillance.”

         “We can go somewhere else.”

         He declined the offer. Bobby Patel had a certain childlike energy and antsiness I found endearing. I knew that look. It was the same one I got when I had leads on a major case.

         Bobby said, “I’m exhausted from going out on useless leads. I hope you have some ideas. I’ve read about some of your cases and wish I worked with a guy like you.”

         I’ll confess, working with a smart, young FBI agent wasn’t the worst idea. I doubted I’d ever have the trust I’d built with Emily Parker, but it was always good to have a contact with the Bureau.

         The two FBI agents sitting in the back corner of the coffeehouse got ready to leave. I noticed Bobby tense slightly as they passed our table. The shorter of the two agents had a military-style haircut. His thick arms made me think he was compensating for his height. He said, “See you in the office, B.”

         I asked, “Is that short for Bobby?”

         Bobby Patel shook his head. “Somehow someone in my office discovered I won a spelling bee when I was twelve. I’m a black belt in judo too. No one ever brings that up.”

         “Sorry, just naturally curious.”

         Bobby shook his head and looked at the floor. “No, I’m sorry. I’m a little sensitive. People wrongly assume everyone of Indian descent studies hard, has strict parents and a crazy work ethic.”

         “None of those sound like a negative.”

         Bobby said, “I do work hard, but I never hear anyone say, ‘I want to party with the Indian guy.’ And everyone calls me Bobby, like I’m still a little kid.”

         “What would you prefer to be called?”

         Bobby stayed silent for a moment. When he looked up at me, his face was hard to read. Finally, he sighed and said, “Okay, I prefer Bobby. But you’re the only white guy who’s ever asked what I prefer.”

         As we laughed together in the coffeehouse, I thought that of all the FBI agents in Washington, Bobby Patel seemed like the best one I could be teamed with. I made a quick assessment that this guy was all right.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         Then we got down to business. I asked Bobby about the rumors I’d heard of Emily Parker dating powerful men in Washington.

         Bobby shook his head. “Everyone hears rumors. Emily can’t defend herself, so I ignore them. She’s a very effective agent, and we’re work friends. More like buddies. You know what I mean?”

         I just nodded, but I knew exactly what he meant. I had a number of female buddies. Emily was my best female bud. And I intended to find her.

         Bobby kept going. “I’m looking at the actual information I have to go on. Not rumors that could be spread by anyone for any reason. Emily’s car was found in the lot of a Whole Foods on I Street.”

         “Any idea how it ended up in that lot?”

         “We’re pretty sure she left it there. She parks there and a half dozen other lots in the city when she does her marathon training runs. Always runs the same courses to compare her time. Very specific in her schedule.” Bobby looked down at some notes and said, “We couldn’t locate her purse, FBI credentials, phone, or gun.”

         I said, “Did you find anything on security video from the Whole Foods or anywhere else on the street?”

         Bobby shook his head. “We checked with everyone. We even created a website that aggregated security footage from a number of stores. Nothing. One of the problems at the Whole Foods was that their main system was broken. They were using a backup DVR system with little storage capacity, so the staff downloaded to DVD daily, then wiped the DVR for the next day. But the DVD that would’ve had the files showing Emily pulling into the lot was missing. Just a simple screwup that’s causing me a lot more hassle.”

         “You have any leads or suspects at all?”

         Bobby shook his head. “Nothing that’s panned out. We searched for a square mile around where we found her car. The DC police have had an extra boat patrolling the Potomac and looking for any sign of her. Still nothing.”

         “What about her FBI investigations? Would one of her targets be a viable suspect?”

         He shook his head. “She’s been tracking an anarchist group known as The Burning Land. Mostly younger men who like to stir up trouble by pretending to resist authority. In reality, they’re thugs looking for chaos. They’ve been linked to half a dozen fires, looting, and some of them are suspects in two separate murders of former members. We talked to a few of them. They didn’t realize anyone has been looking at them. I guess you can beat up people and riot and expect no one to pay attention.”

         Then Bobby passed a folder across to me. He said, “Everyone we’ve talked to with a quick summary of what they said is in this folder. So are the principals in The Burning Land.” He looked me in the eye and took a beat. “I’d like to set up a few ground rules for our investigation.”

         “Anything you want.”

         “First and most important, no one at the FBI can know I’m feeding you tips. I know your friend from the OIG called me personally, but my bosses won’t cut me much slack if they hear I’ve been farming out leads.”

         “I understand completely. It’s generally my goal not to have contact with the FBI.”

         Bobby let out a laugh and said, “I get the feeling that’s most cops’ attitude.” He looked down at his notes again. “You need to tell me everything you find out related to Emily’s disappearance. And I mean everything. Even suspicions.”

         I just nodded at that one. My experience with the FBI had not made me particularly open to sharing everything with them. This was a unique situation.

         Finally, Bobby said, “I’ll feed you some interviews, but you can’t tell anyone you’re working the case.”

         “I’ll just say I’m looking for my friend. Which is true.” Somehow I had the distinct impression that a lot of the interviews would fall into one of two categories: people who had no useful information and people who were powerful enough to ruin an FBI agent’s career.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

         

         Before I ran out to stir up shit, I made a quick stop at my hotel’s cramped business center. One of the first steps in any investigation, after gathering information, is research.

         An internet search told me that, as a group, The Burning Land was suspected in several deaths, fires, and a whole host of crimes related to riots they helped start. I was shocked they hadn’t been designated domestic terrorists.

         The FBI may have spoken to a couple of the group’s members, but that didn’t mean much to me. I wasn’t restricted by the rules of the FBI. I didn’t have to be polite or courteous. And I could spot a liar.

         Everyone in the damn group had some kind of arrest record. One member, a guy named Jeremy Pugh, stood out. He was a little older, about thirty-seven, and was listed as a direct suspect in two fires. I was able to track down public records of his arrests for stalking, aggravated stalking, and assault with a deadly weapon. That gave me the impression of a dangerous man backed by the encouragement of a dangerous group. A note on a booking photo listed Pugh as six foot four and 250 pounds.

         It didn’t take me long to find the warehouse where The Burning Land might ostensibly be headquartered. At any rate, one person in a web forum had listed this address as a meeting place in the past few months. I drove past slowly and looked through the open bay doors, any identifying signs missing above the patchwork of asphalt. A few young people in an unmarked bay sat talking on crates or on the concrete floor. My guess was they used this place because the rent was cheap, or maybe it was the base of some other activity that helped fund the group.

         Since no one ever would make a small purple Prius for a police car, I drove past several times. Nothing changed. Then I started looking through the rest of the neighborhood. A block away stood a diner-coffeehouse with a sign that spelled out in familiar greenish lettering BARBUCKS. Clearly ripping off a well-known coffee chain, this place also sold beer. Something told me this was where members of The Burning Land would come for their caffeine fix. Besides, I could’ve used a shot of some about now.

         The atmosphere was a step down from Starbucks. Plastic wrappers littered the floor, and the garbage can near the back door was barely visible under a hill of trash dotted with plain disposable cups. Sitting at a high top were two young men and a young woman who had to be part of The Burning Land. Between them I estimated they had fifty visible tattoos.

         I ordered a cup of coffee at the counter, then took the high top right next to them, saying hello as I slid onto my stool.

         A skinny man in his twenties with long, greasy hair scowled at me. He said, “Do you mind? This is a private conference. Go sit over there.” He used his bottle of Budweiser to point across the empty room to a sketchy table with empty cups on it. The other young man had gauges in his ears big enough to pass a finger through.

         I kept my voice calm. “No, thanks. I’m fine here.” I wanted to be unobtrusive, but you can’t give bullies too much room or they never stop.

         The man stood up. So did I. He was of average height, so he came up to my chin. I kept hold of my hot coffee. It would slow him down if he lunged for me.

         The young woman at the table reached up to touch the young man’s arm. “Let it go, Tyler. He’s not worth the effort.”

         I let Tyler see a hint of a smile. Just to see if that might set him off. Instead, he huddled with his friends. I kept my stool facing them so I wouldn’t be surprised.

         This was a golden opportunity to pick up information. A smart cop will always talk to people before taking action. But we’d gotten off on the wrong foot. Now I worried about explaining to the local cops why I tore up a coffee shop mixing with these thugs.

         Tyler glared at me again. “You have no idea how lucky you are, mister.”

         “You mean because I have a job and live in an apartment?” This was fun. I might have to try unofficial investigations more often. All three of the young people just stared at me.

         Then the front door opened. The cheap bell above the door tinkled. I looked up to see the man I’d read about. Jeremy Pugh stood in all his glory, though his thinning hair and body odor probably didn’t attract many prospective mates in The Burning Land. At thirty-seven, he wasn’t a kid. And it was hard to settle my concern about whether his 250 pounds were mostly muscle or mostly fat. He was just big. Like a linebacker five years after college. A gut hung over his belt, and he wore a TIJUANA FLATS TACO TUESDAZE shirt that was a size too small. His grungy, three-day stubble didn’t improve my first impression.

         As soon as Pugh plopped onto a stool, the guy I’d confronted leaned in and whispered something to him. Then the big man turned to face me.

         He said, “Who the hell are you, causing shit in here? This place is ours.”

         “I don’t think that’s how the DC police would see it.”

         He let out a laugh. “You really think those pussies would even come down here?” Then he scowled as he said, “How do we know you’re not a cop? Or worse, a reporter.” He had a hint of a Virginia drawl.

         “Why would a reporter be so bad?”

         That seemed to enrage the big man. “Are you kidding me? The way they cover us? They make us look like terrorists. Nothing but lies.” Spittle sprayed his table as he started to shout. He stood up and took a step toward me.

         I kept quiet and tried to stay calm.

         Pugh said, “This is our turf. We got a right to know who’s trespassin’ and why they’re asking questions.” Then he reached into my sport coat like he was looking for my wallet. I slapped his hand away out of instinct. It felt like an invasive, childish move. That’s why I treated him like a brat.

         That might’ve been my mistake.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 13

         

         The big anarchist pulled the most basic move known by every kid who’s ever been in a fight: he wrapped his arms around me in a giant bear hug. Holy shit was he strong. He squeezed the breath out of me instantly. The sound I made when the air rushed out of me was not particularly dignified. I was immediately immobilized in a cocoon of muscle and fat. He lifted me off my stool like I was a child. As he walked toward the back door, the others just followed his lead. The young woman even opened the door for us.

         Pugh called over his shoulder to the barista. “Just taking out the trash, Cheyenne. Nothing to worry about.”

         I decided to go with it until we got all the way outside. I was lucky he hadn’t noticed my gun on my hip. He was too intent on crushing me. There was no reason to expose who I really was yet. If things got much worse, I wouldn’t have a choice.

         Even though I was being physically carried by a remarkably strong giant, I kept my head. I thought out a few different scenarios. None of them involved pulling my duty pistol. The barista clearly hadn’t called the police and didn’t seem to care that that might work in my favor. Then again, she didn’t care what happened to me.

         When we were out of view of the parking lot, things got worse. Quickly.

         Jeremy Pugh released his arms from my ribs and dropped me roughly on my feet. My right ankle twisted on the loose gravel scattered along the walkway. The pain felt like an electric shock as it worked up my leg to my brain. My teeth clattered so hard I was afraid I chipped one. I gulped some air quickly.

         I was about to say something witty when Pugh hit me with a hammering blow. His forearm connected with my back, snapping my head back and forth like whiplash and knocking me to one knee. Semiconscious, I realized that these guys were serious. And certainly Jeremy Pugh could be a good suspect in the disappearance of Emily Parker.

         My worry turned to embarrassment that these morons had escalated this to a level I hadn’t anticipated. I stayed on one knee, motionless, trying to clear my head before I stood up again. I did flinch at a kick that wasn’t thrown. Then I felt something else. First on my leg and then on my back. Then I realized with a sickening feeling what it was. Piss. Jeremy Pugh was peeing on me.

         I’d like to say it was the first time I’d encountered the use of urine as a weapon. But as a uniformed patrolman in the Bronx, my team had all been showered with jars of urine from the upper floors of apartments. This just seemed so much more personal and disgusting.

         By the time I was upright, Pugh had zipped up his fly and his friends were all laughing. Then they just wandered away like I wasn’t worth another thought.

         I watched them. I knew we’d see each other again. Maybe soon.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

         

         I made it back to my hotel room, holding my jacket at arm’s length as if it had been sprayed with a biological weapon. I cared nothing about the view from my seventh-floor window. I didn’t care that I could see the Library of Congress clearly. Instead, I jumped into the shower, still wearing my pants and shirt. Eventually I stripped down and threw the clothing into a laundry bag. I’d spring for the hotel dry cleaning before I ever wore that jacket again.

         I try to never let emotions dictate my actions. I was thinking this might be an exception. I needed a little time to cool down. And to pick my time and place to remind Jeremy Pugh that I would not forget what he’d done to me. Now I had Pugh on my list of suspects.

         That brought up a lot of questions. How did he find Emily? Did he know she ran most mornings? Where did he take her?

         As soon as I was cleaned up, I called home. Trent answered with such enthusiasm it made me smile.

         He said, “I knew it would be you calling the house number. That’s why I raced from the living room to answer it. I got my official letter from the mayor’s office. And guess what?”

         “What?”

         “The mayor signed the letter himself.”

         I let out a laugh and told him how great that was. I could be a pretty good actor when I had to be. If my kids were excited about someone, I could be too. At least on the outside. Most people understood the relationship between cops and the mayor of New York. But I couldn’t deny that he made my son happy with the signature. That was good enough for today.

         Trent said, “In the letter, he called me a ‘national scholar.’”

         “That’s big-time, Trent. I’m very impressed. I’m also proud of you. But I’m always proud of you. You don’t have to see the mayor to make me proud.”

         “Thanks, Dad.”

         I said, “You’re in the fast lane now. Don’t do anything too idiotic and get knocked onto a side street.”

         Trent laughed, then said, “C’mon, Dad. I’m fourteen. You want me to use good judgment. Isn’t that asking a lot?”

         He waited while I paused. Then all Trent said was “Love ya. Gotta go.” He handed the phone to one of his sisters.

         The nature-versus-nurture debate has extra meaning in my house because all ten children are adopted. But I realized nurture was winning out because Trent had my sense of humor.

         After I’d talked to a couple of the younger kids who still liked chatting with their dad, Mary Catherine came on the line. I needed this kind of distraction. I wasn’t thinking about Jeremy Pugh or what I wanted to do to him.

         I filled Mary Catherine in on most of my trip, leaving out a key detail of what had happened to me in the last hour. I also told her about the rumors I’d heard concerning Emily Parker. I don’t like to gossip, but I wanted a female perspective.

         I said, “I know Emily really well, and I never would’ve suspected she had a thing for powerful men. Or that she would possibly date someone who was married.”

         As usual, Mary Catherine could set me straight quickly. “Usually I’d make some joke about your age and how you’re out of date. But truthfully, the way I see couples today, I think we’re both a little old-fashioned.”

         “You think I need to update my thinking?”

         “Of course I don’t. At least not about romance. It wouldn’t hurt you to update your ideas about fashion. Or maybe even sports. It wouldn’t kill you to watch more soccer or cricket. But I think you and I are on the same page as far as romance goes. We’re old-fashioned, and that’s the way I like it. You’re the only one I want, and I want to be the only one you want.”

         I was pretty sure I agreed with her, although the way she had said it sounded like a trap. After a few moments of silence, she said, “Isn’t that right, Michael?”

         For a moment, I had a flashback of my days at Holy Name School. Mary Catherine’s question sounded like a comment one of the nuns would’ve made during geography class. I knew to say, “Yes, right.” I was just having a little fun. She was right. She was the only woman for me.

         Mary Catherine was quick to add, “I’m not judging Emily. I’m just saying, that kind of love life is not for me.”

         “So you’re happy with just boring old me.”

         “Don’t say that, Michael. You’re not that old yet. We’ve got at least three more years before that happens.”

         Sharing a laugh together was exactly what I needed to set my head straight and get back to work.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

         

         An hour later, dressed in very casual clothes, I stood in the lobby of my hotel, waiting for Bobby Patel. He’d called me and wanted to drop something off. He said he didn’t care if other federal workers saw us together. They couldn’t be any more inquisitive than his friends from the FBI who had seen us at the coffee shop.

         We grabbed a sofa in a corner where we could speak privately. I felt underdressed compared to the younger FBI man. It wasn’t just his tailored suit but his precise hair, perfect tie, and polished shoes.

         When I told Bobby about my day, I left out the assault. I didn’t know how he’d react. He might want to take official action. Now was not the time. I just told him The Burning Land people seemed to be assholes. He agreed.

         I told him I’d read an article in Rolling Stone magazine about the group’s formation and its early members. One of the founders had dropped out of Harvard, and his mother was the representative from his district in Massachusetts.

         Bobby laughed at that. He said, “I wouldn’t have survived telling my parents I was dropping out of Harvard. My mom almost killed me when I didn’t go to med school.”

         Bobby handed me a thick file folder. He said, “Here’s some background our analysts did on the people we talked to.”

         I took the folder and judged its weight in my left hand. The extra information almost felt like a distraction.

         I said, “I’m going to do a little research on my own. Starting with Justice Steinberg.”

         The look Bobby gave me when he heard the Supreme Court justice’s name gave me pause. He asked, “How are you going to do something like that without drawing attention to yourself?”

         “This evening there’s an author signing a new book at the Barnes & Noble about a mile from here. I figured I’d go for a nice stroll and listen to what the author had to say. The book’s about the history of the Supreme Court and how it affects decisions today.”

         “Sounds thrilling.”

         “It might not be a Tom Clancy novel, but I expect it will have some good information. Maybe the author will be inclined to give me a little inside scoop.”

         Bobby just shrugged. It was his way of telling me I was wasting my time. But that was why I was in DC, wasn’t it? To do the odd things the FBI and the DC police weren’t going to waste time on. You never know what will turn an investigation.

         Bobby said, “Along with the analyst’s background info there’s a 302 on my interview of Emily’s mother.” He stopped short.

         I knew a 302 was just FBI jargon for an interview report. “Did Emily’s mom say anything worthwhile?” I noticed Bobby’s hesitation. I was patient. I waited for him to decide what he was going to say.

         Finally, Bobby said, “Mrs. Parker didn’t go into much detail. At least with me. I think my dark complexion threw her off.”

         “Are you saying she’s racist?” I couldn’t imagine anyone who raised Emily being a racist.

         Bobby said, “Maybe not in the specific sense of thinking less of people of color. I can’t put my finger on it. I got the idea she didn’t like me working so closely with Emily. It was clear she didn’t even want me using Emily’s name.”

         “How many FBI agents went to see her?”

         “I went alone. I didn’t want to intimidate her. Plus, we’ve got so many leads—all useless so far—each agent has to cover as many as possible so we don’t cut into our resources.”

         As I opened the folder and paged through for the report, Bobby said, “She lives in Bowie. That’s about forty-five minutes away, depending on traffic. It’s a typical DC suburb.”

         I already knew where I’d head tomorrow. I might be able to speak with Emily’s sister as well. I worried that Bobby was too by the book to stir things up. Sometimes an investigator needs a fire to get moving.

         I tried something. I said, “You gotta be done for the night.”

         That drew a quick laugh. “Are you kidding me? I have three stops to make before I even think about heading home to Alexandria. My longest stop will be at local corporate security for Whole Foods to see if anyone found the missing DVD of the security footage of when Emily drove into the lot.” He sighed and rubbed both his eyes with the palms of his hands.

         That response satisfied me for now. He had a good attitude and was a hard worker. Maybe it would be good to work something with him if he ever transferred to New York City.

         Bobby looked at his watch, and I noticed a woman in an oversize chair in the lobby pretending to watch TV. She had long dark hair and wore a baseball cap that made her look like a teenager. On closer inspection, she appeared to be around thirty. And she was watching Bobby and me, not the TV.

         I let Bobby go on his way to see how the woman would react.

         She stayed with me.

         I decided to act.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

         

         I stood right where I had been talking to Bobby. I pretended to look at different reports from the folder while I gathered information about the woman watching me. She looked over her shoulder twice. I followed her gaze to two other men. A tall black man and a shorter heavyset white dude wearing a shirt and tie. The tie was way too short. It only accentuated his gut. At least now I knew there were three people I had to deal with.

         After acting like I dropped a page from the folder, I used a decorative column to block the woman’s view. It was only a couple steps to get me into a hallway. Then I did a quick jog through the hallway in a giant loop around to the other side of the lobby. By the time I came out the other end of the hallway, the woman was with her two male companions. They weren’t even trying to conceal the fact that they were looking for me.

         I’ll confess that I had no clue who they might be. They looked too old and well dressed to be members of The Burning Land. Maybe Bobby hadn’t been honest with me and felt like he needed an FBI surveillance team to keep track of me. A lot of thoughts ran through my head. I decided the best course of action was just to ask them.

         I waited till the three of them were deep in discussion and stepped up almost behind them. I couldn’t hide my smile when all three of them jumped as I said, “Are you guys looking for me?”

         Now I could see the black guy was in really good shape. About my age and almost as tall as me. The woman was also very fit. It was only the older white guy who clearly didn’t care anything about physical fitness. As I looked a little closer at him, I realized he didn’t care much about fashion either. His windbreaker had a mustard stain on it, and his tie looked even more ridiculous up close. It was a circus scene with judges and lawyers in the role of clowns.

         They turned to stare at me. Like I was a giraffe at the zoo. I realized they were some kind of law enforcement. I said, “Is this like a surveillance practical from the academy? Do you guys want my notes on your effectiveness?”

         Now the black guy spoke up. “Hello, Detective. I hope you’re having fun.”

         “I am. I appreciate your efforts to make me laugh.”

         He held up a credential case with a DC police badge on the outside. “I’m Paul Daggett. We’re assigned to Special Investigations. Can you guess why Special Investigations is at your hotel to talk to you?”

         “Because I’m special?”

         This time the woman answered. “We’re trying to be polite and show you some professional courtesy. You’re not making it easy.”

         “You know why I’m not making it easy?”

         The woman said, “Because your vagina hurts?”

         I had to smile. Banter between cops could often be hysterical. I liked her attitude. I took a moment, then said, “If you’re serious about showing me courtesy, you would’ve walked up and introduced yourselves, not followed me around like stalkers.”

         Daggett said, “You mean like the way you gave us a heads-up you were coming down to DC?”

         “I did give a heads-up to the FBI.”

         “Now I’ve heard it all. A New York City detective calls the FBI before he calls a DC detective.”

         “How did you even know I was here? Why do you care?”

         Daggett said, “If it goes on in the city, Special Investigations knows about it. Also, we’re looking for Emily Parker too. We don’t need some hotshot from New York to come down and tell us how to do things.”

         “Or show you up?”

         Daggett didn’t answer.

         I said, “If you’re working so hard to find Emily, why are you here at my hotel hassling me instead of following leads? Maybe you’re not as sharp as you think.” I felt my face flush with anger. It had been a tough day. “I’m here for one reason and one reason only: to find Emily Parker. You’re not the only one who can make vague threats. I won’t bother you, and I expect the same.” I turned and walked away.

         Daggett called after me, “If you interfere with any investigation, in any way, you’ll see us again. And you won’t be happy about it.”

         I turned to look back at the three cops. “I’m not happy I saw you this time.” Then I looked at the older white cop, who hadn’t spoken. “You need to represent law enforcement better. Get your jacket dry-cleaned, lose about forty pounds, and get your head out of your ass.”

         The fat cop said with a grin, “Your wife said she liked my belly.”

         I couldn’t keep from smiling. That was petty, old-school-cop trash talk.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

         

         I’d been to only three book signings in my life. Two of them were at a bookstore in New York called The Mysterious Bookshop. A buddy of mine who retired from the NYPD wrote a couple of novels. The bookstore was packed with his friends and supporters.

         The other signing I went to was at a Barnes & Noble in Manhattan. I went with the kids, who wanted R. L. Stine to sign their Goosebumps books. It was a lot of fun, and the author could not have been more gracious. There were also about three thousand people waiting for him to sign.

         That’s why when I walked into the quiet Barnes & Noble, I wondered if I’d gotten my days wrong. Then I found the area where author Julia Raz was speaking to six people in the front row of a nearly empty seating area. There were four more rows of ten folding chairs, each empty behind the six fans.

         I sat quietly about halfway back. The author was in her mid forties and dressed in a sleek, professional skirt suit that would be a perfect fit for a corporate boardroom. Her dark hair was cut short, and expressive eyebrows flared behind designer glasses.

         I listened as she gave a brief review of some of the justices who’d served on the Court over the past one hundred years. Then she started talking about the current Court. Nothing she said was particularly surprising or shocking.

         I waited until after she’d finished speaking. Three of the six people brought copies of the book up for her to sign. I hung back until the others finished and then moved forward hesitantly with a copy of her book, The Best Hundred Years of the Supreme Court. She smiled warmly and opened the book to its title page, where she signed her name with a flourish.

         I said, “I didn’t want to cut in front of the other people in the seats.”

         Ms. Raz laughed. “One of them is my niece, one of them is my publicist, and another is my publicist’s sister she brought along to make the crowd look bigger.”

         I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to laugh or if she was making light of a bad situation. I said, “It’s the middle of the week. I wouldn’t expect many people to be free.”

         She laughed and placed her hand on my forearm. “You’re just being nice. And I absolutely appreciate it. But these are the realities of being an author. It matters a lot more how many books I sell on Amazon than it does how many people come to my book signings. This was fine. I live right in Georgetown so it’s not even a long ride home.”

         “I’m anxious to read your book.”

         “Is there anything in particular you’re interested in? I’m happy to answer questions for anyone who ventured out for my signing.”

         “I had a few questions about Justice Robert Steinberg. But I don’t want to keep you from your friends.”

         “Don’t worry. They know how to keep themselves occupied for a few minutes. Besides, I could use a cup of coffee. Can we take this to the café?”

         A few minutes later, I had learned that Julia Raz had been an attorney for twenty years and appeared in front of the Supreme Court on a regular basis.

         I had to ask, “Do you still practice or just write books?”

         “I love the law, but lawyers were starting to annoy me. After I was part of a big tobacco settlement, I decided to retire and do exactly what I wanted. This is my second book on the Supreme Court.”

         I asked about Justice Steinberg, and she told me a lot of what I’d already read. He was considered a great legal mind. He was somewhat nonpartisan, especially considering who his father-in-law was. And he was private. He rarely gave interviews, and when he did, his chief of staff always sat in with him. Blah, blah, blah.

         I asked, “Do you know his chief of staff?” I downplayed my knowledge of the justice.

         “Everyone knows his sister, Beth.”

         “His sister is on the payroll?”

         “She doesn’t take a salary but acts in a purely administrative role. She’s very bright. Went to Stanford. But she’s not an attorney.”

         “If she’s not an attorney, is she that much help to the justice?”

         “She’s everything for him. Mostly, she protects his privacy. She could be a bouncer at a high-end nightclub. Athletic, no-nonsense. I think she’s the perfect chief of staff for a town like Washington.”

         “So Beth is the key to the justice?”

         “That’s a good way to put it. Why so interested?”

         “Just curious. The fact that he’s married to my senator’s daughter is one thing. We have some other people in common.”

         “Justice Steinberg’s wife is also very bright. She may not be as tough as his sister, but she got her law degree from Columbia.”

         “Is she going to get one in the US as well?” That made Ms. Raz guffaw, and I had another lead: Justice Steinberg’s sister, Beth.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

         

         When I came to DC to find Emily Parker, I realized that I might run into some roadblocks. I anticipated petty FBI people wanting to keep the investigation to themselves. DC police could do a lot to discourage me. Now I’d been told in no uncertain terms that they didn’t want me here.

         And I still had no idea what had happened to Emily. I had some background information. I had no real leads. And no matter what Bobby Patel was telling me, the FBI had no decent leads either. I was going to talk to people they had already talked to. Maybe stir things up a little bit.

         I endured a snicker from the valet when he brought my little purple Prius around in front of the hotel. Two other valets joined him to watch me get into the tiny car. I took a moment to gather my thoughts before I wedged myself into the driver’s seat. I must’ve looked like one of my kids when they would drive the little electric cars I bought them when they were little.

         I took the John Hanson Highway out to Bowie, Maryland. This was one of the nicer suburbs that served DC. Very neat and orderly. I found the subdivision where Emily Parker’s mother had a nice three-bedroom, two-bath. It matched virtually every other house on the street. A single tree shed a few leaves in the otherwise tidy front yard.

         This was not an interview I was looking forward to. No one wants to bother the mother of a missing person. The FBI report I’d read indicated that she had no usable information but hadn’t mentioned anything about her demeanor, so I had no idea what state of mind she was in. I pictured a lot of cats.

         When I rang the front doorbell, I realized how wrong I was. It started with one bark. A deeper, resonant bark. Then it was like a floodgate had opened. The cascade of different woofs rushed toward the door. I could hear bodies of various sizes slamming against the door. Mrs. Parker was a dog person.

         The door opened, and I was prepared to be mobbed by dogs. Instead, an attractive woman with auburn hair and glasses sitting at the top of her head said, “You must be Michael Bennett. Emily says you’re a bulldog. As you can see, I appreciate any kind of dog.”

         I looked down to see six dogs. Most of them were mixed breeds, but one of them was related to a German shepherd and one to some kind of toy poodle. None of them crossed the threshold of the front door. They all just stared at me silently.

         Mrs. Parker smiled. “That’s called proper training. While you and I are chatting, they won’t make a peep. They’ll bark when someone knocks at the door, but they won’t run outside unless I give them permission.”

         “Their training is very impressive.”

         “Too bad my control over my children isn’t as good.”

         I stepped inside as I said, “You think you could’ve stopped whatever happened to Emily?”

         “I would’ve stopped her from ever joining the FBI. I would’ve talked my youngest daughter into going to school closer to home, and I would’ve tried to convince my middle daughter not to marry that moron. I would’ve convinced my son that pot affects your life decisions in a bad way.”

         Mrs. Parker led me to a comfortable couch and offered me some coffee. I had to admit that the dogs were extraordinarily well-behaved and never intruded on me. There was nevertheless a musty funk in the room. I don’t know if the smell was just the dogs themselves or if they had newspapers they peed on.

         One dog, with a face like a basset hound and the body of a heavy-set Doberman, stood next to my place on the couch and laid a head on the cushion. His giant, brown eyes looked up at me. I knew a command to rub a head when I saw one. I tickled the top of the dog’s head. His body remained motionless, but his tail started to wag.

         When Mrs. Parker walked back into the room, the dog withdrew. It was like magic. I thought about stealing her training secret. My human kids didn’t listen nearly as well as these dogs.

         Now that I looked at Emily’s mom, after she settled into an easy chair across from the sofa, I could see the strain on her face. Emily had told me years ago how she admired her mother for her toughness. A missing child can break through anyone’s tough facade.

         I went through all the obvious questions. Last time she had seen Emily. Did Emily talk to her about any concerns? Had Emily talked about any of her cases? The usual. Then I wanted to go a little deeper.

         “Does Emily ever talk to you about dating or boyfriends?”

         “No, that is something she keeps to herself. If I ever ask, she changes the subject. I understand. I was young once. She had a rough time with her marriage. John has turned himself around, and I’m okay with my granddaughter living with him for now. But since she divorced him, Emily has never told me about any boyfriends.”

         I said, “Has Emily ever disappeared before?”

         Mrs. Parker thought about it for a moment. “No one has asked that yet. And the answer is yes. Several times. She can suffer from depression. And once, while in college, she was gone for almost two weeks. All she ever told me about it was that it was like hunkering down for a hurricane in a hotel room. She called it her own emotional hurricane.

         “Then about four years ago she dropped out of touch for five days. At least that time she gave the FBI a heads-up and told them she didn’t feel well. But no one could reach her. Her sister Laura figured it out. Emily was staying at a cabin in Virginia owned by a boyfriend. Laura said she was just sitting there by herself and hadn’t eaten in two days.”

         “Did Emily ever tell you if getting away for a few days helped her?”

         “I never pressed her for answers. It was important that the girls knew I was here for them no matter what. Emily’s father used to press her for answers, and they barely spoke for the last three years of his life.”

         “I’m sorry. When did your husband die?”

         “He’s not technically dead. He left me. He said I loved the dogs more than him. Which is probably true. Anyway, he’s dead to me. And to my girls. My son, Tom, still has a relationship with him but not so much with me. He calls once a week, but that’s it. One day he’ll come back into the fold. All I have is my son and three girls. And I need you to find the missing one.”

         For the first time since I started looking into things here in DC, I had some hope of finding Emily alive.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

         

         I made the short trip from Bowie to Springdale, Maryland, again on the John Hanson Highway, back to the I-495 interchange. Emily’s sister Laura, whose married name was Nardo, was two years younger, a fourth-grade teacher who lived with her husband and baby in a development that looked almost exactly like her mother’s. Even the house was a similar three-bedroom, two-bath one-story. With a single tree in the middle of the trimmed front yard.

         When I knocked on her door, I did not hear the sound of dogs.

         I should have told myself to beware of memories. The woman standing inside the open door looked exactly like Emily. Laura had the same slender frame and pretty face. Her hair was a little lighter, cut in a similar style as Emily’s so that it fell playfully across her face. My heart hurt looking at her.

         Laura gave me a weak smile. The first words out of her mouth were “I can see why Emily always talks about you.”

         She was a little like her mom: direct and to the point. In no time, I found myself on a comfortable sofa in a living room littered with baby toys. A mesh playpen stood in the corner.

         Laura noticed me looking around the room and said, “You have good timing. The baby’s been down about fifteen minutes and usually sleeps for a good two hours.”

         It was my hope to get background, so I kept the interview more casual than official. If it felt like we were just chatting, Laura might come up with some morsel of information that would put everything into perspective. Maybe an old cabin the family used to visit. Or an old lover Emily might flee to if she was having problems.

         I said, “Your home has a different atmosphere than your mom’s.”

         “You mean the dogs? I had to stop her from calling them my brothers and sisters.”

         Laura was all movement and nervous drumming of her fingers, more animated and fidgety than Emily.

         When I felt like I was starting to gain her confidence, I asked, “Are you and Emily close?”

         “You have any brothers or sisters, Michael?”

         “Nope, I’m an only child.”

         Her eyes opened in surprise. “Really? Considering you have ten children, I would’ve thought you came from a big family.”

         She read the confusion on my face.

         Laura smiled and said, “Relax, I’m not stalking you. Emily really likes you. She respects you. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her talk as well about anyone as she does about you. She even likes your fiancée.”

         “Wife.”

         “Really? When did that happen?”

         “About two weeks ago.”

         “I guess I haven’t talked to her much in the last few weeks. She’s been so busy.” Laura took a moment to wipe her red-rimmed eyes with a tissue. And she blew her nose. “Sorry, this has been hard. I took some time off work when Emily went missing. Mom is in denial, and my younger sister, Liza, calls every ten minutes. We told her to stay at Northwestern until we learned more. She’s in the audiology program.”

         “She’s in what?”

         “Good dad joke,” Laura said.

         I looked Laura in the eyes and said, “Can I ask some personal questions about Emily? Embarrassingly personal.”

         That made Laura smile. “Anything you want.”

         “I didn’t see Emily judge people and I’m not going to do it to her. I just want to find my friend. And I don’t know what will help me.”

         Laura solemnly nodded her assent.

         “I’m hearing rumors that she’s dated powerful people. Like it’s a regular occurrence. Does she talk to you about that kind of stuff?”

         Laura nodded again. “Emily was very quiet growing up. I’m sure my mom told you my dad could be tough. It wasn’t till Emily enrolled at the University of Virginia that she came out of her shell. She told me about dating a philosophy professor. She said knowing influential people made her feel like a star. She was giddy telling me about it.

         “In the last year, since she’s been in DC quite a bit, she’s started to see a few different people. She’s told me about some, and others she says she can’t talk about.”

         “Did she give you any names?”

         “She dated some congressman from Delaware. I think his last name is Bryant. That’s all she really told me. She was a little secretive about him. I don’t know if he’s married or something else.” Laura looked off toward the corner of the room.

         I could tell she was hesitating. I tried not to rush her.

         Eventually she focused back on me. “I think there have been a few other politicians. And of course Justice Steinberg.”

         “You say ‘of course.’ Why is that?”

         “She talked to me about it like everyone knew. Everyone on the inside.”

         “Do you think Steinberg’s wife knew? Did being married mean anything?”

         “Not to him or Emily. I think his wife was even okay with it.”

         I made a few notes on a pad mainly to cover my shock.

         Laura said, “Not everyone is into traditional relationships. Like a man with ten kids.”

         I held up my hands in surrender. “You’re right. But I’m not judging. Just surprised. I’ve spent a lot of time with Emily and never had any idea this was one of her interests.”

         Laura shrugged. “You get used to it. Emily’s other qualities are more important. She’s bright, loyal, and caring.”

         “And apparently secretive.”

         Laura nodded. “And secretive.”

         Secrets tended to make any investigation more difficult.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

         

         Saundra Hyland liked taking her gifted third-grade class outdoors to discover the “hidden nature” in the DC area. She’d already taken the kids to two parks near the private school where she’d taught for almost six years.

         Now they were in the southernmost area of Rock Creek Park. The green space was named after the Rock Creek tributary that joined with the nearby Potomac, but at this end of the meandering greenway, extending from the larger park farther north, it wasn’t particularly natural given the nearby connection between Interstate 66 and K Street.

         While Saundra could hardly keep up with some of the children’s grasp of advanced mathematics, this was an activity in which she flourished. Her youth in Florida had trained her to appreciate nature. Her days at the University of Florida had taught her how to teach. That, and how to haggle for the cheapest bag of pot.

         Now she stopped next to the smartest boy in the class—maybe the whole school. “What have you got, Jake?”

         The boy held up a small plastic bottle with a spider inside.

         Saundra fought the urge to jump when she saw the spider.

         Jake said, “It’s a banded garden spider. Argiope trifasciata. They build their nests close to the ground to catch tiny pests. They’re vital in controlling insect populations.” Then he looked at his teacher with disdain. “Only the ignorant are afraid of spiders.”

         Saundra made a note not to engage Jake again today. Or possibly tomorrow, if she could get away with it.

         Her phone sounded with Ariana Grande’s “The Way,” the ringtone giving her an excuse to step away from Jake. She looked at the screen and saw it was her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Dave. She let the call go to voicemail. He was literally the only person she wanted to speak to less than Jake.

         Saundra’s usual response was to deal with each tiny drama as it appeared, but she wasn’t getting any help from Donna Andrus, the other teacher on the field trip. True to her slacker reputation, she’d told Saundra to cover for her for a few minutes. That was almost an hour ago.

         Having sole responsibility for sixteen kids running around a park near open water was overwhelming. The kids were having a good time learning. But now all Saundra could think about was having a couple of beers tonight.

         She occasionally called out, “Don’t get too close to the water!” Usually that was directed at Lainey Steele. At this moment, a group of kids clustered right at the shoreline. And of course Lainey was in the middle of them. The small, beautiful girl had the charisma of a cult leader the other students followed blindly.

         This time Saundra yelled with some force, “Everyone step away from the water!”

         A few of the kids listened. But four or five stayed right where they were. What was so interesting that the kids would risk a letter of discipline to see? Saundra took a few steps closer. Then she saw that little Lainey was poking something with a stick. Four boys watched her intently. Typical.

         Then Saundra realized what she was seeing. This time she screamed, “Get back!” She had 911 dialed into her phone before the first kid moved.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

         

         The ride from Maryland back to DC gave me time to think. I went over my interview with Emily’s sister Laura again and again. Her description of Emily’s romantic life made me feel like Mary Catherine and I were out of step with the times. I liked romance and the “old-fashioned” love affair I had with my new bride.

         Both Mrs. Parker and Laura had said that Emily had withdrawn in the past. That was the shred of hope I was clinging to. I had the feeling Bobby Patel was working under the presumption that Emily was dead. Now, knowing some of her emotional history, I could see where suicide would also be a concern. But I was looking for anything positive. And the fact that she had been known to disappear gave me hope that maybe she’d done it again.

         On my way back to my hotel, I decided to take a swing past The Burning Land’s warehouse headquarters. To my surprise, the bay door was down. I drove a few more blocks and stopped at a sports bar.

         How long had this place been here? Its ten-car lot was riddled with potholes, and it had been at least a decade since the exterior was painted with a now barely discernible rendition of Redskins great John Riggins as MVP of Super Bowl XVII. Exactly the kind of place I would expect Jeremy Pugh and his other Burning Land members to frequent. Maybe I’d get lucky.

         The door creaked against its frame and one of the hinges wiggled. The place was dark and empty. Ten TVs, only three of them flat screens, played reruns of various sporting events. I took a seat at the bar, where the two closest TVs played the same local channel.

         A tubby bartender with a four-pack-a-day voice croaked, “What can I get you?”

         “Grilled chicken sandwich.”

         “Don’t got no chicken.”

         “Turkey?”

         He shook his wide bald head.

         “Maybe you could make a suggestion.”

         “We got hamburgers and cheeseburgers. Your choice.”

         “Cheeseburger, please.” I glanced at the screens around the bar. I didn’t care about a Nationals game from four years ago or a Redskins game when Joe Gibbs was still coaching. I looked over to the TV directly above the bar where I was sitting. A promo said the local news was on next. That sounded good enough for me.

         I debated asking the bartender if any of The Burning Land people came in here. If I showed him the printed photographs Bobby had given me, he’d know I was some kind of cop. That might tip off Jeremy Pugh and his friends that I was looking at them.

         A young newscaster with blond hair popped on the screen. She was doing a live remote from a waterside park.

