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Favignana, Italy

        
May 22

        It was nearing the end of May, in the middle of la Mattanza – the tuna killing. During these few weeks, the tuna follow the currents from the Atlantic Ocean into the warmer Mediterranean to deposit and fertilize their eggs. For centuries, the fishermen have known this secret, and in mid-April they begin to set up a series of net barriers in the water. The tuna become trapped, forced to follow the direction of the barriers, and are obliged to swim straight toward those who patiently wait to slaughter them.

        The boats were coming in now. They were driving the tuna, thousands of them, toward shore. Soon the water’s rolling waves would be red; the islanders would be cheering; and all the nontourists who made their living on this speck of land just off the coast of Sicily, a short ferry ride due west from the city of Trapani, would be secure again. The restaurants would have no empty tables, the stores would sell their trinkets and T-shirts, and the poor box in the church in the Gothic square would be filled to the brim.

        One of the most beautiful islands in the world, Favignana is speckled with coves, into which creeps the clearest water in the sea. Thin slices of white sand and finely pebbled beaches glisten and gleam in the summer sun. The island’s main attribute is tufa – an almost-translucent-looking rock, formed over centuries as water gradually evaporated from the abundant amounts of lime that form the cliffs and caves. Remnants of ancient excavations are everywhere, the sites abandoned seemingly in mid-dig. Thick blocks of the stone are discarded and left to turn even more yellow and red from rust. Four- and five-hundred-year-old villas built out of that tufa are still standing, though, and dominate the coastline, giving the ancient stone a productive as well as ornamental life in the modern world.

        Narrow strips of road cut into the hills and the rock, winding east and west, north and south, forging an impossible maze. Primitive and lovely, the island is mostly unspoiled by foreign tourists (except for the stray German here and there and the Italians from up north who come to lounge and tan and eat mounds of pasta with bottarga, the pungent tuna roe). Favignana is paradise for most people. But Angelo Tornabene was not most people. Angelo Tornabene hated the small island on which he had spent his entire life. He couldn’t wait to escape. He didn’t care that the great tuna hunt was described and revered as far back as The Odyssey or that the tufa could be linked to the building of the great pyramids. He couldn’t get away fast enough from the foul-smelling fish, the bland, monotonous rock, and the tourists from the north who came for the weekends and the summer and bicycled around the maze from one bar ingresso to another. Angelo wanted to escape. Anywhere. Anywhere that wasn’t this goddamn island. He didn’t care about the great Roman naval battle with the Carthaginians. He didn’t care at all about the past. Favignana was only about history. It was about things that no longer existed. Dead things. Dead stone, dead fish, dead people. Angelo wanted to live.

        It’s why he’d spent the last three days talking to the sailors on the huge ship. They were from South Africa. He didn’t know where exactly. He’d never heard of the city whose name they kept repeating, but he understood the word ‘Africa’ and knew they weren’t Arab and knew they weren’t black, so he decided they must come from the white part, which he knew was south, and all he really cared about was where they were going, which was far, far away from here. The Africans were waiting for the tuna to come in so they could load up on fresh fish for the next leg of the journey; they were excited that the wait was almost over, that it was almost time to leave. The sailors heard the cheering and they ran to look, to see the bloody spectacle, as Angelo knew they would. He ran with them, pointing out the oncoming boats, celebrating, slapping as many white Africans as he could on the back; and while everyone was cheering it wasn’t hard for him to disappear, to slip below, and wander through the ship. As he wandered, a thick metal door opened and a man came through the opening. He was not in a uniform; he wore a dark business suit and a thin tie. He looked at Angelo but did not seem to care that a stranger was exploring places he shouldn’t be. Angelo smiled to show that he belonged, but the man didn’t smile back – he just walked slowly back to join all the commotion. The man looked serious and important, and Angelo wondered if he might be the captain. Or even higher up than the captain. The thought made him nervous, and as the man passed by, Angelo knew he had to be quick; so he darted ahead, caught the heavy metal door before it could close, stepped forward and found himself in a passageway that led to many rooms. He began moving slowly, tried several doors, all of which were locked. And then he tried one and it opened. Now he was in another maze of rooms, and without knowing what else to do he began trying more doors, examining more rooms. After perhaps fifteen minutes, he was standing in a doorway that led into a small dark space, a nearly empty room of seemingly little importance. There were wooden crates stacked up. Many of them. Still holding the door open, Angelo inched his leg in front of him and put his foot against one stack; it felt solid, as if filled with canned goods. Maybe it was a room for storage, but it didn’t look as if it was used much. That was good, Angelo thought, it meant he’d have more time to remain hidden.

        He stepped farther into the room and let the heavy iron door close behind him. He heard a lock click into place. Angelo tried to open it, found that he couldn’t, but that was all right. He didn’t mind. At some point, when they were far out to sea, someone would open the door and come into the room. They would see him and they would be angry, but what could they do? It would be too late. They would shrug and kick him off at the next port and that was just fine with Angelo. It didn’t matter what that next port was. He’d be someplace else. He was sixteen years old, and he would no longer be on Favignana. He’d be free.

        So he took off one shirt (he was wearing three – he was prepared for this journey; he’d brought shirts and nuts and raisins and bread and cheese, all hidden away in deep pockets); crumpled it up into a kind of pillow; and he sat on it, leaning against one corner of the room, and decided he was comfortable enough to wait. He knew he could wait now as long as he had to. He had already waited a long, long time, his whole life, really. He could certainly wait a little while longer.

        He did not know how many hours later it was when the ship began to move. All he knew, all he cared about, was the movement itself. His voyage had begun.

