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Friday Night

It was around 7 P.M. on a Friday evening and I was standing by the punch bowl in a drafty school gym, trying not to appear completely bored as I helped chaperone my daughter’s formal middle school dance. I’d like to say that I volunteered for the duty out of a sense of parental obligation, but I hadn’t. I’m Martin Collins, chief of police for Warrentown, Virginia, a small town seventy miles west of Washington, D.C., and babysitting three hundred adolescents came with the territory.

Understandably my thirteen-year-old daughter Emily wasn’t exactly thrilled by my presence. She made me promise not to embarrass her in any way. By “embarrass,” she meant I wasn’t supposed to take photographs, talk to her or her friends, or come anywhere near her.

I tried to placate her by telling her I wasn’t going to wear a uniform. “So you can chill. Your friends probably won’t even notice me.”

She gave me her patented “get real” look. “I think it’s best if you pretend not to know me, Dad.”

“Might be a little difficult,” I said dryly. “I’m driving you to the dance. Remember?”

She stuck out her jaw at my logic. “You know what I mean.”

“Honey, I’d like to at least take a few photos for your grandmother—”

“Dad!” She looked thoroughly horrified.

I gave up. After three books and a half dozen episodes of Dr. Phil, I still wasn’t any closer to understanding the female teenage mind. My wife Nicole could have enlightened me, but she passed away from cancer when Emily was nine. My transition into the role of being a single parent hasn’t been exactly smooth, but despite any mistakes I’ve made, Emily has turned out pretty well. She gets good grades, is popular at school, and usually does what I ask without copping an attitude.

“Fine,” I told her. “I won’t come within ten feet of you.”

Actually, I thought it would be easy to keep up my end of the bargain, but it wasn’t. At the moment, I was watching Emily slow-dance with a strapping blond kid who was already sprouting facial hair. Every so often he would casually slide a hand down her back and it was all I could do not to throw him through a wall.

I fought the impulse by draining a glass of punch, wishing it was a beer.

The song mercifully ended and the orange-haired DJ switched to a peppy Britney Spears tune. Emily and the boy reluctantly parted, but kept on dancing. I didn’t like the predatory smile he was giving her and tried to intimidate him with a scowl. No dice. Raging hormone never looked my way.

I sighed. Maybe Emily was right. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. Seeing her now, looking so beautiful in her long yellow dress, dancing with a boy, reminded me of how fast she was maturing. In the past year, she’d grown four inches and her figure was filling out. She wasn’t my little girl any longer.

The thought of Emily growing up was difficult to accept, and not simply because she was my daughter and I loved her. Rather, it was because she looked so much like her mother. If you saw a photo of Nicole at thirteen, you’d swear that she and Emily were twins. They both had flowing auburn hair, wide cheekbones, and brilliant blue eyes that lit up when they laughed.

I felt a familiar tightness in my chest as I contemplated the wedding band I still wore. Nicole and I were married twenty years and when she died, part of me did, too. Since then, I’ve dreaded the day Emily would leave home to create her own life. Irrational as it might seem, I knew I would feel a sense of loss comparable to Nicole’s passing.

I also wasn’t looking forward to being alone.

As I watched the smiling young faces around me, I became irritated at how pathetic my life had become. If I was alone, I had only myself to blame. For a guy in his midforties, I was pretty well preserved. At six feet, I carried a trim 180 pounds, and my close-cropped blond hair had only a few flecks of gray. Over the years, I had opportunities for relationships. More than one woman had made her interest in me known.

But I’d always turned them away.

I recalled the one offer I wish I had accepted. She was someone I cared for deeply, but at the time, I still hadn’t come anywhere close to shaking the ghost of Nicole. When I told this woman that I needed more time, she was understandably hurt. “Don’t expect me to wait forever, Marty.”

That conversation occurred eight months ago. We tried to continue as friends, but our relationship became increasingly strained. Even though we’re neighbors, she began going out of her way to avoid me. It was almost comical. If I went outside to barbecue or mow the yard, she disappeared into her house, reappearing only when the coast was clear. Whenever I phoned her, she wouldn’t pick up; if I stopped by, she wouldn’t come to the door. On the occasions I managed to corner her, she was coolly distant and always seemed anxious to end our conversation. When I asked her about it, she said it was easier emotionally not to have any contact with me.

I almost told her what she wanted to hear then. Lord knows, I was tempted. In the end, I couldn’t do it. She deserved a guy who would put her at the top of his list, who wasn’t hung up on his dead wife.

So I backed off and gave her the space she wanted. It was one of the toughest things I’ve ever done, but at least it gave me the opportunity to see what life would be like without her.

I hated it.

Last week, I reached a decision and went by her place, ringing the bell until she finally opened the door. I told her I was ready to make a commitment.

I didn’t get the reaction I expected. Instead of a big hug or a smile, I saw only an expression of sadness. She said quietly, “I told you I wouldn’t wait forever.”

Her tone more than her words told me what must have happened. I asked her if she was seeing someone else.

When she nodded, I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach. I asked her if the relationship was serious and she said it was. After going oh-for-two, there wasn’t anything left for me to say.

As I started to go, she said, “You’re still not ready, you know.”

It sounded like an accusation. I was about to argue when I noticed her looking down at my left hand. I remained silent; in my heart, I knew she was probably right. When I left, I thought I noticed dampness in her eyes.

Probably wishful thinking.

 

The song ended and another began. A catchy hip-hop number, with the DJ rapping out the lyrics. The guy wasn’t half bad. On the dance floor, the kids cheered him on and he rapped even louder.

But all I could hear was that damning phrase in my head: “You’re still not ready.”

A mixture of emotions swirled through me, punctuated by a profound sense of regret. I forced my eyes to my ring finger, knowing what I had to do. Slowly, I reached down and touched the gold band. As my fingers encircled it, they began to tremble.

You’re not betraying Nicole’s memory, Marty. You have to move on with your life.

Twenty years of history held me frozen. I was no longer aware of the pulsing music or the chatter of nearby voices. I was only aware of the ring and what it represented.

My fingers pulled and the ring started to slide—

I stopped. My belt was vibrating.

My relief over the interruption was palpable. Before I knew it, I’d thrown back my jacket and unhooked my cell phone. The caller ID read “U.S. Government,” the number blanked out. On the other end, I could dimly make out someone saying my name. The music made conversation impossible. I shouted, “Hang on a minute.”

