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				Prologue

				June 11, 2025

			
		

	
		
			
				1

				Allison

			
			I shouldn’t be here. I have no good reason. I pride myself on discipline, on focus, on planning, yet here I am, parked down the street from Anna’s house past 10 p.m., knowing that I probably won’t do a single thing but flirt with the idea of doing something very, very bad, then turn around and drive home. I’ll inch right up to the line, get myself in position, heart racing—but then I’ll retreat, deciding it’s not worth the risk, even patting myself on the back for being the bigger person. Which, naturally, will just make me more pathetic, my humiliation more complete. Hooray for me, I’m the noble one, choosing the high road, take that, Anna, while you’re up in your bedroom with your legs spread wide and my husband’s face between them.

			For some reason I can’t quite understand, it feels good to approach the line. To know that I could do it, that I could get away with it, too. Especially after the precautions I’ve taken.

			Like dressing in all black. Black turtleneck, black gloves, black denim jeans, black footwear.

			Like unscrewing my front license plate, so any ALPRs—license plate cameras—would be unable to record my vehicle passing and thus place me at a particular location at a particular date and time.

			Like leaving my cell phone at home. I considered keeping it with me but turning it off, just like he does every time he visits Anna’s house here on Palomino Drive, just in case his loving wife might do something like, say, try to locate him? I ran through the calculus and decided that having my phone turned off in the middle of the evening would, itself, look suspicious.

			We’ve reviewed your phone records going back years, Mrs. Brice, and we’ve never seen a single instance when you happened to turn off your phone for a period of hours in the middle of the evening. Any particular reason that would happen for the first time on Wednesday, June 11, 2025? The same night your husband, Finley, and his mistress, Anna Cortese, were found dead in a bloody heap at Mrs. Cortese’s home on Palomino Drive?

			So no, the phone stayed home, powered on. And the bonus: it continues to ping cell towers every so often, placing me at my residence the entire evening.

			As long as the police don’t pull me over for a missing front license plate, a possibility I consider remote, I could do this. I could absolutely do this. Find a way into the house? Got that covered. I know the code to the Corteses’ garage door pad. From the garage (where Finley’s car is parked, by the way) I could enter the home. If I time my entry to coincide with a moment of peak intimacy, if I step in while, I dunno, Finley’s on all fours with a ball gag in his mouth, they might not even hear me.

			True, there would be reason to suspect me. The aggrieved wife? Check. A former longtime prosecutor who knows the ins and outs of police investigation and would know how to cover her tracks? Yup.

			Still, prove I did it. Place me at the scene. You can’t. Show me what gun I used. You can’t, because I have an untraceable one. Find gunshot residue on me? Please, the gun will be wrapped in a clear plastic bag. And I’m wearing a long-sleeved turtleneck sweater and running gloves, pliant enough to manipulate but nevertheless covering my hands and wrists. Plus I’ll scrub myself clean and toss these clothes before anyone even knows the loving couple is dead.

			Hell, prove that I even knew he was stepping out on me. You can’t. There are only two people who know that I know. My private investigator, Harp, for one, but nothing connects me to her. For personal matters like this, I pay in cash and text her on a burner phone. The other person who knows is my brother, Luke, who would never in a million years give me up.

			I blow out a breath. It matters, I guess, that I could get away with this, yet choose not to do so. It provides at least some twisted sense of empowerment: I could hurt you if I really, really wanted to; lucky you, I don’t want to. Regardless, sitting here now, ready and able, I know I won’t go through with it. I won’t kill my husband or Anna.

			I might set fire to her house, though. Now that I’ve thought about even more—

			Movement in her upstairs window. A faint silhouette through the curtain. It’s Anna, no doubt. She is naked, it appears. And approaching from behind her, wrapping his burly arms around her tiny frame, is my—

			“No.” I look away, heart racing so hard I struggle for breath. I didn’t expect to actually see them. You can’t put up opaque curtains, Anna? What, do you want people to see you fucking my husband?

			I dare another look. She has turned and hopped into his arms, legs wrapped around him as he carries her—

			I open the door of my car and step out just in time to vomit on the curb.

			I’ve never actually seen them in the act. I’ve had Finley followed many times, seen him on video sneaking in and out of her house, watched him punch in the garage door code, even a stolen goodbye kiss. That was enough. My imagination could fill in the rest; I didn’t think he was coming over for Bible study. I never wanted to actually watch them.

			The June air is thick and damp, far hotter than it should be. I catch my breath, wipe spittle of vomit from my mouth as I get to my feet. As if I couldn’t feel worse.

			“Y’know what? Screw this,” I say to no one. I pop the trunk of my car and grab the small, rusty gas can. Grab the cloth. Pat my pockets to be sure I have matches.

			But I move no farther. My chest burning, eyes filling with tears, I am locked in place, unable to step away from the car and jog to the house. I can’t do it.

			And the reason only deepens my humiliation. If I do this, he’ll know I know. I may get away with it in terms of the authorities, but Finley will know. And that will inevitably cascade downward to the end of our marriage.