         The reporter said, “I’m on the banks of Rock Creek, where about three hours ago students from a local elementary school stumbled on the remains of a human body tangled in the weeds.” The station showed file tape of the arrival of emergency personnel.

         The reporter continued her story. “We spoke to several officials with knowledge of the discovery who believe the body is that of missing FBI agent Emily Parker. Agent Parker disappeared earlier this week while out for an early morning jog.”

         I stared at the TV silently as my world crashed down around me. Was this my fault? Had Emily been calling me because she knew she was in danger?

         The bartender’s voice broke me out of my trance.

         “Eat it before it gets cold. No refunds,” he said, pointing at the plate I didn’t even notice he’d placed in front of me.

         I had completely lost my appetite.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 22

         

         I sat on the stool in the rundown sports bar and stared at the TV until a follow-up segment came on the news. The bartender never walked by to see if I had eaten my cheeseburger or needed anything. I laid a twenty on the bar and shuffled across the sandy hardwood floor and pushed through the door with the sketchy hinge.

         I’m not even sure how I got back to my hotel. All I did was nod at the valet as he took possession of the small purple Prius. I shambled to my room like a zombie. I was numb. And my brain was working no better than that of a mental patient who hasn’t received his daily meds.

         I’ve never been a big drinker. Most times that was probably a fortunate decision. Right now I could understand turning to alcohol to numb the pain. I sat on the edge of the bed and let my brain run unfiltered.

         I had lost friends before. Cops are murdered on a regular basis. The public doesn’t say much about it, but cops mourn together at the loss of every officer. The fact that Emily was also my friend only sharpened the pain. I wasn’t ready to accept that interesting, intelligent Emily could just stop being part of my world. Whether it was her choice or not. I already knew how much I’d miss her.

         My mind turned to the small gestures that had made Emily dear to me, how she had gone above and beyond the call of duty when my family and I were in witness protection. Or how she would call just to say hello.

         I thought about making a call home. Then I decided to not let my mood infect my family.

         When my phone rang from across the room, it startled me. It was Bobby Patel calling, and I knew why. Even though I didn’t want to talk to him, didn’t want to hear confirmation, I answered.

         The first thing I said was “I saw it on the news.”

         Bobby said, “Just making sure. Are you doing all right?”

         I mumbled, “Yeah. I think so.” I didn’t even know what I was saying. Then I remembered to ask, “What about you?”

         Bobby groaned, then said, “It’s tough, but what are you going to do?” There was silence between us until finally Bobby said, “I’ll call you tomorrow after the autopsy.”

         I had to do something, so I got off the bed and walked with a purpose down to the business center. My favorite computer was free, and I started doing research on the Supreme Court justices. I looked through some websites. There were a lot of them, and much discussion of conspiracy theories about who should or should not be on the Supreme Court.

         Then I focused on Justice Robert Steinberg. An article about his sister, Beth Banks, who’d kept her name from a previous marriage, ran with an impressive photograph of an attractive, athletic-looking woman in her early thirties. Her short dark hair and glasses didn’t soften her image at all.

         I thought again about Emily’s calls to me in Ireland. Maybe she had been going to tell me who was trying to kill her. Maybe it had been just to say hello. Either way, it made me realize there was no way I was going back to New York without knowing who murdered my friend.

         This was now a homicide investigation. That was my territory.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 23

         

         I woke up with what felt like a hangover. An emotional hangover. It was probably a good thing I hadn’t drunk alcohol. I could barely imagine feeling any worse than I already did.

         I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling of my standard hotel room. I thought about all the hotels I’d stayed at over the past twenty years. Most were exactly like this. Clean, cold, and dull. White ceiling paint dotted with a sprinkler head and a fire alarm.

         I’d slept in fits last night. I had called Mary Catherine a little on the late side. I had to break the news to her before I went to bed. I felt pain as intense as a smack in the face when I had to say out loud that they had found Emily’s body. After all the years of seeing bodies, I never get used to the way they seem discarded. Especially a body that’s washed up onshore. They’re often mistaken for trash. It’s a sad and unthinkable situation.

         Mary Catherine cried and, trying to support me, attempted to sound brave. I told her I was fine but tired. She accepted that, and we kept the call unusually short.

         I knew the only way to find peace in this situation was to go at it hard. No matter what the DC Metropolitan Police thought. No matter how the FBI might react to me going rogue. I knew my time in DC was limited. Sooner or later the FBI would find out I was here and complain. So the first thing I did was call someone not with the FBI. Someone who got me: Roberta Herring.

         Roberta agreed to meet me at the entrance to the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, a short walk from my hotel. As I made my way through the lobby, a local TV news story caught my attention.

         The reporter narrated a montage. Emily as a young agent, walking a crime scene. Cut to the crime scene around her body. Finally, an ambush of Emily’s mother. I cringed when I saw the reporter shove a microphone in Mrs. Parker’s face and ask how she felt about her daughter’s death. I didn’t go to Northwestern’s Medill School of Journalism, but that seemed like a pretty obvious question.

         Mrs. Parker didn’t acknowledge the reporter. As he followed her up the porch steps, the reporter yelped. Then the sound dissolved into dogs barking or growling. I don’t know which one bit the reporter, but I was definitely a fan.

         As soon as the story ended, I walked out the front doors of my hotel. Fresh air and the brief autumn sunshine did me some good. I was wearing my Holy Name basketball windbreaker while my sport coat was still at the hotel dry cleaner. I thought about making them do it a second time just to be on the safe side.

         I waited on the museum steps. Looking through the windows, I could see the lunar module LM-2 sitting directly under the Spirit of St. Louis. I’d have to check this place out when I had more time.

         I could see Roberta strolling toward me from almost a hundred yards away. I felt a little like a spy, checking each way for countersurveillance.

         Before she even sat down, Roberta said, “I can tell when you’re jumpy. I knew that the news of Emily’s death would hit you hard, but I’m sensing something else.”

         I told her about my visit from the DC police as well as my run-in with The Burning Land.

         Roberta smiled and shook her head. “He peed right on your back?”

         All I could do was nod.

         She chuckled. “I’d hate to be him in the near future.” She looked out over the pedestrians walking in front of the museum, which was an hour from opening. “The DC Special Investigations cops who tried to scare you are sharp and hardworking, but they don’t play particularly well with others.”

         I went over a few things I’d figured out. Nothing that was going to help nail Emily’s killer.

         Roberta said, “I’ve been listening to gossip. Something I don’t normally do. Anytime I hear someone mention Emily Parker, I pay a little extra attention. It looks like she did have a wild side. The three names I hear the most are Justice Steinberg, an oil lobbyist named Minshew, and the congressman from—”

         “Delaware. And his name is Marty Bryant.”

         She looked at me and smiled. “Sometimes I forget you’re smart enough to keep your mouth shut and your own ears open. Those seem like three pretty solid leads. I’m confident you can do something with them.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 24

         

         An hour into my research on Congressman Marty Bryant, Bobby Patel called me. He filled me in on Emily’s autopsy. Her cause of death was strangulation. They figured she’d been in the water more than seventy-two hours. I didn’t ask questions or engage him at all. I just couldn’t.

         I threw myself into researching Congressman Bryant, then decided to take my chances and try to see him at his office on the Capitol campus.

         I went through the public entrance to the Longworth House Office Building. I showed my ID to a Capitol Police officer next to the metal detector. We chatted for a few minutes about how police work is similar wherever you go. The young man, freshly out of the army and built like an Olympic swimmer, personally led me to the congressman’s office. The helpful officer even introduced me to the congressman’s assistant.

         I don’t know if the assistant was confused by my escort, but I got immediate attention. She hustled into the inner office, then motioned me to come in. I’ll admit to being momentarily stunned when I stepped through the doorway.

         The office of this second-term congressman was as plush and well decorated as any CEO’s office at a major corporation. Dark walnut furniture, bookshelves that lined each wall, two seventy-plus-inch flat-screen TVs built into the wall. I noticed one was playing Fox News and the other was playing CNN.

         As I regained my composure, I focused on the six-foot-tall congressman. He strode from behind his desk and had a broad smile on his face. I noticed his World Wildlife Fund tie. I knew exactly what the panda meant. A coalition of my younger kids bought me a different World Wildlife Fund tie each Christmas.

         I shook the congressman’s hand as he said, “What can I do for one of NYPD’s finest? I was in the army, and I know how tough your job can be. Got an idea for a crime bill?”

         “No, sir. It’s more of a personal matter.”

         The congressman gave me a closer look and studied my face. “Have we met?”

         I shook my head. “I’m looking into Emily Parker’s death.”

         That froze the congressman in place. It also shut down his manufactured friendly facade.

         I didn’t mind the awkward silence. Sometimes that works in a cop’s favor. Make someone uncomfortable and they might blurt out something incriminating. He looked at me with his intelligent brown eyes. He was about my age, but it seemed like the job might be putting unnecessary wear and tear on him.

         Congressman Bryant looked over to his assistant, who was still standing in the doorway. The middle-aged woman didn’t say a word.

         The congressman managed to say, “I-I don’t understand. Why is an NYPD detective involved in a case in Washington, DC? Why would you want to talk to me?” Now his voice sounded more like a little kid’s.

         I waited a moment before I replied. Then I said, “It’s a joint investigation. And I heard you were close with Emily.”

         Panicked wasn’t quite the right word to describe the congressman. I think stricken was a better descriptor. He had no idea what to do next. Congressman Bryant gave his assistant another look. She calmly took a step back and closed the double doors to the inner office.

         The congressman staggered back and plopped into an overstuffed leather chair that looked like it had come from the White House.

         I took an identical chair directly across from him. He still didn’t say much. He looked up at me for a moment but couldn’t meet my eyes. I was starting to wonder if his relationship with Emily had been serious. Serious enough for him to have done something drastic if it wasn’t going his way.

         Finally, the congressman took a deep breath and said, “I’m sorry. You caught me a little off guard. I was very upset to hear they found Emily’s body. But I really can’t add anything to the investigation. We were just friends.”

         “Nothing more?”

         “Friends. That’s it. She listened. I liked her.”

         I noticed the perspiration building around his eyes and forehead. He still fidgeted in the seat. But now he could at least look me in the face. I said, “I’d think a member of Congress could find a lot of women to listen.” That gave me the awkward, uncomfortable silence I was shooting for. I wanted to keep this guy off-balance. At least until I could figure out where he fit into this investigation.

         Now the congressman looked at me and leveled his brown eyes. “Am I a suspect?”

         “Should you be?”

         That frustrated the congressman. He said, “I don’t think I like your tone.”

         I gave him my own version of a friendly politician smile. Then I switched directions and said, “I don’t really give a damn. You’re not my congressman. And I’m trying to figure out who murdered my friend. You’re lucky I’m not screaming at you right now. Or maybe, if I used a nicer tone on TV, people might listen to me.” That had the effect I wanted.

         The congressman rubbed his hands together. He took a long time to gather his thoughts. Finally, he said, “Is this interview confidential?”

         “Absolutely.”

         “How do I know I can trust you?”

         “I was in the Boy Scouts for almost four months when I was twelve.”

         The congressman just stared at me. He didn’t find me as amusing as I found myself.

         I cleared my throat and used my best solemn voice. “I have never broken my word in twenty years with the New York City Police Department. Never. I’m not about to start now.”

         He looked convinced. Then he said something I didn’t expect. “The first thing you should know is that I’m gay.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 25

         

         The old phrase crime of passion is one of the most accurate terms in homicide investigations. The congressman knew as well as any investigator that the absence of any romantic relationship greatly reduces the motives for homicide. He needed to show me he had no romantic interest in Emily, and I understood that need.

         Now the congressman had regained a little of his composure. He said, “Look, Detective, I don’t advertise that I’m gay. I guess you’d say I’m not ‘openly gay.’ I think it could be hard on my career. But I want you to know that Emily was my friend. And that’s it.”

         “Emily understood you were gay?”

         “Yes, of course. I’m not ashamed of it. I just don’t think it’s anyone’s business but my own. I didn’t tell anyone when I was in the military, and I would prefer not to do it now.”

         I said, “Did Emily share any secrets with you?”

         “We might have different definitions of secret. But she confided in me on several private matters.”

         “Was she involved with Justice Robert Steinberg?”

         He hesitated. “She was cagey about that one. She had a relationship with Steinberg, but she didn’t talk about it. I think it was because she promised him not to talk about it. That’s how I knew I could trust that she wouldn’t tell anyone I was gay.”

         “Was there anyone else she was involved with?”

         “There is an oil lobbyist everyone knows. A guy named Donald Minshew. I met him a few times. It made my skin crawl to think that Emily ever saw anything in him. He’s a disgusting loudmouth. He’s a bully. Thank God Delaware doesn’t have enough oil for me to ever deal with him.”

         “You think he’s capable of strangling Emily?”

         “Hell, I have no idea. To be honest, I don’t see how he could’ve ever hurt her. She could’ve kicked his ass. You know how she was always working out. If nothing else, she could’ve run away. She was training for a marathon.”

         “Did she ever talk about work? Any of the investigations she ran?”

         He shook his head slowly. “Nothing really. She might’ve bitched about a particular boss or a bad day, but she never got into the specifics.”

         “Have you ever heard of the group called The Burning Land?”

         “Those assholes? All of us have had to deal with them. Why? Are they suspects?”

         “Just being thorough. I’d like to look at them a little closer.”

         “I have an aide who keeps track of any group that’s a threat. The Capitol Police also brief us. They tend to have really good insight into these groups.” The congressman turned to his desk and picked up a sheet of paper. “They’re protesting on the National Mall today.” The congressman handed me the paper.

         It was a map of the mall. Xs marked where groups were protesting or holding rallies. I looked up at the congressman. “Can I keep this?”

         He nodded.

         “Thank you for the info. I might have a few more questions. But you’ve been very helpful.”

         “All I ask is that you find Emily’s killer.”

         He didn’t even need to ask that.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 26

         

         I took the short walk from the Capitol campus, considering what I was hoping to accomplish, as I crossed Union Square past the Ulysses S. Grant Memorial. The Capitol Reflecting Pool spread out behind the bronze and marble statue. I wanted to see these morons with The Burning Land in action. I didn’t want to alert them to my investigation. It was a tightrope to walk.

         The temperature had dipped, and I zipped up my light windbreaker. I wasn’t sure there was a reason to confront Jeremy Pugh or anyone from The Burning Land. I had to keep telling myself I only wanted to help the investigation. No matter how much I’d like to punch Jeremy Pugh right in the face, I’d have to wait.

         I had to glance at the map once to see exactly where The Burning Land would be positioned on the wide-open fields. Ten minutes later, I was watching the hulking Jeremy Pugh, surrounded by the group’s other members. They looked like children next to him. I could make out a couple of signs among the half dozen protesters. One said, NO POLITICAL PARTIES. The other said, BOTH PARTIES ARE THE SAME. It seemed redundant, but I wasn’t going to mention it.

         Next to the area where The Burning Land was putting on their show, the Wounded Warrior Project had a couple of information tables. They were collecting money and informing anyone who wanted to listen about the organization. I wanted to listen. As I drew closer, I wondered if anyone from The Burning Land would recognize me out of context. I doubted it.

         Before anyone noticed me at the table, I slipped a twenty into the WWP’s donation jar. A young man wearing jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt with a tan leather glove on his left hand stepped up to me. We chatted for a moment, and he told me he was a volunteer who had recently been discharged from the army.

         The lean young man, who was a little over six feet tall, still had the short-cropped hair of an Army Ranger. He told me about some of his assignments and training.

         I said, “The Wounded Warriors are doing great work.”

         The young Ranger said, “Thanks. It has a much more personal meaning to me.”

         I stared at him, but he must’ve been used to questioning looks. He didn’t say a word as he raised his left arm and pulled his sleeve up his forearm. It was a metal prosthetic with pistons in a titanium case.

         The young man smiled. “I wear the glove even when it’s warm. The prosthetic hasn’t been completely tuned to give me function in two fingers. It also tends to freak out kids.”

         “Can I ask how you lost it?”

         “Sniper near Bagram Air Base. Took it off from the elbow down. My brother calls me the Terminator because I’m learning to use the arm in a hundred different ways.” The young man cocked his head and looked at me. “What about you? Were you ever in the service?”

         “No. I joined the NYPD more than twenty years ago.”

         “That’s cool. Anyone who’s doing something in public service deserves credit. Especially cops.”

         I enjoyed talking to the young man as people walked past without even glancing at the table. I could also look over at The Burning Land members. There weren’t many of them right now.

         I took a risk and said to the young Ranger, “Have you talked to any of the people next to you?”

         “The Burning Land? Only for a second when we got here. The big asshole in the Tennessee Titans shirt told us we had to move over because they were expecting more than 200 people to protest. We’ve outnumbered them all day. You looking at them for a crime?”

         “Sort of. Really only the big dude. I had a dustup with him, and I don’t want any of them to see me.”

         The Ranger smiled. “The army always helps the police.” He turned and walked away from me, grabbing a folding table as he walked. Then he got right next to The Burning Land and started to set up the table.

         I couldn’t keep from smiling when I realized what he was doing. It was a simple passive-aggressive provocation. And I liked it.

         I saw Jeremy Pugh rush over to the young man setting up the table. Pugh shoved him and said, “I told you to stay over there.”

         The Ranger smiled and said, “You also said you’d have 200 people. I guess I just don’t know when to believe you.”

         “You can believe I’ll kick your ass if you don’t move that table.”

         The Ranger said, “I’ll move it when your extra 195 people show up.”

         Pugh stepped toward the table, and the Ranger gave him a halfhearted push. I knew this was his plan. I wanted to see what was going to happen. I was also ready to intervene because I didn’t want this Ranger to get in any trouble.

         Before I could move, Pugh threw a wild right-handed haymaker.

         The Ranger calmly raised his left arm to block it. And he smiled.

         Pugh’s wrist caught the titanium under the young Ranger’s sleeve. It sounded almost like a muted gong. The sound was so unusual that everyone looked in that direction.

         Pugh grabbed his wrist and held it to his belly, as if he could squeeze the pain away. It didn’t work. Pugh sputtered a few curses before he stared at the Ranger. After a few moments of trying to intimidate him, Pugh stomped away.

         The Ranger gave me a broad smile and a wink.

         I put my last ten-dollar bill in the jar.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 27

         

         I enjoyed my walk back to the hotel to get my rental car. The sky was clear. I felt sunshine on my face. I had leads to follow. And I’d achieved a small measure of revenge. I chuckled every time I thought about Jeremy Pugh’s wrist. And the Ranger had been just so casual in the way he’d blocked that punch. Clearly he knew that by never punching Jeremy Pugh himself, he had committed no crime.

         By early afternoon, I’d driven past the address for Donald Minshew three times. I hadn’t seen any cars in the driveway or anyone in the front yard. This part of the Capitol Hill neighborhood was beautiful, and the Minshew town house was no exception. It was three stories tall, with wide balconies on the second and third floors. The front yard was awash with imported flowers and colorful plants. I noticed tulips and some kind of tall tropical-looking flower. They must have installed a heater system. The flowers looked healthy now, but I didn’t think many of them would make it through the winter. That was what I’d call conspicuous consumption. Texas style.

         I parked more than a block away. Part of it was stealth, part of it embarrassment at the car I’d rented. After I maneuvered my way out of the car, I took a moment to straighten my shirt and pants.

         My research on Donald Minshew was slim. He had no arrests, but the lobbyist had been censured twice for reasons that weren’t clear to me. Fat, balding, and a little over fifty, with the red face of a serious drinker, he looked in his pictures like a caricature of an oil lobbyist.

         And he was obviously rich. Not just I have a vacation home rich, more like I have a Gulfstream to fly to my private island rich. I already hated him.

         I rang the bell and waited by the wide oak front door with hand-etched frosted glass. One side of the door had an etching of an oil well gushing oil. The other side was a wild horse rearing up.

         There were two different security cameras as well as a Ring video doorbell. I knew I was being observed from inside the house. After almost a full minute, I heard several of the locks on the door move.

         I was momentarily surprised when a beautiful woman with wild reddish hair opened the door and said, “May I help you?”

         “I, um…” Her blue eyes locked onto mine. I guessed she was in her late thirties. She had a slight bump in her nose from a break years ago. It gave her an interesting profile. Finally, I was able to spit out, “I’m looking for Donald Minshew.”

         The woman didn’t say a word. She just stared at me. Eventually, she said, “And you are?”

         I fumbled to grab my badge quickly. I pulled it from my rear pocket and showed the badge with the credentials to her. She welcomed me inside. She had the kind of long, droopy robe I’d seen only in movies. It was almost like she was playing a role.

         She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “I’m Don’s wife, Ellen. Just curious, what’s a New York City detective want with my hubby?”

         “Just a few quick questions.” I didn’t want to give away any hints just yet. I changed the subject. “You have a lovely home.”

         She turned and took my arm. “I’m very proud of this place. My husband won’t be home until around eight-ish. Can I give you a quick tour? Of course, this is just our home while Congress is in session. Our main house is about forty minutes outside Dallas. That’s where we have a little bit of land and some horses.”

         “Thank you for the offer, but I do have some questions. You think I could meet your husband at his office?”

         “Why would you want to do that? I assume you want to talk about my relationship with Emily Parker. Don really doesn’t know much about her.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 28

         

         I tried to hide my surprise as I stared at Ellen Minshew. She was clearly a woman used to shocking people. For some reason I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

         She led me onto a patio, where we sat at a round glass table. The backyard was more spectacular than the front. Ferns hung from branches of some tropical tree. I had no clue what they did when the temperatures dropped. I was still trying to get a read on this woman. I wanted to make sure she wasn’t playing me. I tried to focus on what she had said. Her “relationship” with Emily was all I could think about.

         Without any obvious orders or movement from Mrs. Minshew, a young woman brought out a pitcher of iced tea. My host sat across from me like we were at a garden party.

         She said, “When I first met Don, he was an oilman. That was over fifteen years ago. I’d just graduated from Yale with my economics degree. I sensed the change in the oil business and shifted Don into lobbying. You can’t believe how much lobbyists get paid.”

         I glanced around the lush backyard. I thought I could believe how much they were paid.

         I said, “Sounds like you’re the brains and, forgive me, your husband’s just the front man for this band.”

         “That’s a beautiful analogy, Detective. Aren’t you as sweet as peach pie? Don’s got a few tricks up his sleeve too. We work well together. He knows the right people and I know what to say.”

         “Obviously you guessed correctly that I want to talk about Emily Parker. How did you meet her?”

         “At one of the endless parties here in the district. She struck me as an interesting and intense young woman. We hit it off almost immediately.”

         “Did your husband have much interaction with her?”

         “Don doesn’t have much interaction with anyone who’s not connected to the House or the Senate. He knew Emily and I were friends, and that’s about it.”

         “If I may be frank, Mrs. Minshew, I heard a rumor that Emily and your husband were an item. Now you’re saying that wasn’t true. You and she were an item. I didn’t realize that Emily was interested in women.”

         “Emily was interested in a lot of things.”

         “But not your husband.”

         “I never said our relationship was sexual. We were close friends. We liked the outdoors and marveling at how immature men could be. You know, the usual.”

         She winked at me like she was making certain I understood she automatically included me in that assessment.

         She said, “It was fun to let people think she was sleeping with Don. In fact, she and I had a lot of laughs about it. Emily was a good friend who was smart enough to not care what people thought.”

         Now she leaned across the table toward me and put her hand on my forearm.

         She said, “I have a lot of things I’m interested in too. Tall cops from New York are right at the top of my list.”

         I pulled my hand from her grip and off the table. I didn’t want there to be any confusion about why I was here. I concentrated on pulling my notepad and a pen out of my jacket pocket. Then I said, “Did Emily ever say anything about Robert Steinberg?”

         “A little. He’s another wild one.”

         “Is that what Emily said?”

         “No. She didn’t speak about the justice. She could really keep secrets. But I’ve known Steinberg for years. I knew him when he was a regular at Jeffrey Epstein parties. He didn’t slow down much once he got married.”

         “You know Justice Steinberg’s wife?”

         “Of course. Everyone knows Rhea. She’s just a slip of a woman with big, fake boobies and a pretty face. That’s all some people need. I like a little danger as well. Maybe if she didn’t think she was some kind of artist she could focus more energy on her husband.”

         I didn’t really see this interview going anywhere toward establishing who might have had a motive to kill Emily.

         Mrs. Minshew said, “You know how some people say they don’t like to gossip?”

         I nodded.

         “I’m not one of them. I can imagine what people say about me, married to a roly-poly old man. They probably say a hair weave would improve his looks. I don’t really care. But I get a kick out of hearing comments about everyone else. Would you like to hear some juicy gossip?”

         “I would.”

         She gave a smile that was both dazzling and terrifying. “One of the women associated with the Steinbergs was found dead in Baltimore almost two years ago.”

         “When you say found dead…”

         “Murdered. Strangled in her car. It was all over the news for about five days.”

         Now I made use of my pen. “Do you know the victim’s name?”

         Ellen Minshew snapped her fingers. “It was a foreign-sounding name. I saw her photo in the Post. She was lovely. I think she was a fitness trainer.” Then she snapped her fingers again and said, “Luna. Her last name was Luna. And she was found in her car somewhere in Baltimore.”

         Finally I had a real lead.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 29

         

         I spent two minutes on my phone verifying the information Ellen Minshew had given me about the homicide in Baltimore. News articles from twenty-one months ago corroborated her recollection that Michelle Luna was a fitness trainer. Luna’s photo looked like a professional model’s. Brown hair in a ponytail, dark eyes, and an engaging smile. She radiated health. As I did when I read about any victim of a homicide, I said a little prayer for her and her parents. The families of homicide victims are quickly forgotten, but their pain lasts a lifetime.

         I wasted no time in getting on an interstate headed northeast to Baltimore. I called the Baltimore Police Department’s homicide unit and spoke to a Detective Stephanie Holly, who met me in the lobby of the department’s headquarters. I was surprised at her wholesome, midwestern appearance. I tried to hide it with a cordial greeting.

         The detective saw right through it. She smiled. It was an amazing smile. “I know, you never would’ve guessed I was a homicide detective.”

         “I’m sorry. You’re not my typical image of a tough Baltimore cop.”

         “I’m older than I look.”

         A passing uniform sergeant chuckled and said, “She’s taller than she looks too.”

         I tried not to laugh, but I could tell this was a common line of jokes. Detective Holly was probably five foot one and couldn’t have weighed more than 110 pounds. Though she wore her hair short in a practical style favored by cops and nurses everywhere, she could almost pass for a University of Maryland student. I noticed scars on the knuckles of her right hand. She had punched a few people over the years. I bet she was tough.

         I followed her one flight up a rear, wooden staircase, our footsteps sending echoes up the stairwell. Detective Holly looked over her shoulder and said, “I checked you out through the blue hotline. You’ve had some pretty decent cases with the NYPD. My friend Chuck, who works at One Police Plaza, says you’re a legend in the department.”

         The blue hotline is a back-channel way for cops to check one another out. Everyone knows someone at a major department. From there it’s just a game of six degrees of separation. New York and Baltimore are both on the East Coast. Both right along I-95. And both cities have active underworlds that no one wants to talk about. At least no one other than the cops.

         I caught some interaction between Detective Holly and the other detectives on her squad. I was impressed.

         A tall, younger black detective, trying to pull off a porkpie hat, stepped right in front of her desk and looked me up and down. He said to Detective Holly, “Why’d you bring your pops into the office today?”

         “Because your dad was still getting his toenails done.”

         When another detective tried to grab a file off her desk, Detective Holly cut her eyes to him and simply said, “If that file is not back on my desk by the time I sign out this afternoon, you’re going to have to pee sitting down for the next six months.”

         I didn’t know what that meant and it scared me. I’m sure if I understood the inside joke, I’d be even more terrified.

         Then, without missing a beat, the detective unleashed that perfect smile and said, “C’mon, I’ll give you a tour and brief you on the entire case.” She handed me a copy of her case file on the Michelle Luna homicide.

         A few minutes later, we were in her city-issued Crown Victoria. A real police car. I was relieved she hadn’t asked me to drive my rental. That would’ve been humiliating.

         My impression of Baltimore was that it was like most cities on the East Coast. To a New Yorker it seemed smaller but rougher. There was little new construction, residential or commercial, in this part of town. Young men lingered on the corners, their eyes following our car.

         Detective Holly said, “We don’t concede Baltimore to New York as being the toughest police job.”

         “We have about forty thousand cops.”

         “I don’t think that would be enough to get Baltimore under control. And we only have about twenty-five hundred cops. Between gangs and a DA who’s not much interested in prosecuting, crime has spiraled out of control. We’ve had mayors go to jail, and no one trusts a single council member. We were hoping some of the national attention we’ve been getting lately might lead to some relief. But the city administrators don’t seem to care.”

         I said, “I think most cops feel that way. Although, I agree: Baltimore does get its share of time in the spotlight on the national news.”

         We pulled down a street with two abandoned cars on one side and no vehicles at all on the other. It reminded me of a postapocalyptic movie. Or of Newark. Only a few people were on the sidewalk, and more than half the businesses appeared to be closed. A cat sprinted across the street.

         Detective Holly said, “I’m a little short on time, so I’m showing you one of our rougher neighborhoods closer to the PD. The Fairfield area, where Michelle Luna was murdered, is closer to the water.

         “The body was found in the front seat of a newer Audi the victim had leased in DC.”

         I tried to visualize exactly how crowded the streets might be on a Saturday night. I had read in the report that the medical examiner put her time of death sometime between 11 p.m. and 2 a.m. Her body wasn’t discovered until nine o’clock the next morning.

         Detective Holly said, “It’s one of the few WWHs in that part of the city.”

         “WWH?”

         “White woman homicide.” She did a tactical 360 sweep with her eyes all around the car. “At the time the body was found, the news was calling her a victim of street gang violence. I don’t buy that for a minute. Street gangs commit violence to protect their territory or their drug routes. They don’t give a shit about a woman from Washington coming up to get her kicks.”

         “Do you have any suspects?”

         “Nothing decent. The killer seemed to know what he was doing. He sprayed the entire interior of her Audi with WD-40 to screw up any forensics. But an industrious forensic scientist checked everything and came up with some DNA on the back of the victim’s earring. We believe it’s from the killer. He choked Michelle Luna from behind.

         I thought about this for a moment. They had DNA evidence. This could get interesting.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 30

         

         I made sure to say good-bye to Detective Holly at the front door of the police department. I wasn’t about to risk her seeing my rented purple Prius. I thanked her and made sure she had my contact information.

         Sitting in the Prius, I flipped through the file Detective Holly had given me. It was very thorough. Using the victim’s cell phone, they’d made lists of everyone Michelle Luna had talked to in the previous month. Just scanning the list, I happened to notice one of the numbers belonged to Justice Steinberg’s wife, Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg. That was going to take some following up. And it gave me some ammo for when I actually spoke to the justice.

         I drove south, crossing the Patapsco River, then along Chesapeake Avenue, not far from Interstate 895, into what many people considered the toughest neighborhood in Baltimore: Fairfield. I looked at a hand-drawn map I’d taken from the police file and tried to figure out where her Audi would’ve been parked.

         I triangulated my position based on an out-of-business pawnshop opposite a methadone clinic. There were few pedestrians, few parked cars, and a single bus carrying only two passengers rumbled away from me. I pulled the Prius into the spot where Michelle Luna’s was found almost two years ago. I looked up and down the street and saw nothing that was wildly out of place.

         The place reminded me of parts of New York in the nineties. Desolate, hopeless, and not interesting enough for investors. But the story of New York was informative. It taught me not to give up on neighborhoods. People were able to turn around New York. I had hope that could happen here as well.

         The homicide case file for Michelle Luna was fairly standard. Detective Stephanie Holly had done a good job coordinating forensics and canvassing the neighborhood. No investigative information jumped off the page as pointing to the murderer. But I was confident the clues were in there somewhere.

         As I got lost in the case file, I didn’t pay careful attention to what was going on around me. In fact, I did exactly what I tell my kids not to do: I was not aware of my surroundings.

         The loud rap on my driver’s side window startled me. I looked up and to my left to see two young black men staring at me. One of them motioned for me to roll down the window.

         They were two strangers approaching me in a strange city. I wrestled with the age-old question that went back and forth in training classes: Do you interact with potentially hostile strangers from the protection of a car or outside where you can move? Exiting the car went against common sense, but I knew I would learn nothing by sitting inside.

         I decided to greet my visitors in person. I struggled out of the Prius with as much dignity as I could muster. By the time I was standing up straight, the two men had stepped to either side of me. Was that on purpose? From a tactical standpoint, if they were going to attack me, doing it from two directions was their best bet.

         I turned to put my back to the little car. Before I could say or do anything, the man to my right spoke.

         “Are you sure you’re in the right place?” His Baltimore accent had a touch of Brooklyn. He was a little heavy and wore a light Ravens jacket over a fluorescent Nike T-shirt.

         I said, “As a matter of fact, I’m not sure I’m in the right place.”

         The heavier of the two young men said, “We always try to help lost tourists so if something bad happens they can’t blame our neighborhood. It’s all about optics.”

         The thin man on the other side of me, who was maybe twenty-five, said, “What are you looking for?”

         I said, “The usual: love, security, and a long-term investment plan.”

         That earned an odd look from the thin man. The chunky fella on my right laughed out loud.

         The chunky young man said to his friend, “This guy has seen some shit if he’ll joke with two strangers in the hood.” Then he looked at me and said, “What are you really doing here?”

         “No bullshit. I’m interested in the murder of a woman who was found in her car just about in this spot almost two years ago.”

         The thin man said, “The white woman in the Audi?”

         “That’s exactly it.”

         “You probably heard it was gang violence.”

         “I know that’s what was on the news. I’m not sure I see it that way.”

         “That makes you smarter than the average reporter. No one has any idea why someone killed that lady. Technically, we’re a gang according to the city. We call ourselves the Fairfield Crusaders.”

         “You’re not acting much like gang members.”

         “How are gang members supposed to act? Maybe we should sell drugs or rob people. Don’t watch so much damn TV. There’s all kinds of gangs.”

         I nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

         Now the chunky guy said, “Know what our toughest achievement is?”

         I shook my head.

         “We built a playground in the next block that gives kids under six a place to play safely. When we were done with that, we made sure Meals on Wheels came in to help serve the elderly people. They refused to come out here until we started taking over the routes. Never listen to the news, mister. Reporters don’t know shit.”

         The thin man said, “You want to find out more about the woman in the Audi?”

         I nodded.

         “Come with us.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 31

         

         I felt comfortable with these two. They hadn’t bothered to give me any names, and I wasn’t going to ask. This wasn’t an official investigation. I didn’t have to write any reports.

         The chunky man and the thin man led me into the next block. A man who could have been anywhere between fifty and seventy-five was balancing on a plastic chair with only three legs. His sparse gray hair circled around a bald crown over one of the darkest complexions I’d ever seen. His right eye was gauzy with cataracts. Half of his teeth were missing. The others were yellowed and jutted out in odd directions. He had that worn look of a man who had lived on the streets a long time.

         The chunky man said, “Charles, tell this man about what you saw two years ago when that lady was killed in her car.”

         I looked again at the old man. He lowered the bent cigarette he was smoking and squinted up at me with his filmy eye. The man said, “I seen two people pull up in that fancy car. About ten minutes after it parked, one person got out and walked away alone.” Before I could ask any questions, Charles added, “And no, I couldn’t see the person walking away. Not sure if it was a man or a woman. But I could tell they were white. That’s about the only thing that stands out in this neighborhood.”

         My chunky guide prodded the man some more. “Tell him the rest, Charles.”

         “I tried to tell the cops. They just told me to get lost. Never got to tell no one. No one who matters. Ain’t no one ever going to believe a white person murdered someone in this neighborhood, then just walked away. But I swear to Jesus, it happened.”

         The thin man looked down and said, “You get your water for the day, Charles?”

         The homeless man held up two bottles in one hand.

         To me, the thin man said, “Some of the people who live on the streets forget about the basics. We make sure they have water and arrange for them to wash up at the community center down the street.”

         I asked a few more questions but quickly realized the only firm detail was that someone had walked away from the car. That reinforced my theory that the homicide had had nothing to do with anyone local.

         My two guides led me back to my car. As we walked, I said, “This neighborhood might be in bad shape without you guys.”

         The chunky guy said, “The neighborhood is in bad shape. No one gives a shit about these people. None of the city resources come to us—except to arrest someone or put out a fire. The entire country has the wrong idea about neighborhoods like this.”

         “Is there anything I can do to help? Sort of a thank-you for your guidance.”

         “You can pray for us. And if you go by the community center at the end of the block, they take donations.”

         “I’m headed there right now.” I shook hands with both men. They had reinforced my belief that most people are basically good.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 32

         

         I’d received a lot of information in a short amount of time. My head was spinning as I tried to figure out how the murder of Michelle Luna might be even remotely related to Emily Parker’s death. And I had no idea how I’d explain to Bobby Patel my theory that the two murders might be connected, that I’d gone to Baltimore and looked into Michelle Luna’s death.

         Then I thought ahead. What if I came up with information the FBI didn’t want to hear? What if they focused on me for some kind of obstruction charge? Bobby Patel didn’t impress me as that kind of petty prick. But I’d dealt with enough FBI supervisors to know that many wouldn’t think twice about sacrificing a city detective.

         My other concern was, if Emily really had been interested in “powerful men,” what would those individuals do to limit this investigation?

         I went ahead and called Bobby. I told him all about my trip to Baltimore.

         Bobby said, “I knew about the Luna homicide. It was news in both Baltimore and DC. She may have known some of the same people as Emily, but we can’t find any connection between the two. That’s a dead end.”

         “How can you call the strangulation of two women in the same social circle a dead end?”

         “Because Michelle Luna never met Emily Parker. They had a few friends in common, but everyone in DC does. You make it sound like the FBI ignored this. I was giving you the shorthand.” He paused, sighed, and said, “I get the feeling that you think you’re the only one trying to find Emily’s killer. I’m busting my ass on it too. I’m doing it officially. Making notes, writing reports. Not roaming round talking to people who might know something.”

         “Sorry, Bobby, you’re right. You’ve done a good job. I’m not disparaging it in any way.”

         He mumbled an acceptance of my apology.

         We ended the call on that awkward note. After I drove back to my DC hotel, I was still unsettled as I handed my Prius off to yet another snickering valet. Though maybe not as tall as me, he was on the heavy side. All I could think was Good luck squeezing in there, pal.

         I was tired. I did another zombie shuffle through the lobby. The typical chain-hotel happy hour—business travelers downing cheap vodka tonics as fast as the elderly bartender could pour them—was in full swing.

         I took the elevator up to the seventh floor, the Baltimore PD case file in hand. All I could think about was lying down for a few minutes. Maybe an hour. Maybe until tomorrow morning. Just as I was about to put my plastic key card into the sensor, I thought I heard someone inside my room.

         I paused and listened. I definitely heard something. I took a second to scan the hallway while I reviewed the list of possible suspects. Members of The Burning Land, the DC cops who’d harassed me at the hotel, the FBI, or maybe someone else I hadn’t thought of.

         I put my ear to the door, trying to figure out how many people were inside. There was no way to tell. And I didn’t have the patience to wait it out. I swept back my windbreaker, wedged the Baltimore case file into the back of my waistband, and put my hand on the butt of my pistol. In one quick motion, I swiped the card and turned the handle.

         It’s fair to say I burst into the room. I was prepared to draw my pistol in an instant. Instead, I froze when I heard “Michael!”

         I just stared. Mary Catherine stood in the middle of the room. She looked spectacular in jeans and a button-down shirt. Maybe it was the unexpected and sudden shift of blood that made me dizzy.

         I took my hand off the pistol and stood up straight. Mary Catherine didn’t say anything. She just rushed to me.

         Between kisses, I blurted out, “What? How?”

         All I heard was “Shhhhh. It’s all right. I’m here now.”

         We kissed. Gently at first, then our lips seemed to lock together. Mary Catherine eased me onto the bed. She moved as carefully as a nurse. I tossed aside the case file and fumbled with my jacket, feeling as nervous as a teenage boy. My heart raced. I could feel the beats in my ears. I started to pant, a little breathless with excitement.

         This was heaven, with Mary Catherine as my guide. I went with it.

         We made love on the bed like it was our wedding night. Then we made love in the shower like it was our honeymoon. Then we were back under the covers of the king-size bed.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 33

         

         I put my arm around Mary Catherine, and she snuggled up next to me. Our hotel room had the vague air of a crime scene, with our clothes scattered around. Mary Catherine’s jeans were nowhere in sight.

         Mary Catherine gazed out the window at the early night sky typical of mid-Atlantic autumn. It was weird to think how many parts of the country were still light and sunny.

         Just having Mary Catherine near had energized me. We hadn’t said much other than “I love you” since I’d burst into the room. We’d been too busy concentrating on other things.

         I said, “Ready for a little dinner?”

         Mary Catherine sat up in bed and faced me. “Oh God, I wish I could. I’ve got to make the 8:30 train.”

         “What? Why? You’re not staying the night?”

         “I’d love to, sweetheart. But this was all I could work out. I missed you so badly, I just needed to see you for a few hours. I’m volunteering in Chrissy’s class tomorrow. Seamus is spending the night, but I told him I’d be back at the apartment.” She caressed my cheek with her hand. “I hope you’re not sorry about the short visit.”

         I didn’t answer. I kissed her. What a woman. I doubted I had another round of lovemaking in me. At least not for a couple of hours. But I was ready to give it a try.

         We ended up snuggling for half an hour until my fantastic dream came to an end.