Only one government agency ever called me, and when it did, it meant only one thing.

Someone was dead.

[image: space]

Ditching my cup by the punch bowl, I darted past a circle of scowling girls wearing Morticia Adams makeup, and hustled out the double doors into the quiet of the hallway. By the trophy case, I spotted Coach English chatting with the principal, Mrs. Roche. Ducking into a corner, I placed the phone to my ear. A tentative voice said, “Lieutenant Colonel Collins? Sir? You there?”

The use of my former rank confirmed he was with the Air Force OSI. Before becoming the Warrentown police chief, I’d served twenty years as an investigator with the Office of Special Investigations, the Air Force’s criminal investigative branch. Upon my retirement, my old boss, in an effort to retain a cadre of experienced investigators, offered me a post as a civilian consultant, focusing exclusively on homicides. It was too good a deal to pass up. Since the military isn’t exactly Murder Incorporated, the workload’s light, rarely more than a couple of cases a year, and when I did work, I’d earn double my military salary. I also liked the idea of investigating an occasional homicide, since it provided a nice change of pace from the small-town cop routine.

“This is Lieutenant Colonel Collins,” I said.

“Sir, hold for General Hinkle…”

There was a pause as the call was transferred. Brigadier General Charlie Hinkle was the OSI commander and an old friend. It was typical for Charlie to still be at work on a Friday night. After all, that’s how he made general; he’d busted his ass by putting in years of sixteen-hour workdays. Frankly, that was a sacrifice I hadn’t been willing to make, which explained why I topped out as light bird.

Was I envious that my old buddy Charlie was a general officer and I wasn’t?

No way. That star on Charlie’s shoulder had cost him. His second wife Mary walked out on him a several months back and I couldn’t recall the last time he’d spoken with his two grown kids. But, hey, he made general.

Good for Charlie.

When Charlie came on the line, his words flew out in an excited Chicken Little falsetto. It didn’t necessarily mean that the sky was falling, since Charlie tended to spin up easily. “Christ, oh Christ. We got a bad one, Marty. The heat I’m feeling is unbelievable. I just got off the horn with the SECDEF and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. They want this thing treated with kid gloves. The word is that the White House will be monitoring the investigation. Right now, the game plan is to keep the killing quiet. I mean quiet. We’re under orders to keep it from the press until at least twenty-two hundred hours—”

His words were all over the map and I had to cut in. “Slow down, Charlie. Take it from the beginning. Who the hell was murdered?”

“I’m getting to that. The victim’s an Air Force major who worked at the Pentagon. A guy named Talbot.” He paused, as if anticipating a response.

“Go on.”

“You don’t recognize the name, huh?”

Meaning I should. I searched my brain cells for a few moments. “Sorry. It doesn’t ring any—”

When the bell suddenly chimed in my head, I gripped the phone hard. I now understood why everyone from the president on down was jumping through hoops. “Franklin Talbot? The guy who was all over the news last year, accused of being gay?”

“Yeah,” Charlie said. “And if we’re not careful, this thing could turn into a PR nightmare for the military. You remember much about Talbot’s case?”

“As I recall, he supposedly confessed to…”

Charlie was already telling me. Last year Colonel Kelly, Major Talbot’s boss, had met Talbot in a bar for a drink. Somewhere in the middle of Talbot’s second Bloody Mary, Talbot casually dropped the bomb that he was gay. Since Talbot’s admission had been entirely voluntary—Kelly had not questioned him on his sexuality or even brought up the topic—it met the tenets of the military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy, and Colonel Kelly could act upon the information. Kelly did so by formally levying a charge of homosexuality against Talbot, which, if proven, would lead to Talbot’s discharge from the service.

As the Air Force’s investigative arm, the OSI had the less than-desirable job of determining whether Talbot was really gay. It shouldn’t have been a big deal. After all, Talbot had confessed, right?

Not quite.

When the The Washington Post broke the story several days later, Major Talbot immediately went public and repudiated Colonel Kelly’s statement that he was a homosexual, confessed or otherwise. I caught a clip on FOX News and recalled his expression of outraged innocence.

“Colonel Kelly is lying,” he said flatly. “I never told him I was gay. I am not gay.”

“Why would Colonel Kelly fabricate the charge?” a reporter asked.

“You’ll have to ask Colonel Kelly.”

When the reporters did, Colonel Kelly had no comment. To the OSI and his superiors, Kelly stuck to his original statement. Without corroborating witnesses, it came down to a case of “he said, he said.” After a week, the Air Force conveniently dropped the investigation, citing lack of evidence. Shortly thereafter, in an effort to escape the limelight, Colonel Kelly requested a transfer to Germany.

This story should never have generated much press play. Other than briefly rekindling the continual debate about whether gays should serve in the military, it held little news value. In truth, the media’s interest in Talbot can be summed up in two words: “celebrity” and “power.”

Not Major Talbot’s celebrity and power, but that of his uncle by marriage, the man who raised him after Talbot’s parents were killed in a car accident and who sat to his right at the news conference.

The Honorable Garrison Harris, the charismatic congressman who chaired the powerful House Appropriations Committee and was everybody’s odds-on favorite to become the next president of the United States.
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After refreshing my memory about Major Talbot, Charlie filled me in on his murder. Since Talbot’s body had only been discovered within the hour, Charlie didn’t have much other than the how and where. Talbot’s body had been found in his home by his housekeeper, a Mrs. Chang, who had called 911. From statements provided by the police who’d initially responded, there seemed little doubt as to the cause of death. “Someone really did a number on Talbot,” Charlie said. “Multiple stab wounds and blood all over the place. And here’s the kicker; the killer cut Talbot’s dick off and jammed it in his mouth.”

I winced. “Jesus…”

“Yeah. The press is going to love that angle. The SECDEF is concerned this could turn into a hate crime, with a military perp. If that happens, every pro-gay outfit and liberal politician will be screaming that the military promotes a climate of hate against gays.”

“A hate crime?” I said. “I thought your investigation never uncovered evidence that Talbot was gay.”

He snorted. “What investigation? We were ordered to go slow, so we did. Captain Hilley was the lead investigator, but he only got as far as interviewing Major Talbot and Colonel Kelly before the case was shut down. Word was the SECDEF had no choice; Congressman Harris had him by the balls when he threatened to stall a couple of key defense bills.”

