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            Prologue


         
         The radio was playing “Blue Skies” when the gun went off.

         
         She’d been the one driving. They talked about the good times ahead, the wedding, the baby. A fresh start. Then the conversation
            turned sad. She tuned the radio to an oldies station.
         

         
         Let’s not talk about Finn, she said. Not tonight.

         
         “Blue Skies” came on, her favorite version with Willie Nelson singing the Irving Berlin classic, the perfect song for a cold
            and rainy November night.
         

         
         If the baby was a girl, she’d name her Skye.

         
         She was only twenty-nine, but her obstetrician had warned this could be a high-risk pregnancy. She might not carry the baby
            to term if she didn’t stop taking the drugs. No more alcohol. No more stress, the doctor said. Take a sabbatical from your
            law practice until the baby comes.
         

         
         Pregnant. It’s the word that changes everything. Her life had gone from disaster to wedding bells, from hot mess to lollipop
            dreams in a matter of days. Her mother used to say, “Caroline, you have a talent for picking the wrong men.”
         

         
         Not this time, Mom.

         
         Rain misted the Camaro’s windshield. She flipped on the wipers and pulled the sweater close about her shoulders, glad to have
            it, a last-minute offering to keep away the chill. It was blue, a sentimental color, perfect for a wedding. She’d left her
            coat at home not wanting to crush the delicate lace on the sleeves of her dress. French nuns had made the lace a hundred years
            ago for her great grandmother’s wedding dress. So beautiful and it might bring a touch of luck.
         

         
         She turned up the music and glanced over at the passenger side expecting a smile to come to her through the shadows. Instead
            she was met with the barrel of a gun. The face behind the gun—the one she truly loved—was unrecognizable.
         

         
         “Turn here.”

         
         The voice sounded strange, impersonal. Stunned, she did as she was told, the car’s headlights sliding along the white board
            fence in the darkness.
         

         
         “Pull over.”

         
         “Why?” she asked, her own voice thin as a child’s.

         
         “I said pull over.”
         

         
         Gravel popped beneath the tires as they dropped off the pavement. Something about the sound made her know that if she stopped
            the car she was dead.
         

         
         “No!” Her hand came off the wheel and knocked the gun away. The car lit with a flash and a deafening bang. Her ears rang.
            Her foot jammed down on the accelerator. The Camaro leapt forward and smashed into a farm gate then flew into the field and
            hit with a jolt. The car’s rear end fishtailed in the mud. Dark figures with scarlet eyes and glistening nostrils lumbered
            past the headlights. The engine raced. The car nose-dived and slammed to a stop. She pushed back off the steering wheel and
            made a grab for the gun, fighting and twisting the barrel. The gun flashed again. The bullet struck with the force of a punch
            to the face. She sank into darkness. Paralyzing silence.
         

         
         She lost time.

         
         She felt a warm hand on her arm, fingers stroking her lace sleeve. The sweater lifted from her shoulders. Something heavy
            fell in her lap. She opened her eyes.
         

         
         But you loved me. Why did you do this?

         
         Her cheek burned. Something warm and wet ran from her nose. The passenger door clicked open. The light was too bright.

         
         Please don’t leave. The baby.

         
         The door shut. The light cut off. She closed her eyes. Rain peppered the roof. Willie Nelson sang as she drifted in the dark.

         
         Blue skies, smiling at me. Nothing but blue skies do I see . . .

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         The Ford F-150 pickup rocked along in the dark, spinning up loose gravel on the park’s access road. The old truck, loaned
            to him by his brother-in-law, had busted struts and seats soaked in defoliants and nicotine. The brakes were shot. Through
            the hole in the floorboard he could see the asphalt flying by, but he had no complaints. He was headed to work early, 4:00
            am, fingernails clipped and his hair slicked back. Roscoe Hanson was lean and clean. The ladies love a clean man, especially
            a man with tattoos. He had his eye on a young thing working the line, the one with the big tits and soft mouth. She made sure
            to bump his butt when she passed on her way to the sink.
         

         
         The truck’s headlights streamed across the white board fence. Cold night air rolled through the cab window intoxicating his
            thoughts. The white line dropped off at the farm gate and picked up again. Ten seconds down the road his brain clicked in.
            He pumped the brakes and backed onto the shoulder to shine his high beams. The aluminum gate was bent in the middle and hanging
            open, the kind of damage done by a swerving car.
         

         
         The herd of bison in that field was the park’s biggest attraction. He didn’t understand why people lined their cars on the
            road to watch a bunch of fancy damned buffalo at feeding time, but they did. Securing those bison might mean a reward. He
            leaned across the seat and opened the glove box for the flashlight.
         

         
         As he climbed out of the truck, the night around him was black as carbon from the rainstorm that had just passed. He sensed
            the dark forms ranging through the pasture, disturbed and restless, their padded hooves heavy on the wet grass. No way to
            know if any of them had escaped to the road. Hit one of them monsters and you’d be road jelly. When he got to the restaurant,
            he’d call the Shelby Farms office and leave a message saying how he’d kept their animals from crashing into cars on Walnut
            Grove.
         

         
         He used the flashlight to scrounge baling wire from the truck bed. He was wiring the gate shut when a bison somewhere deep
            in the field must have moved because a slice of red taillight was suddenly visible in the dark. Sumbitch. The car that had smashed the gate was out there. Either the driver walked out and left the gate open, or he was passed out
            drunk behind the wheel. Give the guy a hand and he might come across with a couple of twenties.
         