         As we got dressed, Mary Catherine asked me if I’d found out anything new about Emily Parker’s murder.

         All I could do was shrug. I told her about some of the interviews and about Michelle Luna’s murder, that I felt useless for not connecting any of it to Emily.

         Mary Catherine said, “I never would’ve guessed about Emily’s personal life. She was always so proper. Goes to show how little anyone knows about other people.”

         “I’ve been surprised by some of the revelations. It doesn’t change the fact that she was murdered. Or the fact that I desperately want to find out who killed her. I’m still not sure how the FBI would react if their management knew I was here and working on the case.”

         “I thought you said your FBI contact seems like a decent guy.”

         “Bobby is working hard and hasn’t really disappointed me yet. I just wonder if he has the backbone to stand up to his bosses if they disapprove of me helping.”

         Mary Catherine hugged me and said, “Whatever happens, I hope you can find peace. The kids and I just want you back home. As soon as you can make it.”

         “No one seems to want me here. It’s nice to know I’m wanted somewhere.”

         “Don’t get me wrong. I want you to find Emily’s killer first. I know you will. You always do. Then you can come home to an epic feast and party.”

         I chuckled. “It sounds like you’ve been reading more of those historical novels about Rome. You sounded like Caesar just then.”

         After another passionate kiss, I had to introduce her to the ugliest rental car of all time. She made her train with less than three minutes to spare.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 34

         

         I had contemplated getting on the train with Mary Catherine, but in the end, I let her go home to our family. It was after nine by the time I dropped my car back at the hotel. I was a little down. Seeing Mary Catherine for a few hours was wonderful, but it also reminded me of what I was missing while I was here.

         Even though the kids didn’t make as much of a fuss over their father as they got older, I knew they missed me. I got texts from them all through each day. Just little notes to make me smile. But it also made me miss them. Trent kept me abreast of his plans to attend the ceremony meant to recognize his writing achievement. Juliana said she loved me. Shawna sent me a string of emojis that I think said she missed me and loved me. I thought civilization had moved on from hieroglyphics.

         As soon as I stepped into the lobby, I noticed a couple in their thirties, wearing business attire. They seemed out of place as they tried to lean casually on the vacant concierge desk. Their glances at the face of each person who walked through the lobby left little doubt they were looking for someone, and even less that I was the one they were looking for.

         Then they noticed me and seemed to take turns watching. I decided to have a little fun and take my time in the lobby. At the very least I’d be wasting someone else’s time. Maybe some FBI agents or more DC cops.

         I took a long moment to select a chocolate chip cookie from a tray. I enjoyed stoking my observers’ anxiety as I prolonged my gaze at the cookies. It gave me a second wind for the night.

         I guess I took too long because the couple started marching across the lobby directly to me. Based on how they were dressed, I wasn’t too worried about some kind of armed ambush. Although, in all honesty, I had sort of let my imagination run wild with conspiracy theories. There was no telling what someone might do to get me out of town.

         I turned to face them. I stood tall and placed my right hand on my hip as a signal that I was willing to draw a gun in self-defense. It was a quiet threat understood by most people in the parallel universes of crime and punishment.

         The man, in a blue sport coat, hung back. The woman walked to about ten feet in front of me and stopped. She turned to one side and nodded. I wondered if that meant Grab him.

         But it didn’t. Then I saw why they were being so cautious. A shorter, older man dressed in a very nice designer suit and flashy blue tie strolled toward me. He had a slight limp. I recognized him immediately.

         The man called out, “Hello, Detective Bennett.”

         I said, “Senator Wellmy, nice to meet you.” It wasn’t really nice to meet him, but when I was younger, Seamus taught me how to be polite. Some of it had latched onto me over the long years.

         “Always nice to see a constituent down here in Washington.”

         “I didn’t vote for you.”

         The senator was clearly used to being disparaged. He didn’t miss a beat. “You’re still of value to the constituency.”

         The two security people had moved to within earshot. Maybe the senator wanted witnesses in case I went off on him. I broke the strained silence with “What can I do for you, Senator?”

         “I’d be happy if you went back to New York. Maybe help the citizens who pay your salary.”

         “I don’t understand. I’m on vacation.”

         From everything I had heard about the senior senator from New York, his way was the only way, and he clearly wasn’t expecting any pushback. He stared at me as if to get a better look. Then I realized he was trying to intimidate me. I’d been threatened by drug dealers with knives to my throat. His idea of a threat was damn near pleasant.

         The senator decided to take a different tack. He said, “You ever thought about what you’re going to do after the NYPD?”

         I didn’t answer. I knew it would drive him crazy.

         The senator was undaunted. “I could use a law-enforcement liaison on my staff. A lot more money. You could move your family to someplace more livable, like Albany.”

         I had to concentrate not to make the face I usually make at the sound of the three syllables in New York’s state capital. Then I looked at the senator and said, “You’re worried I’m poking around your son-in-law.”

         “When he did nothing wrong.”

         “Then he’s got nothing to worry about.”

         The senator glared at me.

         Then I said, “Your son-in-law is an interesting guy. With an interesting family. It’s funny, it feels like his whole family works for the government.”

         “You mean his sister, Beth?” Now the senator gave me a crooked grin. “I’m pretty sure she’s a woman. Tough as nails but odd. As my mom would say, ‘as odd as a kid raised in a remote Adirondack farm.’ You should thank me for steering you away from her. Probably just another reason to leave. If you got on her wrong side, she might twist your head right off your body.”

         I couldn’t control myself any longer. “What do you have against finding justice for a murder victim?”

         “That’s not what you’re doing. You’re simply trying to ruin the reputation of a good man.”

         “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not even in Washington officially. Like I said, I’m on vacation.”

         The senator stepped closer to me. He lowered his voice so his two security people wouldn’t hear. “And I’m not speaking to you officially. That’s why I can say, go home or hold on tight. You have no idea what’s coming your way if you don’t stop.”

         Then I laughed out loud. If the senator thought it was uncontrollable nervous laughter, he was mistaken.

         The senator almost shouted, “What’s so damn funny?”

         “You sound like the blowhards who tell cops ‘I pay your salary’ when they’re being arrested. You’re not even any more polished than those assholes. You’re just an obnoxious, entitled politician. Good day, Senator.” I spun in place and marched away like I’d just dropped the mic. It felt glorious.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 35

         

         The next morning, I had an appointment with Emily’s psychiatrist. She knew, thanks to calls from both Emily’s mother and Bobby Patel, that I was involved with the case.

         Her office was two rooms in a professional building occupied by a few lawyers and a plastics company and located in Columbia Heights near the Smithsonian National Zoological Park. With no receptionist monitoring the waiting room, she opened the door to her office almost immediately.

         I introduced myself and shook hands with the sixty-year-old Elizabeth Zeta. Her long dark hair had dignified streaks of gray. Her brown eyes were clear as she gave me a quick once-over. She had nice laugh lines around her eyes. I like that in people. I noted diplomas from Notre Dame. As Seamus would call it, the Holy Grail of the Catholic community.

         She offered me a chair in front of her desk, but my eye was drawn to the green leather couch. In movies, psychiatrists always have similar couches. I really wanted to ask if I could lie on it while we spoke. I realized that would be unprofessional, so I sat in the offered chair. She sat in a second chair across from it.

         Dr. Zeta explained to me that although she was trying to help the criminal investigation, she was required to follow certain parameters so that she didn’t expose any of Emily’s personal issues. I commended her professional attitude toward my dead friend.

         After a few questions, Dr. Zeta said, “I’m sure you understand, Detective, that we all make choices. Some choices turn out well, and some don’t. Some people might agree with those choices, while others don’t.” She leveled those intelligent brown eyes at me and added, “I’m sure you’ve made choices others might disagree with during your career.”

         I withheld a smile as I said, “You have no idea.”

         She paused as she assessed my answer. Clearly she was sharp enough to pick up on body language and read into comments like that.

         She made me consider my choices during this visit in DC. For the first time I wondered if insulting a US senator was helpful. Would it lead to finding Emily Parker’s killer? Or did I just throw up another roadblock to my investigation? To be fair, I’ve resisted my entire life being told what to do. Listening to that pudgy politician as he basically ordered me to return home had made something inside me snap. I wouldn’t have left if he had been holding a gun to me.

         Dr. Zeta said, “Emily was a little withdrawn. I will say she really respected you. She spoke about you several times. That’s one of the reasons I agreed to meet with you.”

         “I’m not questioning your assessment of Emily, but I knew her, and I never would’ve considered her ‘withdrawn.’”

         “I’m using that term in the clinical sense. She did find some solace in certain social interactions. But on a day-to-day basis she could feel overwhelmed with the number of people she had to meet and talk to.”

         I thought about that and said, “Doesn’t that run counter to her social life? She seemed to go to a lot of parties and meet a lot of people.”

         The psychiatrist thought about it for a moment. “Those were the kinds of social interactions she appreciated.”

         “Dr. Zeta, all I really want to do is find her killer. I think her death might have had some connection with her romantic relationships. Is there anything you could tell me that might be useful? Was she having a rough time in a relationship? Did she feel threatened?”

         “Emily was relatively private. She liked strong, ambitious, and motivated people. She enjoyed their company.”

         “Did she talk about any of her relationships specifically?”

         “Now I have to use a little more caution. I don’t want to drag anyone into your investigation who might be mourning her death. She never gave me any indication she was in danger from a relationship. She didn’t care about rumors, so she didn’t care that people gossiped that she slept around. I can tell you she didn’t. She had romantic relationships, but they were private. I really can’t name names.”

         “So you couldn’t talk about Supreme Court justice Robert Steinberg?”

         The psychiatrist’s startled pause told me she knew about the relationship between the justice and Emily.

         I realized, talking to the doctor, that every interview I did wasn’t attacking the primary problem. I needed to go to the source. I knew exactly what my next move would be. If I was going to insult powerful people, then I’d do it to the people who might know something about Emily’s death. That did not include Senator Wellmy, no matter how much I wished he was involved.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 36

         

         Dr. Zeta had inspired me. At least that was the excuse I was using the next day for doing something potentially stupid. I was on my way to the Supreme Court’s administrative offices. I counted on the same ploy I’d used at the Capitol when I’d gotten in to see Congressman Bryant from Delaware.

         At the entrance, I waited until there was no one at the magnetometer. I used the southwest door to the administrative offices. I strolled in casually and quickly.

         I waved to the General Services security guard manning the metal detector. I smiled and badged him.

         The tubby guard looked at my badge and volunteered that he was a retired Virginia state trooper. “What’s a New York City detective doing here?” he asked.

         “I don’t know if you know Beth Banks, the chief of staff for Justice Steinberg.”

         “Oh, sure, I know her. See her every day. She just went upstairs about ten minutes ago.”

         “She has some DVDs on her workout routine she said she’d give me if I came by.” I didn’t like to mislead a retired cop. But this was about the only way I figured I could get up to the office.

         The security guard couldn’t have been more accommodating. He said, “She loves her workouts. Won’t even use the gym in the building. Every lunch hour, 12:30 on the dot, she heads over to Gold’s Gym on D Street. It’s a little more hard-core. I can escort you to her office.”

         “I don’t want to waste your time.”

         He shook his head. “It’s nice to get away from the magnetometer once in a while. Overall this is a pretty good gig. Low stress and a good retirement supplement. But it can get a little dull at this post.”

         The simple comment made me wonder. This guy wasn’t much older than me. Would I end up on a metal detector at some federal building in New York? The fact that I had ten kids made it obvious I wouldn’t be retiring anytime soon. After speaking to this security guard, I realized that might not be such a bad thing.

         I let him tell me about a couple of his big cases. Then he asked a younger man to stand his post as he personally walked me up to the office. He even asked for Justice Steinberg’s sister by name at the door.

         A moment later, a woman in her early thirties with short dark hair and wearing a professional skirt and blouse stepped out. Even behind a pair of glasses, the confused, annoyed expression on her face told me she didn’t want to talk to anyone. My guess was she was going to reprimand the security guard.

         I felt bad about my deception as I looked and watched him realize he’d screwed up by bringing me to the office. I blurted out, “It’s my fault he brought me up here, Ms. Banks. I insisted and I misled him. Please don’t punish him for my ruse.”

         Now her face turned red. She looked toward a receptionist who was clearly worried about what was going to happen next.

         She took a couple of deep breaths. She dismissed the security guard with a nod of her head. When she turned to face me, I realized her broad-shouldered swimmer’s build had to stand at least five foot nine. My abrupt arrival had disrupted her day. She looked frustrated, frazzled.

         Exactly how I wanted her to feel.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 37

         

         Beth Banks led me into a conference room. Clearly someone walking in off the street had no place in her own office. She didn’t offer me a seat at the long hardwood table. Instead, she turned and faced me.

         Ms. Banks said, “I’m confused. Who are you?”

         “Michael Bennett.”

         “I’ve heard your name. You were listed in some briefing. I’m not sure why you’re here. I’ll give you twenty seconds to say what you have to say.”

         She stepped to the end of the table and leaned on it. I realized from experience some sort of emergency alert button was installed at that end of the table. The moment she determined I was a threat, she could summon help. By the looks of her, I doubted she ever needed much help with personal security. Even in those business clothes, I could tell she was in fantastic shape.

         I had to start out with a little smart-ass comment. “Is that twenty seconds from now or twenty seconds from when I start talking?”

         She kept her poker face. “Fifteen seconds.”

         I started to talk fast. Like a real New Yorker. “I’m a detective with the NYPD. I’m looking into Emily Parker’s murder.” I looked down at my nonexistent wristwatch. Then I said, “I think I have eleven seconds left. Is there anything you’d like to say?”

         I felt a good deal of satisfaction looking at her stunned expression.

         Ms. Banks said, “You’re the guy who’s been bothering everyone in DC.”

         “To be fair, I bother a lot of people in New York too.”

         “You have no jurisdiction here. What gives you the right to barge into my office?”

         “First of all, if I were to be technical, I’m a US citizen and you work for the US government. You should be embarrassed at restricting access to a government office. Second, I’m not going to stop until I find Emily Parker’s killer.”

         “You say this like anyone would have an objection to you finding a killer. I knew Emily. I’d love for someone to find her killer.”

         “The only way that happens is by asking questions. By gathering information.”

         “You can’t do anything with the information you gather. In DC, you’re just an observer. You’re wasting everyone’s time.”

         “Really? You don’t think the DC Metropolitan Police Department would want to hear about my findings?” That brought her up short.

         “Mr. Bennett, I run the office here. That’s clerical staff, more than thirty law clerks, as well as managing the justice’s schedule. What makes you think I have time to chat with you about this foolishness?”

         “Because I’m trying to handle this quietly without any media coverage. I don’t know how long that can last.”

         Beth Banks just stared at me. Was she calculating what kind of trouble she’d be in if she murdered me? Was she thinking of talking to her brother?

         Then she seemed to regain her senses and said, “I think we’re done here.” She turned toward the door and started to open it.

         As I walked out, I said, “I’m just getting started. I’ve heard from a number of sources that your brother and Emily had a relationship.”

         Ms. Banks cut me off. “We all did. She was our friend. I don’t like the idea that you think you can walk in here and bully your way into a meeting. My brother and I want nothing more than to see Emily’s killer caught.”

         “Great. Then you won’t mind if I get more specific in my questions.”

         “Get out, Mr. Bennett.” She didn’t need to raise her voice to make her point. She definitely fell at the upper end of the scary scale.

         When I paused for a moment before leaving, Ms. Banks said, “Do you want to explain to your tough NYPD friends how a woman broke your nose before she tossed you out of an office?”

         I smiled and slowly started to step through the door. She wasn’t all that smart. She should’ve let me ask my questions. That way she’d know what I knew. She’d also know where the investigation was heading.

         As I walked through the front office to the main door, I said, “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

         “For your sake, Mr. Bennett, I hope not.”

         That seemed like classic Beth Banks.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 38

         

         I’d made my voice heard. I felt good, satisfied, that I’d upset another bureaucrat so badly. But to what end? I hadn’t learned anything of value. The only thing I’d really done was go completely overt. There would be no hiding anymore.

         When I was trying to do things quietly, I still got harassed by the DC police and my own senator from New York. I didn’t see any reason not to go full speed with my sirens blaring, so to speak.

         I still couldn’t get over the fact that Senator Wellmy had tried to buy me with a job in Albany. That was insulting. What happened to the good old days of bribery? Something simple like a suitcase full of cash. Instead, he’d offered me a job I didn’t want in a place I didn’t like. How’d that bozo ever succeed in politics?

         I intended to sequester myself in my room and sort through the information I’d picked up. I sure could’ve used an intelligence analyst to help me organize everything. But I was on my own. I wasn’t even sure the FBI would help me if I got in trouble.

         I figured Bobby Patel would hear about my attempt to interview Beth Banks. Who knows? That may have been my one step over the line. I still needed Bobby. I counted on information from him. I might even need him to make an arrest, God willing. But I wasn’t on board completely with trusting the FBI.

         I handed my rental car off to a valet and started to march toward the hotel lobby. I’ll admit my concentration wasn’t where it should’ve been. Instead of keeping my eyes on my surroundings, I was thinking about Emily Parker and who could’ve done something like that to her. That was my error.

         Before I even made it to the front door, someone shoved me hard from behind. I stumbled forward and caught myself before my head crashed into a set of four tall valet lockers.

         Before I could recover, a strong forearm across my back pinned me to the lockers. The clang echoed. Maybe it was only in my head. I managed to look from the empty valet stand toward the entrance to the hotel. No one was around. What kind of hotel was this?

         Then someone spun me around. I should’ve guessed. It was Jeremy Pugh.

         He had a buddy with him. A wiry guy about thirty with thinning hair. The kind of balding that drives young guys crazy.

         Now Pugh had his forearm firmly across my chest. An ACE bandage was wrapped around his wrist where the Army Ranger had blocked his punch. I turned my head quickly but still didn’t see anyone around.

         Pugh said, “You think you’re smart, huh?”

         I said, “Not to brag, but I did graduate from Manhattan College with a degree in philosophy.” I shifted my eyes back and forth between my assailants. “Sorry, you two know what graduate means, right?”

         Pugh pushed a little harder on my chest. I think I felt my internal organs shift. “Hey, asshole, I went to USC.”

         “No shit? You went to the University of South Carolina?” I was shocked.

         “No, University of Southern California.”

         “Wait. What?” I wondered if the shove into the lockers had scrambled my brains. “You went to Southern Cal?”

         “We don’t ever call it that. Just SC or USC. And I did three years there studying marketing.”

         I just stared at him. I had so many questions.

         Pugh said, “Don’t look at me like a monkey in a zoo. Accents don’t indicate intelligence, no matter what you might think.”

         “Why’d you leave school?”

         “I learned the truth.”

         “What truth?”

         “Unless we hold shiftless politicians accountable, we’ll never make progress. We fight oppression wherever we see it.”

         “By oppressing people?” I was pinned. I couldn’t do too much except play for time.

         Pugh said, “We know who you are. You paid for your coffee at Barbucks with a credit card. We got your name. We got eyes everywhere. We figured out where you were staying.”

         I smirked. It was hard with this gorilla holding me. “You mean you called every hotel in DC until someone put you through to a room. I’ll admit that’s smart. It’s not as scary as having eyes everywhere, but it’s smart.”

         Now the little guy said, “You’re a New York cop. You’ve been following us.”

         “I think you’ve got it backward. This is my hotel. You’re following me.”

         The little guy said, “You were at the National Mall when that cyborg came after us.”

         I had to chuckle at that one. I also subtly moved into a bent-leg stance. I didn’t want to break this up yet. Not while Pugh thought he had the upper hand.

         I looked at the little guy and said, “C’mon, Rogaine, you’re not that stupid, are you? He wasn’t any kind of cyborg.”

         That was just to get a rise out of him. In fact, I now realized Jeremy Pugh had been playing a role. He was much smarter than I’d realized. He’d misled me like a Texas Hold’em poker player. That also made him much more dangerous in my eyes.

         Now Pugh said, “I even know why you’re here in DC.”

         This was a surprise. I stifled my smart-ass replies. I swallowed and said in a calm voice, “Why do you think I’m here?” I really wanted to hear this. For some reason, Jeremy Pugh decided to take a dramatic pause and glance around for witnesses.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 39

         

         When Pugh refocused his attention on me, I managed to keep my mouth shut. That was no small accomplishment. Not considering I was raised by Seamus Bennett.

         Then Pugh said, “It’s about that New York Times asswipe we got into a scuffle with in Manhattan. It was nothing. I don’t care what he said.”

         I didn’t remember hearing about a Times reporter getting into a fight. What the hell was he talking about?

         Pugh said, “We were just having some fun. Maybe it got a little out of hand. Why aren’t you trying to arrest real criminals?”

         I stared at him. Son of a gun, he was right. I needed to be more active on Emily’s case. If Pugh was a suspect, I needed to deal with him. Not let him think he could assault a cop without me doing anything about it.

         Pugh said, “You got no authority here. In DC, you’re just another jerk.”

         The little guy said, “And we know how to deal with jerks.”

         Before I could contemplate exactly what Jeremy Pugh meant, the big asshole decided to demonstrate.

         Pugh drew back his forearm for a massive blow across my face.

         I ducked the forearm. His forearm struck the locker with a boom. The locker popped open.

         The little guy threw a punch.

         I passed it with my hand. The little guy’s momentum carried him toward the locker, and I pushed him into it. I kicked Pugh and forced him back a few feet.

         Quickly, I spun the lock on the locker with the little guy crammed in it. Then I faced Pugh. Now it was time to deal with this asshole. I owed him.

         Jeremy Pugh and I squared off in front of the locker. I barely noticed the guy I’d stuffed into it as he yelled for help from inside. Now a couple of people glanced our way as they hurried toward the hotel entrance. I’m sure they didn’t realize exactly what was happening.

         I savored what I was going to do with Jeremy Pugh.

         Then a car pulled through. At this point, I didn’t care who saw this. I’d been patient long enough.

         Then I saw it was a DC police car.

         We both froze in place.

         The young female cop looked into the lobby. Maybe someone had called in a disturbance, maybe not. She idled in front of the entrance, then slowly gave us a good look. She must have been satisfied because she parked the cruiser and walked into the lobby.

         Pugh backed away.

         The guy in the locker banged on the door and screamed, “I think there’s a spider in here. Let me the hell out.”

         Pugh barked to his friend, “Shut up, Kyle. We got a cop close by.” Then he looked at me. “If you were here on official business, a cop pulling in here wouldn’t stop you. You’re full of shit.”

         He was right for now. But I wasn’t going to give up. Until I found Emily’s killer, I guess I was full of shit.

         I said, “See you around.”

         “You bet you will.”

         I turned and headed into the lobby.

         Content for now.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 40

         

         In the late afternoon, a call from Bobby Patel sent me over to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. He thought we could talk in private there. I’d always felt the memorial to the fallen soldiers of the Vietnam era was particularly powerful. I had been there four times previously. Each time I was moved by a family tracing a pencil across white paper to capture their lost loved one’s name exactly as it is etched into the black granite. Somehow seeing the creation of these poignant mementos seemed to personalize the tragedy of war, bringing the soldiers from statistics spewed out on the nightly news to figures of despair.

         As the sun coasted to the west, only a small crowd was gathered at the memorial. Bobby Patel stood out, not only because of his gray business suit but also because of his urgent pacing. Clearly no history buff or mourner, he barely glanced at the black, polished walls.

         Before I even reached him, Bobby blurted out, “You went to the office of a Supreme Court justice?” Then he almost shouted, “Are you crazy?”

         “Not according to my last checkup. But that was last year, so…” I shrugged.

         “Joke all you want, but barging into Justice Steinberg’s office is not normal behavior. And that useless and stupid gesture won’t help the investigation.”

         Now I lost all good humor. “Has ‘normal behavior’ gotten us any closer to Emily’s killer?”

         That shut up the FBI agent. He stood, silently fuming. Occasionally he glared at me.

         I softened my tone. “Seriously, Bobby, do you have any decent leads?”

         His hesitation was all the answer I needed. Bobby said, “We’re looking at a few things.”

         “Why isn’t anyone from the FBI taking The Burning Land seriously?”

         “Who says we’re not?”

         “I know they’re not under surveillance.”

         “How the hell would you know something like that?”

         “Because a couple of them paid me a visit at my hotel this afternoon. I would hope the FBI wouldn’t stand by while they pinned me against the valets’ lockers and grilled me about what I was doing in DC.”

         Before Bobby got too outraged, I gave him a little backstory. Enough to shut him up. I left out the part where they had confessed to assaulting a New York Times reporter. I had already called our Special Investigations unit in New York to learn exactly what was going on.

         Bobby started to calm down. He ran a hand over his perfectly combed hair. Then he scanned the area like he was looking for surveillance. He turned to me and lowered his voice. “Did Steinberg’s sister, Beth, tell you anything of importance?”

         “She made it pretty clear she didn’t want to see me again.”

         “I’ve wondered about Steinberg’s wife, Rhea. She goes by Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg.”

         “I know what she goes by. And I know Beth’s last name is Banks from a previous marriage. Now tell me what suspicions you have about Rhea.”

         Bobby shrugged. “Just a hunch. She’s pretty odd. But you probably figured that out from the reports.”

         “Odd enough to commit murder?”

         “Who knows? You’re the homicide detective. You tell me. How often do people you’d never suspect actually kill someone?”

         I thought about that. He was right. I just nodded.

         Bobby said, “Be careful. But most importantly, don’t tell me what you’re doing. I have a feeling I’ll need to deny any knowledge of you at some point.” He turned and walked away with purpose.

         I had just been scolded.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 41

         

         After a couple of hours in my hotel room to clear my head, I started to think about dinner. Dinner alone. I was tired of talking to people. Very few people had been particularly nice to me today. That made me miss Mary Catherine. The nicest person I knew. With just a look, she made me feel like I could conquer the world. But she was so much more. She got me. She got the kids. She’d found a way to integrate her life with ours and make all of our lives better. It made my heart hurt to think about her and my kids in New York City. And me stuck in DC.

         Then my phone rang. At least I’d get to talk to them. I sprang up from the bed and jumped for my iPhone on the cramped hotel desk. When I looked at the screen, I felt a wave of disappointment. It was Harry Grissom. He knew I was officially on vacation. This wasn’t a call from a friend.

         As soon as I picked up, all I heard was “Mike, what the fuck!”

         “Hey, boss, nice to hear from you too.”

         “Cut the shit.”

         This was un-Harry-like. He rarely got rattled. It made me pause and just listen for a change.

         “I’ve gotten calls from our captain all the way up to the commissioner. Who’d you piss off in DC?”

         “Actually, Harry, there’s a whole list of them.”

         “Come home. Now.”

         “Harry, I have a gut feeling on this. My gut tells me no one’s going to solve this if I don’t stay here.”

         Harry’s voice was even but scary. “I have a gut feeling you’re going to be fired. Let the goddamn FBI handle this.”

         “C’mon, Harry. If it was someone close to you, would you let the FBI handle it?”

         There was just silence. Finally, Harry said, “Sometimes it’s tough being your friend. That doesn’t compare to being your boss.”

         A smile crept across my face. I said, “If it means anything, you’re a good boss and a better friend.”

         Harry said, “When you get to be my age, you realize that’s really all there is. Friendship. That’s also why I’ll try to buy you some time.”

         “I won’t forget this, Harry.”

         “When we’re working together at McDonald’s, I’ll remind you of that.”

         It was good to have friends like Harry.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 42

         

         Generally, I listened to Harry Grissom. Why not? He was a smart guy. You didn’t get to be where he was in life without making good decisions. As a lieutenant with the NYPD, a friend, and one of the people I would trust with my life, I listened to him. Except when I couldn’t.

         He’d told me to let this go. He wanted me to come home. But I couldn’t. Seamus was big on going with your feelings. Usually he’d apply that by saying, “Trust in faith.” It was a Catholic way of saying, “Don’t overthink things.” That’s why I was trying to figure out why I felt this need, this compulsion, to find Emily Parker’s killer.

         It made me remember an incident from my childhood. Something I hadn’t thought about in years. I got a nice Spalding basketball for my twelfth birthday. At least it was nice for me. It was one of my most treasured possessions.

         One day I decided not to use the courts at Holy Name, where I knew everyone and they knew me. I made the perilous journey across West 97th to the courts at PS 163. I knew a bunch of kids from the neighborhood who went there. It just felt a little cooler to be playing with my new ball at a public school instead of a private, Catholic school.

         A few minutes into a three-on-three pickup game I made a beautiful pass to a kid a little older than me. Maybe thirteen or fourteen. He tried to look like a surfer with long blond hair that hung in his face. He caught the pass, smiled at me, turned, and ran away with my ball.

         He was fast. I chased him. I guess it was my first foot pursuit of a criminal. After a few blocks, I lost sight of him and lost my ball. I was heartbroken. I remember sitting on the steps of Holy Name and crying uncontrollably.

         Later, at home, Seamus told me to let it go. Just like Harry had done. The next day he bought me another ball and told me not even to think about the last one. In his own odd way he could be quite comforting. He explained that not everyone had the same sense of right and wrong. He even said maybe the boy couldn’t afford his own ball. We should consider it a good deed that he’d ended up with mine.

         But it still bugged me. Enough that even Sister Sheilah—a much younger version of the one who has guided my ten kids through Holy Name—sensed something was wrong. When I told her what had happened, she simply said, “You’re a good boy, Michael. I’ve never seen you show malice toward anyone. The boy who took your ball had a lapse of judgment. Perhaps one day he’ll see his error. Either way, God will work it out in the end.” She suggested I pray for the boy’s soul.

         I should’ve listened. Of course I didn’t. I haunted the courts around PS 163. Not playing. Just watching.

         Eight days later, I saw him. The same kid, playing with my ball. His hair still flopping in his face. I thought about what Sheilah had said. Looking at him, I realized he wasn’t poor. He was wearing new Nike Air Maxes. He was just a jerk.

         I marched up to him. When someone passed him the ball, I intercepted it. Then I ran. What I hadn’t considered was that if the boy could run away from me, he could also catch me. And he did.

         He was at least a year older than me and a fair amount bigger. He punched me in the arm, then punched me in the face. The second blow knocked me off my feet. Then he calmly picked up the ball and stared me down.

         I sprang to my feet. I got in one good lick. Straight jab right to his face. He stumbled a step backward. Then he smiled. A trickle of blood ran from his nose. I waited for the thrashing, but it turned out to be worse. He just looked at me and snickered. Then he walked away with my ball.

         I remember the feeling of satisfaction that I’d at least done something. It hadn’t helped the situation, but I’d felt better.

         Maybe I hadn’t changed. Because right now I drove past Supreme Court justice Robert Steinberg’s beautiful house in Georgetown. It was a freestanding three-story with a brick facade. The lights were off, but at least I felt like I was doing police work. I was seeing where a potential suspect lived. There was something comforting in the action. I felt like it was exactly what I was supposed to be doing.

         Then a car pulled up behind me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 43

         

         I stayed in the driver’s seat of my rented purple Prius. Headlights flooded inside and reflected off the rearview mirror into my eyes. I didn’t think a Supreme Court justice had twenty-four-hour security, so I felt myself tense at the direct approach.

         Whoever was in the car was in no rush. That’s when I started to think it might be the Metropolitan Police. Someone was running my tag. When both people in the car got out at the same time and one hung by the trunk of my car while the other approached me, I figured they had to be cops.

         A plainclothes African American female officer had her badge out and stayed about three feet away. She said, “My name is Officer Lila Barrett of the DC police. Leave your hands on the steering wheel, sir.”

         Officer Barrett was very professional and smart. I did exactly what she said.

         Her partner stayed in my blind spot on the passenger side of the car. Good tactics. She continued. “Do you have a reason for being parked here, sir?”

         I knew what she really wanted. I said, “I have ID in my sport coat pocket. I’m a detective with the NYPD, and I also have a pistol in a holster on my right hip.”

         That brought her partner a step closer on the passenger side. Now his flashlight cut through the dirty rear passenger window. At about the same time, Officer Barrett opened my door. Her hand was behind her back. I figured she was at least touching her own duty weapon.

         They were both polite and courteous, as well as tactically sound, as she invited me out of the car. Less than a minute later, they’d checked out my credentials and felt satisfied I wasn’t an immediate threat. We all chatted at the rear of my car.

         I said, “I’m sorry. I was just looking at where some potential witnesses live. I didn’t mean to attract any attention or bother anyone.” Now I could see that Officer Barrett was about thirty with short hair and a little scar above her right eyebrow. She’d seen some action at some point. She also had a big, pleasant smile.

         The other cop, a tall white guy, was a little younger than Officer Barrett. He never said a word. He looked like he wanted to be in a car chase or a fight. Anywhere but talking to a New York detective in a quiet upper-class neighborhood.

         As Officer Barrett smiled, she said, “You’re almost in front of Justice Robert Steinberg’s house. His wife doesn’t like the idea of marked police cars going up and down the street. Our chief doesn’t like the idea of a public figure like the justice being open to potential threats. So we get to patrol the whole neighborhood in an unmarked car in civilian clothing. Not a bad gig.”

         I said, “Actually, it’s Steinberg’s wife I need to talk to.” I got a chuckle from both the cops.

         “She calls in about once a week with some story about people following her. She’s paranoid as shit. We call her the Supreme Nut Job.”

         “Doesn’t sound like I’m going to have an easy time of it. I hope she doesn’t try to duck me.”

         Officer Barrett said, “I’ll let you in on a little secret, but you can’t tell anyone I said it.”

         I raised my hand and said, “Scout’s honor.”

         “She eats lunch at a little place called Rose’s Down-Home Diner a few blocks away. It’s right next to some New Age art studio she goes to almost every morning. The Supreme Court Police brief us every couple of weeks about what’s going on with the Steinbergs. That’s her latest passion.”

         I thanked them and was on my way a minute later. You’ve got to love the brotherhood of cops.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 44

         

         I was startled awake by my phone at about seven. Immediately I realized it was the first full night’s sleep I’d gotten since coming to DC. I grabbed the iPhone, cleared my throat, and tried to say, “Hello,” without sounding like a pirate.

         The cheerful voice on the other end of the line made me smile immediately. It was my son Trent. I could picture the broad smile on his cute face as he said, “Rise and shine, Dad. God’s giving us another chance to achieve our dreams.”

         “What if my dream was to sleep until ten?”

         “Then I gave you a chance to follow your dream tomorrow. That’s what it’s all about, looking forward to things.”

         I had to smile. This young man had been paying attention during the sermons at Holy Name. Trent seemed to be getting sharper by the day. I managed to grunt, “What’s up?”

         “Nothin’. Just wanted to talk to you.”

         “That’s nice. I like talking to you too. What’s going on around the homestead?”

         “Not much. Commandant Mary Catherine has everyone in line. That’s why I’m already up and packed for school an hour early.”

         “Don’t call her ‘commandant.’ That’s disrespectful.”

         “Juliana called her that to her face. Mary Catherine likes it so much she’s faking a German accent when she gives orders. She’s kind of nailed it. Even Chrissy’s cleaning up after herself.”

         “Well, if Chrissy is pitching in, maybe there’s something to it. What do you hear about your big date with the mayor?”

         “Everything’s still a go. You’ll be here for the ceremony, right?”

         “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I could picture the ear-to-ear grin on his face.

         Trent said, “Cool. I guess I should let some of my siblings talk to you now. They’re lining up like they want to talk to Don Corleone on the day of his daughter’s wedding.”

         “You and Ricky watching seventies movies again?”

         “The Godfather and The Outlaw Josey Wales.”

         “What do you think?”

         “Just like you say, they don’t make them like that anymore. Did you know the guy who starred as Josey Wales made a bunch of great movies?”

         “Clint Eastwood? I knew.”

         “Have you ever seen Dirty Harry?”

         “Every cop has many, many times.”

         We finished up our dive into great movies, then Trent handed off the phone.

         Each of the kids took the phone for about ten seconds to say, “Hey, Dad.” I knew Mary Catherine was behind the efficient tactic. Only Fiona hung on at the end for an extra minute.

         She said, “Sister Lora asked if I would play on the basketball team. I’m not sure what to do. I’ve never played sports before.”

         “How does she know you’ll be a good player? Were you shooting around in class?”

         “Nope. She just walked up to me in the hallway and asked if I was interested. I wasn’t at first, but the more I think about it, the more I want to try it. Is it okay with you?”

         “Of course it is, sweetheart. I’ll support any activity you want to try.” I paused and thought about that for a moment. “I’m going to walk that last statement back. I know how you guys pride yourselves on trying to outdo one another in tricking me. I support any activity that’s within the structure of civilized society and doesn’t involve violence or any sort of crime.” I paused for a moment to be sure I had included outlawed behavior. “And nothing to do with human sacrifice.”

         Fiona said, “Wow, Dad. It’s not like I’m one of the boys. They’re the ones who do all the stupid things.”

         “I have to set the same guidelines for everyone. Even if you do have exceptional judgment.”

         “Sister Lora also asked if you would be available to coach the team.”

         I’d say this for her. Lora was a subtle one. Sister Sheilah, whom I’d done battle with my entire life, would’ve just told me to be the coach. I thought I liked Sheilah’s approach better.

         All I could say was “Of course I’ll coach. It’ll be fun. We’ll work on your shots as soon as I’m back permanently.” Fiona giggled, and I knew I’d made the right choice.

         A few seconds later, Mary Catherine came on the line. Her voice soothed me, set everything right. I smiled just hearing her warm greeting.

         I said, “How’s it going? Everything good with the kids?”

         “The kids have been great. I’ve been tough on them too.” Her voice sounded scratchy, like she was starting to get a cold.

         I let out a laugh, but I didn’t say anything about what Trent had called her. I didn’t have to.

         Mary Catherine laughed and said, “The kids have taken to calling me ‘the commandant.’”

         “I’ll put a stop to that in a heartbeat.”

         “I kinda like it. I’m not used to people being afraid of me. I don’t know what I did, but no one’s questioning my authority in any area. Usually one of the older kids will give me some pushback.”

         “Fiona told me her news.”

         “Somehow I don’t see her running up and down the basketball court. But I think it’ll be good for her.”

         “Sounds like you’re against the idea.”

         Mary Catherine hesitated. “No, it’s not that. I’m just tired. Bone weary.”

         “I’m sorry. Can I help?”

         “Not for this. I just need a little rest.”

         We chatted for a few more minutes. I’ll admit it may be hokey, but just a call with my wife and kids puts me in a good mood first thing in the morning. That’s rare, especially when I’m traveling.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 45

         

         I found Rose’s Down-Home Diner easily enough. It was less than half a mile from the Steinberg residence in Georgetown. A tiny place with a brick facade covered with creeping vines. Near the entrance, more than a dozen decorative ferns hung from the ceiling.

         An older woman worked behind a bay window open to the kitchen. I wondered if it was Rose. A solitary waitress with two nose studs and a tattoo of a knife on her left hand made no effort to greet me. I took a far booth. Two other customers sat sipping coffee at a booth at the other end of the restaurant.

         The daily menu was a card about six inches long by five inches wide. Today’s specials were an organic turkey and kale salad or a meat-free meatball over whole-grain pasta. How could they call this place a diner? Let alone a “down-home” diner?

         I didn’t want to miss Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg, so I had come in at 11:30 for an early lunch. The waitress definitely didn’t fit the decor. She reeked of cigarettes when she came to the table and plopped down a glass of water. Her lank hair popped out of a black hairnet.

         “Know what you want yet?” She didn’t have a “down-home” accent. She sounded like she was from Jersey City. She was starting to act like it too.

         “Not quite yet,” I said.

         Just then, Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg walked through the front door, carrying a copy of the Washington Post under her arm. The waitress at least smiled for Rhea. She was a regular, just like Officer Barrett had said.

         My first look at Justice Steinberg’s wife got me thinking that Ellen Minshew’s description of her as a pretty face with big, fake boobies wasn’t particularly fair. Rhea was pretty, but there was no way to tell what was or was not real.

         A slight streak of dark green on her cheek gave her a rough-and-tumble look, and below the goggles that hung loose on a strap around her neck, her smock was smeared with different colors like she was part of a kids’ finger-painting class.

         I sat for a minute, sipping my water.

         Rhea took a corner booth and ordered lentil soup and a sparkling water.

         As the waitress turned to fill Rhea’s order, I knew I had to move quickly. If I could get to Rhea before she started reading the paper, our encounter would seem like a complete surprise. I stood and held my credentials in my right hand as I took the five steps to the corner booth.

         Rhea looked up at me and said without emotion, “Lucy took my order already.”

         “Ms. Wellmy-Steinberg, I’m not a waiter.”

         “Then I’ll ask you to step away from me. I don’t talk to reporters.”

         This was the second time someone had mistaken me for a reporter. I wondered if I needed to upgrade my wardrobe. I said, “I’m not a reporter. I’m a New York homicide detective looking into the murder of Emily Parker.”

         She didn’t flinch or give anything away. She was confused but not skittish.

         Rhea surprised me by saying, “What have you found out? I’ve been sick thinking about what happened to her.”

         I took the opportunity to sit across from her in the booth. I might have been in a little shock. This was too easy. I was already in an interview and almost at a loss for words. Almost.

         I looked at her with my best sincere face and said, “I wish I had information to give you. I’m still gathering facts. When was the last time you saw Emily?”

         She paused and looked at me. I noticed for the first time that her eyes were a little bloodshot. Finally, Rhea said, “You think I don’t realize who you are. I do talk to my husband once in a while. I even talk with my sister-in-law, Beth. You’ve met Beth. You’re lucky she thought you were a joke. Otherwise you might not be sitting upright.”

