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            Note to Readers



          


        


      


    


    

      The first chapter was written in “neutral” first-person point of view (POV). I did this because, at this point in the story, we don’t know who is speaking—by design.


      The remainder of the story is written the way I always write, with Gino, the detective, in first-person POV—represented by the badge symbol at the beginning of the chapters—and the rest of the characters written in third-person POV—represented by the gun. (Whether they are good or bad)


      Thanks for understanding,


      


      Giacomo


      Note: As always, the story is told in first- and third-person POV. A detective’s shield image indicates that scene is being told from Gino’s POV, in the first person. A gun image at the beginning indicates any and all others in third person.


      Also to note, I started doing my own eBook formatting, which has allowed me to insert images, which I’ve selectively done. Let me know if you do, or don’t, like that. I think it looks good, but that’s just me.
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        The difference between love and hate is familiarity.


        


        Gino Cataldi


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Introduction


          


        


      


    


    

      What happens after twenty-five years of marriage, when one spouse grows tired of the other? The easiest way out is divorce; another option is murder.


      After being married for twenty-five years, I realized that I no longer wanted to be married. What should I do?


      The simple answer was file for divorce, but life was seldom that simple, and mine certainly wasn’t. There was the house to consider, two cars, the jewelry—and the safe deposit box. I considered the options and decided that murder was the best solution—not the easiest, but the best—and I knew just how to do it.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Internet Café
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        June 10, 2016, San Mateo, CA


      


      I woke a little earlier than usual, perhaps due to the heat wave we'd been having, or perhaps because during the night I had decided to commit murder. The more I thought about, it the more convinced I was that thinking of murder was the real reason, so I had better do something about it. Besides, I was awake now, and I never have been the type who could go back to sleep once awakened.


      I got up and dressed, ate and started the engine to the car. It was going to be a long drive for coffee this morning—thirty miles—and it was in a section of the city that did not embrace strangers. Not that this place had such good coffee, but they had internet access that was “invisible,” guaranteed to be non-traceable according to the whispers I'd heard. I don’t know how they guaranteed that, but I needed it.


      I headed down to Highway 101 and took it north toward the magnificent city of San Francisco, fighting traffic as I passed the airport and even more traffic as I looked at poor old Candlestick Park, now abandoned like an early spouse. I cringed as I thought that; why had that particular thought come to mind today of all days.


      Cursing the long trip, I realized I could have gone anywhere with WI-FI access and been fairly safe from prying eyes, but it would have been a hit-or-miss type of operation and I couldn't be certain of the information I'd get. I needed this to be right the first time—no second chances in this type of work.


      From what I'd been told this place guaranteed not only the anonymity but the quality of the information. It was worth venturing into the seedy underbelly of San Francisco if it got me what I wanted.


      When I got to where I needed to be, I parked and locked the car, but I knew that if someone wanted that car it wouldn't be there when I got back. Keeping eyes alert, I half-walked, half-jogged, across the street and around the corner, stepping onto the sidewalk near the middle of the block. A short trip to the corner and an abrupt right turn had me next to the Morning Sun Coffee Shop.


      I looked at my notes before entering the café, making sure to do things in the proper order. Any messing up, and I'd get nothing, or so I’d been told. Placing the note in the palm of my hand, I went to the counter and asked for a double-grande, private-buzz coffee, no cream or sugar.


      The man in the booth nodded. “That’s our most expensive coffee, you know.”


      "I understand," I said, and reached for my money. "By the way, do you know anything about the movie Double Indemnity?”


      The guy looked at me as he made the coffee. "Can't say that I do. Why don't you tell me about it."


      My body twitched, and a shiver tingled the tops of my shoulders. "It's about a woman who kills her husband for the insurance money. I believe it stars Barbara Stanwyck and Fred MacMurray."


      A creepy smile appeared on his face. "Oh yeah, I know the one you mean now." He handed me my coffee, punched in what looked to be far too many numbers on the cash register, then gave me the receipt and a small key—the kind that looked as if it might open a pirate's chest of gold.


      "That's $4.65 for the coffee, and $50 for the use of the computer. You're number eighteen.” He nodded toward the rear, where a sheer curtain and some hanging beads separated the room. It looked like a leftover from a movie set they used in the sixties. “If you like old movies, you should try this site,” he said, and scribbled what appeared to be gibberish on a piece of paper.


      “Type these letters and numbers into the browser exactly as you see them, then hit the space bar. That will trigger an expansion into an encrypted web address that will take you to where you want to go. But be warned, it only works once, and in ten minutes, it will no longer work, so be quick and be accurate.”


      I nodded, then I gave him sixty dollars, told him to keep the change, and headed toward the back of the room. There was no danger of spilling the coffee; it was barely half full.


      Number eighteen was near the back. The booth boasted a red vinyl cover with white fluff peeking out from a few tears in the back. The corresponding booth was similar, and a table covered in light-brown laminate sat between them. It looked as if it had come out of a 1950s diner, but that was okay; I liked diners and always had.


      An episode of Happy Days came to mind, and at any moment I expected to see the Fonz or Richie Cunningham sit at the booth next to me. I set the coffee to the left side and inserted the key the man at the counter had given me into a slot in the wall. A laptop slid out like meals do on those sci-fi shows set in space. I stared for a moment. This was not Richie Cunningham’s diner.


