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You make everything better . . .
And in memory of Charles Cornwell, 1939–2024.
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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.
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CHAPTER 1


“Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” rocks from the vintage boom box on a surgical cart. Before that it was Elvis crooning “Blue Christmas,” and the Beach Boys harmonizing “Little Saint Nick,” interspersed with local news and holiday blather.


Wiping my gloved hands on a towel, I’m changing the blade in my scalpel, alone at my stainless-steel workstation near the walk‑in cooler’s massive door. Up to my elbows in what the cops call a floater, I find the festive songs, jingles and breaking news on the verge of annoying.


“. . . NORAD is tracking Santa as he makes his way around the globe tonight,” the radio announces cheerily. “We’ll hope the big storm won’t delay his deliveries! In other news, police are clueless about what happened to Rowdy O’Leary, his body recovered from the Potomac earlier this afternoon . . .”


The latest update starts in again about the dead man on my table, decomposed beyond recognition, his soft tissue turned into soap after a week in the river. No doubt, he never intended to be an assault on the senses. He likely didn’t mean to cause inconvenience and pain to anyone, most of all his wife and two young sons.


“. . . The thirty-nine-year-old software designer was last seen fishing the night of December seventeenth just south of Mercy Island . . . ,” the radio goes on. “O’Leary’s body was found nine miles from where it’s believed he fell into the water . . .”


X‑rays on lightboxes show healed skeletal fractures, the bones bright white against the murky shapes of organs. I can make out prosthetic knee joints, and degenerative changes from old trauma. Living with chronic pain, Rowdy O’Leary had trouble walking.


“. . . Alexandria police aren’t saying if they suspect foul play in his mysterious disappearance and death . . .”


Spaced across the room are three autopsy tables covered with his wet winter clothing and personal effects. Boots, socks, a hooded parka, jeans, a flannel shirt are spread out to dry on long sheets of brown paper.


“. . . Commonwealth’s attorney Bose Flagler is calling the case highly suspicious, demanding a thorough investigation . . .”


The radio cuts to Flagler’s syrupy voice as he talks about the heartbreak for the O’Leary family. How dreadful to lose a husband and father this time of year.


“I won’t rest until there are answers,” he declares.


“Doctor Scarpetta?” Shannon Park pokes her head inside the autopsy suite.


My secretary’s not about to come any closer, her Ugg-booted foot propping the door half open. I catch a glimpse of her purple overcoat and matching leather gloves, and a quilted pocketbook as big as a rucksack. Her red bucket hat is decorated with winking lights, plastic candy canes and sprigs of mistletoe.


“God, that’s bloody awful!” she exclaims in her thick Irish brogue, covering her nose and mouth with her coat sleeve. “I don’t know why you’re doing it now. Seems it could have waited.”


“Someone had to take care of him. And no, it couldn’t wait.” I raise my voice over Karen Carpenter’s pitch-perfect “Merry Christmas, Darling.”


“Bless his poor family,” Shannon muffles, and maybe it’s the stench stinging her eyes, but she seems about to cry.


I look up at the wall clock. It’s 4:35.


“You should get on the road before the snow starts,” I tell her.


“Bose Flagler keeps calling.”


Talking behind her pocketbook, she won’t look at the gutted body on my table, the skin marbled green, the top of the head sawn off.


“The media is ringing your phone off the hook.” She stares down at the tile floor. “And Maggie Cutbush is demanding information as usual.”


“Definitely no comment,” I reply.


“As I keep telling everyone.”


“Merry Christmas, Shannon.”


“And to you and Benton. Safe travels tomorrow,” she says, the door swinging shut.


Pulling down my face shield, I return to what I was doing. The brain is in terrible shape, disintegrating like wet tissue paper. Had I decided to leave the body in the cooler several days, the condition would have continued to deteriorate. It wouldn’t be fair to anyone, most of all Rowdy O’Leary’s wife and children.


Several hours ago, I was notified by police that the body was on the way here. I couldn’t in good conscience walk out the door to start my vacation. I was the only one left who could do the autopsy. Most employees in my office and the forensic labs were gone by early afternoon because of the holiday and predicted bad weather.


I continue glancing up at the security video display on the wall across from my table. The late afternoon is volatile, thick clouds rolling in like a tarp. The parking lot is nearly empty, dead leaves skittering over pavement, trees shaking and shivering. Streetlights are bleary in the fog.


I watch Shannon on video as she emerges from the back of the building, the wind snatching at her coat, and I sense her anxiety. Hurrying to her pink Volkswagen Beetle, she holds on to her hat flashing red and green like a low-flying aircraft. She’s glancing around as if someone monstrous might be hiding in the darkness, watching, waiting.


Fumbling her car key, she bends down, groping to pick it up, her attention everywhere, and I can imagine her swearing under her breath. She yanks open the driver’s door, heaving her big pocket-book across the stick shift and into the passenger’s seat. Locking herself in, she’s glancing around frantically, and it’s out of character.


A former court stenographer in her sixties, my secretary is no stranger to human nature’s savagery. She’s aware of what can happen when one least expects. There’s little she’s not seen and has always seemed fearless. But a serial killer dubbed the Phantom Slasher has gotten to her and a lot of people as he continues terrorizing Northern Virginia.


Shannon complains that she doesn’t sleep well anymore. Living alone in a ground-level condo, she doesn’t feel safe. She’s talked about moving to a high-rise or leaving this area altogether. Installing a security system and deadbolts on doors, she keeps a Smith & Wesson “Ladysmith” revolver by her bed.


I watch her VW on the video display, the engine puttering, the headlights blinking on. Then she’s driving through the security gate, taillights fading in the roiling grayness.


 . . . Better watch out, better not cry . . . shrills the Jackson 5, and it’s too late for that.


Rowdy O’Leary didn’t watch out and died rather much the way he lived. Eating and drinking as he pleased, never exercising, chronically depressed. According to his wife, he was the perfect package until six years ago when he was struck by a car while jogging at night.


“A hit-and-run, whoever did it never caught,” Reba O’Leary said to me over the phone before I began the postmortem. “After that a light went out inside Rowdy. He gave up.”


———


I’m dropping sections of liver into the plastic bucket by my feet when the vintage wall phone begins to clangor. The black push-button model is decades old, the handset cradled by a metal hook that you push down to hang up, reminding me of my childhood.


The long cord is always hopelessly snarled, a sign taped to cinder block demanding Clean Hands Only. There’s no caller ID, and I won’t be able to see who it is. But not many people have this number. Those who do aren’t likely to interrupt autopsies in progress.


