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​Chapter 1—NOW
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The protesters were spread out over a quarter-mile stretch on the north side of Broadway. Many held up handmade signs decrying some of the recent actions of Towson’s mayor, Vern Thurston. Some chanted in rhyme; many raised their fists.

The drivers of passing cars honked their horns and called out their support. A few shouted their disagreement. One woman stopped her car, and despite the moving traffic, got out, shaking her fist and screaming unintelligibly. Eventually, as those behind her honked and yelled for her to move on, she got into her car and drove away.

About an hour after the protest began, three carloads of counter-protesters arrived and parked in the lots on the other side of the train tracks that ran north of the road. They poured from their vehicles, carrying their own signs telling the protesters to go back to their own countries, and that America was “for Americans.”

These counter-protesters rushed onto the path along the road to confront the first group, many of whom ran to meet them. The two groups converged at what became a flashpoint—both sides screaming, waving signs, and shaking fists.

Beth Beckett was among the first of the counter-protesters to arrive at the flashpoint, just as the two groups confronted one another. She focused on a young man at the forefront of the horde of protesters. He stood five feet nine inches tall, and his intense, deep-set blue eyes glared from beneath a strong brow, above his broad nose and thin mouth. His auburn hair was mussed on top and cut short on the sides. He wore a dark-green polo shirt, khaki slacks, and black walking shoes.

He was chanting with those behind him. “Hey-hey! Ho-ho! Mayor Vern has got to go!”

Beth, who was small and blonde and in her thirties, stopped barely a foot in front of him, her hands fisted at her sides, and yelled, “What kind of American are you?” 

The young man’s face darkened. “As American as any of you!”

“You’re not a real American!” she shouted back as she looked around; she wanted to make sure she was seen.

“Unlike you,” he yelled back at her, “I love all Americans.”

A woman behind Beth yelled at the man, “Illegal immigrants aren’t Americans!”

“Your family were immigrants!” he yelled.

“Legal immigrants!” Beth yelled back. “Our families were legal!” She continued looking around.

The young man yelled back at her. “Yeah, they came here and made laws to make the next immigrants illegal!”

She heard the chanting swell around her. “Towson’s for Towson! Towson’s for Towson!” And she began to chant along with them.

The young man was focused on Beth. “Open your privileged eyes and learn something!”

“What does that even mean?” she yelled back. “You don’t know me. People like you are ruining our country!” She glanced around self-consciously.

The young man lunged toward her. “You deserve to die!”

Whoa! I deserve to die? She stepped back, but considered how that might look and tried to push forward.

Strong hands from behind grabbed her by the shoulders, restraining her. She turned and saw a clean-cut man of about forty.

“Don’t sink to their level,” he admonished.

That was when she saw the police, dozens of them, spreading out along the south side of the road. She thought she saw her husband among them. Had he seen her? She hoped so.

Beth forced herself to turn away and began threading back through the crowd toward her car. She’d done what she’d set out to do.

Halfway to her car, she turned to watch the tumult behind her and saw that the young man had stomped a distance after her and was staring with fury in her direction. Startled and a little afraid, she walked faster, then broke into a run. When she got to her car, she opened the door, got in, and locked it. She glanced back toward the crowd, trying to see if the young man was following her, but she could no longer see him.

She took several deep breaths, put on some music, and the car was filled with a sweet pop tune she’d had ready on her phone. 

Beth closed her eyes and allowed the protest to fade from her consciousness.

• • •
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“WHAT HAPPENED WITH you at the protest?” Cliff asked her at dinner that night. “I saw you and that guy getting into it.”

“It was nothing, really,” she said, with a subtle shake of her head as Emily returned from washing her hands in the bathroom. “Thought maybe you’d be proud of me,” she added, glancing at him.

“Didn’t look like ‘nothing’ to me,” Cliff said. He waited as Beth gave them each a slice of turkey meatloaf and spooned corn onto the three plates.

She was glad he had witnessed the confrontation, but couldn’t quite shake the fear that the protester had seen her get into her car, that he knew who she was, and perhaps where she lived.

At least her anxiety did not seem to affect Emily, who went to bed willingly.

They watched a detective movie curled up together on the couch, Beth's head on Cliff's chest. Beth struggled to focus on the film; the man from the protest kept showing up in her mind. Cliff had three beers. Beth had a white wine, and then another.

Later, as she changed into her yellow nightgown, she could feel Cliff watching her. When she returned from brushing her teeth, he was already in bed and facing the other way, the covers up around his neck. She tried to sleep, but the protester’s enraged face kept appearing in her mind, lunging toward her, keeping her awake.

She found some over-the-counter sleeping pills in the medicine cabinet and washed them down with another glass of wine. But her nervous system remained on edge, alerting her to every barking dog, every passing car, her husband’s snores, her daughter’s cough, a car horn, a slammed door... 

