
[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Images]





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





I owe many people a huge thanks for their help and support. Thank you to Dmitry Zhdanov, Eric Zipkin, Barbara Castillo Noyes, Bill Sharpe, CJ Lyons, Mary Buckham, and Rae Monet for patiently answering my pesky questions. Any mistakes, technical or otherwise, are mine.

Thanks to Liz and to Sheryl, who have my deepest respect and admiration.

I am grateful to the team at Pocket for all their hard work, especially Abby Zidle for her editorial insights and sense of humor. Thanks to Kevan Lyon for being the best agent possible. And also, thank you to my ever-amazing book club, my sisters, and my parents.

And finally, a special thanks to Doug, who supports me always and never complains about eating McDinner.









PROLOGUE





Mayfield, Texas
8:35A.M.


John McAllister slid behind the wheel of his black Jeep Wrangler feeling grateful for beautiful women, strong coffee, and clean getaways.

Swigging caffeine, he sped away from the Stop-N-Go parking lot and tried to decide which route to the newspaper office would make him the least late for work. Fortunately, Melanie—or was it Mallory?—lived in one of the nicer parts of town, not far from the business district where the Mayfield Gazette was headquartered. John had left her bed moments ago, jotted a quick note, and heard her shuffling in the bedroom as he’d slipped out the front door. He didn’t like mornings after, and the combination of too much tequila and not enough sleep had made this one a narrow escape.

John glanced in the backseat, and, hot damn, his luck was holding. The dry cleaning he’d picked up on his way to happy hour yesterday hadn’t been stolen, rained on, or mutilated in the bar parking lot or Melinda’s—that was her name—driveway. If he avoided traffic snarls and changed shirts on the fly, he might actually show his face at the staff meeting before it adjourned.

As he pulled up to a stoplight, John stripped off the T-shirt he’d worn last night. He ripped open the plastic dry cleaning bag, shrugged into a crisp white shirt, and buttoned up. He was about to unzip his jeans and tuck in the shirttail when he noticed the young brunette in the red Mustang convertible pulled up beside him. Her mouth hung open as she stared at him with naked admiration. It was a look he usually enjoyed, but the light had turned green, so he settled for giving the woman a friendly wink before shifting into gear.

Mayfield had a lot going for it. Warm weather. Hot women. A fresh flock of tourists migrating to the beaches every summer. The sun wouldn’t hit full, skin-scorching intensity for a few hours yet, and on mornings like this, John was almost glad he lived here. Almost. If it weren’t for the increasingly serious shit going down along the border, this place would be paradise.

As he shifted into fourth, he heard the familiar howl of an approaching police cruiser. Check that—two police cruisers. Check that —three or more.

What the fuck? John pulled over and watched five black-and-whites race by. In the distance he heard yet another emergency vehicle, this one coming from the direction of the closest fire station.

John followed in the cruisers’ wake, cursing himself for leaving his police scanner on his desk overnight. His editor would be pissed. His only shot at redemption would be getting whatever this story was and hoping nothing important had transpired last night while he was burning up the sheets with Melinda.

The cruisers turned down a street lined with King palms and, set farther back from the curb, expensive brick-and-stucco homes. This was an upscale neighborhood, and many of the houses had waterfront views, three-car garages, and boat slips. Whatever this emergency was, it wasn’t your typical liquor store holdup.

The police cars screeched to a halt in front of a white stucco residence, and five pairs of officers hopped out, guns drawn.

John parked across the street from the house, a Mexican-style three-story with a red tile roof. A gray Volvo SUV was parked in the driveway with one of the back passenger doors open. The cops surrounded it. John climbed out of his Jeep and saw a young officer—the first responder, most likely—already kneeling on the driveway next to, holy shit, a body. It looked like a woman in a dark dress, but it was hard to tell for sure. A pool of blood surrounded the mutilated mass that had once been her head.

John scanned the area for any sign of the gunman, but all he saw were neighbors in bathrobes and warm-ups who had been lured outside by the commotion. Not far up the block, a silver-haired man with a Chihuahua bouncing around his ankles talked to a cop and gestured wildly down the street. John caught the words “black Hummer” and “bat outta hell.” His gaze shifted back to the Volvo. A spray of bullet holes perforated the rear fender.

Shit, a drive-by.

In this neighborhood? This wasn’t gang-on-gang violence. More like someone gunning down a judge or a city official. Not that most city officials lived around here. The mayor had some money, but even he lived several streets over.

John caught the neighbor’s eye. “Hey, you know who lives here?”

The cop glared at him, but Chihuahua Guy was eager to help out. “The Prices,” he said. “Pam and Barry.”

“Thanks.” John walked off before the cop could get territorial.

Pamela Price. The assistant U.S. attorney was currently prosecuting some midlevel members of the Saledo drug cartel. Her murder would spook every law enforcement official in the Rio Grande Valley.

A shrieking ambulance skidded to a halt in front of the house, and two paramedics dashed up the driveway. John approached the crime scene, which was already being secured by several uniforms with rolls of yellow tape. As John watched the paramedics kneel down beside the victim, he realized she wasn’t alone. Lying next to her, in a second pool of blood, was another body.

A little boy. In blood-covered overalls.

Beside the back tire lay a blue-and-red Spider-Man backpack. Pamela Price must have been buckling her kid into his car seat when the Hummer came by, and the fuckers had shot them both.

One of the medics strapped an oxygen mask over the boy’s face while the other scrambled to stanch the bleeding. Blood was everywhere, turning the paramedics’ latex gloves scarlet and forming an ever-expanding puddle around the mother and child.