An exception is Pete Marino, a former homicide detective I’ve worked with most of my career. He’s now my head of investigations for the statewide medical examiner system. He’s also married to my sister, Dorothy, making him family. That gives him extra privileges, at least in his mind.


He doesn’t hesitate to intrude no matter the circumstances or the hour. Taking off my gloves, I toss them into the trash. Turning off the boom box, I flip up my face shield, pulling down my surgical mask, the stench so intense it seems to discolor the air.


I pick up the handset, pressing it against my ear. “Doctor Scarpetta,” I answer.


“Hate to bother you. I know it’s a bad time to talk,” Marino says.


I can tell he’s inside his big pickup truck, the police scanner quietly chattering while he listens to a Megyn Kelly podcast. I catch the edge of her saying something about the CIA and how to know if someone’s lying.


“You’re supposed to be home, Marino.” I’m breathing with my mouth, not my nose. “And yes, it’s a bad time.”


“We’ve got a sensitive situation,” he announces. “And I’m on my way to help Fruge out.”


“Why would you need to meet with a police investigator on Christmas Eve?” I ask suspiciously. “You’re off for the holiday.”


“My presence has been specifically requested by the complainant at the scene.”


He has a habit of talking in police jargon when he knows I won’t approve of whatever it is he’s decided.


“You’ve lost me,” I reply, and it’s not fair what he’s doing.


“We’re following up on something from Dana Diletti that could be important,” Marino says, and the celebrity TV journalist is rather much the bane of my existence. “She has a tip about the Phantom Slasher cases. It sounds like something’s happened that’s got her pretty shook up.”


“Careful. She’s not known for being trustworthy.” I shouldn’t have to remind him.


“What she says she witnessed sounds credible, Doc.”


“Credible to whom?” I ask.


“Point being, it’s not hearsay.”


“What isn’t?” I’m trusting this less every second.


“It’s to be expected that the Slasher would know who Dana Diletti is and watch her on TV as she talks about him,” he reasons.


“Is she the one saying this, Marino? Or are you?”


“We can expect the Slasher to follow everything in the media. He gets off on being headline news while scaring the crap out of everybody with his fake ghost.”


Marino’s referring to a computer-generated hologram the Slasher uses to stalk and terrorize his victims. Knocking out the Wi‑Fi with signal jammers, he invades homes undetected, leaving no fingerprints or DNA. We’re no closer to catching him.


“What’s the tip?” I ask, and it had better be legitimate.


I imagine my sister home on Christmas Eve while Marino is out with the cops, his favorite place to be if he’s honest about it. Which he’s not. A sexually violent psychopath is on the loose, a dangerous storm barreling in, and Dorothy is by herself. I wouldn’t blame her for being hurt and furious.


“I’m on my way to Dana Diletti’s house,” Marino continues to explain. “She requested me and Fruge by name.”


I’m sure she did.


“Do we know what the tip is?” I again ask.


“We won’t be told until we’re face‑to‑face,” he explains.


“How convenient. Hopefully her film crew won’t be waiting when you and Fruge roll up. And I hate that you left Dorothy by herself.” I go ahead and say it as something darts past my Tyvek-bootie-covered feet.


A tiny gray field mouse stops and starts, zigzagging about, and I assume it’s the same one that Marino nicknamed Pinky. Several days ago, the presumed Pinky visited my second-floor office after I’d left an unfinished chef’s salad on my desk.


He’s been sighted in the breakroom, various storage areas, hiding behind corn plants in the lobby, evading all catch-and-release efforts. Now he’s staring at me with shiny dark eyes, whiskers twitching.


“Our visitor is back,” I tell Marino. “He just scampered by. Now he’s looking at me.”


“Pinky?”


“Unless we have more than one mouse.”


“Maybe while Fabian’s on call tonight he’ll finally catch him. But don’t throw the little fella out the door into the cold. He won’t survive.”


“Wouldn’t think of it.”


“Doc, you should be heading home before the storm lands.”


“As soon as I finish what I’m doing.” I glance at Rowdy O’Leary’s body on my table, grateful his loved ones will never see him like this. “Then I have a stop along the way to drop off personal effects to the family.”


“Say what?”


I repeat myself.


“Why not send the stuff UPS like we always do?” Marino’s tone has turned disapproving.


“That’s a tough package to find on your doorstep, especially during the holiday season,” I explain as the mouse vanishes under a cabinet. “The O’Leary family lives off King Street on South Payne. I practically go right past.”


“That’s mighty nice of you, Doc.” Marino doesn’t want me doing it. “But no way you should. You don’t know these people.”


“I’m thinking of the wife and two young boys he left behind. It’s Christmas Eve.”


“Yeah, I know. It sucks. It always does.”


“A perfect occasion for a little extra kindness. And I have questions that might help me determine her husband’s manner of death. When you show up in person, it’s easier to get someone to talk . . .”


“It’s not a good idea to be doing something like that alone, Doc.”


“If I don’t figure out why he’s dead, I’ll have to sign him out as undetermined. I don’t want to do that—” I’m saying when Marino cuts me off.


“Got to go. I’m pulling into Dana Diletti’s driveway. And holy shit, she’s got her place decorated like a tacky tour, lights strung everywhere.”


He sounds wonderstruck, almost happy.


“The Grinch, Frosty the Snowman, Snoopy and his doghouse,” Marino marvels. “All kinds of amazing stuff that’s probably going to blow away in the storm. Happy to report there’s no sign of her film crew.”


“Glad to hear it, and where’s Fruge?”


“Right behind me.”


“Please keep me informed,” I reply, dropping the handset in its cradle.









CHAPTER 2


I turn up the volume on the boom box, and the music has given way to more news updates, nothing good. Holiday travel is at an all-time high as the fierce storm rolls in from Canada. The governor is asking Virginians to stay off the roads.


An intoxicated teenager rammed his car into a police motorcycle. Meals on Wheels is asking for volunteers and contributions, food insecurity at an all-time high. A local research lab reports that three monkeys have escaped.


“. . . Jane and Kong were quickly captured. Their buddy Peanut is still at large. We’re assured there’s no danger of him spreading diseases like monkeypox . . .” the radio news goes on.


Then Keith Urban is strumming and sweetly singing “I’ll Be Your Santa Tonight” as I work my hands into clean gloves, picking up where I left off before Marino called. I place the enlarged heart into the hanging scale, saving it for last. I’m all but certain it has important things to tell me.