         
         He unwired the gate, searching the dark for the bison. No matter. Ain’t nothing out there but a herd of cows called by a different
            name.
         

         
         The muck in the field slimed his boots as he made his way to the back of a red 1968 Chevy Camaro Z/28. A gotdamned hot car.
            The engine was running, exhaust puffing from the tailpipe. He shone the beam over the vanity plate. SPARROW. The flashlight
            dimmed. He shook it and fanned the light across the car’s interior. A woman was in the driver’s seat. She was alone.
         

         
         “Hey, you. In the car. You all right?” He rapped on the trunk with his knuckles and walked around to the driver’s side. The
            woman had her head turned away from the window, her blond hair covering the side of her face. He tapped the glass with the
            rim of the flashlight and shone the light inside.
         

         
         “Hey.”

         
         She didn’t respond.

         
         He trailed the light over her white dress and down the long skirt she’d piled onto the center console. The beam caught the
            sparkle of a small handbag in her lap. He got it. This was a bride, a runaway bride. Before the guy could get her out of the
            dress she’d stolen his car and run the damned thing into the field. Hot damn this was rich. He opened the door. The interior
            light came on.
         

         
         “Wake up, lady.”

         
         Passed out. Drunk like he’d figured. Weddings will do that. In-laws start fistfights in the parking lot. The groom goes out
            back of the hall with his buddies and gets ripped then makes a fool of himself on the dance floor. Can’t blame a gal for running
            off. He touched her hand and snatched back from it. She was cold as lard. Then he saw the blood on the front of her dress.
         

         
         Jesus God, she was dead. Been dead awhile. He took a step back, unwilling to be caught with a dead woman when he was four
            months out on parole and getting his act up and running again. His gaze went to the handbag with little crystals sparkling
            in the dome light. Hell, she didn’t need it so why not? He grabbed it, opened it. Inside was the usual crap and—Wow!—a silver
            money clip, its jaws wide around a stack of bills. He stuffed the money in his pocket, wiped his prints off the frame of the
            bag and flipped it across the woman to the passenger side. Smart move coming here. Time to get out.
         

         
         He was backing away when a pounding sound made him swing around and raise the flashlight. The beam struck the eye of a bull
            charging at him like a battering ram. Shit! He scrambled to put the car between him and the bull and made it as far as the front tire when he knew the bull had him.
            The massive head hooked upward and sent him flying, his body slamming onto the Camaro’s hood. The bull backed off and bellowed,
            swung his head, and charged again, ramming the fender so hard the car shuddered. He climbed to his hands and knees. Pain jolted
            through his shoulder as he flung himself onto the roof. He grabbed his arm. His hand came away bloody.
         

         
         The bull stood six feet from the Camaro, shaking his horns and shifting side to side. No phone. No traffic. But there would
            be. There would be cops.
         

         
         He was fucked.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         Detective Billy Able fumbled in the dark for his mobile phone vibrating on the nightstand. He checked the screen. Dispatch.
            A 5:33 am call out.
         

         
         “Able,” he answered, his voice rough with sleep. He felt for the water glass on the nightstand and took a swallow.

         
         “Morning, Detective. A park ranger out at Shelby Farms got himself a dead female in a car. EMS made their run. Perimeter’s
            set.”
         

         
         “What’s the location?”

         
         “Farm Road at Walnut Grove.”

         
         Billy visualized the spot where the access road met the busy thoroughfare. Not a high crime area. “Which side of the road?”

         
         “Not the road. The pasture.”

         
         He sat up. “Where they keep the bison?”

         
         “You got it.”

         
         He swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Call Malone. Have her meet me there.”

         
         “By the way, that ranger was pretty shook up,” the dispatcher said. “He kept going on about a wedding dress.”

         
         Billy hung up and listened for the sound of rain that had pounded the deck outside his porthole all night long. Rain had blown
            through the city off and on for most of November. The weatherman blamed late tropical storms spinning up from the gulf, but
            this rain had felt more like retribution than the effects of high and low pressures.
         

         
         Awake now, he headed for the bathroom to scrub the back of his neck with a soapy washcloth and give himself a quick shave.
            A wedding dress. What the hell was that about? First reports were generally unreliable. Probably the ranger’s first dead body.
         

         
         Bush-league casework used to drive him crazy when he was coming up in the squad as a hotshot detective wearing shades and
            thrift store suits. His cocky attitude had worked as long as his partner was the most seasoned cop on the squad. Then his
            partner offed himself and everything went to hell. But you can’t dwell on that kind of loss. It only makes you cynical.
         

         
         Coming out of the bathroom he dressed in a heavy cotton shirt, a fleece vest, and a waterproof Memphis Police Department jacket.
            He slipped his SIG P250 compact .40 caliber into a concealed holster and patted his badge wallet in his pocket. At thirty-three,
            he was less of a hothead and more passionate about the work. The job was the thing. He’d given himself over to it.
         

         
         He drank two cups of black coffee and ate cheese toast standing over the sink then sat on the sofa to pull on his field boots.
            Across the room a brand-new Samsung flat screen waited inside the box. He’d planned to install it tomorrow so he could come
            home and watch the UofM Tigers basketball game on a big screen. From the sound of the call out, that wasn’t going to happen.
         