John’s stomach turned. He spotted a cluster of trash cans and raced over just in time to puke his guts up. He crouched down, leaning a hand against the neighbor’s house. The smell of vomit and garbage filled his nostrils, and the humidity closed in on him. He was going to hurl again if he didn’t get some air.

A low hedge separated the Prices’ property from their neighbors’. John walked into the adjacent backyard and plunked himself down on a patio chair in front of a weathered boathouse. He took a deep breath and tried to spit out the vile taste in his mouth.

Damn, what was wrong with him? He’d covered the crime beat for nearly a decade now. He’d been to countless homicide scenes; he’d seen corpses.

He thought of the Spidey backpack and shuddered. He needed a cigarette.

Something mewed, and John glanced around, expecting a cat. No cat, but the noise continued, growing louder every second. The mewing gave way to something vaguely human, and John stood up. Low, keening noises were coming from the boathouse.

The tide was out, and the wooden decking surrounding the boat slip stood several feet out of the water. Four pilings supported the structure, which had a sundeck on top. The boat slip was empty except for two nylon straps flapping in the wind.

A flash of pink behind the nearest piling caught his eye.

“Hello?” he called.

The noises stopped. John glimpsed some brown hair a few feet off the ground. A child.

He stepped closer. “Anyone there?”

The hair didn’t belong to a child, but to a doll. The doll came into view and, attached to it, the white-knuckled hand of a little girl. She was slack-jawed, trembling, and staring at John with huge brown eyes. Her little body was shaking so violently, the doll looked like it was having a seizure.

It took him a second to notice the blood splatters all over her pink dress. He rushed forward.

“Are you hurt?”

She lurched back, nearly falling off the dock.

Shit.

He didn’t want to scare her into the bay. Slowly this time, he stepped toward her. She stepped back again, not even noticing she was inches from the edge.

Could she swim? He had no fucking idea. She looked about four, maybe a tall three. She was about the same height as one of his nieces, and she had long brown pigtails. He studied the blood on her dress. It didn’t seem to be coming from her. More likely it was her mother’s blood, or her brother’s.

What should he do here? He knew jack shit about kids.

He needed to get help. But what if she fell in while he was gone? What if she couldn’t swim? What if that wasn’t her mother’s blood and this girl was injured?

She moved closer to the piling, wrapping an arm around it and squeezing her eyes shut. She started the freaky animal sound again.

Cautiously, he stepped onto the dock. A plank creaked under his foot, and her eyes flew open. She looked at him, then over his shoulder at what was probably her house. John hoped she didn’t have a line of sight to the ambulance.

She clutched the doll closer to her chest.

He’d seen the doll before, or something like it, at his sister’s place. His niece’s doll carried around a purple backpack and spoke Spanish. What the hell was its name? Dyna. Dyna the Adventurer or something like that.

“Is that…Dora you’ve got there?” Dora the Explorer. Damn, he’d pulled that out of his ass.

She looked from him to the doll and nodded. The noise stopped.

John crouched down. “My niece has a doll like that. Her name’s Hannah. What’s your name?”

She didn’t answer. But she didn’t move toward the water, either, so he took that as encouragement. Sweat slid down his temples, and his jeans and boots were streaked with vomit. He probably looked pretty frightening to this kid.

“Hey!”

John whirled around. A cop was jogging toward him, reaching for his holster. John held up his hand.

“Don’t come closer!”

The cop drew his gun anyway. John darted a look at the girl. Her eyes bugged out, and a trickle of fluid ran down her leg. She started keening again.

“You’re scaring her!” John yelled. “Put that away! Please? I think she’s hurt, and I’m trying to get her off this dock.”

The cop hesitated a moment, then holstered the weapon. But the kid still looked terrified, and John wanted the cop out of her sight.

“We need a paramedic,” John told him.

He wanted the officer to trot back to the house to get one, but instead he said something into his radio and stayed right where he was, his hand twitching on his holster. John didn’t blame him. If he’d come upon a strange man and a freaked-out little girl at a murder scene, he probably would have done the same thing.

John took a deep breath and held out his hand to the kid. “Can you and Dora come closer?”

She shook her head.

Shit. But okay. Communication was good. He beckoned her with his fingers. “Please? See, that’s some deep water there, and I’m worried you might fall in. Maybe Dora can’t swim.”

She glanced from him to her doll and back to him again. John blinked the sweat out of his eyes.

She stepped forward.

He nodded slightly, and she took another step. She wore black shoes with silver buckles and lacy white socks. Her socks and shoes were splattered with some sort of bloody tissue.

John snapped his gaze back to her face. He held his breath.

She took another step. She stretched out her hand.

John took it. And something twisted inside his chest as her cold, clammy little fingers closed around his own.
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Austin, Texas
Nine months later


Celie Wells dropped the fire extinguisher on the floor and gaped at her kitchen through the cloud of yellow dust. How come they never showed scenes like this on the Food Network?

Her lungs tickled. Coughing, she waved away the superfine particles that floated around her. God, she’d made a mess. And a racket. She should probably notify the building super about her little accident.

She eyed the disemboweled smoke detector on her kitchen floor and decided against it. If anyone from the building’s management saw her luxury unit in its current state, she could kiss her hefty security deposit good-bye. And her ceiling wasn’t permanently damaged, nothing a little spackle and touch-up paint couldn’t fix.