      

        

          [image: ]

        


        Diner booth


      


      The laptop opened like any other. I don’t know what I expected, but whatever wild thoughts had been lurking in my imagination were disappointed. I navigated to the site as directed and browsed through a listing of old movies from the thirties to present. The instructions had said to go to the Double Indemnity link and click, and then enter the password, which was the receipt number from my coffee purchase. I hesitated but finally got the nerve.


      It loaded lightning-fast—even before I finished my sip of coffee. Something in my gut produced a shiver that raced through my body. I turned my head quickly—unobserved, I hoped—to see if anyone was watching.


      Was anyone listening?


      I stood and peeked above the booths, but all I got were antagonistic looks from others, who, like myself, were secreted into their own booths tucked into dark corners behind a wall of sheer curtains. Paranoia. I had heard the word used, and knew its meaning, but I had never experienced it before this morning.


      Satisfied that Russia, Red China, or other countries with advanced technology weren’t watching me, I continued, pulling the laptop closer to shield it from prying eyes. Cameras! The thought struck me like cold water on my face in the morning. I looked behind me, up, around, then checked the back of the booth.


      Calm down. Truly, this was paranoia.


      The site I navigated to sat before me waiting to be entered. It didn’t flash red or have gates with pointed spears. No warnings or contracts I had to agree with. Just a black screen with a green button. I wanted it to frighten me, perhaps a warning that said “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.” Something. Anything.


      But it was just a green button. At that point I almost gave up. Quit, and said the hell with it. But then I thought of the suffering for more than twenty long years...and I hit the return key.
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        Blank screen


      


      I closed my eyes for a second, but opened them again quickly in case I missed an instruction. It took an eternity for the site to load. At least it seemed as if it did. It couldn’t have taken too long, because I held my breath the entire time, and I can’t hold my breath for long.


      I wrapped my arms around the computer and stared at the screen. The shiver that raced through my body earlier returned with a vengeance. It was now a gong pounding in my head. This was warning enough. The words jumped off the page and, though there was no sound, I felt certain everyone in the place knew what I was doing and could see the information I sought.


      

        Welcome, Killer
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        Welcome Killer screenshot


      


      Breath left me. I sat erect and inhaled. There, it's done. How it was done I don’t know, but just the act of going to that site did it. I had no more worries. Not now. Probably not until the time came to do it. I plugged in my little USB flash drive and prepared to download material. To do this right would take a lot of planning and that required hard copies. When I was done with the research, I pushed the laptop back into the wall. It clicked into place, and then I dropped the key into a slot in the wall beside it.


      I'm sure I looked as guilty as I felt when I left that place, but that is probably normal after you make plans to kill the person you’ve loved for more than twenty years.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            A Quiet Lunch
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      Susan parked the car, got the groceries from the back seat and headed into the house, careful when stepping into the marble entrance hall so she wouldn’t slip. “Kev! I could use a hand with groceries.”


      Kevin pushed the mute button on the TV remote and got up. “There was a time when you could handle the groceries yourself.”


      “Yeah, and there was a time when your butt didn’t sag to the back of your knees,” she said, and set the bags on the kitchen table while catching her breath.


      “Now get your ass out there and get the rest of the bags.” Susan looked at the TV. “And what the hell is ESPN playing for? You don’t watch sports.”


      “I thought I’d better catch up on the games, since we’re going to Winston’s party. You know Winston and his buddies talk about sports—and nothing else, I might add.”


      Susan shrugged. “Then I guess you better learn the lingo.”


      A minute later, she met Kevin at the door, took a handful of groceries from him while he went and got more, then she made her way to the kitchen and the bags on the island. As she put the milk and cheese away, Kevin came back in, arms full, and set the rest of the bags down.


      “There were a few more bags in the front seat,” Kevin said. “You must have forgotten about them. Old age does that to people.”


      Susan laughed and swung a cucumber at him. “Be careful. This amazing vegetable can function as a weapon or a sex toy. If I choose the latter, it means I no longer need you.”


      “That’ll be the day,” Kevin said. “By the way, where have you been all morning?"


      "I had to do some grocery shopping—as you see—then pick up a few things at the hardware store.” She grabbed the cheese from his hand—which he had obviously taken out of the fridge—and put it in the cheese drawer. “Speaking of which, I stopped home between trips, but your car was gone. Where were you?"


      "Me? Just the normal errands. Nothing really."


      "Nothing took you this long?" More than a little suspicion tainted her voice, and when she glanced over she thought she saw an embarrassed look on his face.


      "I did stop by the bookstore to pick up some reading material."


      Susan nodded, finished putting the groceries away, and watched as her dear spouse walked down the hall toward the bedroom.


      Things were in motion. All that needed to be decided was where to do it.
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      Kevin slipped into his favorite pair of jeans and pulled a red shirt over his head, then tied the laces on his Nikes.


      He stood, adjusting his clothes, when Susan walked in, fixing her earring. “You better hurry,” she said. “We’re supposed to be there at 4:00.”


      “Stop worrying. We’ve got plenty of time. Now do something worthwhile, like tell me how I look.”