        He did his best, after that, to keep track of the time but it was difficult. It was pleasantly warm in the room and a bit stuffy and Angelo kept getting drowsy. He slept many hours, so he could only guess at the time or even if it was night or day. He guessed that it was already two days later when he’d finished eating some of his hard Parmesan cheese. As usual, he wasn’t aware of the moment when he had fallen asleep that day and he didn’t fully realize when he’d awakened, only that something had awakened him. A loud noise. Like an explosion. Or maybe a gunshot. He heard another loud noise. Yes, this was definitely an explosion. And then the ship was moving. But this was a strange movement. Not as if it was leaving port, it was moving as if something was wrong. The room was tilting, and the boxes of things, he didn’t know of what – he had not yet looked inside the boxes that were in the room – were sliding and falling. Angelo stood up, wondering what was happening, and then he realized his feet were wet. There was water in the room. A lot of water. Angelo went to open the door, remembered that it was locked. He pounded on the thick steel, yelling, knowing that no one would understand his Italian but surely someone would hear him and let him out. He pounded again and again, and then he couldn’t pound because he could not stand up. He was down in the water, and the water was getting higher and higher. It was almost to the ceiling. Angelo was a good swimmer, but soon there was no place left to swim. There was no place to keep his head above the water, and soon he was holding his breath, praying that someone would open the door because he couldn’t hold his breath forever, couldn’t even hold it for another minute. Not one more second.

        He felt the water rush into his mouth. Tasted the salt and the fish. He waved his arms and kicked his legs because his body was filling with the sea, but however much he raged, it did no good. He tried to spit the water out but the water was all around him. Inside and outside. He was like the tuna he had hated all these years: defeated by the sea, driven toward his death with nowhere to turn away.

        From under the water, another explosion filled his ears. And then Angelo Tornabene was not raging. Or struggling or spitting or moving at all, except to bob up and down in the turbulent water, rolling with the sinking ship.

        He was finally free.

        He had finally left Favignana.

         

        
Alice, Texas 

        
June 8

        It wasn’t so long ago that Teddy Angel figured out that, when he really thought about it, he liked four things in life.

        Not just four things. There was plenty of other stuff he was pretty fond of. Pussy, for instance. That was always good. And one of the guys on American Idol – he could never remember his name – the fat black guy whose stomach shook like crazy when he sang. That dude was pretty fuckin’ amazing. Teddy also liked really hot, humid days, the kind that made everyone else uncomfortable; it was pretty awesome just standing in the sun and wearing a muscle shirt and dripping with sweat, watching the little drops gather on his triceps and then stream down to the sizzling sidewalk. And he had to put frozen grapes right up there. He was crazy about frozen grapes; they almost made it into his top four. Whoever invented that was one motherfucker of a genius. But when you got right down to it, there were only four things he really, really liked. That he considered essential.

        He liked having money in his pocket, that was number one. And he had some right now – did he ever – almost five thousand dollars. Well, really about forty-two hundred because he’d pissed away four dimes in a card game last night, most of it coming when he’d had nines over sixes but lost to a bigger boat, queens over eights. He’d also spent a hundred on a used .38, a really nice piece, good weight, comfortable fit in his hand (he liked guns, too, liked the way they made him feel, although not as much as frozen grapes; guns were maybe sixth or seventh on his list). The other two or three bills he’d spent buying drinks, tipping heavy, showing off. All well worth it. Especially because he had plenty more. And even more coming when he got to Mexico; and that wouldn’t be too long now – maybe another couple of days, tops – till he got to the town he was supposed to get to, dropped off the truck, picked up his plane ticket, and got the hell back to Detroit where he belonged. He was in Texas already, had crossed the state line about half an hour ago. Teddy decided he didn’t like Texas, not that he’d ever been there before, but what the hell was there to like? Been pouring rain ever since he’d arrived, raining so hard it was steaming up the highway. Huge drops of water were banging into the windshield like they were gonna bust it open. It wasn’t just the rain, though. He knew it could rain anywhere. But Texas was still a fucked-up state. Bunch of cowboys and rich white men, that’s what was in Texas. It’s why he’d bought the .38, in case one of those cowboys called him a nigger. He almost wished someone would. He’d just saunter up to the guy, blow the asshole away, toss the gun, and get back in the truck and keep on driving.

        He liked being called Teddy Angel. That was probably number two on his list. He wasn’t sure when it had started. He thought maybe when he was a kid. Always in trouble. Always getting picked up by the police, getting in fights, talking back, stealing something. His real name was Anjule. Edward Anjule. His grandmother was the one who used to call him Teddy. He wondered if she’d tagged him Angel, too. Maybe she thought she was being funny. Such a nice name for such a bad boy. If it was her, he decided he owed her one. He wondered if she was still alive. If she was, he thought maybe he’d drop in on her when he got back, buy her a drink, maybe lay a hundred on her, thank her for the cool name.

        Teddy also liked being drunk. He put that third. Drugs were okay, too. Weed, coke, X – he wouldn’t turn none of that down. But he mostly liked liquor. Tequila, scotch, bourbon, any of it straight up. A nice cold beer when he was hot. He didn’t just like drinking, he loved it. Did it pretty much all day and all night long. Was doing it now while he was driving. Swigging from a bottle of Jack. The bottle was almost empty, now that he looked, but that was okay because there was another one, this one full, sitting right next to it. And beside that was a six-pack of Bud. Probably not real cold by now, but that was okay, too, the air-conditioning in the truck was on and working pretty well, so Teddy Angel wasn’t too hot or too thirsty. If he felt like a brew, a slightly warm brew would be just fine.