Grabbing a long-bladed knife, I begin slicing on my cutting board. I squeeze water from a sponge over sections, and the thickened muscle of the myocardium shows old transmural ventricular scars. The right coronary artery is completely occluded with calcified atherosclerotic plaque that crunches as I cut through it.


I imagine Rowdy O’Leary sitting in his folding chair on the pier fishing in the glow of a camping lantern, a cooler of beer next to him. At some point, he probably experienced sudden chest pain. It may have radiated to his arms, back and jaw. He might have gotten dizzy and nauseous before collapsing and toppling into the water fully clothed with his boots on.


When police arrived at his fishing spot after his wife reported him missing, they discovered his iPhone and five-shot Colt .38 revolver on the pier as if dropped there. Two spent cartridge cases in the cylinder indicate the handgun was fired twice. Possibly, this happened at an earlier time and is unrelated to his death. But I doubt it.


My preoccupations are interrupted by the buzzer blaring over the intercom, alerting me that we have company. In the video display, a hearse waits to enter the vehicle bay, the engine rumbling in the background. I can see flakes of snow blowing in the glow of streetlamps.


“Peace Brothers,” the driver announces himself in the squawk box. “Here for a pickup.”


The massive rolling door lurches to life, retracting with a lot of loud creaking and clanking. The noises are amplified as they bounce off concrete and metal. The hearse roars inside, exhaust swirling, the dark parking lot and smudges of streetlights showing in the huge square opening.


I watch Wyatt Earle on the live video feed as he hurries down the stretcher ramp. Striding with purpose past pallets of PPE and jugs of formalin, he looks ominous in his dark blue uniform, a pistol on his duty belt. I’m still getting used to my security officers being armed.


I’ve wanted better protection here for years, and now it’s the law. Certain state employees are expected to carry guns on the job. That’s both good and bad depending on who we’re talking about. Not everyone should be armed, and I don’t like politicians deciding for me when I need a concealed weapon.


Wyatt speaks to the funeral home attendant, their voices picked up by security camera microphones, the acoustics terrible. It’s hard to understand what they’re saying, but clearly the attendant is in a hurry. Several times he mentions that it’s Christmas Eve and he has young children. He’s visibly annoyed as he’s told to stay put.


Wyatt needs to “check with the chief” on whether Rowdy O’Leary’s body is ready for release. The attendant shrugs unhappily as Wyatt walks away, looking at something on his phone. Whatever’s caught his interest, his attention is riveted. He almost trips over a pressure washer hose. A few minutes later, he’s in my doorway.


“You don’t want to come inside,” I warn.


“The funeral home is here for him.” Wyatt holds a surgical mask over his lower face.


I notice him returning a Vicks inhaler to his pants pocket. At least I’ve cured him of swiping the ointment version into his nostrils. All it does is trap the molecules of putrefaction. Wyatt doesn’t like the morgue and can be squeamish.


“I’m almost finished.” I glance up at the hearse on the security monitor.


“Dana Diletti’s on TV claiming she saw the ghost from the Slasher murders,” Wyatt informs me. “It’s all over the news.”


I wonder if Marino and Fruge are still with her. I don’t trust Dana Diletti, never have. I hope to hell she’s not creating a spectacle that could impact my office. Not to mention interfering with an investigation, something she does regularly and with no compunction.


“What is she saying?” I stoop down to remove the plastic bag of sectioned organs and other tissue from the bucket under my table.


“She said the ghost floated through her window.” Wyatt looks away as I place the bag inside the empty chest cavity.


“Well, she didn’t waste any time going public about it.” I cut a long section of cotton twine from the dispenser on a countertop.


“She took a video with her phone, and the ghost looks real,” Wyatt reports as I thread a large surgical needle.


“I’m not sure what a real ghost looks like,” I reply.


“You’ll see when you watch the video I just sent you.”


“Let’s be mindful that what she and others have described isn’t a ghost.” I begin suturing the Y‑incision. “Think of it as movie special effects. A computer-generated optical illusion, a hologram.”


Wyatt’s forehead is sweating, his eyes miserable. I’m used to the stench. He isn’t and never will be.


“Has Fabian come in yet?” I ask with long sweeps of the needle and twine.


“He’s with Faye.” Wyatt stares at the ceiling.


Firearms examiner Faye Hanaday typically works late whenever Fabian does. They stay in the on‑call room, tiny but cozy with a sofa bed, a TV, a kitchenette.


“Please let him know I saw the mouse again.” I pick up the skull cap.


Fitting it back in place, I line up the notch I made with the Stryker saw.


“Okay.” Wyatt has closed the door most of the way, peering through the gap.


“Why don’t you go upstairs, relax and have a coffee?” I suggest. “No need for you to be down here right now. I’ll deal with the funeral home.”


“Thank you, Chief. Merry Christmas.” He can’t leave fast enough.


———


A half hour later, Rowdy O’Leary’s double-pouched remains have been driven away in the Peace Brothers hearse. The vehicle bay door clanks shut as I return to the intake area with its wall of shiny steel cooler and freezer doors.


Pulling off my PPE, I drop it into the biohazard trash near the floor scale. The security office is empty behind bulletproof glass, and I imagine Wyatt upstairs somewhere. He’s been working here for more than twenty years. As much as he dislikes the morgue, I’ve never understood why he stays.


My sneakers are quiet on the white tile floor as I follow the corridor, noticing speckles of dried blood that nobody bothered mopping up. Pale green cinder block walls are chipped and scuffed, the ceiling water-stained. Walking past the CT scanner and x‑ray rooms, I unlock my phone to check on my husband.


“On my way out of here shortly,” I tell him when he answers. “Where are you?”


“Just leaving the CIA finally. No surprise that traffic’s a nightmare on Four-Ninety-Five,” Benton replies, and I can hear loud engines and horns blaring in the background.


A forensic psychologist for the U.S. Secret Service, he’s been in meetings much of the day at the Central Intelligence Agency. Their Langley headquarters is some twenty miles from where we live. In this part of the world, that can take forever.


“I was tied up longer than expected. We’ve been looking at the video Dana Diletti posted all over the internet,” Benton is saying.


“What’s the CIA’s interest?” I ask.


“The technology the Slasher’s using. It’s over-the-top sophisticated. They’re concerned about who might have the wherewithal to use holograms for spying.”


“As are the rest of us.”


“The worry is it’s someone with an intelligence background,” Benton says.


“Maybe one of their own who washed out of the Agency and went rogue,” I suggest.


“Or former military special ops,” Benton proposes. “Or a sophisticated software designer who works with sensitive technologies.”