      She never turned her head, but said, “Like you just threw a couple of touchdowns, or hit homers, or something. She bent to get a pair of nylons from one of the lower drawers on her dresser.”


      Kevin laughed. “Keep bending over in front of me, and maybe I will score a few goals.”


      She quickly straightened. “And maybe you won’t.”


      As she went down the stairs, she called back. “I’ll be in the car so don’t be long.”


      “Be right there,” Kevin said.
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      Kevin and Susan arrived at the Mulbert’s house right on time, but from the number of cars parked in the driveway, and curbside, it looked as if they were an hour late.


      Susan rang the doorbell, leaning on her right leg to help support the deep-dish casserole she had slaved over earlier. Kevin stood behind her, holding a death grip on two bottles of a rare Pinot noir that a friend had located for him. The wine was bound to be a hit with this crowd. Winston Mulbert was a snob if nothing else, and not much got him more excited than a bottle of good wine or good Scotch.


      Winston answered the door, Scotch glass in hand, and evidence of his imbibing on his breath. “Kevin, Susan. About time you got here.”


      Kevin glanced at his watch and said, “Weren’t we supposed to be here at 4:00?”


      Winston took a long swig, slapped Kevin on the shoulder, and said, “Technically, yes, but nobody arrives on time. They’re either early or late. Someday you’ll learn that, buddy.”


      Susan laughed, and Kevin handed the bottles to Winston. “Here, take these before I drop them. They’re you’re responsibility now, buddy. And happy Giants’ Day or whatever the hell it is.”


      Winston took the bottles, called for his maid to get them, then looked at Kevin and whispered. “I know you’re not a big fan, Kevin, but the Giants aren’t playing today.”


      “Oh well,” Kevin said. “You can’t blame a guy for trying.”


      “I could,” Winston said. “And some folks in here would, but I won’t. The way I see it is it’s your prerogative. If you don’t want to join the rest of the world, that’s your issue.”


      “I’m glad you see it that way, because I don’t want to join the huddled masses that stand around the coffee table or the water cooler on Monday and rehash the events of the weekend; there’s always work to do.”


      Winston slapped him on the back and took another swig of his drink. “Come on in, you dinosaur. Glad you could make it. Now, give me a good stock tip and we’ll call your visit worthwhile.”


      “You’re an ass,” Kevin said, then walked ahead to chat with a few others.


      Winston waited for Susan, whispering in her ear when she got next to him. “All set for tonight,” he said. “Are you ready?”


      She smiled. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


      The party went on for several hours, then dinner was served—prime rib with baby carrots and garlic mashed potatoes.


      It was standard fare for one of Winston’s parties, nonetheless—it was excellent. After dinner, they tasted some wine that had been brought by Kathy—the next-door neighbor—then Winston’s wife Simone served up more wine. Afterward, she rang a dinner bell. Everyone fell silent.


      “And now a special toast,” Winston said. He held up one of the bottles of the wine that Kevin had brought, and said, “To the man who doesn’t know a damn thing about sports, but who does his best to pretend he does. Happy birthday!”


      Winston surprised Kevin with that. Kevin didn’t think that Winston even knew. He turned to Susan, who was smiling and leaned to whisper. “You damn sneak.”


      Susan smiled and said, “Enjoy the party. I’ll give you my present tonight.”


      Kevin grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. “I’ll be eagerly waiting.”


      He suffered through a few more hours of non-stop talking—about nothing—then he and Susan said goodnight.


      “Have to give the birthday boy his present,” she said, offering the excuse for leaving early.


      Everyone laughed, wished Kevin a happy birthday again and said goodbye.


      They pulled into the driveway, went into the house, then up to the bedroom. As they undressed, Susan said, “We should go to the summer house for a while.”


      “It’s too damn hot this time of year.”


      “That’s why it’s called a summer house,” Susan said.


      “It’s called a summer house so you can go there when it’s winter here, and you can enjoy it. It’s not to go to in the summer and be tortured by the heat and humidity.”


      Susan chuckled. “Shut-up and take your clothes off or risk losing your present.”


      Kevin kicked his pants to the corner. “On second thought, Houston is fine by me.”


      “Good,” Susan said, “Besides, if I get too hot there’s always skinny-dipping.”


      “I don’t intend to miss that,” Kevin said, “So I guess we’re going to Houston.” He laughed and pulled her onto the bed.
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      Ray Challock tried to ignore the continual buzzing from his computer, but it was annoying as hell—like an oven timer that wouldn’t stop.


      “Turn that goddamn noise off,” Sean hollered from across the room. “It’s loud enough to wake the dead.”


      “Which is exactly what you’re going to be if you don’t shut-up,” Ray said.


      “What’s it for, anyway?” Melinda asked.


      “I’ve got it set to trigger the alarm if anyone accesses a particular website,” Ray said, while quickly typing on the keyboard. “And it looks as if someone just did.”


      Sean got out of his seat and walked over. He stood next to Ray. “Which website?”


      “A site that provides information on how to commit murder. It used to get a lot of hits, but I think they were mostly curiosity seekers. Now it’s down to only a few visitors, but the ones that go there seem legit.”


      “No shit?” Melinda asked, now joining the group.