She awoke at dawn and realized that, despite the messages her brain was sending her, despite her tossing and turning, she must have drifted off. She turned on the coffee maker and stood at the east-facing window in the kitchen, holding the beige mug on which enormous brown letters spelled “MOM,” and watching the orange and violet hints of morning sun give way to a yellow sunrise in the cloudless morning sky.

She made waffles for Emily and Cliff, leaving plenty of time for them to get dressed and out the door for church. Her anxiety about the protester mixed with worries about Cliff and some of the people she was sure to see at church. She wasn’t looking forward to the service today at all.

• • •
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EXCEPT FOR THE BACK two rows, the sanctuary was filled by the time the 11 a.m. service at Towson Methodist began. Reverend Hernandez wore gray-framed glasses, along with his customary white shirt, red tie, and flowing black robes.

He was preaching today from Matthew. “But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”

Beth wondered if that was true. Do only a few people find their way to God? She looked around and couldn’t help but notice the expressions on several of the faces looking back at her. Were they unfriendly, even angry, or merely impassive? She wasn’t entirely sure.

Her parents had taught her that the doorway to God was wide and welcoming, but Cliff disagreed. His perspective was that God took a dim view of sinners, who were everywhere, trying to ensnare anyone who wasn’t hypervigilant. Beth’s experience was that his fellow police officers had similar views; it came, she thought, with the territory.

“Beware of false prophets,” Reverend Hernandez admonished, still quoting from Matthew. “For they come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ferocious wolves.”

Her thoughts returned to the protest. The man who had targeted her with his rage had an appearance akin to that of a ferocious wolf in human form. She hated that both Towson and the wider world had become so divided. Why did people hate one another so much?

After the service, much of the congregation spilled into the fellowship hall, where long tables were set up and covered with white paper tablecloths. Beth followed the crowd with trepidation. She knew what many of these people, particularly the cops, thought of her.

At the far end of the hall, a dozen or so residents who had not attended the service were already enjoying themselves, crowded around the soup kitchen’s special guest, Jesús Sanchez, the heavy young man with long black hair, a beatific expression, and the voice of an angel. He was playing his guitar and singing in his clear tenor, and several of the people around him were clapping and singing along. Everyone stopped to listen and sing along when Jesús sang.

Beth had taken Emily by the hand as they entered the room, with Cliff behind them. She wondered why Reverend Hernandez would allow people who did not attend his church to hang around the facility. She suspected that he would answer that his church welcomed everyone, regardless of their beliefs or whether or not they attended Sunday services. The church also partnered with a local businessman to help feed hungry people in the community.

She eyed the people surrounding the guitar-playing man; they were happy and entranced. A kind of magnetic joy emanated from the musician, who sang with his eyes closed and his face upturned. Beth had to admit, the man’s sweet singing left her wanting to hear more; to her, he was practically the friendliest face in the room.

Those surrounding him ranged in age from teens to those the age of Max “Silver” Hammer, the uncle of the businessman who helped run the soup kitchen. Max appeared to be in his seventies. The man was often at the church, alongside Jesús, whenever he was there.

Max was a charming, well-dressed light-skinned man in pleated slacks, a neat white button-down dress shirt, with silver hair combed straight back and a goatee to match. He caught Beth’s eye, winked, and nodded encouragingly. Beth looked away.

The church congregation was filing into the room and beginning to form a food line. Metal casserole trays of salad, rolls, fried chicken, ziti with marinara sauce, and cookies lined the buffet tables. Pitchers of ice water, sweet tea, and lemonade, along with stacks of paper cups and napkins, were on the tables around the room where some of the women and older people were already sitting, waiting for their food.

Judah Hammer stood off to one side, his curly red-brown hair neatly combed, his full beard trimmed. The soup kitchen had been his idea, and despite being Jewish, he had chosen Towson Methodist as the location. He was rumored to have been a criminal as recently as a year ago, a man who ran drugs, prostitution, loan-sharking, and more from the Towson Hotel-Casino, which he owned. Whether or not the reputation was earned, Beth did not know, but she did know that Judah was now at least a somewhat legitimate businessman, owner of Rinny’s Fight Club, the Towson Hotel-Casino, and Reach the Stars, a marijuana and CBD dispensary. He also welcomed needy or troubled residents into his family’s home and did his best to help them. He was, she thought, a very odd man.

Beth watched as Cliff nodded toward the cluster of police, who were at several tables on the right side of the room, some in uniform, others in Sunday clothes.

He headed for fellow officer Brian Walsh, a pale, balding sergeant with the graying remnants of what had once been red hair. Brian was Cliff’s best friend, and was standing against the wall, focused on his son, Connor, who was seated a few feet away. A pale, fair-skinned boy of eleven, Connor was thin, and small for his age.

Beth’s attention returned to Cliff. 

