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For Niamh,


You light up each and every one of my days.


Love you, sweetheart.
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Jefferson Winter noticed the blonde the second he stepped into the diner. She was hidden behind the pages of a newspaper at the back table, a coffee mug in front of her. Three nights running he’d been coming here and this was the first customer he had seen. The newspaper dropped and she met his gaze. There was nothing in the look. No curiosity, no smile, no invitation. The newspaper went back up as quickly as it had come down, and the moment passed.


He pulled the door closed behind him and walked over to the counter, glad to get out of the cold. Early October in New York and the days were mostly pleasant, but the nights were starting to bite. The place was tiny, just eight tables and one guy taking the orders and doing the cooking. It was long and narrow, the tables lined up against one wall, the counter and grill along the other, a walkway in-between. The air smelled unhealthily good and was layered with grease so thick you could feel it on your skin. It was a smell that got better with every step. ‘Love Me Tender’ was playing quietly on a stereo perched on a high shelf, the old Elvis song working in counterpoint to the rumble of the dying heater.


Winter could see the woman’s reflection in the mirror behind the counter. The newspaper was in the way so all he saw was a pair of black leather gloves and the top of her head. Her gloves were tight enough to make out the outline of her fingers, and the fact that she wasn’t wearing any chunky rings. It didn’t look as though there was a wedding band, but it was impossible to say for sure. The harsh lighting created the illusion that her platinum-blonde hair was actually white.


There was no evidence to suggest that she had company. The other three chairs were pushed hard up against the table and there was only one mug. So what was she doing here? She could be waiting for someone but, given that it was two in the morning, he wasn’t convinced. If it had been the middle of the day then the question would be redundant since it wouldn’t be that big a deal. A woman on her own enjoying a lunchtime coffee wouldn’t raise any eyebrows, however, anyone sitting on their own in a diner in the middle of the night would. So what was her story? Winter could see a number of possibilities. Maybe she’d been out clubbing, or maybe she was a shift worker. Or maybe, like him, she suffered from occasional bouts of insomnia.


‘Same as usual?’


He turned from the mirror. The cook was standing there wiping his hands on his dirty apron. His accent was impenetrable, the words barely comprehensible. The dark hair and complexion placed him somewhere to the south of the Mediterranean. He was in his fifties, skinny and tall, and he walked with a slight stoop, like he was apologising for those extra inches.


‘Same as usual,’ Winter replied.


‘Everything?’


‘Everything.’


The grunted response meant they were done talking. The cook poured a coffee and Winter added two sugars then looked for somewhere to sit. He was tempted by the tables at the rear where it was warmer, but habit won out and he went for the table next to the window. He preferred window seats because he liked watching the world go by. Not that there would be much to see. This time of day, even New York slowed down.


Winter shook off his jacket, draped it over the back of a chair and got himself comfortable. He’d had the jacket for years. Suede on the outside, sheepskin on the inside, and as comfortable as a well-worn pair of sneakers. He dug out his Zippo, clicked the lid open and flicked up a flame. For a moment he just sat there watching the fire dance, then he clicked the lid shut. Click, flick, click. The smoking ban was a pain in the ass.


The cook was busy at the grill, singing along to Elvis in a tuneless monotone. Judging by the way he was shaping and twisting the words, he’d learnt the lyrics phonetically. Winter tuned him out and unwrapped his cutlery. He laid the fork and knife neatly on the table and stared out of the window, losing himself in the neon-streaked darkness.


For a while he just sat there, staring at nothing. He’d been in New York for the past eight days helping the city’s police department hunt down Ryan McCarthy, a serial killer who’d targeted young businessmen. As much as he liked the city, now that McCarthy was in custody there was no reason to stay. His next stop was Paris, where he had another killer to hunt. That’s the way it had been since he left the FBI. Finish one case, move on to the next. The truth of the matter was that things hadn’t been much different when he was with the FBI. Unfortunately, he existed in a world where there would never be a shortage of monsters.


He sipped his coffee, the details of the Paris case turning through his head. He already had some rough ideas, but nothing he was ready to share. The files the police had sent through were lacking in detail, and prompted more questions than answers. This was nothing new. Written reports tended to lack detail because the people writing them were so overworked.


The squeak of a chair moving against the floor tiles pulled him away from Paris and back to the diner. He looked up from his coffee and saw the blonde reflected in the window. She was walking along the narrow aisle between the tables and the counter. She moved gracefully, feet padding, body rolling.


The first thing that struck him was how thin she was. Her facial bones were pressing tight against the skin and her leather jacket was sitting as though it was a couple of sizes too big. She would never be classed as pretty, but nor was she unattractive. She sat right in the middle of those two extremes. With a little make-up she could be made to shine. He estimated that she was in her mid-twenties, and more or less the same height as him, five-nine, give or take an inch. She was wearing a pair of scruffy Levi’s jeans and her baggy leather jacket was zipped up to the chin. Her Converse sneakers were old and battered.


He was wondering again what she was doing here. The way she was dressed didn’t provide much in the way of clues. They were clothes that could be worn to work, or worn to a bar. If she was an insomniac she’d probably got up and put on the first thing she could find. That’s what he’d done. He studied her reflection more closely and decided that she hadn’t been out drinking. She was walking straight and steady, and seemed to be in full control of her body. Nor was there any food on her table. The reason you came to a place like this after a night out was to get a plateful of carb-heavy food to soak up the alcohol.


Not that it really mattered why she was here. He was leaving for Paris, and she was about to disappear into the night. That’s how this one played out. Life could be broken down into a series of encounters, some significant, most not. For the tiniest slice of time his orbit had coincided with hers. In a world of seven billion people, the likelihood of their orbits ever colliding again was zilch.