         I tried to push forward with the interview. “So when was the last time you saw Emily?”

         Rhea just stared at me. Then she said, “Am I a suspect, Detective?”

         “Not at the moment.”

         “Is my husband?”

         “I don’t think either of us has the time to sit here all day while I exclude suspects one at a time. If you’re telling the truth and you really want to know who killed Emily, I don’t see why you won’t speak with me.” Sometimes logic wins out in a situation like this.

         Rhea said, “Because I already spoke to the FBI and the DC homicide detectives.”

         “And what did you tell them?”

         She smiled. She had the kind of perfect, straight white teeth that a combination of nature and good orthodontia can produce. “You’re a funny guy, Detective. You see, I’m not only married to a Supreme Court justice. I also graduated from Columbia Law.”

         “Impressive.”

         “And I don’t waste time on people like you.”

         “Like me? What am I?”

         “An irritant. Not much more. Now you can go about your business and tell whoever sent you here to back off.”

         “I hope—”

         “I said, move on, Detective.”

         Her tone and inflection were as good as any beat cop’s in the Bronx. I still had no idea who had killed Emily, and I was definitely not impressed with her friends.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 46

         

         About forty minutes later, I found myself on a park bench, looking at my friend Roberta Herring. I liked the sun on my face.

         We both ate gyros bought from a street vendor. Roberta said, “This guy has the best gyro I’ve eaten in DC. Still not as good as the guy near Claremont Park in the Bronx.”

         I agreed the food was good, though it had taken a stack of napkins to stem the flow of tzatziki sauce.

         Roberta looked at me and said, “So your whole interview with the justice’s wife was a bust?”

         “Not a complete bust. I didn’t have to eat that shitty food. But she shut me down pretty quick.”

         Somehow Roberta had kept her blue business suit spot-free while munching on her gyro. All I could do was look at her and think how far she’d come from working a foot patrol in the Bronx.

         Our bench was next to a running trail. I felt a pang of guilt every time a runner darted past us. Each giant bite of the gyro seemed to calm me down.

         I said, “Harry Grissom told me to come home.”

         “Will you listen?”

         I cocked my head at her and said, “What do you think?”

         Roberta started to speak in a stream of consciousness. She said, “I wonder if there are politics involved. Are agencies guarding their turf? Even though the kid from the FBI is working with you, is he telling the truth? Is that why the DC cops talked to you? I wonder if you’re close to something.”

         I said, “I don’t feel like I’ve gotten far.”

         “Compared to what? You’re used to working mostly drive-by shootings. You can solve those with a few interviews. This one might take some time. There’re just too many factors. Hell, for all we know, Emily Parker’s murder could be random.”

         I liked this sort of spitballing. It helped me form my own ideas. But when Roberta suggested Emily’s murder might be random, I said, “What about Michelle Luna’s death? They were in the same social circles. They died by similar methods.”

         Roberta said, “What angle are you looking at? You think it could be a lover? If you think someone’s going to let you talk directly to the justice, you’re crazy.”

         “I don’t know why this investigation feels so different to me.”

         Roberta said, “I know why. I can’t believe you don’t see it. You’re used to working cases in New York. No matter how bad a serial case can be or how bloody a domestic murder is, you still go home to the kids and Mary Catherine every night. I think you’re overwhelmed. You don’t get to take a break. All you hear is information about Emily’s murder all day and all night.”

         I just stared at my friend. “Oh, my God, I think you’re right.”

         “You, of all people, need your family. You’re a classic ‘family man.’ Don’t try to run from it. Embrace it.”

         I swallowed the last of my gyro. “Thanks,” I said. “You always seem to know what’s bothering me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 47

         

         I didn’t drive to my hotel. My recent experiences told me nothing good happened at that place. I’d had to talk to people I didn’t want to. I’d even had a scuffle with someone. And everyone seemed to know the address.

         Instead, just a few minutes after I left Roberta, I found myself headed north. North on I-95. The only slowdown I hit on my four-hour trip to New York City was in Philadelphia. And it wasn’t too bad.

         It didn’t matter how rough the trip was. It would be worth it when I saw the faces of my wife and kids as I stepped through the door. It was a risk. I might catch them on a night when everyone was out. Or I might catch everyone in a bad mood. It didn’t matter to me. I just needed my family. Even if it was for only a single night.

         The first face I saw as I stepped through the door was Juliana’s. She was working on the dining room table, frantically writing on a legal pad as she paged through books spilling all across the width of the table. I stood in the doorway and stared at my beautiful oldest daughter.

         She had the tip of her tongue stuck out the left side of her mouth. A sure sign of concentration since she was a little kid. She turned her head to see who’d opened the front door but not come through the dining room yet. That’s when I saw the grin spread across her face. I didn’t know what was more stunning: the dimples from her smile or the white, perfect teeth giving me faith she’d make it as an actress one day.

         She was on her feet and running to me as she squealed, “Dad.”

         That brought a chain of responses throughout the house. I could hear Mary Catherine asking what the commotion was about as she marched toward the front door.

         Juliana literally leapt into my arms. She hadn’t done that since she was a little girl. Instantly, I realized I’d made the right decision to come home.

         Then I was hit by guided missile after guided missile. Chrissy, Shawna, and Fiona would’ve made good linebackers the way they hit me and held on.

         My world seemed to freeze as I saw Mary Catherine. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and looked like she’d been helping Fiona craft. Sparkles and some glue globs clung to her fingers. A blue ribbon was stuck to her leg, but I wasn’t going to mention it. I just stared at her beautiful face. Her blond hair was tied back in a loose ponytail. Her blue eyes opened wide as she saw me.

         The kids made way, and she came right at me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and planted a big kiss on my lips. Big enough for a couple of the younger kids to turn away in disgust. To me, the kiss was just right.

         When Mary Catherine stepped back, she said, “Where’s your bag?”

         That’s when I had to level with her. “I’m only home for a visit.” It hurt to see the kids’ smiles drop almost immediately. I thought Chrissy was going to cry.

         I looked to soften the blow. “I just missed you guys so much that, after lunch, I couldn’t go back to my hotel. Once I got on I-95, I didn’t even think about turning back.”

         Brian and Ricky wandered in from the living room. Their greeting was much more restrained. “Hey, Dad.” They both gave me a quick hug. But the others were still staring at me like they deserved an explanation.

         I said, “I have to go back to DC tomorrow. I hope I won’t have to stay long. What I’m doing in DC is really important to me.”

         Mary Catherine still had her arm around my waist as she said, “If it’s important to you, it’s important to us.” When she didn’t get the rousing response she’d expected, Mary Catherine looked at the kids and said more forcefully, “It’s important to us, right, guys?”

         Now I saw where the term commandant came in. Every kid immediately chimed in. It was very impressive to influence so many people with just one command. She could work for the NYPD. Maybe even the marines. Either way, I was glad she’d taken on this job instead.

         I owed Roberta Herring a lunch. Hers was the best advice anyone had ever given me. I’d been home only a couple of minutes and I already felt like a new man.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 48

         

         I took my time making the rounds. I was careful to spend alone time with each of the kids.

         Most everything was the same. Shawna was working on some secret project with my grandfather. She only hinted that it had something to do with artwork.

         Jane was a little tougher to corral. I sat next to her at the dining room table, where most homework was completed. I said, “How’s school? Anything giving you a problem?”

         The teenager let out a laugh. “I’m a little stuck in Calculus II. Think you can explain it?” Her look effectively communicated what she thought of my math skills.

         “What about creative writing? I’m good at that.”

         “If you mean supportive, you’re right. All you ever say about any of our essays is ‘Good job.’”

         “Can I help it if you are all so talented?”

         Jane scowled as she looked at the empty page in front of her.

         I gave her a few seconds and said, “Talk to me. What’s wrong?” I knew each of the kids’ moods. Jane got frustrated but not openly angry.

         She looked at me, and I saw a tear in her left eye. “I’ll admit I’m annoyed. I’ve been journaling since I was eight and always get an A on any English or writing assignment. Trent, who spends more time thinking about sports, gets recognized for the first thing he’s ever written.”

         “But his subject matter might have helped. He has a unique view of adoption and culture.”

         “And I don’t? I’ve written essays on being one of ten adopted kids. On what it’s like to be obviously Asian in a multicultural family. I never even had a teacher bring it up. Trent writes the same sort of essay and he’s going to meet the mayor.”

         “I’ve met the mayor. It’s not much of a thrill. In fact”—I lowered my voice to sound conspiratorial—“he’s a bit of a dick.”

         That made her laugh. She gave me a spontaneous hug. If I’d made her feel a little better, she had put me in a great mood.

         Then I found Brian, who wasn’t in school anymore. He was also the source of most of my concerns. Since coming home from prison, he’d given us a few scares. At first, he had been sullen and he disappeared all day long. Later, I learned he was going through air-conditioning repair school. He had wanted to surprise me. And he had.

         We sat together on the couch. He was still wearing his gray uniform shirt that said BILL in lovely embroidery across his right chest.

         When I asked him about the name, Brian said, “At first it was just because they didn’t have a uniform for me. Then everyone thought it was funny. Now I just sort of answer to the name Bill.”

         I laughed. “That’s exactly how things happen at the police department. Usually it’s with a nickname. You do one thing you regret and the next day you’re stuck with some nickname you don’t like. I almost got hung with the label Kickback.”

         “What’d you do? It doesn’t sound like that bad of a nickname.”

         “Unless you’re on your third week in uniform and you step behind a mounted unit, then slip in the horse’s poop.” I paused as Brian laughed. “What made it worse was, the cop on the horse looked behind me and shouted, ‘Get out of there, you idiot. Do you want to get kicked back into the Stone Age?’”

         Now a couple of the other kids had wandered in to hear the story.

         “A few of the other rookies heard it, and I had the nickname before I went home for the night. Thank God it was the end of my week and I had a two-day break. The nickname was forgotten by the time I went back to work. I think I would’ve been named Kickback to this day if I would’ve had to go right back and face those guys.”

         We were holding dinner until my grandfather arrived. He was polite enough to call and say he was being held up at Holy Name, but then Bridget let it slip that I was home. I had kinda wanted to see how surprised he would be to see me.

         When Mary Catherine cautiously approached the couch, I knew there was a problem. She gave a quick look to Brian, who took the hint and found somewhere else to go. Most of the other kids were busy again with their own projects.

         I hate waiting to hear bad news. All I could say was “What’s up?”

         She brought a piece of paper clipped to an envelope from behind her back. “I was going to break the news to you this evening.”

         “No one is getting suspended from Holy Name, are they?”

         “I wish it was that simple.”

         I knew it was important, then. Mary Catherine took church and school at Holy Name very seriously. Some of it had to be her love for Seamus. I gave her my full attention.

         She said, “It’s a certified letter from the IRS.”

         I had an idea where this was going.

         “We’re being audited going back five years.”

         For some reason Senator Lom Wellmy’s face popped into my head. I glanced at the paper Mary Catherine handed me and said, “I think six years is the legal limit for review. I’m not sure I make enough money to worry about it.”

         “You think they’ll ask questions about the apartment? Or the trust set up to pay the taxes?”

         “I don’t know. I wonder if we need a lawyer. An accountant at the very least.” Years ago, my first wife, Maeve, had cared for an elderly man who lived in this apartment. She had completely changed the man’s perspective and life. He had gone from being a sour old curmudgeon to wanting to come to the kids’ birthday parties. When he died, with no heirs and few friends, we had been shocked to learn he had transferred the title of this beautiful apartment to Maeve and me. He had even set up a trust fund to pay the taxes. I thought I’d been straight with the IRS concerning the apartment. I guess that was about to be tested.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 49

         

         As usual, Mary Catherine made dinner an event. And clearly she’d had the meal planned long before she knew I was coming. A pork roast with sauerkraut and mashed potatoes, with a healthy assortment of vegetables on the side.

         The food was heaven, as was the chance to listen to the kids chat about every possible subject, from the NBA to a Wolverine comic book.

         Jane asked Fiona about joining the basketball team. Fiona’s smile confirmed I’d made the right decision. She said, “I’m going to play, and Dad is going to coach me. Coach the whole team.”

         My policy of treating each of the kids equally could come back to haunt me. Though I could already picture myself having to coach a half dozen other teams, I shrugged and said, “Sounds like fun.”

         After dinner, while all the kids pitched in on cleanup, my grandfather and I had a talk on the couch.

         Seamus said, “Where is Mary Catherine?”

         “Taking a well-earned hot bath.”

         “Good plan. The girl deserves it. You should see the way she holds down the fort while you’re gone. And those kids love her. They may give her some grief, but they’ve got her back.”

         “And she has mine. I would’ve gone crazy if she hadn’t surprised me in DC this week.”

         “That why you had to come home now?”

         I nodded. I was tired physically, psychically, and spiritually. That’s one of the reasons I was talking to my grandfather. I joke about him being ill-tempered and giving me a hard time, but it’s pretty much an act. He has more insight into the human condition than anyone I’ve ever known. And he knows me better than anyone else.

         I said, “It’s getting a little late. Are you going to stay the night?”

         He shook his head. “Not tonight. I’m hosting a community outreach meeting tomorrow morning. I’ve been pushing to open our playground to at-risk youth. The YMCA said they’d provide at least two coaches to help us keep an eye on everyone. The Y is a great outfit. I hope we can team up with them.” He paused and I knew he was framing a delicate question. Finally, he said, “When do you plan to go back?”

         I sighed. I couldn’t hide my exhaustion. I said, “I guess tomorrow.”

         “You don’t sound so enthusiastic about it.”

         I shrugged. “I’m here with my family. That’s what I want. It’s all I ever want.”

         “It may be what you want, but it’s not everything you want.”

         I thought about it and said, “You’re right. I can’t stand the idea of Emily’s killer going unpunished. I’ll admit I didn’t think through all the problems my going to DC would cause. No one’s making it easy.”

         “You’ve been in tough situations before. Even when Maeve was dying, you stayed on the scene of a hostage situation. And you did it because you have a sense of duty. A strong sense of duty. This is no different. You can’t stand the thought of any killer going unpunished.”

         “Emily was my friend. I can’t even tell you how much it means to me.”

         Seamus nodded. “I understand. I liked Emily too. She was a lovely woman.”

         “What I’m saying is, I’m torn. I miss my family when I’m not here. But I know it will haunt me the rest of my life if I don’t find Emily’s killer.”

         “You have to follow your heart.”

         I smiled and looked at my grandfather. “You used to say, ‘Trust in faith.’”

         “It’s essentially the same thing.”

         “Sometimes I worry that wanting punishment for the killer is too close to vengeance. I’m not sure how Jesus would feel about that.”

         “God threw down some punishments over the years. Everything from a flood to turning a woman into a pillar of salt. He did what he needed to do. Just like you need to do this for your friend. I truly feel we both found the right careers. You just did it at a much younger age.”

         I turned on the couch and embraced my grandfather. When I felt his thin body in my arms, it made me worry about life without him. But at least I had him for now. And once again he was making sense.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 50

         

         I was up early. I knew I would be. It wasn’t even light outside when Mary Catherine murmured, “Are you awake?”

         Staring at the ceiling, I mumbled, “Yes.”

         “What time do you have to leave?”

         It hurt to say it out loud. “Harry wanted me to meet him for coffee around eight. That way I can be back in DC by early afternoon.”

         “I’ll miss you.” That was all it took for me to spin in the bed and face my beautiful wife. We wrapped each other in a tight hug. As soon as she kissed me, my resolve to go back to Washington started to fade.

         We made love in the early morning darkness, before any of the kids were stirring. It was the kind of intimate encounter that made me feel like everything was fine. I could lose all my worries anywhere I was with Mary Catherine.

         It was only after, as we lay in bed with our arms around each other, that I heard some of the kids start to move around. Jane was our early bird who liked to shower before anyone woke up. I could also hear Brian as he got his gear together for another day at work.

         Mary Catherine said, “You need to get up and get ready as well. As much fun as this was, you need to finish your business in DC. Then come back here and take up the easy job of raising ten kids.” We both started to giggle.

         As we all sat together around the breakfast table, the kids were much more subdued. Sort of like they were every morning. It was tough saying good-bye to them as I headed out the door.

         Thirty minutes later, I found myself at a coffee shop on West 42nd named Romeo & Juliet Colombian Coffee. I liked it because I could take the Lincoln Tunnel under the Hudson River and be on I-95 headed south in just a few minutes. The small place was busy, and we grabbed a tiny table in the corner where we could talk.

         I couldn’t help but look at Harry and once again think how much he reminded me of an Old West gunfighter. The crags on his face had been earned over a career as a cop. His nose had been broken on the job four different times. His mustache dipped a little below both sides of his mouth. He was definitely pushing the NYPD grooming policy. But given that he was a twenty-seven-year veteran of the force with more decorations and commendations than any one person could count, people tended to give Harry some leeway.

         Harry said, “I’m glad you’re back in New York.”

         “I’m not. In fact, from here I’m heading back to DC. It’s not something I want to do, but I’m going to do it.” I hadn’t wanted to be so blunt, but I didn’t want to ruin our reunion either. Harry was my friend and needed to hear the truth.

         Harry kept his gray eyes staring straight ahead. It was a habit he had whenever he was about to deliver some bad news. I’d seen it a dozen times. If he wasn’t looking at you, you didn’t want to hear what he had to say. This time Harry said clearly but not directly at me, “They want to transfer you.”

         “You’re kidding me. Where?”

         “Staten Island. They’re talking about starting some kind of opioid task force for all the kids of city workers who use that poison.”

         “Sometimes I forget Staten Island is still part of New York.” I thought about it and couldn’t wrap my head around that kind of punishment. “Aren’t all of our bosses cops? You’d think they’d understand what I’m trying to do and how cases can unfold at different speeds.”

         Harry let out a heavy sigh. He turned to face me, which made me relax a little. For the first time I could see his age more clearly. To me he was almost like my grandfather: ageless. Even though he was older than me, I always thought of Harry as part of my age-group. But now I saw the deeper creases and the gray advancing in his eyebrows and hair.

         Harry thought about my question and said, “They may be cops, but they work for politicians. In fact, a lot of them have become politicians to get to where they are. If they feel the heat, their answer is to turn off the oven and run out of the kitchen. Speaking of bosses, how’s Roberta Herring?”

         I liked the way his face lit up when he said her name. I said, “She’s doing great. I’ve had a couple of meals with her in DC.”

         Harry said, “I miss her. She’s old-school.” After a moment, he said, “I guess I’ll have to cover for you a while longer. Do you at least have some decent leads?”

         “There was another woman from DC who was strangled in Baltimore. She and Emily traveled in the same circles. Something tells me my suspect lives in the DC area.”

         “I trust you to do what’s right. Keep working on it and I’ll figure out a way for you to stay employed. If I can.”

         I smiled. In his way, Harry was telling me to follow my heart. It was one of the many ways he reminded me of my grandfather. And I rarely regretted it when I listened to either of them.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 51

         

         Luckily, I was on the road and out of the city early enough to reach DC by lunchtime. It wasn’t that I was hungry or planned my meals that carefully. I knew exactly where I was going and what I wanted to accomplish.

         I was running out of time in DC. Something had to crack and had to crack fast.

         In a way, surveillance was my only available tool. Cops have a love-hate relationship with surveillance. You can accomplish a lot by seeing someone do something illegal. You can make a case, you can make an arrest, or you can follow that person back to the boss. That’s all theoretical. In most cases, surveillance is messy, long, and not as productive as cops would like.

         I drove right into the Capitol Hill area of DC and parked across the street from Gold’s Gym. The security guard at the Supreme Court had let it slip that Beth Banks worked out there every day around lunchtime. I had already deduced that Beth Banks looked at things differently than most people. But I sensed she was nothing if not consistent. She had the kind of orderly life that many of us aspire to but none of us really want. Same schedule every day. Same problems to deal with. Same time to work out. I knew to be here by 1:30 or else I’d miss her.

         Now, from my vantage point across the street, I could see through the only unobstructed window of the gym. I didn’t have any surveillance equipment with me. No binoculars, nothing like that. But I had learned a few tricks over the years. I zoomed my iPhone all the way and looked through the camera. It gave me a good view of some of the people inside the gym. And after only a couple of minutes I saw Beth Banks.

         She was in a black unitard. Now that I could see her arms, I wouldn’t describe her as a swimmer. She had better biceps than most men I know. She wasn’t fooling around either.

         I now understood why the security guard at the Supreme Court Building had said a government gym wasn’t good enough for Beth Banks. She needed a challenge. It looked like she was getting it. I first spotted her on a treadmill, running at a frightening pace. My lungs hurt just watching her. Then she moved to a set of dumbbells beside the treadmill and did ten reps of shoulder presses. After that, she balanced as she lifted a knee and the opposite arm while still holding the dumbbells. Then she jumped back on the treadmill. I didn’t ever want to have to tangle with her.

         I made a few notes, then wondered if I would see her meet with anyone from the case. That really had to be my goal. She was hardly going to buy cocaine from a known dealer on the street. I had to see something that would let me draw some conclusions or at least create a theory about how she could be involved in Emily’s death.

         I really was reaching for straws at this point. All I could tell from this quick surveillance was that Beth Banks was capable of overpowering Emily Parker. Even with Emily’s FBI defensive tactics training, I’d have to give the edge to Beth Banks.

         As I watched her, I started to realize why she could be a good suspect. If she had felt Emily might jeopardize her brother’s reputation, maybe she would have done something drastic.

         The only way to figure out if she had committed a homicide was more investigation. More questions. And more time spent in DC. The math didn’t seem to be working out in my favor.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 52

         

         If Beth turned out not to be a suspect, I wanted her on my side. That’s why I continued the investigation in half measures. I left my rental car parked on the street. Then I strolled across to the gym, walking casually in front of the big bay window to get a better look inside.

         I could remember a surveillance I was on in Brooklyn about fifteen years ago. I was helping a narcotics borough unit. We’d set up on a coffee shop where an informant was supposed to meet one of the bigger heroin dealers in Brooklyn.

         While I sat alone in my car, looking at the coffee shop, I noticed two men rush into a liquor store next door. It was a robbery, and people could get hurt. I knew what I had to do. I popped out of my car, and two of the local detectives followed me. The robbers were so shocked when they burst out the front door and saw us standing there that they surrendered instantly.

         The funniest part to me was the fury of the narcotics detective that I would blow a drug deal for a good armed robbery arrest. Sometimes you had to question people’s priorities. Like someone who’d do anything to protect the reputation of their brother.

         I walked past on the sidewalk as casually as possible to see if Beth Banks was still working out. I didn’t see any sign of her. The treadmill she’d been using was now occupied by a large hairy man in a fluorescent-orange shirt.

         When I turned from the window, I felt the world tumble in front of me. Or maybe I was the one tumbling. I was on the sidewalk in an awkward sprawl. My vision went dim, my stomach heaved, and I felt like I might be having a stroke.

         When my senses started to return, someone was standing directly in front of me. I looked up from my humiliating position like a dog on all fours. To make matters worse, I looked up into the stern face of Beth Banks.

         As I slowly rose to my feet, I realized Beth had just kicked me in the head with her long, limber legs. Hard. It didn’t matter that I stood a head taller than her and probably weighed seventy pounds more. I was impressed.

         I rubbed my temple where her foot had caught me so squarely, knowing that she had a clear shot to prolong the attack.

         Beth Banks put her hands on her hips and cocked her head a little to the side. All she said was “Don’t be creepy. It’s bad enough you barged into my office. Are you going to follow me around the rest of the day? If I catch you stalking me again, I’ll break something. And it will be something you use a lot.”

         The vagueness of what she was going to hurt made her threat that much scarier. She turned and walked away confidently. Even in the business suit, she was clearly fit.

         I kind of liked her.
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         I sat in a nearly empty sub shop a few blocks from Gold’s Gym. The half eaten turkey sub on my plate was evidence that my head hurt too much for me to eat. My remedy, for the moment, was to sit quietly with a bottle of cold water pressed against my temple. Almost the exact spot Beth Banks had kicked me. I thought I could reasonably say I was the only person ever kicked in the head by a Supreme Court justice’s chief of staff. I figured she’d kicked someone in the head before this. I just assumed it was before her tenure with the Supreme Court.

         I recognized I was feeling a little sorry for myself. I’d just had my ass kicked by a woman 70 percent of my size. I wasn’t on the trail of a killer, nor did I have any decent leads. Most of all, as I sat there wallowing in self-pity, I missed my family.

         My quick trip home had only made me realize how desperately I needed my family. And that was a joyous realization. Most people would be thrilled if they could actually say they enjoyed spending time with their family. But I really did love spending time with them. Yet I couldn’t do it. At least not now.

         The three other people in the sub shop all had their own problems. The kid behind the counter clearly didn’t want to work here. A woman sitting near the front looked clinically depressed as she picked at a salad with brown lettuce and two whole tomatoes thrown on top. A guy in a delivery uniform didn’t have time to enjoy lunch, downing his six-inch sub in four bites. My problems seemed more manageable when I looked at the big picture.

         I took a pen and my little notepad from my sport coat and started to make a few notes. I wrote down the names of my three best suspects.

         Beth Banks, who was certainly physically capable, had a motive to protect her brother and was just plain mean.

         The next name was Robert Steinberg. I knew it was far-fetched to think a Supreme Court justice might commit murder. But in the real world, almost 80 percent of women who disappear or are murdered are attacked by their husbands or boyfriends. Domestic violence is real. It doesn’t care what aggressors do for a living.

         The last name I wrote down was Jeremy Pugh. He was strong, crazy, and apparently pretty smart. That’s a dangerous combination. If it weren’t for the fact that Emily had an open case on his group, The Burning Land, he wouldn’t even make the list. His aggressive behavior since I’d first met him kept him as a potential suspect.

         I’d spoken to both Beth Banks and Jeremy Pugh. That left Justice Steinberg as the only one of my potential suspects I hadn’t spoken to face-to-face. If I wanted to do it, I had to plan. Clearly I wouldn’t get into his office again. Even if I did somehow manage to make it there, I doubted I would survive my next encounter with Beth Banks.

         I couldn’t conduct an interview at Steinberg’s home. He’d call the cops so fast I wouldn’t even get out a greeting. And all the locals would need is some kind of criminal charge like trespassing or a beefed-up burglary charge to send me home. Permanently.

         I took another bite of tasteless turkey, then drank my cold water. As I sat there, thinking about buying another bottle of water just to keep on my head, my phone rang.

         I looked down and saw it was Bobby Patel. I wondered if Beth Banks had even bothered to report my lurking around her gym. There was no sense in putting off bad news. That seemed to be the only thing Bobby called me with.

         I put on the most cheerful voice I could, answered the phone, and said, “Hey, Bobby, how’s it going?”

         “Metropolitan Police Department just called me. They have someone in custody for Emily’s murder.”
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         It didn’t take me long to meet Bobby in front of an off-site building used by the Metropolitan Police of DC. The square, two-story building with a cheap decorative brick facade was a street crimes/narcotics unit in an industrial area just outside the city proper.

         Most larger city police departments have something like it, a nondescript office where plainclothes officers can meet without the risk of inmates or prisoners seeing them. That way they can continue making undercover drug buys or connect with informants in public. Besides, all the narcotics guys think it’s cool.

         I saw a few younger officers near the front door. They looked pissed off, and I knew exactly what had happened. Some homicide detectives had commandeered their building. No one appreciates shit like that. Every unit thinks it is the most vital police unit in the city.

         The other thing I noticed was the number of new Ford Crown Victorias and Chevy Tahoes in the parking lot. That told me there was command staff on-site. Bosses tend to grab the nicer vehicles. Maybe there was something to this arrest story after all.

         Bobby trotted up to my car. He slid to a stop and did a double take when I crawled out of the Prius.

         I asked, “What’s wrong?”

         “I was going to present you as an FBI agent without going into much detail. But I don’t know any self-respecting FBI agent who would wear that jacket.”

         I looked at him in a gray business suit with a nice dark tie. He did look sharp. I held up my arm and looked at my jacket. “It’s a dark green plaid sport coat. It goes with my khakis. It also hides my pistol and keeps me warm in the shitty weather down here in DC. I’m pretty sure clothing is all the cops in there are going to care about. Is it functional, does it have holes? Welcome to the real world, Bobby.”

         As I suspected, Bobby ignored my prediction about DC cops’ take on fashion. Instead, he scowled and said, “Just follow me and keep your mouth shut. And definitely don’t say out loud that you’re an FBI agent. We need to have plausible deniability if anyone complains later that you were here.”

         “Bobby, the cops inside this building don’t give a damn about any of that shit right now. They want to make a case. If they have a suspect they like, they’ll barely notice we’re here.”

         “But their bosses will notice and ask questions.”

         I just nodded and followed him into the two-story building, which had a sign for JOHNSON’S WEB DESIGN AND VIDEO EDITING. It was just modern and flashy enough to seem real. Just vague enough to never have anyone stop and ask what they do.

         Each office had one or two people in it. Most were in some sort of serious discussion. I figured there were already some district commanders and certainly a public information officer or two formulating some kind of press release. After all, the story of Emily’s murder had been on the news.

         A tubby man wearing a tan, short-sleeved shirt with a brown, checked tie greeted Bobby. Bobby didn’t bother to introduce us. All I caught was his first name, Perry. He had the burned-out look of a longtime homicide detective. A quick haircut without care for the lines of his head. A gut that hung over his belt from too many fast-food meals thrown down while reading reports. And a slight limp from a torn MCL that he was too busy to have anyone look at. I guess homicide detectives in every city are about the same.

         I listened as he and Bobby started talking about the case.

         The detective, Perry, said, “This guy lives in some bushes exactly on the route your agent used to run from the Whole Foods. We were canvassing the area for about the tenth time. We started from the Whole Foods where she left her car and worked toward the river. Then we noticed a brand-new Fitbit on this guy’s wrist. That’s what started it. It didn’t take long to confirm that it was Emily Parker’s Fitbit. I’d say we’re looking at a pretty solid case.”

         I couldn’t contain it anymore. I blurted out, “Are you kidding me?”
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         Bobby tried to brush by my comment. An old-school homicide detective like Perry wasn’t going to let it go.

         Perry used his bulk to shove past Bobby. “What d’you mean, am I kidding you? Hell no, I’m not kidding anyone.”

         Bobby tried to redirect the detective’s attention. “He didn’t mean anything by it.”

         The detective ignored him. He broke into my personal space and raised his voice. “What do you mean? How many goddamn homicides have you worked?” It was just under a shout, and his face was turning red. A scary shade of red.

         I knew not to say Calm down. That never helps when someone is upset. I think whoever started saying it, maybe back in the Middle Ages, meant it ironically.

         Instead, I said, “I’ve worked a few homicides.”

         The burly detective lowered his voice and said, “You don’t think he’s a good suspect?”

         “I’d like to talk to him. Having someone’s Fitbit doesn’t mean you killed them. What else have you got? There’s gotta be something.”

         The detective just stared at me.

         I asked the next logical question: “Did he confess?”

         That froze the detective in place. He looked at me and said, “He’s answered in the affirmative to questions about grabbing the FBI agent.”

         I wanted to call bullshit. But I kept my mouth shut. No matter how hard it was.

         The detective said, “The suspect has three arrests for violent crime. That counts for something.”

         “Unless he didn’t do it. Then it doesn’t count for shit.”

         The detective’s face flushed again, but he didn’t say anything.

         Bobby chatted in a low voice with the detective, then said, “Can we talk to him for a minute?”

         The detective hesitated. “I might need to clear this with one of the bosses.”

         Bobby kept an even tone. “We’re not trying to steal your case. But I have to be able to brief my bosses. We just want to get in and ask him a couple of questions. Obviously, you can stay with us the whole time.”

         It was too reasonable of an argument to ignore.

         The detective led us through a narrow hallway to an interview room. The room was small. Maybe ten feet by ten feet. The ceiling tiles were almost low enough to touch. I wondered if that was intentional. To give people a claustrophobic feeling. There was a camera in each corner. Perry gave us a briefing sheet with the man’s name, age, and criminal record. As soon as we stepped in, a young female detective stood up. She was in the corner, and the suspect was cuffed in the middle.

         The tall, skinny man of about fifty-five looked to be six three and probably didn’t break a buck forty. He was mostly bald, but the rim of gray, messy hair still on his head was long and uncombed. He had a ruddy face made tough by years of living in the sun.

         We slid into the seats across from him. Bobby had already warned me that he was going to ask the questions.

         Bobby said, “Are you Jason Hagensick?”

         The man had a wide grin. Several of the teeth in his lower jaw popped past his lips, giving him the look of a bulldog. All he said was “Yep.” His eyes were focused on something on the far wall. When he turned and looked at me, I noted that his eyes looked clear. I didn’t detect any drug use.

         “You know why you’re here, right?”

         “Yep.”

         I started to have an uneasy feeling. I looked down at the briefing sheet and saw that he had been arrested twice in the early nineties for some kind of fighting. He’d had another arrest a couple of years later for stalking. I couldn’t contain myself and said, “Did you see a woman running near where you live in the bushes?”

         “Yep.”

         Bobby cut in. “Did you hurt her?”

         “Yep.”

         Now I raised my hand to stop everyone. The young female detective was still standing in the corner. The lead detective, who had tried to sell us on this guy’s guilt, stood by the door.

         I said, “Are you the president of the United States?”

         “Yep.”

         I shot a nasty look to the detective. I even mumbled, “He answered in the affirmative.”
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         It’s rare that I lose my temper. Perhaps it’s a side effect of having ten children. But in reality, before we adopted our first child, I was pretty good at keeping a level head. I attribute most of that to being raised by Seamus Bennett.

         But looking at that homeless man’s face and knowing what the homicide detective was considering, I lost it. I stomped out of the interview room. And kept stomping all the way down the hallway. I saw half a dozen sets of eyes fall on me. I couldn’t have cared less. I hit the exit door like a fullback.

         I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until I got outside. I gulped in the fresh air and appreciated the afternoon sun on my face.

         Bobby eased out of the door a minute later. He took a moment to straighten his tie and pulled the cuffs of his shirt. Then I heard him take a deep breath as he turned to face me.

         Bobby said, “What was that hissy fit about?”

         “Are you kidding me? If you’re making a joke, that’s fine. If you think that poor guy in handcuffs actually killed anyone, you need to find a different line of work.”

         “I don’t need a detective from a local agency telling me what I should do with my career. I don’t care if you’re with the NYPD, the LAPD, or the Hattiesburg, Mississippi, PD, you’re still not the FBI.”

         “For all the faults the FBI has, I haven’t known any agents who would railroad someone into a charge just to clear a case.”

         “You’re right. It’s a local cop who’s more likely to do something like that.”

         In that moment, I wanted to smack the arrogant prick. For all the goodwill we had built up, he was wasting it awfully fast.

         Bobby said, “I’m not saying I would’ve gone along with it. I just wanted to hear what the detective had to say and what the suspect looked like.”

         “I’m beginning to think the suspect might be better-looking than that guy. Maybe wear a suit. Maybe even wear a dress. I have a few suspects in mind, but that guy ain’t one of them.”

         The door to the building burst open, and the chubby homicide detective stuck his head out. He glared at me and said, “You blew any chance we had of making a case on that guy.” He pointed a crooked finger at me.

         I just stared at him. I didn’t say a word. I didn’t trust myself.

         The detective came out to us. I couldn’t wait to hear more excuses. He leaned against a blue Ford Taurus and crossed his arms in front of him. “I wasn’t going to charge him unless we had enough. But after your little outburst and the way the command staff reacted, I won’t even get a chance to question him.”

         “You talked to him for a while. Did he say anything you could use?” I waited through a couple of moments of silence, then added, “Besides ‘Yep.’”

         “You got no idea the kind of pressure I’m under. The stories on the news. The FBI calls every day. My bosses want this cleared up. I’m just making sure we don’t miss anything. But pulling stunts like that makes us miss stuff.”

         I took a few steps closer until I was only a foot away from the detective’s face. “Tell me what you’re missing by not talking to the poor guy you have in there. You think any prosecutor would have accepted a case like that? Or would you have made a probable cause arrest and hoped that it got through first appearance? I didn’t become a cop to ruin people’s lives. I became a cop to help people.” I glared at him without having to say What about you?

         The detective let out an exasperated sigh. Without a word, he turned and stormed back into the building.

         Before I could say anything to Bobby, an unmarked Chevy Tahoe pulled into the lot. It had the look of a command staff car. When the door opened, I was even less happy.
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         There were little things about the Tahoe I should’ve detected before the door even opened. It had just a little too much wear and tear and mud splattered across the door. Very few command staff people would allow a vehicle to get that sloppy. That’s why they have assistants. That’s why there are rookies: to clean cars occasionally.

         Instead, when the door opened, and the tall black man emerged, I recognized him. It was Paul Daggett, from the Special Investigations unit. I remembered him from when he and a couple of his friends had visited me at my hotel.

         The first thing out of the DC detective’s mouth was “You don’t listen so well.”

         I said, “It’s Daggett, right?”

         “Good memory. Too bad you don’t have any common sense to go with it.”

         “Last time we met, you had a couple of minions with you.”

         Just then the doors to the Tahoe opened. I heard a woman’s voice say, “You mean us?” The physically fit woman, about thirty with long dark hair, stepped out onto the asphalt. She was dressed in a Nationals T-shirt and had a Glock model 19 in a holster on her hip.

         The driver was the heavyset white man who’d been quick with the comebacks. He casually leaned on the hood and let the others do the talking. He didn’t look any better dressed today than he had a few days ago. Over stretch jeans, he wore an old light-blue sport coat that looked like it came from a leisure suit.

         I looked at the three of them and said, “Now you’re complete. You look like a middle-aged Mod Squad.”

         Only the chubby guy laughed.

         I said, “What’s the matter with you two? You never watch any reruns?”

         Daggett had a deep, resonant voice. He used it to good effect. “Fun and games are over, Detective Bennett.” The way he’d emphasized Detective told me he wasn’t trying to be respectful. “You just ruined a potential lead.”

         “I just kept your detective from looking like an ass.”

         “Why? Because you’re NYPD and so much smarter than the rest of us?”

         “That’s part of it. Yeah. But your man in there is under too much pressure. He was considering charging the wrong person. A poor homeless dude who doesn’t sound like he’s all there. It would’ve looked bad for everyone.”

         Daggett took a minute to consider that. Of the three partners, he was the only one wearing both a tie and a coat. He could’ve been a lawyer, with his neatly trimmed goatee and just a few specks of gray in his close-cropped hair.

         I said, “I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

         “I’m listening.”

         “You go in and talk to the so-called suspect. Just for a minute or two. Then, if you think that I’m wrong and he’s good for Emily Parker’s murder, you come out here and tell me that with a straight face. If you honestly think he’s a good suspect, I’ll go home.”

         I paused and appreciated the anticipation on the faces of the three DC cops. Daggett was smart enough not to say anything.

         So I dropped in the second part of my proposal. “On the other hand, if you agree with me, if you talk to him and realize the only thing he might have to answer for is why he has Emily’s Fitbit, then you come out here and wish me a good day. I’ll go about my business and you go about yours. But maybe you could appreciate someone trying to look out for one of your detectives. And the reputation of your department.”

         Daggett would’ve been a good poker player. His face gave nothing away. It felt like the city had gone silent. Bobby was off mingling with some new arrivals. They were all wearing suits, so I assumed they were Feds.

         Finally, Daggett said, “You have yourself a deal, Detective Bennett.”
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         I didn’t mind waiting outside while Daggett took me up on my offer. I kept an eye on Bobby and wondered what he was telling the two men and two women he was talking to so earnestly at the corner of the building.

         I hoped I’d read Daggett right. He seemed like a decent guy. One who would stick to a deal. He also didn’t impress me as someone who would meet this potential suspect and then lie to me. It didn’t matter now. I’d made my deal and I would stand by it.

         The female detective—who had never given me her name, and I didn’t ask—looked over at me. I always liked to see sharp younger people on police forces. The way the police are treated in the media has made it harder and harder to recruit good cops. I couldn’t blame anyone who didn’t want to give their heart and soul to a job that didn’t really offer much.

         She said, “Seriously, why are you in DC?”

         I kept a very even tone. “Emily Parker was a friend of mine. I owed her a lot. Finding her killer doesn’t seem like that much to ask.”

         The female detective looked off into space. After a few moments, she nodded. “I’ve gotta say, that’s a pretty good reason.”

         The fat guy moved from the front of the Tahoe and now leaned on the SUV next to his partner. He said, “I still think it’s sort of arrogant to believe you’re the only one who can find the killer.”

         I shook my head. “That’s not how I feel at all. I’m just another set of eyes and ears. Look at what happened here. I didn’t see the same thing your detective did. If your man, Daggett, disagrees, then I misjudged him. But I always keep my promises. If he honestly thinks this is the killer, I’ll leave.”

         The fat detective said, “Tell you what, if Daggett walks out here, looks at you, and says, ‘Have a good day,’ lunch is on me any day you want.”

         We shook on it. He said, “My name is Swinson. My friends call me Dave.”

         The female detective said, “I’m Nancy Gorant. Nice to meet you. Maybe you’re not the asshole I pegged you for.”

         I wagged a finger. “It’s awfully early to say I’m not. Trust me, I know we’re all in this together.” It was a feeling many cops shared. These two were no exception. I felt like I’d made a couple of friends. But I still didn’t have an answer from Daggett.

         Bobby broke off from his meeting. When he came over to us, I explained exactly the deal I’d made with Daggett.

         Bobby said, “I almost wish he’d come out here and say the guy’s a good suspect, if only to get you out of my hair. I just had a long talk with supervisors from my office. One of them noticed you. I hinted indirectly that you were here with the DC police and not me. Please don’t rat me out.”