“You go on with Emily, get your food,” he said to her. “I’ll get mine with the guys later.” He referred to the other police officers, male and female, as “the guys.” Quite a few local officers were members of the Towson Methodist congregation; others donated their time to the soup kitchen. When present individually, the officers mingled easily with the rest of the congregation. When present as a group, the cops tended to keep to themselves. 

“Come on, Em,” Beth said as she held a hand out to their daughter. Emily did not take her hand but skipped toward the food, stopping briefly in front of each tray and standing on tiptoes to examine its contents. She arrived at the end of the line and turned back toward her mother, grinning.

“Chocolate chip!” Emily announced and grabbed a packet of cookies.

“Come on back and get a plate,” Beth said as she took one for herself, along with cutlery, then held another out for Emily. Emily took the plate and hurried over to the fried chicken.

“Can I have a leg, please?” she eagerly asked the server, a woman in her seventies with gray hair pulled back in a bun.

“Yes, you may,” the woman said, and used a pair of tongs to pluck a leg from the casserole. “How’s this one?”

Emily glanced from the leg in the server’s tongs to others in the tray, her lips thinning as she concentrated. “I guess it’s okay. Thanks.”

After retrieving the rest of their food, Beth navigated to the table where Cliff was standing, his arms folded across his broad chest. He was conversing with Brian, who was spritzing the table in front of his son with hand sanitizer and wiping it with a paper towel.

Brian’s wife Nancy was standing nearby, her long dark-blonde hair swept over her ears. Her eyes, dark and recessed, focused on the two plates of food she was holding for her husband and their son. 

The sight of her was an oasis for Beth. The tired look on Nancy’s face reminded her of how exhausted she herself had been of late. She felt so disconnected from her life. The protest had energized her, but then the unfortunate incident with the protester had sent her scurrying back into her shell, where her thoughts turned toward her recent troubles. Being a police wife whose husband worked constant overtime was a lot, but she knew it was even harder for her best friend, whose life was consumed by the stress of caring for her perpetually sick son.

As Beth and Emily approached, a sunny smile lit Nancy’s face, and Beth momentarily forgot her worries. Here was one friend who wouldn’t abandon her. Their husbands had stopped speaking, and there was a brief silence.

“I see those chickens have legs there, Sunshine,” Cliff remarked to Emily, raising an eyebrow.

“All chickens have legs, Daddy!” Emily replied, laughing.

“But not arms,” Cliff replied, giving his daughter a sly look.

“No, silly. They have wings!”

Once they sat down, Beth’s attention was again drawn to the music at the far end of the room and the enchanting singer’s voice. When the song ended, the group of people surrounding the musician broke up and began drifting toward the lunch line, while Max Hammer remained with Jesús, who was packing away his guitar.

Beth did her best to focus on Emily and their lunches, but she couldn’t help feeling people’s eyes on her. She heard snatches of conversation and was aware of polite pauses as people left room for her to reply.

Beth nodded, shook her head, or shrugged, depending on the question. She was pretty sure no one really wanted to hear from her. She kept her eyes on her food, briefly looking up or glancing at Emily, who was examining her chicken leg from different angles and taking little nibbles.

She looked at Cliff, who was still talking to Brian. Though the men were the same age, Cliff looked ten years younger. He was trim and muscular, his classically handsome face was always focused and intense, and he kept his hair as black as it had been when he and Beth had met twelve years earlier.

She had a sudden thought that the two men were talking about her, and she looked up to find them staring at her. She looked down at her plate, then at the other officers, all of whom seemed to have that cop stare: suspicious, judging, even condemning in their unique ways.

Connor began coughing, a rasping, shallow sound, and Brian slapped him on the back, then reached into his pants pocket and pulled out an inhaler, which he shook several times and presented to his son. Connor took the device, pulled its cap off, put it to his lips, and inhaled while squeezing it between his fingers. Beth saw the alarm in Nancy’s eyes as Connor took two more inhales and handed the device back to his father. The boy’s eyes connected with his father’s, his chest rose and fell, his breathing evened out, and Beth saw Nancy relax somewhat. The two women exchanged a glance—Nancy’s expression troubled, Beth’s comforting.

Beth’s eyes traversed the rest of the officers. Maria Alonso downed the rest of her drink, then looked into her cup disapprovingly. The cup had held wine, Beth thought, and Officer Alonso probably wanted more. Beth was pretty sure that Alonso despised her.

Patrolman Manuel Vargas was gazing from one woman in the crowd to the next. He was handsome and gracious on the outside, and was far more interested in women who were not cop wives than he was in Beth, so his eyes rarely landed on her, and when they did, they slid away. With what? Awareness? Gossip? Judgment of her that had originated with Cliff?

The detectives, Abe Gold and Barbara Cortez, barely paid her any attention at all. Gold, bald and mustached with uneven teeth, seemed honest and straightforward, but had little interest in a patrol officer’s wife. 

Slender, dark-haired, and athletic, Cortez seemed sincere enough to Beth and was perhaps the only person in the room whom Beth did not suspect of putting on some sort of false front. Her smile was easy and genuine enough to be authentic.