Three strides from the door she changed direction and stopped at his table.


‘May I?’


She nodded towards the empty seat on the opposite side of the table. It took Winter almost a whole second to process the fact that the question was aimed at him.


‘Be my guest.’


She smiled and sat. The smile was playful and bright. Up close, her eyes looked too green to be natural. Interesting. She dressed casually but then disguised her eyes with contact lenses. Her platinum-blonde hair had clearly come from a bottle, and was too long to be classed as short. It looked like she’d styled it herself with kitchen scissors. She stared across the table at his dead-rock-star T-shirt and the scruffy hooded top, stared at his white hair. Then she laid the folded newspaper on the table and placed a gloved hand on top of it. Winter glanced at the newspaper then met her gaze.


‘It’s good to meet you, Jefferson.’


Of all the things she could have said, this was the last thing he’d expected. He looked at her more closely. He’d never seen her before. That much he was certain of. ‘Who are you? More to the point, how do you know who I am?’


‘I’d rather not say.’


‘Okay, since you know who I am, how about you tell me your name?’


For a moment the woman said nothing. She was staring across the table again. Studying him. Checking him out. Winter waited for her to speak first.


‘You know, I expected you to be taller. More impressive. But isn’t that always the way? You build someone up in your mind, then, when you finally meet them, it’s always a disappointment.’


Winter said nothing and the woman laughed.


‘I’ve read the psychology books, too, Jefferson. Keep quiet and your opponent will be compelled to fill the silence. That’s what’s going on here, right? You’re playing mind games with me. You’re trying to suss me out.’


Winter smiled. ‘What do you expect? Since you know who I am, I’m assuming that you also know what I do for living.’


‘So what have you got so far? And don’t play innocent and pretend you’ve got nothing because you’ve been checking me out since the second you stepped through the door.’


‘I could ask you the same thing.’


The woman tutted and slowly shook her head. ‘I asked first. And I want the truth. I’m a big girl. Believe me, there’s very little you could say that would hurt me.’


The last statement was intentionally loaded. Was there a story, or was she just trying to make herself out to be more interesting than she actually was? Winter gave it a couple of seconds in case she had anything else to add. She smiled across the table and nodded for him to go on. Her eyes were wide. He could see the edges of the coloured lenses.


‘You’re a game player,’ he said. ‘That much is clear from this conversation. It’s all move and countermove. You’re also narcissistic. As far as you’re concerned you’re sitting there slap bang at the centre of the universe. Also, you want me to believe that you’re this great big mystery that’s just waiting to be solved.’


‘Have you looked in the mirror lately? You could be describing yourself.’


‘You don’t know anything about me.’


‘That’s where you’re wrong. I know exactly who you are. What’s more, I know what you are.’


‘And what am I?’


‘You’re a work in progress.’


Winter laughed. ‘And what the hell is that supposed to mean?’


The woman didn’t answer. She tapped the newspaper with her fingertips, then lifted her head so she was looking over his shoulder. Her gaze was aimed at the street, but she wasn’t really seeing anything out there. Winter waited for her to speak again. He was more than comfortable with long silences. He was also comfortable dealing with crazy people. Right now, he was just trying to work out what brand of crazy she was.


‘Have you ever wondered what it’s like to kill someone?’ she asked.


‘No.’


‘Liar. You’re the man who gets inside the heads of serial killers. You can’t do that without imagining what it’s like to kill.’


‘Okay I’ll concede that much, but you’re talking about actually killing a person. What I do is light years away from that.’


‘Liar.’


‘Believe what you like.’


A movement by the counter caught Winter’s eye. He looked up and saw the cook coming through the flap with a plate in his hand. The woman glanced over her shoulder, following his gaze. She looked back at Winter and waited for him to meet her eye.


‘We could kill him,’ she whispered. ‘That would be fun, don’t you think?’


Winter said nothing.


‘Anyone is capable of murder if they’re pushed hard enough.’


‘You’re wrong. Murder is a choice. You don’t have to pull the trigger, you choose to.’


She shrugged. ‘We’ll have to agree to differ on that one, Jefferson.’


The cook stopped at the table and put the plate down. Winter said a distracted ‘thank you’ then turned back to the woman. Before he could say anything she pulled a food knife out of her pocket and stood up. She grabbed hold of the cook, then spun him into her body and cupped the back of his head in her left hand. Her eyes were sparkling and she was biting her bottom lip. She took a sharp intake of breath then plunged the knife into the cook’s eye, all the way to the hilt. Surprise flashed momentarily in his good eye, his face went slack and he dropped to the floor. The sound of his body hitting the tiles got Winter moving. He went to stand but the woman put her hand up, stopping him in his tracks.


‘Whatever you’ve got planned, it won’t work. Right now, I can think of ten different ways to kill you.’


Winter looked up at her, every muscle in his body tensed. Elvis had moved on to singing ‘Suspicious Minds’. The emphysemic heater was banging as loudly as his heart. She leaned forward and he caught the scent of her shampoo, the scent of her soap. She was close enough to reach out and grab hold of. But then what? He’d come bottom in every self-defence class he’d ever taken at Quantico. Mind games he could manage, but when things got physical he was clueless. She moved closer, her lips brushing the edge of his ear.


‘If you follow me I will kill you. But don’t worry, I’ll be seeing you again real soon.’