      Ray nodded, but he didn’t turn around to look at her. “We caught two guys last year near Chicago and three already this year—one in Los Angeles, one in Portland, and one in Miami. Every one of them had plans to kill someone. In the Miami case we didn’t get him in time. He did the deed.”


      “So what do we do now?” Melinda asked.


      “We’ll have San Francisco PD pull surveillance tapes from nearby. I know there’s an ATM across the street. If we’re lucky, we’ll get a hit on someone.”


      “Not our worry anyway, is it?” Ray asked.


      Sean stopped what he was doing and looked at Ray as if he were summing him up. “Somebody wants to kill someone, and we might be able to prevent it. So, to answer your question—no—it’s not a Homeland Security issue, but it’s sure as hell humane to try to do something. Where’s your fucking heart?”


      Sean turned to walk away. “It’s in the same place it was the last time I checked—the upper-left side of the chest.”


      Ray shook his head. “You’re a first-class dick,” he said, then picked up the phone to dial SFPD.


      “Who are you going to alert?” Melinda asked.


      “Homicide,” he said. “It hasn’t happened yet, but if we don’t stop this, someone is going to die. It’ll be a homicide then.”


      [image: ]


      Detective Don Flaherty listened as Ray told him what he had.


      “You mean this is a site for getting information on how to kill someone?”


      “You got it,” Ray said. “And don’t act surprised. There are sites for damn near everything if you know where to look. We’ve got one we’re monitoring that instructs people on how to build bombs.”


      “Son of a bitch,” Flaherty said. “Okay, we’ll check it out. Give me the address again.”


      After much work—meaning long hours of scrutinizing video from ATMs and other surveillance, Flaherty narrowed it down to a few people based on the plates he was able to get. The best video came from the ATM across the street. Flaherty grabbed the files from the desk he was working on, stepped into his office, then picked up the phone and called the Houston Police Department (HPD).


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            A Call From Left Field
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      Captain Gladys Cooper relaxed in her overstuffed recliner while she finished the last of her morning tea. She seldom performed many tasks before drinking her tea, and today was no exception.


      Her eyes were closed, thinking of all she had to do, when the intercom sounded. Cindy’s voice seemed to be a scream.


      “A Detective Don Flaherty on the line for you, Captain. He’s from the San Francisco Homicide Department.”


      SFPD? I wonder what the hell he wants? Tired as she was, Coop got out of the chair and reached for the phone. Curiosity made her.


      “Cooper,” she said.


      “Captain Cooper, my name is Detective Don Flaherty. I’m with the Homicide Department of the San Francisco Police Department.”


      “Go on.”


      “This is a strange call, I know, and I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m calling, so I’ll try to be brief.”


      Cindy poked her head in the office, and Coop signaled her to bring more tea, by fake sipping from her empty cup.


      “We received a call from Homeland Security. They had been monitoring a certain café in a seedy part of the Tenderloin District. This café is apparently a known spot for those who want to access the darker side of the Internet and to do it anonymously. Anyway, to make a long story short, someone accessed a site that HS had an alert on. It’s a site on how to commit murder. We pulled surveillance from the surrounding area, and we’ve managed to narrow the suspects to a few people. One of them is a married couple who recently left on a flight bound for Houston.”


      Coop took a few breaths. “So you’re saying that a married couple is coming to my city, and that one of them is planning to kill the other? Which one wants to do the killing? And what are their names?”


      “Names are the easy part,” Flaherty said. “Kevin and Susan Hemphill. The ‘which one’ is the difficult part. We don’t know who used the computer. All we have is a license plate which might, and I say might, identify them as the suspects.”


      “And why do you say might?”


      “Because all we could get were partial plates, but we got enough of the plate so that when it was combined with the make and model we were able to narrow the list down to just a few cars. We’re checking out the local ones, but the Hemphills are on their way to Houston, hence the call.”


      Coop tried to digest all that Flaherty was saying. “Okay, Detective. Thanks for the warning. I’ll put a pair of my detectives on this right away.” Coop reached for the button to disconnect, then said, “Anything else you can tell me?”


      “Not much. They’re rich, that’s about all I know. You should see the place where they live.”


      “Okay. Thanks.”


      After hanging up, Coop thought for a moment, then called Cindy. “Get Gino and Ribs down here. And tell them it’s a priority.”


      Ten minutes later, Gino and Ribs walked into the office. “What’s up, Captain?”


      Coop gave Gino and Ribs the names, and explained the situation to them. “I got a call from SFPD. It seems like somebody went to a café that Homeland Security has under surveillance and they accessed a website that HS also has under surveillance, then—”


      “Do they have everything under surveillance?” Ribs asked. “Do they know Gino watches porn?”


      Gino shook his head. “You’re getting as bad as Tip.” Then he spun around to Coop and said, “Ignore him, and tell us about the site.”


      Coop filled them in on the rest of what Flaharty had told her, then said, “They should arrive at Bush in about forty-five minutes.” Coop slid the glasses off the bridge of her nose and eyeballed them. “You know what this means?” She twisted her wrist and looked at her watch. “It means you’re going to be late if you don’t get your asses to the airport now. Head over there and find out what these people have on their minds. And make sure to tell them that we don’t tolerate that shit in Texas. Make it damn clear.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” Ribs said, then he grabbed Gino’s elbow and steered him toward the door. “Let’s go, cuz. We need to drive Tip-Denton speed if we hope to get there on time.”