         
         Scooping his keys out of a metal bowl on the counter, he glanced around the living area of his home, a self-propelled barge
            that had been converted to a rental and docked on the Mississippi River in downtown Memphis. Five years ago a friend had purchased
            the barge at auction and moved it to a slip in the slack water near the Hernando de Soto Bridge known to Memphians as the
            new bridge. The friend had the barge refitted as a bar and grill and turned it over to his son to manage. The place went bust
            inside of two years as bars are known to do. His friend installed a shower and turned the small office into a bedroom. The
            place was great for a guy who worked downtown and who liked to watch the river traffic and the sunset on the water. Billy
            had signed a three-year lease.
         

         
         Outside in the pre-dawn darkness he turned to lock his door, his breath coming out in puffs beneath the overhead light. The
            deck felt slick beneath his boots. Rain, rain, rain. The bison field would be trampled to a muddy mess. At the bottom of the
            ramp, pools of water surrounded his city-issued Dodge Charger parked next to his personal car. He got in and started the engine,
            trying to recall if anyone had ever been murdered in the park. No, not since he’d been on the squad. Possibly a jogger had
            a heart attack, but that was it. He texted his partner to confirm she was familiar with the scene’s location. Frankie Malone
            wasn’t a Memphis girl, and Shelby Farms was at the outer boundary of their jurisdiction.
         

         
         She texted back “K.” He dropped the transmission into drive and rolled up the steep cobblestone landing.

         
          

         The sky was lightening to a morose gray as he took the Walnut Grove exit to the 4500-acre park. For decades the park had been
            known as the Shelby County Penal Farm, where low-risk offenders had done their time by farming the acreage for their food
            and selling the overage for profit. Now Shelby Farms was one of the largest urban parks in the nation.
         

         
         At the Farm Road traffic light, an officer waved him past the black-and-white-striped barrier to park at the head of the line
            of the service vehicles. He noticed an EMT in the back of the ambulance wrapping a man’s arm with gauze. The man was seated
            and staring out at the road, his face narrow with sunken cheeks and hair combed back off his forehead.
         

         
         In the field to Billy’s left, he saw the bison had crowded themselves against the far fence line. Two females moaned. The
            bull paced in front of them and shook his massive head, wanting an excuse to charge. The activity on the road and the smell
            of blood must be putting the herd on edge. They were a well-fed, amiable lot, willing to remain behind a fence they could
            easily smash through, but they were also capable of attacking a man on foot. Could be the reason for the man’s bandaged arm.
         

         
         Directly ahead his partner was standing in the road in the flat light of dawn, speaking with a tall guy dressed in a uniform
            and wearing a Smokey the Bear hat.
         

         
         The ranger towered over Frankie’s five-foot-five frame, but her intensity was what drew Billy’s eye. He had requested her
            as a partner upon his return to the department after a nine-month leave. She’d been new to the squad, but what she lacked
            in experience she’d made up with drive, intelligence, and a talent for exhaustive research.
         

         
         Her gaze flicked in his direction. She held up a finger to say “hold on” while the ranger recited his notes.

         
         Billy got out of his car and leaned against the fender to take in the scene beginning with the red Camaro several hundred
            feet out in the field. He was looking at the rear end of the car, the front of it tilted down in the field’s natural trough.
            The driver’s door was hanging open, and white fabric spilled over the door frame. That must be the dress the ranger had been
            going on about.
         

         
         He walked the road, taking in the damaged farm gate and the truck parked beside it with rusted-out doors and its back bumper
            wired on. Officers had already blocked off skid marks on the side of the road with orange cones. He squatted down to inspect
            the marks. The Camaro had been traveling north, pulled off onto the shoulder, and then accelerated, leaving remnants of rubber
            scrubbed off on the rises and falls of the asphalt. The driver must have lost control, smacked into the gate, and fishtailed
            in the mud until the car had come to a stop in the low-lying trough running through the center of the field.
         

         
         Too soon to draw conclusions.

         
         He stood at the sound of shod hooves on the road, two men arriving on horseback to move the herd so they could get out to
            the Camaro. Frankie was finishing with the park ranger, who handed her a package. They clasped hands and parted.
         

         
         She walked toward Billy dressed in her Memphis Police Department waterproof jacket that she’d had tailored to fit her petite
            frame. Under the jacket she wore a turtleneck sweater and dark slacks stuffed inside a pair of Wellington boots. The boots
            were blue and covered with yellow baby ducks.
         

         
         “We have a white female deceased behind the wheel,” she said as she came up to him. “Single gunshot wound to the right cheek.
            No exit wound. EMTs found the driver’s side door open and the victim DRT, ‘dead right there.’ They ran a strip to confirm
            absence of heart activity. The bull took a run at them. We’ll have to wait for the herd to be moved before we can evaluate
            the scene.”
         

         
         “Good morning,” he said. “Love the boots.”

         
         “Don’t make fun. They work.”

         
         She was the damnedest creature. He’d never met anyone so set on following the rules until she decided to break them.

         
         Frankie liked to keep fit. She wore her mink-brown hair cut short and minimal makeup, the kind of woman who didn’t need to
            check herself in every mirror she passed. Standing this close, he could smell her lavender shampoo, which meant she’d showered
            before making the scene. Her ability to appear wide-awake with her motor constantly running unnerved him.
         

         
         “Are you thinking suicide?” he asked.

         
         “The vic is dressed in a wedding gown, so yeah, suicide crossed my mind.”

         
         He laughed. She blinked, unaware she’d said something revealing.

         
         “Do we have a suspect?” He indicated the man seated in the back of the ambulance.

         
         “Roscoe Hanson. That’s his truck next to the gate. He says he was on his way to work when he noticed the gate was open and
            stopped to close it. The bull attacked when he entered the field to check the driver. The ranger found him on top of the vehicle
            hollering his head off. He’ll need stitches. The EMTs have patched him up, so we can chat with him before he’s transported
            to the MED.”
         