        The fourth thing that Teddy liked was music. All kinds of music. He was into 50 Cent pretty heavy, hard not to be. That motherfucker spoke some shit. But he liked older stuff, too. The classic stuff is how he thought of it, early Puff and Jay-Z and Tupac – those were good days for sound. He liked all the way back to Motown. Had to appreciate the Berry Gordy shit when you came from Detroit. The Four Tops, Supremes, Stevie Wonder. That’s what he was listening to now. On his iPod, ’cause there wasn’t a CD player in the truck and the radio was for shit and the speakers were even worse. So it was Stevie and Talking Book. A classic. Some major phones clamped on his ears, the little touchy white dial thing fingered all the way to the right, as loud as it’d go. Drivin’ along at eighty-six miles per, ‘Superstition’ blasting into his brain.

        Teddy Angel was a happy man.

        And he was happy right up until the very moment he died, when he was reaching for the second bottle of Jack and the truck started to skid on the wet, slick road. He tried to grab the wheel with his left hand, never letting go of the bottle with his right – tried to turn himself out of the spin – but his reflexes were slowed by the alcohol and his hand slipped, banging into the dashboard, and the truck rumbled over the divider. It just missed a Caddy coming from the other direction; then it rammed into a shiny green Taurus that couldn’t get out of the way; and then it jumped off the shoulder, toppling, turning over twice, the second turn breaking Teddy’s neck.

        The truck was on its side, the wheels still spinning, when the police arrived, maybe ten minutes after the accident. A couple of state troopers. One of them, Wade Turner, was thirty-eight years old, had seen plenty of accidents, been next to his share of dead bodies. His partner, though, Morgan Lanier, was only twenty-four, and this was his first.

        The Caddy had never stopped, the driver didn’t even slow down and think about it – just tore the hell out of there to wherever he was headed – but the Taurus was damaged, and sat sideways on the road, half in the right lane, half on the narrow shoulder. Turner went to check on the driver, a woman in her late twenties who had used her cell to call in the accident. She was not at all bad looking, could’ve been a cheerleader – maybe UT, not the Cowboys, not that good-looking – and luckily she wasn’t hurt. She’d been wearing her seat belt and was a little hysterical but no serious injuries. Turner assured her that she was fine and that everything would be all right. ‘Just a little accident,’ he said, ‘and you’re fine.’ Then he went to the trunk of his car, got a flare and lit it, stuck it on the road side of the car – if anyone else drove by they wouldn’t hit the Taurus again by mistake.

        The woman in the car had been too frightened to check on the driver of the small truck – she hadn’t even gotten out of her car – so Turner nodded in that direction and he and Lanier left the woman and went to see the extent of the damage.

        Wade Turner didn’t pay much attention to Teddy Angel. There wasn’t any question the guy was stone-cold dead. As Turner bent down over the body, he recoiled at the stench of bourbon. And he shook his head when he removed the headphones that were still covering Teddy’s ears, startled by the music blaring. The older trooper reached over Teddy’s body, picked up the white iPod, lowered the volume. He put the headset on his own head now, smiled, and nodded at his younger partner.

        ‘Stevie Wonder,’ he said. ‘Great fucking album.’

        Lanier, partly to get away from the dead body, partly to get away from his partner, walked away from the cab and crawled into the back of the truck. A minute or so later he heard Turner say, ‘Anything back there?’

        ‘Not much,’ Lanier answered. ‘Looks like he was logging sporting goods. Baseball gloves, team shirts – shit like that.’ He reached into a box that had split open, picked up a leather outfielder’s mitt. ‘How the hell’d Matt Lawton get his own glove?’ he asked, but his partner didn’t answer. Turner wasn’t into baseball much. Just college football. He probably didn’t even know who Matt Lawton was.

        If it was possible, the rain seemed to be coming down harder now. It made Lanier feel claustrophobic in the back of the truck, as if someone were hammering on the walls, telling him to get the hell out.

        ‘Ambulance’ll be here in a few,’ Turner said from outside. ‘Probably catch pneumonia by then with my luck.’ He started to head to the Taurus, check back on the second-rate cheerleader, but he stopped when he heard Lanier call out, ‘Hey, Wade?’

        ‘Yeah?’ Turner said.

        ‘I think maybe you should take a look at this.’

        ‘I’m fuckin’ drownin’ out here, Morgan. What is it?’

        ‘I don’t know,’ Lanier said, ‘but you better come here.’

        Turner sighed, felt the heavy rain pelt against his neck and down his back despite all the weather gear; and then he climbed into the back of the truck and pulled out his flashlight, pointing it toward his partner, who was crouched in the far corner.

        ‘Check this out,’ Lanier said. ‘It’s like some kind of secret compartment thing. Built-in.’

        Turner crawled over to the boxes, pushing aside the loose sporting equipment and clothing that had spilled out. He shone his light where Lanier was pointing. His partner was right. Some kind of wooden cabinet had been built into the paneling in the truck. Turner moved the light, saw that the cabinet went around three quarters of the space. The wood had splintered in several places, the result of the accident. Lanier reached inside, started to slide out what looked like some kind of lead weight.

        ‘Jesus Christ,’ Lanier said. ‘It weighs a ton.’

        ‘Looks like a gold bar.’ Turner spoke quietly now. Almost reverently. ‘Like what they got at Fort Knox.’

        ‘Isn’t gold kind of… you know… yellow or… gold… or something?’

        ‘I think so,’ Turner said. ‘I’ve only seen it in the movies. That James Bond movie, the one with Sean Connery.’

        ‘Goldfinger,’ Lanier said.

        ‘Yeah. It was yellow in Goldfinger.’