      “Don’t start on me,” Gino said. “I vowed never to ride with that maniac again.”
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        I sat in the seat next to Ribs. Assuming we had all of the information, the Hemphills would be landing and de-planing any minute. I grinned and looked at Ribs. “Let’s make sure to give them a proper Texas greeting.”


      


      We sat for a few minutes before the announced arrival of UA 1589, from San Francisco, sounded over the loudspeaker. “That’s the one we want,” Ribs said.


      I recognized who I thought were surely the Hemphills immediately. They were the second ones out of the chute. It was no surprise. The detective from California had said they were rich, so first-class seating would be standard.


      The man walked far ahead of the woman, and it made me wonder if I had been correct in the assumption of who they were. He was wearing a pair of brown shorts with a light-green top, and he had a pair of sunglasses on.


      I waited for him to step from the ramp, then introduced myself and Ribs. “I’m Detective Gino Cataldi, and this is my partner, Detective Hector Delgado. Are you Kevin Hemphill?”


      He furrowed his brow, looking confused, then said, “I’m Kevin. What’s this about?”


      “We’re looking for Mrs. Hemphill. Is she with you?”


      “I don’t know that my wife’s whereabouts is any of your business. Perhaps if you tell me why you’re asking—”


      “Kev, wait up.”


      I looked behind Hemphill to a woman hurrying to catch up. “Is she your wife?”


      “Again, not that it’s any of your business, but yes.”


      Mrs. Hemphill was wheeling a small carry-on behind her. She stopped beside her husband, then stared at me and Ribs. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”


      “We’d like you to follow us down to the station and answer a few questions.”


      “What? You’re nuts,” Mr. Hemphill said.


      I realized I’d said “follow us” so I corrected the statement. “I didn’t mean follow us,” I said. “I understand you don’t have a vehicle here. If you want, I’ll arrange to drive you wherever you’re going afterward.”


      “You’re still nuts,” Mr. Hemphill said. “Suppose I said we were going to Florida. Would you arrange to have us driven there?”


      Ribs stepped between us. “I think you know we wouldn’t, sir.”


      “And I think you know we’re not coming with you,” he said. “We don’t have to, you know. I understand my rights.”


      “You’re right,” I said. “You don’t have to. It was simply a request.”


      Mrs. Hemphill placed her hand on her husband’s arm, as if to calm him, like he required that from time to time. It made me wonder if he often needed calming.


      “And what kind of questions did you have, Detective? Perhaps we can answer them here.”


      I looked at Ribs, but he was shaking his head. “Maybe another time,” I said.


      As we started to walk away, she said, “What are the questions, Detective? I’m curious.”


      I thought that maybe we could use her curiosity to an advantage. “We had a call from San Francisco, ma’am. It seems as if they were worried that one of you might want to harm the other.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Mr. Hemphill said. Then he grabbed hold of his wife’s arm, just above the elbow. “Let’s go, Susan. I’m through with them.”


      She shook off his grip. “No, it’s fine, Kev. Let’s do it. It may help the detectives.” She turned to face me. “We’ll ride with you, Detective. Presuming that’s all right?”


      “Fine, ma’am. It won’t take long.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Interrogation


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      It didn’t take us long to get back to the station. Ribs wasn’t kidding when he said Tip-Denton speed. I don’t think the odometer dropped below eighty once he hit the freeway.
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        HPD Headquarters


      


      “You want some coffee or tea, or anything else?” I asked as we walked toward the interview room.


      “Yes, a martini,” Mr. Hemphill said. “I believe that would fall into the anything else category.”


      I wanted to smack him in the mouth, but I chuckled instead. “You’re a riot, Mr. Hemphill. If I could get you a martini, I would.”


      I took a few steps toward the end of the hall, then said, “We’re going to use separate rooms, if you don’t mind. It will make it less confusing.” I pointed to the door on the left. “Mr. Hemphill, in here please, if you don’t object?”


      Ribs took Mrs. Hemphill to the interview room on the right.


      Mr. Hemphill settled into the seat at the end of the table, and I handed him a bottle of water, which was the compromise we agreed on since a martini was not included in the offer.


      “So what do you want to know?” he said.


      I sat in the chair next to him. “What are you in Houston for?”


      “If you mean why did we choose such an inhospitable place, you’ll have to ask my wife.” His tone was full of sarcasm, bordering on bitterness.


      “All kidding aside, why? As you’ve already mentioned, this is not the ideal place to visit in the summer—the heat makes it inhospitable as hell.”


      “An understatement, Detective, but the short answer is that we have a vacation home on the lake.”


      “Which lake?” I asked.


      “Conroe. In Bentwater.”


      I whistled. “Nice place. You play golf?”


      “Not really. I’ve got a set of clubs, but they haven’t seen much use. I usually only venture out with clients.”


      “If you don’t golf, why Bentwater?”


      “My wife wanted someplace safe and secure, a place where she could have solitude to write. She’s a mystery writer.”


      I perked up. “A mystery writer?”


      “Sheila Wingate is her pseudonym. Ever hear of her?”


      “Sheila Wingate? You’re shitting me? I’ve read a few of her books. They were great.”