She stepped back and smiled, and Winter stayed very still. He was working hard to keep his face passive, his breathing easy. She was looking for a reaction, but there was no way she was getting one. Her smile turned into a laugh and she turned to leave. A second later the dull bell above the door clanged and she was gone.
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The woman checked for traffic then crossed the road, squeezing between the cars parked on both sides of the narrow street. She was moving quickly, almost jogging. Winter tracked her progress along the sidewalk, willing her to turn her head so he could see her face one more time. It didn’t happen. Another five strides took her all the way to the corner. He counted every single step. At the very last second, she looked back. A quick over-the-shoulder glance, then she disappeared from sight.


Winter settled back into his seat and lit a cigarette. He inhaled deeply and let out a long smoky sigh. The cook was lying in an awkward sprawl on the tiled floor a couple of yards away. There was no point checking for a pulse. He was wearing a wedding ring, so presumably he had a wife. What about kids? Someone out there was going to miss and mourn him, that was for sure. It was yet another example of someone being in the wrong place at the wrong time.


He knew that he wasn’t to blame for the cook’s death, but there was a world of difference between knowing something and believing it. On one level he understood that you couldn’t be held responsible for the actions of others. He hadn’t stabbed the cook. That one had been all down to the woman. She’d made the decision to take that course of action, and had followed through.


For the most part Winter bought into these justifications, but the bottom line here was that the cook had been murdered to get his attention. There was no other reason for what had just happened. It was pure theatre. You didn’t put on a show like this without an audience. But why do that? And what the hell else was she planning on doing to get his attention? Paris was going to have to wait. Until she was caught it would be impossible to even start to find a way to be okay with what had just happened.


The intro to ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ started playing, and that was enough to get him moving again. Elvis’s voice was annoying enough at the best of times, but right now it was one distraction too many. He got up, stepped over the body of the cook, and went behind the counter to turn off the CD player. He picked up a bowl to use as an ashtray, then walked to the rear of the diner and slid into the chair where the woman had been sitting.


The only evidence she’d ever been here was the coffee mug on the table, and a wisp of her scent that was there and gone so fast he was left wondering if he’d imagined it. He ran a finger down the side of the mug. No heat. She’d been here long enough for her coffee to cool, but the coffee hadn’t been touched, and she’d been wearing gloves, so no DNA and no prints.


He settled back in the seat and tried to imagine the world from her perspective. It was a good choice of seat. The door on the left no doubt led to the back alley. If you needed to get away fast, it was always best to keep your options open. The seat also gave a good view of the other tables and the front door. Wherever he’d chosen to sit, she would have been able to watch him easily.


So what now? One thing was for sure, he couldn’t do this on his own. He needed access to the police’s databases, he needed information. Also, he was probably going to need a car.


This last one was the simplest to achieve. All he had to do was call Avis or Hertz and request the fastest car they had in their fleet, then go pick it up. The first two needs would be tougher, but not impossible to satisfy. One of the last things Carla Mendoza had said when he signed off on the McCarthy case was that she owed him one. The way she’d delivered this gave the impression that she was filling a hole in the conversation. That said, she was a homicide detective. Once she’d heard what had happened here, how could she not want to get involved?


Winter crushed the cigarette into the bowl and took out his cellphone. He found Mendoza’s cell number and hit dial. The call went straight through to voicemail, which was understandable. It had taken eight long days to hunt down Ryan McCarthy and she no doubt wanted to catch up on her sleep.


He tapped his cell phone against his chin, wondering what to do next. If he’d had her home number he would have called that. Unfortunately, she’d never given it to him. He knew she lived in Brooklyn, but he didn’t know where exactly, otherwise he’d just jump in a cab and drive out there. He went through everything in his head one more time, looking to see if there was any way he could do this on his own. There wasn’t. He needed Mendoza. Or, to be more accurate, he needed the resources she had access to. He tried her cell one more time, but it went straight to voicemail again. He hung up, cutting the message off in mid-flow, then punched in 911.


‘911, what’s your emergency?’


The voice was male. Geographically, the accent originated from somewhere in the Midwest.


‘I need you to get a message to Sergeant Carla Mendoza. She works out of the NYPD’s headquarters at One Police Plaza. Tell her she needs to call Jefferson Winter immediately. I need you to stress that this is urgent.’


‘Sir, this is 911. We don’t pass on messages.’


‘With all due respect, that’s exactly what you do. You take information from your callers then pass that information on to the appropriate party, whether that’s the cops, the medics or the fire department. This time I need you to relay a message to the cops.’


‘Sir, I must warn you that it’s a criminal offence to make hoax calls to 911.’


‘That’s good to hear. Okay, when you get hold of Sergeant Mendoza, she’s probably going to give you some sob story about how it’s the middle of the night and she doesn’t want to be disturbed. There will probably be some shouting, and I’d be surprised if there’s not a fair bit of cursing. Tell her that there’s been a murder and my prints are all over the murder scene. By the way, I’m at a diner called O’Neal’s over on the Lower East Side.’


Winter hung up, pushed the cellphone into his jeans pocket, and walked across to the counter to get a clean knife. He carried it back over to his table, stepping carefully over the body of the cook to avoid the blood. Then he sat down and started to eat.


The woman had left her newspaper behind. It was lying neatly folded on the table. Winter flicked it open and laid it down flat. The Hartwood Gazette was printed in a curly script at the top of the page, and the bold headline beneath read: COUPLE SLAIN IN BRUTAL MURDER. The byline belonged to someone called Granville Clarke. He took a closer look and saw how the pages had begun to darken and yellow with age. According to the header, the newspaper dated back to January six years ago.