        ‘Maybe it’s silver. Silver bars. It ain’t yellow, so maybe it’s silver.’

        ‘Maybe,’ Turner said. ‘But I’ll tell you one thing. Whatever the hell it is, this nigger sure as shit shouldn’ta had it.’

        Two ambulances arrived, about ten minutes later. One took the blond woman to the nearest hospital, the other carried Teddy Angel’s body to the nearest morgue. A local tow-truck service arrived another forty-five minutes after that and, after getting the truck upright, towed it back to Turner’s and Lanier’s station.

        It took the Texas State Police three days to prove Wade Turner correct in his assessment. Teddy Angel sure as shit shouldn’t have been carrying his cargo. In those few days, they were able to determine that Teddy’s truck had been reported stolen three months earlier in Cincinnati, Ohio. It had been refitted completely – repainted and given false license plates. The name stenciled onto the side of the truck – Hirshey Sporting Goods – belonged to a nonexistent company. The permit found in the glove compartment, the one that would have allowed the truck into Mexico with its sporting goods cargo, was a forgery. The Mexican company listed as the recipient of the goods, El Sportiva Mexicana, was also nonexistent.

        Teddy Angel’s driver’s license was not in the name of Teddy Angel. Or even Edward Anjule. It had been issued in the name of an Easton, Pennsylvania, male who had died at the age of two, just over eight years ago. Teddy’s fingerprints had been ‘interfered with’ – those were the words used by the forensic expert who worked on Teddy’s body. It meant that someone had operated on Teddy’s hands, cut the tips of his fingers so he could not be identified using his prints. Teddy had also clearly never had his teeth so much as cleaned, so nothing came up when a search for his dental records went through the computer. The Texas police had no clue to his true identity.

        As near as could be determined, there was absolutely nothing real about either the truck or its driver. At least nothing that the police – or the FBI, who had been called in – had much hope of finding.

        The contents hidden in the built-in wooden compartment of the truck were real, however. The metal bars.

        Wade Turner’s and Morgan Lanier’s captain called them into his office four days after the truck had driven off the side of the highway. He told them that he figured they deserved to know the result of the investigation up to that point, not that the result was going to add up to much because they were pretty well stymied. But the captain told them all about the stolen vehicle and about Teddy Angel’s nonexistent fingerprints. And about the bars they’d found just sitting in the back of Teddy’s truck.

        They weren’t gold. They weren’t silver.

        They were platinum.

        Solid, pure, unidentifiable and untraceable platinum bars.

        Three million dollars’ worth.
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      Justin Westwood was experiencing a combination of emotions he was not particularly used to, and he wasn’t sure exactly how he felt about it. For one thing, he was relaxed. For another, at least for the moment, he was content. If push came to shove, he realized, he might even describe himself as happy. He was well aware this was not his normal state of mind, and he couldn’t help but wonder what the hell was going on.

      The good feelings came partly from the very cold Ketel One vodka martini he was sipping, his second in the past half hour, each with two spicy jalapeño-stuffed olives filling up the bottom of the glass. He’d also indulged in a few hits of a superb joint. He wondered what would happen if one of East End Harbor’s young police officers happened to walk into his house sometime to find him happily getting stoned. Probably nothing, he thought. It was one of the few advantages of being the chief of police.

      Things had been quiet in the small Long Island resort town for nearly a year now. And quiet was good. Teenagers had gotten drunk and turned over a few garbage cans. Three houses had been broken into: someone had stolen food out of one refrigerator; another master thief had broken a window to climb into a bedroom and had cut himself so badly he called the hospital to send an ambulance; and the third break-in was an ex-boyfriend trying to get a piece of jewelry back, an earring. It turned out the earring had cost all of forty-seven bucks – not quite the expensive diamond that had been promised in happier times – so the victim was more than willing to let it go and forget about pressing charges. And even more determined to keep the ‘ex’ in any references to the would-be burglar.

      Justin was getting used to the peace and calm. He had had enough turmoil to last several lifetimes. One of the things that had helped him put the turmoil in the past was the naked woman on the bed next to him. She was lying on her right side, propped up on her elbow, also sipping her second martini. Justin would have settled for straight vodka – he probably wouldn’t have even bothered with the ice – but she had insisted on bartending. She’d shown up with the dry vermouth and the olives and even supplied the martini glasses, divining that his kitchen cabinet stock went only as deep as four or five Kmart water glasses, if that. She’d also shown up with two thick sirloin steaks, saying that if she had to settle one more time for pizza or the dreadful East End take-out Chinese food he usually ordered, she wouldn’t be held responsible for her actions. She also made it clear that she provided groceries when needed, but she hadn’t actually cooked anything since she was twelve years old and had no intention of starting now. Justin had looked through his cupboard and asked if spaghetti with garlic and oil and hot red pepper flakes would satisfy her as a side dish, and she had said absolutely, as long as they got to do certain things close up before the garlic took over. He was happy to oblige. They didn’t make it halfway through the first martini before her clothes were off and he was putting Sticky Fingers in his CD player – he was really in the mood for the driving beat of ‘Moonlight Mile’ and the sweaty feel of ‘Can’t You Hear Me Knocking’ – and she was pulling him onto his bed, and they were making love about as well as love could be made. No, not exactly accurate, he thought. What they had really done so far that night was screw their brains out. And that was definitely satisfactory.

      Justin smiled at the memory of what had transpired maybe twenty minutes ago, realized she thought he was smiling at her, and then he was smiling at her. She was something to smile at.