She picked up the portable phone, battling the urge to do what she normally did when disaster struck, which was call her mom. Virginia Wells was great in a crisis, and she would be delighted to learn that her domestically challenged daughter was baking, though she’d never approve of the reason.

But Celie wasn’t in the mood for a lecture, and that’s just what she’d get if she told her mother she’d set her kitchen on fire while baking goodies for the Bluebonnet House Easter party. It wasn’t that her mother disliked battered women’s shelters per se; she just didn’t believe it prudent for a thirty-one-year-old divorcee to work at one.

Celie wasn’t up for the debate tonight. Her self-esteem had taken a hit already when the cheerful, scrumptious bunny cake she’d lovingly created had morphed into a charred, inedible pancake inside her oven. Throw together a festive Easter party in six simple steps!! the glossy magazine had proclaimed from the check-out line. Celie’s radar should have been on red alert when she read step one: Create a tasty bunny cake that doubles as a fun centerpiece!

Celie dumped the nontasty, nonfun bunny cake into the sink. Even her disposal rejected it.

Celie sighed. Her uselessness in the kitchen was just one more sign that the Suzie Homemaker gene had missed her. It was ironic, really, considering that her lifelong ambition had been to settle down, make a home, and raise a family.

She was being hormonal again.

She fetched the broom from the hall closet and began sweeping up the snowy mess all over her floor. She’d made it through this entire hellacious week without a meltdown, and she wouldn’t lose it now, not over a stupid rabbit cake. If Feenie were here right now, she’d be laughing, not on the verge of tears.

The phone rang. Celie glanced at the caller ID and confirmed for the umpteenth time that her best friend had mental telepathy.

“Hi, Feenie, what’s up?”

Feenie Juarez lived five hours away down in Mayfield, but she and Celie talked so much, she may as well have lived next door.

“Just calling to see how your meeting went. Did you get the director to recommend drug treatment for your kid?”

Feenie always called the children at Bluebonnet House “her kids,” and Celie hadn’t gotten around to mentioning that it bothered her.

“No.” Celie leaned her broom against the counter and took a clean mixing bowl out of the cabinet. “But I did get roped into being in charge of the Easter party tomorrow.”

“You’re kidding. Don’t tell me you have to cook.”

“You got it.” She started measuring ingredients again. Darn it, she was out of baking soda. She’d borrowed that first teaspoon from her neighbor across the hall, but she dreaded the thought of going back there. That woman could talk the ear off a cactus.

“Hey, you know anything about cake baking?” she asked hopefully. Feenie was no domestic diva, but she’d come a long way in the months since she’d been married. Just last week, she’d been making tamales for her husband.

“I know two things,” Feenie said. “Betty and Crocker.”

Celie sighed, and then explained what was going on, omitting the part about the four-foot flame that had leapt out of the oven and scorched her ceiling.

“I can’t believe you’re making something from a magazine,” Feenie said. “Are you masochistic or just nuts?”

She eyed the April issue of Living sitting open on her counter. The photograph showed a rabbit-shaped cake with jelly bean eyes, licorice whiskers, and fur made of shaved coconut, tinted pink of course. Her gaze shifted to the singed heap in her sink.

“A little of both,” she answered, glancing out the window. Even if she hadn’t been wearing threadbare plaid pajamas and waiting on a take-out delivery, she didn’t relish the thought of braving west Austin’s hilly streets in a driving rainstorm.

Especially at night. Celie steadfastly avoided going out alone after dark.

“The good news is I figured out where I went wrong,” she told Feenie. “The bad news is I don’t have any more baking soda, and I want to give this recipe another whirl. Is there something I can substitute?”

Feenie snorted. “You’re asking me for cooking tips?”

“Well, you mentioned the tamales, so I thought—”

“It was a nightmare. I was up to my elbows in corn husks all day, and the final product tasted like soggy Fritos. Next time Marco wants homemade Mexican food, he can hit up his mom.”

“Oh.” Celie felt deflated. In the morning her boss expected her to put on an Easter party for twenty-two kids, some of whom had never even received a birthday present. She wanted to do something special and memorable, but the prospects were growing dimmer by the minute. And the thought of picking up a package of generic, grocery-store cupcakes depressed her. Celie’s mother never would have resorted to such a thing.

“Get over it,” Feenie said, reading her mind. “The kids’ll be fine. Bring ’em some chocolate bunnies, and they’ll think you hung the moon.

“So what are you doing home, anyway?” Feenie asked. “I thought you had a hot date with that grad student.”

And there it was—the real reason for the call.

“I’d say ‘hot’ is an exaggeration,” Celie said. “Think Will Ferrell without the jokes.”

“Well, didn’t he ask you out for coffee tonight? What happened?”

Celie plopped down on the couch. “I told him we’d take a rain check. With this party tomorrow, I didn’t have time.”

Actually, she’d gotten cold feet. Celie hadn’t been on a date since before Google was invented, and she felt woefully out of touch with modern standards. What if this guy wanted more than coffee? What if, say, he wanted to come back to her apartment afterward and jump into bed together? Celie didn’t do recreational sex. Even when she’d been married, the recreation part had been pretty lacking.

“Celie.”

“Hmm?”

“That’s chickenshit, and you know it. Who doesn’t have time for coffee?”

Celie heard cooing on the other end of the phone and decided to change the subject. “Olivia’s awake?”

“Yeah.” Feenie’s tone mellowed. “We’re having one last feeding before bedtime. At least I hope it’s bedtime. Last night we were up every hour between midnight and six.”

