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Prologue







Dr. Lee Howell’s home telephone rang at 2:07 A.M.


His wife, Myrna, who was sleeping beside him, grumbled into her pillow. “Who’s that? You’re not on call tonight.”


The Howells had been in bed barely an hour. Their poolside party had broken up around midnight. By the time they’d gathered up the debris and empty margarita glasses, stored the perishable leftovers in the fridge, and visited their sleeping son’s room to give him a good-night kiss, it was nearing one o’clock.


As they undressed they had congratulated themselves on hosting a successful get-together. The grilled steaks had been only a little tough, and the new electric mosquito zapper had sizzled all evening, keeping the insect population to a minimum. All things considered, a good party.


The Howells had felt mellow but agreed that they were too exhausted even to think about having sex, so they’d kissed each other good night, then turned to their respective sides of the bed and gone to sleep.


Despite the shortness of time Dr. Howell had been asleep, his slumber, assisted by several margaritas, had been deep and dreamless. Yet when the telephone rang he was instantly awake, alert, and responsive, as years of conditioning had trained him to be. He reached for the phone. “Sorry, hon. A patient may have taken a bad turn.”


She nodded grudging assent into her pillow. Her husband’s reputation as an excellent surgeon wasn’t based solely on his operating-room skills. He was dedicated to his patients and interested in their well-being before, during, and after their surgeries.


Although it was unusual for him to be telephoned at home in the middle of the night when he wasn’t the doctor on call, it wasn’t altogether rare. This inconvenience was one of the small prices Mrs. Howell was willing to pay for the privilege of being married to the man she loved who also happened to be in demand and well respected in his field.


“Hello?”


He listened for several moments, then kicked off the covers and swung his feet to the floor. “How many?” Then, “Jesus. Okay, all right. I’m on my way.” He hung up and left the bed.


“What?”


“I’ve gotta go.” He didn’t turn on the lamp as he moved toward the chair where he’d left the pair of Dockers he’d been wearing earlier in the evening. “Everybody on staff has been called in.”


Mrs. Howell came up on one elbow. “What’s happened?”


Serving a busy metropolitan area, Tarrant General Hospital was constantly on alert to handle major disasters. The staff had been trained to provide immediate emergency treatment to victims of airplane crashes, tornadoes, terrorist attacks. By comparison this night’s emergency was mundane.


“Big pileup in the mix-master. Several vehicles involved.” Howell shoved his bare feet into a pair of Dock-Sides, which he loved and his missus despised. He had owned those shoes for as long as she had known him and refused to part with them, saying the leather was just now molding to his feet and becoming comfortable.


“A real mess. A tanker trailer overturned and it’s burning,” he said as he pulled his golf shirt over his head. “Dozens of casualties, and most are being sent to our emergency room.”


He strapped on his wristwatch and clipped his pager to the waistband of his slacks, then leaned down to kiss her. Missing her mouth, he caught her between nose and cheek. “If I’m still there at breakfast time, I’ll call and update you. Go back to sleep.”


As her head resettled into the pillow, she murmured, “Be careful.”


“Always am.”


Before he got downstairs, she had already fallen back to sleep.


Malcomb Lutey finished reading Chapter 3 of his newest science-fiction thriller. It was about an airborne virus that within hours of being inhaled turned the internal organs of human beings into a black, oily goo.


As he read about the unaware yet doomed blond Parisian hooker, he picked at the pimple on his cheek, which his mother had admonished him to leave alone. “That only makes it worse, Malcomb. Until you start picking at it, it’s not even noticeable.”


Yeah, right. The pimple was way beyond “noticeable.” It was the current peak on the ever-evolving, knobby red mountain range that comprised his face. This severe, scar-producing acne had ushered in Malcomb’s adolescence and for the past fifteen years had defied every treatment, topical or oral, either prescribed or purchased over the counter.


His mother blamed this chronic condition on poor diet, poor hygiene, and poor sleep habits. On more than one occasion she had hinted that masturbation might be the cause. Whatever her current hypothesis, it invariably suggested that Malcomb was somehow responsible.


The frustrated dermatologist who had valiantly but unsuccessfully treated him had offered up different, but as many, theories on why Malcomb was cursed with the facial topography of a Halloween mask. Bottom line: Nobody knew.


As if the acne weren’t enough to keep his self-esteem at gutter level, Malcomb’s physique was another misfortune. He was pencil thin. Supermodels who were paid to look undernourished would envy his metabolism, which seemed to have a profound aversion to calories.


Last but no less genetically dire was his kinky, carrot-colored hair. The fiery thatch had the density and texture of steel wool and had been the bane of his existence long before the onset of acute acne.


Malcomb’s odd appearance, and the shyness it had bred, made him feel a misfit.


Except at his job. It was night work. And it was solitary. Darkness and solitude were his two favorite things. Darkness dulled his vibrant coloring to a more normal hue and helped to obscure his acne. Solitude was part and parcel of being a security guard.


His mother didn’t approve of his career choice. She constantly nagged him to consider making a change. “Out there all by yourself night after night,” she often said, tsking and shaking her head. “If you work alone, how’re you ever going to meet anybody?”



Duh, Mother. That’s the point. This was Malcomb’s standard comeback—although he lacked the courage to say it out loud.


Working the graveyard shift meant fewer times he had to conduct a conversation with someone who was trying hard not to stare at his face. Working through the night also allowed him to sleep during most of the hated daylight hours when his hair took on the brilliance of a Day-Glo orange Magic Marker. He dreaded the two nights a week he was off, when he had to endure his mother’s harping about his being his own worst enemy. The recurring theme of her lectures was that if he were more open to people he would have more friends.


“You’ve got a lot to offer, Malcomb. Why don’t you go out like other people your age? If you were friendlier, you might even meet a nice young lady.”


Sure he would.


Mother scoffed at him for reading science fiction but she was the one living in a dream world.


His post at Tarrant General Hospital was the doctors’ parking lot. To the other guards it was the least desirable post, but Malcomb preferred it. There wasn’t a lot of activity at night. Business didn’t pick up, so to speak, until early morning when the doctors began to trickle in. Most hadn’t even arrived when he clocked out at seven in the morning.


However, this being a Friday night, there were more cars in the lot than on a weeknight. Invariably the weekend increased the traffic in the emergency room, so doctors came and went at all hours. Just a few minutes ago Dr. Howell had driven up to the gate and disengaged the arm with the transmitter he kept clipped to his sun visor.


Dr. Howell was okay. He never looked past Malcomb as though he weren’t there, and sometimes he even waved at him as he passed the guard shack. Howell didn’t get all bent out of shape if the arm failed to disengage and Malcomb had to release it manually from inside the shack. Dr. Howell seemed like a regular guy, not snotty at all. Not like some of those rich assholes who acted so hoity-toity as they drummed their fingers on their padded steering wheels, impatiently waiting for the arm of the gate to rise so they could speed through as though they had someplace to be and something to do that was real important.