      He’d met Abby Harmon four months ago. In Duffy’s, not a bar where you’d expect to meet someone like Abby. She confessed later that she’d come in looking for him. She knew it was where he went to drink, and she’d heard so much about him she decided she had to see the real deal for herself. For a stretch of quite a few months, she couldn’t go to a party where people weren’t talking about Justin Westwood. His background. His aloofness. His lack of interest in just about everything that everybody at those parties was interested in. She wanted to see him for herself, see what made him tick. So she pulled her Mercedes CLK550 convertible up to the old-fashioned blue-collar hangout at ten-thirty at night, walked in, and ordered a glass of their best red Bordeaux. Their best red Bordeaux was six months old, from the North Fork of Long Island, and cost three-fifty a glass, so she went instead for a Sam Adams on draft. Donnie, the bartender, nodded in silent approval when she’d switched her order. A much better choice.

      Justin had recognized her as soon as she’d walked in, of course. It was not hard to recognize Abigail Harmon. There were plenty of rich women coming in and out of East End Harbor. And there were plenty of sexy women. But there wasn’t anyone who was quite as rich and sexy as Abigail. Certainly no one who also had her kind of reputation.

      Justin knew a horse trainer, a fairly placid guy, who’d done work at the stable where Abigail kept her two horses. ‘The meanest bitch I’ve ever met,’ is the way he had described her. Justin had seen her once, striding out of the mayor of East End Harbor’s office. When Justin walked in, the mayor, Leona Krill, looked as if she’d gone ten rounds with the young Mike Tyson; when he’d asked her if she was okay, Leona had said, ‘Jay, I feel like I’ve just been bitten by a rattlesnake.’

      But he also knew that Deena, his ex-girlfriend, gave Abigail Harmon private yoga lessons. Deena went up to the Harmon mansion – the only way to describe it – three times a week. She was very well paid, but she wouldn’t go there just for the money. Deena would never do anything just for the money. She liked Abigail Harmon. She told Jay, during their once-every-three-or-four-months lunch date, that Abby – it was the first time Justin had heard anyone refer to her as ‘Abby’ – was ‘incredibly smart and really comfortable in her own skin and about the only person I teach around here who doesn’t treat me either as the help or as if I’m some kind of kook. And she’s incredibly nice to Kenny.’ Kenny was really Kendall, who was Deena’s now twelve-year-old daughter. Justin was once the love of Kendall’s life. Of course, she’d been nine years old then. Now he was almost but not quite yet just a grown-up to be tolerated. He took Kendall out to lunch every three months or so, too. And every so often out to dinner. He figured he had until she was fourteen for the dinners. Then she’d dump him for some pimply-faced teenager who, sooner or later, Justin would have to talk to about getting drunk in public and knocking over garbage cans.

      That night at Duffy’s, Justin had been drinking with Gary Jenkins and Mike Haversham, two of the young cops who worked for him. When Abby walked in, Gary and Mike stared in awe and disbelief. When she sauntered over to their table and asked if she could join them, they looked as if they might faint. After a few sips of her beer, she leaned over in the direction of both young men and said softly, in that voice of hers that somehow managed to be both fire and ice, ‘Could I ask you guys a real favor?’ When they nodded, she said, ‘What I really want to do is have a drink with your boss. Would you mind giving us some privacy?’

      The two cops practically fell over themselves to comply with her wishes, and suddenly Justin felt as if he and she were the only two people in Duffy’s wood-paneled room.

      She didn’t say anything for a fairly long while and neither did he. Not speaking was one of Justin’s better things. He was comfortable with silence. More comfortable than he usually was with conversation. He’d seen something once, when he was a kid, still in college and traveling for the summer in Europe. It was some ancient aphorism – his memory told him it was Turkish – and it said, ‘With language began all lies.’ He had liked the thought then, and now that he was grown-up and a cop, he liked it even more. So he was in no rush to interfere with the quiet that settled in over the table at Duffy’s. Finally, Abby just introduced herself. And smiled. He thought he’d never seen anything quite as perfect as her white, sparkling teeth. Unless it was her shoulders, which he could see because she was wearing a sleeveless shirt; and they were tan and perfectly round and so smooth he thought someone must have oiled and polished them before she stepped out. Her eyes weren’t too shabby either, he had to admit. They were big and almond shaped, brown with tiny specks of yellow. It was the floating specks that were so hypnotic, and they made him think of a song lyric he’d heard long ago, when he was a teenager and his parents had taken him to Manhattan to see Bobby Short sing at the Carlyle. He didn’t remember all the songs he’d heard that night, but he did remember Short crooning about a woman whose eyes were open windows and when you looked in, there was a party going on inside.

      Sitting at the table with her, he decided he wouldn’t mind an invitation to the party that was going on inside Abigail Harmon.

      ‘Is there something in particular you wanted to talk to me about?’ he asked.

      She shook her head. Her straight brown hair moved in sync with the motion, rolled left and right, then settled back easily, still and soft and glistening. Her hair was pretty damn perfect, too.

      So they started talking about the town. She told him about her dealings with some of the younger cops, one of whom – she thought maybe it was Mike – had once tried to give her a speeding ticket.

      ‘What do you mean “tried”?’ he asked.

      She waved her hand, as if brushing aside a gnat. ‘Oh, I talked him out of it.’

      ‘How fast were you going?’

      ‘Eighty-five.’

      ‘And what was the speed limit?’

      ‘Twenty-five.’

      ‘Jesus Christ.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘What the hell did you say to him?’

      But she just smiled and shook her head. ‘Sorry,’ she told him. ‘I might have to try it on you if you ever give me a ticket.’