			You still want him, Allison. You’re not ready to let go. You think there’s still a chance to salvage this, that this will pass, that he’ll find his way back to you, that you didn’t waste the last twenty years of your life with him. You’re a coward. No. You’re a fool.

			My head falls back on my shoulders as I let out a moan. Above me, a full moon hangs low, a bright reddish-pink. The Strawberry Moon, or so my son, Grayson, told me this morning before leaving for a friend’s cabin in Michigan.

			Grayson. Yet another reason to keep my powder dry for the time being. Do I want to put him through this right now? He just graduated high school a week ago and will be off to college—NYU—in about two months. Let him enjoy the summer.

			Once he’s gone, I can deal with this, with Finley, with this joke of a marriage.

			I jump back in my SUV, a dull pain in my gut. I drive through the subdivision toward the main road, Woods Edge, that will lead me south to Grace Village. I turn right on Woods Edge, the road ahead empty save for the thin stripe of my headlights cutting through the dark, the trees on either side blurring into black walls, my vision cloudy from tears—

			Out of nowhere, a harsh light floods the interior of my car. My rearview mirror fills with a truck flying up behind me, its front grille like the jaws of something built to devour. A horn blares, a deep bellow that vibrates in my bones.

			I grip the steering wheel and brace for impact.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Allison

			
			By some small miracle, the truck does not collide with the rear end of my car. But its grille remains all but pressed against my fender. Where did this guy come from? He must be going twice the speed limit at least. Adrenaline rushes through me as I jerk the wheel straight and slam the accelerator hard, past thirty-five, past forty-five, past fifty. But the truck with its jacked-up tires stays on me, filling my rearview mirror with chrome and rage.

			The road is narrow, a single southbound lane with a speed limit of thirty-five, no shoulder, just a drop-off into black forest. I can’t pull over, can’t let him pass. I’m trapped in a tunnel.

			His lights flare, high beams burning into me. My fingers clamp the wheel. My heart thunders. Every nerve in me screams, Move faster, but where? How?

			Up ahead, the stoplight, an intersection. A left turn lane opens beside me as Woods Edge joins a connecting southbound street. Maybe he’ll pass. Maybe he got the rage out of his system. Maybe he’ll flip me the bird or cuss at me. I’ll let him. Let him get it out and go away.

			Instead, the truck swerves hard left, rumbling up beside me and jerking to a stop at the red light. I don’t look in the driver’s direction, just wave my hand, a concession, an apology.

			Then I hear the door slam. He’s out of his truck.

			A mountain of a man, denim overalls over a T-shirt, coming around the front of his car and barreling toward me. His face twisted, spit flying as he shouts. I can’t hear the words—just the rage. He grabs my door handle and yanks. The lock holds. I flinch back, my whole body pressed against the far side of the seat.

			Go away, I say in my head, though terror chokes my throat. I raise my trembling hands in apology.

			He rattles the handle again, violent, hungry. “You stupid cunt, where’d you learn to drive?”

			I don’t think. I just floor it, tires squealing, my SUV lurching through the red light. My chest feels like it might split open, but I don’t look back. Not until the roar of his engine tells me he’s coming again.

			Closer. Faster. Angrier than ever.

			What do I do, where do I go? If I drive home, he’ll know where I live. That’s what they tell people in my position, right? Don’t go home. Find the nearest police station. Call 911.

			But I have no phone. Just an unregistered, unloaded gun and a box of bullets, inside my middle console.

			I’m breathing in quick, shallow gasps when I see it up ahead, the hulking shape of Mortimer College’s athletic building—where my brother, Luke, works—its parking lot wide and empty, lit by a scatter of overhead lights. Like an oasis in the dark. A safe place. Maybe.

			I veer hard into the lot, my tires bumping over the curb. The space yawns open, empty this late at night. But even as I draw into the lot, I know how little sense it makes. Even if Luke were inside, his office is on the other side of the building. And I have no phone, no ability to reach him.

			The truck follows, bouncing in after me.

			I cut across the asphalt toward a corner where I know there’s another exit. I pray it’s open, that I can slip away. But when I reach it, the gate is down, a chain stretched across, padlocked, shut off for the night.

			My stomach drops.

			I wrench the wheel, turning the car in nearly a 180, desperate, aiming back toward the open space.

			And then he’s there. The yellow truck lunges sideways, tires squealing, sliding until it blocks me. Perpendicular to me, his souped-up truck the long end of a triangle, the corners of the lot the short sides. With me in the middle.

			I am trapped.

			The man gets out again. This time, slower. Measured. He reaches behind his seat and pulls out something long, dark, glinting in the light. A crowbar.

			He grips it in one hand like he’s been waiting to use it. His voice thunders across the empty lot, ugly and raw, words jagged with hate, cunt and bitch prominent among them. Then, calm as anything, he fishes out his phone. Puts it to his ear.

			I don’t dare take my eyes off him, but I reach into the middle compartment.