Her gaze returned to Brian Walsh, who had a very different sort of smile. His was warm but more gratuitous. What did he really think? She didn’t know. He was obsessed with both Connor’s health and the exorbitant cost of his care—upwards of $300,000 a year, if she’d heard correctly. He spoke of little else, even though the TPD’s insurance covered everything the boy needed.

Her eyes traveled over the church ladies, as she called them, the group of senior women who volunteered at Towson Methodist, helping Reverend Hernandez with office work and upkeep. They seemed harmless enough, but she couldn’t be sure. After all that had taken place these last four months, she couldn’t be sure of anything or anyone anymore.

She watched as the big musician lumbered to the food line with Max Hammer.

The last person into the fellowship hall was Reverend Hernandez, who stood in the doorway that led from the sanctuary into the fellowship hall. Hands on hips, he smiled broadly as his eyes traveled over the people in the room. But when his eyes landed on hers, his smile faded, his expression darkened, and he looked away.

The reverend’s face brightened again as he began walking toward the line of food, smiling and shaking hands with parishioners along the way. He took a place behind Max Hammer and accepted the man’s hand. The two then turned to Jesús and continued speaking. Jesús beamed back at the reverend, and the big musician and the clergyman warmly shook hands. The three men laughed and moved along the food line, filling their trays with plastic cutlery and plates of food, beverages, and dessert.

Beth felt anything but a part of the congregation. To her, they were a community, and she was on the outside looking in. Her life had all but fallen apart in recent months; she wondered what was next.

• • •
[image: ]


DETECTIVES ABE GOLD and Barbara Cortez were at their desks in side-by-side cubicles separated by a five-foot-high divider in the roll call room. Cortez was filling out paperwork flowing from a recent case, and Gold was sipping coffee and performing searches for pre-owned Mustang convertibles while listening to the Puccini opera La Rondine through an earbud in his left ear. His attention was on the opera more than the cars, and, peripherally, on the area to his right, the direction of Chief Mark Green’s office.

Movement from that direction caused him to quickly close the window on his computer, behind which was another bearing a search he had set up for “recent murders in Nassau County.”

The chief stopped a few feet away, but he wasn’t looking at Gold’s screen; he was looking at Gold, “You need to get over to 61 Crescent Place,” Green ordered. The compact, tightly wound chief’s dyed brown hair was wet with sweat, and his tiny, dark eyes were bright with focused intensity.

As he stood, Gold heard Cortez’s chair rolling back. He turned toward her, saw his junior partner looking back at him with alarm, and realized what she was thinking.

“Isn’t that near Beckett’s house?” he asked.

The chief shook his head, his lips pressed together so hard they disappeared. “That’s not near Beckett’s house. That is Beckett’s house.”

When Gold and Cortez arrived at the scene, they found three squad cars angled nose to curb, lights flashing, and the property cordoned off with yellow police tape. Neighbors were gathered in small clusters on either side of the Beckett home and across the street. They spoke in low tones, pointing and casting worried glances toward the blue, split-level ranch.

Two male uniformed officers stood on the sidewalk at either edge of the property to keep passersby from stopping to gawk; the officers occasionally drifted into the street and motioned to slowing cars to keep moving.

Gold pulled his new, dark blue Ford Explorer to the curb, opened the rear hatch, and he and Cortez got out and went around to the back. They donned white nitrile gloves and light blue Tyvek booties over their shoes. They approached the female officer who stood with a clipboard where the sidewalk met the path to the open front door.

The officer, whose name was Moody, glanced at the detectives and said, “The wife.”

Gold hurried up the walk and Cortez followed. In her hand was a small notepad with a pen slid through its spirals. Gold stopped at the doorway and examined the outer and inner doors and their frames, took a step back, and glanced at the windows.

“No forced entry,” he said. “At least not from here.”

Cortez slid the pen from her notebook and wrote this down.

The air in the house was heavy with the coppery tang of blood. As they entered through a doorway to a hall the detectives could see a uniformed officer wearing gloves, booties, and an N95 mask. They passed through the living room where Officer Clifford Beckett was sitting with two more officers, who were taking his statement.

The detectives stopped in the hallway that led to the kitchen, and surveyed the nightmare before them. Beth Beckett was lying on the floor on her right side, with her right arm bent beneath her. Her left arm was over her stomach, which was coated with blood and showed multiple stab wounds and at least one tear, through which gray, red-coated viscera protruded. Black blotches were spattered on the floor, from the doorway to where she lay, and blood was pooled beneath her, from knees to shoulders. Her mouth was open and her eyes were closed. She wore a white ribbed tank top and lime green Bermuda shorts, both blood-soaked.

The officer they had seen through the doorway took a step toward the two detectives. “Husband called it in. We got here twenty minutes ago.”