         Nancy Gorant said to Bobby, “We were just getting used to Detective Bennett being here. Are you as interested as him in finding the FBI agent’s killer?”

         “I’m all in on finding Emily’s killer. That’s all I work on. I thought that Bennett would be a help, but so far I’m wasting too much time trying to explain him to other people.”

         Before the debate could progress into whether I was worth saving in any way, the door to the office burst open and Detective Daggett stepped out. He’d been inside a little longer than I thought necessary.

         He walked right up to me, cleared his throat, and said, “Have a nice day.”

         I had a free lunch coming from Detective Swinson.
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         It didn’t take long for Bobby to get nervous hanging around the DC police’s off-site building. There were just too many FBI supervisors and people who would ask questions about me. I’d noticed that Bobby was helpful and supportive, unless it interfered with his ambition. Finding a fellow FBI agent’s killer would go a long way toward propelling him to the top. And I was sure he didn’t care if I figured it out or he did, as long as he got the credit.

         I was good with that. But I wasn’t about to send some mentally incapacitated homeless man to jail just to make it look like we’d solved the crime. That’s not how cops make their reputation.

         Bobby broke off his conversation with a group of DC police supervisors and returned to me. He tugged at his collar and tie. Not a sign of inner peace.

         I said, “Is that your Rodney Dangerfield impersonation?”

         “Who?”

         “Great stand-up comedian. Been in some classic movies.”

         Bobby gave me a blank stare.

         “Easy Money. Caddyshack.” After still no response, I said, “Are you more of a superhero-movie kinda guy?”

         Bobby leveled a look at me. “I am a raised-by-Indian-parents kinda guy. The only movies I’ve seen are historical or documentary. The only TV shows I was allowed to watch played on PBS. Now, if you’re asking me about a writer, I’ve read them all. My parents would make me read a book before I could even go out and play soccer.”

         I said, “Truthfully, I don’t know whether to feel sorry for you or give your parents a prize.”

         Bobby glanced around the parking lot and said, “Let’s go somewhere we can talk in private.”

         “Follow me,” I said. About five blocks away I had noticed two picnic tables in a shaded spot beside a convenience store/gas station.

         I hustled inside while Bobby stayed in his car on his cell phone. The place was only two rows of junk food and a couple of big freezers. Merchandise was stacked from the floor to the low ceiling. Everything from cases of beer to portable Bluetooth speakers. The young woman behind the counter never looked up from her phone. I grabbed my traditional grape Gatorade and a big bottle of water for Bobby. I motioned to him that I was headed to the picnic tables.

         Someone had put a flat-screen TV in the window facing the picnic tables. With the closed-captioning on, I didn’t mind having a few minutes to watch the prelude to the local news. It was just tilting into late afternoon, and the traffic was picking up.

         I found a clean corner of one of the picnic benches. A lot of people clearly ate their lunch here every day. Only about half of them cleaned up after themselves.

         Bobby finished his call and sat down across from me with his hands folded on the table. I handed him the water bottle, and he stared at me like he was about to give a confession.

         Finally, Bobby said, “What you did wasn’t cool.”

         “You mean keep someone from being wrongfully charged with murder?”

         “You know exactly what I mean. You’re supposed to be an observer. You were present as my guest. Anything you say or do in a situation like that reflects on me. When this is over, you can just go back to New York and the life you have there. Some of us have to stay in DC and work with these cops on a daily basis.”

         I understood what he was saying. Most cops would. They have their way of doing things and I have mine. I refused to apologize for doing the right thing. But I understood why Bobby was angry. And he had expressed it pretty clearly.

         I looked at the younger FBI man and said, “So what does this mean going forward?”

         “There is no ‘going forward’ as far as you and I are concerned. We can talk on the phone. Maybe even chat in person. But I’m not going to take you to any crime scenes or interviews. And—I can’t stress how important this is—I don’t want to know about it if you talk to Justice Steinberg. Or his wife. Or his sister. That can be your part of the investigation. The FBI has already spoken to them. I doubt our agents pushed any of them particularly hard. I can see the value in you talking to them. But I can’t see losing my job over it. So not only will this give me plausible deniability. I also can outright deny any knowledge of your dealings with the Steinbergs.”

         I made the calculated move to keep quiet. People hate awkward silences, and they fill in the gaps by putting forward how they really feel. I didn’t have to wait too long.

         Bobby blurted out, “This doesn’t affect how I feel about you. You’re a sharp detective. Clearly you’re a loyal friend. But I can’t risk it anymore.”

         I slowly nodded my head and said, “I understand.”

         Bobby took a swig of the water I’d bought him. Then he looked down at his phone. The guy got more texts than a teenager on a Saturday night. I took the opportunity to look up at the TV.

         It was midway through the local afternoon newsbreak. I saw protesters in front of the Supreme Court Building. I looked more closely and realized from The Burning Land T-shirts that the group was stirring up shit. The closed-captioning confirmed it.

         I watched carefully for a few seconds, hoping to catch a glimpse of Jeremy Pugh or one of the others I might recognize. The closed-captioning mentioned that the anarchist group was protesting a Supreme Court ruling about schools requiring vaccinations for students.

         As they were interviewing one of The Burning Land protesters—a woman, about twenty-five, with a spear tattooed on the side of her face—I looked past her to the people swarming the front of the Supreme Court Building. That left those who worked inside only one exit route.

         This would be my best chance of finding Justice Robert Steinberg.
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         Even in my sluggish Prius, I made it to the Supreme Court Building in less than half an hour. The protest seemed to have gone downhill from the time when I’d seen it reported on the TV. Bottles smashed in the street right in front of the Prius. A rock sailed past the windshield. I knew I couldn’t assist the DC and Supreme Court Police in their containment efforts.

         A young woman wearing a sundress held a flower up to a police officer. She smiled as she stepped forward. I wanted to yell through the car window to the cop, Move back! Keep space between you! But I couldn’t.

         The cop stared at the young woman with the flower just as she raised a plastic cup. She splashed something into his face. He dropped his nightstick and reached up to grab his eyes as two other cops moved him off the front line. I hoped it wasn’t pool acid or something as dangerous. I’d seen the chemical used in other protests. The media rarely picked up on it.

         I knew the justice typically drove a black Mercedes sedan. I’d barely pulled my Prius to the curb when I saw the gate to the underground parking garage open.

         I held my breath as a blue Cadillac SUV emerged from the exit. Before I could react, I saw a black hood ease out behind it. A moment later, Justice Steinberg’s Mercedes pulled into the street and headed north. There was no way he would notice something like this Prius following him.

         Not long after leaving the Supreme Court Building, he pulled into the one place most Americans looking to complete a home project eventually go: The Home Depot. This one was on Rhode Island Avenue in the Brentwood section of DC. And I had an opportunity to intercept him.

         I hung back in the parking lot and let him walk inside. He’d gone for the casual disguise of removing his suit coat and loosening his tie. As I sat in my rented car, I realized this was the first live view I’d gotten of the justice. I’d never heard Justice Steinberg speak other than answering some not-so-difficult questions during his televised confirmation hearing.

         Maybe my thinking had been off. Since when had I looked at a murder and not bothered to see each suspect in person?

         Justice Robert Steinberg was a moderate with good bipartisan support. He had a trim figure and a steady stride that radiated athletic vitality. He looked younger than his forty-one years. He shied away from all the talk in the media about being the youngest justice ever appointed to the Supreme Court.

         It didn’t take me long to catch up to the justice. As I edged closer, I could see the resemblance to his sister. The justice was fit, but few people outside the US Navy SEALs could rival Beth’s level of fitness.

         He picked up a couple of things in the paint department and was heading toward the rear of the cavernous store. And no one recognized him. Not one person. If Steinberg had been an actor or singer, he would’ve been mobbed. But no one recognized one of the most influential people in the US.

         I tried to anticipate where he’d go. I got ahead of him and waited.
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         I decided to make my move in plumbing. The justice was meticulously inspecting three or four brands of toilet parts. I suppose close study is how one becomes a successful lawyer, college professor, and Supreme Court justice.

         Interviewing well-known people can breed false familiarity, the feeling of knowing them from TV or movies or speeches. In fact, all you’re seeing is the character they play. I don’t care who you are or what you investigate, having a preconceived notion about a suspect influences the interview.

         I once interviewed a well-known music producer who was accused of running down a rival with his SUV. I’d seen the music producer on TV and concluded he might’ve been talented making albums, but he wasn’t particularly smart. At least in the way we normally define smart people.

         It wasn’t till we got into the interview, with his attorney present, that I learned he was a graduate of the University of Michigan and had earned a master’s degree in accounting before his music career had taken off.

         I didn’t need that surprise right at the beginning of our interview. It turned out, even with a master’s from a good school like the University of Michigan, the music producer had poor judgment. And a temper. That combination rarely works out well. In fact, he had threatened his rival the night before, and the rival’s girlfriend had the voicemail recording.

         Eventually he pled guilty to manslaughter, and he was still at a prison in upstate New York. Common sense is always more important than money or even a decent education. The problem is that you can’t teach common sense.

         I stood, looking up at a wall full of replacement parts for sinks. Like a fisherman, I remained patient. I was letting my fish swim toward me. The justice moved on from toilet parts until he was about five feet away from me.

         That’s when he surprised me. Maybe shocked is a better word.

         Justice Steinberg turned to me just as I was glancing in his direction. His brown eyes showed no concern or apprehension. He just looked at me and said, “I wondered how close you’d try to come to me in here.”

         My throat went dry. I could think of nothing to say. Then I blurted out, “So you know who I am?”

         He chuckled. “Detective Bennett, at this point everyone in Washington, DC, knows who you are. It’s just that most people don’t realize what you are.”

         “A homicide detective.”

         The justice smiled and said, “I was thinking more along the lines of a giant pain in the ass.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 62

         

         Justice Steinberg and I squared off in the aisle. Faucet displays and toilet parts were our audience. When I say squared off, I mean it figuratively. We faced each other. Each assessing the other.

         The justice was a hair under six feet tall. He had sort of that rugged outdoorsman look. It always went well with an Ivy League education. Not to mention the money his family had or the money he had married into. It looked like he was working just a little too hard at being a “regular guy.”

         Steinberg smiled. “You may want to make this quick. My sister is meeting me here to look at kitchen appliances.” He made a show of looking up and down the empty aisle. Then he stared straight at me, a grin still on his face. “You’re familiar with my sister, Beth, aren’t you?”

         His smile told me there were few secrets between the two of them. It also told me he didn’t care how physical she got with me. He impressed me as one of those jerks who thinks they’re better than everyone else and above the rules.

         I tried to keep cool. “Yes, I’ve met your sister.” I rubbed my temple where she’d kicked me. “She makes quite the impression.”

         He snorted and said, “You have no idea. She’s been like that since she was a kid. You know how embarrassing it is when your sister is suspended from high school for breaking the nose of the captain of the football team? Then there was the incident at Stanford. A swimmer got a little frisky with her at a party.” He paused and looked around for Beth again.

         When he didn’t finish the story, I said, “I kinda want to know what happened to the swimmer.”

         “Let’s put it this way: it was tough for him to compete for a few months while his dislocated shoulder and broken ribs healed.” The justice shook his head. “Stanford has a dedicated room in their business school with thirty state-of-the-art computers for students to use. That was my father’s gift. Basically, a thank-you for not kicking my sister out of school.”

         “Did the swimmer bring any charges?” I followed the cop’s line of questioning.

         Steinberg shook his head. “He knew he was in the wrong. If he had kept going and my sister had filed a complaint, he would’ve only gotten a slap on the wrist. I think this worked out better for everyone.”

         We stood there for a moment in silence. I tried to break the ice by saying, “I’m impressed you recognized me.”

         “The NYPD isn’t the only agency with briefings. You know the Supreme Court has its own police force. And they are definitely aware of you. Even though they say you’re no threat. At least physically. My sister confirms that.” He gave me another smile. This guy was not easily rattled.

         “So what’s next for us?”

         Steinberg kept his eyes on me. “You tell me. You’re the one stirring the shit.”

         “And you’re the one living in it.”

         “I don’t follow you, Detective.”

         “You were having an affair with Emily Parker. It is not the first one you’ve had. Everyone in town knows about your antics. One person even called you a ‘wild child.’ That puts you at the center of a homicide investigation.”

         “No, it puts me at the center of your homicide investigation. I’ve already told everything I know to the DC police and the FBI. I’m not a suspect for either of those agencies.”

         “Did they know about your wild personal life? Or is that a fact you decided was not important enough to mention?”

         “I didn’t tell them I dated two women at the same time in law school. Who are you? The morality police?”

         Holy cow, he had a point. It made me pause for a moment. Then I regained my senses. “I couldn’t give a shit about your personal life. But it does give you a motive to kill Emily.”

         Now his smile turned into a smirk. “How the hell do you figure that?”

         “There are a thousand different ways I can see why you’d have a motive. Domestic violence has no single catalyst. Or, if I want to use a really simple theory, maybe you were afraid she could ruin your reputation.”

         That brought a genuine guffaw. When he was done with this laugh, he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, looked at me, and said, “I’m married to the daughter of the most investigated active senator in Congress. He was once photographed on a date with a model half his age while his wife was undergoing chemotherapy. That didn’t even ruin his reputation. The people of New York have elected him three times since his indiscretion. That’s not even considering the public Justice Department investigation on his scheme to get campaign money from every corporation in New York. The fact that the Department of Justice didn’t file charges rarely makes a difference in public opinion. But the people in New York like what he does, so they reelected him. I doubt my relationship with Emily would do anything to my reputation.”

         I could see why this guy was a great trial lawyer. At least at the moment he seemed to have an answer for everything. Without really having to think about it.

         After a few more seconds of silence, the exasperated Supreme Court justice sighed. “Detective Bennett, what would it take to make you go away?”

         “I’d go back home if I could find Emily’s killer.”

         “I’d like that as well.”

         Then I heard a woman’s voice behind me say, “What the shit?”

         It was Beth Banks. She was eyeing a two-foot-long pipe sitting on the shelf. I could already see how she could use it as a weapon.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 63

         

         Beth Banks paced back and forth across the width of the aisle. Her measured and determined movements reminded me of a boxer too hyped-up to sit down before a big match. Or maybe she was more like a tiger in a zoo, pacing back and forth, eyes always on the people watching her.

         I would say she was sizing me up, but she’d already done that. Quite effectively. That’s when I realized she was waiting for word from her brother to let loose on me. It was really a no-win situation. Even if I defended myself, all witnesses would see was a tall man fighting a much smaller woman. It didn’t matter that she’d already knocked me off my feet and proven to be twice as athletic as me.

         Now she stopped and looked at me as she opened and closed her fists. Maybe it was just a warm-up. She didn’t want to risk pulling a muscle while she beat me senseless.

         She looked at me and said, “How’s the head feel?”

         “I’m Irish. I’m more worried about your foot.” I figured it was better to engage her verbally.

         Beth let a smile slip out. She had a lovely smile. Just a flash of warmth. I wondered what she was like when she wasn’t trying to punch someone. Too bad that smile didn’t go with her personality.

         Beth said, “Good one. I didn’t know if a New York cop would have any kind of a sense of humor.”

         “I didn’t realize you had a sense of humor until just this moment.”

         “I’m sorry I gave you that impression. I like finding humor in things that scare most people. Take clowns. Normally, they make me laugh. What about you, Detective? Do you like to find the bright side to scary situations?”

         I cocked my head to the side. “I swear to God, I can’t tell if you’re trying to intimidate me or flirt with me.”

         “Trust me, Detective, you wouldn’t have any doubt if I was trying to intimidate you.”

         I couldn’t resist. “Why is that?”

         “Because you’d be looking up at me from the ground. Similar to our last encounter.” She turned to her brother like Do you need me? He gave her a subtle shake of his head. To me, Beth said, “I’m off to refrigerators. Don’t worry, Detective, I’m not looking for something big enough to store your body. From what I hear, no one in DC would care much if someone killed you. I doubt I’d even have to hide the body.”

         I took the little comment, then said, “You know, in some places that could be considered a threat of violence.”

         “More of a hypothetical threat. Just something to make me smile tonight over dinner.”

         Beth stuck out her hand for me to shake. When I did, she showed me what a powerful grip she had. I didn’t wince or make any noise. I didn’t try to squeeze back. I let her have her fun. There was no doubt she was mostly muscle. She was also her brother’s muscle. She was forcing me to notice it and acknowledge it.

         That’s why I had her as my number one suspect in Emily Parker’s death.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 64

         

         As soon as Beth Banks had turned the corner of the aisle, her brother looked at me. He lowered his voice and had a conciliatory tone. “I appreciate your loyalty to Emily. I knew her since she graduated from Quantico. She meant a lot to me.”

         “Thank you, Justice Steinberg. But it still makes me wonder about a lot of things.”

         “Like what?”

         “Like what would a guy like you do to keep Emily from talking to your wife?”

         He just stared at me. Then his mouth dropped open a little. Finally, I had struck a nerve with someone in this damn case.

         It was almost a full ten seconds before he regained his senses. “Is that it? You think I’m worried Rhea would find out about me and Emily? Have you been operating on that assumption from the beginning?”

         I said, “In your long legal career, you never saw a man take drastic steps to keep his wife from finding out about a girlfriend?”

         “I know the theory. I agree that it happens. Much more frequently than is reported. But I think you should’ve spent a little more time digging into my relationship with Emily. Or maybe, more accurately, Emily’s relationship with my wife and me.”

         Now it was my turn to stare silently. Eventually I said, “I’m not sure I’m following you. Your wife knew all about Emily?”

         He gave me a little laugh. “Knew about her! They spent a lot of time together. I’m not sure I even saw Emily alone. My wife and Emily were close. They’d share a cigar once in a while. More important, we always considered our relationships private. As in it’s no one’s business but ours. I wish you would consider it the same way.”

         I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I unleashed a verbal haymaker. “What about the relationship you had with Michelle Luna? Should that be considered private too? Or the fact that two different women who were friendly with a powerful man are now dead? What are the chances that both women who were close to you end up dead by strangulation?”

         I had to wait. The mention of Michelle Luna had affected the justice. He was visibly emotional for a moment. Then he focused back on me. “As far as I know, Michelle and Emily never met each other. They were actually quite opposite. Michelle was on the wild side and also reckless. She had her own demons.”

         “Is that what choked her to death in Baltimore? A demon? Or did Emily smoke one too many cigars?”

         “Now you’re just trying to be cruel. Saying something like that doesn’t further your investigation. All that does is play on my emotions.”

         I didn’t care if I hurt his feelings. When this was over and I had found Emily’s killer, if it wasn’t him, I’d apologize. Until then he could kiss my ass.

         Justice Steinberg held up his hand and said, “We’re not getting anywhere. I hope someone finds Emily’s killer. I really do. I also hope you go back to New York City soon.”

         Then I found myself alone and surrounded by toilet parts.
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         I immediately drove back to my hotel. I’d gotten in the habit of driving through the parking lot once to see if there was anyone suspicious hanging around. Although I was pretty sure I’d already run through the entire list of people who planned to threaten me.

         I got to my room, pulled out my notepad and everything I’d collected on the case. I spread a few sheets of paper on the small desk, some on the bed, and a few more on the cheap sofa. I didn’t realize how much information I’d gathered until I stepped back. My room looked like a disaster scene at a recycling plant.

         I also considered my conversation with Justice Steinberg. People think that a cop needs to hear a confession during an interview for it to be worthwhile. That is absolutely not true. Every interview teaches you something. It may teach you that the person you’re interviewing has nothing to do with the crime. But there are dozens of levels between that and a confession. For one thing, Justice Steinberg had been much less interested in talking about Michelle Luna’s death than in talking about Emily Parker.

         The mention of Michelle Luna’s name had seemed to throw the justice off a little bit. But my perception didn’t confirm a theory or motive. There were plenty available. Protecting the justice’s reputation was the most likely possibility.

         As far as suspects go, the justice was believable. I’m not saying I’m a human lie detector, but after a hundred classes on interviewing and twenty years of asking the tough questions, I have a pretty good sense of when people are lying. Justice Steinberg was a smooth operator who was smart and well educated. But if he had committed a homicide, he didn’t have the street sense to hide it. I was leaving open the question of whether he’d ordered someone else to do it.

         Then I looked at the details of both murders. They were similar but not identical. Michelle Luna had been choked from behind. That’s how the Baltimore forensic people were able to lift DNA from the back of her earring. The medical examiner in DC had said Emily was strangled with two hands by someone facing her. Then she was dumped in the water. They were unable to recover any usable DNA from the body.

         The DNA from Michelle Luna’s murder was the only physical evidence that meant anything right now. The biggest problem with a DNA sample is that you need a sample from a suspect to compare it to. The earring sample had been run through the DNA databases and had received no hits. That meant it was up to someone to supply a sample from a suspect not in the database. That gave me a whole host of new problems to think about.

         Maybe I’d been too focused on this investigation. I’d really been looking only at Emily Parker’s murder. I should’ve been looking at it like two murders. And if there was evidence connected to only one victim, I could run with that.

         Then I thought about my suspects. Jeremy Pugh was still in the mix. Leaving out the idea that it was two random murders, I kept coming back to Beth Banks. A good upbringing and education could disguise a lot of traits. Maybe she was smart enough to hide the fact that she was a killer.

         I wasn’t sure if Roberta Herring could do anything more for me. I also had no more support from Bobby Patel. But by stepping away from Bobby, I was stepping away from some of the arbitrary rules he had laid down.

         It looked like I had a lot of work still to do.
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         My phone rang and knocked me out of my deep thoughts on this case. I almost couldn’t take my eyes off the bed where the papers were still spread out. I figured the call was probably Bobby. He’d realized he’d been a dick and wanted to apologize. Maybe I did like working with that guy more than I thought.

         I glanced at the phone and saw it was Mary Catherine. I snatched the phone up without thinking. I realized I was grinning like a bookie before the Super Bowl when I said, “Hey, beautiful, how are you today?”

         “Better now that I hear your voice.”

         She would never lose her light Irish accent. And I was glad of it.

         Mary Catherine said, “I was just calling to see how you’re doing. I was wondering if there’s anything I can do to help.”

         “I hope that means there haven’t been any more bombshells at home. The city building inspector isn’t condemning the apartment or anything like that, right?”

         “No, nothing new. In fact, it’s been quite the exciting day.”

         “Everything all right?”

         “Your grandfather burned his hand while working with Shawna on their secret art project. It is nothing serious. I had some ointment and put a bandage over it just so he’d know not to knock it around. But the devilish look in your grandfather’s eyes when he’s trying to keep a secret is the best thing ever. He loves doing projects with the kids and is really good about working with one of them at a time.”

         “Did he tell you anything about the art project?”

         “That’s the best part. Both he and Shawna are keeping their mouths shut like spies in custody. I’m really impressed.”

         I chuckled, thinking about Mary Catherine’s superhero-level abilities. She kept the house running and my pack of feral kids in line. At least some of them could pass for feral. In New York City.

         Mary Catherine said, “And Fiona is over the moon about basketball now that she knows you’re going to coach. Sister Lora is quite happy too. I wonder if her plan all along was to get you to coach.”

         I said, “I wouldn’t put anything past Lora. She’s sneaky like that. I heard she wanted to live in the dorm at Holy Name so much that she gave up her entire life to serve Christ. I’m sure she has diabolical plans to manipulate a lot of people.”

         “Oh, you’re terrible. You don’t think she used Fiona to trick you into being a basketball coach?”

         “I’m sure she did. But she’ll brag about it to me when I get back. You can’t really be sneaky when you’re proud every time your trick works. Besides, I saw the smile on Fiona’s face when I said I would coach. That’s all that really matters.”

         Mary Catherine enthralled me by describing her day of volunteering at the school. She took my mind off my problems. I could listen to her all night long.

         Unfortunately, a kid problem popped up and ended our long chat. And I was left alone in my hotel room to think about how nice it would be to see my family again.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 67

         

         With one annoying phone call, Bobby Patel prolonged a day that already felt like it had gone on forever. He was in the lobby waiting for me. I was surprised to see a trickle of sunlight leaking through the giant windows.

         Bobby sat on one of the large sofas, looking out on the busy entrance to the hotel. He was still dressed in a dark suit like a junior banker.

         Bobby stood as soon as he saw me and extended his hand. The first words out of his mouth were “Sorry. I didn’t like how we left things.”

         “You mean you severing all contact with me?”

         “That’s a brutal assessment. But I have to keep you at arm’s length. I can’t risk my career. It’s too hard for someone like me to move up in the FBI. I can’t give them any easy excuses.”

         I nodded, noncommittal. I understood his reasoning, even if I didn’t agree with it. I asked about my main concern. “What did they do with our homeless suspect, Mr. Hagensick?”

         “No charges. But he couldn’t respond to any questions, so they placed him in a psychiatric ward for a seventy-two-hour observation. He seemed quite happy to have a bed and food. Last I heard he hadn’t said anything but ‘Yep’ since they’d found him.”

         I chuckled. “I respect commitment in almost any form.” I motioned for Bobby to sit on the couch with me. I turned to him and said, “What really brought you over here to see me? I know you weren’t worried about my feelings.”

         He paused and then sputtered. Finally, he let out a sigh and said, “The FBI has several theories and even a suspect.”

         I interrupted him. “Whoa, a good suspect?”

         Bobby shrugged. “I’m not part of that team. I don’t know the specifics.”

         “Tell me what you do know.”

         “They’ve got surveillance on a house painter. He worked in the Steinberg house for almost six days.”

         “So someone’s admitting that Emily visited the Steinberg house? It was beginning to feel like the FBI didn’t realize the Steinbergs existed.”

         Bobby frowned. “Do you want to listen to why I’m here or bitch about the FBI?”

         I nodded and mumbled, “Sorry.”

         Bobby waited a moment to ensure I was properly contrite. Then he said, “This house painter is a convicted sex offender and may have been in the area where Emily disappeared. They haven’t arrested him. They’re just trying to figure out if he has any hidden apartments or anything like that.”

         “Why tell me?”

         “Because my supervisor already gave me something else to look at in addition to Emily’s murder. That means the bosses are either losing faith that we’ll be able to solve the case or they’re losing faith in me. I want to make sure there’s someone out there looking out for Emily. Sometimes I wonder if the Bureau is afraid of what it might find out if it looks too deep.”

         I thought about all of this. Finally, I looked at Bobby and said, “The surveillance of the painter feels more like a desperation move.”

         “I agree, but what else do we have? Do you have some secret insight you haven’t shared with any of us?”

         I said, “Just this afternoon I thought about looking at the case a different way. What if we considered Michelle Luna tied to the case after all? Maybe there’s something from her investigation we could use on this one.”

         Bobby shrugged. “At this point I’m not sure what to do. But I don’t want to be the guy who ruins your career. I’m also here to warn you.”

         “About what?”

         “A couple of the supervisors at the off-site office were asking questions and figured out who you are. I heard the special agent in charge was going to make a call to your police commissioner. You might want to keep that in the back of your mind.”

         I let out a laugh. “After the threats I’ve already gotten, I’m not terribly afraid of the FBI boss calling someone at the NYPD.”

         Bobby stuck out his hand. “Still proud to be working with you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 68

         

         Bobby wasn’t out of the lobby before my phone rang. It took me a moment to recognize the Maryland number. It was Emily Parker’s sister Laura.

         After I answered, she said, “My mom and I remembered a few things we thought we’d pass on. We also have a favor to ask.”

         “I’ll do anything I can to help you guys.”

         “My mom is really shaken by Emily’s death. She thought Emily would show up like she had in the past. Anyway, we’re supposed to pick up Emily’s personal effects at the FBI office. Would you consider coming with us?”

         “Of course. When do you need me?”

         “The FBI was open about timing the appointment. My mom thinks she’ll be up to it later in the week.”

         “Happy to do it.”

         “I also found a business card at Emily’s apartment. It made me remember her telling me about someone she was close to. A lawyer named Reggie Balfour. I think he’s a high-end attorney who works by referral only.”

         I wrote down the contact information Laura gave me. I looked at my watch and realized it might be a good time to intercept the hardworking attorney leaving his office not far from the swanky Capitol Hill area. Better to catch this guy late, as he was leaving, than try to wrangle an appointment.

         The lawyer’s elegant three-story office building resembled an art gallery, with wide, tall windows and paintings and sculptures in the lobby under spotlights. When I arrived, I was surprised to see at the very reasonable hour of seven only four cars left in the covered parking lot. Two were small, practical vehicles, like the Prius I was driving. One was a nice SUV that had two car seats in the back seat. That left a black Lexus LS. A nice car even for an attorney. Even an attorney who worked at a firm so exclusive it had no need for a sign.

         I parked a few spots down from the Lexus, then called NYPD dispatch. I gave them my ID and the license plate. They had no way of knowing I was off duty and not even in New York. A moment later my theory was confirmed. The black Lexus came back to an R. Balfour. The address on the registration matched the office. I didn’t want to push my situation and ask for any other information.

         I decided to avoid startling anyone. I waited in plain sight, right next to the car. I was dressed in a sport coat and hoped that I didn’t look too menacing. At least not to an attorney who drove a black Lexus LS.

         Two young women, each carrying a box of files, walked out of the door with barely a glance in my direction. I caught snippets of their conversation. “Meet you at seven tomorrow morning.” All I could think was these poor women had only twelve hours off before they had to return to work. My police job didn’t look so bad in comparison. The women separated and each got into one of the practical cars I’d noticed when I first arrived.

         I tried not to check my watch constantly. I had to tell myself I wasn’t hungry, I wasn’t in a hurry, and I had no plans. Sometimes you can talk yourself into patience. I surfed the internet on my phone, checking Facebook to see if my kids had posted anything interesting. I also scanned Instagram for the same reasons. I heard the door. My head snapped up. But it didn’t look like Reggie Balfour. It was an attractive African American woman about thirty-five. She wore a pretty designer skirt and blouse and carried a briefcase that looked like it was designed by Vera Bradley—a symmetrical pattern with a lot of color on the sides of the case. Her professional hairstyle was fashionably short. The diamond earrings looked like they cost more than I made in a year.

         She looked up from her phone and saw me standing at the rear of the Lexus. She stopped about halfway between the door and the car. I smiled to put her at ease.

         The woman said, “Can I help you?”

         “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just waiting to talk to someone from the building.”

         “I’m the last one in the building. Who were you hoping to talk to?” She was careful to keep her distance, and I noticed her take a couple of small steps backward toward the door.

         I showed her my badge and said, “I was hoping to talk to Reggie Balfour for a moment. He’s not in any trouble or anything.”

         She smiled and said, “I should hope not.”

         “So you know Mr. Balfour?”

         She had a wide, lovely smile. Like the girl next door. “I’m Regina Balfour. My friends call me Reggie.”

         Now, this was a surprise.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 69

         

         Caught completely off guard, I stared at the attractive woman, searching for the appropriate response.

         Even in the low light of the parking lot her smile was remarkable. She let out a quick laugh. She said, “My real name is Regina Balfour, but my dad was a huge Reggie Miller fan. He started calling me Reggie when I was little, and it stuck.”

         “It’s a good way to throw people off.”

         “I noticed your badge is from the NYPD. What brings a detective from New York all the way down to Washington, DC? I hope it’s not just to ask me some questions. The high-tech contracts I work on really have nothing that could be criminal.”

         “I actually wanted to ask you a few questions about Emily Parker.” Now it was my turn to spring a surprise. And it clearly wasn’t the surprise she had been expecting.

         I thought I might have to catch her at the edge of the Lexus. Instead, she turned, set down her briefcase, and leaned on one of the car’s driver’s side doors.

         Reggie Balfour said, “I’m sorry, still mourning. I’ve been so upset since I read about Emily. How did you know we were friends?”

         “Her sister gave me your name. They were close, and Emily apparently spoke fondly of you.”

         “We had fun hanging out. Good dinners, the occasional cigar—Emily was great. Sometimes it’s tough to find another professional woman who shares my mindset. She made me laugh. She got me.”

         “When was the last time you saw her?”

         Reggie Balfour looked off into space, concentrating. Then she shrugged her shoulders and said, “I’m not really certain. Maybe three months. I might’ve talked to her on the phone, but I didn’t see her.” She looked at me and asked, “Why is an NYPD detective working on a homicide in Washington, DC?”

         I explained that I was a personal friend of Emily’s, then fudged a little bit, saying that I was helping the FBI with the investigation. “I’m also closer with her family, so I’ve gotten more personal leads. That leaves the FBI open to investigate other angles.” That seemed to satisfy her.

         Reggie explained that she and Emily had met at a professional women’s group about two years ago. “There was a rumor that Emily and I were lovers. Emily thought it was funny and told me not to stop it. She got a kick out of people talking about her. She said it was like performance art. That was one of the reasons Emily was linked to so many people. She was an interesting and entertaining friend. But she didn’t care about labels. She didn’t care what people thought of her.”

         “Were you aware of any threats against her or any concerns she had?”

         “No, none at all. In fact, she seemed to be pretty stable in her relationships.”

         We chatted for a few minutes more. I picked up a little bit here and there I might find useful later.

         I asked, “Was there a reason you hadn’t hung out with Emily in the last three months?”

         She hesitated, and the pause filled me with anticipation. Anytime someone hangs back during a casual interview, pay attention for a spill of something interesting.

         Finally, Reggie said, “She was spending a lot of time with other people.”

         I said, “One of the advantages of me doing part of the investigation is that it is completely confidential. I won’t even make notes of our conversation. I’ve spoken to her family, and I know about some of her relationships. I don’t want you to worry about repercussions.”

         Reggie visibly relaxed. “You probably heard she was close with Robert and Rhea Steinberg.”

         I nodded.

         “Emily was really committed to them. To their relationship.”

         “Both of them?” I tried to keep my surprise hidden. I don’t think I did a very good job.

         Reggie smiled. “Yes, Detective, both of them. Might sound shocking to you. I assume you’re married with children. And that kind of multiple-partner relationship can be hard to get your head around. I know that Emily loved the Steinbergs. Maybe Rhea more than her husband. And to tell you the truth, I have no idea what she saw in that entitled little brat.”

         “You know the Steinbergs personally?”

         “I would say I know them personally but not socially. The justice is a little bit of a loner, and his wife believes most people are beneath her. I guess that’s the best way to describe it. I never saw Emily around them. I don’t know how they interacted. But I’ve talked with Rhea plenty of times. I’ve had to put up with her long soliloquies about her ‘art.’” The air quotes around art told me what she thought of Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg’s talent.

         Reggie’s confirmation of what Justice Steinberg had tipped to, that Emily and both the Steinbergs were in a relationship, changed my thinking a little bit.

         “It doesn’t sound like you’re a fan of Rhea.”

         “She’s not an enemy. She just never impressed me. I know she’s got a law degree from Columbia. Not something an idiot can achieve. But her interpersonal interactions are usually all about her. I never understood what a smart woman like Emily saw in an empty bottle like Rhea.” Reggie shrugged. “I guess the heart wants what the heart wants.”

         That’s when I started thinking about the possibility of Justice Steinberg’s sister, Beth Banks, being jealous of their relationship with Emily.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 70

         

         I did have some access to databases. Bobby had given me a password to get into a state police site that showed tolls someone might pick up driving on several of the paid highways. There was a chance I could get lucky and run one of my suspects’ license plates and find a hit. But it would have to be a hit on the day Michelle Luna was murdered in Baltimore.

         There were also my regular NYPD access databases, generally public records aggregators. Nothing too fancy. Who pays the light bill at a certain address? Does someone have a specific professional license? That kind of thing. Information that comes in handy when trying to piece together an investigation.

         Bobby also had given me access to an aggregate of security cameras, including the Whole Foods where Emily had parked, located within the city limits of Washington. The missing footage from the Whole Foods still hadn’t turned up. There were hundreds of other feeds I could tap into if I needed to. Useful if I had a team to help me. A little overwhelming by myself.

         I searched for the license plates I had collected both during surveillance and after digging through public records for vehicle registrations in the last two years. The first plate I plugged in was Beth Banks’s. There was nothing.

         Just for fun, I ran both Justice Steinberg’s and Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg’s. They had lots of tolls but nothing to or from Baltimore other than one trip about a month ago.

         I was about to move on to another website when I decided to look up Jeremy Pugh’s vehicles. At the time of Michelle Luna’s murder, Pugh was driving a three-year-old Ford F-150 pickup truck. I knew he’d lived in the Northern Virginia area.

         I was surprised to see Pugh had been close to Baltimore the day before and two days after Michelle Luna’s murder. If he lived in the area, that wouldn’t be unusual. Still, it made me think. I hadn’t heard much from the boisterous Burning Land extremist lately.

         I went back to the security surveillance website and checked the Whole Foods on the day Emily Parker made her last run. After more than an hour of poring over different video feeds, the best I could find was a Ford F-150 parked in the lot of the Whole Foods. It was in a cluster with several other vehicles. I would bet it was one of the managers who had arrived early to get some work done.

         Thinking about Pugh, and the fact that The Burning Land claimed to not know the FBI was looking at them, made me wonder. Had Pugh known Emily in some other way? Could he have been a source of information for her? He could have been an informant for his own group. As with any case, there were more questions than answers.

         At least I managed to suppress my urge to call Detective Holly from the Baltimore homicide squad this late in the evening. If she was working, it was because they had an active homicide. If she wasn’t, I didn’t want to bother her at home. I managed to force myself to lie on top of the sheets and doze off.

         First thing in the morning, still wearing my clothes from the night before, I decided to call Detective Holly. Her cheerful voice and positive attitude this early annoyed the shit out of me. But I kept my comments to myself.

         After we got the small talk out of the way, Detective Holly said, “I know you didn’t call to see how I’m doing on the job. For the record, I’m crushing it. What can I do for you this morning?”

         “I was curious about the DNA you collected at the scene of the Michelle Luna homicide. I know you ran it through the CODIS. Did you ever have any suspects good enough to collect samples from?”

         “Never developed anyone enough to worry about DNA. I was still hoping we might get a random hit at some point in the future. They’re always adding samples to the CODIS database.”

         “What if I had some suspects in the Emily Parker homicide I’ve been looking at? Could we compare them to the Michelle Luna DNA?”

         “That’s fine with me. In fact, it sounds like a good idea. The FBI has the profile, and their evidence unit is holding our DNA sample.” She paused, then added, “Will your suspects give you consent, or will you have to get the samples surreptitiously?”

         “I know for sure that no one is giving me consent to take a sample. Some think they’re above the law, and one suspect probably thinks it would be a conspiracy to charge him. It’s going to take some work to get samples. At least that gives me something concrete to do.”

         “Call me if I can be of service.”

         I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic. “I’m sure you’re a credit to the Baltimore Police Department.”

         I heard a cheerful “Bite me” just as the line went dead.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 71

         

         I sat at the small desk in my hotel room, staring at a blank legal pad. Somehow I had a feeling things were starting to move. Maybe it was just me thinking about a different aspect of the case. Maybe it was Detective Holly’s good-natured personality. Somehow, still wearing yesterday’s clothes, I had a faint feeling of hope. But it’s hard to exploit hope without some hard work.

         Trying to get a DNA sample surreptitiously is one of the trickier investigative jobs. DNA can be derived from a number of sources, like someone’s sweat, saliva, hair, mucus, or, of course, blood. Think about the challenge of taking any of those things without a person knowing about it. A stealthy investigator might be able to pull out a strand of a suspect’s hair without her knowing it. But probably not. You could follow her around for a month until she got a haircut. Then you’d have to prove there was a 100 percent chance you had picked up the right hair. After that, the sample would have to match. It was an endless maze that ended in a puzzle.

         The three suspects I was focusing on were Beth Banks, Justice Steinberg, and Jeremy Pugh. I didn’t even want to think how I’d manage to get a DNA sample from someone who worked at the Supreme Court. Jeremy Pugh might be a much easier case. Especially if he accosted me again. A decent punch and I might end up with plenty of DNA sample on my knuckles.

         The other more direct, and efficient, way was to see how the NYPD was doing on the investigation into Jeremy Pugh’s altercation with the New York Times reporter. That reporter had been hospitalized for three days. I had left the details with a friend of mine at the Special Investigations Division.

         Detective Sergeant Lisa Mulé had worked with me in a couple of squads over the years. Her nickname was Lisa “Chaos.” That’s because chaos seemed to follow her. Or, more often, she seemed to cause it. More than that, Lisa seemed to thrive in it.

         At home, she had four kids, each smarter than the last. That made for a wild mix. Our theory on the squad was that she was so used to chaos at home, she needed it at work to feel normal. She was definitely a punch-first-ask-questions-later kind of cop. To make all that even more interesting, she stood a statuesque five foot ten, with a smile that could stop traffic.

         The flip side to the idea she caused chaos was that she got results. That accounted for her meteoric rise to Special Investigations. To me, she was a really good cop, but more important, she was a good friend.

         She picked up her desk phone on the second ring. She had a very professional greeting. “Sergeant Mulé, Special Investigations.”

         “Chaos, what’s going on?”

         “Hey, Mike. It’s the usual bullshit around here. Some dick at One Police Plaza thinks that we can tie more than half of our homicides to serial killers. Somehow he thinks that’ll show how good the PD has been in reducing overall violence. I swear to God, Mike, I have no idea where some people get their ideas.”

         “You’re preaching to the choir, sister.”

         “This jackass just pulled it out of his butt. Now I have to do a two-year survey. I looked over the initial data, and it feels like you were the lead on about half the homicides. What a waste of time.”