         
         She handed over the package made of folded newspaper. “It’s a money clip the ranger found near the car. He figures Hanson
            took it off the victim and tossed it once he was trapped.”
         

         
         Billy studied the sterling clip that secured several one-hundred-dollar bills. “Have an officer drag Hanson’s ass over here.”

         
         Roscoe Hanson was a wiry specimen around five foot seven with the cagey walk of a man with a progressive criminal record.
            He had on cowboy boots with stacked heels meant to add two inches to his height and his jeans jacket draped over his shoulders.
            A splotch of blood had soaked through the gauze on his bandaged right arm.
         

         
         Billy nodded at the pickup as Hanson approached. “We should lock you up for that piece of shit you’re driving.”

         
         Hanson raised his bandaged arm. “Fine by me. The city’s going to buy me a new ride. Nerve damage, post-traumatic stress. Good
            for a hundred thou easy.”
         

         
         “I hear all that. Tell me about the woman in the Camaro.”

         
         “I don’t know a damned thing.”

         
         He knew Hanson’s type—a repeater who is wise to the system and knows how to work it.

         
         “Where were you last night?”

         
         Hanson smiled. “Out. With buddies.”

         
         “You got a job?”

         
         “The Cracker Barrel. I’m a fry cook.”

         
         “These people you were hanging out with,” he said. “I want names, numbers, and where to find them.”

         
         Hanson’s eyes shifted.

         
         “Where you living?” he asked.

         
         “I got a trailer, back of my sister’s property.”

         
         Billy held up the money clip between two fingers. “Want to explain this?”

         
         Hanson scratched the side of his nose. “Never seen it before.”

         
         “I say we’ll find your prints on this clip and the gun when we find it. You might as well cooperate. Things will go easier.”

         
         “I never touched that money, and I sure as hell didn’t shoot that woman.”

         
         The bull bellowed as the horsemen circled the herd. Hanson’s head jerked in that direction. “That bastard nearly tore off
            my arm.”
         

         
         “Okay, stay with me,” Billy said, using a conciliatory tone. A switch in approach sometimes worked. “Here’s how I see it.
            You found the lady passed out and started to help yourself to her purse. She came to, she pulled a gun. The two of you struggled.
            Bang.”
         

         
         “No sir. I stopped to close the gate and saw taillights in the field. She was dead when I found her.”

         
         Frankie walked up. “I ran Hanson’s sheet. Two times down. Moved from carjacking to home invasion. He stuck a gun in a drug
            dealer’s face and threatened his pregnant wife. Pulled eight years. Gated out of Turney Center four months ago.”
         

         
         Billy sucked his teeth. “Roscoe, your sheet makes me think, ‘Out of prison and this dude gets himself a gun. He’s capable
            of doing a lot of damage quickly.’”
         

         
         “Now hold on,” Roscoe said.

         
         “You broke parole, so you’re heading back to—” He turned to Frankie. “Where did you say?”

         
         “Turney. Down the road from Bucksnort, Tennessee. Maximum security.”

         
         Billy shook his head. “Too bad. You won’t make bond, so we’ll keep you locked up till we find a way to charge you with murder.
            At the very least, you’re going back in the program at Turney Center to serve out your sentence.”
         

         
         “I ain’t fired no gun.” Roscoe shoved his palms forward. “Run the swabs. Line me up a lawyer. I said all I’m gonna say.”
         

         
         Frankie gave Billy an eye roll. They were done with Roscoe for now.

         
         “You follow through on the residue swabs and run the plates,” he said to her. “I’m going in for a look at the body.”

         
         Frankie nodded, but he caught the twitch at the side of her mouth. She hated to be ordered around, the same way he’d felt
            when his old partner had made a point of belittling him.
         

         
         “Please and thank you, ma’am,” he added.

         
         Her mouth curved up, and she clamped a hand on Hanson’s shoulder. “Come on, Roscoe. Let’s find out how dirty your hands are.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3


         
         The horsemen move the herd along the fence and toward the gate. Billy circled left to stay out of their way and trudged through
            the bison flop and soured mud, dropping markers as he went for the CSU crew to follow. Footprints left by the ranger and first
            responders had mucked up the ground on all sides of the car. Casting impressions was going to be a hell of a job.
         

         
         First thing he noticed as he approached the Camaro was the vanity plate on the back. SPARROW. Odd choice for a muscle car.
            Must be a story there.
         

         
         The driver’s side door was open, the victim seated behind the wheel, her left arm hanging at her side. He noted the purple
            discoloration of her fingertips and the lack of an engagement or wedding ring on her finger. Her body was angled toward the
            car’s interior, her head falling forward causing a curtain of blond hair to obscure her face. Leaning inside the car, he saw
            her right hand laying palm up on the console. Her little finger was bruised, possibly broken. Looked like she’d put up a fight.
         

         
         The voluminous train of the dress filled the driver’s foot well and overflowed onto the console. The victim had pushed it
            to one side to access the gearshift. The transmission had remained in Drive. Her foot depressing the brake pedal and frozen
            there in death was the reason Hanson had seen the taillights burning.
         

         
         A wedding gown and no rings. Did Hanson take the rings or had the victim fought with the groom and removed them? Or had she
            been on her way to be married when she died? He radioed Frankie to have Hanson frisked for the rings before being transported
            from the scene.
         