No wonder Feenie sounded crabby. “You must be exhausted.”

“I’m okay. Liv’s just colicky, bless her little heart.”

Feenie could hit the kill zone of a paper silhouette from forty yards away with her .38, but motherhood had turned her into a complete softy. Celie had spent a few days down in South Texas after Olivia’s birth, and had actually caught Feenie getting misty-eyed over reruns of Seventh Heaven.

Celie felt a pang of envy, and then hated herself for it. Feenie deserved to be happy. She’d been to hell and back over the past few years.

Feenie must have sensed what the silence meant. “So, this cake thing. Here’s my advice: toss the Martha Stewart mag in the trash and stop by the grocery store on your way to work.”

The buzzer sounded, and Celie got up to grab her checkbook off the kitchen counter. “My dinner’s here. Lemme let you go.”

“I mean it, Celie. Pick up some Easter candy and quit torturing yourself. Those kids adore you, with or without cake.”

Celie punched the intercom button. “Yes?”

“Ms. Wells, we have a delivery down here—”

“Send him right up!” And then to Feenie, “All right, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Celie got off the phone and wrote a check to Shanghai Garden. On her way to the door, she glanced in the bathroom mirror to make sure she looked halfway decent. She didn’t. Her dark blonde hair was dusted with flame retardant, and globs of batter decorated her pajama top. Plus, she wasn’t wearing a bra. She grabbed a denim jacket off the hook in the foyer and shrugged into it just as a knock sounded at the door. Out of habit, she patted her pocket to make sure she had her pepper spray handy before going to work on her numerous locks. As she flipped the first latch, she peered through the peephole, expecting to see a stranger in the hallway holding a carton of Chinese food.

But the man who stood there looked all too familiar.

Celie’s hands froze. She backed away from the door and darted a frantic glance around the apartment. Where had she put the phone? He knocked again, and then the doorknob rattled. God, was it possible he had a key ? She took out her Mace.

“I hear you in there, Celie. Open up, okay? I just want to talk.”

Yeah, right. Did he think she was crazy? She held her Mace in a death grip as she bit her lip and tried to decide what to do.

“Celie, please?” The familiar voice made her chest tighten. Guilt, anger, regret—the emotions battled inside her.

“I just need to talk to you,” he repeated.

Guilt won out.

Instead of locating her phone and calling the police, she moved toward the door. Methodically, she undid all the locks until only one deadbolt remained. She waited a beat, giving herself one last chance to heed the warnings blaring in her head. Then she turned the key and pulled open the door.

Her ex-husband stood before her holding a drooping bouquet of flowers and a baseball cap. He wore a tattered UT windbreaker, sneakers, and wet jeans that clung to his gaunt frame. He desperately needed a haircut.

And, from the look of it, a methadone fix.

“Hello, Robert. Rumor has it you’re dead.”
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Robert glanced over his shoulder, then back at her. A smirk spread across his face as noticed the pepper spray clutched in her hand. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Sighing, she stepped aside to let him in. “Can’t say it hasn’t crossed my mind.”

He walked through the doorway and immediately created a puddle on her Saltillo tile floor.

“Nice place you got here. I thought students were supposed to be broke.”

“I’ve got a job. What is it you want?” she asked, trying to hide her jangled nerves. Not only was he here in her apartment when she hadn’t so much as lain eyes on him in nearly a year, but he’d been checking up on her, too. He’d found out she was enrolled at UT.

Celie had selected this overpriced apartment complex specifically for its security. It had a gated perimeter, enclosed parking, and a round-the-clock guard in the lobby. Didn’t do much good if she buzzed the crazies up herself.

Robert thrust the yellow carnations at her as he strode into the kitchen. The arrangement was tied together with cheap ribbon, and he hadn’t bothered to remove the price tag. “Special delivery.

“You got anything to eat around here?” He paused in front of the sink. “What’s all this?”

Unbelievable. He’d abandoned her, emptied their bank account, and fled the country. Now he shows up wanting a meal? Celie slammed the flowers onto the kitchen counter with a thwack. She wasn’t scared anymore, just royally pissed. She pocketed her pepper spray and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I should call the police, Robert. You’re a wanted man.”

He shot her a dismissive look as he opened a cabinet. “You won’t do that.”

“How do you know? You think you know anything about me anymore? You think you have a right to even be here?”

He tossed his grimy cap on the counter and began rummaging through her cupboard, knocking over soup cans and boxes of mac-n-cheese.

“What are you looking for?”

He ignored her question. “If you really wanted to rat me out, you would have done it after your PI came to visit me in Antigua.”

Celie bit her lip. He was right. She had had a chance to turn him in, but she hadn’t done it.

Instead, she’d divorced him.

After enduring weeks of grueling interviews with the FBI, constant surveillance, and phone taps, Celie had decided her marriage was undeniably over. Her seemingly innocuous husband, the mild-mannered accountant who opened doors for blue-haired ladies at church and didn’t have the nerve to send back an undercooked steak, had been laundering money for the Saledo drug cartel.

After overcoming her initial shock and inertia, Celie had asked Feenie’s husband for help. Marco Juarez, a talented private investigator who made a habit of steering clear of authorities, conducted a quiet search. He located Robert, informed him that Celie had filed for an ex parte divorce, and told him it would be ill-advised for him to contact Celie or her family ever again.

Knowing Marco, he hadn’t been too subtle about driving that point home.

So why was Robert standing here now, foraging through her pantry like a wet raccoon?