      Hemphill seemed to loosen up. “Yes, she is quite good. I’m proud of her.”


      “So what brought you to Houston now? Is she in the middle of writing something?”


      Hemphill shrugged. “I’d like to say I knew definitively, but I don’t. She’s forever working on something, but unfortunately, I don’t know what it is. She’s a prolific writer.”


      “So what do you do while she’s writing?” I asked. “It must be boring.”


      “Not really,” Hemphill said. “Once in a blue moon, I play golf, as I said. I go to the Galleria to shop. I drive around. I work. And if all else fails, I go sailing. It makes it a natural choice with the lake right there.”


      “What kind of work do you do?”


      “I’m a consultant in project management. Mostly for biotech companies.”


      “Travel much?”


      Hemphill sighed. “Yes, I do, Detective, but I’m sure you didn’t bring us here to inquire about my work, that is, unless you would like a recommendation for a pancreas transplant. Assuming that is not the case, what else would you like to know?”


      I could see the slow approach wasn’t going to get me anywhere, so I went right for the jugular. “Why do you want to kill your wife?”


      Hemphill almost choked on his water. “Kill my wife? Are you crazy? I love her. Not to mention that she’s the one who makes all of the money.”


      “What kind of money does she make?” I asked.


      “The green kind,” he said.


      “You know what I mean. If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. I can find out from IRS records.”


      Hemphill set his bottle of water down hard. “She makes more than a million a year, if that’s close enough to satisfy you.”


      He brushed against the bottle of water as he sat. “And if she were dead, I’d collect a nice insurance policy, but not nice enough to cover her earnings for more than a year or so.”


      “Define nice,” I said.


      “Nice is about $2.5 million. That’s less than two years of income. So yes, I would be fixed well if she were to die, but no, it would not be enough to warrant me wanting her to die.”


      I nodded. He was right. Unless divorce was imminent, as in a few months away, he’d be better off hanging in there. “And what about the policy on you?”


      “The same,” he said. “They’re policies to cover grievance, not income. If I were to die, I’d hope she would be upset enough that she couldn’t write for a while, a short while anyway. The insurance would cover the loss of income while that transition took place. The same goes for me.”


      “So you’re saying that you don’t need the money?”


      “Correct. We don’t need it. Both houses are paid for, plus we have a small villa outside of Sienna, in Italy. We usually go there in the winter months.”


      “Must be nice,” I said.


      Hemphill leaned forward. “It is nice, Detective. And it has been nice for twenty-five years. I married Susan when we were eighteen. We love each other. We have a great sex life. There isn’t a reason in the world for either one of us to want to kill the other.” He leaned back and slugged another drink, then looked me in the eye. “Satisfied?”


      “I know about the café,” I said.


      “Which café? The Café de Flore on the Boulevard Saint-Germain in Paris? Or the Antico Caffé Greco on the Via dei Condotti in Rome? My wife loves to haunt both of them.”


      “I’m talking about the one in San Francisco.”


      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Hemphill said. “And I think it’s time to leave. I’ve had enough of your company. If you want to detain us, I’ll call my lawyer. It’s your decision.”
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      Mrs. Hemphill sat in the seat near the center of the table. She had her hands wrapped around a cool glass of unsweetened iced tea.


      Ribs placed his coffee on the table and then sat. “Mrs. Hemphill, in light of the reports we’ve had from San Francisco, do you have anything to say?”


      “As of yet, I have nothing to say. You haven’t asked me anything. And I know nothing of reports from San Francisco.”


      “Then tell me, why did you come here?”


      She laughed. “Come on, Detective. You can do better than that. We have a house here. If you were any kind of detective, you should have known that; therefore, I could just say we were coming here to stay for a while.”


      Ribs shrugged. “I guess so. Why would you be coming here to stay?”


      “Again, if your detective skills were up to snuff, you’d know that I am a writer and, as such, might want privacy to write.”


      “Guess it makes sense,” Ribs said. “You write anything I might know. I read thrillers and suspense novels.”


      “I’ve written a lot, but Death and Deception, and A Poisonous Illness were two of my better-known ones.”


      “Dios mîo, they were classics,” Ribs said. “I read both of them. I loved how the killer selected his victims in Death and Deception.”


      “Did you guess?” she asked, “Or were you surprised at the end?”


      “Surprised, for sure. You had me guessing about everything. They were good reads. I finished them in two nights.”


      Mrs. Hemphill smiled. “I’m glad to hear that, Detective. It’s always nice to hear good things from people who’ve read my books, especially professional detectives.”


      “You’ll have to sign a book for me before you leave,” he said. Then he took another sip of water, and looked over at her. “You’re a writer, so tell me—if you were going to kill your husband, how would you go about it?”


      She thought a moment, then said, “First, by not telling you.”


      They both laughed before she continued. “Seriously, though. You’d have to have a motive, a real one. Not something stupid like you read in so many books.”


      “Like what?”


      “Well, money is always a motive, as is jealousy. You know, one spouse cheating on another—that kind of thing.”


      “Should I suspect something?” Ribs asked.


      Hemphill laughed again. “Don’t be silly, Detective. We’ve been married forever. And neither one of us needs the money. I’m afraid you’re fresh out of motives.”