         “Everyone gets interfered with. Teachers hate all the dictates that come down from school boards. Nurses hate some of the rules that come down from hospital directors. Cops just hate rules.”

         Lisa said, “Are you still in Washington, DC?”

         “I am.”

         “If I was your wife, I’d go down there, grab you by the hair, and drag your ass back to New York.”

         “If you were my wife, I’d be smart enough not to let you know where I was staying.”

         We both laughed, and she brought me up to speed on her family. She ended by saying, “I’m guessing you called me about this shithead Jeremy Pugh.”

         “You guys done with the case? Anything we can do?”

         “You mean you didn’t hear already? This is just a coincidental call?”

         “What are you talking about?”

         “I’ve got the warrant right in front of me. We can’t identify who was with Pugh the night they beat the poor New York Times reporter. We figure Pugh might talk after we arrest him.”

         “Do you know what precipitated the fight?”

         Lisa let out a laugh. “It was no fight. The reporter was trying to get reactions on the president’s latest poll numbers. That’s it. He spoke to these two and somehow his question didn’t sit well. They put him in the hospital. Three broken ribs, broken left wrist, ruptured eardrum, and a collapsed lung. Nice people you hang out with, Mike.”

         “This makes it much easier for me, Chaos. I needed to get a DNA sample, and now we can get it when he’s booked.”

         “I’ll email you the affidavit and warrant.”

         “What was the exact day of the attack?”

         There was a pause in the conversation, and I could hear Lisa searching through some paperwork. She came back on the line and said, “The assault occurred on the second. The victim picked out Pugh from a photo lineup. Plus, we have two different security video sources on the attack. It’s a good case.”

         I was silent as I processed what she just told me.

         Lisa said, “Mike, you still on the line?”

         “If it happened late on the night of the second, it puts one of my suspects in New York just before Emily Parker was murdered. Unless he went through some extraordinary transportation, Jeremy Pugh isn’t a good suspect.”

         Lisa said, “We verified that Pugh was still in town two days later.”

         I muttered, “Shit.”

         “Since I worked this case because of information you gave me, can you do me a solid and make sure the DC police arrest this mope?”

         “I know the perfect unit to handle it.”

         Just before I hung up, Lisa said, “Mike, you’re being careful down in DC, right?”

         “I’m trying to.”

         “They’re nothing but a bunch of sharks.”

         “It’s nice to know someone cares.” I wasn’t being a smart-ass. Sometimes when you’re working on a case you forget about real life. It was nice to be reminded I still had friends.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 72

         

         I hate to admit it, but I always feel a twinge of excitement before an arrest. For veteran cops, I’m an outlier. All rookies feel this way. After all, an arrest is the ultimate validation of your work. It means you conducted a thorough enough investigation and you have probable cause to believe you solved the crime. It’s a great feeling, and even after all these years, it’s good to have some excitement.

         Detectives Swinson and Gorant were going to meet me at the National Mall. Their partner, Detective Daggett, was stuck in a briefing at the DC police headquarters. I couldn’t believe that I was looking forward to seeing Swinson and Gorant after everything that had happened. It proved to me that first impressions aren’t all that important. It takes time for people to show their true colors. Even if we had started our relationship with them threatening me to leave the city, I now believed they had been acting in the best interests of their department as they saw it at the time.

         We’d made a simple plan to meet at the mall, then find where The Burning Land was protesting. It was a good bet that Jeremy Pugh would be with them. If not, we’d fall back on good old-fashioned police work. We’d go to that warehouse they hung out in, or Barbucks, find out where he was living, and check there. Generally ask a few questions until one of his friends got so annoyed they gave him up.

         Before I started to walk over toward the mall, my phone rang. I immediately noticed it was my grandfather. My first thought was that it could be bad news. I took the call.

         “Hey, Seamus. Everything okay?”

         “Of course it is, my boy. I wouldn’t burden you with my problems when you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

         “It sounds like you’re buttering me up for something.”

         “It was more of a sarcastic impression of you. But I really am calling to see how you are holding up.”

         I smiled. This elderly man, who never shrank from a challenge and did the best he could raising me, was still worried about me. Some people might say he was treating me like a child. I preferred to think of it as true parental concern. It was just one more reason to admire him.

         Forget the fact that he ran a successful bar for decades and decided to join the priesthood in what many would say was the twilight of his life. He fooled them all. He had been a priest for many years now. He made a serious impact, not only at Holy Name but also around the entire Upper West Side. I felt honored that he would be so concerned about me.

         I decided to change it up on him. I said, “Mary Catherine tells me you burned your hand.”

         “It doesn’t look too bad. It’s about the width of a pencil and runs maybe two and a half inches along the back of my hand. It hurt like a son of a bitch.”

         “Should a Catholic priest use that kind of phrase?” I knew I was setting him up for a great retort.

         After the slightest hesitation, Seamus said, “I don’t know. Should a New York City detective be working a homicide in Washington, DC?”

         “Touché. Seriously, how did you burn it?”

         “For the sake of art and my beautiful great-granddaughter. Shawna is very excited about this. No injury or other catastrophe will delay its unveiling. Besides, the burn isn’t bad and it makes me look tough. At least tough for an old priest.”

         We chatted for longer than I expected. It was just nice to hear the old man’s voice. To hear little details about each kid and Mary Catherine from a different perspective.

         Seamus said, “I swear you must’ve been a saint in a previous life to find a woman as perfect as Mary Catherine.” He paused, and I knew that impish grin was spreading across his face. “Or maybe Mary Catherine was a sinner in a past life. Yeah, that makes more sense.”

         I glanced at my watch and realized I had to pick up my pace to the National Mall. But I wasn’t done with my grandfather yet. “Can I ask you a philosophical question?”

         “That’s my specialty. You may have the degree in philosophy, but I have the experience.”

         “That’s why I’m asking. I’m headed to the arrest of a man who assaulted me a couple of times. You’re one of two people I told what he did to me the first time. His name is Jeremy Pugh. He beat a New York Times reporter half to death.”

         “So what’s your philosophical question?”

         “Not only am I excited about the arrest. I’m also in a good mood. It almost feels like vengeance.”

         “Would you describe your job as getting revenge on people?”

         “Absolutely not.”

         “And are you doing your job?”

         “Yes, I am.”

         “Then vengeance is just a perk. There’s no reason you can’t enjoy your work. Every once in a while God gives you a little blessing you can smile about.”

         “While I was thinking about it alone, I went back to what you used to say: ‘What would Jesus do?’”

         Seamus laughed. “First of all, even Jesus would not let someone pee on his back.”

         That made me laugh the rest of the way to the mall.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 73

         

         I walked to the edge of the National Mall, where two of my three new friends with the Metropolitan Police Department’s Special Investigations unit had told me to meet them.

         David Swinson and Nancy Gorant were standing with two big, uniformed officers. One of them, a muscular black man about thirty, looked bored. The other uniformed cop, a white guy a few years younger but just as big and muscular, looked excited. If I’d had to choose, I would’ve chosen the bored one. Bored veterans cause fewer problems than enthusiastic rookies. But to be honest, the idea of seeing Jeremy Pugh in handcuffs made me kind of excited as well.

         Nancy Gorant said, “I’m going to go with them. Maybe he’ll be less likely to cause problems if there’s a woman talking to him.”

         Dave Swinson let out a good laugh. “That’s bullshit. You just want to be there to get a good lick in if this mope tries anything. You’re hoping you can get in your workout during company time.”

         Nancy just smiled and shrugged.

         I knew I’d do nothing but upset the big asswipe. I stayed put. I was content to stand thirty feet away with Detective Swinson and watch.

         There was a fair amount of activity on the mall today. Competing groups protested various issues. Others were on the mall as well: tourists, two groups of schoolchildren, and what looked like residents of a retirement home on a field trip. Even with all the people, I figured we were close enough to see and hear what would happen during the arrest.

         Swinson said to Detective Gorant and the two uniformed cops, “You guys don’t want to call in any more help? He’s a pretty big dude.”

         The big black cop said, “Shit no. He might not resist if there’s too many of us. We’ve got to give him a chance.”

         I liked the cop’s sly smile as he said it. I also liked his confidence.

         I watched as the detective, now wearing her badge on the outside of her shirt and showing her pistol on her hip, approached Jeremy Pugh. The two big uniformed cops flanked her.

         The first thing she did was pull an old police trick. She said his name in a sweet, sexy voice to confirm it was him. As soon as she said, “Jeremy Pugh,” like Jessica Rabbit in Who Framed Roger Rabbit, Pugh turned to look at her. That was his mistake.

         I could see the smile spread across Nancy Gorant’s face. Immediately, both the uniformed cops stepped up to either side of Pugh.

         The tall black cop said in a professional tone, “Please turn around and place your hands behind your back.”

         Pugh didn’t move.

         In a slightly louder voice, the cop repeated his command. But he added the dreaded “Do it now.”

         Jeremy Pugh looked outraged more than anything else. He stared at the cop, then said in a loud voice, “No, you don’t understand. I’m here for America.” He still didn’t move his arms, and he had to look up slightly at the big cop. “What are you doing? I’m out here helping your people.”

         Now it was the cop’s turn to look astonished. “My people?”

         “Yeah, black people. Black lives matter, man.”

         “You also protest when a black cop is murdered?”

         That earned the cop a blank stare from Jeremy Pugh. The other cop forced Pugh’s arms behind his back.

         The black cop said, “Time to go to jail, Gandhi. Maybe you’ll be able to help us from inside.”

         Pugh yanked his arms away from the cop trying to cuff him. He jumped back a few feet from the cops. He shouted, “This is bullshit! They’re trying to silence me! We live in a Nazi state!” He looked around, trying to gain some support from the crowd. He found little. Even the other Burning Land people looked away or wandered off. Everyone’s a tough guy until the cops show up.

         The black cop kept his voice calm. “I’ll give you another chance to comply.”

         I’ll admit, there was some part of me that wanted to see this cop punch Jeremy Pugh in the face. The memories of him peeing on my back and confronting me at my hotel kept flashing in my mind.

         Instead of seeing a big muscle-bound cop pound Jeremy Pugh, I got a more enjoyable show.

         While Pugh focused on the cop talking to him and tried to make his case to the crowd, Detective Gorant quietly slipped around to the rear of Pugh. She gave some kind of signal to the two uniformed cops. They both took a couple of steps back. That made Pugh think he had scared them away. He never even looked behind him.

         The attractive detective calmly placed her foot between his legs and then jerked his right arm so that he tripped and fell facedown on the ground quickly. She had his hand cranked behind his back before he could even let out a yelp.

         Pugh squirmed in the armlock. The detective leaned in close and said, “Put your other arm behind your back.”

         When Pugh didn’t act immediately, she twisted his right arm a little more. That got the reaction she wanted. In a matter of seconds, he was handcuffed and yanked to his feet.

         And I was down one suspect in a homicide.
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         After I watched the DC cops cart away Jeremy Pugh, I walked from the National Mall back to my hotel. I’d just orchestrated the arrest of a dangerous criminal. I had acted as liaison between the NYPD and the DC police. And yet I was not in the mood I had expected.

         Instead of feeling upbeat and positive, all I could think was how few suspects I had in Emily Parker’s murder. And that’s why I was in DC. Not to clear an NYPD assault case. I hadn’t realized when I first considered Jeremy Pugh as a suspect that he would end up wasting so much of my time and energy. But that’s the way things generally happen in major investigations.

         Now I was determined to look at both Michelle Luna’s and Emily Parker’s murders as somehow connected. That meant I was going to focus a little more on Michelle Luna’s murder. And I had an idea what I was going to do.

         As soon as I got back to my room, I called the tech investigative division of the NYPD. I tried not to be like some of the dinosaur cops, or, as the young guys called us, Detectivesaurus Rex. I was prepared to move with the times. And that meant embracing new technologies.

         I knew cops who bragged about shunning technology and doing things “old school.” That’s fine to say, but it never helps an investigation. As the world speeds up and adopts the latest technology for even simple things, cops have to do the same thing. Luckily, I don’t have to be an expert in emerging technologies. All I have to do is be aware of these new trends. There are always experts I can turn to.

         This time I was going to focus on cell phone technology. It’s amazing what a cell phone can do. It’s also amazing how a cell phone can be tracked. Real criminals, professionals—well, at least smart professionals—will take the battery out of their phone before they go somewhere they don’t want to be tracked.

         Regular people who commit crimes don’t think that way. Usually, a crime like murder is spur-of-the-moment for a nonprofessional, a so-called crime of passion. This was my opinion, of course. And I wanted to see how accurate it was.

         I didn’t recognize the voice that answered the phone by saying, “Tech Unit, William speaking.”

         “Hello, William, this is Mike Bennett at Manhattan North Homicide.”

         There was silence for so long I thought we had lost our connection. Then I heard William sputter, “Detective Michael Bennett? Really? I’ve never gotten to handle any of your stuff before. I read about it in the newspapers and hear people talking about your cases. This is a real honor, sir.”

         I like compliments as much as the next guy, but I really didn’t have any time to waste hearing flattery like this. I had to get this done before someone shipped me back to New York, whether I wanted to go or not.

         I said, “I appreciate all that, William. But I need to talk to one of your best techs about a Google warrant to figure out if someone was in a certain area during a homicide.” A Google warrant was a general term for a glorified subpoena to the tech giant. Once a judge signed a Google warrant, the company could provide information on the subscriber. It had to do with how often their phones, even iPhones, interacted with Google programs, such as Google Maps. It was a new process that cops and Google were still trying to navigate.

         William said, “As luck would have it, I’m your guy. I’m the official liaison with Google and Microsoft. I know all the Google reps in their law-enforcement liaison office.” His voice kicked up a notch with every sentence.

         I had to smile at his enthusiasm. “Good deal. The only thing is, I’m looking in the Baltimore area. Is that a problem?”

         “Not at all. I know your cases take you all over the place. I heard about you going to Estonia. Baltimore is like a suburb of New York compared to that.”

         I started to scribble a few notes. I said, “William, what’s your last name?”

         “Patel. P-a-t—”

         I interrupted him. “I know how to spell Patel. Are you any relation to Bobby Patel?”

         “Sure, he’s my cousin.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 75

         

         I felt my world start to spin a little bit. What are the chances I would call the NYPD and reach Bobby Patel’s cousin?

         Then William Patel said, “In fact, I have six cousins named Bobby Patel. You do realize Patel is the most common Indian name in the US, right? We’re like the Smiths in India.”

         “What about Bobby Patel the FBI agent in Washington, DC?”

         “Oh, that Bobby.”

         I suddenly felt like I couldn’t catch a break. Was this some kind of conspiracy? All I could say was “He’s your cousin?”

         William chuckled on the other end of the line. “No, I was just testing your gullibility. You failed. Now, let’s see if we can help you solve a homicide in Baltimore.”

         I liked this guy’s attitude. I briefly explained the circumstances of the homicide. I left out why I was involved. I let him assume that it was somehow connected to a homicide in New York.

         William said, “It helps if you can narrow down the parameters of your search as much as possible. The fewest possible phone numbers. The smallest spread of dates. And a relatively small geographic area.”

         I gave him the date of Michelle Luna’s homicide. I even gave him the exact location within Baltimore.

         William said, “Fairfield doesn’t sound like such a bad neighborhood. It’s not like Compton.”

         “Bad things can happen anywhere, William.”

         Then I gave him the phone numbers to Robert Steinberg’s, Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg’s, and Beth Banks’s cell phones. I didn’t want to risk using the names. Although William might keep things quiet, there was no telling what people at Google might leak. I decided to keep the suspects’ names to myself.

         William asked, “Do you have enough probable cause for the Google warrant?”

         “I’m trying to see if any of those three were in Baltimore. They knew the victim. I’m just trying to build a case. I’m not trying to charge anyone based on the information from the warrant.”

         William’s enthusiasm didn’t fade. “Got it. I have a lot of friends over at Google. I might be able to do a quick check just to see if there’s anything worth sending them a warrant for. They’re good about little things like that. Know what I mean?”

         I knew exactly what he meant. The world of investigations depends on people helping one another. I was a little worried about this being a major case. Then I remembered I wouldn’t be the one bringing charges. The FBI or the DC police would. I just had to hand over information to them.

         It was an odd conundrum. If I waited on a warrant, the information wouldn’t come back until after I was sent home. Possibly by force. I made an executive decision. I said, “Go ahead and check first. All I need is a yes or no. I don’t need any details yet.”

         William said, “I’ll call Google right now.”
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         I had to do something to keep occupied. I sat at the little writing desk in my hotel room. I gazed down at the eight file folders I’d created. Each held a different screwed-up pile of information. I shuffled them around for a moment and then felt a wave of relief when my phone rang. Not that I expected any answers from my friend William in the Tech Unit, it’s just that it gave me something to do.

         When I looked at the phone, I was surprised to see it was Mary Catherine. A smile spread across my face as I answered, “Hello, beautiful.”

         Mary Catherine said, “How are you doing today?”

         “Trying to get things done. How about you?” I waited during a long pause on the other end of the line. Every second made me more apprehensive about what was coming.

         Finally, Mary Catherine said, “I don’t know. I guess I’m lonely. I’m a lonely newlywed. Aren’t you lonely too?”

         “When I stop for a moment, yes, I get down and lonely. But in the spirit of always speaking honestly with each other, most of the time things happen so fast here I can’t think of much. I’m on the move and concentrating.”

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to remind you.”

         “Don’t be ridiculous. Just hearing your voice cheers me up. Even if your voice sounds a little sleepy and scratchy this morning. Are you okay?”

         “Just tired. Glad the kids are all at school. I will say I was a little queasy earlier. Now I’m fine.”

         “Are you sure?” My mind started to race with all the possibilities.

         Mary Catherine said, “I ate some kind of breakfast sandwich Seamus brought over. It didn’t agree with me.”

         “What did that old codger want?”

         Mary Catherine giggled on the other end of the line. I could picture her beautiful smile. Dimples in both cheeks. Blue eyes flashing. God, did I miss her.

         Mary Catherine said, “All Seamus needed was some sandpaper and a pair of your locking pliers for his project with Shawna.”

         “Any idea what this super-secret project is?”

         “None at all. And I don’t ask questions. It’s nice that your grandfather can get so committed to a kid’s project. We are really blessed to have him in our lives.” Mary Catherine sighed, and I could hear the exhaustion in the exhale.

         I said, “Are you sure you’re okay? Say the word and I’ll be home in a few hours. I’ll come back home for good.”

         “Really? You’d do that for me?”

         “Of course I would.” I waited in silence to give Mary Catherine plenty of time to think about my offer.

         Eventually, Mary Catherine said, “I know you’d come home. I know the kind of man I married. I also know you’d never hold it against me. But it’s important to do the right thing. Finding Emily’s killer is the right thing to do.” She paused for a moment and added, “As long as you don’t forget Trent’s ceremony with the mayor.”

         “There is no way I’ll miss it.”

         Mary Catherine said, “You stay in DC. I’ve got it nailed down up here.”

         I had to smile. I knew she had it nailed down. I doubted if there was anything that could defeat Mary Catherine. And through it all, she was still supporting me. Supporting a job I didn’t have to be doing.

         What a woman.
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         I lay on my hotel bed, thinking of Mary Catherine. Wearing all my clothes, including my shoes, with my feet dangling. It was a loser’s pose, taken when everything had gone to shit. And it felt like one, accomplishing nothing except making me realize I could barely move.

         I felt like a lovesick teenager. I missed her so much. But I couldn’t see her. All the threats and commands to return home had made little impact on me. But hearing the loneliness in my wife’s voice almost broke me. I considered giving up. Going home. Living my life.

         My stomach roiled in acid, in part due to stress. I had to consciously unclench my jaw. This was not my usual state of existence. I forced myself off the bed. I plodded to the tiny writing desk under the wall-mounted TV. I plopped down in the chair and grabbed a random file folder.

         Was it fate that a four-by-six print of Emily’s FBI identification photo fell onto the desk? It forced me to stare down at her pretty and solemn face. The FBI didn’t care much for agents smiling for their ID photos. That’s when I realized I was going to keep trying to find her killer. Until I had no other options. As far as I knew that could be in a day or two. Fate or not, Emily’s photo stiffened my resolve.

         Then my phone rang. It was a blocked number, but I was confident it was William Patel from the NYPD tech division.

         William jumped right into it without even a greeting. “I just talked to a buddy at Google. You had narrowed down things so much that he could check it quickly and easily. There was one hit.”

         William gave me the number and I immediately recognized it as Beth Banks’s phone.

         “Could he go into any details about the hit?”

         William said, “He explained to me that Maps and some of the other Google programs randomly interface with satellites. It’s a way to keep the GPS as accurate as possible. He couldn’t narrow down the exact location of the phone on that date but knew that it had been in Baltimore. He said that it accessed several programs in the evening of the date you gave me. He couldn’t go into much else.”

         I made some notes in my main notebook. Maybe I’d stumbled on a good suspect. Frankly, Beth Banks was about my only suspect now. This was a case we had to get exactly right. A jury would be sympathetic to a Stanford-educated woman who was the chief of staff for a Supreme Court justice. There could be no doubt. That’s why I needed a DNA sample. And she wasn’t going to give it to me. Not voluntarily, anyway.

         William said, “My buddy says that if you’re going to use any of that information in a report, we have to send him a signed court order.”

         “That sounds more than fair. I should know shortly.”

         William said, “May I ask why we’re worried about a homicide in Baltimore?”

         “You may ask, but I won’t answer. Trust me, William, it’s better that way.”

         “Then can I make a request?”

         “Of course. But once again, I can’t guarantee I can grant it.”

         “If I give you my personal cell, will you deal with me directly? Now you’ve got me hooked.”

         “You got yourself a deal, William. And when I get back to New York, I’ll explain it all to you in person.”

         As soon as he hung up, I wondered if I’d still be employed when I got back to New York. I also wondered if that would influence whether I gave William the briefing he wanted. I figured if I really was unemployed, I would have plenty of time to meet William at a coffeehouse.

         I stood up with new energy. I had a lead, a suspect, and a job to do. I had to follow Beth Banks until I could figure out a way to get a DNA sample.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 78

         

         I had some time before I thought I could find Beth Banks easily. I knew her schedule by now. There were a few little things I wanted to settle first. I view every potential piece of evidence in a homicide as vital.

         The gap in the security footage from the Whole Foods bothered me. Bobby had mentioned something about their DVR not working and the backup system missing one DVD. It would’ve shown exactly what time Emily Parker had pulled into the lot. If the killer was someone she knew, maybe the killer knew her schedule. It’s possible the killer had arrived in the parking lot before her.

         The timeline could be important.

         The FBI had talked to the manager at the Whole Foods, and no one knew what had happened to the DVD. In my opinion, no one was particularly upset about it either.

         It was an odd feeling to be working on my own in a city not New York. There, I would’ve had a team helping me, and all of us would have been raising holy hell to find the DVD. Doing a surveillance solo required cutting corners.

         I pulled into the surprisingly crowded lot. I had seen some of the prices at this place and wondered who the hell shopped here. But once inside, it was quiet and calm, and the produce was well stocked. I had to acknowledge that it was an extraordinarily pleasant experience.

         A clerk turned to me and said, “May I help you, sir?”

         I looked at the young African American man and said, “Is there a manager around?”

         The young man stood up taller. He was damn near as tall as me. And probably weighed as much as Mary Catherine. He closely embodied the term beanpole.

         He said, “I’m Archie Hart, manager on duty. What can I help you with?”

         I liked his attitude and his infectious smile. He was tall and gangly but had a handsome face and perfect teeth. I went through a quick introduction and flashed my badge. It was as if Archie had been expecting a visit from law enforcement. I explained to him about my interest in the security footage and that I knew about the missing DVD.

         The young manager led me through the store and past a set of double doors in the back. We worked our way through a maze of shelves and stacked crates of snack foods and health drinks. I didn’t even recognize most of the brands.

         We ended at a door that was slightly ajar. It looked like a closet with Christmas tree lights inside. It was their security office. At least that’s what they called it. We peeked inside, and I could see four TV monitors, two on the outdoor cameras and two on cameras inside the store.

         He said, “You said you knew about our system and how one of the DVDs of the day in question is missing.”

         “That’s really what I wanted to talk to you about. Is it common to misplace DVDs with security footage?”

         “It’s not really a fair question. Ninety-five percent of the time the DVR records and backs up everything automatically. We don’t even check the feed unless there’s a problem. A few days before this terrible incident, one of our cashiers decided to take a break, choosing this room as quiet and relaxing. Anyway, she tipped over a Coke she tried to set down on the DVR. That’s why we had to use the other DVR with a lot less data storage.”

         “How long had you been using the other system before the FBI came in to ask to see the footage?”

         “I don’t know. Maybe five or six days. Generally, on that system, backing up all the camera feeds uses two DVDs a day. We have no idea what happened to the missing DVD. I wasn’t the manager on duty when the FBI came to take a look. That manager told me she thought everything was in order the night before. She had no idea what happened to the DVD.”

         I looked at the neatly arranged DVDs. Each had the date and time written in red Sharpie. The same person appeared to have marked each DVD. The number one was written with a small base and a flair at the top, like a professionally printed sign.

         I gave the helpful young manager my card. He didn’t even look at it, so there were no questions about why a detective from the NYPD was in Washington, DC. We shook hands, and I had one more puzzle to solve.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 79

         

         It was time to get serious. At least that’s what I was calling my surveillance of Beth Banks. I was seriously looking at her as a legitimate suspect. And I timed my surveillance perfectly.

         I slowly drove past Gold’s Gym. Beth’s BMW was in the front. My secret weapon in this surveillance was my nondescript purple Prius. No one would notice it. No one would ever think it was a police car. And I was starting to dig the way it made me feel like a giant every time I tried to cram myself into it. It made me smile when I thought about how my family of twelve would deal with having a Prius as the only family vehicle. My guess was it would not work out well.

         My plan was simple. Watch Beth Banks until she did something that left a DNA sample. It could be sweat on a door handle if I got there fast enough. It could be a strand of hair, blood, a fingernail. It didn’t matter. And I didn’t care. I was determined to stay with Ms. Banks until I accomplished my goal.

         I pulled into a parking space one building away and across the street. I had a perfect view of the Gold’s Gym’s entrance. Generally, a surveillance is conducted with a number of unmarked police vehicles. Follow a suspect in the same car all the time and they will probably notice. Depending on which direction your suspect turns, you have to have a car ready to make that turn.

         Beth Banks zipped out of the gym to her BMW. Soon she pulled out onto the street and drove past me. I fell in behind her, leaving a vehicle between us.

         She headed back toward the Supreme Court Building. Her route was uneventful until a block before she might normally veer left toward the office, where Ms. Banks turned right instead—abruptly. She surprised me, making me worry she was doing countersurveillance. I thought she’d noticed my car and was trying a technique common among drug dealers looking to shake surveillance, making a quick turn to see if I followed.

         I had no choice. I took the turn. Maybe not as dramatically as Ms. Banks in the BMW had, but I could feel a hint of centrifugal force as I kept my foot on the gas and turned hard to the right.

         My concerns about countersurveillance were for nothing. In another half a mile the BMW zipped into a spot in front of a Dunkin’ Donuts about ten blocks from the Supreme Court Building. I was able to park on an adjoining street that gave me a full view of the inside of the small, drab donut shop. Only two of the six tables were occupied.

         I turned my attention back to the BMW. As soon as she was out of the car, Beth Banks gave someone inside the shop a halfhearted wave. I looked back into the shop and saw her recipient. A smile spread over my face. Sometimes luck favors the simple.

         Beth Banks slipped through the Dunkin’ Donuts doors and met her sister-in-law, Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg, sitting at a table next to the window. These relatives by marriage were both about the same age and well educated. They probably had a lot in common.

         Personality-wise, they didn’t seem to be particularly similar. From everything I’d heard and my limited personal experience, Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg was a little self-absorbed and entitled. Whereas Beth Banks was just a badass. I knew her family had money, but I didn’t get the idea that it mattered much to Beth.

         I noticed Rhea already had a coffee for Beth sitting on the table. This might be a rare opportunity to get samples from two of my suspects at the same time.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 80

         

         I couldn’t believe how clearly I could see both women through the main window of the Dunkin’ Donuts. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could see the animated expression of Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg. If they weren’t arguing, it was a deep, earnest discussion.

         All I needed was for them to talk long enough to finish their coffees and leave the cups on the table. I still hadn’t worked out exactly how I’d recover the right cups if they threw them in the trash. Sometimes you have to improvise.

         Surveillance is a tough gig. It tends to be more of a narcotics activity. Following people around. Trying to catch them in the tiny window when they actually commit a crime.

         There’s not too much surveillance when you work homicide. Narcotics cops at the NYPD call it “the unparallel universe,” because they are always amazed at how no one ever notices surveillance teams. While half a dozen cops might be focusing on one criminal as he sits at a café, everyone around that criminal has no idea about the surveillance. I used to think it was because people are not particularly observant. Now I prefer to think of it as the cops doing surveillance are particularly effective.

         By most standards, this was not much of a surveillance. Clearly, seeing two women talking in a nearly empty Dunkin’ Donuts is not that big of a challenge. I leaned back in the front seat of the Prius and made a few notes about the time and place. If I did recover DNA and it proved useful, I’d have to be able to explain exactly when and where I had retrieved the sample.

         I watched the subtle signs of their discussion. It seemed that Rhea was doing most of the talking. She was also more upset than Ms. Banks. Rhea scooted her chair a little closer during the discussion.

         I took a quick look around the rest of the Dunkin’ Donuts. There were two bored baristas, absently wiping down the counter to fill time. Another couple who had been sitting a table away were just throwing their trash in the garbage can on their way out the front door.

         That left two other people in the Dunkin’ Donuts. I wouldn’t be going inside until after my two suspects left, but I still wanted to know who or what might be waiting for me. It never paid to be surprised while working on an investigation.

         It looked like the conversation was wrapping up. I pulled my seat back to a completely upright position. Both the women were standing now, and Ms. Banks kept shaking her head.

         I watched with interest as Ms. Banks took a sip of her coffee, then turned on her heel and marched out of the Dunkin’ Donuts. Unfortunately, she took her coffee with her.

         I sat in my little car and watched in complete disappointment as Beth Banks raced away in her BMW.

         I looked back toward the Dunkin’ Donuts just as Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg was opening the front door. Dammit, I could be distracted too easily. My eyes darted back to the table that she had been sitting at with her sister-in-law. Her cup was still sitting on the table in front of the chair she’d used.

         I started to grin. Completing part of the task was better than not completing any of it. I’d have to resume my surveillance of Beth Banks later.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 81

         

         No matter how Bobby Patel was feeling about me, he agreed to meet me quickly. I told him I had a break in the case. I’d wait until I saw him face-to-face before I told him it was a DNA sample for the Michelle Luna homicide. From there the only question was whether he’d submit the sample to the FBI lab. He could claim that it wasn’t his case and, technically, not mine either. Then I’d have to go through Detective Holly in Baltimore.

         I’d thought about using the detective earlier. If she submitted the sample, there wouldn’t be any questions. If there was a hit, then we could move. We would try to tie the two murders together with Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg as the connection.

         If there was no hit, life went on. In all likelihood, I’d go back to New York with my tail between my legs.

         In the end, I decided it was more efficient and more honest to approach Bobby directly. I knew he’d get a little pissy about it. At this point in my career I expected most FBI agents to get pissy about something.

         We met at a Chinese restaurant not far from the FBI field office on Fourth Street, about a block from I-395. Bobby was waiting for me as I walked in. He sat in the very back of the restaurant, dressed in his typical business suit with a bold tie. This one had a purple hue.

         Before I sat down, he said, “Whatcha got in the bag?”

         “Possibly the break in our case.”

         “What kind of break would physically occupy a Dunkin’ Donuts paper bag? That sounds like a DNA sample. We don’t have any DNA markers in this case. So I’m curious what this meeting is about.”

         I handed the bag across the small table to Bobby. “This meeting is about a legitimate DNA sample from a legitimate homicide. We may disagree on Michelle Luna being tied to Emily Parker. I recognize that both cases could be random killers. I recognize that the victims never met. I’m still asking if you could expedite comparing the sample to the Michelle Luna homicide.”

         Bobby was silent. I don’t think I ever realized how intense his brown eyes were until they fell on me. He just stared at me. It was unnerving. If you had told me when I first met Bobby that he could make me nervous, I would’ve laughed out loud.

         Finally, I said, “C’mon, Bobby, we got nothing going on in the case. I visited Whole Foods earlier and was reminded that we don’t even have a full set of security videos. Nothing is going right in this case. We need to shake things up.”

         Bobby said, “Obviously I know about the missing DVD. I talked to the manager and corporate security manager for hours trying to figure out what happened. We just have to chalk it up to a bad break. They don’t care about security footage as much as cops do. They don’t have to make cases based on what’s on their videos. They just want to make sure they’re covered if someone slips and falls and tries to sue them.”

         Bobby looked away for a moment. Then he focused back on me again with those intense, brown eyes. “Who’s the sample from? I thought you ruled out Jeremy Pugh as a suspect because he was in New York. Who else do you have that you could get a sample from?”

         I hesitated. “I don’t think I should tell you who the sample is from just yet. It’s for your protection more than mine. I’ll take full responsibility if anything breaks bad from it.”

         I almost chuckled at the expression on Bobby’s face. He looked like one of my kids when they got left out of something. Then he said, “It sounds like you don’t trust me.”

         “On the contrary, I doubt you could lie. That’s why I don’t want to tell you. There might be some blowback later. You need to be able to say you didn’t know who the sample was from. That might be a problem.”

         Bobby said, “Okay, I’ll submit it as a John Doe sample. Shouldn’t be a problem. If I do it under Emily’s case number, the sample will get processed immediately. Or maybe sooner.”

         “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

         For the first time today, Bobby smiled. “Hey, that sounds like a knock on the FBI.”

         “Yes, of course it is. What did you expect?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 82

         

         I stayed at the Chinese restaurant after Bobby left. The area DC calls Chinatown is a small historic district just northwest of Capitol Hill. I don’t mean to be a snob, but the only real Chinatown on the East Coast is in New York. I don’t care what Boston or Philadelphia or any other big city has to say about it. But for the record, the chicken chow mein at the restaurant was outstanding.

         The five customers in the quiet venue were spread out. That’s why I was hesitant to answer my phone when it rang. I looked down and saw the main number to One Police Plaza. I wondered if it was William Patel with more information from the Tech Unit.

         I answered it like I always do. “Michael Bennett.”

         A man’s voice said, “Detective Michael Bennett?”

         “That’s right. Who’s this?”

         “This is Alfred Brocious.”

         That one caught me by surprise. I knew the dead silence on the phone line didn’t help my position. And the commissioner of the NYPD didn’t help me out by saying anything else. He just let the silence hang there.

         Finally, I managed, “What can I do for you, Commissioner?” I tried to picture our new commissioner’s face. I’d met him only once in passing while I was at One Police Plaza. It was right after the city had hired him away from Philadelphia, where he had been a respected deputy chief. His deep voice made everything sound like a grave matter.

         “Your lieutenant, Harry Grissom, says he can’t reach you. Is he lying or are you not taking his calls?”

         The wording of the question made it sound like something a politician would say. “I was about to call him back, Commissioner.”

         “No matter what else happens during this conversation, please don’t lie to me again. Is that clear, Detective?”

         “Yes, sir.”

         “I was a detective once. Back in Philly. I thought I was slick too. You know what got my head out of my ass?”

         “No, sir.”

         “I realized we all have jobs to do. We’re all in this together. No matter how the media might twist stories. No matter what a segment of the public may think about cops. We’re lost if we don’t try to help each other any way we can. You’re not helping in DC. In fact, it sounds like you’re a hindrance.”

         I said, “None of that is Harry Grissom’s fault, sir. Please don’t take anything out on him. This was my choice and my decision. I’ve been on leave for a while. I had a lot of days in the vacation bank.”

         “I don’t want to crush a respected lieutenant like Grissom. I wasn’t trying to get you to rat him out. I don’t even want to punish you. In fact, I don’t really have time to talk to you. So I want to keep this quick and to the point. Where are you?”

         “As I said, I’m on leave, sir.”

         “I didn’t ask your status. I asked you where you are. As in a place. A tangible, real-life location.”

         “Washington, DC.”

         “You see, I knew that. Would you like to know how I knew that?”

         “No, sir, not particularly.”

         The commissioner just rolled along with that sonorous voice. “I knew you were in DC because it feels like every swinging dick with a law-enforcement title of some kind has called me this week to bitch about you.” His voice increased in intensity at a steady pace.

         I didn’t answer. Mainly because there was no answer to it.

         After a moment, the commissioner said, “Well?”

         “I-I-I’m not sure what you want, sir.”

         “Now, that’s a good comment, Detective. No one ever seems to care about what I want. It shows me you’re a considerate and intelligent detective. What I want, Detective Bennett”—his voice continued to build—“is for people to stop annoying me. In this case, the solution to my problem is quite simple. You are to come home. Come back to New York. Right now.”

         “But, sir—”

         The commissioner cut me off. “It sounds like you may have misinterpreted this call. Maybe it’s my friendly demeanor.” Now he was almost shouting. “This is not a negotiation. I’m giving you an order. Come back to New York.”

         The line went dead. I pictured the commissioner slamming the phone down in the cradle. Of all the requests for me to go back to New York, I think his was the most eloquent and compelling.

         I didn’t know what to do. So I did what I always do when things seem overwhelming. I called my wife, Mary Catherine.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 83

         

         The call with Commissioner Brocious had unnerved me. Usually I’m not too susceptible to threats. The commissioner knew how to deliver the best kind of threat. He didn’t make one. He simply told me to come home. He was smart enough to know my imagination would come up with worse punishments than he ever would. And my imagination was working overtime. I pictured myself directing traffic in Flushing Meadows when the US Open was on. Or maybe I’d be working in some sort of sex crimes unit attached to a precinct. I shuddered, thinking what my future held.

         That’s why I needed a change of pace. I wanted to hear a friendly voice. I didn’t hesitate to dial Mary Catherine’s phone. Just talking to her always made me feel better. Her voice was like a soothing balm on my nerves.

         I also had a second agenda. I wanted to hear how she sounded. During the last few calls, Mary Catherine had sounded exhausted. She also had mentioned that she hadn’t been feeling well. That concerned me.

         I could hear a certain level of scratchiness in her voice when she answered. I always thought her sleepy voice had a sexy edge to it, but I was preoccupied.

         I asked if she was feeling okay.

         Mary Catherine said, “It’s weird around here during the day. It’s so quiet. With you gone and all the kids at school for the majority of the day, I get a little lonely. I’ll admit it. I even went down to Holy Name this morning to say hello to Seamus. To be honest, I was also trying to get a look at the art project he and Shawna have been working on.”

         “Did you get to see what it is?”

         “Nope. And Seamus is so tight-lipped it makes me think he would’ve been a good spymaster during World War II.”

         I laughed and said, “He might’ve been. He rarely talks about his life before coming to the US. No one is able to figure out how old he is. Carbon dating failed. Chemical tests are inconclusive. Our next step is to cut him in half and count the rings.” I loved her laugh.

         We chatted about nothing for a few minutes. Then Mary Catherine ran through the kids and what they were doing. Most of the issues were school projects or interest in joining outside sports leagues. The usual. When you have ten kids, you tend to take most issues in stride. If you don’t, you’ll go crazy quite quickly.

         A couple of things caught my attention as Mary Catherine was talking. Especially when she got to my oldest daughter, Juliana.

         Mary Catherine said, “Juliana went on a date last night.”

         “What did you think of her date?”

         “Seems like a nice young man. He’s a sophomore at Manhattan College.”

         I said, “Of course my next two questions are: How old is he? And what is he studying?”

         “Don’t worry. He’s not an old man. He’s probably a year or two older than Juliana. And he’s studying creative writing.”

         “Ugh.”

         Mary Catherine said, “What’s wrong with studying creative writing?”

         “Nothing if you want to live with your parents the rest your life. I’m more interested in her meeting engineers, medical personnel, or at the very least a law student.”

         “You studied philosophy at Manhattan College.”

         “And look where it got me.”

         “In a beautiful apartment on the Upper West Side, with ten wonderful children and a wife who misses you.”

         “When you put it that way, I think I might be crazy to stay in DC any longer.”

         Mary Catherine laughed, then said, “What’s new on your case?”

         I told her about the DNA and how I was able to get a sample without riling up a Supreme Court justice’s wife. I made it sound like I’d risked my life at a cave in Tora Bora. But that’s the nature of most police stories: they need to be exciting and interesting.

         Mary Catherine said, “I don’t understand why a homicide in Baltimore is related to Emily’s murder.”

         “I’m not sure it’s related. Maybe I’m getting a little desperate. But if the Baltimore homicide and Emily’s homicide are related, we might get lucky with this DNA angle.” After I thought about it for a moment I had to add, “Or they could be unrelated. If that’s the way it turns out, but we do get a DNA hit, at least I helped solve the Baltimore homicide. Even though I didn’t know the victim, I know there have to be family members and friends mourning her and hoping for justice.”

         Silence lingered between us. Finally, Mary Catherine said, “What prompted you to call? Really?”

         I told her about my conversation with the NYPD commissioner less than half an hour ago. This time I left it up to Mary Catherine to draw her own conclusions.

         Mary Catherine said, “I think you should stay in DC. It doesn’t matter what the NYPD wants. You’ve given them plenty of your life. If you get fired, it won’t make one bit of difference to me. We’ll be destitute anyway once the IRS’s through with us. And with you out of a job, maybe I’ll finally see more of you.”