Not exactly surprising news. Congressman Harris was an acknowledged master of political hardball. I pointed out to Charlie that by definition, a hate crime meant someone had killed Talbot specifically because he was gay. I added, “If his homosexuality was never proven—”

“The key is whether people believed he was gay. A lot of them did. When the story broke, Talbot received close to a hundred letters. Sick stuff. A dozen or so threatened his life if he didn’t resign his commission. We managed to track down a few of the senders. Most were former military. One guy was a white supremacist from Alabama. Look, Marty, I want Talbot to be straight. I want the killer to be some pissed-off husband who found out Talbot was screwing his wife. But we both know someone stuck his dick in his mouth for a reason.”

While I understood the symbolism of the act, I didn’t consider it a slam dunk. I almost reminded Charlie about a similar killing where a colonel had lopped off the penis of his wife’s lover. But instead of placing the appendage in the dead man’s mouth, the colonel wrapped it in a box with a pretty bow and had it delivered to his wife.

I said, “Relax, Charlie. It shouldn’t take long to determine if Talbot was straight. His housekeeper or friends will probably know. Hell, he might even have a subscription to Playboy or Pent—”

“Call as soon as you know.” He rustled papers, getting impatient. “A couple of quick items. Congressman Harris is the reason we’re keeping a lid on the story until twenty-two hundred. He was campaigning in Pennsylvania when they told him about his nephew. He’s catching a charter flight back and doesn’t want to be swarmed by reporters when he lands. He’s scheduled into Reagan National at twenty-one thirty, give or take. He’ll have questions, so get your ass over to Talbot’s and find some answers. I got the address here someplace…” More papers rustling; Charlie wasn’t what you would call organized. “What was that, Marty?”

“You order up a RIP?” I repeated. RIPs were computerized personnel printouts and would provide us Talbot’s complete assignment histories.

“Chief Tisdale has a copy. He’s en route to the Pentagon, to secure Talbot’s office. You can swing by and pick it up from him. Anything else?”

Charlie had already briefed me that Talbot had worked in Air Force manpower, the directorate responsible for tracking the personnel authorizations mandated by congress. It was essentially a high-tech bean counting job. I said, “Those people you identified who wrote threatening letters—”

“Forget about them. There were only five and none live within five hundred miles of here. Captain Hilley’s trying to contact them now. So far, he’s spoken to three. A fourth is hospitalized and the fifth is working the night shift at a plant in Dallas. You got a pen handy?”

As I jotted down Talbot’s address on the back of a business card, I was relieved to see that he lived in Arlington, Virginia.

Location of a crime determined jurisdiction. Since an Air Force member had been killed off a military reservation, the appropriate civilian authority—the Arlington County PD—would take the lead and I, as the OSI representative, would assist.

Don’t misunderstand me; I had no qualms about running a high-visibility investigation. I’m a solid homicide investigator and was confident I could solve the crime. My concern was whether I could do so quickly enough to satisfy the media talking heads and various military and political heavyweights.

With luck, possibly.

But a man had to know his limitations and I knew mine. If anyone could solve this case in a rapid fashion, it would be the man who almost certainly would handle this investigation for the Arlington County PD.

Lieutenant Simon Santos was the department’s homicide chief and a brilliant, instinctual investigator. Over the past decade, his successes had elevated him into a local law enforcement legend. Simon rarely took more than a few days to wrap up a murder. Often, he’d make an arrest within hours. How he did this, no one knew. After working with him on numerous cases over the years, I concluded there was one reason for his success: The guy was a genius, an investigative savant.

Of course, it didn’t hurt that Simon was also worth a few hundred million dollars and could afford to keep an army of informants on his payroll.

“Yeah,” Charlie said, when I asked, “Santos is going to be in charge. I spoke to Chief Novak; he’s trying to hunt Santos down to break the news.” His voice became apologetic. “You won’t like this, but it comes straight from the SECDEF. Congressman Harris wants a daily update on the investigation—let me finish.” He talked over me as I tried to cut in. “Anything Harris wants, you play along. He tells you to kiss his ass, you plant a wet one and smile. The SECDEF doesn’t want to give Harris any reason to think the military is engaged in a coverup. You understand what I’m saying, Marty.”

He was using his I’m-a-general-and-you’re-not voice. I said calmly, “This is bullshit, Charlie.”

“It’s called politics. You seen the latest poll numbers? Harris is a lock to become the Democrats’ presidential nominee. He’s also holding a six-point lead over the president. Like it or not, the man’s got a better than even chance to be sitting in the White House next January.”

I bit my tongue to keep from saying something I might regret. “That it?”

“No.” He waited a beat. “What’s with you and Amanda?”

I tried not to sound surprised. “What do you mean?”

“I also assigned her to the case. She’s at home, waiting for your call…”

“Okay—”

“When I told her that she’d be teaming with you, she said something mighty curious. She asked if I could find someone to take her place. What the hell is going on? Since when doesn’t she want to work with you?”

“I don’t know, Charlie.”

“Don’t give me that crap. If my two best homicide investigators can’t work together, I’ve got a right to know.”

“I don’t know, Charlie,” I said again.

“Fine. Play it cute. But there’s a lot riding on this thing. You and Amanda have issues, it’d better not affect your goddamn job. Now call her and get down to Talbot’s.”

After he hung up, I stood there, staring at the phone. She’s at home, waiting for your call…

But only because it was her job.

I punched in her number anyway.

 

Of course, Major Amanda Gardner was the woman I had strong feelings for. We’d met three years earlier, when she was assigned to assist me on a triple homicide. While I found her bright, competent, and attractive, I was initially put off by her Joan Wayne, supercop attitude. Whether we were crawling over the grisly crime scene or grilling an uncooperative suspect, she felt compelled to prove that she was as tough as any male. If you acknowledged her femininity, made allowances for it in any way, she became angry.

I didn’t get it. She wasn’t only a cop, she was a woman. A beautiful woman. Why deny it?

During our second case, I got the nerve to ask her this question, over a few beers. Instead of the telling me to mind my own business, she said, “You sure you want to know?”

When I nodded, she slipped back to her days as an Air Force Academy cadet and moved forward to the present, explaining what it’s like to be an attractive woman in a man’s world. In a quietly reflective voice, she described a pattern of whispered sexual inferences and unwelcome amorous advances. The harassment had been constant and wearing, and Amanda grew to hate her appearance, hate the way men were attracted to her. When she became an officer, she considered bringing charges against some of the more blatant offenders, but knew that if she did, she would end her military career. In desperation, she decided to alter her image, create a persona that men would find intimidating and less appealing.