“I’m about to watch Dana Diletti’s video.” I walk past the locker room, nobody inside. “Do we think it’s a hoax?”


“Lucy’s been analyzing it, says it looks genuine.”


My niece is a cyber special agent and technical expert for the FBI. Like Benton and me, she’s been on the Phantom Slasher task force since the serial killer first struck ten months ago during the early hours of Valentine’s Day. The victim was a psychiatric nurse living alone not far from here in Annandale.


A CCTV camera captured a ghostly figure in old-fashioned black clothing floating along the street in front of her house. The same holographic projection was observed early in the morning on Mother’s Day when a social worker was slashed to death in Fairfax. Then it happened again two months ago on Halloween, the victim a diversity counselor in Arlington.


Weeks before their brutal deaths, the women had complained of feeling watched. They reported peculiar things going on. Area dogs would start barking frantically after midnight. Something would knock on a window, but nothing was there. They claimed to hear a voice and eerie music softly playing with no apparent source of it.


“The storm front’s moving in from the northwest, so it’s already started snowing here at a pretty good clip,” Benton is saying over the phone. “Roads are getting slick, people having accidents, and you can imagine the traffic. I think I’ve moved three feet in the last fifteen minutes. You may get home before I do.”


“I’m afraid there won’t be time to make lasagna and everything else I’d planned.” I walk past the dark windows of the histology lab. “Hope you won’t mind if we keep it simple.”


“Whatever you make is always delicious. And we can stay up as late as we want,” Benton says. “All we’ve got to do tomorrow is show up at the airport.”


We end the call as I detect a Chopin nocturne drifting from the anthropology lab, a cramped cinder block space warehousing our coldest cases. Bright piano notes sound from a portable CD player that Cate Kingston carries with her when she visits our office to help with skeletal remains.


A forensic anthropologist, she’s on the faculty of the University of Virginia. Her input is sought in cases ranging from Civil War remains to dinosaur bones to giant footprints from a Sasquatch. She’s often hired as an expert witness in murder investigations and trials.


She doesn’t notice that I’ve paused in the doorway. Peering into a microscope, she moves a bone around on the stage, her attractive young face troubled. She mentioned today at our office Christmas lunch that she’s working on another disinterment from the ancient cemetery on Mercy Island, the location of an old psychiatric hospital.


Paper-covered tables are arranged with a skull and a scattering of bones and teeth. She’s placed them in the correct anatomical positions like puzzles missing most of their pieces. Swatches of rotting fabric on a second paper-covered table are remnants of the blue wool blanket once wrapped around the body.


On shelves are tall stacks of creamy archival boxes neatly labeled, each one a person waiting to be called by name. Tiny plastic skeletons caper on walls around the room. Some glow in the dark, and it’s disconcerting to walk past the observation window when the lab’s lights are out.


“Merry Christmas.” I hail Cate from the doorway, and she looks up, startled. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”


“I was lost in my thoughts as usual.” She gets up from her chair.


“You’re here late compared to everyone else. Almost the only one left.” I walk inside.


“I was just this minute thinking of calling you.” She wears a baggy white lab coat with Dr. Kingston embroidered over the pocket. “But before I get to the bad news, I hope you and Benton have a wonderful time overseas.”


“Thank you, but right now I’m worried about you getting home,” I reply. “When was the last time you looked outside?”


“I don’t have the luxury very often,” she says with a sigh. “I know we’re expecting a whopper of a storm.”


“It will be far worse in Charlottesville, and I don’t like you driving there after dark on any occasion.” I’m inspecting the bones on her table. “Much less Christmas Eve with snow and sleet predicted. The winds are already picking up, the visibility dropping.”


As I hear myself, I’m reminded of what Lucy calls me, Dr. Worst-Case Scenario.


“I’m not going to Charlottesville, am staying in Old Town with a friend.” She turns down the music. “This case I’m working on from Mercy Island?” She indicates the bones I’m looking at. “Not good. Not good at all.”


“More of the same?” I’m not surprised.


“Afraid so, only more vicious and problematic,” she says. “The bones are nowhere near as old as the other ones from there. That’s what really has me going.”


Cate explains that the remains are a female likely in her twenties when buried on the grounds of Mercy Psychiatric Hospital here in Alexandria. Not long before I moved back to Virginia, a real estate developer decided the cemetery on the grounds should relocate to a churchyard. Otherwise, the valuable waterfront land couldn’t be used to build a fitness center.


Graves were dug up with a backhoe, archaeologists not involved when they should have been. Descendants of the deceased weren’t asked and had no idea this was happening. If I’d been chief then, I wouldn’t have permitted it.


But my predecessor Elvin Reddy is friends with the hospital’s director. The cemetery was an eyesore mostly ignored and overgrown in the woods close to the Potomac’s shoreline. The land was worth a fortune, and the cemetery wasn’t used anymore, hadn’t been for a hundred years. Elvin was happy to cooperate, the outcome disastrous.


Many of the coffins had rotted away, the bones completely gone or in terrible shape. Those relatively intact ended up here in the anthropology lab to be stored in boxes and ignored. Until we can confirm identity and how the people died, they can’t have proper burials.


I took over the Virginia medical examiner system five years ago, and one of my many projects is clearing out the backlog of unfinished cases, including those from Mercy Island. Cate has been coming in these past few weeks while the University of Virginia is on Christmas break.


She’s discovering evidence of trauma that gives a harrowing view at what patients endured during earlier centuries. Shattered skulls and limbs suggest some may have died from falls or chronic beatings. A fracture to the C2 spine was consistent with death by hanging.


At least one patient was shot, the lead bullet still inside the skull. The former Mercy Lunatic Asylum was a dark stain on psychiatry, and the modern version isn’t much better as far as I’m concerned.









CHAPTER 3


“I’ m just getting started on Jane Doe, and she’s definitely a homicide.” Cate Kingston continues to fill me in.


“We have no idea about her identity?” I ask.


“None.”


“Maybe forensic genealogical DNA will show a relationship with someone in an ancestral database.” I can only hope.


“As you know, samples from every Mercy Island case were sent to the lab in Massachusetts months ago,” Cate reminds me with a note of frustration. “We should have had the results long before now. But truth be told, I’ve not checked in a while. I’ll give them a call before I leave to see if there’s any news.”


“Was her grave marked?”


“Just a block of granite carved with the number thirty-three,” she says. “It correlates with a seventy-eight-year-old male patient who died in eighteen-ninety from consumption. I’m waiting on his DNA too.”


“And these remains certainly aren’t male. Or from someone that old.” I’m looking at them on the paper-covered table.