         
         He walked around the back of the car and put on latex gloves before opening the passenger side door. An evening bag lay on
            the floor. Frankie could inspect its contents and search the car for a weapon. She was good at that. She never overlooked
            the details.
         

         
         He leaned in, aware of the faint, fetid odor of death. Last night’s low temperature had slowed the degradation of the body,
            but that would change as the day warmed. The Camaro would never be free of the smell. He scanned the back seat and looked
            up to see the small rip in the black fabric headliner above the driver’s seat. Possibly a bullet hole. He snapped a photo
            with his mobile.
         

         
         Moving on, he rested his hand on the edge of the seat and leaned in farther for a look at the victim. Beneath the veil of
            blond hair, he saw where a bullet had entered below her right cheekbone and most likely found a path through the sinuses to
            the brain. Blood had leaked from her nostrils and dripped onto the front of the dress. Suicides usually aim for the temple,
            or they eat the barrel. This wound didn’t appear to be self-inflicted.
         

         
         He snapped more photos. Despite the dress covering her torso, arms and legs, he could tell the body was already losing muscle
            shape. The muscles in her jaw had loosened, dropping her mouth open. Lividity appeared only in her reddish earlobes, her fingertips,
            and the back of her wrist that rested on the console, but full rigor had begun to set in. Life had abandoned this body several
            hours ago.
         

         
         “What happened here, sweetheart?” he murmured and reached across to move the hair draped over her face. Powder tattoo marks
            speckled her cheek around the wound. The reddish-brown color indicated she’d been alive when she was shot, and the gun had
            been fired from about a foot away. It takes a particular kind of viciousness to shoot someone in the face at that close range.
            He looked past the damaged cheek and focused on her features already distorted by gravity—eyelids drooping, bowed mouth drawn
            down, a tiny beauty mark in the right corner.
         

         
         Recognition struck. He stumbled back from the car, swearing. The victim was Caroline Lee. No, maybe not. The deterioration
            was significant. This woman may only look like her. He forced himself to lean back in and saw on her right wrist a small scar,
            a scrape from a barbed wire fence. He remembered the day it happened.
         

         
         It was Caroline.

         
         She’d called a few days ago to let him know she was now the attorney of record for his uncle’s will. Before hanging up she’d
            said, “Good to hear your voice again, Billy.”
         

         
         He stood beside the car and wiped away tears. The vanity plate made sense to him now. Sparrow. Her dad used to call her that
            name. He looked around the vacant field, his breath streaming out in the cold. He wondered if she’d suffered—waiting alone
            in the dark for help to come.
         

         
         He heard the farm gate on the road scrape across gravel as it swung open. Frankie was just starting up the path he’d marked.
            They would inspect the body together, pick over the scene, open a file, and compile evidence. They would draw conclusions
            about suspects and write affidavits for warrants. All by the book, all impersonal. Suddenly the business of murder sickened
            him.
         

         
         The ground beneath him seemed to tilt as he walked around the back of the car to intercept Frankie, feeling the need to come
            between her and Caroline. Rage was building in his gut.
         

         
         “Why the hell are you wearing those ridiculous boots?” he barked as she walked up.

         
         She looked at him hard. “Why do you care?”

         
         “They’re an insult to the victim.”

         
         Her lips parted. “What in God’s name is wrong with you?”

         
         He lifted his chin at her mobile, struggling for control. “Forget it. Did you find anything?”

         
         Her gaze stayed with him a couple of beats longer than it had to. “Our victim is Caroline Lee, age twenty-nine. She works
            as an estate attorney at the Lee Law Firm, daughter of Saunders and Rosalyn Lee. That’s as blueblood as you get in this city,
            right? The car’s registered in her name. Kind of unusual for a society babe to drive a muscle car.”
         

         
         He nodded. A hawk was riding the air currents high above the pasture across the road. It folded its wings and dove behind
            the tree break.
         

         
         He wondered if he could hold on.

         
         Frankie continued. “Her name came up in the Commercial Appeal’s wedding announcement archives. She was to marry a Dr. Raj Sharma five weeks ago.” She frowned, staring at him. “Billy?
            Are you listening? You should see your face.”
         

         
         He had to tell her. She had a right to know. “The Lees have a home in Mississippi. The family used to come by my uncle’s diner.
            Saunders Lee was my uncle’s attorney. Caroline Lee called a few days ago to tell me she was closing out his will.”
         

         
         He searched the sky for the hawk. Instead he saw Caroline’s face close to his, her arms wrapped around his bare neck, her
            body glued to his. “One, two, three,” she would whisper, and they’d spring from the tree limb that stretched over the lake
            at the back of her father’s property.
         

         
         They would hit the water as one.

         
         He realized Frankie was studying him.

         
         “You really think we should work this case?” she asked.

         
         “I haven’t seen the Lees in years. I’m not a part of my uncle’s will. I’ll inform Middlebrook, but I don’t expect a problem.”

         
         The hawk lifted in the air from behind the tree break. Something squirmed in its beak.

         
         His rage returned. He imagined Caroline fighting for her life, the bullet striking, her body shutting down.

         
         His blood pulsed, pushing out the words. “If I get my hands on the son of a bitch who did this, I’ll kill him.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4


         
         Frankie watched her partner fumble in his jacket for a pen. He opened his memo book, wrote a few words, crossed them out and
            wrote again. His hand was shaking. The media was going to zero in on this scene, and Billy was in no shape to have a microphone
            stuck in his face.
         