The medical examiner, Dorothy Wakeford, was standing over the victim and supervising her young, male assistant. She was a heavy Black woman with short, neatly styled black hair and was barely five feet tall. She wore an N95 mask. Holding an iPad in one hand, the fingers of her other hand were tapping its screen. She looked up and her commanding voice crackled with authority.

“Stay there!” she ordered. “Masks!” She pointed to a countertop where a packet of masks lay.

Gold took a step toward them.

“What’d I just say?” Wakeford barked. “I’ll get them.” She took two masks from the pack and handed them over, then gave the detectives a warning look. “Stay there.”

A yellow numbered placard lay next to a tall cardboard coffee cup with the Beanery’s brown and yellow logo. Another placard lay beside a napkin on which four numbers were written in blue ink. A third placard lay beside a cellphone on the countertop, a fourth beside a butter knife, also on the countertop. The knife had brown smears on its spreading edge, more the brown of peanut butter than the crimson black of dried blood, and the knife was neither serrated nor pointed.

Wakeford saw Gold eyeing the butter knife. “Not the murder weapon.”

One of Wakeford’s assistants, a clean-cut young Black man, was dusting for prints.

“What’d you get?” Gold asked him.

The assistant shook his head. “Place is wiped.”

So, whoever killed Beth Beckett had the presence of mind to clean up after themselves. Violent stabbings like this were usually crimes of passion, though this was not one hundred percent true all of the time.

Gold was loosely acquainted with Beth Beckett, whom he found to be a mild-mannered, if rather anxious, wife and mother.

“Time of death?” Gold asked Wakeford.

“Two and a half, three hours ago.”

Late morning. “C.O.D.?”

Wakeford lifted a shoulder. “Multiple stab wounds by a sharp object—likely a knife with a five- to six-inch blade, an inch or so wide. The person who did this had to have been pretty strong. Those are deep wounds caused by powerful thrusts. The knife was held most likely in the person’s fist and driven forward. Like this.” The ME demonstrated by holding her fist in front of her, thumb slightly forward, thrusting several times. She then held her fist up, close to her ear, and stabbed downward. “Not like this.”

“Can you tell how tall the person was?”

Wakeford shook her head. “The angle of the wounds suggests she was stabbed with a direct, forward motion. Though at least one of the wounds suggests a forward stab and then a powerful upward pull or yank, which is how the tear occurred.”

Gold exhaled, having seen what they needed for the moment. “Thanks.”

“Something else,” Wakeford said. “The wounds are toward her left side. Whoever did this was right-handed.”

Gold led Cortez from the kitchen to the living room, where Officers Hewitt and Moody were seated on the couch, recording Beckett’s statement; Beckett was in a chair to their right. Someone else must have taken over from Moody in front of the house, Gold realized.

“Just finishing up, Detective,” Moody said.

Beckett’s face was a mask of sadness. His cheeks were sucked in, his lips pursed, his eyes teary.

“I don’t think there’s anything else right now,” Moody said to Beckett, and she and Hewitt rose and left the room.

Gold and Cortez sat down on the couch. “I know you just went over this, but tell us what happened, beginning with the early part of your day,” Gold began.

Beckett nodded and gave a half-shrug. “Not much to tell. Our typical Sunday morning. Got up. Got ready, and we all went to church. We stayed for the luncheon after the service, then I stuck around to meet with some of the guys.”

“Some of the guys?” Gold repeated; he was looking at a two-inch scratch on the patrolman’s cheek, in front of his left ear.

Cortez, who had been writing in her notebook, was watching Beckett’s face.

“A few officers who are members of the congregation at Towson Methodist,” Beckett said. “Some serve at the soup kitchen.” 

“You met with fellow officers at your church?” Gold asked.

Beckett hesitated, then nodded. “In this case, yes.”

“A social thing?” Gold asked, and Beckett didn’t answer.

“Police business?” Cortez prodded.

Beckett looked at Cortez. Again, he hesitated. “It was.”

“What business?”

Beckett gave Gold a severe look. “Confidential business.”

“How’d you get that scratch?” Cortez asked. 

Beckett looked embarrassed. “Shaving this morning.”

Gold raised an eyebrow, then changed the subject. “And your wife and daughter went home after the service?”

“We were all there through the luncheon, which followed the service. Then my wife took the car, drove Emily to a friend’s house, and, as far as I know, went home.”

“Who brought you home?”

“One of the officers—Brian Walsh.”

“Who was your daughter’s friend?” Cortez asked.

“Sharon Anderson,” Beckett answered. “Her parents will confirm.”

“Is she there now?”

Beckett nodded and looked down, and when he looked up again, the tears had returned to his eyes. “How am I going to tell her? She adores her mother.”

“Do you have any idea who might have done this?” Gold asked, watching the man closely.

Beckett looked back at him, his lips pressed firmly together. On his face was a convincing expression of utter grief. “None.”

Gold glanced back toward the door. “Any idea how they got in?”