“You still get migraines?” he demanded. “You have any of those pills?”

Aha. He needed drugs. Marco had spared her the details of his visit with Robert, but he’d made a few key points: Robert was living the high life, partying hard, and availing himself of the services of numerous local women. It had also been Marco’s opinion that Robert was just a few months shy of a crash. Apparently, he’d been pretty strung out.

“Yes and no,” Celie said firmly.

“Huh?”

“Yes, I still get headaches, and no, I don’t have any meds for you.”

He scowled and opened another cabinet. Celie noticed the tremor in his hands. She had to get him out of here.

“Prenatal vitamins? You never give up, do you?” He plopped a fat plastic bottle on the counter. “Who’s the lucky guy this time?”

Okay, she’d had enough. She spotted the portable phone on the counter and lunged for it.

He grabbed her arm. “Oh, no, you don’t. We’re not done talking.”

“Then talk !”

His fingers bit into her skin, and she caught a whiff of beer. He’d been drinking, and clearly he was jonesing for something stronger. She’d have to ratchet things down a notch and persuade him to leave her apartment. She’d had enough experience with drug addicts at the Bluebonnet House to know they could be unpredictable and dangerous, especially when they needed something they didn’t have.

God, he looked awful. His skin was tinged yellow, and he hadn’t showered or combed his hair in days. He had a goatee now, too, which just emphasized his underfed junkie persona. Had she actually been married to this guy? For six years ?

She took a deep breath and steeled herself for a conversation she really didn’t want to have. “All right,” she said. “What is it you want to talk about?”

He smiled wickedly. “Money, honey. What’d you think?”

 

Kate Kepler hated panty hose. Ditto for heels, purses, and any other accessory that made her feel like a wannabe Barbie doll. She steered her Volkswagen Beetle down the winding road, trying to strip off the too-tight nylons without having a wreck. The elastic waistband had been cutting into her skin all night, and the control top made her desperate for air. Finally a stoplight appeared, and Kate wrestled the damn things off.

“Free at last,” she muttered, taking her first real breath in hours.

Never again would she jump at an assignment before nailing down the details. When Irene, the political editor, had told Kate she needed someone to cover a campaign event, Kate had literally leapt to her feet in eagerness. The political beat at the Austin Herald was her heart’s desire, the coveted news job Kate had been pining for ever since her first journalism class. Reporting on democracy in action, scrutinizing the activities of elected officials, relaying critical information to the public—this was the work Kate fantasized about.

But tonight she’d done none of those things. Instead, she’d donned her only matching skirt and jacket, moussed up her brunette pixie cut, and—at Irene’s insistence, the old-fashioned witch—shimmied her body into a suffocating pair of panty hose. All so she could spend three hours rubbing elbows with snooty, overdressed socialites who had gathered at some minimansion in the hills to hear a state senator give a ten-minute speech. And what had been the inspiring content of the senator’s talk? Money, of course. And why wealthy Austinites should break out their checkbooks to make sure he got reelected.

The light turned green, and Kate gunned the engine. She had two hours to get back to the newsroom, write up tonight’s event, and transmit her copy to the night editor. Normally, she’d have no problem making the deadline, but rain was coming down in buckets, and she couldn’t ignore the speed limit like she usually did.

“Oh, come on !” she huffed as a blinking yellow light turned red in front of the fire station up ahead. She slid to a stop and waited while a man in a fluorescent yellow poncho helped a red fire engine reverse into the driveway. Between tonight’s lightning storm and the slick streets, Kate predicted the men of Station 33 would be summoned back into action in a matter of minutes.

Finally the light changed. Kate hit the accelerator and snaked her way up Ranch Road 2222, one of the steepest, curviest streets in town. As she neared the crest of a hill, she looked out over the precipice to her right, but the typically breathtaking view of Austin was obscured by clouds and sheets of rain.

Something appeared in the road. “Omigod!” she screamed, yanking the wheel left. The Beetle fishtailed and spun, skidding to a stop on the shoulder.

“What the hell?” She whipped her head around to see what she’d nearly run over. Something shiny. A hubcap? A bumper? In the darkness, it was impossible to see.

Her heart thudded in her chest along with the swish-swish of the wiper blades. She’d stopped just inches shy of the guardrail that prevented cars from careening over the cliff.

She looked through the windshield and saw a pair of red lights on the opposite shoulder. It was an SUV, its taillights tipped up at an odd angle.

Kate threw the Beetle into park and jumped out. It looked as if the driver had crossed the yellow line and slammed into the cliff. The wreck looked bad. Deadly, even. The left-front side was crumpled like an accordion, and the headlamp on the right stared straight ahead, spotlighting the striations in the limestone wall in front of it. The passenger door stood open, and Kate wondered whether someone had managed to walk clear of the wreckage.

Rain pelted her face as she dashed across the highway to check it out. The car turned out to be an Explorer, dark blue. She approached the open door and peered inside.

“Oh, God,” she muttered. A man was slumped over the steering wheel. “Are you okay?”

The question was absurd. Clearly he wasn’t okay. He probably wasn’t even alive, given the head-shaped indention in the windshield. Kate noticed the flaccid airbag. It had deployed, evidently, but hadn’t managed to protect him from the wall of rock he’d crashed into.

Kate heard an engine start and glanced up the hill in time to see a pair of taillights glowing red in the distance, not fifty yards up the shoulder from her Beetle. It was a pickup truck, and its interior light was on, illuminating two people in the cab.

“Hey!” she yelled. Had they witnessed the accident? Maybe they could help.