Malcomb read the first page of Chapter 4. As expected, the Parisian blond hooker succumbed mid-coitus. She died in the throes of agony and grotesque vomiting, but Malcomb’s sympathies were with her hapless customer. Talk about a major bummer.


He turned the book facedown on the counter, straightened and stretched his spine, and sought a more comfortable position on his stool. As he did, he happened to catch his reflection in the window glass. The pimple was growing by the second. Already it was a monument of pus. Disgusted by his image, he focused his eyes on the parking lot beyond.


Mercury-vapor lights were strategically spaced so that most of the lot was well lighted. The shadows were deep only beneath the landscaping that formed its perimeter. Nothing had changed since the last time Malcomb had looked out, except for the addition of Dr. Howell’s silver Beemer—third row, second car. He could see the gleaming roof of it. Dr. Howell kept his car in showroom condition. Malcomb would too if he could afford a set of wheels like that.


He returned to his novel but had only read a couple of paragraphs when something odd occurred to him. He looked toward Dr. Howell’s Beemer again. His pale eyebrows furrowed with puzzlement. How had he missed Dr. Howell when he had walked past the shack?


In order to reach the sidewalk that led to the nearest employee entrance, one had to come within yards of the shack. It had become second nature for Malcomb to note when someone came past, either heading toward the building or returning to his car. There was a correlation. One either left the building and then shortly drove away in his car, or drove into the parking lot and then shortly passed the shack on his way into the building. Malcomb subconsciously kept track.


Curious, he marked his page and set the book beneath the counter next to the sack lunch his mother had packed for him. He tugged the brim of his uniform hat a little lower. If he were forced to talk to someone, even someone as easygoing as Dr. Howell, he didn’t want to subject him to his unsightly face any more than necessary. The brim of his hat provided an extra layer of concealing shadow.


As he stepped from the shack’s air-conditioned interior he didn’t notice any decrease in the outdoor temperature since making his last rounds. August in Texas. Almost as hot in the wee hours as at high noon. Heat from the asphalt came up through the rubber soles of his shoes, which made virtually no sound as he walked past the first row of cars, then the second. At the end of the third row, he paused.


For the first time since taking this job almost five years ago, he felt a prickle of apprehension. Nothing untoward had ever taken place on his shift. A couple months ago a guard in the main building had had to subdue a man who was threatening a nurse with a butcher knife. Last New Year’s Eve a guard had been summoned to break up a fistfight between fathers over which of their newborns had been the first baby of the new year and therefore winner of several prizes.


Thankfully, Malcomb hadn’t been involved in either incident. Reportedly they had drawn crowds. He would have been mortified by the attention. The only crisis he’d ever experienced while on duty was a dressing-down from a neurosurgeon who had returned to his Jag to discover that it had a flat tire. For reasons still unknown to Malcomb, the surgeon had held him responsible.


So far, his shifts had been luckily uneventful. He couldn’t account for his uneasiness now. Suddenly his good friend Darkness no longer seemed as benevolent. He glanced around warily, even looking back behind him the way he’d just come.


The parking lot was as silent and still as a tomb— which at the moment wasn’t a comforting analogy. Nothing moved, not even the leaves on the surrounding trees. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.


Nevertheless, Malcomb’s voice quavered slightly as he called out, “Dr. Howell?”


He didn’t want to sneak up on the man. In a well-lighted room crowded with people, his face was startling to the point of being downright scary. If he were to come upon someone unexpectedly in the dark the poor guy might die of fright.


“Dr. Howell? Are you there?”


Receiving no answer, Malcomb figured it was safe to step around the first car in the row and check out Dr. Howell’s Beemer, just to put his own mind at ease. He had missed him; it was as simple as that. When the doctor walked past he must’ve been concentrating a little too hard on what the blond hooker was doing to her john before she went into paroxysms of pain and started puking black gunk all over the guy. Or maybe he’d been distracted by the newest volcanic formation on his cheek. Or maybe Dr. Howell hadn’t taken the paved path and instead had slipped through the shrubbery. He was a tall but slight fellow. He was slender enough to have squeezed through the hedge without creating much of a disturbance.


Whatever, Dr. Howell had slipped past him in the dark, is all.


Before rounding the first car in the row, just for good measure, Malcomb switched on his flashlight.


It was discovered later beneath the first car in the row where it had come to rest after rolling several feet. The glass was shattered, the casing dented. But the batteries would have done that annoying pink bunny proud. The bulb was still burning.


What was spotlighted in the beam of Malcomb’s flashlight had frightened him more than anything he’d ever read in a science-fiction thriller. It wasn’t as grotesque, bloody, or bizarre. But it was real.




Chapter 1







Nice place you’ve got here.”


“I like it.” Ignoring the snide and trite remark, Wick dumped the pot of boiled shrimp into a colander that had never seen the inside of a Williams-Sonoma store. It was white plastic, stained brown. He didn’t remember how he’d come by it, but he figured it had been left behind by a previous occupant of the rental house, which his friend obviously found lacking.


After the hot water had drained through, he set the colander in the center of the table, grabbed a roll of paper towels, and offered his guest another beer. He uncapped two bottles of Red Stripe, straddled the chair across the table from Oren Wesley, and said, “Dig in.”


Oren conscientiously ripped a paper towel from the roll and spread it over his lap. Wick was on his third shrimp before Oren got around to selecting one. They peeled and ate in silence, sharing a bowl of cocktail sauce for dipping. Oren was careful not to get his white French cuffs in the horseradish-laced red stuff. Wick slurped carelessly and licked his fingers, fully aware that his sloppy table manners annoyed his fastidious friend.


They dropped the shrimp shells onto the newspaper that Wick had spread over the table, not to protect its hopelessly scarred surface but to keep cleanup to a minimum. The ceiling fan fluttered the corners of this makeshift tablecloth and stirred the spicy aroma of the shrimp boil into the sultry coastal air.


After a time, Oren remarked, “Pretty good.”


Wick shrugged. “A no-brainer.”


“Local shrimp?”


“Buy it fresh off the boat soon as it docks. The skipper gives me a discount.”


“Decent of him.”


“Not at all. We made a deal.”


“What’s your end of it?”


“To stay away from his sister.”


Wick noshed into another plump shrimp and tossed the shell onto the growing heap. He grinned across at Oren, knowing that his friend was trying to decide whether or not he was telling the truth. He was a bullshit artist of renown, and even his best friend couldn’t always distinguish his truth from his fiction.


He tore a paper towel from the roll and wiped his hands and mouth. “Is that all you can think of to talk about, Oren? The price of shrimp? You drove all the way down here for that?”


Oren avoided looking at him as he belched silently behind his fist. “Let me help you clean up.”