      “How about the café? Why did you go there?”


      Hemphill looked confused, and it appeared to be a real reaction. “Café ’? I don’t know what you’re talking about. The last café I was in, was during a trip to Italy, and that was too long ago.”


      Just then a knock sounded at the door. A few seconds afterward, it opened. Gino poked his head inside. “Mr. Hemphill said he’s ready to leave. Or to get his lawyer. It’s our choice.”


      Ribs pushed his coffee cup to the side. “I’m done anyway. She can go any time she wants.”


      Susan Hemphill stood, shook hands with Ribs, then smiled at Gino as she left. “It was a pleasure, Detectives.”


      “I’ve got somebody waiting at the front door to drive you to the rental service or home or wherever you want to go,” Ribs said.


      “Susan Hemphill waved and said, “Thank you, Detectives. It was fun.”


      Gino waited until she was down the hall, out of earshot, before saying, “You get anything?”


      Ribs shook his head. “Nothing, unless you count realizing that I like what she writes. How about you?”


      “Not even that much,” Gino said. “He was an ass. I found out they have multimillion-dollar insurance policies on each other, but it doesn’t make much difference. She makes so much money, he’s better off with her alive, and she has no reason to kill him.”


      Ribs shrugged again. “I guess we let them go and see if one of them winds up dead.”


      “Guess so,” Gino said. “Not much else we can do.”
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      Susan sat in an old rocking chair on the back porch, a glass of wine in her hand.


      “I don’t know how you sit in that thing,” Kevin said. “It hurts my ass.”


      “I think someone warned you of a sagging ass a long time ago.”


      “I hear you,” he said. “And just so you know, I saw a young woman today who actually had a nice ass. She must have taken care of hers, unlike some people I know.”


      Susan put her index finger to her chin. “You know, I was thinking that what we went through today could be interesting.”


      “What could be interesting?”


      “The premise—a husband wanting to kill his wife, but she doesn’t suspect anything. It could be a great book if it were done properly.”


      “Or a wife wanting to kill her husband,” Kevin said.


      “Yes. You’re right, of course. And I like that even better.”


      Kevin laughed while he poured more wine. “I don’t know if I like the fact that you like that.”


      Susan seemed not to hear or at least not to not be paying attention to him. “It could make a great plot for a book,” she said. “I need a new angle.”


      Kevin shifted his weight to the right side of the chair. “What kind of an angle?”


      “Suppose we carried through with this? Did, in theory anyway, what the cops were thinking.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      Her eyes widened, and she focused intently on her husband. “I mean, suppose we faked my murder, but I gave you the perfect alibi? Then we could see how good the detectives really are. They would be like live beta readers. They’d be doing our work for us—finding the plot holes. If it works, I could use it for the plot of my new book.”


      “I think they might get a little pissed off,” Kevin said.


      “Bullshit. Name the characters after them and mention them in the acknowledgments, and they’ll be as happy as a tick on a dog, as they say in this neck of the woods.”


      Kevin grinned. “Get up to speed, honey. They probably haven’t used that saying in fifty years, but that aside, how are we going to develop the perfect alibi?”


      She took a drink, set the glass down, then chewed on her fingernail. “That might take some doing. But I’m sure you can help.”


      “How?”


      “By helping me figure it out. What is a perfect alibi? It’s one that is a real alibi.”


      “You’ve lost me,” Kevin said.


      “Alibi is a Latin word meaning ‘elsewhere’, hence, when someone asks what’s your alibi, what they’re really asking is where you were. Were you elsewhere? Nowadays, alibi has weakened, and it’s come to mean any excuse, no matter how lame. But the original is irrefutable. If you can prove you were somewhere else when the crime was committed, then you couldn’t have committed the crime.”


      “Sounds simple but difficult at the same time. Just how are you going to provide me with this perfect alibi, and how am I going to kill you?”


      Susan picked up her glass again and sipped. “I thought for the killing we’d do something simple, like a shooting. As to the alibi, we’d have to make it good. Maybe have you in another city when the deed happens.”


      Kevin nodded. “All well and good, except how do I commit the crime if I’m in the other city?”


      She stopped rocking and leaned forward in the chair. “Exactly! I want them to think the same way. If they’re focused on trying to prove you weren’t in the other city, then we’ll have to make sure that you were—or, at least, that they think you were.”


      Kevin sucked his beer dry and tossed the empty can in the trash. “I’m game. Tell me how.”


      “Let me think on it,” she said. “Nothing comes to mind yet.”
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      Ribs and I spent the remainder of the day sitting in the car while we waited on witnesses to give us clues about a junkie’s death. If we weren’t doing that, we were walking the streets trying to get clues. Right now, we were in the “sitting” phase.


      We weren’t going to put much time into the investigation—only enough to carry us over until the next real body came up.


      “Shouldn’t be long,” Ribs said, leaning against the headrest. “Not at the rate we’ve been getting bodies.”


      “I hate to sound crass, but I hope it’s not too long. All we’ve got on this case are whores and drug dealers for witnesses, and we’re not getting the truth out of them.”


      “If they even know the truth,” Ribs said. “And I doubt if they do. What they think is the truth, and what is the truth are usually different.”


      “Ain’t that the truth?” I said, and we both laughed.