         
         “The watch commander is here,” she said. “I’ve contacted Deputy Chief Middlebrook’s office. The chief is doing a grip-and-grin
            at a Chamber of Commerce breakfast at the Racquet Club. He’ll be here soon as he learns the victim is Saunders Lee’s daughter.”
         

         
         Billy blinked a few times as if coming back to himself. “Right. There’s a handbag in the front seat. Check around the car’s
            interior for a weapon and ejected casings. I’ll search the trunk.”
         

         
         She walked around the car and squatted beside the opened passenger’s side door. Tiny crystals sparkled on the handbag resting
            on the floor inside. She put on gloves and pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket to spread on the mat where she dumped
            the handbag’s contents—driver’s license, tube of lipstick, a smartphone, and at the bottom of the bag a pearl-handled derringer.
            She bent and sniffed the barrel. Not recently fired.
         

         
         Placing a knee on the seat, she leaned in and used her phone to snap close-ups of the gunshot wound and bruised hand. She
            backed off for a couple of wide-angle shots then checked the photos. The ruined face and bloody gown made the shots look like
            a Wes Craven movie poster. Billy obviously cared about this woman. No wonder he was so upset.
         

         
         She stepped away for a breath of fresh air, for some reason feeling a connection with this woman. They were close to the same
            age, both of them at the beginning of their careers. Lives of innocent people can be snatched away in an instant. That’s probably
            what happened here. She walked around to the driver’s side door. The dress looked like a Pat Kerr original, a Memphis designer
            who has an international reputation for creating wedding gowns from heirloom lace. Kneeling to bunch the skirt, she peered
            at the floorboard beneath the victim’s feet. No weapon there.
         

         
         Stepping back she noticed the side zipper on the dress was halfway down. Did the victim leave the zipper undone to make getting
            in and out of the car easier or had she put on weight in the weeks since the final fitting?
         

         
         She walked to where Billy was staring inside the open trunk, his hands in his pockets. His color was better. He seemed to
            have calmed down. Inside the trunk was a small Louis Vuitton suitcase with its lid up. A pink negligee lay on top. Frankie
            could smell the perfume.
         

         
         “The trunk is empty except for this bag,” he said.

         
         “There’s a derringer in her handbag. It hasn’t been fired.”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “You don’t seem surprised the victim was carrying.”

         
         “Mississippi women carry pistols, even grandmothers. A .32 goes in the purse, a .357 under the car seat.”

         
         “What are these women afraid of?” she asked.

         
         “Not a damned thing. You grow up in the country, you’re comfortable with guns.”

         
         She studied the negligee. “Looks like she packed for a honeymoon, yet she was supposed to have been married five weeks ago.”

         
         “And no rings,” he said.

         
         “No rings. Got any ideas?”

         
         “First scenario. She was married sometime on Monday. The couple had a fight. She took off. She was texting or maybe she was
            drunk. She lost control of the car and ended up in the field. She called the guy to come get her. He parked on the road, walked
            in, and shot her. He walked out and drove away.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t explain the bullet hole above her head.”

         
         “Second idea. She had a passenger. They pulled over, had an argument. He pulled a gun and they struggled. That’s your bullet
            in the headliner. She hit the gas, ran into the gate, and drove into the field. He killed her with the second shot.”
         

         
         “Try this one,” she said. “The zipper on the dress is undone. Someone came to her house, forced her to put on the dress, abducted,
            and killed her.”
         

         
         “That’s possible. And there’s Hanson, but I have a hunch he didn’t do it.”

         
         “Why’s that?”

         
         “He’s so damned sure of himself. He’s talking about collecting damages from the city, not beating a murder charge. He ripped
            off the money clip, got trapped on the roof, and realized the clip would send him back to Turney. He wiped his prints and
            tossed it.”
         

         
         She marveled at how Billy relied on gut feeling to solve cases. Logic was her thing. They made a great team, except that she’d
            begun to feel cramped in her position as his understudy.
         

         
         The chop of helicopter blades broke the air as Channel Five Traffic Scan flew south over the stalled traffic on Walnut Grove.
            It banked north and turned.
         

         
         She looked at the line of cruisers and service vehicles on the road. “The pilot knows something’s up. He’s going to do a flyover.
            They’ll want footage for the morning broadcast.”
         

         
         Billy pulled a rag from the trunk and tucked it around the license plate as the chopper approached. “The media will foam at
            the mouth soon as they know the victim is a Lee. We need a tent. And I want to notify her parents before they see her car
            on TV.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5


         
         Down at the road, Billy requested that officers be dispatched to Caroline’s home to secure it as a possible secondary crime
            scene. Anyone with access could go in and destroy evidence, including the killer. He advised CSU to requisition a tent and
            asked the watch commander to take over the scene until Chief Middlebrook arrived, so they could locate the family and make
            the death notification.
         

         
         They took his car. He drove on the shoulder to bypass the traffic, the black Charger’s LED lights flashing in the front grill
            and back deck. Frankie found the Lees’ address, their home located in the Shady Grove area nearby. He hoped to make the notification
            before the Lees left for morning appointments at their law office.
         

         
         At the light in front of the hospital, he turned left and drove quiet streets that wound through some of the most expensive
            properties in the city. Enclaves surrounded by stone walls served as sanctuaries for the Delta plantation society who, bonded
            by birth and wealth, took their privileges for granted. The Lees lived inside the walls of Shaking Tree, the most exclusive
            neighborhood in the area.
         