“Leave it. Bring your beer.”


A dirty table wasn’t going to make much difference to the condition of Wick’s house—which barely qualified as such. It was a three-room shack that looked like it would succumb to any Gulf breeze above five knots. It was shelter from the elements—barely. The roof leaked when it rained. The air conditioner was a window unit that was so insufficient Wick rarely bothered turning it on. He rented the place by the week, paid in advance. So far he’d written the slumlord sixty-one checks.


The screen door squeaked on its corroded hinges as they moved through it onto the rear deck. Nothing fancy—the plank surface was rough, wide enough only to accommodate two metal lawn chairs of vintage fifties style. Salt air had eaten through numerous coats of paint, the last being a sickly pea green. Wick took the glider. Oren looked dubiously at the rusty seat of the stationary chair.


“It won’t bite,” Wick said. “Might stain your suit britches, but I promise that the view’ll be worth a dry-cleaning bill.”


Oren sat down gingerly, and in a few minutes Wick’s promise was fulfilled. The western horizon became striated with vivid color ranging from bloodred to brilliant orange. Purple thunderheads on the horizon looked like rolling hills rimmed with gold.


“Something, isn’t it?” Wick said. “Now tell me who’s crazy.”


“I never thought you were crazy, Wick.”


“Just a little nutty for shucking it all and moving down here.”


“Not even nutty. Irresponsible, maybe.”


Wick’s easy smile congealed.


Noticing, Oren said, “Go ahead and get pissed. I don’t care. You need to hear it.”


“Well, fine. Thank you. Now I’ve heard it. How’re Grace and the girls?”


“Steph made cheerleader. Laura started her periods.”


“Congratulations or condolences?”


“For which?”


“Both.”


Oren smiled. “I’ll accept either. Grace said to give you a kiss from her.” Looking at Wick’s stubble, he added, “I’ll pass if you don’t mind.”


“I’d rather you did. But give her a kiss from me.”


“Happy to oblige.”


For several minutes they sipped their beers and watched the colors of the sunset deepen. Neither broke the silence, yet each was mindful of it, mindful of all that was going unsaid.


Eventually Oren spoke. “Wick . . .”


“Not interested.”


“How do you know until you’ve heard me out?”


“Why would you want to ruin a perfectly beautiful sunset? To say nothing of a good Jamaican beer.”


Wick’s lunge from the glider caused it to rock crazily and noisily before it resettled. Standing at the edge of the weathered deck, tanned toes curling over the edge of it, he tilted back his beer and finished it in one long swallow, then tossed the empty bottle into the fifty-gallon oil drum that served as his garbage can. The clatter spooked a couple of gulls who’d been scavenging on the hard-packed sand. Wick envied their ability to take flight.


He and Oren had a history that dated back many years, to even before Wick had joined the Fort Worth Police Department. Oren was older by several years, and Wick conceded that he was definitely the wiser. He had a stable temperament, which often had defused Wick’s more volatile one. Oren’s approach was methodical. Wick’s was impulsive. Oren was devoted to his wife and children. Wick was a bachelor who Oren claimed had the sexual proclivities of an alley cat.


In spite of these differences, and possibly because of them, Wick Threadgill and Oren Wesley had made excellent partners. They had been one of the few biracial partnerships on the FWPD. Together they had shared dangerous situations, countless laughs, a few triumphs, several disappointments—and a heartache from which neither would ever fully recover.


When Oren had called last night after months of separation, Wick was glad to hear from him. He had hoped that Oren was coming to talk over old times, better times. That hope was dashed the moment Oren arrived and got out of his car. It was a polished pair of wing tips, not flip-flops or sneakers, that had made deep impressions in the Galveston sand. Oren wasn’t dressed for fishing or beachcombing, not even for kicking back here on the deck with an Astros game on the radio and cold beer in the fridge.


He had arrived dressed for business. Buttoned down and belted up, bureaucracy personified. Even as they shook hands Wick had recognized his friend’s game face and knew with certainty and disappointment that this was not a social visit.


He was equally certain that whatever it was that Oren had come to say, he didn’t want to hear it.


“You weren’t fired, Wick.”


“No, I’m taking an ‘indefinite leave of absence.’”


“That was your choice.”


“Under duress.”


“You needed time to cool off and get it together.”


“Why didn’t the suits just fire me? Make it easier on everybody?”


“They’re smarter than you are.”


Wick came around. “Is that right?”


“They know, everybody who knows you knows, that you were born for this kinda work.”


“This kinda work?” He snorted. “Shoveling shit, you mean? If I cleaned out stables for a living, I wouldn’t have to do as much of it as I did in the FWPD.”


“Most of that shit you brought on yourself.”


Wick snapped the rubber band he habitually wore around his wrist. He disliked being reminded of that time and of the case that had caused him to criticize his superiors vociferously about the inefficiency of the justice system in general and the FWPD in particular. “They let that gangbanger cop a plea.”


“Because they couldn’t get him for murder, Wick. They knew it and the DA knew it. He’s in for six.”


“He’ll be out in less than two. And he’ll do it again. Somebody else will die. You can count on it. And all because our department and the DA’s office went limp-dick when it came to a violation of the little shit’s rights.”


“Because you used brute force when you arrested him.” Lowering his voice, Oren added, “But your problem with the department wasn’t about that case and you know it.”


“Oren,” Wick said threateningly.


“The mistake that—”


“Fuck this,” Wick muttered. He crossed the deck in two long strides. The screen door slapped shut behind him.


Oren followed him back into the kitchen. “I didn’t come to rehash all that.”


“Could’ve fooled me.”


“Will you stop stomping around for a minute and let me talk to you? You’ll want to see this.”


“Wrong. What I want is another beer.” He removed one from the refrigerator and pried off the top with a bottle opener. He left the metal cap where it landed on the wavy linoleum floor.


Oren retrieved a folder he’d brought with him and extended it to Wick, who ignored it. But his retreat out the back door was halted when his bare foot came down hard on the sharp teeth of the bottle cap. Cursing, he kicked the offender across the floor and dropped down into one of the chrome-legged dining chairs. The shrimp shells were beginning to stink.


He propped his foot on his opposite knee and appraised the damage. There was a deep impression of the bottle cap on the ball of his foot, but it hadn’t broken the skin.


Showing no sympathy whatsoever, Oren sat down across from him. “Officially I’m not here. Understood? This is a complex situation. It has to be handled delicately.”


“Something wrong with your hearing, Oren?”


“I know you’ll be as intrigued as I am.”


“Don’t forget to pick up your jacket on your way out.”


Oren removed several eight-by-ten black-and-white photographs from the folder. He held one up so that Wick couldn’t avoid looking at it. After a moment, he showed him another.


Wick stared at the photo, then met Oren’s eyes above it. “Did they get any shots of her with her clothes on?”


“You know Thigpen. He took these for grins.”