The passenger pulled the door shut, and the light switched off. Then the pickup’s back tires spun, kicking up a rooster tail of mud and gravel. Were they leaving ?

“Hey, wait!” She waved frantically, but the truck disappeared over the crest.

She turned back to the SUV. The driver still wasn’t moving. He wore a windbreaker in that hideous UT orange and a baseball cap. She guessed he was young, maybe even a college student, but it was hard to tell because his face was concealed by blood-matted hair.

“Hey, can you hear me?” she yelled over the rain.

No answer.

Kate scrambled back across the highway, feeling pinpricks in the soles of her feet. She was barefoot, her heels tossed in the backseat along with her ridiculous panty hose. She yanked open the car door and snatched her cell phone from the drink holder.

No signal. Kate sucked in a gasp as the message flashed on the screen. Of course. Ranch Road 2222 was carved out of the hills. She was standing beside a hundred-foot wall of limestone.

“Damn it to hell !” She stuffed the phone in the pocket of her rain-soaked suit and shifted her attention to the highway. On a normal night, this would be a well-traveled route. But with the rain…The driver was in bad shape. She couldn’t wait for a Good Samaritan.

The fire station.

“I’ll be right back, okay? Hold on!” she yelled across the road, hoping against hope that she wasn’t talking to a dead man.

 

“And did you get the license plate of the vehicle, ma’am?”

The rain had let up, and Kate sat shivering beneath a Mylar blanket on the hood of her Beetle. Across the highway, paramedics loaded the accident victim into the back of an ambulance. He wasn’t conscious, as far as Kate could tell, but she took the paramedics’ hurried movements as an indicator that he still had a chance.

“No,” Kate explained for the third time. “The truck was only there a few seconds.”

“And could you describe the passengers? Are you sure it was two of ’em?”

The tobacco-chewing cop was getting on Kate’s nerves. He’d called her “little lady” twice now and kept telling her she should get someone to look at her cuts.

Kate shrugged off the blanket and stood, trying not to wince as her feet made contact with the pavement. She’d stepped on some glass at the crash site, and chips were embedded in her soles. She probably did need first aid, but she’d be damned if she’d admit it to a patronizing redneck. “I told you. I couldn’t see them. It was dark and rainy. But they were parked at the top of the hill and then they took off. I’m pretty sure it was a hit-and-run.”

Officer Skoal looked her over skeptically and spat on the gravel. Kate shuddered. Chewing tobacco was high on her list of repulsive male habits.

“But you didn’t actually witness the accident?”

She fisted her hands at her sides. “No. I told you before. When I got here, the Explorer had already crashed.”

Kate glanced at her watch. She was so screwed. She had barely an hour to get back to the newsroom with her story, and she hadn’t had a chance to call the night editor yet about the accident. He’d probably want it for tomorrow’s metro section.

“I can’t believe he had a pulse,” Kate said, watching the ambulance pull away. Its siren was on, which she interpreted as a positive sign.

Officer Skoal turned and followed her gaze. “Barely. He was tore up pretty bad. Wasn’t wearin’ a seatbelt.”

Kate shuddered again and for a moment thought she might lose the cheese bites she’d eaten earlier.

At the senator’s cocktail party.

The one she was supposed to have written a story about more than an hour ago.

Kate watched as a fireman directed the intermittent traffic around the cones he’d set up in the lane nearest the wreck.

“Excuse me,” Kate said. “What did you say your name was again?”

The cop’s chest expanded. “Don Poole.”

“Officer Poole, did you see any indication that a dark-colored vehicle bumped into the back of that Explorer?”

He glanced at the SUV. Aided by the light of orange street flares, several workers were measuring skid marks and investigating the wreckage.

“Not so far,” Poole said.

Kate hadn’t seen anything either, but she’d thought she should at least ask. Several things about the accident scene didn’t make sense to her, starting with the fact that the passenger’s-side door had been open.

“What I did see was some cans of Bud in the front,” Poole continued. “Looks to me like this kid got liquored up and lost control of the car.”

“You say ‘kid.’ Did you get an ID?”

Poole frowned. “What’s with all the questions? You’re not some kinda reporter, are you?”

“Actually, I work for the Herald. I’m pretty sure we’ll be running an article about the accident, especially if it turns out to be fatal.”

Poole scowled. “Shoulda known. If it bleeds, it leads, right? I’ll tell you, what we really need is a news article about this here road. Kills more people every year than all your serial killers combined. People speed, irregardless of warning signs and weather conditions. Why don’t you put that in your paper?”

He spat out some chaw juice for emphasis.

“It’s a good point,” Kate said, not bothering to explain that she didn’t personally oversee the editorial content of the entire paper. “So, is that it for the accident report? I really need to get downtown.”

He passed her his clipboard. “Sign at the bottom there.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, little lady. And lemme call a fireman over to take a look at your feet.”

 

Kate sat in the Austin Herald newsroom the next morning with her bandaged feet elevated on a stack of phone books beneath her desk. She’d worn flip-flops to work, which was pushing the envelope, even in Austin. But it was Saturday, so she figured no one would care.

She shuffled through her notepad, trying to find the phone number for Brackenridge Hospital. At pressrun, the hospital still hadn’t released the crash victim’s status, and Kate had been hoping that meant he was in surgery.

“Any more where that came from?”

Kate glanced up to see John McAllister looming over her. He sported his movie-star smile and a Widespread Panic T-shirt. He, too, was wearing flip-flops, which made Kate feel better about her attire.