To the right of the article was a picture of the dead couple. They were young, wholesome and smiling, their eyes filled with dreams of a bright future. This was a portrait rather than a snapshot and, although the smiles were suppressed and the pose staged, you could tell they’d been happy together. The caption named them as Lester and Melanie Reed.


According to the article, Lester and Melanie had been in their early twenties when they were murdered, and they’d lived in Hartwood their whole short lives. There was mention of the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department, which placed Hartwood in upstate New York. Lester had worked at the family store, while Melanie taught in the town’s elementary school. They’d only been married for a year. It was a life that had been halted before it had really gotten started.


There was more padding than substance to the story, and Winter had the impression that it must have been written in a hurry. Most likely the murders had coincided with the newspaper’s deadline. If that was the case then everything would have been in chaos and there wouldn’t have been time to dig deeper.


The newspaper had been left behind on purpose. If it had been the latest issue of The New York Times, then, yes, he could accept that it was an accident. But it wasn’t. This was an old newspaper. It wasn’t one that she’d just happened to have lying around. It had been left for a reason. Then there was the way that she’d kept tapping it while they were talking. She’d wanted him to notice it.


He quickly flicked through the rest of the pages. The only story of any note was the one about the murders. The other stories were the sort of thing you’d expect to find in a small-town newspaper. Births, marriages, deaths, local interest pieces. Which meant that she’d wanted him to see the story about the murders. But why do that? The only reason Winter could see was that she’d been involved in the murders. Given what she’d done to the cook it was a distinct possibility.


He took out his cell and did a quick Google search. The Hartwood Gazette didn’t have a website, but the Rochester Democrat & Chronicle did. Rochester was where the sheriff’s department was based, so it was the logical next place to go looking. Unfortunately, the online archive didn’t go back far enough to be of any help.


Winter was still eating when a police cruiser came roaring into the street. The siren was howling and the light bar painted the night red and blue. Two cops burst from the car, their guns already drawn. Neither one was Mendoza, which didn’t surprise him. The Seventh Precinct’s station house was only a couple of blocks away, so chances were that’s where they’d come from. Mendoza had to get here from Brooklyn so it would still be a while before she showed up.


The bell gave a dull clang and the door banged open. The guy who’d been driving entered first, covered by his partner. He looked at the body of the cook, looked at Winter.


‘On the ground! Hands behind your back!’


Winter shook his head. ‘Not going to happen.’


The cop gave him the look. It was an expression he was used to. Part disbelief, part perplexed, and part what the hell? This guy was smaller than his partner, but obviously older and more experienced. Mid-forties, black hair, blue eyes, and permanent frown lines etched into his forehead. According to the badge on his jacket his name was Pritchard. The name badge on the partner’s jacket read Collins. Winter cut off a piece of egg and popped it into his mouth. Pritchard raised his gun and aimed.


‘I said down on the floor.’


‘Or what? You’re going to shoot me?’ He shook his head again. ‘I don’t think so. The other thing I’m sure of is that you’re not about to come over here and drag me out of this chair. This is a crime scene and if you end up contaminating it, you’ll be in all sorts of trouble. I can’t contaminate it because I’m part of the scene, so, if you don’t mind, I’d like to finish my breakfast. Chances are I’m not going to be eating again any time soon, so I might as well eat now.’


He scraped some hash browns on to his fork and ate them. Pritchard was giving him the look again. He was staring, his mouth slightly open. He stood frozen for a moment longer, the gun still pointed at Winter’s chest, then he lowered it and conferred with Collins.


While they talked, Winter quickly finished his breakfast, washed it down with the last of his coffee, then wiped his mouth and hands on the serviette. He folded the serviette into a neat square, placed it on to the table, then rocked back in his seat. It was the pointlessness of the murder that got to him the most. It just wasn’t right. The cook should have been flipping burgers and singing along to Elvis for years to come, but instead, he was going to get measured for a box and consigned to the flames.


He stared at the two cops until they stopped talking and gave him their full attention. Without a word, he stood up and stepped over the cook’s  body. Then he turned around, put his hands behind his back and waited for the handcuffs to be snapped on.
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The handcuffs clicked tight and Pritchard recited the Miranda warning. Winter tuned him out. By his reckoning it would take about half an hour to track Mendoza down and get her here. Five minutes had passed since he called 911. Only twenty-five minutes to go. All he had to do was keep his head down and work the system.


Pritchard got to the end of his spiel and asked if he understood his rights. Winter said that he did, and Collins took this as his cue. He grabbed hold of Winter’s arm then marched him outside and bundled him into the back of the police cruiser. The car smelled like someone had vomited in it recently. The leather seats been wiped clean but a trace of the smell still lingered. The back of the car was separated from the front by a partition. The thick Perspex window made it easy for the cops up front to keep an eye on him, and the criss-crossed grille next to it had been put there so they could tell him to shut up if he caused trouble. The door handles and window winders had been removed.


A second police cruiser turned into the street, lights flashing, and skidded to a halt nose to nose with the car Winter was in. The Perspex distorted the view through the windshield but he could see enough to work out what was going on. He watched Pritchard and Collins walk over and shake hands with the two uniformed officers. Words were exchanged and there was some arm waving, a few laughs. Pritchard was clearly filling the new guys in on what had gone down in the diner.


The conversation wound up and Pritchard climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. He waited for Collins to shut the passenger door and get settled in, then hit the gas and reversed quickly back along the narrow street. Fifty yards later, he swung the wheel hard to the left and backed into an alleyway, throwing Winter across the rear seat. By the time he’d got himself upright they were facing the correct way and accelerating.


‘Can you believe what an asshole this guy is?’