Beckett’s expression didn’t change. He shook his head. “I haven’t had a chance to look around. I didn’t think to do that. I just saw her and—” He spread his hands. “Called it in.”

“What time did you get here?” Gold asked.

“About, about an hour ago, I guess,” Beckett answered. “I called as soon as I saw her.”

Gold looked at his watch. 3:30 p.m. “Did you touch her?”

Beckett looked back at Gold and swallowed. “Her neck. I touched her neck with my left hand. To check for a pulse, though her eyes were open and it was obvious...” He shielded his eyes with his hand.

“There’s a coffee cup from the Beanery in the kitchen,” Gold said. “That yours?”

Beckett shook his head.

“Also, a used butter knife with a substance on it.”

“Peanut butter,” Beckett said. “I gave Emily peanut butter on white bread for the car on the way to church.”

Cortez glanced at Gold, seeking permission with her eyes to ask another question. Gold gave a little nod.

“What was your wife’s mood when you last saw her?” Cortez asked.

Beckett shrugged. “Her mood was fine. She loves church, loves Reverend Hernandez. She gave Emily lunch—fried chicken—at the luncheon. I think they were having dessert last time I saw her—them. Chocolate pudding, I think.”

“And your marriage? What’s been the state of your marriage recently?”

Beckett looked suddenly irritated. “My marriage is, was fine.”

Gold quickly interjected. “Does anyone else have keys to your home?”

Beckett looked around, thinking. “My brother-in-law. Wayne.”

“And you came straight home from church?”

Beckett nodded.

“Is anything missing?”

“I don’t know,” Beckett answered. “I haven’t looked.”

“Is the brown pocketbook I saw on the table by the door Beth’s? The one with the gold buckles?”

Beckett nodded. “That’s the one she had at church. She calls it her Sunday pocketbook.”

“Who were the officers you met with at church?”

Beckett looked back at Gold for a long moment and slowly shook his head. “You need to know, you ask Chief Green.”
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​Chapter 2—THEN—Four Months Earlier


[image: ]


Beth opened her eyes and reached an arm over to Cliff’s side of the bed. He wasn’t there. She squinted at her clock. 1:12 a.m. His third double shift in three days. Shit. She closed her eyes, and it seemed like only seconds later that she heard the door to the bedroom creak, followed by the soft thump of his shoes, the unzip of his pants, and the rustle of him sliding them off. She opened her eyes and saw the disappearing sliver of light from the bathroom, as Cliff went in to brush his teeth and wash his face. The door tapped closed.

She looked at the clock. 1:52 a.m.

When he climbed into bed, she draped an arm over his stomach and cozied up to him.

“Another double,” she whispered.

“You noticed,” he said.

“Why?”

He started to turn away. “A new thing they’ve got us doing.”

She pulled him back to her and infused her words with love. “You’re in demand.”

She could feel his smile.

“Yeah, well, when you got it, you got it.”

“Oh, you’ve got it,” she said, squeezing him to her.

“How’s my Em tonight?”

“Did her homework. Ate her vegetables.”

“Homework and vegetables.” He sounded impressed. “That’s a good night. Maybe we should put it on the calendar. H and V day.”

Beth laughed. “We should.” She paused, thinking, Is this the right time? “I have a surprise,” she said.

“Umm,” was all he said.

“I know,” Beth whispered. “Cops don’t like surprises.”

“Comes with the territory.” His tone shifted and became more intimate. “But some surprises are okay.”

“I think you’ll like this one.” She took a breath. “The rabbit died.”

He didn’t answer.

“I said—”

“I heard what you said. At least, I think I did. What rabbit?”

“You never heard that expression—the rabbit died?”

His answer came back, just a little more impatient than her words. “No, I never heard that expression. Sorry.”

“Okay. Well, I guess the old-time pregnancy tests must have involved giving a rabbit a dose of whatever was in the test—the mother’s urine, maybe—and if the rabbit died, that meant she was pregnant.”

“So—wait. You’re pregnant?” He turned toward her, draped an arm over one of her hips, and cupped one of her butt cheeks.

A smile spread across her face. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

He pulled her to him, then rolled her on top of him and took her face in his hands. He kissed her. “When’s the big day?”

“Right around the end of the year. Doctor said December twenty-ninth.”

He kissed her again. “Magic, baby.”

“I’m glad you’re happy.”

“’Course I am, and Emily will be happy to have a little brother or sister. She’ll—”

“Let’s wait to tell her, okay?”

“Why? She’ll be thrilled.”

She took a breath and let it out her nose. “I know. But I...I want to make sure everything’s okay—medically.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“No reason. I’m sure it is, but let’s just wait a little bit to be sure. I don’t want to give it a canary.”

“Give it a canary? Doesn’t your mother say that?”

She didn’t answer.

“First a rabbit,” he muttered, “now a canary.” He rolled her off of him and back to her side of the bed and she could feel the joy of the moment slipping away. She ran a palm over the side of his head, his ear, the side of his face, then leaned forward and kissed him.