“So I cut my hair, quit wearing makeup, placed chips on both shoulders, and dared anyone to knock them off. I made it clear that I wasn’t someone you messed with.”

“And the men quit hitting on you?”

She nodded. “But there was a downside.”

“They thought you were a dyke?”

“Yeah.” She smiled. “I’m not, you know.”

When her eyes lingered on mine, I had my first inkling that she might have feelings for me. In the ensuing years, I tried not to reciprocate them. Looking back, I realized I’d made a mistake. But that’s how it is with emotions; you don’t control them, they control you. Now, when I’d finally reached a place where I could put Nicole’s death behind me, it was too late.

I’m not naive; I never expected Amanda to wait forever.

I’d only hoped she’d wait a few more months.

The phone was ringing in my ear. I pictured Amanda staring at the caller ID, trying to decide whether to answer. For the first time in months, she picked up. “Hello, Marty.”

She didn’t sound happy.

 

We conversed less than thirty seconds. Amanda kept her voice clipped and professional and never mentioned her aversion to working with me. Since the school was en route to Arlington, Amanda said she’d swing by and pick me up.

I asked her to stop by my place and retrieve my weapon, OSI credentials, latex gloves, and a notepad. “Mrs. Anuncio knows where they are.” Mrs. Anuncio was my live-in housekeeper.

“Fifteen minutes.”

After Amanda clicked off, I made two quick phone calls. The first was to Sara Winters, whose daughter was also at the dance. “Sure, Marty,” Sara said, “I’ll be glad to give Emily a ride home.” Next, I phoned Mark Haney, my senior deputy, and told him that he’d be running the office, while I moonlighted with the OSI.

Clipping my phone to my belt, I swung over to Coach English and Mrs. Roche, and informed them that I had to bail out on chaperone duties. When I broke the news to Emily that I’d been called out on a case, she couldn’t stop smiling. Walking away from her, it occurred to me that the two most important women in my life didn’t want me around.

A guy could get a complex.

 

It was a cool spring night and I’d only been waiting on the sidewalk for a few minutes when I spotted the gold Saab turn into the parking lot. I walked toward it, waving my arms. As it rolled to a stop, I went over and got inside.

AC/DC played on the radio. Anything softer than heavy metal Amanda considered easy listening. I gave her a smile. She watched me for a moment and seemed about to say something. Instead, she bit her lip and nodded tersely toward the back seat. “Your stuff’s in my briefcase.”

“Thanks.” Popping the latches to retrieve the items, I decided not to force the conversation. It was clear that my presence wasn’t easy for her.

Five minutes later, we merged onto State Highway 26 for the hour drive to Arlington. Amanda never said a word and I could feel the tension between us. Easing back in my seat, I risked a glance and saw her fixated straight ahead. Under the flickering streetlights, I studied her profile and thought she’d never looked more beautiful. Over the past several months, she’d shifted away from the butch image that she’d crafted for herself. She was allowing her red hair to grow out and it now framed the perfect oval of her face. Her skin was tight, her complexion flawless, and she wore more makeup than usual. I also became aware of the scent of perfume, another recent concession to femininity.

My eyes drifted down to her suit. Another sign of the new Amanda. As long as I’ve known her, she’s favored loose fitting and neutral colored clothing; this suit was an eye-catching red, stylishly cut, with a flared gold collar. In the OSI, we wore civilian clothing because we’re more effective when no one knows our rank. Officers can be a pain in the ass when they’re questioned by someone they outrank and enlisted personnel feel intimidated when grilled by someone they know is an officer.

I slowly faced front, troubled by a sudden realization.

When I’d first noticed Amanda’s increasingly feminine makeover, I had enough ego to assume she’d made the changes for me. But thinking back, that conclusion didn’t make sense. She’d been avoiding me for months. She made it clear that she didn’t want me to see her.

So she must have made the changes for someone else.

 

By the time we reached I-395 twenty minutes later, Amanda was still giving me the silent treatment. This was ridiculous. Turning down the radio, I said, “Look, we’re both professionals. We should be able to handle this situation.”

She concentrated on her driving. “I am handling it.”

“By not talking to me.”

A shrug. “We’re talking now.”

“You know what I mean.” I hesitated. “General Hinkle told me you wanted to be removed from the case.”

“I thought it would be best.”

“Why?”

“You have to ask?” Her eyes still focused on the road.

“Actually, I do. Any history between us shouldn’t affect our ability to do our jobs. We should have enough self discipline to—What?” I caught a shake.

“Take my word for it. You don’t want to get into this, Marty.”

“Why not?”

The only response was the humming of the tires on the road.

“Amanda…”

Still nothing. She wasn’t going to tell me. I was about to give up when she said softly. “You couldn’t stand the answer.”

The implication stung. I retreated, looking outside.

“Marty.” Her voice was soft and sympathetic. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s not what you’re thinking.”

I continued to gaze into the dark. “What? That you find my presence…offensive?”

“That’s not it at all. I’m…I’m trying not to hurt you.”

As the statement drifted toward me, I shifted toward her. She was finally looking at me. In the semidarkness, I sensed rather than saw her sadness. I said, “Hurt me?”

“Jesus…” She hunched forward and gripped the wheel hard. “I didn’t want to get into this now. I wanted to wait. I wanted to a figure out a way to tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

She struggled for a reply. “Last night, he asked me. Bob. He asked me to marry him.”

I felt a sudden, stabbing sensation. Even though I knew the answer, I had to ask. “And?”

No response. She sat there with an anguished expression.

As if with great effort, she slowly lifted her left hand. In the glow of oncoming headlights, I caught the glint of a diamond.

“I’m so sorry, Marty,” she whispered.

“I’m not,” I heard myself say. “I think it’s wonderful. Congratulations.”

At that moment, my facade crumbled and I had to turn away.
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The remainder of the drive was difficult for both of us. Amanda was wrapped up in self-recrimination for causing me pain and I was struggling to accept the reality that she would never become a part of my life. As a defense, we withdrew into our private worlds, to lick our emotional wounds. There was no eye contact and no conversation.

This couldn’t go on. We had a job to do; we had to bridge our hurt and find a way to work together.