Pritchard’s question wasn’t answered straightaway. Instead, Collins glanced over his shoulder and waited for Winter to meet his eye. ‘Yeah, what a douchebag.’


The name calling didn’t bother him. It was something he’d had plenty of experience with as a kid. After his father’s arrest, his mother had gone into flight mode in a futile attempt to escape the shame. Between the ages of eleven and seventeen they’d lived in fifteen cities in ten different states. All those new schools equated to a whole lot of name calling.


Pritchard and Collins moved on to talking about the Giants’ season and a couple of minutes later the car pulled into a parking space outside the Seventh Precinct’s red-brick station house. Despite the hour, the lights were burning bright. The rear door of the police cruiser swung open and Winter shuffled out. For a moment he just stood there breathing in the night air, the noise of the city filtering through the dark. By his reckoning, in twenty-two minutes he’d be a free man again.


‘Get moving!’


Pritchard gave him a shove and he started walking towards the entrance. It took twenty minutes to process him. Mugshots, fingerprints, paperwork. He kept one eye on the clock, and started dragging his heels as they approached the twenty-two minute mark. Still no Mendoza. At twenty-eight minutes he was led to a chair in an interview room. The door banged shut and he was left alone. Ending up in an interview room had not been a part of the plan.


Mendoza should have been here by now. Her name would have been flagged up by the 911 operative, and he’d been sure to give enough details to track her down, so where the hell was she? It wasn’t rocket science. A single telephone call to One Police Plaza would have confirmed that she existed. Personnel would have her home number on file, and someone would have rung it. Even if she was ignoring her cell, it would be hard to ignore a ringing landline. Unless, of course she’d taken it off the hook.


Winter had factored this possibility into his original calculations. If that had happened then a squad car would have been despatched, and someone would have knocked on the door until she answered. This time of the night, the Brooklyn Bridge would be clear of traffic. The roads would be clear, too. It should only take twenty minutes to get here from Brooklyn, maybe not even that.


He told himself to relax. She’d be here soon. It crossed his mind that she might be staying at a boyfriend’s house. Or a girlfriend’s. He wasn’t convinced though. All the time they’d been working together he’d seen absolutely no evidence that she was in a relationship with anyone of either sex. No quick furtive cellphone calls, no secret texting. She didn’t wear rings, so if she was married then she wasn’t advertising the fact. She was good at compartmentalising, that much was clear. Even so, Winter reckoned he would have picked up something. And even if he had missed it, her colleagues wouldn’t have. She worked in an office full of detectives. Someone would have noticed something. An environment like that, secrets were practically non-existent. If that was the case, then someone would know where to find her.


He sat down and did his best to get comfortable. His hands were still cuffed behind his back, his arms starting to go numb. He stretched in the chair and tried to shake some life back into them, then took a quick look around. The room was like a hundred other interview rooms he’d been in. Cheap scuffed linoleum tiles on the floor, cheap grey paint on the walls. The table was bolted to the floor and there were four chairs, two to a side facing each other. The accused and their lawyer would get the side facing the large one-way mirror, while the interviewers got to sit with their back to it.


There would be someone in the room behind the mirror. Probably more than one person. Winter had been on the other side of the interview table often enough to know how that one worked. Right now, they’d be studying him closely and thinking about the best strategies to employ to get the most out of the interview. They’d be getting their game plan together, and all the time they’d be looking for weaknesses that they could exploit.


He had a strong urge to get up and walk over to the mirror. It was something he’d seen countless times. Without exception, any suspect who wasn’t chained to the table or the floor would get up and go over to the mirror and stare into it. Most would tap the glass. Even though they’d seen enough cop shows to know the score, it was as though they needed to satisfy themselves that there was a room on the other side. That they were being watched.


As the minutes ticked by a trickle of anxiety wormed through his stomach. What if he’d overplayed his hand and the police couldn’t get hold of Mendoza? If that happened then he might be in trouble. The interview wouldn’t go on for ever. At some point it would end and he’d be transported down to the cells, and right now that prospect worried him more than anything else. He’d been in enough prisons to know a five-nine guy, weighing in at 140 pounds with no self-defence skills whatsoever was going to have a rough time.


Right now, he wasn’t just the number-one suspect, he was the only suspect. And that was the problem. Why would the police go looking for the real killer if they already had someone in custody? It all came back to taking the path of least resistance. People rarely went out of their way to create more work for themselves. And if you’d pulled the night shift, then that was definitely going to be the case.


Winter took a deep breath and tried not to think about it. There was nothing he could do to affect the outcome, so there was no point worrying. All he could do was wait and see what happened next. With or without Mendoza, the truth would eventually come out. He shuffled around in his seat to get comfortable, shook his arms again to get the blood flowing. Then he shut his eyes and counted off the seconds.
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The door swung open and a black guy entered. Everything about him was average. Medium height, medium build, and one of those faces you wouldn’t look at twice. The lack of a uniform marked him out as a detective. His suit was off-the-rack and didn’t fit particularly well. It was navy blue and crumpled. His tie was red and sitting slightly crooked. There was a sheet of paper and a pen in his left hand, a thin folder and a small digital recorder in his right.


The detective took the seat opposite him, placed the folder and the recorder on the table, pressed the record button, then went through the preliminaries. Date, time, the fact that Winter was here on suspicion of murder. He gave his name as Darryl Hitchin, his rank as sergeant.