         I chuckled and said, “I do love how you’re a glass-half-full kinda girl.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 84

         

         The next day I got a call from Bobby Patel. He wanted to talk in person. Right away. He swung by the hotel and met me in the lobby.

         He had lost a lot of his nervousness at us meeting in public. He scanned the room only twice instead of once every thirty seconds. Though he was dressed in his usual suit, he resembled a kid bursting to tell someone big news. I guessed, in this circumstance, that was exactly what he was.

         In jeans and a pullover, I felt underdressed sitting next to him at the small, round table. Our two cups of hotel coffee sat steaming in front of us.

         I said, “What was so urgent? Do you have results from the DNA sample I submitted?”

         “Why else would I insist we meet in person?”

         “That was a really fast turnaround. I’m impressed.”

         “The FBI has access to cutting-edge technology. I stressed to the forensic scientists the importance of this test, and they used a speedy new technique for ‘preliminary’ analysis. They’re working on a full profile now. But they’re confident that the DNA you submitted matches the DNA that came from the Baltimore homicide scene.”

         “Good work.” Frankly, I was shocked that this long shot had actually resulted in a match.

         I thought of ways to stall for time, but I didn’t have to. Bobby went on about the FBI lab. He bragged about their capability and training. I would too if I had FBI-level resources. I liked it when any cop was proud of their agency. No matter how I felt about the FBI, I had to admit they had moved things along quickly.

         Bobby focused his intense eyes on me. “Okay, I came through for you. Now you’ve got to tell me who the sample came from. We can’t close out the case until we have all the information.”

         Now I really had to stall. This was a tough one. I trusted Bobby. I didn’t necessarily trust the FBI. The Bureau had rarely done me any favors in the past. But I had a responsibility to the investigating detectives. I needed to tell them about the hit and let them decide how to handle it before I told Bobby.

         I decided to take the quickest route. Sort of like ripping a Band-Aid off quickly instead of a little at a time. I looked at Bobby and said, “I can’t tell you who it’s from right now. I’m sure you’ll understand I have to talk to the Baltimore homicide detective first.”

         Bobby simmered. This was not the answer he’d expected.

         “You haven’t talked to me about that many suspects. It’s gotta be one of a handful of people. I don’t understand why you won’t confirm it.”

         “I just explained it to you. I have a duty to talk to the investigating detective first. There are no hidden agendas here, Bobby. I want to wrap this up as quickly as you do.”

         “What’s your plan? Just because we got a hit on a Baltimore homicide doesn’t mean the same killer attacked Emily. I don’t know of any evidence that links the two homicides.”

         “That’s true. My plan is pretty simple. As soon as we make an arrest, start with a good interview. See if we can convince the killer to confess to Emily’s murder as well. Anything the killer says might point us in a new direction.”

         Bobby grumbled. Then he looked at me and said, “You better stop treating me like a servant who doesn’t need to know why he has to clean the toilet.”

         “C’mon, Bobby. Everyone knows why it’s important to clean the toilet.”
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         I felt the pressure escalating. I needed to move quickly on the DNA information Bobby had given me so that I could solve the case and get back to New York in time to keep my job. And with a Supreme Court justice’s connections, the Steinbergs might be tipped off about the DNA hit before we could even do a proper interview.

         That’s why I wasted no time in calling Detective Holly at the Baltimore homicide unit. After a quick hello, I told her about the matching DNA.

         Detective Holly said, “Are you trying to keep me in suspense? I know you had several suspects. Which one provided the DNA sample?”

         Normally, I’d milk a big moment like this. You know, pause for dramatic effect. Instead, I jumped right in. “The sample belonged to Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg.”

         There was dead silence on the line. It went on so long I had to say, “Hello? Stephanie?”

         “Sorry. That one took me by surprise. You told me the Steinbergs were possibly involved in the case, but I never thought one of them would be a suspect. A legitimate suspect.”

         “Can I ask a couple of favors?”

         Detective Holly said, “Are you kidding? You just provided me with a good lead on an ice-cold case. Granted, a suspect like Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg complicates things, but it’s still a cleared case. This one will get me noticed. Ask any favors you want.”

         “Can you move quickly on a warrant? I think my time here in DC is almost up.”

         “Again, are you kidding me? My bosses will want me to arrest her in the next hour. I have parts of a warrant already written up. All I have to do is fill in some names and the DNA information. It’s certainly enough probable cause to move forward. So, yes, we’ll be making an arrest today.”

         I hesitated, then made my second request. “The initial interview when you serve her with the warrant will be vital. I need to be there. I need to tie her to the murder of Emily Parker. Right now, the only way to do that is through an interview. We have no other information linking her to the homicide.”

         “So your working theory is that if she committed one homicide of a woman she knew, she might do it twice?”

         “Something like that.”

         Detective Holly put me on hold to work out a few details. About three minutes later she came back on the line. “My lieutenant wants us to move quickly as well. He’s not as sold on you being part of the interview. He says it may look bad later on. He’s not sure why an NYPD detective is in Washington anyway.”

         “I haven’t heard that question before.” I appreciated her courtesy laugh on the other end of the line. Then I thought of a way to force my way into the interview. I said, “You guys are going to need me to testify about how I obtained the DNA sample later. Would you prefer to have a friendly witness on the stand instead of a pissed-off cop from New York?”

         All Detective Holly would commit to was calling me when they were coming into Washington to make the arrest.
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         I didn’t know what to do with myself after I called Detective Holly. I was nervous. This was the break in the case I’d been waiting for, but the Baltimore cops weren’t going to care as much about Emily Parker’s homicide as I did. What if they didn’t let me into the initial interview? They might just ask a few preliminary questions and book Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg on the Michelle Luna homicide. Then Rhea would never talk about Emily.

         I had bet the entire Emily Parker case on this roll of the dice. I knew the Baltimore homicide detectives were already pushing it to get a warrant based solely on DNA evidence. It would pass initial appearance and maybe a few evidentiary hearings, but I doubted it was enough to get a conviction. There were too many ways to explain the DNA on the earring. The explanations wouldn’t necessarily be believable, but they only had to convince one person on a jury.

         I ran down my task list. It was pretty short. I called Emily’s mother to arrange collecting Emily’s personal effects the next day. Her desk was not at headquarters on Pennsylvania Avenue but in the DC field office where Bobby worked. We would meet there.

         Then I called Dave Swinson over at the Metropolitan Police’s Special Investigations unit just to give him a heads-up.

         Swinson chuckled and said, “That’s one hell of a job. But I already knew the Baltimore cops—or as we call them, the minor league—were coming to make the arrest. They called our homicide team to make sure someone was available to help them. Special Investigations hears about all of that.”

         “I may have to call you if I get frozen out of the interview.”

         “You think there’s a chance in hell a suspect like Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg is going to say anything? Doesn’t she have a law degree from NYU or someplace like that?”

         “Yeah, Columbia. She hasn’t practiced in a few years and isn’t a current member of the bar.”

         Detective Swinson said, “I’m saying, despite the hippie artist demeanor, she’s probably pretty sharp.”

         “Lawyers are generally good when they’re dealing with clients. You can never tell how someone under stress will react. That’s why I want to be in that first interview. I need to ask her about Emily Parker while she’s still in shock.”

         Detective Swinson hadn’t calmed me down. All I could do was wait.

         It was late morning when Detective Holly called me to say they were in DC and intended to make the arrest. I managed to convince them to talk to me first. I raced over to a city office where the Baltimore cops and the DC homicide unit were meeting. From the front of the conference room, Detective Holly gave me a quick wave as I slipped in behind assembled law enforcement.

         Of course a lot of detectives were involved in a case that would be a national news event. Though there was agreement that the arrest needed to happen right away, the location was up for debate. Someone suggested going to her house. Someone else argued for alerting Justice Steinberg.

         I was happy to see Detective Holly speak up. “We’ve got to conduct an interview as soon as we confront her. We have to rely on the element of surprise. We can’t let her surrender and have time to get her story straight with a lawyer.”

         As the group discussed potential ideas, I slipped over to Detective Holly.

         I said, “I have a pretty good idea where Rhea is right now.”

         “Great. Where is she?”

         I gave her my best evil smile. “All it will cost you is a seat at the interview table.”

         I could tell Detective Holly was impressed with my negotiating skills.
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         I let Detective Holly make the pitch for me to be in the interview. When a DC detective asked why, Detective Holly said, “I think he can help us find her quickly.”

         Detectives generally aren’t stupid. They knew some kind of secret deal had passed between Stephanie Holly and me. None of them looked happy about the high price of the trade-off.

         We sat in silence. This wasn’t a gangster movie. I didn’t know how far I should push this.

         I risked it and told the entire room how Rhea tended to visit Rose’s Down-Home Diner after her morning work at her art studio. The DC cops knew the place immediately. A tall female detective said, “The food there sucks.”

         We made a plan. That’s what cops should do every time they make an arrest. At least a planned arrest. After some haggling, the group agreed that Detective Holly would be the lead. A DC detective and I would go in with her.

         I looked over at the DC detective. He hadn’t said a word during the entire meeting. He was in his late forties and dressed in a rumpled suit. This was not a cop looking to make a reputation. He was a token. He’d have no real role in the interview. By the looks of him, he had no real interest in it either.

         It was clear someone in the DC police was getting nervous. They wanted to limit their exposure. After all, it sounded crazy on the face of it. The spouse of a sitting Supreme Court justice arrested on a homicide charge. Who’d believe it? But the DC police command staff couldn’t let the media think that cops from another agency had walked into DC and made an arrest by themselves. Politics—it follows us everywhere.

         Stepping through the front door of Rose’s Down-Home Diner, I felt a strong sense of déjà vu. It was as if the tiny restaurant had been frozen in time since my last visit. One person sat at the counter. The tattooed, unfriendly waitress just stared at us as we walked casually toward Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg, sitting by herself in a corner booth.

         I noticed she was eating the super kale soup as she read the Washington Post.

         No one in the diner paid much attention to us. We walked casually, trying to avoid any commotion. Detective Holly slid into the booth right next to Rhea so calmly that it seemed natural. I’m sure the waitress thought we were meeting Rhea.

         Rhea’s mild reaction didn’t raise any alarms either.

         The DC detective and I slid into the booth directly across from Rhea.

         Detective Holly and the DC cop had their badges and IDs out almost before Rhea’s eyes came off her Washington Post. No one wanted Rhea to think she was being kidnapped.

         The other detectives may have identified themselves, but it was me Rhea looked up at. She said, “Now you have to bring friends when you annoy me?”

         “I’m glad you remember me.”

         “Barely.” She looked around the table, then focused on me again. “I thought I made it clear the last time you approached me that I didn’t want to talk to you.” She looked directly at the DC cop. “This man is stalking me. I’ll file a report with you. I don’t want him near me anymore.” When the DC cop didn’t move, Rhea added, “Do I need to make a phone call? You won’t have a very good day if that’s what I have to do.”

         Rhea was definitely not making any friends at this table. I was impressed that the other two cops kept quiet. I always liked to let a suspect’s imagination run wild. Thoughts of what might happen were almost always worse than the reality.

         Rhea looked at me again and said, “If no one is going to tell me why you’re bothering me, I have work to do back in my studio.” She looked at me with the intense disdain Brahms might’ve leveled at Kid Rock if the two of them had had the chance to talk.

         Rhea pointed at me and said, “I already told him I have nothing else to say about Emily Parker. I miss her enough without you reminding me every day.”

         I didn’t say anything. This was Stephanie Holly’s show. She didn’t disappoint me. She took control of the interview immediately.

         Detective Holly pulled out a sheet of paper from the inside of the windbreaker she was wearing. She said in a very calm and reasonable voice, “Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg, we have a warrant for your arrest on the charge of first-degree murder.”

         “What! That’s crazy. I would never hurt Emily.”

         Detective Holly calmly explained, “The warrant is for the murder of Michelle Luna in Baltimore.”

         That had a decidedly different effect on Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg.
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         I carefully watched Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg’s face as Stephanie Holly read her constitutional rights from a card. The emotionless mannequin I’d spoken to days earlier displayed a gamut of feelings, from annoyance that we were bothering her to anger that we weren’t leaving her alone. That switched to shock as she understood why we were there.

         Rhea sat quietly for a moment. We gave her the time to process her shock, which then seemed to slip toward inattentive exhaustion. Like all the years of living in the fast lane had finally caught up with her.

         Detective Holly said, “Ms. Wellmy-Steinberg, do you understand the rights that I just read to you?”

         Finally, Rhea collected herself. She looked at Detective Holly and said, “Yes, yes, of course I do.”

         Carefully, Detective Holly continued to talk and engage with Rhea. Then she said, “Will you speak with us?”

         “Why?” There was no arrogance in the question.

         Detective Holly said, “We’ll listen to explanations. Perhaps it was self-defense. Maybe we can work something out. Things might go easier for you.”

         “Nothing is ever easy. Nothing.” There was a disturbing finality in her voice. Rhea didn’t fidget or show any nervousness. If anything, she was withdrawn. I had the distinct feeling she had been expecting this to happen at some point.

         Detective Holly gently prodded her. “I have a few questions. Will you talk with us?”

         She didn’t ask for an attorney and kept talking. That’s all an investigator could hope for.

         I was on edge, anticipating Rhea’s refusal to talk. I expected Detective Holly felt the frustration every detective experiences at a slow-to-start interview.

         Rhea’s usual arrogance could work in our favor. She viewed us as uninteresting drones who couldn’t trick her into revealing information. That was fine with me.

         The waitress walked over toward us, but Rhea waved her off.

         I’ve often found that the most powerful people have the fewest friends. She looked lost, lonely. My guess was she didn’t have anyone to confide in. Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg looked like someone without a friend in the world.

         Then she started to cry. It sounds horrible, but I had been waiting for this moment of vulnerability, when her guard fell. She used a napkin to blow her nose. Her eyes were watery and red.

         I leaned on the table a little and said, “Are you okay?”

         After another mild honk into the napkin, Rhea nodded.

         I had to keep going. If Rhea didn’t talk, I had nowhere else to look. At least not before I got sent home to New York. I felt my stomach tighten with anxiety as I looked into Rhea’s face. I honestly couldn’t tell if she was going to break or not.

         I said, “I know you were close with Emily Parker. You and your husband both. Was it the same way with Michelle?”

         I didn’t know exactly what cord that hit, but it hit hard. Rhea sucked in some air and stared at me like I had slapped her across the face.

         Then she started to sob.
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         Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg recovered faster than I thought she would. In less than thirty seconds, she was wiping her nose with the same soggy napkin and looking up like she was waiting for more questions.

         It was Detective Holly who was able to strike a hammer blow to Rhea’s confidence by playing up the evidence. “We have a DNA match. Your DNA was found on Michelle Luna’s body. It could only have come from you during the struggle with Michelle.”

         Rhea didn’t deny any of it.

         Detective Holly said, “Were you reacting to a threat from Michelle?”

         Solving a homicide in Baltimore was important. But now that the conversation was focusing almost exclusively on Michelle Luna, I worried I might not get a chance to ask anything more about Emily Parker.

         Rhea chose that moment to look at me and say, “I love my husband. I love him more than anything.”

         All the detectives stared at one another in acknowledgment that Rhea’s nonsensical statement had come out of left field.

         Rhea turned to Detective Holly and said, “Men can be fickle. They certainly don’t like to share the same way women do.” Then she was silent.

         What the hell was she talking about? I caught a look from Detective Holly. She was as confused as I was.

         I said, “Did Michelle Luna threaten your husband?”

         This time there was a long hesitation. “It wasn’t a physical threat. And it wasn’t to my husband. It was a threat to my marriage. She got her hooks into Rob and wasn’t going to let go. He became obsessed with her. The more power she had over my husband, the more she enjoyed it. And she liked to rub it in my face.”

         This wasn’t quite a confession, but it was close. I could feel the excitement build in my stomach. Like I was on a roller coaster about to drop from the top of the lift hill.

         She wore a blank look on her face as she took a clean napkin to wipe her eyes and blow her nose again. Rhea said, “I just wanted to talk to Michelle. We were at her apartment building in Laurel, in the parking lot next to her car. It was evening, the first time in a week she’d left our house. The first time I could get her away from Rob to talk to her alone. She said she was part of his life now.” Rhea trailed off to nearly a whisper. “It was nothing planned. It just sort of happened.” Then she sat there without saying a word.

         Twenty seconds passed in what felt like an hour.

         Detective Holly prompted her. “What happened? I mean exactly what happened?”

         Rhea was still operating in that weird time warp. She waited ten seconds more, then said, “Michelle turned away from me. Looking at her back and neck reminded me of all the self-defense training I’d taken with Beth.” She looked around the table, then said, “Beth Banks is my husband’s sister. She’s really quite good at Brazilian jujitsu.”

         Then she returned to her original story. “Anyway, when Michelle turned her back, I wrapped my arm around her throat. Just like Beth had taught me. I locked my arm in place with my left hand. By that time, I was furious. I don’t even know how long I held her throat. But when I released my grip, she dropped to the ground. I panicked. We were right next to her car, so I shoved her into it. Then I drove out of the parking lot. Before I knew it, I was headed north toward Baltimore. I parked the car in a desolate-looking section of the city.”

         Detective Holly said, “Did you do anything to the interior of the car?”

         This was important. If Rhea knew the details, she couldn’t claim later she invented the story.

         Rhea said, “Yes. I found a small can of WD-40 in the glove compartment. I’d seen a brief my husband had read where the defendant sprayed WD-40 to remove oils that leave fingerprints on surfaces. I gave it a try before I placed Michelle behind the wheel of her car. Then I just walked away. I took three different cabs to get back to my car at her apartment complex.”

         Now it was our turn to be speechless. We all stared at Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg.
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         I sat quietly and listened as Detective Holly carefully walked Rhea through the rest of the interview. She asked all the usual questions. Rhea seemed more in control now, but she hadn’t stopped talking. Amazing. It was as if she didn’t think she had done anything wrong.

         Maybe I was giving her too much credit for her law degree, but I almost thought she was setting up a defense of mental incompetence. She legitimately thought she was justified in her actions. After about twenty minutes, my opinion evolved from Rhea setting up the parameters of a mental incompetence defense to realizing she was batshit crazy.

         I felt a wave of nerves. Detective Holly caught my eye to let me know she was winding up the interview. She set me up perfectly with a line of questioning. Detective Holly said to Rhea, “Was Michelle Luna the only woman involved in a romantic relationship with you and your husband?”

         “Why would that matter?”

         Detective Holly looked at me and I fired my first and most important question. This was going to be my only chance before someone ripped me off this case. Whether it was the NYPD terminating my employment or the FBI kicking me out of DC.

         I looked directly at Rhea and waited until she focused on me alone. Then I said, “It matters because we are still investigating the murder of Emily Parker. Remember, I asked you questions about Emily just a few days ago right in this spot.”

         Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg stared at me, with a look of surprise that quickly changed to anger and then to outrage. Rhea said, “How could you think I would ever hurt Emily? She was everything to me.”

         I had to keep up the pressure. “Did Emily get her ‘hooks’ into your husband like Michelle did?” I lifted my hands to use air quotes for possibly the first time in my life.

         Now Rhea looked positively pissed off. “How dare you. You claim to be Emily’s friend. How could you ever think she’d try to manipulate my husband? We were all soul mates together. If anything, Emily and I were closer than she and Rob.”

         “So you’re saying you had nothing to do with her abduction and murder? I just want to be absolutely clear.”

         “If you think that little of Emily and can’t read when someone is telling the truth, I don’t think you’re a particularly good detective.”

         I believed her. I could read people well. I also had years of experience. Someone didn’t admit to one homicide then deny another one so vehemently.

         After a couple of standard questions, I hit Rhea with “Was she concerned about anyone? Did she feel like she was in danger?”

         “From whom? She was a physically fit FBI agent. She never mentioned any concerns.”

         I asked, “Had anything changed in her life that you’re aware of?”

         Rhea looked off into space as she considered the question. She took her time. Then she said, “Emily wasn’t specific, but she might have gone on a date or started seeing someone before she disappeared.”

         “Would she usually talk about her romantic life with you?”

         “We had no secrets. Apparently, the person gave her some sort of expensive gift. She wasn’t sure what would happen or how to handle it.”

         “Can you tell me anything about this new person? Male, female? Did she mention a name?”

         Rhea shook her head. “No. We only talked about it on the phone for a few minutes.”

         The interview had run its course. Rhea mentioned something about calling her husband. Then she added, “Or perhaps I need an attorney.” At that point, the interview was effectively over. We weren’t going to ask her any other questions.

         Detective Holly handled it perfectly. She said, “Let’s get back to Baltimore so you can make some phone calls and we can straighten this all out.” It was a classic police line to keep a suspect calm until they were booked. It worked more than 80 percent of the time.

         By the way Rhea stood up and laid a twenty-dollar bill on the table, I would say she was no exception.
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         I was surprised Bobby wanted to meet me at an Irish pub called Sullivan’s to celebrate the arrest. I’d thought he’d be upset when he found out I’d facilitated the arrest of a Supreme Court justice’s spouse. Apparently, I was wrong. He seemed to be in good spirits.

         As soon as I sat down at his table in Sullivan’s—a name seemingly shared by one in six Irish pubs—Bobby said, “You guys are all over the news.”

         I was surprised to find Bobby drinking a beer. Most shocking of all, he had removed his tie. It was the first time I’d seen him look like he was off duty since I had arrived in DC.

         “I wasn’t mentioned, was I?” I felt a little panic rise in my throat.

         “No. The Baltimore police were credited with the arrest. I have to confess, you were right. Too bad you couldn’t get Rhea to confess to Emily Parker’s murder. But I guess there’s no doubt she did it. Not now, anyway.”

         “I don’t think she killed Emily.”

         Now Bobby looked shocked. “How can you say that? She admitted to strangling Michelle Luna. Emily Parker’s murder was also a strangulation. That was your whole damn theory.”

         “Trust me. I was at the interview. We got into details about the Michelle Luna homicide. Rhea never flinched. She even admitted using WD-40 to screw up the forensic scientists. She had nothing left to hide. She denied any involvement in Emily’s murder. Frankly, I buy it.”

         Bobby was shaking his head. “Maybe you’re too close to this thing. Something will turn up that shows Rhea was involved. We’ve got to give it more time.”

         I respected Bobby’s determination. I wanted to find Emily’s killer just as badly.

         I tried to change the subject. “This is the most casual I’ve ever seen you.”

         “I’m calling it a night. I’m wiped out from the last few weeks. I’m going to head to my apartment in Alexandria and crash until my alarm goes off at seven tomorrow morning.

         “You’re not going to give up on Emily’s investigation, are you?”

         “No. Never. But it sounds like you’re getting ready to go back to New York.”

         “My son is involved in a ceremony tomorrow afternoon. I can’t miss it.” I explained about the essay and a little about the family dynamics. Bobby seemed fascinated.

         Bobby said, “It was just me and my sister at home. It allowed my parents to focus on us completely. Now my sister is a neurotic orthodontist in Dover, Delaware. I escaped some of the neurosis, but I know my parents’ constant attention warped me somehow.” He chuckled.

         We chatted a while longer. I didn’t bother to tell Bobby I might be at his office in the morning with Mrs. Parker and Emily’s sister. Those were the tentative plans. I wanted to pick up Emily’s personal effects, then head to New York. I could already picture the look on Trent’s face when I showed up at the apartment.

         I had a big family meal planned at Trent’s favorite restaurant. It was an interactive sports bar. Luckily, the boy was more interested in games than expensive food. Although with ten kids and your grandfather tagging along, no meal in New York is ever cheap.

         I was surprised when Bobby gave me a little hug good-bye. He even threw in a “I still might make it to New York. We’ll have to work together.”

         “I’d like that.” I meant it too.
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         I woke early the next morning as the sun was creeping up in the east. I lay in bed, grappling with a feeling of finality that was veering toward guilt and depression. It was certain I had let Emily, a woman who had never failed me, down.

         I ran the interview of Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg through my head over and over. At no point did I not believe her denial of killing Emily. The breaking news had been unrelenting. Virtually every channel ran specials about the arrest of the spouse of a sitting Supreme Court justice.

         Even if it had been almost two years since Michelle Luna’s murder, the reporter interviewing her father took a far too aggressive tack toward a man who had lost his daughter. It brightened my mood to hear him say that he had found a sense of closure, and he and his family could move forward now. He placed a hand over his heart as he thanked the Baltimore police for never giving up. Though he may never know how lucky he was that Detective Stephanie Holly had been assigned to the case, I did.

         I grabbed a quick hotel breakfast of stale English muffins and cereal. Mrs. Parker had said she and Laura would meet me at the FBI field office at eight o’clock. The thought of heading home after that lifted my spirits. All I could think was Home to my family. Home to Mary Catherine.

         I’d been worrying about her even more than usual over the last few days. She sounded tired. Somewhere deep in my heart, I thought she might be pregnant. The thought was not upsetting at all. I know, I know, I already have enough kids. The other way to look at it is that one more kid can’t be much more effort. Either way, my first concern was Mary Catherine’s health and comfort.

         At exactly eight in the morning, I rolled into the visitors’ area of the lot across from the FBI DC field office. My nondescript little Prius held a single suitcase and a big case folder. I was in the middle of deciding whether to give it to Bobby Patel or the DC homicide unit. If I saw Bobby this morning, I might try to feel him out on the subject.

         I got a surprise hug from Mrs. Parker and Emily’s sister Laura. I understood Laura’s hug, but Mrs. Parker did not impress me as a fan of personal, physical contact. You live and you learn.

         I’ll admit I was a little disappointed in our reception. I had assumed the special agent in charge or another high-ranking Bureau official would meet us. Instead, it was the personnel director. And I guessed she had never even met Emily.

         The personnel director was about forty with neat blond hair and reflective glasses that looked like they could incinerate ants if she held them up to the sun. She was professional if somewhat curt as she ushered us into a conference room four doors down from the lobby. In the hallway, agents and analysts hustled back and forth.

         Sitting on the table in the conference room was a box with all of Emily’s personal belongings from her desk. At least it was an official FBI evidence box and not a paper towel box from Costco.

         I didn’t say a word. I was just there for support. As the FBI personnel director left us, she said, “Take all the time you need. When you’re done, just come out the door, turn left, and the lobby is straight ahead.”

         I had to admit she had a very nice voice.

         I watched as Mrs. Parker grimly poked around in the box. She pulled out a framed photo of her, Emily, and Emily’s two sisters. Another photo showed Emily on a treacherous mountain-bike trail.

         Emily’s sister Laura saw me looking at the photo and said, “She picked up mountain biking in LA. Just loved it.”

         The rest was the usual stuff crammed into a cop’s desk. Notebooks, a Rubik’s Cube, and a few mementos from different cases. There was also an unmarked metal cigar tube.

         Mrs. Parker set the cigar holder down on the table. “I’m glad I never saw her smoke.”

         Laura said, “It was like five cigars a year. But they were expensive ones. She loved to smoke Cuban cigars despite the ban.”

         When I picked up the cigar holder, it rattled with a weight that didn’t feel like a cigar. I quickly unscrewed the brown base and tipped the holder. A blue pen slipped out and clattered onto the table, breaking the silence in the room.

         I picked it up. It was a really nice pen. Expensive. A blue Montblanc.

         Laura looked at it in my hands.

         I said, “Recognize it?”

         Laura shook her head.

         I held it close to my face to read the tiny inscription on the pen’s silver clip. It said From BP with love. I read it aloud. Then I looked at both women and said, “Any ideas?”

         Mrs. Parker and Laura looked uncertain, then began to chat about who it could be. They mentioned a couple of names. Mrs. Parker said, “Oh, what about Bill Parker?”

         Laura looked at me and said, “He’s our cousin.” Then she looked at her mother and added, “He’s too cheap to buy extravagant presents. This seems more like a boyfriend gift.”

         Something about the words boyfriend gift made me pause. Then it hit me. BP was Bobby Patel. The pen was a gift from Bobby. I recalled Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg saying Emily had received an unwanted, expensive gift. Despite Bobby claiming that he and Emily were work friends, he had wanted more.

         Thinking back to Bobby’s commentary on Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg, I realized he had been leading me toward Rhea. Had he really been trying to cover his own involvement in Emily’s death?

         I felt a little shaky as I considered all the possibilities.
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         I found myself still holding the cigar tube in my hand. My mind worked overtime. I desperately wanted to find some reason that discounted Bobby as a suspect in Emily’s death.

         Mrs. Parker dug around in the box a little more. Then she said, “I thought maybe her ring was in here. It wasn’t found by the police when they recovered her body.” She choked on the word body.

         My brain was working on a different frequency. I barely heard her.

         Laura said, “Her emerald ring?”

         Now I looked up, and Mrs. Parker explained it to me. “When the girls were little, I took them to Tennessee. When we were in Pigeon Forge, Emily wanted to go to the campy little place where you buy sacks of sand and strain it through an old-time waterwheel. Like panning for gold. She found an emerald, and we had it made into a ring. We had to resize that ring six times as she grew older and refused to take it off.”

         I noticed Mrs. Parker look off wistfully. I knew she at least had good memories of her daughter. To confirm it was the same ring I recalled, I said, “Can you describe the ring?”

         “It had a thin gold band that twisted into a heart at the top. The little square-cut emerald sat right in the middle of the heart. It was sweet. She held it very dear.”

         Yes, that matched my memories as well.

         I lifted the cigar tube with the pen inside. “Can I hang on to this for a little while?”

         “You may have it. In fact, I’d like that.”

         I appreciated the sentiment, but I promised I’d give it back.

         We packed everything back into the box. Just as I opened the door, I heard a familiar voice. It made me freeze in place. Then I peeked out the crack in the door and saw Bobby Patel chatting up a secretary. He was a different guy in this setting. Cheerful, charming. He even looked well rested.

         I had to get Mrs. Parker out of here. We were already committed to going down the hallway. I didn’t want her to have to face Bobby Patel. Even if she didn’t have any idea why she shouldn’t be seeing him.

         I quickly ushered the women out of the room. I didn’t take the route the personnel director had mentioned. We turned at the first corner. It made for a much longer trek to the lobby, but I felt like we were moving away from Bobby.

         My heart pounded. I couldn’t even think what I’d say if we ran into him. And I certainly didn’t want Bobby to know I was here.

         We burst through the door and found ourselves in the opposite corner of the lobby again. I tried not to be obvious as I rushed Mrs. Parker and Laura across the lobby and through the front door. Then I walked them directly to Laura’s Chevy Suburban.

         Mrs. Parker gave me a long good-bye hug. This time I was a little better prepared. I was also touched. Then, just as she was about to get into the SUV, she leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek.

         She said softly, “We’ll get through this, Michael.”

         I couldn’t tell her that now I thought maybe we would.

         I watched them drive away, feeling exposed as I stood in the FBI field office parking lot. I didn’t even turn to look back at the building. In my imagination, Bobby Patel was watching me from a window.

         I shook my head to clear my thoughts. I was getting paranoid.

         I forced myself to turn and peek. I wanted to relieve my anxiety. Instead, I swear I saw someone standing by a window, staring out at me.
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         I dismissed my paranoia that I was being watched as I left the FBI field office. I needed to focus. I looked down at the cigar tube in my hand. The pen was a really big deal. It would have cost a couple hundred dollars minimum. Maybe double that amount. That was a special present. Especially for a young FBI agent. That was not a gift between casual friends.

         I couldn’t waste time if I wanted to make any kind of credible accusation against Bobby Patel. I needed to find his car. It had to be close by, and maybe there was more evidence in it.

         I quick-stepped out of the parking lot. The number of Ford Crown Victorias, Chevy Impalas, and Ford Tauruses on the street told me a lot of the agents parked there for quick access. My guess was that Bobby wanted to be out front and able to get to his car quickly. As much time as he spent out in the field, he struck me as the kind of guy who wouldn’t waste time parking in the lot.

         Trees along the sidewalk around the building blocked some of the view from the windows. I stopped beneath one and took a quick look up and down the street. There was no one around. And no traffic. I spotted Bobby’s five-year-old brown Taurus at the end of the block.

         I walked quickly, pausing in front of the Taurus. I took another moment to glance around. The coast was clear. I took a deep breath, then searched the ground for a rock or some object to break the driver’s side window. I’d never learned to pick car locks like most cops on TV.

         I found a chunk of broken concrete loose in the sidewalk around the base of one of the trees. I calculated how quickly I would have to act once the window shattered. I’d have only a minute to search the car. Then I had another idea. It was simple and not necessarily a long shot.

         I got down on all fours and felt under the bumper at the rear of the car. I felt along the metal frame, then I found what I was looking for: a hide-a-key. Any cop who has ever worked a crime scene and locked his keys in the car knows to hide a key somewhere convenient. As a cop, you never live something like that down.

         I pulled the key case off the frame. The key was old. It had rusting crud on it. Probably whoever had had the car assigned to them before Bobby had put it there.

         The interior of the car was clean. No surprise. Bobby was a little bit of a neat freak. There was nothing in the console or the glove compartment. Then I noticed something catch the light. It was under the passenger seat. I reached down and was able to just touch the silvery sliver.

         When I pulled it up to look at it more closely, it took me a moment to realize it was a fragment of a broken DVD. Just a tiny chunk of it. And there was a little writing on the chunk. The upper part of the number one written with a flair at the top in red Sharpie. Just like the other DVDs for the security system at the Whole Foods where Emily had started her run. Bobby was the one who had taken the DVD. He had broken it up into little pieces right here in his car. Maybe he did get flustered and make stupid mistakes.

         I was careful to only touch it on the edges. I used my phone to photograph it in place and leave it there. Just in case things didn’t work out the way I planned. Now I had no doubt that Bobby had killed Emily Parker.

         Just as I was about to scoot out of the car, I noticed a set of keys at the bottom of a cup holder. They were clearly Bobby’s apartment keys along with a small mailbox key attached to the key ring. I kept the keys because I knew I could find out where he lived.

         I was on my way to Alexandria, Virginia.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 95

         

         Pushing my rented Prius to its limits, I had a few minutes to think about what I was doing. I couldn’t believe I was contemplating one of the most bush-league, unethical moves of my career. Basically, I was going to commit burglary.

         I had already called my new best friend William, the tech wizard, on his cell phone, because I needed an exact location, and the public records aggregators I’d been accessing over the past two weeks don’t cut it when it comes to federal law-enforcement personnel. No questions asked, the young man was thrilled to tiptoe into some less-than-public data on the fly as I headed across the Potomac. It took him about thirty seconds. Five minutes later I was pulling up in front of a big, modern apartment building on Patrick Street, not far from Alexandria’s historic district.

         The city itself was basically a nice suburb for federal workers to live. It was trying to hang on to the old Southern town feel with trees lining many of the streets and older homes preserved. Its fake veneer felt to me like a Disney-run community.

         I wasted no time once I parked outside Bobby’s building. It was a nice place, if not particularly secure. I didn’t run across any security cameras or personnel as I hustled through the lobby and up the stairs. Thank God I had his keys.

         It was a typical single guy’s apartment. A few groceries and three six-packs of beer in the refrigerator. I don’t even know why I checked. Just curious, I guess.

         The place was clean, and I noticed three photos on a shelf near the bedroom. All three were Bobby, his sister, and his parents. The Patels were a good-looking family. Each photo had been taken in a different vacation spot. One looked like Disney World when Bobby was about twenty.

         There were a few photos on the wall of Bobby in his judo gi. One looked like a big-time tournament. Bobby must be pretty good at it.

         I was prepared for a thorough tossing of the entire apartment. I also knew I had limited time so I might have to compromise. I had started right at the front door with a quick sweep of the area. Nothing unusual. Circuit box hidden by a Georgetown banner. Nothing behind any of the hanging photos.

         Bobby was bright. He might have a wall safe. Although I doubted apartment management would allow that kind of reinforced wall for a really secure home safe.

         I looked at the giant fish tank that sat in a nook next to the kitchen. There were a couple of clown fish and a weird-looking sea anemone floating around. There was also a model of a pirate ship with a treasure chest. A mermaid sat on a rock with a tail that waved in the water.

         As much as I didn’t want to, I slipped off my jacket and rolled up my shirtsleeve. That’s right, even with a college degree and years of homicide experience, I still have to do shit like this. I reached down and opened the treasure chest. Nothing. Just a tiny, fake, plastic pile of gold.

         I’d seen things hidden in fish tanks on TV and thought I had a chance. As I pulled my hand out of the tank, I made a quick decision to check the mermaid. Her tail continued to flutter in the water. I pulled her off her rock. Then I froze. Stuck to her bottom was a key held in place by a piece of gum. No way.

         I pulled the mermaid out of the water and inspected it. The key came off easily. It wasn’t a safe deposit key. My guess was the small, plain key belonged to some kind of safe. But I had been unable to find one in the apartment. Where would an FBI agent hide a safe? I wandered through the apartment, checking behind furniture. Nothing.

         I sat on the bed, thinking. When I looked up, I noticed Bobby’s closet. One of the bifold doors was open. The closet was filled with suits. Four of them looked the same color to me. Bobby loved suits. The view drew me toward the closet. I pushed the suits apart. There, in the gap, hanging on the drywall, was a diagram of the building showing the emergency exits. It was a typical old xeroxed diagram mounted in a frame. Stained and yellowed. I wondered why it was in the closet, where no one would see it. What was it hiding? My heart pounded in my chest.

         I moved the poorly framed diagram. Just brushed it so it swung on its nail. Nothing.

         My heart sank. This was going nowhere.

         Then, just as I was about to turn away, I noticed a line in the drywall. I took a closer look, wedging myself between the suits. It was a straight cut in the wall. I traced it with my fingers. It lined up with the diagram. The top line was covered by the closet shelf.

         I worked at the edges of the square. The drywall came loose. It covered a dark hole in the wall. I could see from the bedroom light there was something inside. It was a portable safe like the ones sold at Office Depot. It used a key.

         I pulled out the eighteen-inch-square safe. It was heavier than I had expected. I plopped it onto the bed. I hesitated as I held up the key I’d taken from the fish tank.

         My first thought was Why hide a safe and hide the key? Then I remembered I was dealing with a slightly OCD FBI agent. It was his idea of intrigue.

         There wasn’t much in the safe. Some cash, a few papers. I moved them, then froze. My legs got a little shaky, so I sat again on the nicely made bed.

         I looked back into the safe. Inside was a cell phone and a ring. I was pretty sure the cell phone was Emily’s. It had a turquoise silicone case with a dolphin design. And I was certain the little ring with the green gemstone was Emily’s. It was exactly as I remembered it, and how her mother had described it. Bobby’s obsession with Emily must have screwed up any common sense and investigative training he had. Why would he keep any of this stuff? I just stared at it a moment longer.

         Then I realized I had been hoping I was mistaken. I had wanted to find something that would exonerate Bobby. Or at least explain some of the things I had learned. All I had done was confirm what I had suspected.

         Bobby Patel was a murderer.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 96

         

         I was shaking as I rushed from the apartment. I sat in the Prius for a moment and texted a photo of the ring to Emily’s sister. Within a minute she confirmed that it was Emily’s ring. I told her I’d explain later.

         I had been a fool. As I went over everything I had done in DC, I realized that most of the leads I had followed related to Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg had been given to me by Bobby Patel. He had been leading me around by the nose. He had been hoping I’d look at Rhea so hard, I’d never notice him. Sneaky and smart. It had almost worked.

         I was pretty sure Bobby had kept Emily’s ring and phone as mementos. He probably had her ID as well. This was all I needed for now.

         I had to figure out how to prove a case legally. I had managed to do my scavenger hunt in his apartment because I had no official role. But if I wanted anyone to make a case on Bobby I’d have to find more. And do it legally. That was the trick. If we weren’t going to follow laws, it would be easier to just track down Bobby and shoot him. Old-school justice. I was just about angry enough to consider it. There was no way I would let him get away with this.

         I called Roberta Herring. She didn’t pick up her cell. I was desperate enough to call her office. A secretary informed me that Roberta was completely out of touch today. She was testifying in front of some impromptu judicial panel in the Senate.

         The secretary told me she knew I was Roberta’s friend from the NYPD. She said Roberta had spoken highly of me. Then the secretary said, “The arrest of the Supreme Court justice’s wife has sent everyone scurrying to make sure they weren’t sitting on information that could’ve helped the investigation.”

         I had seen that on almost every newsworthy case I’d ever worked. No one ever cared anything about these cases until they hit the TV. Then everyone wanted to make sure they had no information that could’ve helped the cops investigating. I was glad not to be a part of that this time.

         Now I had few options.

         I was almost back in DC by the time I thought of an alternative to Roberta. Already my plan was starting to slide sideways. It was still early. I was confident something would break my way.

         I made one call. I decided to stack all my chips and make a wager.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 97

         

         Even with a firm plan, a lot could go wrong. That goes for any plan that involves humans. My biggest problem was controlling my emotions. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen for Bobby’s act. Now that I realized he was a killer, it would take all my self-control not to let that slip too early.

         The weather was the best I’d experienced since coming to DC. Everyone was smiling as the sun shone in the sky and the temperature was a comfortable 70 degrees. If I hadn’t been doing such serious work, I would’ve gladly been swept up in the good cheer.

         I’d chosen the Lincoln Memorial for several reasons. The monument’s solemn nature was almost calming, with Abraham Lincoln cast as a marble giant. The forty-four-foot columns all around the interior put into perspective the extent of Lincoln’s contribution to history. At the same time, it made the viewer feel small. I’m not sure if that was the effect the designer had intended. I took a minute to read through the Gettysburg Address, etched into the wall. Then I turned and got ready to work.

         I sat down on the top step of the descending stairs. There were about two dozen people milling around, several sitting on the ascending side of the stairs.