“Any more…?”

“Krispy Kremes.” He nodded at what was left of her chocolate-iced doughnut. “No fair keeping ’em all to yourself.”

“Sure, uh, over by the copier. I brought in two dozen.” Bringing doughnuts to the newsroom on Saturdays was a quick way to make friends. Kate had recently supplanted McAllister as the newbie on staff, and she needed all the friends she could get.

“Kate, you’re the love of my life.” He winked at her. “Can I top off your coffee while I’m up?”

John McAllister was offering to fetch her coffee. Forget that she refused to touch the tar they concocted in the break room and had filled her travel mug at the doughnut store on the way over.

“Thanks.” She took a big gulp and handed over her cup.

“Sugar?”

“What?”

“You take sugar?”

Oh. For a second there she’d thought he was calling her “sugar.” He called women things like that all the time, which should have been offensive, but somehow he managed to get away with it.

“Um, sure. Sugar’s good. Or black’s fine, too.”

He looked amused. “Which is it?”

“Sugar. If they have it.”

He smiled and walked away before Kate could come up with more scintillating conversation. What was it about him? Every time she opened her mouth in his presence she lost IQ points. It was pretty embarrassing considering the man had joined the Herald with more journalism awards under his belt than any other reporter on staff.

She stared after him, admiring the way his jeans fit. He had that long, tall Texan thing going on, and even in a state full of Texans, he stood out. He was well over six feet, athletically slender, and had just enough drawl in his voice to charm the pants off of even the most clear-thinking woman. Kate had seen him in pickup mode over on Sixth Street, Austin’s hub for nightlife, and somehow still managed to have a crush on him.

“I need that car wreck update five minutes ago, Kepler.”

The weekend editor stopped at Kate’s desk, effectively ending her daydream. Bruce Schaffer was the anti-McAllister, short and skinny, with a receding hairline. He favored polyester pants with gray snakeskin boots.

“You need it now?” Kate asked. “I just got started. I haven’t even called the hospital yet—”

“Don’t bother. I already called. Guy was DOA.”

Kate swore under her breath.

“And I just got a call from Shel,” Bruce said. “He’s coming in to take a look at your story. So get your notes together ASAP.”

Bruce loved to talk in acronyms.

“Why is Shel involved?” Kate asked. The editor in chief never showed his face on weekends unless something major was going on.

“You must have been right about your hit-and-run theory,” he said. “Something’s weird, and suddenly the FBI’s calling.”

“The FBI?”

McAllister strolled over with her coffee cup and several doughnuts hooked to his long pinky.

“Yeah,” Bruce said, “apparently the victim’s someone important, but they won’t tell us who. You checked out the vic’s car with the DMV, right?”

“Thanks,” Kate said as McAllister passed her her mug. She reread her notes. “Just got a call back. Vehicle is registered to a Cecelia Wells, but—”

“Wait, what ?” McAllister seized her arm, sloshing coffee all over her desk. “Who?”

Whoa. Kate double-checked the name. “I said Cecelia Wells. Owner of a blue Ford Explorer. Why? You know her?”

The color drained from McAllister’s face. It was remarkable. Two seconds, and he was white as chalk. “She was the victim ? You mean she’s…?”

“Victim was a guy,” Kate clarified. “Looked like maybe a college student out joyriding in her car.”

“You know this girl?” Bruce asked McAllister.

“Yeah.” He closed his eyes briefly. “She lives in my hometown. Mayfield.”

“Not anymore.” Kate scanned her notes. “Looks like she’s here in Austin. Three-thirteen Grand View Drive.”

McAllister snatched the notepad away. “Fuckin’ A,” he muttered. “She didn’t tell me she’d moved here.”

Kate rolled her eyes. What an ego. She looked him over as he read through her notes. Okay, so he came by it honestly. He was gorgeous—People’s Sexiest Man Alive gorgeous. Kate watched his wavy, blondish-brown hair fall over his eyes as he stroked his stubbled jaw.

“We need a follow-up on this,” Bruce was telling her. “We need to find out what the deal is with her car. Was it stolen? Did she lend it to somebody? We got some FBI hotshot calling Shel about this, and he wants to know why. Get your butt down to police headquarters and find out what they know about this victim.”

“I’m on it,” Kate said.

Bruce turned to McAllister. “You want to lend a hand here? Is this woman married?”

McAllister looked up. “Huh?”

“Is she married? Any chance her husband was behind the wheel? Maybe she’s got a teenager?”

“Uh…she’s divorced,” he said. “No kids.”

“Well, call her up and see why someone else was driving her car last night.”

“That’s not necessary,” Kate said. “I can cover this.”

If this story turned into something big, Kate didn’t want McAllister stealing it out from under her. He had a competitive streak.

“No, this is important,” Bruce said. “I want both of you on it. Shel wants answers, pronto.”

Kate picked up her keys.

“And hey, Kepler,” Bruce said, “before you go, I’ve got a number for some FBI agent who wants to talk to you. Tell him what he needs to know, but don’t make any promises about what we will or won’t print. Remember who you work for.”

Kate froze. “Couldn’t you talk to him?” There were few things Kate would enjoy less than talking to an FBI agent.

“Sorry, Kepler. He wants you.”

 

Cecelia Wells was hiding something. Special Agent Mike Rowe had a gut feeling about it; he just hadn’t figured out what the something was.