“It would appear the young woman was buried, and the marker was removed from the man’s grave and placed on top of hers,” Cate theorizes.


“Oh boy. I don’t like the implication.”


“Exactly. The murdered female isn’t accounted for in the cemetery records I’ve been reviewing. She didn’t exist.” Cate picks up a rib, showing me a cut in the medial end.


Putting on gloves, I find a magnifying lens, making out the clean edges left by a sharp blade.


“Looks like she was stabbed in the chest,” I tell her.


“And she has a cut to the left ulna,” Cate goes on.


“Possibly from holding up her arm defensively.”


“Also, two cuts to her skull.”


She picks it up, toothless, the empty eye sockets staring.


“This one on the left side of the mandible. The other on the right side of the forehead.” She shows me. “A lot of her ribs and other bones are missing, scattered by the backhoe. Likely, she had many more injuries. Someone really did a number on her.”


“All this should have been noticed at the time of the disinterment. But as we’ve been finding with the other bones you’ve examined, nobody bothered to look.” I think again of the former chief medical examiner Elvin Reddy.


When unidentified bodies or bones were found during his twenty-year tenure, he didn’t bring in the appropriate experts unless it suited him. He wasn’t interested in who the victims were or their stories beyond any political or financial implications.


Cate picks up a femur stained by clay and in better shape than I’d expect. I take it from her, feeling the weight of it, noting the relatively smooth surface. The marrow is mostly gone, and I find it perplexing that there’s any left at all.


“The sharp force injuries were to green bone,” Cate says. “She was alive or barely dead when she sustained them.”


“And we know carbon dating won’t work.” I return the femur to her. “The bones aren’t old enough for that.”


“We can do nitrogen and protein analysis,” she suggests. “It might give us further information on how long she’d been buried. Assuming genealogical DNA doesn’t give us the answer.”


“Maybe we’ll get lucky and can reconnect her with descendants, anyone she might be related to,” I reply.


“It sure would be nice if we could get our hands on old hospital records, assuming she was a patient on Mercy Island,” Cate says.


“Forget it.” I take off my gloves. “I can’t even get them to give us records when a patient dies now. We’re lucky they provided a list of who’s buried in the cemetery and supposedly why.”


“Well, some family out there knows this lady disappeared, never to be found.” She stares down at the bones. “What’s going to happen when this becomes public, Doctor Scarpetta? Doesn’t matter how long ago it happened; the hospital’s reputation will be in the toilet.”


“It already is if you ask me,” I reply. “It’s probably best we keep this quiet until you’ve finished your examination. And we get the genealogical DNA results.”


“Oh dear. That’s going to be hard,” she says, a shadow crossing her face.


She’s already talked.


“Who knows besides me?” I ask.


“Maggie Cutbush has an idea,” Cate says after a pause.


“How did that happen?” I don’t let my outrage register.


“When she was here earlier today dropping off Christmas presents,” Cate explains. “The big tins of popcorn for us and the labs.”


Apparently, Maggie stopped by to wish Cate a happy holiday, noticing the skeletal remains on her table. But that’s not why my former secretary showed up. As usual, she was on the prowl, looking to stick her nose where it doesn’t belong. Most times when that happens, someone has put her up to it.


“She said she’d heard a rumor that I was finding something interesting,” Cate explains.


“A rumor from whom?”


“I don’t know,” she replies. “But she said the Department of Emergency Prevention must be kept updated about cases going on in the medical examiner system. For demographic and epidemiological reasons. She kept reminding me it’s the law.”


“Yes, that’s what she tells everyone,” I reply. “Governor Dare in her infinite wisdom created the Department of Emergency Prevention and appointed Maggie Cutbush and Elvin Reddy to run what’s nothing more than a pork barrel bureaucracy if I ever saw one. But don’t quote me.”


“I understand.” Cate looks worried.


“We have to live with their useless agency,” I add. “But we don’t cooperate when it interferes with our patients. I don’t care how long they’ve been dead. The investigation comes first.”


“Oh dear,” Cate again says.


“How much did you tell Maggie?”


“Pretty much what I told you.”


“I’m sure she was quite interested,” I reply blandly as I think, Dear God.


“She wanted to know how many other Mercy Island patients from long ago appear to have died violently.”


“Does anybody else have a clue what we’ve started finding?” I ask, and she hesitates again.


“Well, Bose Flagler always wants to know what I’m working on. I figure since he’s the commonwealth’s attorney, he has a right to know . . .” Cate looks at me. “I hope I didn’t create a mess, Doctor Scarpetta.”


“There isn’t much you can do when it’s Flagler,” I reply. “But Maggie’s another story.”


“How am I supposed to handle it when she shows up claiming her department has a right to information about whatever I’m working on?”


“Refer her to me. We have a long history.” A most unpleasant one, but I’m not going to say that either. “Have a Merry Christmas, Cate. Stay safe.”


“You too.” She cranks up the CD player’s volume as I leave.


A waltz is playing now, fading in a minor key.


———


I round a bend in the corridor, the EXIT sign ahead glowing red. Pushing through the metal fire door, I begin watching the Dana Diletti video that Wyatt emailed.


The TV journalist is scantily clad in stretchy workout shorts, a sports bra and socks that flaunt her stunning beauty when wearing no makeup or much else. She explains that she was on the Nordic Track in her bedroom late afternoon when the Phantom Slasher’s hologram levitated through a window.


“. . . Passing through the glass like it was air without triggering the alarm or anything else. I had earbuds in, listening to tunes when it happened . . .” she’s saying.


I’ve paused on the stairs to watch as she paces in her living room gaudy with Christmas baubles and lights. She passes a lighted showcase displaying her many broadcasting awards, including several Emmys.


“. . . I had no forewarning at all, making it all the more shocking . . .”


Glowing in the background like a nuclear power plant is a tall aluminum Christmas tree that looks spun of silvery glass. It’s over-decorated with ornaments and lights, brightly wrapped presents piled underneath.


“. . . Suddenly this horrible ghost was right in front of me . . .”


She strolls by electric candles and caroling figurines on the mantel. An illuminated Santa and his reindeer appear to be flying off a shelf.


“. . . Enough to give someone a heart attack, let me tell you . . .”


An elaborate nativity scene centers the mirrored-top coffee table, and a mobile of dancing elves twirls from the ceiling. Multiple poinsettias are placed about, probably artificial like everything else.


“. . . So, now we’re getting an idea what the Slasher’s victims experienced before he broke in, butchering them in their own beds . . .”