Wick snorted acknowledgment of the mentioned detective.


“In Thigpen’s defense, our stakeout house gives us a clear view into her bedroom.”


“Still no excuse for these. Unless she’s an exhibitionist and knew she was being watched.”


“She isn’t and she doesn’t.”


“What’s her story?”


Oren grinned. “You’re dying to know, aren’t you?”


When Wick had surrendered his badge a little more than a year earlier, he had turned his back not only on his police career, but on the whole criminal justice system. To him it was like a cumbersome vehicle stuck in the mud. It spun its big wheels and made a lot of aggressive noise—freedom, justice, and the American way—but it got nowhere.


Law enforcement personnel had been robbed of their motivation by bureaucrats and politicians who quaked at the thought of public disapproval. Consequently the whole concept of justice was mired in futility.


And if you were the poor dumb schmuck who believed in it, who got behind it, put your shoulder to it, and pushed with all your might to set the gears in motion, to catch the bad guys and see them punished for their crimes, all you got in return was mud slung in your face.


But, in spite of himself, Wick’s natural curiosity kicked in. Oren hadn’t shown him these pictures for prurient purposes. Oren wasn’t a Neanderthal like Thigpen and had better things to do with his time than to gawk at photographs of half-naked women. Besides, Grace would throttle him if he did.


No, Oren had a reason for driving all the way from Fort Worth to Galveston and, in spite of himself, Wick wanted to know what it was. He was intrigued, just as Oren—damn him—had guessed he would be.


He reached for the remainder of the photographs and shuffled through them quickly, then more slowly, studying each one. The woman had been photographed in the driver’s seat of a late-model Jeep wagon; walking across what appeared to be a large parking lot; inside her kitchen and her bedroom, blissfully unaware that her privacy was being invaded by binoculars and telephoto lenses in the hands of a slob like Thigpen.


Most of the bedroom shots were grainy and slightly out of focus. But clear enough. “What’s her alleged crime? Interstate transportation of stolen Victoria’s Secret merchandise?”


“Uh-huh,” Oren said, shaking his head. “That’s all you get until you agree to go back with me.”


Wick tossed the photographs in Oren’s general direction. “Then you made the drive for nothing.” He tugged again at the rubber band on his wrist, painfully popping it against his skin.


“You’ll want to be in on this one, Wick.”


“Not a chance in hell.”


“I’m not asking for a long-term commitment, or a return to the department. Just this one case.”


“Still no.”


“I need your help.”


“Sorry.”


“Is that your final answer?”


Wick picked up his fresh beer, took a large swallow, then belched loudly.


Despite the smelly shrimp shells, Oren leaned forward across the table. “It’s a murder case. Made the news.”


“I don’t watch the news or read the papers.”


“Must not. Because if you had, you’d have sped straight to Fort Worth and saved me this trip.”


Wick couldn’t stop himself from asking “Why’s that?”


“Popular doctor gets popped in the parking lot of Tarrant General.”


“Catchy, Oren. Are you quoting the headline?”


“Nope. I’m giving you the sum total of what we know about this homicide. The crime is five days old and that’s all we’ve got.”


“Not my problem.”


“The perp did the killing within yards of a potential eyewitness but wasn’t seen. Wasn’t heard. As silent as vapor. Invisible. And he didn’t leave a trace, Wick.” Oren lowered his voice to a whisper. “Not a fucking trace.”


Wick searched his former partner’s dark eyes. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. “Lozada?”


Settling back in his chair, Oren smiled complacently.




Chapter 2







Dr. Rennie Newton stepped off the elevator and approached the central nurses’ station. The nurse at the desk, who was usually talkative, was noticeably subdued. “Good evening, Dr. Newton.”


“Hello.”


The nurse took in the black dress under Rennie’s lab coat. “The funeral today?”


Rennie nodded. “I didn’t take time to change afterward.”


“Was it a nice service?”


“Well, as funerals go, yes. There was a large turnout.”


“Dr. Howell was so well liked. And he’d just gotten that promotion. It’s too awful.”


“I agree. Awful.”


The nurse’s eyes filled with tears. “We—everybody on this floor—we saw him nearly every day. We can’t believe it.”


Nor could Rennie. Five days ago her colleague Lee Howell had died. Given his age, a sudden death from cardiac arrest or an accident would have been hard to accept. But Lee had been murdered in cold blood. Everyone who knew him was still reeling from the shock of his death as well as from the violent way he’d died. She almost expected him to pop out from behind a door and cry “Just kidding!”


But his murder wasn’t one of the lousy practical jokes for which Lee Howell was famous. She had seen his sealed, flower-banked coffin at the church altar this morning. She had heard the emotional eulogies delivered by family members and friends. She had seen Myrna and his son weeping inconsolably in the front pew, making his death and the permanence of it jarringly real and even more difficult to accept.


“It will take time for all of us to absorb the shock,” Rennie said in a tone both quiet and conclusive.


But the nurse wasn’t ready to let the subject drop. “I heard the police had questioned everybody who was at Dr. Howell’s party that night.”


Rennie studied the patient charts that had been passed to her during the conversation and didn’t address the implied question underlying the nurse’s statement.


“Dr. Howell was always joking, wasn’t he?” The nurse giggled as though remembering something funny. “And you and he fought like cats and dogs.”


“We didn’t fight,” Rennie said, correcting her. “Occasionally we quarreled. There’s a difference.”


“I remember some of those quarrels getting pretty rowdy.”


“We made good sparring partners,” she said, smiling sadly.


She had performed two operations that morning before the funeral. Considering the circumstances, she could have justified rescheduling today’s surgeries and closing her office this afternoon. But she was already in a time crunch due to a recent, unavoidable ten-day absence from the hospital, which had proved to be an awful inconvenience to her and her patients.


Taking another day off so soon after her return would have been unfair to those patients whose surgeries had been postponed once already. It would have placed her further behind and created yet another logjam in her scrupulously organized calendar. So she had elected to perform the operations and keep the appointments in her office. Lee would have understood.


Seeing the post-op patients was her last official duty of this long, emotionally draining, exhausting day, and she was ready to put an end to it. Closing the topic of her colleague’s demise and funeral, she inquired about Mr. Tolar, whose esophageal hernia she had repaired that morning.


“Still groggy, but he’s doing very well.”


Taking the charts with her, Rennie entered the surgical recovery room. Mrs. Tolar was taking advantage of the five-minute visitation period that was permitted a family member once each hour. Rennie joined her at the patient’s bedside. “Hello, Mrs. Tolar. I hear he’s still sleepy.”


“During my last visit he came awake long enough to ask me the time.”


“A common question. The light in here never changes. It’s disorienting.”


The woman touched her husband’s cheek. “He’s sleeping through this visit.”