         
         Saunders Lee and his wife Rosalyn managed the family’s venerable Memphis law firm, and maintained Airlee Plantation, Saunders
            Lee’s ancestral home in Mississippi. The plantation’s big house needed constant tending as did the grounds, formal gardens,
            and the greenhouses maintained year-round to provide fresh cut flowers.
         

         
         Billy had met the family as a teenager when, on Saturday afternoons, Saunders Lee would stop by the diner, Kane’s Kanteen,
            bringing along his young daughter Caroline, his son Martin, and their various cousins. While the kids ate at the picnic table
            outside, Mr. Lee and Billy’s uncle Kane would sit at the front window table and discuss Mississippi politics.
         

         
         Although Kane had dropped out of school in the ninth grade, he was a sharp observer of human nature. Having an educated man,
            a plantation owner like Mr. Lee, ask his opinion about the state senate race meant the world to Kane. After about an hour,
            the men would stand and shake hands as if having reached an agreement. Kane would then move to Mr. Lee’s chair and smoke a
            cigarette while studying the traffic out the window.
         

         
         His uncle always held Saunders Lee in high regard. So had Billy. He still did. Mr. Lee represented the best part of the old
            South culture—honor, civility, and integrity.
         

         
         He pulled up to the security kiosk at Shaking Tree and asked the guard to ring the Lees’ number. The housekeeper answered
            and would only say that Mr. and Mrs. Lee weren’t home.
         

         
         “I’m calling the law office,” Frankie said as he was backing out. She listened for a moment. “It’s a recording.”

         
         “Their offices are about ten minutes from here on Poplar Ave,” he said, and sped down the shaded road that millennia ago had
            been dense hardwood forests. Multi-million dollar properties stood where trees measuring five feet in diameter once grew.
            In minutes he pulled into the parking lot of the two-story Victorian house the Lees had rescued from demolition a few years
            ago. Two cars, a late model Jaguar and an Alfa Romeo 4C convertible, were parked on the lot.
         

         
         Frankie ran the plates. “The Jag is registered to Rosalyn Taylor Lee, the convertible to Martin Lee.”

         
         “That’s Caroline’s older brother.”

         
         They hurried down the walk past hollies that sheltered the white, clapboard building’s front porch from traffic noise. Formal
            brass carriage lamps flanked the glass door through which they saw a spacious foyer and staircase. The door was locked. The
            only lights on were in offices down a hallway that led to the back of the building.
         

         
         “I’ll call again,” she said.

         
         He shook his head and pounded the door with his fist.

         
         “Calm down, Billy.”

         
         “Attorneys keep TVs in their offices. I don’t want the Lees to look up and see Caroline’s car surrounded by emergency vehicles.”

         
         A young man in a dark suit stepped out of a hallway to the right. He pointed at his watch, waved them away, and disappeared
            down the hall.
         

         
         “What a jerk,” Frankie said.

         
         “That’s Martin.”

         
         He’d known Martin Lee as a stuck-up little kid who quit coming to the diner on Saturdays with his family after he’d been given
            a T-Bird convertible for his sixteenth birthday. Martin would show up by himself, order a takeout cheeseburger, and then count
            the quarters and dimes Billy had given him as change. Even at that age, Martin had loved money and hated like crazy to part
            with it.
         

         
         Billy was ready to pound the door again when Rosalyn Lee walked through the foyer, her head down over a file she was carrying.
            She had to be in her fifties now, still trim and stylish in a red suit. He tapped his badge wallet on the door then pressed
            his shield to the glass.
         

         
         Rosalyn closed the file and looked annoyed as she came to the door. He could see Caroline in her face, the same classic features.

         
         “May I help you?” she asked through the glass.

         
         “Detective Billy Able, MPD. This is Detective Malone. We’re here on police business.”

         
         She unlocked the door and took his ID. A question crossed her face as she glanced up, but she handed it back and opened the
            door for them to step inside. His uncle had introduced them years ago when they’d catered a fund-raising barbeque for a political
            candidate on Airlee’s back terrace. She wouldn’t remember him of course. At that time, he’d been the help.
         

         
         “What seems to be the problem?” she asked.

         
         “We need a word with you and your husband,” he said. “Is there someplace we can talk in private?”

         
         “Saunders isn’t here. He’s ill.” She gestured to a long hallway leading off the foyer. “My son is waiting in my office. This
            way.”
         

         
         At the end of the hall, double doors opened into what had been the morning room of the original home. The office was spacious
            with floor-to-ceiling windows extending the length of the south and eastern walls letting in the morning light.
         

         
         To the left, wingback chairs stood on either side of a fireplace with a mahogany mantel intricately carved with a scene of
            huntsmen and hounds in full cry. A young black woman in a maid’s uniform stood at a tea table beside the fireplace and was
            pouring coffee from a sterling pot. The coffee was for Martin Lee, who was seated in one of the chairs. He came to his feet,
            his irritation at their intrusion showing.
         

         
         Martin hadn’t changed much from the boy Billy remembered. His face was that of a man who’d experienced few difficulties in
            life. Knowing Martin, there’d been difficulties, but he’d refused to acknowledge them.
         

         
         Rosalyn dismissed the maid and introduced her son, who didn’t offer to shake hands. She walked to her desk, the sound of morning
            traffic filtering through the windows.
         

         
         “Now what’s this about?” she asked.

         
         Billy clasped his hands in front of him. He’d delivered many death notifications in his career. This might be the most difficult.
            “I’m sorry to inform you, your daughter Caroline has died.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6


         
         Rosalyn took a step back. “What makes you think it’s my daughter?”