“Just give me a few days, and we’ll tell her. I want to wait to talk to my parents, too. I’m sorry. Do you mind very much?”

His tone softened. “It’s fine. Actually, I think you’re right. We should wait.” He brushed her hair back over her forehead, then gently stroked the side of her head. “How do you feel?”

“I’m fine.”

“So, what do you think? Boy or a girl?”

“I don’t know. A healthy baby.” She didn’t say it, but she was thinking: a boy, a baby boy.

He pressed his forehead to hers. “That’s right. A healthy baby.”

• • •
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SHE AWOKE AT 7:00 A.m. Cliff was already gone. Perhaps it had been the front door closing that had awakened her.

She sat up in bed, feeling sick and clenching her jaw against the nausea. Her stomach convulsed, and she ran to the bathroom, just managing to lift the toilet lid before throwing up. Once. Twice. Three times.

She stood for a moment, gasping and swallowing. She looked at herself in the mirror. Was her face already getting fatter? Did babies get seasick when your stomach lurched like this? Silly thought. She took her phone downstairs to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee, but the coffee tasted strange. She looked into the mug at the brown liquid, which appeared foreign to her.

Concerned, she found her obstetrician’s number in her phone and pressed it.

“Doctor Watkins’s service.”

“This is Beth Beckett. I’m a patient. I just found out I’m pregnant, and I’m not feeling well.”

“If this is an emergency—”

“I don’t think it’s an emergency. I’m just not feeling well, and I threw up.”

“Is this the best number to reach you?”

“Oh, this is a service. Never mind. I’ll call back later.”

She wanted to call her mother, but it was still too early, so she forced herself to sip her coffee. She googled her obstetrician’s office, checked his hours, and found they didn’t open for another two and a half hours.

She poured some Froot Loops into a bowl for Emily and took the almond milk out of the fridge. Froot Loops... Responding to a sudden urge, she dug her fist into the box of crunchy cereal and came out with a handful, which she stuffed into her mouth. She chewed, swallowed, and did this again, and once more.

WTF?

She was disgusted with herself, yet aware that all of this was par for the course. Somehow, she didn’t remember this with her first pregnancy.

Once Emily was awake and had washed her hands and face and was eating her cereal, Beth had to remind herself not to ask her what she would think about having a little brother or sister.

She walked her daughter to the corner. As they waited for the bus, Emily chattered with the other children her age. After the bus had gone, Beth went home, poured herself another coffee, and was surprised that it no longer tasted bizarre. She pressed a number on her phone.

“Beth?”

“Hi, Ma.”

“Is everything okay? You don’t often call this early.”

“Everything’s fine, Ma. In fact, guess what? I’m pregnant!”

“You should have let me guess. I’d have gotten it right. That’s wonderful! Have you told your husband?”

“He has a name, Ma, and yes, Cliff knows.”

“And Emily?”

“Not yet. We’re not going to tell her for a week or two. Until I know everything’s okay—you know, with the doctor.”

“That makes sense. You don’t want to give it a canary.”

“That’s what I said. I wasn’t really supposed to tell you ’til then, either.”

“Oh, well, I’m your mother.”

“I know, Ma.”

They both laughed.

“I guess you don’t know the sex yet.”

“Not yet. I’ve been throwing up.”

“That’s normal, honey.”

“I didn’t with Emily. I tried calling the doctor but I only got his service.”

“He’ll just tell you it’s normal.”

“And I feel weird. My coffee tasted different, but just the first cup.”

“Probably normal too.” She heard her mother call away from the phone. “Honey? Beth’s pregnant!”

Her father’s voice came on the line. “Congratulations, Bethy!”

“Thanks, Daddy.”

“Feeling okay?”

Her mother’s voice cut in; she was on the other line. “She’s feeling pregnant.”

“Well, I guess that’s okay, then. If your mother says so.”

“I say so, Ben.”

“Do you know the sex yet, Bethy?”

“It’s too early!” her mother chimed in, as though he should have known.

“Okay, Denise. Okay. I’m just a man.”

“Your father—he’s just a man,” her mother said, conspiratorially.

“That’s me,” her father said cheerfully. “Just a man.”

Whenever they spoke on the phone, her parents tended to drift into their own conversations.

“How’s our granddaughter?” her mother asked.

“Off to school.”

“Did you tell her yet?” her father asked.

“She’s waiting,” her mother answered. “Until they’re sure. You know, with the doctor.”

“Emily’s fine,” Beth said.

“Are you sure you should be having coffee?” her mother asked, sounding suddenly anxious.

“Yes, Ma. A cup a day is okay.”

“Don’t forget. There’s caffeine in chocolate, too. We don’t want to give that baby a canary.”

Beth exhaled a sigh. “I know, Ma. You said that already.” She thought her mother was probably right. She usually was.

“And no alcohol.”