“That’s the best thing for him. No surprises on his chart,” Rennie told her as she scanned the information. “Blood pressure is good.” She closed the metal cover on the chart. “In a couple of weeks he’ll feel like a new man. No more sleeping at a slant.”


She noticed how dubiously the woman was gazing at her husband and added, “He’s doing great, Mrs. Tolar. Everyone looks a little ragged fresh out of surgery. He’ll look a thousand percent better tomorrow, although he’ll be so grumpy and sore you’ll wish he was anesthetized again.”


“Grumpiness I can take, so long as he’s not suffering anymore.” Turning to Rennie, she lowered her voice to a confidential pitch. “I guess it’s okay to tell you this now.”


Rennie tilted her head inquisitively.


“He was skeptical when his internist referred him to you. He didn’t know what to make of a lady surgeon.”


Rennie laughed softly. “I hope I earned his confidence.”


“Oh, you did. On the very first visit to your office you had him convinced you knew your stuff.”


“I’m pleased to hear that.”


“Although he said you were too pretty to be hiding behind a surgeon’s mask.”


“When he wakes up, I must remember to thank him.”


The two women exchanged smiles, then Mrs. Tolar’s expression turned somber. “I heard about Dr. Howell. Did you know him well?”


“Very well. We’d been colleagues for several years. I considered him a friend.”


“I’m so sorry.”


“Thank you. He’ll be missed.” Not wishing to have another conversation about the funeral, she returned the topic to the patient. “He’s so out of it he won’t really know whether or not you’re here tonight, Mrs. Tolar. Try to get some rest while you can. Save your energy for when you take him home.”


“One more visit, then I’ll be leaving.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Rennie moved to her next patient. No one was standing vigil at her bedside. The elderly woman was a charity case. She resided in a state-funded nursing facility. According to her patient history she had no family beyond one brother who lived in Alaska. The septuagenarian was doing well, but even after reviewing her vitals Rennie stayed with her.


She believed that charity went beyond waiving her fee. In fact, waiving her fee was the least of it. She held the woman’s hand and stroked her forehead, hoping that on a subconscious level her elderly patient was comforted by her presence, her touch. Eventually, convinced that the small amount of time she’d given the woman would make a difference, she left her to the nurses’ care.


“I’m not on call tonight,” she told the nurse at the desk as she returned the charts. “But page me if either of these patients takes a downward turn.”


“Certainly, Dr. Newton. Have you had dinner?”


“Why?”


“Pardon me for saying so, but you look done in.”


She smiled wanly. “It’s been a long day. And a very sad one.”


“I recommend a cheeseburger, double fries, a glass of wine, and a bubble bath.”


“If I can keep my eyes open that long.”


She said her good night and made her way toward the elevator. As she waited for it, she ground both fists into the small of her back and stretched. Being away, and for a reason not of her own making, had cost her more than time and inconvenience. Her pacing was still off. She wasn’t yet back into the rhythm of the hospital. It wasn’t always a regular rhythm, but at least it was a familiar one.


And just as she was beginning to get back into the swing of things, Lee Howell had been murdered on the parking lot she traversed each time she came to the hospital.


While she was still stunned from that blow, more unpleasantness had followed. Along with everyone who’d been at the Howells’ house that night, she had been questioned by the police. It had been a routine interrogation, textbook in nature. Nevertheless, it had left her shaken.


Today she had seen Lee Howell buried. She would never quarrel with him again over something as important as OR scheduling or something as petty as whole milk versus skim. She would never laugh at one of his stupid jokes.


Taking all that had happened into account, it was an understatement to say that the past three weeks had amounted to a major upheaval in her routine.


This was no small thing. Dr. Rennie Newton adhered to rhythms and routine with fanatical self-discipline.


Her house was a ten-minute drive from the hospital. Most young professionals lived in newer, more fashionable neighborhoods of Fort Worth. Rennie could have afforded to live anywhere, but she preferred this older, well-established neighborhood.


Not only was its location convenient to the hospital, but she liked the narrow, tree-lined brick streets, which had been laid decades ago and remained a quaint feature of the neighborhood. The mature landscaping didn’t look as though it had been installed yesterday. Most of the houses had been built prior to World War II, giving them an aura of permanence and solidity that she favored. Her house had been quaintly described as a bungalow. Having only five rooms, it was perfect for a single, which she was, and which she would remain.


The house had been renovated twice, and she had put it through a third remodeling and modernization before she moved in. The stucco exterior was dove gray with white trim. The front door was cranberry red with a shiny brass knocker and kick plate. In the flower beds, white and red impatiens bloomed beneath shrubbery with dark, waxy foliage. Sprawling trees shaded the lawn against even the harshest sun. She paid dearly for a professional service to keep the yard meticulously groomed and maintained.


She turned into the driveway and used her automatic garage-door opener, one of her innovations. She closed the garage door behind her and let herself in through the connecting kitchen door. It wasn’t quite dusk yet, so the small room was bathed in the golden light of a setting sun that filtered through the large sycamore trees in her backyard.


She had forgone the suggested cheeseburger and fries, but since she wasn’t on call tonight she poured herself a glass of Chardonnay and carried it with her into the living room—where she almost dropped it.


A crystal vase of red roses stood on her living-room coffee table.


Five dozen perfect buds on the brink of blossoming open. They looked velvety to the touch. Fragrant. Expensive. The cut crystal vase was also extraordinarily beautiful. Its myriad facets sparkled as only pricey crystal can and splashed miniature rainbows onto the walls.


When Rennie had recovered from her initial shock, she set her wineglass on the coffee table and searched among the roses and greenery for an enclosure card. She didn’t find one.


“What the hell?”


It wasn’t her birthday, and even if it were, no one would know it. She didn’t celebrate an anniversary of any kind with anyone. Were the roses meant to convey condolence? She had worked with Lee Howell every day for years, but receiving flowers on the day of his funeral was hardly warranted or even appropriate given their professional relationship.


A grateful patient? Possibly, but unlikely. Who among them would know her home address? Her office address was the one listed in the telephone directory. If a patient had been so moved by gratitude, the roses would have gone either there or to the hospital.


Only a handful of friends knew where she lived. She never entertained at home. She returned social obligations by hosting dinner or Sunday brunch in a restaurant. She had many colleagues and acquaintances, but no friendships close enough to merit an extravagant bouquet of roses. No family. No boyfriend. No ex- or wanna-be boyfriends.



Who would be sending her flowers? An even more unsettling question was how the bouquet had come to be inside her house.


Before calling her next-door neighbor, she took a fortifying sip of wine.


The chatty widower had tried to become a chummy confidant soon after Rennie moved in, but as tactfully as possible she had discouraged his unannounced drop-overs until he finally got the message. They remained friendly, however, and the older gentleman was always pleased when Rennie took a moment to visit with him across their shared azalea hedge.