         Everything seemed to be in place. I took a deep breath and tried to clear my head. Surprisingly, my fingers shook a little bit from nerves. I had Emily’s phone in my hand. She had given a list of passwords to her sister in case of emergency. Thank God, because there was no way I would have gotten into this iPhone otherwise. I brought up Bobby’s contact information. I imagined he was still at the FBI field office. I sent a simple text: Be at the Lincoln Memorial in twenty minutes or this phone and other evidence goes public. I’m sure we can work this out.

         Almost immediately Emily’s phone rang. Bobby was trying to reach me. I let it go to voicemail. I knew how this had to be playing out in his mind. He was going crazy trying to figure out who had just texted him. He also had to worry about how someone had gotten the phone.

         That was one of the reasons I had given him such a short time frame. I didn’t want him to be able to check his apartment or make any phone calls. By setting the meeting for twenty minutes out, I knew Bobby had to jump into his car immediately and race over here.

         A text came across Emily’s phone. It was Bobby asking, Who is this?

         I texted him back: Nineteen minutes.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 98

         

         I spotted Bobby hustling across the National Mall near the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool about two minutes before his time was up. That meant he had hauled ass. His usual confidence was nowhere in sight as he quick-stepped toward the memorial.

         He wasn’t wearing a suit today. Just slacks and a nice dress shirt. I knew he had his gun concealed under his shirt somewhere.

         I gave Bobby a little wave when he paused at the foot of the stairs, looked up, and noticed me. The look of shock on his face told me I was not one of the suspects he’d had in mind when he received the text. His head swiveled in both directions, looking to see if I had anyone helping me.

         He stared at me in silence for a few seconds. Then he took each step deliberately until he plopped down on the stair next to me. He tried to recline and let his legs sprawl to another stair. His effort to look casual came off as awkward. It exposed how freaked-out he was.

         Bobby continued to act cool. The sweat on his forehead and the growing spots under his arms told me otherwise. He swiveled his head in every direction.

         I said, “It’s just us, Bobby. If there are any other cops around the memorial, they’ve got nothing to do with me.”

         Bobby said, “I checked over at the Office of the Inspector General and I know your girlfriend is testifying before the Senate all day. I believe that you’re really on your own. What I can’t believe is that you would break into my apartment.”

         “Really? That’s the behavior that’s over the line?”

         “I don’t know what else you’ve done.”

         “I guess we’re in the same boat. I’m only sure about one murder you committed. You have any others?”

         That got under his skin. He glared at me.

         Bobby then forced a smile. “How are you going to explain where you found the phone? I can explain why I have it.”

         “Go ahead.”

         “I don’t have to explain anything to you. I mean if someone asks me from the Bureau why I have it.”

         “So this is the game you’re going to play? Just deny shit? Not very original. Neither is strangling a woman. Unfortunately, it’s all too common for men to strangle women they know.”

         Bobby stayed silent. With his brooding expression, I was not sure if he was trying to figure out how to get away or how to eliminate me. Either way, it meant I had him for Emily’s murder.

         Bobby wasn’t budging. I guess I had thought he might confess once I showed him the phone. I was waiting on the help I’d called for. So far, I had nothing.

         Bobby said, “You’re wasting my time, Detective Bennett.” The way he had used the title Detective told me he planned to play hardball. “I’ve got a lot to do. I can’t keep you company while you go senile. If you had enough, you’d turn it over to the FBI.” That was all he was going to say. And it was enough. He was disrespecting me with efficient answers. I couldn’t even bitch about it.

         Then I felt my own phone vibrate. I pulled it out and looked at the text quickly. I did everything I could to keep the smile from my face. I memorized the text and slipped my phone back into my pocket.

         I took a moment so it didn’t seem like I was rushing. Then I casually looked over at Bobby and said, “I’ve got more than you might think. For instance, I know you bought that fancy Montblanc pen at a shop over in Arlington.”

         He couldn’t keep his eyes from popping open a little. I managed to still suppress a smile.

         “You paid for it with your Mastercard. The engraving took four days.” I paused, then decided to go out on a limb. “But when you gave it to Emily, she didn’t see it for what it was.” I gave Bobby a chance to respond. He chose to remain a statue.

         “She took it as a gift from a friend. But only a friend. That had to eat at you.”

         You didn’t have to be a seasoned investigator to see how my analysis was hitting Bobby hard.

         Now I was starting to worry that he would do something violent. No one wanted to see a gunfight outside the Lincoln Memorial.

         Bobby just stared at me. But he wasn’t getting up to leave. I was going to ride this out.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 99

         

         Bobby and I assessed each other like boxers circling in the ring. Occasionally, that’s how a challenging homicide interview can go. Often, homicide suspects think they’re much smarter than they really are. They just assume they can talk circles around the detectives. In almost every case they are wrong.

         This suspect was different. Not only was Bobby Patel extremely intelligent as well as educated; he’d also been with the FBI for over five years. He understood how interviews worked. This was a tough one.

         I treated it like other interviews. I tried to get a feel for the “new” Bobby. Not the FBI agent who had been helping me but the suspect in a murder. Perspective is everything. It’s rare that my perspective changes this much during an investigation.

         Usually, I use some of the information I have but hold back key facts. I let the suspect fill in the gaps. That way no one can claim I led someone into confessing to something they didn’t do.

         Admittedly, most suspects aren’t nearly as formidable as Bobby Patel. Besides being smart and well educated—although often one is not related to the other—Bobby was a black belt in judo. He was the total package as far as tough murder suspects go.

         Then Bobby struck with the first verbal jab. He said, “If you have all this evidence, why not have your friend at the OIG just arrest me?”

         I had been waiting for this one. And I was prepared. “Because I wanted to hear your side of the story.” I sat still on the hard stairs, trying to project calm. The comment seemed to have struck a chord with Bobby. He stared at me but still didn’t say anything.

         I was counting on a guy like Bobby being so tightly wrapped that he wouldn’t be able to hold in something as horrendous as a murder. Looking at him now, I felt like he might break.

         “C’mon, Bobby. Let it out. You’ll feel a hell of a lot better about it.” It was a bullshit comment. It didn’t really mean anything, but everyone says it. Even more surprising is the number of suspects who buy it.

         Bobby said, “Cut the shit. I won’t fall for any of your homicide detective tricks. You got nothing. And you know that no one will take you seriously. The FBI already thinks you’re a meddlesome kook. You’ll be laughed out of DC.”

         “That could be, Bobby. But someone will look at what I found out.” I held up my phone with a photo of the DVD shard from the Whole Foods security office. “That’s in your car. That DVD had you on video. I’m curious, what had you planned to do if the regular security system had been working? Would you have tried to trash the whole video system?”

         Bobby was getting more agitated the longer we sat there chatting. His hands couldn’t keep still as he scratched his ear, then wiped his eye. He also had a twitch in his cheek. He started scanning the National Mall. I knew that look. He was weighing his options and wondering if he should run.

         I had one more idea. It was a risky choice. I said, “Right about now they should be executing the search warrant on your apartment in Alexandria.”

         That got Bobby to sit up straight. He stared at me. “You’ve been stalling me all this time? Just trying to keep me here? You asshole.” He sprang to his feet.

         I eased myself up, trying to keep from alarming Bobby. A group of schoolkids was close by. I didn’t want to cause a scene.

         Bobby reached toward his waistband. I said, “Hang on, Bobby. Don’t do something stupid. Look around you.”

         That seemed to get through. He noticed the kids and moved his hand away. Then he kicked my right leg out from under me as he shoved me. I tumbled down onto the steps. It felt like someone hitting me on the hip and back with a steel rod.

         I grunted in pain, then glanced over at the schoolkids. They were terrified. I scrambled to my feet. This was not the typical experience at the memorial.

         I backed away, careful to not give Bobby a reason to pull his gun. I didn’t care if we tumbled down the entire flight of marble stairs, as long as there was no shooting.

         Bobby looked confused. Almost like he was lost. I tried to guide him away from the crowds. Everyone was staring at us anyway. I gently put my hand on Bobby’s upper arm.

         He moved like lightning. He trapped my hand on his arm. He twisted his body, and the world spun. I moved through the air like a meteorite, then struck the hard stone.

         Fucking judo.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 100

         

         Am I seriously injured? Will I be able to move? These thoughts crossed my mind as I stared up at the ceiling of the Lincoln Memorial. I gasped, trying to replace the air that had just been knocked out of me. Slowly I sat up. The groan I let out at least let everyone know I was still alive. And seemed to startle the schoolkids.

         Everyone around me was frantically dialing 911 on their cell phones. A woman herded the schoolkids away from me as if getting your ass kicked was contagious.

         I spotted Bobby loping away from the memorial along one side of the reflecting pool. I managed to stand up, my legs a little shaky under me. I started down the stairs as quickly as I could. Pain shot through my hip like someone jabbing me with a knitting needle. I wobbled when I made it to the ground level and tried to run. I limped along, hoping I could get control of my battered legs. Finally I was able to pick up the pace, but it was still not exactly a sprint.

         The mall wasn’t too crowded. But I had to face the facts. I was hobbling after a younger man. That was stupid move number one. He was a black belt in judo. That was stupid move number two. And I couldn’t call in a dozen uniformed cops to help me. Stupid move number three.

         Somehow I closed the distance on Bobby. Mainly because he didn’t bother to look behind him. He was confident he’d taken me out of action. I was pretty sure he was headed toward his car to get rid of the DVD shard. It may not have been the brightest move to show him the photo, but I’d had to get him talking.

         I was almost on him. Thank you, Mary Catherine, for making me ride bikes with you so often. I managed to get a hand on his shoulder.

         Bobby skidded to a stop. Once again, I was in the air without even knowing it. This time I hit the concrete path hard. I rolled to my left quickly. I had to do something to counter his judo skills. But what?

         Somehow I managed again to stagger to my feet. Now my left leg had just gone numb. There was no one around us here. No one dialing 911 so the DC cops would swoop in and rescue me. I was woozy. How could I counter judo when I could hardly stand?

         I turned to face Bobby, then suddenly had a strange sensation. In a split second he had stepped toward me and wrapped his hands around my throat. My air supply just stopped mid-breath. I saw stars immediately.

         Damn was he strong.

         The sunlight started to dim.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 101

         

         I flailed at Bobby’s wrists. His hands were still locked on my throat. My training failed me. My brain was so scrambled I couldn’t think back to all the ways I had been taught to get out of a chokehold. I wasn’t having any meaningful effect on Bobby. I just panicked.

         What was judo’s weakness?

         I desperately needed air. My oxygen debt was growing exponentially. I tried to make my brain work more efficiently. I tried to remember what I knew about judo. Then my mind jumped back to the pain I felt in my neck as Bobby’s surprisingly powerful hands tightened their grip.

         Judo was a sport. There were rules. No strikes. No kicks or punches allowed. Jesus Christ, that was it! Bobby might be following the rules, but it was up to me to break them.

         I raised my right leg to strike Bobby in the thigh with my knee. It was a solid blow. I felt his grip loosen slightly. I slammed his arm with a forearm strike. That broke the stranglehold.

         I sucked in my first sweet lungful of air. Then another. I eased away from Bobby as I regained my senses.

         Then Bobby tried to skirt past me. I shuffled to the side to block him. Every second I could breathe, I felt better. Stronger. Now I had the blueprint. I feinted with a right cross. When Bobby shifted his weight to block the punch, I kicked him hard. I aimed a kick at his groin but struck his hip. It was enough to knock him backward. I gulped more air and raised my fists. I realized I would enjoy smashing his nose into his face. I was ready for whatever came.

         Bobby had other ideas. Apparently, I had already won the fight. I just didn’t realize it. Bobby turned and sprinted north toward Constitution Avenue. He should’ve been a track star the way he could blast out of the blocks.

         I grabbed another lungful of air and started to follow him. After two hard flips onto the ground, my body just didn’t have much left. He had to be heading for his car. That’s what I would do.

         I crossed the wide, busy street at a full sprint. At least a full sprint for me. I dodged a delivery van, just catching the driver’s raised middle finger out of the corner of my eye.

         Bobby turned onto a side street. Once I fell in behind him, I could see his brown Taurus parked at the end of the block. There was no way I could let him drive away. Only God knew what he would do. There was even a chance he could disappear and never be found.

         I felt panic rise in me. I didn’t want to pull my pistol. But that’s what it had come to. Even if I broke the law and shot out his tires. I’d rather explain that to a judge than let Bobby get away. Because when I looked up the street, Bobby was running faster and getting farther ahead of me. He still had to cross the street to get to his car.

         I sighed as he started to change his angle and run into the street. He was only thirty yards from his car now.

         Then a white Chevy Tahoe turned the corner. Fast. It caught Bobby solidly and sent him flying to bounce off a parked Toyota Corolla.

         I kept running, then skidded to a stop near Bobby. He lay on the asphalt, moaning. The first thing I did was secure his pistol. I yanked it from his waistband and slid the Glock into my own belt.

         The driver of the Tahoe approached us. I looked up at the grinning Detective Dave Swinson from the DC Metro Police Special Investigations unit. Perfect.

         Swinson said, “I didn’t mean to hit him quite so hard.”

         Bobby slowly moved to a sitting position. He shook his head. His eyes didn’t look like they could focus as he tried to take in the scene in front of him. A couple of white pebbles from the road were stuck to his face and blood leaked out of his nose. There was a patch of road rash on his left cheek.

         I kneeled down to get a better look at him.

         Swinson said, “Is he okay?”

         “Unfortunately, yes. Just shaken up a bit.” I brushed the pebbles off Bobby’s face. Then I patted him down quickly to make sure he didn’t have any other weapons.

         Swinson said, “Great job. Glad you told me to find his car and wait there.”

         I looked up at the detective. “I appreciate that. I’m impressed you found out where he bought the pen. The text you sent gave me some ammo to confuse him.”

         “Homicide investigation is a team sport. Glad we could help.”

         I could hear sirens in the distance. My body took that as a signal to collapse. I sat down hard on the street, my back resting on the front tire of the Toyota.

         This wasn’t a good day for anyone.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 102

         

         Bobby Patel now sat on the curb between his car and Dave Swinson’s city-issued Tahoe. We decided not to handcuff him. We let him gather his wits for a minute. We still thought he might make a meaningful statement. Swinson had already called off the patrol cars coming to the National Mall. We were alone.

         Swinson leaned against the bumper of his Tahoe while I sat on the curb next to Bobby. Without meaning to, we had ended up in the perfect homicide interview formation. One person to ask questions. One to watch and act if the suspect got frisky. Swinson had already proven that he was prepared to take action.

         For his part, Bobby looked like a broken man. His head hung down. His nose still dripped a little blood. The road rash on his face looked like it’d spread. I knew it was just the traumatized skin turning red.

         Swinson got a call and looked at me. I wasn’t sure what he was about to say. Then he spoke loud enough for Bobby to hear. He was giving someone information for an affidavit for a search warrant on Bobby’s car and his apartment in Alexandria. It was the perfect setup to show Bobby he was done.

         Bobby’s panicked escape attempt had sealed it in my mind. Now Bobby knew it as well. There was nothing he could do. He sniffled and used a napkin I had given him to wipe the blood from his nose.

         I didn’t speak. I just sat there next to Bobby. Almost like I was a friend comforting him. But that’s not how I felt. I was more distracted. My thoughts went back to Emily Parker. I couldn’t help but wonder about everything she was going to miss in life. That didn’t even take into account everyone who would miss her in their lives. This asshole sitting next to me had done more damage than he could ever imagine.

         After a minute, Bobby murmured, “I screwed up. Big-time.”

         It took all my willpower, but I forced myself to pat him on the back like I cared how he felt. I just wanted him to keep talking. Swinson had heard him as well. He moved a little closer.

         Bobby looked at me. “She called you. I saw it on her phone. You guys never connected. I wonder what she was going to say to you.”

         “I do too. I always will. I was in Ireland and thought I could get back to her.” I didn’t want to get into another subject. I shut my mouth and just waited for Bobby to talk. He finally decided it was time.

         Bobby said, “I just got so frustrated. She dated a lot but wouldn’t even consider me. I did everything. I even watched her neighbor’s cat because she asked me to. I took assignments for her. I would’ve done anything for Emily.”

         I said, “Except leave her alone. The only thing she really needed you to do.”

         “I guess I’m screwed.”

         I said, “We all lost on this one, Bobby.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 103

         

         Roberta Herring finished her testimony at the Senate early. She met me at Special Investigations’ off-site office. The squad was busy working with the MPD homicide team to complete the search of Bobby’s apartment before the media swarmed.

         I was sitting behind a desk no one was using when Roberta walked up to me. She had sort of a silly grin on her face. “Why do you look so down? I knew you’d figure it out. I’m embarrassed to admit I never had a clue. Patel was such a diligent agent. It never occurred to me that he’d do something like this.”

         I said, “Isn’t that what every neighbor says on the local news after a serial killer has been arrested?”

         Roberta laughed. “Yeah, just about.” She turned serious. She sat down on the desk, then looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear us talk. “The whole story of how you found the phone in Bobby’s apartment could be tricky if it ever goes to court.”

         “I don’t know how to fix that.”

         Roberta shrugged. “We’ll see what happens. I doubt anyone wants to expose the dirty secrets you discovered. Someone will offer Bobby a good deal. He’ll take it. No one in DC will give you a second thought. Even if you did commit an outright burglary.” Roberta looked around the room again, then turned back to me. “C’mon, Mike, what else is bothering you?”

         It’s hard to keep something from a friend, especially if that friend is an experienced investigator. I said, “I missed my train. I won’t make it to Manhattan for Trent’s ceremony with the mayor.”

         Roberta smiled. “Not being in the same room with the New York mayor is usually a good thing. He’s so full of hot air it’s a wonder Gracie Mansion doesn’t float away.”

         I gave her a weak smile. She probably didn’t realize what seeing the ceremony meant to me. I still didn’t have the guts to call Mary Catherine and tell her I wouldn’t be back until after nine.

         Roberta smiled.

         I had to say, “What?”

         “I have an idea.”

         Thirty minutes later, Roberta dropped me off at a small fixed-base operation on the perimeter of Reagan National Airport. This was where the Department of Justice kept most of its air assets. Roberta had used her influence to delay a flight to New York on a government Gulfstream jet. She somehow got me on the passenger list. I was on board with two witnesses for a mob trial and three US marshals.

         We stood in front of the small field-operations office at the airport to say our good-byes. I gave her a huge hug and a kiss good-bye. She’d done so much for me I couldn’t even put it in words.

         I waited with the small group of passengers to board the plane. The TV behind the courtesy counter was broadcasting the local news. The only story anyone was talking about was the arrest of Rhea Wellmy-Steinberg. I was surprised there hadn’t even been any accusation of the charges being politically motivated. It seemed that a lot of people in DC knew about the Steinbergs’ personal habits. I watched to the end, but there was no mention of Emily. I wondered if anyone might link Bobby’s arrest with Baltimore’s arrest of Rhea.

         I sat next to a tall female deputy US marshal. She turned to me and asked, “You work for DOJ?”

         “NYPD.” That was enough to earn an entire trip without another word. I didn’t really care.

         I was going home.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 104

         

         After the Department of Justice plane landed at JFK Airport, I grabbed a cab and held up a fifty to the glass partition. “Get me to City Hall by 6:30 and this is yours on top of the fare.” I looked at the license and the smiling face of the young Israeli driver. “Does that sound like a deal, Yossi?”

         The young man with a mop of dark hair smiled. “That’s easy. I feel bad taking your money.”

         I liked that kind of confidence. I wished my nerves were as steady as Yossi’s confidence. The terror I felt on the ride would be worth it if we made it to City Hall alive. Yossi squeezed between a step van and a giant old-school Cadillac. I tried not to make a sound, but a yelp slipped out of me.

         Yossi just chuckled. He skidded to a stop outside City Hall right on time. I’d have to run like Usain Bolt to make the ceremony. I gave Yossi an additional fifty to drop my bag at my apartment building. I had a feel for the young man and thought he was trustworthy enough. Just in case, I wrote my address on the back of one of my business cards. He glanced at the card, then looked up at me. “I guessed you were a newscaster, not a cop. I guarantee your bag will be there.”

         I dashed past some tourists taking photographs in front of City Hall. I was moving so fast I had to grab the gatepost to make my turn toward the front door. I checked my watch. I hoped the ceremony ran on the usual city schedule: about ten minutes late.

         I was six minutes past the start time—yikes. I could feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. I knew it had to be Mary Catherine. I don’t know if it was the ride or being late, but my stomach gurgled. This was more nerve-racking than most police work I did.

         I burst through the front door of City Hall. The security guard’s head popped up. Probably the first action he’d seen in months.

         I said, “Ceremony with the mayor?”

         The older African American man recognized a fellow father doing what he could to make a kid’s event. He smiled and pointed down the hallway to the left. I nodded my thanks and raced away.

         I could see the open doors to the reception room. I slipped inside, wondering how I’d find Mary Catherine and the gang. I don’t know why I thought that would be a problem. They literally made up a quarter of the audience.

         The younger kids gave me a hug as a mob. I kissed Mary Catherine, then focused on the podium. Eight kids stood in line with the mayor to one side. Trent was second from the right. He was dressed in his blue suit with a new, yellow tie. He looked remarkably snazzy.

         I actually listened to the mayor for a change. He talked about kids from all over the city writing essays and these were the best. I snuck a glance at Jane. I was worried she still might be a little jealous of her brother. But when I looked over, she seemed okay.

         Then the mayor said Trent’s name. I was so thrilled, I felt a little dizzy. Trent beamed. I again looked over to Jane, and she was smiling and applauding like everyone else.

         Life did have a way of working out. I realized my stomach issue had resolved itself.

         This was going to be a night to remember.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 105

         

         The next few days flew by. Harry Grissom came by the apartment and admitted he’d been told to put eyes on me in New York City. He was embarrassed. I was amused. Now it was all just a game.

         Mary Catherine seemed withdrawn. I danced around the edges of asking her exactly what was wrong but did not get a clear answer. I chalked it up to having to deal with the kids by herself for so long. I gave her space.

         Sunday, we attended mass at Holy Name. Everyone attended together. We took up an entire pew. Today Shawna and Seamus were unveiling their project.

         Right as Father Calise finished conducting the service, he said, “We have a special surprise this morning. Father Seamus and his great-granddaughter Shawna have a presentation.”

         I found myself leaning forward in the seat, making sure I could see the front of the congregation clearly. I couldn’t believe how excited I was to find out what the secret project was.

         Shawna nearly leapt from the pew. Seamus and an altar boy wheeled out a small cart covered by a cloth. I had to smile at how well rehearsed everything was.

         Seamus yielded the floor to Shawna. She said in her loudest voice, “We’d like to thank Gigi Barborini and Paul Laska for taking the time to teach us the skills we needed to complete our project.”

         I glanced around quickly and realized I was not the only member of the church excited to see what they had made. I was completely intrigued. I had no idea what they could’ve created.

         With a theatrical flair, Seamus pulled the cloth straight up in the air. He revealed a square-foot stained-glass piece. A whirl of color framed by black painted iron. There were five sections in the square with leading strips separating all the different-colored glass segments. It was perfect. It was beautiful.

         Seamus said, “This will replace the window in the side entrance to the church. It’s dedicated to my late granddaughter-in-law, Maeve Bennett.”

         The applause was instant and thunderous. Shawna was a star.

         I got choked up. I couldn’t say what affected me more, Shawna’s art or the dedication to my wonderful late wife. I needed a minute to gather myself. Mary Catherine draped an arm across my shoulders. She handed me a tissue from her purse. I tried not to honk when I blew my nose.

         After the service, we waited as a family while parishioners complimented Seamus and Shawna. I didn’t think anyone could have as wide a smile as Shawna on this Sunday morning.

         I could get used to seeing my kids honored.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 106

         

         Sunday night, we had a family meal. The boys insisted on doing all the cooking and the cleaning up. I was wary of a prank. Then I heard Ricky was in charge. That’s how I knew it wouldn’t go too badly.

         We all sat at the long dining room table as the four boys walked out, each holding a platter of food. It was a great presentation. When the platters were set on the table, I saw there were hamburgers, hot dogs, potato chips, and homemade coleslaw. I knew the coleslaw was Ricky’s contribution. It was a feast. Everyone seemed happy. No easy feat with thirteen people in New York City.

         Later, Mary Catherine and I settled in bed with the news on our little TV. I had to watch a story about New York senator Lom Wellmy retiring immediately. The newscaster mentioned Wellmy’s daughter’s arrest for a homicide in Baltimore. The report said that Justice Steinberg had taken his wife’s arrest hard and was in seclusion.

         Mary Catherine turned to me in bed and said, “That was because of you. Is it satisfying?”

         “Finding Emily’s murderer was satisfying. This is just sort of amusing.” I shut off the TV with the remote.

         Mary Catherine fixed those lovely blue eyes on me. She said in a low voice, “Did you love her, Michael?”

         I didn’t have to think about my answer. I looked at Mary Catherine and said, “I love you.” She didn’t smile, but her eyes twinkled. I ran my hand across the smooth skin of her cheek. She was a work of art. Finally, I got around to asking what I wanted to ask. “Are you feeling okay? I tried not to be too intrusive. But you said you’ve been tired. You were nauseated a few times last week. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

         Mary Catherine took a moment to gather her thoughts. I could tell there was something important she wanted to say. I kept my mouth shut and gave her my full attention.

         Mary Catherine said, “I’ve been to see Dr. Jackson a couple of times recently.”

         My heart started to beat faster hearing that she had visited her ob-gyn.

         Mary Catherine sat up in the bed. She turned and looked into my eyes. “Michael, I’m not pregnant. I know you’ve been thinking I am. I’m not. Dr. Jackson thinks it’s unlikely I could ever get pregnant.” Mary Catherine looked at me for my response.

         I sat up and hugged her. She started to sniffle. I cooed, “It’s okay, it’s okay.” I held her. After a moment, I added, “As long as you’re healthy, that’s all that matters.”

         Mary Catherine said, “I’m fine. Well, except for the ability to have a child.” She tried to smile. Then she said, “Michael, cheer me up. Take my mind off it.”

         I tried to think what to say. Finally, I came up with “I wish we had something to take our minds off babies. Maybe something like, I don’t know, ten kids.”

         She smiled. She sniffled and wiped a tear from her eye and then smiled again. “So you’re okay with it?”

         “Sweetheart, I have you. I’m okay with anything.”

         She kissed me.

         I kissed her.

         We fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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         On the second floor of the White House, where the private family quarters are located, thirty-three-year-old Liam Grey of the Central Intelligence Agency is sitting on an antique couch waiting to see the president. It’s nearly seven a.m. as he looks around at the priceless furniture and framed paintings and feels the quiet of the place. These walls have seen the romping and playing of presidential children from Theodore Roosevelt’s to JFK’s, Jimmy Carter’s, and Bill Clinton’s, as well as the attentions of numerous first ladies, but not now. This president is the first bachelor chief executive to assume office since James Buchanan—more than a century and a half ago.

         As he waits, Liam spends a few moments reflecting on the odd circumstances of his life that led him here. He knows DC well, having grown up in the Southwest & The Wharf neighborhood of the district, and definitely not in the tony Georgetown part. He barely made it through the lousy local schools and luckily caught a track scholarship to BU, where he thrived and joined the Army ROTC, following in the sad footsteps of his older brother, Brian, a captain in the famed 10th Mountain Division who had been killed during his second tour of Afghanistan.

         The Army had triggered something in Liam, leading him to military intelligence and a master’s degree in foreign service at Georgetown, where he easily slipped into being recruited into the CIA and, from there, its Directorate of Operations. He’s bounced back and forth from overseas assignments to Langley, and now he—a kid who used to fish off the wharves in his old DC neighborhood, getting into lots of fights and committing petty thefts after school—is moments away from giving the commander in chief the President’s Daily Brief.

         The thin black leather binder in his lap contains the morning report—known as the PDB—and he’s still surprised that he’s the only one here to pass it along to the president. The PDB can run anywhere from ten to fifteen pages and is one of the most closely guarded secrets in Washington, containing a morning overview of the world that is assembled through reports from the CIA, the NSA, the Department of Defense, and lots of other three-letter agencies.

         Traditionally it’s presented to the president by a high-level administrator in the Agency, accompanied by two or three aides. Three months ago, Liam had been called away from his office to join the director of national intelligence and the acting director of the CIA to accompany them when they presented the PDB. Several weeks later, it had been Liam and his boss, the acting director, and now, he’s here alone.

         Very strange, off the books, and not the typical way it is done, but President Keegan Barrett is known to like being atypical and off the books. As a former director of the CIA, the president still has friends and allies at the Agency and is known to keep a close eye on the operators that catch his notice.

         Like one Liam Grey, apparently.

         A door opens to a small office next to this empty living room, and one of President Barrett’s aides, a young Black male wearing a lanyard displaying the required White House ID, says, “Mr. Grey? The president will see you now.”

         “Thank you,” he says, and he gets up and takes the half dozen steps that will change everything.

      
   


   
      
         
             

         

         Like some other presidents before him—Nixon and Trump, for example—President Barrett doesn’t like to work from the downstairs Oval Office. The day after his inauguration last year, in a sit-down with editors and reporters from the Washington bureau of the New York Times, he had said, “Too much history in that place. It feels like you’re in the middle of a museum exhibit. I want to be able to kick back, put my feet on the furniture, and get work done without being interrupted all the goddamn time.”

         President Barrett is sitting behind an old wooden desk that was supposedly used by President Harding. He gets up from the neatly piled folders and telephone bank and briskly walks over to Liam.

         That’s when the CIA officer notes he and the president aren’t alone in the small, wood-paneled room.

         On one of two small blue couches arranged around a wooden coffee table is a woman about Liam’s age, sitting still and looking smart. She’s wearing a two-piece black suit—slacks and jacket—with an ivory blouse. Her light-olive complexion is framed by black hair that is cut and styled close.

         She stares at him with dark-brown eyes, and President Barrett says, “I believe you know each other.”

         Liam nods, smiles. “Noa Himel. We were in the same training class.”

         She gets up, offers a hand, and says, “Glad you remembered me. My hair was longer back then.”

         He takes her grip, firm and warm, and says, “I remembered you outrunning my ass on the obstacle course.”

         She smiles, sits down. “It’s not called that anymore. It’s the confidence enhancement course.”

         With his trademark perfect smile, President Barrett says, “I hate to interrupt this company reunion, but we’ve got work to do. Liam, take a seat next to Noa.”

         Liam goes over and does so, catching a slight whiff of her perfume. It’s nice. The office is small, with bookcases, a couple of framed Frederic Remington western prints, and not much else. The PDB feels heavy in his lap, and the president says, “Liam, you can put that aside for now. We’ve got more important things to discuss.”

         “Yes, sir,” he says, now confused, as he puts the leather-bound volume down on the coffee table. The PDB has been nearly sacred since the era of President John F. Kennedy, when it was known as the President’s Intelligence Checklist. Since then it has expanded and grown in importance, and it’s now considered the most highly classified and important piece of intelligence the president receives on a regular basis. Some presidents wanted the briefings daily, others weekly, and during the last several administrations, it was prepared on a secure computer tablet, but this president—sitting across from him and Noa, wearing dark-gray slacks and a blue Oxford shirt with the collar undone and sleeves rolled up, his skin tanned and thick brown hair carefully trimmed—demanded it go back to paper.

         And now he’s ignoring it.

         Liam thinks maybe he should say something, but…

         Liam is CIA but also former Army, and he’s in the presence of the commander in chief, so he keeps his mouth shut.

         The president says, “Quick question for you both, and one answer apiece. Who are the most dangerous non-state actors we face as a nation? Noa, you’re up.”

         Noa crisply says, “Cyber.”

         “Go on.”

         She says, “We’ve gone beyond the point where hackers and bots can go out and influence an election or steal bank accounts or hold a city’s software ransom. They can turn off the power, switch off the internet, and incite people in a country to rise up against a supposed enemy. You can be a First World nation in the morning, but after the cyberattack you can be a Third World nation come sundown.”

         The president nods. “Exactly. Liam?”

         With Noa going before him, he has a few seconds to think it through and says, “Freelance terrorist cells and organizations. They’ll preach their ideology or twisted view of their religion while they’re killing people and blowing up things, but secretly they’re for sale to the highest bidder. They preach a good sermon, but in reality they’re nihilists. They’ll strike anywhere and anybody for the right price.”

         “Good answers,” the president says. “Which is why I’ve called you both in here today.”

         “Sir?” Liam asks. He’s not sure where the hell this is going, but his initial impression of his good-looking couch mate, Noa, is positive. She gave a neat, thorough answer to the president’s threat question. He has the odd hope that Noa has a similar feeling about his own reply.

         The president clasps his hands together and leans over the coffee table.

         “After decades of our being the world’s punching bag, I’ve decided this administration isn’t going to be reactive anymore,” he says. “We’re going to be proactive, go after our enemies before they strike. We’re no longer going to be the victim. I’m going to set up two CIA teams, one domestic, the other foreign, and you two are going to run them. I’m going to give you the authorization to break things, kill bad guys, and bring back our enemies’ heads in a cooler.”

      
   


   
      
         
             

         

         Noa Himel lets the president’s words sink in for a moment before replying, still wondering what odd circumstances of life have brought her here, her first time meeting the president.

         She’s originally from Tel Aviv, moving at age five with her family to New York City when her corporate banker mother got a great job offer. Dad is a graphic artist, and she’s their only child. After she graduated with a master’s degree in international relations from Columbia, her uncle Benny flew in from Israel to congratulate her and recommend that she talk to an old friend of his in Virginia about a job.

         That led to two developments: getting employed by the CIA, and confirming the family rumors that Uncle Benny worked for Mossad.

         The Agency was still “old boy” in that a lot of managers thought women recruits should go to desk and analysis jobs, but at the time Noa thought, Screw that shit—she wasn’t spending the rest of her life in a cubicle. She went for the Directorate of Operations and got in, not afraid to ask tough questions along the way.

         Like right now.

         “Sir…with all due respect, you know we can’t operate in the United States,” Noa says. “It’s against the CIA’s charter. Congress and their oversight…they would never allow it.”

         His eyes flash for a hot second. “You think I don’t know that, Noa?”

         Noa knows he’s quite aware of that, given his background as a former Army general, the secretary of defense, the CIA director, and a two-term congressman from California before he won the White House.

         “Sir,” she says, “that’s what I meant by ‘all due respect.’ You have the authority to have the Agency conduct overseas operations and missions, but inside the United States…it can’t be done.”

         “Nice observation, Noa, but it will be done,” he replies. “I’ve issued a presidential finding regarding the temporary deployment of CIA assets within the United States, and my attorney general has signed off on it. You and Liam have no worries about doing anything illegal. It’ll be on the books…though I’ll be the one keeping the books, of course.”

         Noa waits for Liam to speak, but he’s keeping his mouth shut and his opinions to himself, usually a wise career move at the CIA. He’s dressed well and has a nice-looking face and light-brown hair, but he sits oddly, like he’d rather be standing armed in a desert somewhere. Besides, she thinks, he’s former Army, meaning in most circumstances, when receiving an oddball order like this, his instinct will be to salute first and ask no questions.

         But Noa sees things differently. Working in the Agency means both competing in the field and dealing with the bureaucratic infighting that comes with every large organization, but she feels like President Barrett is the proverbial bull in a china shop, asking her to come along for the ride.

         A thrill for sure, but to what end? she thinks.

         “Sir,” she says—thinking if she’s going to commit career suicide, why not do it in style?—“don’t you think the respective intelligence committees in Congress are going to raise hell over your finding?”

         His smile seems to be made of steel. “The Intelligence Authorization Act allows the president to proceed without official notification to Congress if I inform them in a ‘timely manner.’ That’s up for me to define, isn’t it? ‘Timely manner’?”

         Next to her Liam bestirs himself and says, “Absolutely, sir.”

         Damn Army vet, she thinks.

         Barrett seems happy that Liam has spoken and says, “The time of nations and organized terrorist groups fighting other nations in the open is long gone. Now they conceal themselves, depending on our adherence to the rule of law and due process not to respond. Our enemies are activists, now more than ever. We have to be activists in return. Now I want to tell you why I selected you, what I expect of you, and why I decided to brief the two of you together.”

         He stares at Noa, and she feels uneasy. The president has never married, has borne himself like a “warrior monk,” similar to famed Marine general James Mattis. He’s totally dedicated to the United States and its defense, yet he has that “thing” that some former presidents had, including JFK, Johnson, and Clinton. When one is in their presence, one takes notice.

         Noa also takes notice of an edge to the president’s look, like he is sizing her up, and she isn’t sure if it’s her experience or appearance he is evaluating.

         The president says, “In my time at the CIA, I knew where the deadwood was located and that there were open cases involving possible Agency traitors that dragged on for years. But I couldn’t do anything about it, due to politics. The director serves at the pleasure of the president, and back then, the president didn’t have the nerve to do what had to be done, no matter how many times I briefed her. That stops now. Noa, you’re going to have my full authority to clean house at the Agency. I’m going to chop up all the deadwood into very small pieces that will never be found again.”

         Noa says, “But Director Fenway—”

         He snaps, “Acting Director Milton Fenway, if you please. No disrespect to your boss, but I’ve told him what I’ve planned and he’s on board. Don’t worry about him.”

         She thinks she sees Liam give a slight nod to the president. Poor Acting Director Fenway. A few months ago, the president had nominated a smart hard-charger—Hannah Abrams, a former deputy director—who was known at the Agency as a top-notch street woman operating in what was called the “night soil circuit,” meaning she took every overseas assignment available, even the worst of the worst. Most in the Directorate of Operations are looking forward to Abrams taking command of the Agency, but her nomination is still being held up in the Senate for some obscure political reason.

         Until that logjam is broken, Milton Fenway is the acting director, and he comes from the CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology, meaning he is experienced in various aspects of those technical means of gathering intelligence—SIGINT and ELINT—but not HUMINT, human intelligence. The men and women who work undercover around the world, rightly or wrongly, think they are the tip of the spear for the Agency and have no respect for the man.

         The president adds, “There are also safe houses for the Chinese and Russians located across the country. We know where most of them are located. We leave them alone because we don’t want to cause a stir or embarrass the Chinese or Russians, or because we don’t have the evidence to prosecute them. To hell with that. Those houses are going to be taken out, and the foreign agents within are going to disappear.”

         Noa is silent for a few seconds.

         What did the president just say?

         “Disappear”?

      
   


   
      
         
             

         

         Noa thinks that if she doesn’t get a good answer right now, she’s getting up and leaving.

         “‘Disappear’?” she asks. “Sir?”

         He smiles. “I don’t mean like the Argentine Army did back in their ‘Dirty War,’ tossing arrestees out of helicopters over the South Atlantic. No, ‘disappear’ to a facility where they won’t have access to the Constitution and American lawyers. They’re here illegally, they’re conducting war against the United States, and they will be treated accordingly.”

         He shifts his attention to Liam, and Noa feels a sense of relief, that the force of the man’s personality—like the beam of a high-powered searchlight—is now pointed at someone else. She’s still processing what’s been assigned to her by the president.

         Domestic work, she thinks. The legal and institutional handcuffs put on by Barrett’s predecessors and Congress have just been slipped off.

         One hell of an opportunity.

         Sure, she thinks, an opportunity to really hit hard at some bad actors out there, or an opportunity to be humiliated, arrested, and stripped of my pension if this turns into another Iran–Contra disaster.

         Noa wants to make a difference in the world by being in the Agency, and the president has just given her a golden ticket to do so.

         President Barrett is talking a good talk, but will that be enough once the bodies start piling up?

         “There are terrorist cells, hackers, and bot farms controlled by the Iranians, Chinese, and Russians, and there are hackers-for-hire across the globe,” the president says. “They attack us day and night via cyberspace or in the real world. We don’t retaliate appropriately because we don’t want to escalate the situation, or because we’re not one hundred percent sure of a target, or because we don’t want to stoop to their level. That stops today. You’re going to get a team together of people from the intelligence and military communities. From there, overseas you’ll go. These farms, cells, and other structures…you know what Rome did to Carthage?”

         “Yes, sir,” Liam says. “Once Rome finally conquered Carthage, they destroyed every building and salted the earth around the ruins so nothing would ever grow there again. And that’s exactly what happened.”

         The president nods. “I want them gone. Gone so hard that whoever survives won’t go back to a computer keyboard or an AK-47 ever again.”

         Liam says, “If I may, it sounds risky, sir.”

         “Of course it’s risky,” he says. “Fortune favors the bold, correct? And it’s time for us to be bold. I’ll give you both twenty-four hours to pick your teams and then come back here tomorrow. We’ll go over your candidates, and then we’ll discuss logistics and support. And when it comes to support, you’ll have everything you need, with just one phone call or text. As commander in chief, I can get any branch of the military to assist you under any circumstances.”

         The president leans back into the couch. “I’ve followed both of your careers over the years. You have the intelligence, toughness, experience, and…well, the perfect background and history of heartbreak to do what must be done. Any questions?”

         Dozens of them, Noa thinks, but she doesn’t want to speak first.

         She feels she’s spoken enough, and even though she has misgivings about what’s being offered to her, she is also relishing the thought of taking the fight to enemies who have set up camp within the nation’s borders.

         Let Liam take the lead.

         But Liam refuses to do so.

         “No, sir,” he says. “I’m good.”

         Noa says, “I’m good as well.”

         President Barrett nods with satisfaction.

         “Get out, get to work, and I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll be supplying you both with an initial set of targets, complete with locations and defenses.” He adds a chilly smile. “I’ll also supply the salt.”
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