She wondered if a glass of wine was okay and if googling the information would suffice or whether she should ask Dr. Watkins.

As though she’d read her mind, her mother asked, “Are you still with Dr. Watkins?”

“Yes, Ma.”

“Isn’t he getting a little old to deliver babies?”

“I don’t think so.”

“How old is Watkins?” her father asked.

“Gotta be sixty-five,” her mother said.

“Maybe he should think about retirement and passing his practice on to someone a little younger.”

Beth knew her father had said this to quell her mother’s typical anxiety response.

“Will we see you this weekend?” her mother asked.

“Why don’t we all go out to dinner? Celebrate,” her father offered. “All five of us. The Suburban, maybe.”

Beth said, “Cliff might have to work a double.”

“Well,” her father said. “If he has to work...”

“He’s been doing a lot of doubles, hasn’t he?” her mother said.

“The last few days. They’re doing something new.”

“Maybe he should be home, taking care of you.”

“They need him, Ma. He’s a good cop.”

“I know. I know. I’m just sayin’, is all.”

“I’m fine. And it’s only been a little while.”

“You mean your pregnancy or his working doubles?” her mother asked.

“Both. He’s here when I need him. He’s a good husband, Ma.”

“I know. Just sayin’.”

“Leave her be, Denise,” her father chastised. “Clifford takes care of his family—takes care of the city.”

“I know.”

“I have to go, guys. I have some things I need to do.” This was a lie, but there was only so much of her parents she could take at one time. She loved them, but they were a little neurotic.

“Okay, Bethy,” her father said. “Love you.”

“Love you, Daddy.”

“No alcohol,” her mother reminded her. “And easy on the coffee.”

“Love you too, Ma.”

For the rest of the morning, she read articles about early pregnancy in her Apple News feed, feeling alternately anxious and relieved.

Cliff called at noon, and when she mentioned that she’d thrown up, he suggested she call her doctor.

She called Dr. Watkins’s office again and was transferred from the front desk to a nurse who asked a few questions and told her not to worry—that everything she was going through was entirely normal.

Feeling better, she made herself a peanut butter and butter sandwich on whole grain bread, a new combination she had a sudden hankering for, then went to the mall and bought herself a new sundress, a few sizes too large. She hoped to wear it through the spring and summer. She noticed the daffodils and tulips blooming all around the neighborhood. What a wonderful time to be pregnant; she loved the spring!

That afternoon, she went to the supermarket and bought a whole chicken, some sweet potatoes, and a large bag of mixed vegetables, and made dinner. She had decided to take a chance that Cliff would be home after a single shift. If he worked another double, she would put the food away, and he could heat it in the microwave when he got home. She would be disappointed, but reminded herself that this was part of being a cop’s wife.

Cliff surprised her by returning home earlier than usual, at 5:45 p.m. They ate together as a family, after which Emily helped clear the table and asked if she could watch Moana, one of her “big three” favorite movies. The other two were Frozen and Encanto. After glancing at Cliff, who nodded subtly, Beth gave her permission, and Emily sat cross-legged on the living room floor several feet in front of the TV, while Beth and Cliff sat on the couch, holding hands.

After the movie, Emily brushed her teeth and washed her face and went to bed, where Beth and Cliff kissed her goodnight.

Cliff then beckoned Beth into the living room, where he asked Alexa to play his favorite song, “Boxcar,” by Jawbreaker. He held out a hand to her.

“Come on,” he said, grinning. “Pregnancy dance!”

And so they danced, happily jumping around and grinning and yelling.

He stopped suddenly and looked toward the doorway to the hall. Beth followed his gaze, and there was Emily, squinting beneath the hallway light.

Beth hurried over to her and held Emily’s head to her thigh.

“I’m sorry, baby. We were making too much noise.”

“What are you doing?” Emily asked, looking up at her.

“We were dancing,” Beth said.

“Why?”

Beth looked at Cliff, who gave a subtle shake of his head. “We’re happy.”

“Why?”

Beth giggled. “Because we love each other.”

“And you know what?” Cliff said, coming over and kissing the top of Emily’s head. “We love you, too!”

“Can I dance too?” Emily asked.

Cliff hid a smile. “Another time. You need to go back to sleep, Em.”

“Why?”

Beth answered, “Because this is the time that girls your age sleep.”

Emily thought about this, then frowned back at her mother. “Are all my friends sleeping now?”

“They are,” Beth answered.

“Even Sharon?”

“Even Sharon.”

“I’m the only one up?”

“The only one,” Beth said. “But it’s time to go back to sleep now.”

“Okay,” Emily said cheerfully, and turned and went back to her room.

“Alexa,” Cliff said, several seconds after Emily had gone.

“Wait,” Beth said, and sat down on the couch. “I told my mother.” As soon as she said it, she wished she hadn’t.

The joy drained from Cliff’s face. “Why?” He sounded annoyed. “We agreed you wouldn’t. She
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