“And you’re sure about the timeline, ma’am?” his partner asked. Nick Stevenski was young, charming, and nice to look at, and consequently their standard operating procedure was for him to interview any female witnesses. Stevenski had been sitting across from sweet little Ms. Wells for nearly an hour now, and she’d been extremely cooperative.

But something was off. She was holding back. Rowe knew it as sure as he knew that her ex-husband was at this very moment laid out in the morgue.

“He left around ten,” she told Stevenski for the second time. “I remember because right afterward I took a half-hour bubble bath to relax, and when I got out David Letterman was on.”

A half-hour bubble bath. Nothing like an indisputable time line.

Cecelia pulled another tissue from the box on the coffee table and blew her nose in that dainty way only women can pull off. She looked different than she had down in Mayfield the last time Rowe had seen her. Her blonde hair was longer; maybe that was it. Her eyes looked greener than usual, but that was just because she’d been crying. Then he figured it out. She’d gained weight. Her cheeks were plump, and the rest of her body seemed slightly fuller now than it had eight months ago. Probably the stress, Rowe decided. Lots of people put on weight when they were under pressure, and Cecelia Wells had been under plenty of pressure since her husband became a fugitive last summer.

“And can you remember anything else you talked about?” Stevenski asked. “Anything besides money and your idea that he should seek rehab?”

Rowe wandered into the kitchen as the interview dragged on. Another strategic reason for Stevenski to take the lead was that he’d never met Cecelia before today. Rowe was interested to see whether his partner could elicit new answers to some of the questions Rowe had asked a few months ago.

So far, no luck.

Cecelia had cooperated fully and given a convincing performance as the bereaved-but-not-overly-so ex-wife. Everything she’d said thus far had checked out, right down to the wilted yellow carnations in the bottom of her trash can, the flowers she claimed Strickland had used to get past the doorman downstairs.

So what was bothering him?

“And about the money again,” Stevenski continued, “you say Robert asked for a few hundred bucks to tide him over, and that’s when you told him you only had a twenty in the house?”

“That’s right.”

Bingo.

Rowe pretended to be looking out the window while he waited to hear whether Cecelia would realize she’d changed her story.

“I told him I didn’t keep cash like that lying around, but he could have the twenty,” she said. “I hoped he’d use it for a meal. I guess deep down I knew he’d try to buy drugs, but I felt guilty, you know? He looked so skinny and awful, I didn’t want to send him away empty-handed.” Her voice faltered. “I guess I was wrong, huh? If he hadn’t been on something, he might not have had the wreck.”

Stevenski refrained from assuaging her guilt, and Rowe waited for him to pick up the thread of inconsistency in her story. At the start of the interview, she’d said Strickland asked her for a few thousand bucks, not a few hundred. She was lying about her conversation with Strickland, at least about the money part. And now Rowe had a lead.

“Okay, so that’s when you told him to wait while you got him an aspirin?”

Stevenski had switched topics again. Damn it, this was why Rowe liked to conduct interviews himself. But females didn’t open up with him like they did with Stevenski. At six-one and 210 pounds, Rowe tended to intimidate women, especially shorter-than-average ones like Cecelia Wells. Plus, other agents had told him that his eyes put people off, that there was something cold about them.

“—and when I came back in, he was standing by the door,” Cecelia was saying now. “I didn’t realize he’d taken my keys until I was getting ready for work this morning.”

“At the Bluebonnet House, right?”

“Right. We were supposed to have an Easter party today, but we’re doing it tomorrow now because I couldn’t make it. The police asked me to come to the station….” Her voice trailed off as she reached for another tissue.

Rowe strolled back into the living room and stood behind the sofa where Cecelia was curled up, her legs folded under her, hiding the shiny pink toenail polish he’d noticed when they’d first arrived. With her long blonde hair and soft southern accent, this woman radiated “sorority chick.” But Rowe knew better, even if Stevenski didn’t. This woman was sharp. He wanted to signal his partner to get back to the subject of money. Rowe had reason to believe Robert Strickland was indebted to the Saledo drug cartel for a quarter million in stolen drug profits, money he hadn’t been in possession of at the time of his death. If his ex-wife had some knowledge about the money, it might mean a break in the case.

Manuel Saledo wouldn’t turn his back on a debt like that—not because of the amount, which was chump change to him, but because he had a reputation to uphold. If Cecelia knew the money’s whereabouts, Saledo would damn sure try to collect. And when that happened, Rowe and his task force might get a chance to collar some high-level operatives in Saledo’s enterprise, hopefully someone who could help them develop useful intelligence on Saledo himself.

“Are you almost finished with your questions, Mr. Stevenski? Like I told you before, I have plans for the evening.”

Rowe shifted his attention back to Cecelia, who had just reminded him of the other thing bugging him—this lie she’d obviously concocted about a date coming over. Rowe didn’t know a woman alive who would go out on a date with bloodshot eyes and a runny nose. And she was wearing gray sweats that didn’t exactly make a fashion statement. He’d bet money Cecelia’s only plans for the night included a bottle of Chardonnay and another one of those bubble baths. Which meant she was trying to get rid of them. Which meant—despite her seeming cooperation and polite, thorough answers—she was uncomfortable being interviewed. Which confirmed Rowe’s suspicion she was hiding something.

A buzzer sounded, and Cecelia sprang off the sofa.

“Excuse me.” She rushed across the living room and punched a button on the intercom by the door. “Yes?”

“Ms. Wells, you got a visitor here. A John McAllister?”

She went still. Rowe would have liked to see her face, but her back was to him.

“Thank you,” she said. “Please send him right up.”
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