Hitchin pushed the sheet of paper across the table, and Winter leant forward so he could read through it. Slowly. It was a standard Miranda waiver form. He’d seen plenty of these, so many that he could have recited what was written there by heart. Even so, he read through it like it was the most important document he’d ever seen. He rattled the handcuffs against the chair back, drawing Hitchin’s attention to them


‘If you want me to sign this, you’re going to have to take these off.’


‘Sure, but they’re going straight back on afterwards.’


‘Seriously? Do I look dangerous?’


‘Looks can be deceptive.’


The detective was acting cool but Winter wasn’t fooled. Inside he must have been celebrating. He had a murder suspect who was willing to be questioned without a lawyer being present. That didn’t happen every day. Winter had contemplated asking for one so he could send them out to find Mendoza. The problem was that it was the middle of the night. If the lawyer was delayed then he might be moved down to the cells. Issues of personal safety aside, that would create another delay. The deeper into the system he went, the longer it was going to take to get out. Every minute spent dealing with this bullshit was a minute wasted. It was a hassle he could do without. Time that would be better spent doing something constructive, like finding out more about the Reed murders.


Hitchin came around the table and unlocked the handcuffs. It was good to have them off, albeit briefly. The steel had been pressing uncomfortably against his bones and had left indentations in his skin. Winter rubbed his wrists then picked up the pen and signed the form. Instead of putting his arms behind his back, he held them out to the front. Hitchin just stared at him without saying a word.


‘Come on,’ said Winter, ‘I came in quietly enough. If you don’t believe me, ask your buddies. So far I’ve been a model prisoner. No trouble whatsoever.’


Hitchin looked at him. He started at the white hair and worked his way down past the hooded top to his worn jeans and sneakers. Then he fastened the handcuffs, went around to the other side of the table and sat back down.


Winter waited for him to get settled. ‘What was the cook’s name?’


‘Excuse me.’


‘The dead cook, what was he called?’


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘Because he shouldn’t be dead. He just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.’


Hitchin raised a questioning eyebrow.


‘Don’t get too excited. That’s not an admission of anything. Not even close.’ He hesitated. ‘Okay, I know how these things are supposed to work: you ask the questions, I answer them. On the basis of that I can understand why you might be reluctant to give me a name.’


Hitchin was watching him from the other side of the table, eyes narrow, not saying a word.


‘Okay, let me make this real simple. If you answer my question, then I’ll be more than happy to answer all of yours. Whatever you want to know, just ask. You want to talk for the rest of the day, that’s absolutely fine with me. However, if you don’t answer my question, then I’m afraid I’m just going to sit here and exercise my Fifth Amendment right to remain silent. You won’t get zip.’ He paused and smiled, waited until Hitchin met his eye. ‘So what do you say? It’s just one little question. Where’s the harm?’


The detective just sat there for a moment, then flipped open his file and thumbed through the pages. There weren’t many. This investigation had just got started.


‘His name was Omar Harrak. He originated from Morocco and had been living here in the US for almost a decade. He was married with a couple of kids, a boy and a girl. Immigration knows all about him. He got his green card a little over four years ago. No police record, not even a traffic violation.’


Winter closed his eyes and repeated the name under his breath a couple of times. In his mind’s eye he saw the moment when Omar was stabbed. He opened his eyes and looked over the table at Hitchin. ‘Thank you.’


‘Quid pro quo. What were you doing in that diner in the middle of the night?’


Winter didn’t answer. Instead, he stood up and walked over to the one-way mirror, aware that Hitchin’s eyes were following every step. The fact that the detective wasn’t shouting at him to get his ass back in the chair pretty much confirmed his suspicions. He studied his reflection for a second, saw the hint of a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, then he banged hard on the glass.


‘Come on out Mendoza! I know you’re in there!’ He banged again, the dull boom of his fist hitting glass echoing around the room. ‘I’ll give you to the count of ten then I’m coming in there to get you. One, two, three.’


‘Sit down!’ Hitchin was on his feet, moving fast.


‘Four, five, six.’


A heavy hand landed on his shoulder and he was dragged back to the table. Hitchin dumped him roughly into a chair then sat down and glared across the table.


‘I asked you a question. What were you doing in that diner?’


Winter flashed him a tight smile then turned to look at the door. ‘Seven, eight, nine, ten,’ he whispered.
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The interview-room door opened again, and this time it was Mendoza. Her long curly black hair was tied back in its usual ponytail and her olive skin still retained a memory of the long-gone summer. She looked even more pissed off than usual, which no doubt had everything to do with being dragged out of bed in the middle of the night to deal with Winter.


Mendoza walked slowly across the small room. It was almost three-thirty in the morning yet she was immaculately turned out. No creases in her jacket or pants, no creases in her blouse. Her black patent-leather shoes were shining. The left side of her jacket had been let out to accommodate her shoulder holster. The first time they met, he had her pegged as the girl who’d done the popular girls’ homework in order to fit in at high school. He’d been wrong about that. Carla Mendoza couldn’t care less what other people thought about her.


Mendoza stopped beside Hitchin and laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘I can handle this from here, Sergeant.’ Her accent was pure Brooklyn, all hard syllables and menace. Even though she was a non-smoker, she sounded as though she got through a couple of packs of cigarettes a day.


Hitchin stood up and snorted. ‘Yeah? Good luck with that.’


Mendoza slid into the seat the detective had just vacated and waited for him to leave. ‘Why were you in the diner?’


‘I was getting breakfast.’


‘At two in the morning?’


‘My body clock’s all over the place at the moment. The middle of the night and it feels like the middle of the day. It’s one of the downsides of spending a large part of your life stuck in airplane cabins.’


‘Why O’Neal’s? It’s kind of off the beaten track.’