As she’s saying this, I think how foolish. It almost seems she’s goading the violent psychopath, daring him to show up and do to her what he’s done to others.


“. . . Just watch. I swear this is real . . .”


She plays the recording she made with her phone, the phantomlike hologram outfitted in a black frock coat and hat from an earlier century. Waving a big Bowie knife, he hovers in front of her, his face chalky white, his eyes neon red. He moves his mouth, repeatedly hissing “death becomes you,” his teeth vampirish.


Dana Diletti goes on to mention Blaise Fruge and Pete Marino responding to her house. As I suspected, the TV news star is giving validity to her story by including them in the narrative as if my office and the Alexandria Police Department are working closely with her.


“. . . I’m cooperating fully with officials, and they’re encouraging me to relocate. But that’s not happening, folks . . .” Dana is saying when my phone starts ringing, my niece calling.


“I’m in the stairwell and might lose you,” I tell Lucy right off. “As soon as I clean up, I’m heading home. Where are you?”


“Quantico inside the OTD,” she says in my earpiece. “Had planned on heading out long before now, but no bueno.”


Since Lucy started working for the FBI, she spends much of her time at their training academy and labs in Quantico. Her office is inside a top-secret area of the Operational Technology Division, the OTD as we refer to it.


“I won’t be home for a while either,” I tell her as I climb the stairs. “Have to clean up first. Then I’ve got a quick stop to make along the way.”


“You shouldn’t be stopping anywhere. The snow’s already sticking, the wind gusting at more than thirty knots. Not to mention we have a serial killer on the loose who’s playing games with us, doing everything he can to cause a public panic.”


“I need to deliver something to a family. A mother and two little kids.” I tell her which case.


“Not a good idea for you to drop off anything. We’re talking about complete strangers,” she disapproves. “At least take Marino with you.”


“He’s busy and not here,” I reply, and Lucy is just as stubborn as I am. “I’m hoping you’re still on for dinner with Benton and me.”


“It’s not looking good,” she says.


“I was afraid that might be the case with all that’s going on.” I don’t let on how disappointed I am. “It worries me that your mom is home alone. She left me a message a few hours ago, saying she didn’t want to join us and stay over.”


“I just talked to her before calling you, and she’s well into the Chablis, watching an old movie.”


“After my errand I can stop and pick her up?” I again offer, my feet quietly scuffing on the concrete steps. “Are we sure we can’t change her mind?”


“She doesn’t want to venture out in the bad weather.” Lucy repeats what Dorothy told me in a voice mail. “She’s worn out from all her social media influencing and podcasting, yada-yada-yada.”


“That’s not the real reason,” I reply.


“I suspect she and Marino have been having their usual fireworks. Not the fun kind,” Lucy adds.


“I just watched the video of the Slasher’s hologram that Dana Diletti claims to have recorded inside her bedroom.” I unlock the heavy metal door opening onto the second floor. “Benton says you think it’s credible.”


“It is,” Lucy says as I follow the corridor, my corner office at the far end of it.


“Are we sure it’s not some sort of publicity stunt on her part as usual, her way of inserting herself into the drama?”


“It’s not looking like that’s the case this time,” Lucy explains. “We’re doing forensics on the video that’s now all over the internet thanks to her. People are freaking out as you’d expect, which is a shame. Causing more of a panic doesn’t help anything.”


“We both know she doesn’t give a damn who she hurts,” I remark, the staff offices I pass empty and dark.









CHAPTER 4


The breakroom is ahead, and I smell coffee brewing. I hear Wyatt on his phone, chatting to a funeral home delivering a suicide I was informed about earlier. Jeopardy! plays on TV, the microwave oven beeping.


Lucy explains in my earpiece that she’s been going through Dana Diletti’s hologram video frame by frame. The red-eyed apparition is the same projection that’s been spotted and caught on security cameras in the first three Slasher murders.


“Dana’s video wasn’t copied off the internet,” Lucy says as I reach the end of the corridor. “I’m not seeing anything to make me think her clip was edited.”


“Then the hologram really did appear inside her bedroom? The Phantom Slasher projected it in there?” I unlock my office door, flipping on the lights. “That’s an awful thought. An extremely disturbing one.”


“Yeah, it is.” Lucy’s voice is somber.


“Dana Diletti should be very concerned.”


“Yeah, she should be,” Lucy says. “So far, when someone’s been visited by the hologram, that person ends up dead. It would seem the Slasher is stalking Dana, starting in on her the way he has with his other victims. And unfortunately, she’s enjoying all the attention from it instead of focusing on what it means.”


“She needs to get out of that house and stay someplace safe.” I’m moving window to window closing the shades. “But instead, she’s going to exploit the situation for publicity, for her damn ratings.”


“The Slasher’s addicted to the spectacles he causes,” Lucy says. “The more attention he gets, the more he wants it. And as Benton has pointed out repeatedly, the violence is escalating.”


I’ve paused in front of bookcases crowded with medical and legal tomes, many of them old and filled with my notations.


“And who better to give him more attention, right?” Lucy adds over speakerphone.


I pick up the spray bottle of distilled water from a shelf.


“He projects his hologram through the bedroom window,” she goes on, “and what do you think Dana’s going to do?”


“She’s going to talk about it on TV. And probably end up on all the big shows, maybe win another award or two.” I’m spritzing my orchids, the areca palm, the fiddle-leaf fig tree. “I hope the police are telling her not to stay in her house anymore until the Slasher is caught. I hope Marino and Fruge told her that.”


“She’s bragging about not letting a serial killer or anyone else chase her from her home. Especially not on Christmas Eve,” Lucy says as I pluck off dead blossoms and leaves, dropping them in the trash. “And of course, she’s making a big thing about the difficulties of being a major celebrity, and how stressful it is to be stalked.”


“She’s acting just plain stupid.” I walk into my office bathroom and shut the door.


As I begin undressing, I tell Lucy what Cate Kingston was explaining to me a few minutes ago.


“A female in her twenties was murdered, but we don’t know when,” I explain. “Unlike the other graves from the old Mercy Island asylum, there’s no record of who this person might have been.”


“And it sounds like someone went to the trouble to move a grave marker,” Lucy says. “Giving the impression it was a hospital burial. When maybe it wasn’t.”


“That’s what I’m thinking.” I drop my scrubs on the floor.


Lucy explains that she can use AI to search satellite images and those from open-source platforms. Possibly, we can find before and after images of the cemetery and determine when the marker was moved. That would tell us when the victim was buried there.


“Maybe her death wasn’t all that long ago,” Lucy suggests.