      Then they spoke about the Hamptons and a little bit about Rhode Island, which is where Justin was from. Abby had spent time there. In college she’d dated someone who went to the Rhode Island School of Design. The fact is, he didn’t really remember much of what they’d talked about. It wasn’t her words that were so beguiling. It was her voice and her manner and her legs, which kept crossing and uncrossing, and looked so muscular and firm and inviting. And it was definitely her eyes, which hinted at all sorts of pleasures and an equal number of dangerous things. And which were vulnerable. And even a little bit sad.

      They talked until he looked around and realized that almost everyone else in Duffy’s was gone. There was one drunk regular, who had passed out at a table and was left to fend for himself, and Donnie, who was busy wiping the scarred wood bar down with a damp cloth.

      ‘Look —’ Justin said, not exactly sure where the rest of the sentence was going, but it didn’t matter much because Abby cut him off.

      ‘I know,’ she said. He wasn’t sure how she managed to interrupt him. She didn’t speak loudly and her words weren’t rushed. Somehow, though, when she spoke, the right thing to do seemed to be quiet. ‘I know about your wife and I’m sorry. I know about Deena, too. Well, enough to know that there’s something inside you that frightens her, which is why she broke it off, and she feels as bad as a person could feel about that. And I know about that woman police officer who was here last year. I don’t know what happened – I’ve just heard rumors – I figure it was bad and complicated and now she’s gone. All I want to say is what happened to your wife happened a long time ago, and maybe one of these days you’ll let go – or maybe you won’t. But, just so you know, I don’t frighten so easily. And I don’t want any complications in my life. And, best of all, I’m not gone. I’m right here. So you wanna go someplace a little nicer than this and have a real drink?’

      Justin hesitated just a split second before he nodded. He didn’t know why he hesitated. He was never going to say anything but okay. ‘Got somewhere in mind?’

      ‘How about your place?’

      ‘The bad news,’ he said, ‘is that my place isn’t any nicer than here.’

      ‘What’s the good news?’

      ‘There isn’t any good news.’

      ‘Let’s go,’ she said, ‘sweet talker.’ And it was the ‘sweet talker’ that did it. He saw her sense of humor and her toughness and her soft spot at exactly the same moment.

      That first night was sensational. He wasn’t at all surprised at how sexy she was, how uninhibited and demanding she was in bed. He was surprised at her tenderness and the way, after sex, she kind of rolled into him, collapsing, drained, as if it wasn’t just about the pleasure and the physical relief but also about getting rid of anger and shaking off the outside world and all sorts of things that didn’t have anything to do with him or what they’d just experienced together.

      After that, they began seeing each other. Not constantly. Sometimes once or twice a week. Occasionally even three times. They’d have dinner, usually in his small, Victorian house on Division Street at the end of East End Harbor’s historical district. They watched a few DVDs, mostly old movies. They drove into Manhattan one night, had dinner at Barbuto, way west down in the West Village, and spent the night at the Soho Grand Hotel.

      And now here they were sitting on his bed, eating the steaks and pasta he’d cooked up, finishing off their martinis. He didn’t even mind that he knew one of the reasons she was smiling and shaking her head affectionately was because she was enjoying the fact that he was a clumsy oaf.

      He’d come back into the bedroom with the food and a pained expression on his face, and as soon as he’d set the plates down, he began looking at his right hand with his eyes narrowed. She didn’t have to say a word, just gave him that look, that cocked head, and he said, ‘I have those stupid electric burners on my stove. You can’t tell if they’re on or off —’

      She’d interrupted him, saying, ‘You mean you can’t.’

      He gave her a mock scowl and said, ‘Okay, I can’t.’ And then he said, ‘But what I can do is burn myself every damn time I go near the stove because I can’t even remember to turn the thing off.’

      She’d laughed – laughing at the big tough guy who couldn’t handle a small burn – and she’d taken his hand and softly kissed the blister that was forming, letting her tongue linger and gently lick the heel of his hand until he didn’t really care about the minor burn.

      Yes, it was safe to say that right now, right this minute, in this woman’s presence, Justin Westwood was reasonably happy.

      When they were done eating, Abby picked up both plates from the bed, saying, ‘Nobody’d believe it, me clearing the table.’ Then she said, ‘I’ll be right back,’ and wearing only his light cotton summer robe, she made her way down the stairs, dropped the plates in the kitchen sink, then half walked, half ran to her car, which wasn’t in his driveway but parked about a quarter of a block away on the street. She was back in his bedroom in less than a minute and in her hand was a red cardboard box. She handed it to him.

      ‘Open it,’ she said.

      Justin cocked his head a bit to the left, looked at her curiously, and did as he’d been told. He pulled out a small, perfectly round cake. With one candle sticking up in the middle.

      ‘Happy birthday,’ she said. Then she reached for a match, struck it, and lit the candle. ‘June twelfth, right? Think I’d forget?’

      ‘I didn’t know we’d ever even discussed it. So I didn’t think there was anything to remember. I —’

      ‘I know. You haven’t celebrated your birthday in years. I figured it was about time to start again. I mean, since this is the last time you’ll be able to say you’re in your thirties.’

      ‘Thirty-nine’s the prime of life,’ he said. ‘Everybody knows that.’

      ‘Uh-huh. You gonna blow that out?’

      ‘In a minute.’

      He put the cake down on a small end table by her side of the bed and then he kissed her. Slow and nice, a lingering kiss that told her a lot more about how he appreciated the gift than he’d ever put into words.

      ‘Now I’ll blow it out,’ he said. But as he took one step toward the cake and leaned over, the phone rang.

      ‘Other women hoping to shower you with gifts?’ Abby asked.