Could we?

I had my answer when Amanda turned into an upscale North Arlington neighborhood and simultaneously extended directions that she’d downloaded from the internet. “You mind?”

“No.”

Flipping on the map light, I concentrated on the directions. At a four-way stop, we turned left and followed a winding street up a hill, passing increasingly larger homes, some that qualified as mansions.

“This explains why an Air Force major needed a housekeeper,” Amanda said.

I nodded, glancing up from the paper. Here within the Beltway, anyone from a lieutenant colonel on down usually resided in apartments or townhomes, since that was all they could afford.

“What do you think these places run?” Amanda said. “A couple million?”

“At least.”

“So Congressman Harris must be footing the bill,” she said. “Generous uncle.”

“He can afford it.” Congressman Harris had a fortune in the tens of millions, courtesy of his grandfather who’d founded a department store chain. I added, “Besides, Major Talbot was probably like a son to him.”

“You know that Major Talbot is Mrs. Harris’s sister’s kid. He’s not related by blood to the congressman.”

“So what? The congressman raised Talbot. He obviously loved him—”

“That just it, Marty. They weren’t close. Harris never even formally adopted him.”

I gave her a look.

“I downloaded a couple articles on Talbot,” she explained. “Got them in my briefcase. The National Enquirer had the most interesting account—” She caught my scowl. “Hey, a lot of what they write is true.”

“Like J-Lo having an alien baby?”

“Look, you want to hear what I found out or not?”

“Can’t wait.”

She was glowering. It was an encouraging sign. Maybe we could quit walking on egg shells and resume a normal working relationship.

“According to the article,” Amanda said, “Talbot moved in with the Harrises when he was eleven and had serious problems adjusting. He ran away constantly. When Talbot was twelve, he took off for an entire summer. Harris finally sent him to a military school and that apparently did the trick. Talbot got into the military lifestyle and has been a model citizen ever—” She stopped, frowning hard.

I waited. “Yes?”

“I think the article said…I’m sure that’s where he went to college. Talbot’s one of your fellow alums, Marty.”

“He went to Virginia Tech?”

“Yeah. He was also in the corps.”

This spoke well of Talbot. During my four years in the corp of cadets, I’d never met anyone who came from the kind of wealth or influence that Congressman Harris represented. As a rule, the rich and powerful don’t fight wars; the poor and middle class do.

We crested the hill and turned left at another stop sign. Here the homes qualified as palatial, each nestled on several wooded acres and surrounded by an assortment of intimidating fences and walls.

“Jeez,” Amanda said. “Look at the size of these places.”

I was. Impressive.

“Doesn’t figure, Marty. Even if the Enquirer article was wrong and Talbot and the congressman were close, what uncle shells out millions for his nephew’s house?”

A valid question. Talbot was a bachelor and a relatively junior military officer. Why would he need to live in a mansion?

I sat up and pointed. “It should be the next house on the right. The one with the iron fence.”

 

We rolled to a stop in front of an ornate wrought iron gate. A sign attached to it said in big black letters, PRIVATE PROPERTY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. And below: DANGER. ELECTRIC FENCE.

“Interesting,” Amanda said.

I nodded. Another inconsistency. Why would an Air Force major feel the need to have an electrified fence?

Peering through the gate, we saw an elegant hacienda-style home, sitting at the end of a crescent drive lined by light poles. The grounds were expansive and immaculate, and included a guest house, a tennis court, and a small pond.

“You sure we’re at the right place?” Amanda said.

I’d felt similarly perplexed and was comparing Amanda’s downloaded address against the one I’d written down. I clicked off the map light with a nod. “They match.”

“So where is everyone?”

It was a mystery. This was supposedly the scene of a brutal murder. There should be police vehicles and cops everywhere. But there was nothing—not a person or a vehicle of any kind.

I said, “Charlie Hinkle did say they’re trying to keep the killing quiet.”

“This quiet?”

I studied the main house. It was a sprawling, white adobe structure with a two-story center section and single-story wings fanning out on either side.

“A light just came on,” I said. “Someone’s home.”

Exiting the car, I headed toward the intercom affixed to a gatepost. After a couple steps, I was suddenly bathed in a bright light. Glancing up, I saw that a spotlight attached to the top of the gatepost had come on.

“Video camera,” Amanda called out. “Two o’clock.”

I blinked, trying to focus through the light. I located the camera attached to the right gatepost, peering down on me. It moved fractionally.

Then from the intercom, I heard the crackle of a familiar voice.

“We’re opening the gate now, Martin.”

 

As I returned to the Saab, Amanda said, “That sounded like Simon.”

“It was. He wants us to park around back.”

She shifted into drive as the gate bumped against the stop. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yeah. This could be a short investigation if the killer is on videotape.”

“Someone’s coming,” she said.

 

As we rolled through the gate, we watched the approaching car. It was a red BMW convertible and as it went by, I caught a flash of silver hair.

“Looked liked Harry,” I said to Amanda.

“The guy who sometimes drives for Simon?”

I nodded.

“Wonder why he’s leaving?”

Following the curve of the driveway, we swung around to the rear of the house and found it ablaze in light. Close to a dozen vehicles were parked against the fence that surrounded the pool. Except for the coroner’s van and an ambulance, all the vehicles appeared unmarked, no doubt in an attempt to prevent the media from learning of the killing. This would prove to be a futile exercise. Police departments always had leaks. In a killing this big, someone would talk.

Amanda nosed in beside a gleaming black stretch limo that was parked at the end of the line of vehicles. Among the sedans and vans, it seemed glaringly out of place. It wasn’t.

Some of Simon’s fellow cops resented the fact that he cruised around in a chauffeured limo; they assumed he did it to flaunt his wealth. Not true. Simon used a limo because he had pathological fear of driving. When he first told me this, I thought he was kidding.

Then I saw him drive. His hands shook and he broke out in a sweat. He was genuinely terrified.

They say geniuses tend to be eccentric and Simon is no exception. Included among his many idiosyncracies are an aversion to handshaking and a compulsion to wear the same suit. I don’t mean the exact same suit, I’m actually talking about identical-looking suits. Specifically, Simon has a closet full of dark blue Brooks Brothers suits, which he wears with a razor-pressed white shirt, a red carnation in the lapel, and a wild bow tie. The only variation to his dress is the bow tie, which he cycles depending on the day of the week. Even though the ties are hideously ugly, they get your attention. That’s the idea; no one forgot meeting Simon.