         
         Good question. Last year the department had two well-publicized incidences of death notifications made to the wrong families.
            “I know your daughter. I made the ID at the scene.”
         

         
         Her chin lifted, and she eased back against her desk, arms crossed in defiance.

         
         Martin came to stand at his mother’s side. “Where did it happen?” he asked, his tone more aggressive than concerned.

         
         “At Shelby Farms,” Frankie said. “A park ranger discovered her car early this morning.”

         
         “Shelby Farms? Why would she—” Rosalyn stopped. Her gaze went to her son, and something passed between them. “Was it suicide?”

         
         “No, ma’am,” he said. “The medical examiner will make the final determination, but it appears she was murdered.”

         
         Rosalyn paled. Finally a reaction. He allowed a few seconds for the reality to set in before he spoke again. “We’re sorry
            for your loss, ma’am. I know this is a hard time, but we have a few questions.”
         

         
         “Not now,” Martin said, cutting him off.

         
         Rosalyn ignored him. “What do you need?”

         
         “A release giving us permission to search your daughter’s house,” Frankie said.

         
         “Absolutely not,” Martin barked.

         
         Rosalyn placed a hand on his arm. “I have her key and the alarm code. You’ll need a photo of Caroline for identification.
            My assistant will print copies for you.”
         

         
         “We’ll want to speak with your daughter’s friends and the people she confides in,” Frankie said.

         
         Rosalyn stopped to consider. “There’s her cousin Zelda. She clerks in our file room.”

         
         “When does she come in?”

         
         “Late. Sometimes not at all.” Rosalyn shrugged. “She’s a dancer, a choreographer. She needed a paycheck. Family, you know?
            I’ll have my assistant find her.”
         

         
         Billy heard female voices in the foyer. A distant phone rang. The business day was starting. This would be a hard one for
            Rosalyn Lee. What he was about to say would make it even harder.
         

         
         “Your daughter was wearing a wedding gown when she died. What can you tell us about that?”

         
         “You must be mistaken.”

         
         “No, ma’am,” Frankie said. “Antique lace, a train. It’s a wedding gown.”

         
         Rosalyn turned to pluck a tissue from the box on the desk. When she turned back, Billy glimpsed something he hadn’t expected.
            He’d seen hysteria at these notifications, chest pains, swinging fists. He’d never seen guile on the face of a victim’s mother.
         

         
         “I can’t explain the dress, but I can tell you she called off a wedding five weeks ago. Dr. Raj Sharma was her fiancé. You
            should speak with him.”
         

         
         “He’s been harassing Caroline,” Martin put in. “Showing up at her house at all hours and here at the office. That’s stalking.”

         
         “I warned her,” Rosalyn said. “Dr. Sharma is Indian, not even American-born. It’s hard enough to stay married to a man from
            your own culture. Then the babies come. People can be so cruel to racially mixed children.”
         

         
         Frankie glanced at Billy. Rosalyn picked up on it.

         
         “I know that sounds racist,” she said, “but I’m an estate attorney. I’ve seen families go to war over mixed marriages. Children
            are always the casualties.” She moved around the desk, wrote on a pad, and handed the paper to Frankie. “Dr. Sharma is a neurosurgeon.
            This is his assistant’s number at the Bathe Clinic.”
         

         
         Billy had already pictured the scenario Rosalyn was hinting at. Caroline called off the wedding. Sharma was humiliated. He
            pursued her until he pressured her into marrying him. He talked her into eloping instead of risking a public ceremony. She
            agreed but wanted to wear the dress. Instead of happily-ever-after he killed her. Revenge cuts deep. This murder stank of
            it.
         

         
         Frankie took Sharma’s number from Rosalyn and went into the hall to call the doctor’s office.

         
         “I’ll need to speak with your attorneys and staff,” Billy said to Rosalyn. “How many are there?”

         
         “Eight support staff, six attorneys.” She blinked. “Five without Caroline. My husband no longer practices. One attorney is
            out of town.”
         

         
         “I’d like to speak with everyone available.” He looked at Martin. “Are you with the firm?”

         
         “I’m president and senior trust officer of Airlee Bank. It’s family owned. My office is two blocks down the street.” He checked
            his watch. “Mother, I need to make some calls.”
         

         
         “I have to ask both of you not to discuss the details I’ve given you with anyone except for your husband, of course, Mrs. Lee,”
            he said. “If you feel you need to make a statement to the press, please ask a liaison from our public information office to
            arrange it.”
         

         
         “We’re not idiots,” Martin snapped. “We’ll require your discretion as well.”

         
         Billy ignored him and spoke directly to Rosalyn. “I’ve attempted to shield your daughter’s identity from the media until the
            department makes an official statement, but there’s always a chance of leaks. Be prepared to hear her name on the news sometime
            today.”
         

         
         Martin grunted and made a show of kissing his mother’s cheek. He slammed the door behind him as he left.

         
         “My son is angry,” she said.

         
         “I’m angry, too.”

         
         She cut her eyes at him but didn’t pursue it.

         
         “I’ll need to see your daughter’s appointment calendar for the last three months, her client list, and the files in her office.
            Don’t touch anything else. Lock her office door right away. We’ll be back later.”
         

         
         Rosalyn’s eyes hardened. “This firm has a fiduciary responsibility to protect the privacy of Caroline’s clients.”

         
         Her resistance didn’t surprise him. The best approach with an attorney is to assume the sale. “I understand your concern,
            but what I’ve requested may lead to her killer. Please have the client list and the files delivered to me by noon
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