Probably because he was lonely and bored, he kept his finger on the pulse of the neighborhood and made everyone’s business his own. If you wanted to know anything about anyone, Mr. Williams was your man.


“Hi, it’s Rennie.”


“Hey, Rennie, good to hear from you. How was the funeral?”


A few days ago he had waylaid her when she went out to get her newspaper. He had plied her with questions regarding the murder and seemed disappointed when she didn’t impart the gory details. “It was a very moving service.” In the hope of preventing more questions, she barely took a breath between sentences. “Mr. Williams, the reason I called—”


“Are the police any closer to catching the killer?”


“I wouldn’t know.”


“Weren’t you questioned?”


“Everyone who was at Dr. Howell’s house that night was asked for possible leads. To the best of my knowledge nobody had anything to offer.” Instead of relaxing her, the wine was giving her a headache. “Mr. Williams, did I receive a delivery today?”


“Not that I know of. Were you expecting one?”


He was the only neighbor who had a key to her house. She had been reluctant to give him one, and it wasn’t because of mistrust. The notion of someone coming into her home when she wasn’t there was repugnant. As with rhythms and routine, she was a stickler for privacy.


But she had felt that someone should have a spare key in case of an emergency or to let in repairmen when necessary. Mr. Williams had been the logical choice because of his proximity. To Rennie’s knowledge he had never abused the privilege.


“I was on the lookout for a package,” she lied. “I thought it might have been delivered to you since I wasn’t at home.”


“Was there a notice on your door? A yellow sticker?”


“No, but I thought the driver might have forgotten to leave one. You didn’t see a delivery truck parked at my curb today?”


“No, nothing.”


“Hmm, well, these things never arrive when you’re looking for them, do they?” she said breezily. “Thanks anyway, Mr. Williams. Sorry to have bothered you.”


“Did you hear about the Bradys’ new litter of puppies?”


Damn! She hadn’t hung up fast enough. “Can’t say that I have. As you know I’ve been out of pocket for a couple of weeks and—”


“Beagles. Six of them. Cutest little things you ever saw. They’re giving them away. You should speak for one.”


“I don’t have time for pets.”


“You should make the time, Rennie,” he advised with the remonstrative tone of a parent.


“My horses—”


“Not the same. They don’t live with you. You need a pet at home. One can make all the difference in a person’s outlook. People with pets live longer, did you know that? I couldn’t do without Oscar,” he said of his poodle. “A dog or cat is best, but even a goldfish or a parakeet can ward off loneliness.”


“I’m not lonely, Mr. Williams. Just very busy. Nice talking to you. Bye.”


She hung up immediately, and not just to curtail a lecture on the benefits of pet ownership. She was alarmed. She wasn’t imagining the roses, and they hadn’t simply materialized on her coffee table. Someone had been here and left them.


She quickly checked the front door. It was locked, just as it had been that morning when she’d left for the hospital. She dashed down the hallway into her bedroom and checked under the bed and in the closet. All the windows were firmly shut and locked. The window above her bathtub was too small for even a child to crawl through. Next she checked the second bedroom, which she used as a study. Same there: nothing. She knew that nothing in the kitchen had been disturbed.


Actually, she would have been relieved to find a broken window or a jimmied lock. At least that element of this mystery would have been solved. Returning to the living room, she sat down on the sofa. She had lost all appetite for the wine, but she took another drink of it anyway in the hope it would steady her nerves. It didn’t. When the telephone rang on the end table, she jumped.


She, Rennie Newton, who at fourteen had climbed the narrow ladder to the very top of her hometown water tower, who had put herself in peril by visiting practically every danger spot on the globe, who loved a challenge and never backed down from a dare, who wasn’t afraid of the Devil, as her mother used to tell her, and who daily performed surgeries that required nerves of steel and rock-steady hands, nearly came out of her skin when her telephone rang.


Shaking spilled wine off her hand, she reached for the cordless phone. Most of her calls were work related, so she answered in her normally brisk and efficient manner.


“This is Dr. Newton.”


“It’s Detective Wesley, Dr. Newton. I spoke with you the other day.”


The reminder was unnecessary. She remembered him as a physically fit and imposing black man. Receding hairline. Stern visage. All business. “Yes?”


“I got your number from the hospital. I hope you don’t mind me calling you at home.”


She did. Very much. “What can I do for you, Detective?”


“I’d like to meet with you tomorrow. Say ten o’clock?”


“Meet with me?”


“To talk about Dr. Howell’s murder.”


“I don’t know anything about his murder. I told you that . . . was it the day before yesterday?”


“You didn’t tell me that you and he were vying for the same position at the hospital. You left that out.”


Her heart bumped against her ribs. “It wasn’t relevant.”


“Ten o’clock, Dr. Newton. Homicide’s on the third floor. Ask anybody. You’ll find me.”


“I’m sorry, but I’ve scheduled the operating room for three surgeries tomorrow morning. To reschedule would inconvenience other surgeons and hospital personnel, to say nothing of my patients and their families.”


“Then when would be a convenient time?” He asked this in a tone that suggested he wasn’t really interested in going out of his way to accommodate her.


“Two or three o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”


“Two o’clock. See you then.”


He disconnected before Rennie could. She returned the telephone to the end table. She closed her eyes and took deep breaths through her nose, exhaling through her mouth.


Lee Howell’s appointment to chief of surgery had been a major blow. Since the retirement of the predecessor, she and Lee had been the leading contenders for the position. After months of extensive interviews and performance assessments, the hospital board of directors had finally announced their decision last week—while she had been conveniently away, a move she had thought ultra-cowardly.


However, when word of Lee’s appointment reached her, she was glad she was away. The hospital grapevine would be circulating the news with the speed of fiber optics. By the time she had returned to work, the buzz had died down and she wasn’t subjected to well-meaning but unwelcome commiserations.


But she hadn’t escaped them entirely. A comprehensive write-up about his appointment had appeared in the Star-Telegram. The article had extolled Dr. Lee Howell’s surgical skills, his dedication to healing, his distinguished record, and his contributions to the hospital and the community at large. As a consequence of the glowing article, Rennie had been on the receiving end of many sympathetic glances, which she had deplored and tried to ignore.


Basically, being chief of any department involved reams of additional paperwork, constant crises with personnel, and haggles with hospital board members for a larger share of the budget. Nevertheless, it was a coveted title and she had coveted it.


Then three days after the newspaper profile, Lee had made headlines again by being slain in the hospital parking lot. Looking at it from Detective Wesley’s standpoint, the timing would be uncanny and worthy of further investigation. His job was to explore every avenue. Naturally, one of the first people he would suspect would be Lee’s competitor. The meeting tomorrow amounted to nothing more than a vigilant follow-up by a thorough detective.


She wouldn’t worry about it. She simply wouldn’t. She had nothing to contribute to Wesley’s investigation. She would answer his questions truthfully and to the best of her knowledge and that would be the end of it. There was no cause to worry.