‘I found it by accident a couple of nights ago. I woke up hungry in the middle of the night, so I headed out to find something to eat. I didn’t have any real plan where I was going, I just let my feet find their own way. Because the food was so good, I came back again the next night, and the next.’


‘If the food was as good as you say, then why did you kill the cook?’


‘Omar,’ Winter corrected her. ‘His name was Omar.’


Mendoza nodded once. ‘Okay, why did you kill Omar?’


‘I didn’t kill him.’


‘If you didn’t do it then who did?’


Winter hesitated. This was the hard part. Omar had been stabbed right in front of him and he was still having trouble believing it was real. ‘How about I tell you what happened and we can work from there?’ he suggested.


Mendoza settled back in her seat. ‘You’ve got thirty seconds to convince me.’


Winter took a moment to order his thoughts, then closed his eyes and told her everything. He started at the moment he walked into the diner and went through to the point where the woman disappeared into the night. As he spoke he could see the whole thing unfolding on the back of his eyelids, every single detail. He could smell the grease. He could feel the hot air blasting out of the heater. He could hear Elvis. He finished talking and opened his eyes. It took a lot longer than thirty seconds, but Mendoza let him finish. It was clear that she didn’t like what she was hearing. She was frowning across the table, her head going slowly from side to side.


‘And you expect me to believe all that?’


Winter said nothing.


‘You’re supposed to be on a flight to Rome.’


‘My flight doesn’t leave until six. And it was Paris, not Rome.’


‘And you’re missing the point. You know, I distinctly remember our last conversation. When I told you that it would be good if we didn’t see each other for a very long time, I meant every word.’


‘We’re not quite remembering this the same way. See, what I remember is the bit where you told me that you were eternally grateful for all the help I gave you in hunting down Ryan McCarthy. What was is it you said? Anything you could do, just holler?’


‘I did not say that I’d be “eternally grateful”. And I would never use the word “holler”.’


‘I know how this looks, and it’s not good. But I also know that you know that I didn’t kill Omar.’


Mendoza shook her head. ‘What I know is that you think like a serial killer. Now, that turned out to be helpful when it came to catching Ryan McCarthy, but it’s creepy.’ She paused a second. ‘Okay, how about this? Maybe something inside your head just finally snapped and that’s why you stabbed him.’


Winter laughed. ‘Seriously?’


Mendoza didn’t reply.


‘I did not murder Omar. If I had, I would have done it very differently. For a start I wouldn’t have just been sitting there when the cops turned up. And I’d have an alibi. You can count on that. The other thing you could count on is that it would be one hundred per cent airtight.’


‘And what am I supposed to think when you go and say something like that?’ Mendoza leant forward. ‘Now, I’m sure you could probably tell me a dozen different ways how you could have killed that cook and gotten away with it. And the reason for that is you’ve thought long and hard about this. Because that’s what you do. You spend your days imagining what it’s like to be a killer. But what if it’s no longer enough just to imagine? What if you decided that it was time to get some first-hand experience? What if you finally decided to cross the line?’


‘His name was Omar,’ Winter said quietly. ‘And why are we wasting valuable time here? We should be out there hunting this woman down. That’s why I dragged you out of bed in the middle of the night. She’s a killer, which means our job is to catch her.’


‘No, no, no,’ Mendoza interrupted. ‘There is no “we” here. This is your mess, Winter.’


‘I did not kill Omar.’


‘Fine. Prove it.’


He lifted his hands up and rattled the cuffs. ‘That’s a little difficult while I’m sat here with these damn things on my wrists.’


Mendoza settled a little deeper into her seat and folded her arms. Winter dropped his hands and laid them palm down on the table.


‘Okay,’ he continued, ‘the good news is that we don’t need to go looking for this woman because she’s going to find us. The last thing she said was that she’d be seeing me again real soon. So, in the meantime, we go through everything we can find on the Hartwood murders. We’ll need to contact the cops up there to see what they’ve got to say. She’s pointed us in that direction with the newspaper, so I say we see where that leads us. And we’ll need to work Omar’s murder as well. I’d be surprised if there’s any direct connection to the woman, but his family deserves answers.’


‘There are so many things wrong with what you’ve just said, I don’t know where to start.’ Mendoza reached for her ponytail and wrapped the strands tightly around her fingers, the tips whitening as the blood circulation was cut off. She tugged hard on the hair band to straighten it then held her left hand up in the air, the fingers curled into a fist. ‘Okay, one.’ She slowly straightened the index finger. ‘All of this is based on the assumption that your mystery woman actually exists. Right now, all we’ve got is your word for that. Two.’ The middle finger slowly unfurled. ‘Like I said, there is no “we”. Whatever the hell is going on here, it has nothing to do with me.’


‘Come on, Mendoza, I can’t do this chained up in here, and I can’t do this on my own. I need you. And you’ve got to admit that we make a great team.’ He smiled his widest smile. ‘Plus, she does exist.’


‘Winter, I’m booked on the noon flight to Vegas, and I fully intend to be on it. Not because I want to take a vacation, but because it’s an order and, unlike you, I follow orders. You want to know the truth? The thought of taking a vacation makes me feel nauseous. Even though it’s only a week, in my opinion that’s still a week too long.’


‘Okay, here’s an idea: since you’ve been ordered to take a vacation, why not take it in Hartwood? I’ve heard it’s beautiful up there at this time of year. You could do some walking, read a book.’ He paused and his face lit up with a grin. ‘If you get really bored you could help me investigate a six-year-old murder.’


Mendoza actually laughed at this. She tried to keep it in, but it was out there before she could get a hold of it. ‘Jesus, you don’t quit do you?’