“It’s hard to tell,” I reply. “She wasn’t in a coffin and would have skeletonized quickly depending on the time of year and soil conditions. But based on what I just saw in the anthropology lab, the remains certainly weren’t in the ground a century or more. The bones are more recent. I hate to think how recent they might be.”


Lucy says she’ll let me know what she finds in data searches, and we end the call. I finish undressing, and as I move about, I catch a whiff of Rowdy O’Leary, my olfactory glands more sensitive than I often wish. The stench lingers deep in my sinuses, some of it remembered or imagined.


I spray my scrubs with Lysol, stuffing them into a big black garbage bag that I tightly tie. On my way out of the building, I’ll drop off my dirty laundry in the morgue for the industrial washer and dryer. Some things I’m not going to send to the cleaners. I learned long ago that odors are persistent.


I might not always notice what lingers like an invisible contrail, but other people will. During my forensic pathology residency when I performed my first medico-legal autopsies, I learned the hard way that death is all too happy to follow me. I remember strangers moving away from me in the post office, the grocery store.


Stepping into the shower, I shut the glass door, and the hot water feels wonderful raining down as I wash and condition my hair. Brushing my teeth, I hold my face up to steamy spray that smells like lavender. I scrub every inch of me until I don’t imagine the stench anymore.


Drying off, I turn on the exhaust fan, the mirror patched with condensation, my reflection deconstructed like a Picasso painting. A blue eye. A clump of wet blond hair. An ear above the curve of a strong jaw. I find clean lingerie in my locker, dressing in the outfit I wore to work this morning.


The dark green pantsuit, red silk blouse and black suede boots with a sensible heel were my attempt at being festive. I treated my staff to a lunch of takeout barbecue and fresh lemonade. We exchanged small but thoughtful gifts. Candy, liquor, books that are recommended reading. I gave out unfiltered olive oil I order from Sicily.


As I leave the bathroom, I put on my computer-assisted “smart” ring that pesters me about everything I do wrong. High on the list is not sleeping or exercising enough. I’m also nagged about stress, and that causes more of it. Whenever the ring sends another audible alert, I appreciate it about as much as a cattle prod.


I turn on the flat-screen TV across from the bookcases to monitor the local news. I mute the sound, the captions showing as Dana Diletti’s video of the ghostlike hologram plays. She’s talking about it nonstop on TV, cutting to a clip of her interviewing me weeks ago after the most recent murder on Halloween.


“. . . Her cause of death was exsanguination due to sharp force injury . . .”


I glance at the caption crawling by as I go on to warn about “smart” homes where everything is wireless. Should an intruder knock out the Wi‑Fi with a signal jammer as the Phantom Slasher does, the victim has no alarm system, no camera, no phone signal.


“. . . Critical to have at least one landline, especially for the security system,” I said.


My clip is followed by the news anchor talking about traffic and power outages. Also, after-Christmas sales, and a rash of burglaries in Falls Church. I glance up at an interview from earlier today when a scientist named Duke Mansoni talked about three monkeys escaping from the Primal Biodynamics research lab close to my house.


Next to it is the recycling center where I make regular visits with a trunk full of bottles, cans and flattened cardboard boxes. I’ve caught glimpses of Duke Mansoni and other scientists when I’ve driven past their lab and its wooded tract of land that’s caged in by metal fencing. Mansoni advises that Peanut is still at large.


“He’s friendly, fond of people and extremely intelligent,” the scientist is saying. “But he’s a powerful animal and potentially deadly if he feels threatened . . .”


Sitting down at my desk, I look through notes I made downstairs, the paper forms damp from disinfectant. I dictate the list of personal effects I removed from Rowdy O’Leary’s body. The Rolex watch I unbuckled from his wrist is still ticking like in a commercial. I removed his wedding band from his little finger.


“Engraved inside is Love never dies and the date, June tenth, two-thousand-five.”


I’m speaking into the recorder on my phone, my attention constantly tugged back to the TV on the wall. Bose Flagler is being interviewed now, and he’s beautifully appointed in a tobacco cashmere jacket and creamy turtleneck. The commonwealth’s attorney is considered the most desirable bachelor in Virginia, and it’s easy to understand why.


From a prominent local family, he’s flawlessly handsome like a young Alec Baldwin. If Shannon were here at this moment she’d be swooning as Flagler talks about a crime stoppers initiative he’s starting. It’s always something that he’s sure will play well with voters, and I stop watching, returning to Rowdy O’Leary’s autopsy details.


“. . . The crucifix necklace I’m told he always wore was caught in the waistband of his undershorts,” I dictate. “Otherwise, it would have been lost. The twenty-four-inch-long gold chain likely snagged on something while his body was submerged, moving with the current . . .”


Having grown up Catholic, I can’t help but take the broken necklace as a sign. Obviously, a bad one.


“. . . A gift-wrapped velvet box with a ring inside,” I’m dictating. “Gold metal with a green stone . . .”


In a pocket of Rowdy O’Leary’s parka, the emerald ring was intended as a Christmas gift for his wife, Reba, I assumed. The receipt in his wallet is from a jewelry store in Pentagon City. He spent $2,850 in cash at 5:30 p.m. exactly one week ago. The ring was the last thing he ever bought.


“. . . I cleaned and disinfected it and other jewelry. Also, scraps of soggy holiday wrapping paper and ribbon, four credit cards, a driver’s license, keys on a keychain attached to the silver metal figure of a runner. Inside the wallet was two hundred and ninety-eight dollars . . .”


I add that the cause of death is a “myocardial infarct due to hypertensive cardiovascular disease and atherosclerosis.”


I’m not sure of the manner yet. Maybe natural causes. But I don’t know. There are too many questions.


“. . . For now, it’s pending further investigation. This provisional report was recorded by me on December twenty-fourth at five-fifteen p.m. I attest that all statements and conclusions are factual to the best of my knowledge. Doctor Kay Scarpetta, chief medical examiner, the Commonwealth of Virginia.”


———


I email the audio file to Shannon for transcription, and get up from my desk, shutting down the computer. I turn off the TV as the news shows images of the pier where Rowdy O’Leary was fishing, and then the stretch of the Potomac River where his body was found.


I’m working the thick plastic cover over my microscope when my fired former secretary Maggie Cutbush fills my doorway.


“Brilliant that you’re still here,” she says in her posh British accent.


Her designer briefcase is in one hand, and in the other a small package wrapped in gold paper and a black satin bow. I can smell her expensive perfume as she walks into my office, her dyed blond hair short and stylish. Her once pretty face is haughty and harsh, her arched eyebrows unnaturally dark, her lips fishlike from filler.