      “Speaking of the truth, how did poor little Marissa fare after telling you lies about where she was?”


      “She’s faring in her room,” Ribs said. “She told us she was going to a friend’s house and we found out that the ‘friend’ was actually the corner store. Next it will be the mall.”


      “Don’t be too hard on her,” I said. “She’s a good girl.”


      “And I intend for her to remain a good girl,” Ribs said. “A nice long stay in her room will help. Or a trip to a convent.”


      “Don’t start your nun shit on me,” I said. “I never did like them.”


      “I know. I know. According to you, half the troubles in the world are caused by nuns and the other half by priests. That’s fine if you want to believe that—in your sick, warped way—but other people don’t have to agree. Some people think nuns and priests do a good job.”


      “Yeah, the same people who foolishly give their hard-earned money to the church each week.”


      “Maybe it makes them feel good?” Ribs said.


      “I don’t mind a heartfelt donation making people feel good, but they should donate to someone who really needs it, like the homeless and poor.”


      Ribs sneered. “What good would it do? The homeless will buy booze or drugs, and the poor will buy lottery tickets.”


      “And you call me cynical,” I said. “Did they teach you that philanthropist philosophy in Catholic school?”


      Ribs looked at his watch and said, “Let’s go. I’m ready to call it a day. Besides, Marissa has been bugging Rosalee to drive her to the mall. I need to get home and put my foot down. I don’t know what these kids do at the mall, but she’s too young to go.”


      “I guess we might as well call it a day,” I said. “We don’t have a single lead yet anyway.”


      “Let the other junkies figure this one out themselves,” Ribs said. “I’m hungry.”


      I turned the key to start the engine, revved it up, and looked to my left to see when to pull out. “I’m sure the good citizens of Houston will sleep well tonight knowing you’re on the job.”


      “Go to hell, cuz. Let them sleep well knowing I’m at home eating nachos.”


      I saw an opening in the traffic and pulled into the lane. “It’ll sure make me comfortable,” I said. “At least I’ll know you’re not in my kitchen, drinking my beer.”


      Ribs laughed. “It wouldn’t take much to get me there tonight. And I could use a beer before talking to the little demon. I can tell you one thing, she’s not going to the mall.”


      “Leave the girl alone, Ribs. She wants to go to the goddamn mall for Christ’s sake, not a drug party.”


      “Mall, drug party. All the same if you ask me.” Ribs rested his legs on the dash. “Just get me home so I can kick her ass and get this over with.”


      “You got it, cuz. Stay tough.”


      He grinned. “You never call me cuz. Is that a jab?”


      “It’s whatever you want it to be,” I said. “It doesn’t matter, because you know I don’t agree with you.”


      “That’s because you’d let Marissa do anything. You’re a sucker. All she has to do is smile, and you’d do anything she wants. That’s okay for you, though, because you’re only there once in a while. I have to live with her.”


      I pulled alongside his car and unlocked the doors. “Time for the taskmaster to get out,” I said.


      “See you tomorrow,” Ribs said. “If I don’t kick my daughter’s ass first.”


      “You’d never do anything remotely like that. First, Rosalee would kill you, and second, you’d feel guilty for a month.”


      Ribs laughed. “Okay, you might have a point. But it’s a weak one.”
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      I waited for Ribs to open his car door, then headed for home. It had been a long day, and I was ready for some relaxation. While driving, I called the sheriff in Conroe and filled him in, as the Hemphill’s house was on the lake in Bentwater. If anything were to happen, I wanted him to let me know about it.


      As I got closer to home, I thought about dinner, which reminded me I had to stop at the grocery store.


      


      Fifteen minutes later,  I was in the fruit aisle and doing my best to select good tomatoes—a near impossible task in Houston—when I heard someone call my name.


      “Detective Cataldi, what a surprise. It’s been a long time.”


      I looked around and saw a woman who seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place her.


      Then she said, “Did you ever get that watch back?”


      And I knew immediately—she was Number Two, the kidnapper who had gotten away..


      I’m sure my cheeks reddened. I shifted my stance and set the tomato down. “I did get it back. Someone sent it to me.”


      She picked up a tomato and smiled. “Must have been a nice person to have done that?”


      She was taunting me and we both knew it. “Yes, it must have been.”


      “What are they for?” she asked.


      “What?” I said, then realized she was referring to the tomatoes. “Red sauce. I’m planning to make spaghetti and meatballs.”


      “Am I invited?” she asked.


      Her question took me off guard. “I, uh…I guess so.”


      “You guess so? Am I, or aren’t I?”


      I don’t know how she did this to me, but I felt as if I’d fallen. “Yes, come on over. It will be tomorrow night.”


      She smiled. “I’m hungry already. I’ll need the address,” she said.


      I looked at her with my eyes squinted. “You don’t know where I live?”


      “How would I? I’ve never been to your house.”


      “I guess not,” I said, then wrote my address on a card and handed it to her.


      She placed two tomatoes in her basket and said, “Great. See you tomorrow. What time?”


      I thought for a moment, wondering what time I’d be home. “Make it around 7:00,” I said. “But you better call first. The number is on the card.”


      “Sounds good. See you then.”


      With that, she headed off down the aisle, and I was left watching her ass.
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