Amanda and I got out of the car and took in our surroundings. By the pool, we could see two burly men in suits—probably plainclothes cops—standing on the decking, smoking cigarettes. Neither looked familiar. Several uniformed officers armed with flashlights angled past us and disappeared down the slope of the hill.

“Neighbors probably didn’t see much,” Amanda said, pointing out the heavy woods on the property.

“No…”

She’d gestured with her left hand and I was staring at her ring. In the darkness of the car, I never had a chance to appreciate its size.

The diamond was huge. It was the biggest rock I’d ever seen. It had to be five or six carats.

Bob, it seemed, had money. A lot of money.

“Company,” Amanda said.

I followed her gaze toward the pool. One of the cops had detached from his buddy and was walking toward us. His suspicious squint suggested he hadn’t been briefed about our arrival. Leaning over the short fence, he casually fired his cigarette butt to the ground and not so casually asked, “Can I help you?”

When I told him we were with the OSI, nothing registered on his fleshy face. Obviously, he hadn’t graduated at the top of detective school.

As Amanda and I passed him our credentials, a voice sang out, “They’re okay, Richie. Simon’s expecting them. We got the green light for you and Ben to interview the neighbors. Be cool. Don’t let on that Major Talbot is dead until we get the okay.”

Looking toward the rear of the house, Amanda and I saw a man emerge from the French doors and hurry toward us. He was slender, medium height, with wavy dark hair and movie-star good looks.

As usual Enrique Garza, Lieutenant Simon Santos’s chauffeur, was dressed like a Vegas headliner. He wore a purple Armani suit, a dark blue shirt, and a purple tie. From his ears dangled looped gold earrings that had to be an inch in diameter. On anybody else, his flamboyant getup might look cartoonish, but Enrique could pull it off. He could wear a leisure suit to a biker convention and still exude cool.

“Okay, Enrique.” Richie returned our credentials without bothering to look, then motioned to his friend and lumbered toward a gate at the back of the pool fence.

You wouldn’t expect a homicide detective to take orders from a chauffeur, but then Enrique wasn’t a typical chauffeur.

A former Navy SEAL, Enrique had been a homicide sergeant in the Arlington PD until last year, when he got canned because he almost killed a child killer during an arrest. In Enrique’s defense, the other guy swung first and Enrique simply reacted. Normally, that shouldn’t have been a problem, but Enrique used some kind of a ninja punch and drove the guy’s nose cartilage into his brain, turning him into an eggplant.

Anywhere else, Enrique would have probably gotten a medal. But this is America, the most litigious country in the world.

The killer’s family got a big-time lawyer and sued the city, claiming Enrique intentionally tried to kill the man. No one thought the family had a chance of winning the case, but the city decided they just might. After all, Enrique was a highly trained SEAL and should have been able to control his punch.

So the city settled the case out of court. In addition to whatever money they paid to the family, they also agreed to fire Enrique.

I’d once asked Enrique why he didn’t sue the city for his job back. No jury in the world would punish him for turning a child-killer into a drooling slab of meat.

“It’s not worth the hassle, Marty,” Enrique said. “Besides, I got me too good a gig now. Simon pays me three times what I made as a detective and I get the added benny of assisting on his investigations. Hell, it’s like still being on the force, only without having to put up with the horseshit.”

He was lying. Later, Simon told me the real reason that Enrique never sued for reinstatement.

Enrique knew the trial would turn into a circus and had no desire to become a poster child for other people’s agendas. He also didn’t want to play the discrimination card. According to Simon, Enrique believed that his firing was justified; he’d made a mistake and lost control.

By discrimination, Enrique wasn’t referring to bias against his Hispanic heritage. Rather he was talking about his sexuality.

Besides being a former SEAL and arguably the toughest cop in the Arlington PD, Enrique also happened to be gay.

I suspected that fact explained his presence here tonight.

[image: space]

Enrique waited for Amanda and me by the rear gate in the pool fence. He greeted us with a smile and we shook hands. As he turned away from Amanda, his eyes dropped to her ring. I expected him to offer his congratulations on her engagement, but he never did.

Curious.

When I mentioned we’d seen Harry leaving, Enrique confirmed that he’d had the day off.

“Simon called and said to meet him here ASAP. My place is over by Balston Mall, so I got here pretty quick. About the same time as Simon.”

“Where was he tonight?” I remembered Charlie Hinkle’s comment that the Arlington PD chief of police had been trying to locate Simon.

“At a Kennedy Center concert. The chief had an usher hunt him down.” He nodded toward the cars parked along the fence. “Some response, huh, Marty? We’ve got twice the usual crime scene units. Forensics, CID, investigative support. Must be thirty people inside. Even the ME got here in under an hour. But, hey, it’s not everyday the nephew of the next president gets knocked off.” He turned and started across the decking toward the house.

As Amanda and I sidled up to him, she asked, “Who’s the ME?”

“Who else? Cantrell.”

Dr. Agatha Cantrell was the natural choice. A thirty-year veteran, she was easily the most experienced ME in the coroner’s office.

We skirted the edge of the pool. Amanda slipped me a glance which I interpreted and answered with a nod. Enrique wouldn’t take offense. You can’t be a gay cop and have thin skin.

Amanda still sounded like she had a mouthful of marbles when she said, “Ah, Enrique, there were some rumors about Major Talbot. The military is concerned whether he might be—”

“The answer is, we don’t know,” Enrique said, smiling at her awkwardness. “We haven’t turned up anything which suggests Talbot was gay.”

“You checked his computer?”

“Doing it now. The problem is Talbot had one of those programs that scrambled the internet addresses of sites he visited. That doesn’t necessarily mean much. A lot of straight people cover their tracks on the net.”

I said, “I don’t.”

He looked at me. “You’ve never visited a porn site?”

I hesitated. “Well…”

He winked. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

Amanda appraised me with an amused smile. I did my best to ignore it and her.

But she kept right on smiling at me.

“Anyway,” Enrique said, thankfully changing the subject, “they’re reading his emails. Might be something there. Simon asked if I’d seen Talbot at some of the clubs. To be honest, he looked a little familiar, but I can’t swear to it. Could be I remembered him because his picture had been in the paper.”

Amanda asked if Simon had questioned the housekeeper.