      He didn’t answer, just walked over to the phone, which was sitting in its cradle on the end table on his side of the bed. He looked at his caller ID and frowned.

      ‘It’s the station,’ he said.

      ‘Now?’

      He nodded, let the phone ring twice more. Then he picked it up, against his better judgment.

      ‘I hope it’s important,’ he said into the mouthpiece.

      It didn’t take him long to realize that it was.
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      It was a magnificent house. There was no other way to possibly describe it. The house of his dreams. Built to specifications with seven bedrooms in the main house and a guesthouse with three more. There was an Olympic-sized swimming pool that was barely visible from the French windows, almost lost amid the Japanese sculpture gardens, and an angular glass pool house and a man-made freshwater pond that was stocked with an endless supply of koi; and perhaps his favorite thing: the outdoor redwood Jacuzzi and sauna.

      There was nothing cheap in this house, from the crystal doorknobs and chandeliers in almost every room to the original Warhols on the walls to the walk-in closets in the master bedroom suite that were filled with three-thousand-dollar men’s suits and even more expensive designer dresses and women’s shoes. The carpets were plush and virginally white, the curtains the most delicate silk. Even the kitchen was magnificent, with a professional Wolf eight-burner stove, a stainless steel Sub-Zero refrigerator the size of a New York City studio apartment, and gleaming copper pots that seemed to glow as they hung on the walls.

      Best of all was its location. In the glorious Hamptons. On the border of chic Bridgehampton and the more blue-collar but charming East End Harbor. The best of all possible worlds. The glamour of the Bridgehampton and Sagaponack beaches and the Calvin Klein and George Soros parties, combined with the small-town simplicity of the village of East End, where the shopkeepers knew you by name and the woman at the post office would ask how your pets were and knew if you were a Mets or a Yankees fan.

      He had dreamed about living in a place like this, in a house like this, and now that he was here, alone for the moment, he suddenly wasn’t sure what to do. Maybe strip off all his clothes and take a moonlight swim in the heated pool. That sounded good. It was unseasonably cool outside, so a nice swim, then a quick dash through the chilled air to the sauna. Then open a splendid red wine, an ’85 Mouton Rothschild – he knew there were several bottles in the cellar, he’d checked the very first thing after he’d entered and reset the alarm system. Then, after one glass of the Bordeaux, taken in the living room, perhaps an omelet, something simple, with some caviar on the side. Slowly finish the bottle of wine – in the den might be nice, with the very manly oak paneling and the cracked leather easy chairs. Then slip on a robe and put some Mozart on the stereo and stretch out on a freshly ironed linen sheet, under a goose down quilt, and read Evelyn Waugh. Brideshead Revisited was the book he’d selected for tonight. It just seemed so apt.

      But first, there was something he needed to do. The urge was too overpowering.

      He climbed the stairs to the master bedroom, went through to the walk-in closet on the left, the one that led to the slightly smaller of the two bathrooms in the suite. He stood before the elegant, conservative suits – he estimated there were fifty, maybe seventy-five – and crisply starched shirts that hung on wooden hangers as firmly as if they were being borne on perfectly formed shoulders. He opened one drawer, then another, and then a third, each one filled with the softest, smoothest cashmere sweaters. He selected a powder-blue cardigan, tenderly removed it from its bag, and wrapped it around him. He loved this sweater and it fit him as if it had been handmade for the contours of his body; plus the color went divinely with his dark blue eyes. He moved to stand in front of the full-length mirror and ­couldn’t help admiring his looks and his sophistication, ­reveling in his luck and the unlimited upside that was surely waiting for him in the future.

      The noise behind him startled him, and he turned suddenly. Even as he turned, he was aware of how gentle the cashmere was against his flesh. What he saw, standing in the doorway, however, made him forget about the pleasure he was feeling. He was suddenly uncertain about the upside in his future. He touched the hem of the sweater – he ­couldn’t help himself, tugging at it for a moment of security.

      ‘I thought…’ he began but didn’t know how to continue, because he wasn’t sure exactly what it was he thought. He was startled at the sight that greeted him, standing in the bedroom doorway, and a little panicky, too. And then he realized what he wanted to say, or at least what he should say, so he tried to finish his thought. He got out the words ‘You weren’t supposed to –’ and that was all he got out before he saw the rise of an arm, and he felt a terrible sting in his left shoulder. His right hand moved to the pain, as if covering it with his palm would somehow help, but then there was more pain in the right side of his chest, this one even worse. Everything slowed down then; the world seemed to turn hazy and dim. And then he realized he wasn’t standing anymore, he was on his knees, tumbling onto the thick Persian carpet that covered the bedroom floor. He heard another pop, and another, then he really couldn’t hear much more. He tried to speak, tried to ask what was happening, and why, but his tongue didn’t work, and his mouth made sounds that even he could tell were not real syllables, that expressed no thought. Through the haze, he saw something rise and fall, felt a horrible jolt in one leg, then the other, then his hip and his arm, and then the worst pain of all in his head, and then he felt nothing.

      His very last thought was that he’d put on the wrong sweater. He had wanted the powder blue. But somehow he’d selected the red. Wine red, he thought. Then realized no, he was wrong.

      Blood red.
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      Justin held the phone to his ear as Mike Haversham talked. The young cop told him about the call that had just come in and exactly what the hysterical caller had said. Justin listened quietly, trying to keep his expression stoic and flat. As he listened, Abby jumped onto the bed, one graceful leap, gently put her hands on his shoulders, softly kissed his neck, teasing as well as tempting him. His robe was loosely tied around her and her bare leg was directly in his line of vision. He stared at the only piece of jewelry she usually wore, a diamond ankle bracelet that sparkled against her lightly tanned skin.