She’s quite the fashion statement in her shorn mink coat, and black rubber boots and pocketbook with the Chanel interlocking C’s logo emblazoned in front. I hear she’s often seen prowling the designer outlets in Tysons Corner.


“I’m on my way out before the weather gets any worse,” I let her know. “And you’d be wise to do the same.”


“Oh, no worries there,” she says with an imperious smile. “Elvin’s giving me a lift. His Porsche SUV has no trouble with snow.”


I walk to my conference table, my coat draped over a chair.


“I wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas, Kay,” Maggie adds, and that’s not why she’s here.


“What’s on your mind?” I make no pretense at being friendly.


“Before you leave the country, we need to discuss a few of your cases. Starting with Rowdy O’Leary. Let’s talk about what really happened to him,” she says as if in possession of information I don’t have.


“And why might we need to talk about him?” I begin putting on my coat, signaling it will be a quick conversation.


“I understand he was shooting his gun like a maniac, drinking while looking at pornography on his phone. All this while supposedly fishing on an old pier at night in the middle of winter, and that all by itself strikes me as a clear sign of mental illness.”


“What’s your interest in him, Maggie?”


“Well, clearly, this is someone who was very unstable,” she says with saccharine pity. “And no big surprise that he fell into the water and drowned. I mean, obviously he’s a drowning.”


“Where did you hear that he was looking at pornography?” I’m not giving her details.


“It’s my mission to gather information,” she says with her usual self-importance. “I happen to know what the police found on his phone. Most likely, Rowdy O’Leary’s death is simply and very tragically an accident.”


“It’s not for you to decide,” I reply.


“Do you have reason to suspect foul play?” she presses.


“You’ll have to ask the police that,” I tell her.


When they arrived at the pier after Rowdy O’Leary’s wife reported him missing, they found his truck and belongings undisturbed. His fishing pole was in the rod holder, the line in the water, the small croaker on the hook likely caught postmortem. It appears he polished off a six-pack of beer, the empties in his cooler.


There would be nothing suspicious about his death were it not for his .38 revolver and the two spent rounds in the cylinder. But I’m not going to bring that up to Maggie. None of this is any of her affair.


“I think of his poor family. Haven’t they been through enough?” she goes on with phony empathy. “Even the governor’s office is concerned.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I’m good friends with the chief of staff,” Maggie reminds me whenever she can. “Laverne has made it clear that the governor doesn’t want it to seem that the powers that be bully and harass decent citizens, especially those grieving. Especially this time of year.”


“Just spell it out, Maggie. What are you telling me?”


“That the governor expects you to close the O’Leary case, and let the family have what little peace they can.”


“I don’t understand why the governor would expect that.” I’m buttoning my coat.


“It’s not for you to understand, Doctor Scarpetta. Your job is to close the case. Instead of making a big thing of it like you usually do.”


“Not happening until I know more,” I reply. “For now, his manner of death is pending.”


“And you see, that’s the problem with you.” Maggie narrows her eyes. “You open something to speculation when you don’t make a swift and absolute decision. And next thing we know, the police and everyone else are on a wild-goose chase that causes a world of trouble.”


“Unlike some people, facts matter to me.” I look at her.


“Conspiracies are fueled by your inability to decide a case.”


“I don’t answer to you, Maggie.”


“Well, you do answer to the governor,” she replies sharply.


“Not when it comes to my findings.”


“Have it your way, then. But for all things there are consequences. I expect you to copy me on information.” She stares at me like a cobra. “Elvin and I need to see Rowdy O’Leary’s records, whatever you have.”


“You’re welcome to ask the police for any information they choose to share with DEP.” I make a point of using her bogus department’s vapid acronym.


Maggie drifts closer to my desk, eyeing stacks of case files on top of it.


“Please, stay away.” I’m not nice about it.


“It’s also been brought to my attention that old bones from that cemetery on Mercy Island have a disturbing story to tell.” Maggie brazenly stares at everything on my desk.


I step closer.


“Some poor young woman brutally killed,” she goes on. “Probably a patient from long ago. But we don’t really know since there’s no record of her. Terribly sad.”


“Yes, I understand you were quizzing Doctor Kingston in the anthropology lab,” I reply.


“Dana Diletti is doing a big story on Mercy Island, which is most unfortunate,” Maggie says, and I had no idea. “I happened to be talking to the director of Mercy Psychiatric Hospital, Graden Crowley. I believe you two are acquainted.”


“Not in a good way.” I tell her what she already knows.


“Graden mentioned that Dana Diletti’s producer has been calling, and he’s very unhappy,” Maggie explains. “Imagine what this could do to the hospital’s reputation.”


“Who leaked information about our cases to Dana Diletti?”


“Nothing we can do about it, of course. Freedom of the press.” Maggie won’t answer my question directly. “Some people are going to grandstand whenever possible. Especially if it makes them appear a crime crusader. All to win votes.”


She’s implying that Bose Flagler is the source, and that wouldn’t surprise me. Marino recently spotted him and Dana Diletti having dinner at the Old Hat Bar in Old Town Alexandria.


It’s Flagler’s modus operandi to insert himself into high-profile cases. He’ll do anything for publicity and would love a scandalous story about old murders on Mercy Island.


“Maggie, I’ve got to go.” I tie a silk scarf around my neck.


She comes closer, handing me the small gift-wrapped box. “A little something for the holidays.” She offers another condescending smile.


“I’m sorry I don’t have anything for you.” I’m just as disingenuous.


I didn’t give her olive oil from Sicily when she showed up uninvited to my office Christmas luncheon. I have nothing for Elvin Reddy either, not even a card. Their Department of Emergency Prevention occupies the top floor of my building, and I never visit.


“How nice that you and Benton are off to England and France,” Maggie adds in her loaded way. “The advantages of marrying somebody with means. I imagine you’ll be staying in lovely hotels, everything top-drawer.”


She’s not going to leave until I open her gift. I rip the paper with impatient fingers while trying not to seem openly hostile. I don’t visibly react to the small French phrasebook while anger simmers beneath my skin.


“How thoughtful.” I smile, balling up the gift paper, free throwing into the nearest trash can.


“I know you speak Italian. But French is quite tricky.” Maggie’s eyes fasten on me triumphantly. “I wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself.”




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		A Week Later











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE WORLDWIDE BESTSELLER

-PATRICIA
poTTaeTY

DAVID -
W ALDACCI (&

A SCARPETTA:NOVEL





OEBPS/images/pub.png
Liete. Brow