‘Admit it, this one’s got you curious. So, what do you say?’ When she didn’t reply he grinned at her again. ‘You’re tempted, I can tell.’ He held his hand up, thumb and forefinger a quarter of an inch apart. ‘A teeny-tiny-weeny bit tempted.’


‘You’re wrong. Way off the mark.’


Winter leant back in his seat, saying nothing. Mendoza was keeping her mouth shut too. For almost a whole minute they sat staring across the table at each other. It was Winter who eventually broke the silence.


‘Look, if we do nothing then this woman is going to kill again. You know that, and I know that.’


‘Assuming she exists.’


‘Do you really think I had anything to do with Omar’s death?’


‘Honestly?’ Mendoza shrugged and shook her head. ‘Right now, Winter, I don’t know what to think.’
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Mendoza walked out of the interview room, leaving Winter alone. The door closed quietly behind her and for the second time that night he was forced into a situation where all he could do was watch. It was like being back in the diner again, watching through the window as the blonde walked away.


He glanced down at the handcuffs, glanced up at his reflection in the one-way glass. Things were not going how he had imagined, and that concerned him. The way he’d seen this playing out, Mendoza had come charging to his rescue. In his fantasy she’d been pissed and cranky like always, but at least she’d got him out of these damn handcuffs and they’d got straight down to the business of looking into the Reed murders.


Except that hadn’t happened.


Mendoza hadn’t told him where she was going, or why. She hadn’t said anything. She’d just got up from the table and left the room. And why shouldn’t she? Winter had been on the other side of the table enough times to know how this game was played. Right now, she was watching from behind the mirror, planning her next move. And while she did that all he could do was sit here getting more pissed off and frustrated with every passing second.


It wasn’t a complete surprise that she was acting like this. One of the first things he’d learned about Mendoza was that she didn’t take things at face value. For the most part this was a good thing, but not always. What was happening here proved that.


Mendoza was still pretty much a mystery to him. He’d done some digging, but hadn’t come up with much. Everything he’d discovered so far was connected to her work. He hadn’t found out anything personal. Again, this highlighted how good she was at compartmentalising. She’d been careful to keep her work and personal lives separate.


One thing that everyone seemed to agree on was that she was a good cop. Winter had first-hand experience of how thorough she was. The work she’d done on the McCarthy case had been exemplary. She’d joined the NYPD after she left college and Winter expected that she’d stay until she retired. He’d met a lot of cops over the years. Some did the job for the money and some did it because it was what they were born to do. Mendoza was born to do this. No question about it.


He replayed Omar’s murder in his head. He was looking for something he might have missed, something that might help him to get out of here, but whichever way he approached it he came up empty-handed.


The interview room was feeling much smaller than when he first got here, the walls beginning to close in. He wanted to stand up and pace. He wanted to go and study the mirror. He wanted to bang on it with his fist again. He wanted to do all the things that he’d observed time and again from the other side of the glass. Even though he was innocent, he was beginning to wonder. That was the effect this room was having on him, which was as it should be. This was a place designed to encourage guilt. It might say ‘interview room’ on the door, but make no mistake this was a cell, albeit one without a bed or a toilet. In fact it was worse than a cell. It was more like limbo. If things went south he was heading to hell. If they played out how they should then he would soon be a free man again. The uncertainty was like torture.


His father had been in prison for two decades before he was executed. Winter had occasionally wondered how he’d kept going for all those years. If their roles had been reversed, he doubted he would have survived. He might have managed a couple of years, but at some point he would have taken matters into his own hands. A life without freedom was no life at all.


The door finally opened and Mendoza came back in carrying a laptop. He expected her to sit in the same seat as earlier. She didn’t. Instead, she put the computer down on the table and came around to his side. He gave her a quizzical look, but she wasn’t giving anything away.


‘Show me your hands.’


He answered with another look, and when she didn’t respond he lifted his hands up. She produced a key and unlocked the cuffs. Winter rubbed his wrists and watched her walk back around to the chair on the other side of the table. He waited until she was seated then gave her a smile. ‘Thanks. You have no idea how good it is to have those things off. So what happened to change your mind?’


Mendoza answered him by opening the laptop and hitting a couple of keys. She turned the computer around so that he could see the screen. The video that was playing had the low definition of a cheap CCTV camera. The picture wasn’t great, but it was good enough.


According to the time stamp, the film had been shot at eighteen minutes after one this morning. The screen was taken up with a distorted blurry wide-angle shot of a store that was on the same street as the diner. A couple walked past, arms wrapped around each other. They were laughing and clearly having a good time. Nothing for almost a minute then a woman appeared. She was walking fast, her eyes fixed on the sidewalk ahead. Nothing for another thirty seconds then the blonde walked into the shot. Because of the angle, Winter could only see part of her face, but he recognised her from the way her shoulders rolled as she walked.


‘That’s her,’ he said.


‘That’s what we figured.’


Mendoza leant over the top of the laptop and hit another couple of keys. A new video started playing. The time on the screen had jumped forward to three minutes to two, but everything else was almost identical to the first film clip. Same street, same store, same angle. One second passed, two, three. A man walked in front of the store.


‘And that’s me.’


Mendoza hit another couple of keys and a third film clip started playing. The clock in the corner of the screen had jumped forward to twenty-one after two. The woman walked past the store again, this time in the opposite direction. Mendoza hit pause, freezing her in mid-stride.


‘On the basis of this Lieutenant Jones thinks we should give you the benefit of the doubt.’ Her voice was flat and lifeless, her face tense.
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