The roses, on the other hand, were worrisome.


She stared at them as though intimidation might cause them to surrender the sender’s identity. She stared at them so long that her vision doubled, then quadrupled, before she suddenly pulled it back into sharp focus—on the white envelope.


Tucked deeply into the foliage, it had escaped detection until now. Being careful of thorns, she reached into the arrangement and removed the card from the envelope, which had been attached to a stem by a slender satin ribbon.


The hand with which she had established a reputation as an exceptionally talented surgeon trembled slightly as she brought the card closer. On it was a single typewritten line:


I’ve got a crush on you.




Chapter 3







Uncle Wick!”


“Uncle Wick!”


The two girls rushed him like linemen intent on sacking the quarterback. Officially adolescents, they still had the exuberance of children when it came to showing affection, especially for their adored Uncle Wick.


“It’s been ages and ages, Uncle Wick. I’ve missed you.”


“I’ve missed y’all, too. Look at you. Will you please stop growing? You’re going to get as tall as me.”


“Nobody’s as tall as you, Uncle Wick.”


“Michael Jordan.”


“Nobody who doesn’t play basketball, I mean.”


The younger, Laura, announced, “Mom finally let me get my ears pierced,” and she proudly showed them off.


“No nose rings, I hope.”


“Dad would have a cow.”


“I’d have two.”


“Do you think braces are ugly on girls, Uncle Wick? ’Cause I may have to get them.”


“Are you kidding? Braces are a major turn-on.”


“Seriously?”


“Seriously.”


“Your hair’s blonder, Uncle Wick.”


“I’ve been on the beach a lot. The sun bleaches it out. And if I don’t start using sunscreen I’m going to get as dark as you.”


They thought that was hilarious.


“I made cheerleader.”


“So I heard.” He high-fived Stephanie. “Save a seat for me at one of the games this fall.”


“Our outfits are kinda dorky.”


“They are,” her younger sister solemnly agreed. “Totally dorky.”


“But Mom says guess again about making them shorter.”


“That’s right, I did.” Grace Wesley joined them at the front door. Moving her daughters aside, she hugged Wick tightly.


When he released her, he whined, “Grace, why won’t you run away with me?”


“Because I’m a one-woman-man kind of woman.”


“I’ll change. For you I’d change. Cross my heart I would.”


“Sorry, still can’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because Oren would hunt you down and shoot you dead.”


“Oh, yeah,” he grumbled. “Him.”


The girls shrieked with laughter. Over their protests, Grace shooed them upstairs, where chores awaited them, and ushered Wick into the living room. “How’s Galveston?”


“Hot. Sticky. Sandy.”


“Are you liking it?”


“I’m loving being a beach bum. Where’s your old man?”


“On the phone, but he shouldn’t be much longer. Have you eaten?”


“Stopped at Angelo’s and scarfed a plate of brisket. Didn’t realize how much I’d missed that barbecue till I took my first bite.”


“There’s chocolate pudding in the fridge.”


“I’d settle for a glass of your iced tea.”


“Sweetened?”


“Is there any other kind?”


“Coming up. Make yourself comfortable.” Before leaving the room, she turned back and said meaningfully, “Sure is good to have you back.”


“Thanks.”


He didn’t correct her. He wasn’t back yet and didn’t know if he was coming back. He had only consented to think about it. Oren had an interesting case cooking. He had asked for Wick’s professional opinion. He was here to help out his friend. That was all.


He’d yet to darken the door of PD headquarters, and he didn’t intend to. He hadn’t even driven past it or felt a nostalgic yearning to do so. He was here as a favor to Oren. Period.


“Hey, Wick.” Oren bustled in. He was dressed for home in knee-length shorts, sneakers, and a University of Texas T-shirt, but he was still all cop; a case binder was tucked beneath his arm. His pager was clipped to his waistband. “How was your drive up from Galveston?”


“Long.”


“Don’t I know it.” Oren had made the round trip the day before. “Get checked into the motel all right?”


“Is that rat-hole the best the FWPD can afford?”


“Oh, and you left such luxurious accommodations in Galveston.”


Wick laughed good-naturedly.


“Grace take care of you?”


“In the process.” She came in with two tall glasses of tea and set them on coasters on the coffee table. “The girls said for Wick not to dare leave without saying goodbye.”


“I promise I won’t. I’ll even tell them a bedtime story.”


“A clean one, I hope,” Grace said.


He shot her his most wicked grin. “I can edit as I go.”


“Thanks for the tea,” Oren said. “Close the door behind you, please.”


This was a familiar scene. Before moving to the coast, Wick had often spent evenings at the Wesleys’ house. It was a happy house because Grace and Oren’s happiness with each other permeated the place.


They’d met in college and married upon graduation. Grace was a student counselor and vice-principal at a public junior high school. With each year her responsibilities increased and became more complicated, but she never failed to have a hot evening meal for her family and mandated that everyone be there for it.


Their home was noisy and active with the girls and their friends trooping up and down the stairs, in and out of the kitchen. Neighbors stopped by with or without an invitation, knowing they’d be welcome. The house was as clean as a U.S. Navy vessel but cluttered with the trappings of a busy family. When Grace was at home, chances were very good that the washing machine would be chugging. Reminder notes and snapshots were stuck to the refrigerator with magnets. There were always cookies in the cookie jar.


Wick had been a guest so often he was considered one of the family and pitched in when it came time to do the dishes or take out the garbage. He teased Grace about doing her best to domesticate him. The joke wasn’t far off the mark.


Following dinner and cleanup, it had been his and Oren’s habit to seclude themselves in the living room to discuss troublesome cases. Tonight was no exception.


“I’ve got a video I want you to see.” Oren inserted a tape into the VCR, then carried the remote control back to the sofa and sat at the opposite end from Wick. “Recorded this afternoon.”


“Of?”


“Dr. Rennie Newton.”


The video picture came on the screen. It was a wide shot of an interrogation room. Wick had watched a hundred such video recordings. The camera, he knew, had been mounted on a tripod situated behind Oren. It was aimed at the chair occupied by the individual being questioned. In this case it was the woman in the photos Oren had shown him yesterday.


Wick was surprised. “She’s a doctor?”


“Surgeon.”


“No shit?”


“I called her after leaving your place. She came in for questioning today.”


“In connection with the Howell homicide?” Once he had agreed to come to Fort Worth, Oren had given him the basic facts of the case, scarce though they were.


“She agreed to being videotaped, but she also brought along her attorney.”


“She’s no fool.”


“No. In fact she was . . . well, you’ll see.”


Dr. Newton’s lawyer was standard issue. Height, average. Weight, average. Hair, white. Suit, gray pinstripe. Eyes, wary and cunning. It took only one glance for Wick to assess him.