      When Mike had finished with everything he had to say, Justin just said, ‘Call Gary, tell him to get there ASAP. I’ll leave here in two minutes and meet him. You wait at the ­station.’

      He hung up, shifted his body so he could face Abby.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ she asked. She gave him an evil little grin, an invitation to forget about whatever it was he’d just heard and hop back into bed with her.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Things aren’t okay.’

      ‘What’s the matter?’ She edged the robe off her right shoulder. And then, vamping, ‘What could be so bad on your birthday?’

      Justin put his right hand up to his face and rubbed the middle of his forehead. He exhaled a long breath, took both her hands in his, and said, ‘A body was just found. There’s been a murder.’

      She looked at him, still smiling the sexy, inviting smile, waiting for the punch line. When she saw no punch line was coming, the smile faded.

      He nodded, because he saw the question she was asking with her eyes.

      ‘It’s Evan,’ Justin Westwood said. ‘It’s your husband.’

       

      The silence lasted until he realized he couldn’t let it go on any longer.

      ‘Get dressed,’ Justin said gently. ‘I’ve gotta go to the house. And you should come with me.’

      She didn’t say anything. Didn’t cry. Didn’t make a sound. She simply shook her head in tight little motions, as if what she’d just been told couldn’t be true. Then she slid off the bed, not slowly but listlessly, all energy drained from her body, and she began to pull on her clothes.

      Justin watched Abby for a second, then he found the pair of jeans he’d tossed onto the floor and the black short-sleeved polo shirt that had been discarded near them. He waited for her to finish dressing and watched as she grabbed what was left of her martini, downed it in one quick gulp, and then walked down toward the living room.

      So much for contentment, Justin Westwood thought.

      So much for happiness.

      Then he blew out the candle on his birthday cake and followed her downstairs.

       

      The Harmon house was only a ten- or twelve-minute drive from Justin’s. Sitting in his beat-up ’89 BMW, he let the first two or three minutes pass in silence. Then he said, as delicately as he could manage, ‘I should ask you some questions before we get there.’

      She turned to him, her eyes still dull, and she nodded.

      ‘Where were you before you came over?’

      ‘To your house?’

      Justin nodded. He realized that Abby’s silence wasn’t just due to the shock. He heard the tremor in her voice, understood she was fighting back tears. Knew she was, even more than that, struggling not to reveal any weakness.

      ‘I was looking for your birthday cake,’ she said.

      ‘Where did you get it?’

      ‘What does that have to do with anything? How stupid is —’

      ‘Abby, please.’

      ‘Why do you care —’

      ‘Answer the question,’ he said. ‘Please. Just answer the question.’

      ‘At that giant supermarket in Bridgehampton. In the mall. King Kullen.’

      ‘What time was that?’

      ‘I don’t know. What time did I get to your place?’

      ‘Tell me approximately what time you think you were there.’

      ‘Jay, what difference does it fucking make what time – Oh my god.’ She shifted in the bucket seat of the convertible so she could face him. The anger biting through her words was both palpable and remarkably restrained. It was the restraint that surprised him, not the hurt or the bitterness. ‘Do you think I killed my husband?’

      ‘No.’ He didn’t hesitate or stumble over his response.

      ‘Then what the hell are you doing?’

      ‘They’re questions that have to be asked. Someone’s going to ask them. I thought it would be better for you if it was me and I asked them now.’ When she didn’t respond, he said, ‘Look… Abby… I’ll know more when I see the crime scene. Evan’s death is going to have repercussions. He’s rich. And I assume you’ll have been left a lot of money.’

      ‘That makes me a murderer?’

      ‘No. That makes it a situation cops have to investigate.’

      Now he hesitated again, and Abby picked up on it.

      ‘And I won’t exactly be perceived as the grieving widow, will I?’ she said.

      ‘You were having an affair. And I’m not egotistical enough to assume I’m your first.’

      He didn’t say it as a question, but she knew she was supposed to give an answer. ‘No,’ she told him. ‘You’re not the first.’ She chewed on her lower lip for a few moments. He made a right turn now off South Hole Road, the road that separated East End Harbor from Bridgehampton, and drove up into the hills. The charming little houses were no more, replaced by imposing gates, long driveways, hedges, and unseen mansions.

      ‘When was the last time you were home?’

      ‘This afternoon.’

      ‘What time?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She bit off the words, speaking through clenched teeth.

      ‘Approximately,’ he said. ‘Two? Three? Six?’

      ‘Three. Maybe four.’

      ‘And what were you doing between three or four and… birthday cake shopping?’

      ‘Errands.’

      ‘What kind of errands?’

      ‘I don’t want to do this anymore, Jay. Stop it.’

      ‘Abby, was anyone at the house when you left?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘No maid?’

      ‘No. Sara and Pepe were there this morning. Evan gave them the rest of the day off.’

      ‘Was that normal?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So why’d he do it?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She hesitated. ‘He knew I’d be out tonight. I guess he wanted to be alone.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Jay, I don’t know! I don’t know what he did when I went out!’

      ‘Did he know what you did when you went out?’

      She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her hands were clenched tightly, and he realized she was shaking. He couldn’t tell if the shaking was due to fear, anger, or sadness. ‘What is it you’re trying to get at?’ she said finally.

      ‘Some of this is conjecture on my part, but I’ve done this before. I know the drill.’

      ‘And what is that drill?’

      ‘A lot is going to depend on what time Evan was killed. We’ll know that fairly soon. The timing is going to make things complicated.’

      ‘Complicated how?’

      ‘You have to understand, I’m talking about appearance now, not reality.’
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