“He tried. Mrs. Chang’s from China and her English is pretty poor. Finding the body also threw her for a loop. She was shaking so badly, she could barely talk. Simon had her driven home. He’ll question her tomorrow, with an interpreter.”

We were approaching the French doors and Amanda and I stopped to don latex gloves. Enrique was already wearing a pair.

“So,” he said, eyeing us, “you figure out that Major Talbot was one paranoid man.”

I said, “The electrified fence?”

“For starters. Notice that?” He pointed above our heads, to what looked like a light fixture. “That’s a video camera. There are fourteen on this property. Eight monitor the fence, six the house. All computer controlled and linked to motion sensors. Simon and I were checking out the surveillance room when you drove up. It’s a concrete box in the basement with a keypad entry system. The door’s made of steel that has to be two inches thick. You should also see the alarm system. Infrared beams on all the windows and doors. It’s even got a back-up power supply, in case the electricity was ever cut off.” Enrique shook his head. “Major Talbot didn’t screw around when it came to security. If someone did manage to get inside his house, Talbot was determined to preserve them on tape. Now the question is, what the hell was Talbot so afraid of?”

Amanda and I exchanged glances. I could tell she was getting excited and so was I.

Beating me to the punch line, she said, “With that many cameras, the killer must be on videotape.”

“Depends. We need to review the remaining tapes. Could be the killer missed one.”

Amanda and I were deflated by his response. She said, “Missed one?”

“Five tapes were removed from the video recorders. Had to be the killer. Billy Cromartie’s in the surveillance room, checking out the ones that were left.”

Amanda swore.

I was frowning, trying to understand. “But the surveillance room door. You said it had a secure entry system.”

Enrique was reaching for one of the French doors, when he turned back to me. “Right. We had to call the security company to get inside.”

“That must mean—”

“I know where you’re going, Marty. You think the killer must be someone pretty damned close to Talbot for him to have entrusted that person with the entry code. Not necessarily. We figure the killer could have obtained the code from—”

At that instant, the door flew open, striking him hard. He spun. “Dammitt. Why don’t you look where—”

A young woman rushed past us and ran over to a flowerbed at the edge of the decking. She bent over and began throwing up.

Enrique looked away from her, his annoyance fading. “Marva’s new. Worked in CID less than a month.”

Amanda said quietly, “That bad, huh?”

Enrique nodded. “That’s why we figure Talbot told the killer the entry code to the surveillance room. He wouldn’t have been able to help himself. Someone tortured the poor bastard before killing him.” He motioned us through the door with a tight smile. “Welcome to church.”

“Church?” Amanda said.

“You’ll see.”
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Enrique had exaggerated; it wasn’t a church.

But it wasn’t far off.

Amanda and I found ourselves in an open room of maroon tile and textured gold wallpaper. The proximity to the pool and the built-in wet bar suggested it was intended to be a family room, but it didn’t look like any family room we’d ever seen.

The furnishings were Victorian, heavy and somber. The sitting area consisted of several ornately carved wingback chairs spaced across from a similarly intimidating couch. Heavy tapestries and formidable gilt-framed paintings lined the room. All depicted religious scenes. An enormous mahogany curio cabinet filled with icons and symbols of the Christian faith dominated an adjacent wall. In one corner sat a life-sized statue of Jesus; in another, a smaller one of Mary.

Amanda made a slow 360. “This is…amazing.”

“Gets your attention, doesn’t it?” Enrique said, coming forward. “Talbot was a big Catholic. Almost all the rooms are decorated like this. A spare bedroom upstairs even has an altar.” He winked. “Simon must have felt right at home when he walked in.”

He was only partially kidding. Before becoming a cop, Simon had attended seminary school. He never explained why he passed on becoming a priest, but I had a pretty good guess. His father, a big Miami real estate developer, got his rocks off by strangling young girls between business deals and dumping their bodies in Biscayne Bay. Simon learned the truth when he was something like ten or eleven. Since then, it’s been the defining event in his life. He became a homicide cop not because he wanted to; he had to. In his mind, hunting down killers was the only way to atone for his father’s sins.

Amanda said to Enrique, “Almost all the rooms…”

He shrugged. “Several are decorated with a single gold cross. Talbot’s bedroom is the only place where I didn’t notice anything religious. Just the opposite, in fact. It’s pretty wild. C’mon. The body’s in the west wing.”

He led us through a door into a carpeted hallway. Large windows lined the left side, providing a view of the softly lit center courtyard. The hallway made a left and we passed a series of rooms: a spacious kitchen with dirty dishes in the sink, a formal dining area with a table that could seat a dozen, a music room complete with a grand piano. All contained a variety of religious images and icons. As we walked, Amanda said to me, “We can relax. Talbot’s probably straight.”

I tended to agree. Devout Catholicism and a gay lifestyle didn’t strike me as compatible.

We entered a dramatic mosaic-tiled foyer designed to resemble a Mediterranean grotto. A tapestry depicting the crucifixion hung over a bubbling faux-stone pool. On either side of the foyer were marble hallways, leading to the two wings of the house. Amanda and I gazed up the staircase, which rose to a balconied landing. Several latent-print technicians were dusting the handrails. From the second floor rooms, we could hear the sounds of voices emanating down.

“Simon’s got half the team searching Talbot’s bedroom and his office,” Enrique explained.

Amanda and I nodded; it was a given as to what Simon was hot to find.

Enrique swung toward the corridor on our right, then pulled up, frowning at Amanda. “Problem?”

She had stopped to study the oak front door. We could see the knob had already been dusted. Amanda looked at the nearest technician, a thin guy with tightly curled blond hair that looked suspiciously like Berber carpet.

“Did you dust the door knob?” she asked him.

“Yeah. Five prints. Three partials.”

Amanda nodded slowly. Assuming the killer was moderately intelligent, the fact that he hadn’t wiped the knob indicated he either hadn’t entered through the front door or had worn gloves. Probably gloves.

She glanced at Enrique. “You find signs of forced entry on any doors or windows?”

“No.”

“Major Talbot was home alone?”

“As far as we know.”

“Do you know if he went into work today or—”

“The lunch plates in the kitchen suggest he took the day off. Either that or he came home early.”

I scribbled a mental note to check with Talbot’s co-workers.

Amanda’s eyes went to an electronic keypad on the wall. “How about the alarm? Was it on or off?”