He then directed his attention to Dr. Rennie Newton, who didn’t come even close to standard issue. In fact if someone had ordered him to conjure a mental picture of a surgeon, the woman on the tape would not have been it. Not in a million years.


Nor was she typical of someone being questioned about a felony offense. She wasn’t sweating, nervously jiggling her legs, drumming her fingers, biting her nails, or fidgeting in her seat. Instead she sat perfectly still, her legs decorously crossed, arms folded at her waist, eyes straight ahead and steady, a portrait of composure.


She was dressed in a cream-colored two-piece suit with slacks, high heels in a tan reptile skin, matching handbag. She wore no jewelry except for a pair of stud earrings and a large, no-nonsense wristwatch. No rings on either hand. Her long hair was pulled into a neat ponytail. He knew from the surveillance photos that when it was down, it reached the middle of her back. Pale blond, which looked as genuine as the diamonds in her earlobes.


Oren stopped the tape. “What do you think so far? As a connoisseur of the fairer sex, your first impression.”


Wick shrugged and took a sip of tea. “Dresses well. Good skin. You couldn’t melt an ice cube on her ass.”


“Cool.”


“We’re talking frostbite. But she’s a surgeon. She’s supposed to be cool under pressure, isn’t she?”


“I guess.”


Oren restarted the tape and they heard his voice identifying everyone present, including Detective Plum, the second plainclothesman in the room. He provided the date and the case number, and then, for the benefit of the tape, asked Dr. Newton if she had agreed to the interview.


“Yes.”


Oren plunged right in. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about the murder of your colleague Dr. Lee Howell.”


“I’ve already told you everything I know, Detective Wesley.”


“Well, it never hurts to go over it again, does it?”


“I suppose not. If you’ve got a lot of spare time on your hands.”


Oren stopped the tape. “See? There. That’s what I’m talking about. Polite, but with a definite attitude.”


“I’d say so, yeah. But that’s in character too. She’s a doctor. A surgeon. The god complex and all that. She speaks and folks sit up and take notice. She isn’t accustomed to being questioned or second-guessed.”


“She had better get accustomed to it,” Oren mumbled. “I think there’s something going on with this lady.”


He rewound the tape to listen again to her saying, “If you’ve got a lot of spare time on your hands.”


On the tape, Oren gave Plum a significant glance. Plum raised his eyebrows. Oren continued. “On the night Dr. Howell was murdered, you were at his house, correct?”


“Along with two dozen other people,” the attorney chimed in. “Have you questioned them to this extent?”


Ignoring him, Oren asked, “Did you know everyone at the party that night, Dr. Newton?”


“Yes. I’ve known Lee’s wife for almost as long as I’ve known him. The guests were other doctors with whom I’m acquainted. I’d met their spouses at previous social gatherings.”


“You attended the party alone?”


“That’s right.”


“You were the only single there.”


The lawyer leaned forward. “Is that relevant, Detective?”


“Maybe.”


“I don’t see how. Dr. Newton went to the party alone. Can we move on? She has a busy schedule.”


“I’m sure.” With a noticeable lack of haste, Oren shuffled through his notes and took his time before asking the next question. “I understand it was a cookout.”


“On the Howells’ terrace.”


“And Dr. Howell manned the grill.”


“Do you want the menu, too?” the attorney asked sarcastically.


Oren continued looking hard at Rennie Newton. She said, “Lee fancied himself a gourmet on the charcoal grill. Actually he was a dreadful cook, but nobody had the heart to tell him.” She looked down into her lap, smiling sadly. “It was a standing joke among his friends.”


“What was the reason for the party?”


“Reason?”


“Was it an ordinary Friday night cookout or a special occasion?”


She shifted slightly in her chair, recrossed her legs. “We were celebrating Lee’s promotion to chief of surgery.”


“Right, his promotion to head of the department. What did you think of that?”


“I was pleased for him, of course.”


Oren tapped a pencil on the tabletop for a full fifteen seconds. Her gaze remained locked with his, never wavering.


“You were also under consideration for that position, weren’t you, Dr. Newton?”


“Yes. And I deserved to get it.”


Her attorney held up a cautionary hand.


“More than Dr. Howell did?” Oren asked.


“In my opinion, yes,” she replied calmly.


“Dr. Newton, I—”


She forestalled her lawyer. “I’m only telling the truth. Besides, Detective Wesley has already guessed how I felt about losing the position to Lee. I’m sure he regards that as a motive for murder.” Turning back to Oren, she said, “But I didn’t kill him.”


“Detectives, may I have a private word with my client?” the lawyer asked stiffly.


Unmindful of the request, Oren said, “I don’t believe you killed anyone, Dr. Newton.”


“Then what am I doing here wasting my time and yours? Why did you request this”—she gave the walls of the small room a scornful glance—“this interview?”


Oren stopped the tape there and consulted Wick. “Well?”


“What?”


“She denied it before I accused her of it.”


“Come on, Oren. She’s got more years of schooling than you, me, and Plum there added up. But she didn’t need a medical degree to guess what you were getting at. Driving a herd of longhorns through that room would have been more subtle. She got your point. Any dummy would have. And this lady doesn’t strike me as a dummy.”


“She and Dr. Howell had a history of quarreling.”


“So do we,” Wick said, laughing.


Oren stubbornly shook his head. “Not like they did. Everybody I’ve talked to at the hospital says she and Howell respected each other professionally but did not get along.”


“Love affair turned sour?”


“Initially I posed that question to everyone I interviewed. I stopped asking.”


“How come?”


“I got tired of being laughed at.”


Wick turned and quizzically arched his eyebrow.


“Beats me,” Oren replied to the silent question. “That’s the reaction I got every time I asked. Apparently there were never any romantic fires smoldering between them.”


“Just a friendly rivalry.”


“I’m not so sure it was all that friendly. On the surface, maybe, but there might have been a lurking animosity that ran deep. They were always at each other’s throats for one reason or another. Sometimes over something trivial, sometimes major. Sometimes in jest, and sometimes not. But their disagreements were always lively, often vitriolic, and well known to hospital staff.”


As he mentally sorted through this information, Wick absently popped the rubber band against his wrist.


Oren noticed and said, “You were wearing that yesterday. What’s it for?”


“What?” Wick looked down at the rubber band circling his wrist as though he’d never seen it before. “Oh, it’s . . . nothing. Uh, getting back, was Howell’s appointment gender based?”


“I don’t think so. Two other department heads at Tarrant General are women. Howell got the promotion Newton felt she deserved and probably thought she had sewn up because of her seniority status. She’d been affiliated with the hospital for two years before Howell joined ranks.”


“She would resent the hell out of that.”


“Only natural that she would.”


“But enough to bump him off?” Staring at the static picture on the TV screen, Wick frowned with a mix of skepticism and concentration. He motioned with his chin for Oren to restart the tape.
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