“What Simon got from Mrs. Chang was that it was off when she arrived. He couldn’t confirm with her whether Talbot usually set the alarm when he was home. Odds are he did. We also can’t rule out that the killer jumped him while he was outside.”

Amanda and I were thoughtful at this possibility.

“Anyway,” Enrique said, “Mrs. Johnson can probably tell us.” He picked imaginary lint off his suit and turned to go.

Amanda said, “Mrs. Johnson?”

Enrique was disappearing down the corridor. Amanda and I trailed after him, our heels clicking on the marble floor. We came to a game room. In addition to a pool table and a dart board, I noticed a single gold cross on otherwise bare walls.

Amanda repeated her question about Mrs. Johnson. This time Enrique answered; she was another housekeeper.

“Works part-time. Simon tried calling her, but she’s not home.”

We passed a bathroom, then a well-equipped gym. Each contained a single cross on the walls and nothing else. Since we were obviously in the leisure section of the house, I finally deciphered Talbot’s logic when it came to displaying religious symbols. In rooms that served a strictly functional or nonreligious purpose, he’d hung up a solitary gold cross and left it at that.

From a doorway at the far end, we heard a woman’s voice. Her tone was soft and soothing, as if addressing a child. “It’s okay, baby. I won’t hurt you. I only want to turn your head a little. There. That wasn’t so bad…”

“Dr. Cantrell,” Amanda said.

To clarify something Enrique had mentioned, I said to him, “Earlier you indicated that Talbot wasn’t necessarily close to his killer—”

“No, but he must have known him. Why else would he let him in the house?”

My point exactly.

We were almost to the end room. Dr. Cantrell was still talking. Enrique slowed to a stop and appraised me. “We’re also pretty sure that the killer must have visited the house before.”

“Why?”

“Because of where he chose to kill Talbot.” Enrique nodded toward the open doorway just ahead. “It’s a soundproofed media room.”

Amanda nodded grimly at the implication. I could only shake my head.

“Yeah,” Enrique added, his voice hardening. “The cold-blooded bastard knew exactly where to take Talbot so he could work on him. He wanted a place where Talbot could scream his head off and no one would hear—”

He broke off, looking past us. Amanda and I turned at the sound of clicking heels.

A man in a long-tailed black tuxedo was entering the hallway, listening to a cell phone. His face was locked in a grimace. Moments later, he ended the call with a tight-lipped: “Yes, sir. We’ll be expecting you.”

Tucking his cell phone into his jacket, he continued toward us, his eyes shifting between Amanda and me as if confused by something. A hesitant smile played across his lips.

“I’m glad you could make it.”

I had the distinct feeling Lieutenant Simon Santos wasn’t talking to me.

 

Smoothly elegant.

Those two words fit Simon to a T, and not only because he happened to be wearing a tuxedo instead of his trademark dark blue Brooks Brothers suit. A youthful thirty-eight, he was tall and dark, with a gaunt, unlined face topped by longish black hair combed straight back. Most people who meet him for the first time are unsettled by his piercing black eyes, which seem to look right through you. As he approached, those eyes were focused on Amanda and I was getting a funny feeling why.

Stopping before Amanda, Simon squeezed her hand affectionately. This was an unexpected gesture and not only because he wasn’t into touching. He and Amanda had never been particularly close. Both strong willed and outspoken, they had a history of butting heads over the nuances of a case. Amanda often initiated their disagreements; she had a hard time blindly accepting Simon’s theories, even though he was usually proved right. That’s not to say she didn’t respect his opinions; she did. When Amanda agonized over whether to reveal how she felt toward me, Simon was the person she’d called for advice.

“He was the obvious choice,” she said. “He’s one of your closest friends and I knew he’d give me a straight answer.”

An accurate assessment, which explained why I was bothered by what I’d witnessed.

Simon had squeezed Amanda’s left hand. He must have felt her engagement ring through the latex glove. But as Enrique had done, he offered no congratulatory comment.

My earlier suspicion was reinforced and I tried to decide how I felt about it.

Was I angry that Simon had known and hadn’t told me? Not really. Despite our friendship, I realized that if I’d been in his position, I’d probably have done the same thing.

Turning to me, Simon was all smiles as he asked about Emily. He wasn’t simply making small talk; he genuinely wanted to know. Since Nicole’s death, he’d appointed himself Emily’s unofficial godfather.

I told him about the dance, how beautiful Emily looked. As Simon listened, his mood became somber, his eyes going to the media room. From within, we heard Dr. Cantrell say, “I have to take your temperature, honey. Is that okay? Jerry, get some pictures before we cut the ropes. Maggie, hand me that knife—”

“It’s a bad one, Martin,” Simon said quietly.

Everyone in the world called me Marty, including my mother. Not Simon. “We’ve heard. Who was that on the phone?”

“Congressman Harris.” He addressed Enrique, speaking quickly. “Pass the word that the congressman plans to arrive by nine-forty-five. Tell everyone I don’t anticipate a disruption in our activities. Also have Teriko check Talbot’s computer for a listing of his friends and acquaintances, including email contacts.”

Enrique swung around to leave.

“Oh,” Simon added, “and ask Richard to request printouts of phone calls that Talbot made over the past six months. From his home and his cell phones. Have the lists faxed to the car.”

By car, he meant his limo, which had two satellite phone lines and all the high-tech communication equipment a millionaire homicide cop could ever want.

As Enrique hurried away, I checked my watch. It was only eight-fifteen. “Harris wasn’t even supposed to land until nine-thirty.”

“His flight departed early,” Simon said. “He should land at Reagan National in less than an hour. There’s a chance he could be delayed by en route weather, but for now, he wants us to assume that he will be on time. He’s determined to view his nephew’s body. I tried to advise him against it, but…” He shook his head.

Simon hated outsiders barging into a crime scene. But he’d obviously gotten the word to handle Congressman Harris with kid gloves.

When I asked, he said he hadn’t broached the topic of Talbot’s sexuality with the congressman. “What’s the point, Martin? Do you think he’d tell us the truth?”

“Probably not.” Harris had spent political capital by publicly denying that his nephew was gay and odds were he wouldn’t change his story now.

From the doorway, Cantrell said, “Take two more shots of his hands, Jerry. Zoom in close. Get the knot. That’s it. Careful of the blood.”

Simon removed rosary beads from his jacket and we filed into the media room to see the body.
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