			“Yeah,” he says into his phone, loud enough for me to hear. “You know the Mortimer College parking lot? On Woods Edge? Yeah. Come quick. We got ourselves a live one.”

			The words slither through me. The gun is now in my lap. I try to load the bullets, but my hands shake too hard.

			“You wanna play, sweetheart?” He comes around to the driver’s side, raising his crowbar. “Okay, now we’re gonna—whoa.” He stops short when he sees me pointing the gun at him. I haven’t been able to load a bullet, and my hands tremble, but the gun sends enough of a message.

			He backpedals, returning to the front of my car. “I ain’t done with you, you dumb bitch! You’ll see me again!” He holds out his phone and aims it at my front fender, wanting to photograph the license plate that isn’t there. “I’ll be seeing you real—”

			I floor the accelerator, smacking into him, sending him sailing backward into his truck, his head cracking against the side with a dull thud before he collapses to the ground.

			Oh God oh God what did I do what did I do—

			I’ve stopped just short of his truck. I put the car in park and get out. He is lying in the small space between our two vehicles, face down. Not moving, from what I can tell, though the lighting is terrible; he’s lying under the beams of my headlights. I squat down near him, but hear nothing. Is he dead or is the thumping of my pulse drowning out—

			An ambulance. He needs an ambulance. I reach for my pocket but—no phone. I look around in the dark and find his iPhone. I tap it. It comes to life, a screensaver of a Playboy centerfold. I don’t know the code. Should I put it up to his face or—emergency, yes, there’s a way to make an emergency call.

			I press the buttons on each side of his phone. Two messages pop up:

			slide to power off

			SOS Emergency Call

			Slide to call Emergency Services

			Then I hear him. I startle to my feet at the sound. A baritone growl like nothing I’ve ever heard, menacing and predatory, more animal than human.

			I rush back to my car. Lock the door. Back up my SUV until it’s bumping the fence. Shine my headlights on him.

			I squeeze the buttons on his phone again, get the same two options. I slide my finger as instructed.

			Not to call emergency services but to power it off.

			I navigate slowly, careful not to blow out a tire, moving right to get around the truck, my right front tire rolling over a parking block by the building’s brick wall.

			Then I floor it, peeling out of the parking lot, with only one thought in mind:

			The security cameras, at every corner of the school’s parking lot.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Finley’s car is still gone when I return home. I rush inside and find my phone charging on the kitchen island. I unhook it and take a deep breath, trying to settle myself before I call Luke.

			My brother is my only prayer, if he’s still at work, a distinct possibility this time of year.

			Please be at work please answer your phone please be at work please answer your—

			“Hey,” he says, answering on the third ring.

			“Are you still at work?” I ask, unable to hide the quiver in my voice.

			“Yeah, the transfer portal closes— Is something wrong?”

			“I need your help,” I say. “Are you somewhere where you can see the parking lot?”

			“Um—no, I’m in my office, other side of the building. Hang on. Why?”

			“Just hurry. Hurry.” My pulse echoes in my head. For a moment I think I hear the garage door lifting. I do not need Finley coming home right now. I pat my pocket, which holds the phone I stole from the man. I’ll have to decide what to do with it.

			“What the fuck?” Luke hisses into the phone. “There are cops in the parking lot. An ambulance is pulling in. Someone’s…Is that guy dead?”

			I draw a breath. “Do you have access to the video room, Luke? For the parking lot security cameras?”

			“Well, yeah, all the video’s in the same room, but…Jesus, what’s Finley done now?”
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				Allison

			
			Sunday, four days later, I enter the bar in Ukrainian Village by the expressway. Old-school, with dark wood and sticky floors and dim lighting.

			Jennifer Harper already has a booth in the rear, next to the pool table. She didn’t have to fight a lot of customers for it. She didn’t wait for me to order a drink, either. But that’s Harp. It’s not drinking alone as long as someone else is in the bar.

			That was one of the things that burned her at the FBI. But the Bureau’s loss is my gain. There’s no one else I’d use, for law firm work or personal matters, as a private eye.

			She half smiles as I approach, looking younger than her mid-forties in her black leather jacket and dangling earrings, short-cropped blond hair with bangs that fall in her face.

			“Tell your client he can relax,” she tells me as I take a seat. “He’s in the clear.”

			When I reached out to Harp, I wanted her to think I was representing a client. So I called her on my normal phone, not the burner I use for personal matters. And I told her as little as possible, just that a client needed this information. I did all that for a reason: if it’s law firm work, our communications are privileged work product.

			“I’m short on time,” I say, when what I really mean is Tell me tell me tell me.

			“First off,” she says, “the road-rage guy in the parking lot? He survived. Got a concussion, but nothing more. No spinal injury, nothing permanent.”

			I release a quiet breath. Among the many things I’ve contemplated over the last four days, while I waited for a detective or patrol officer to knock on my door, was whether the lead charge would be murder or attempted murder.

			“Tell me about him,” I say. “The road-rage guy.”

			She flips open a folder. “Name is Marlow Luckett, age thirty-four. High school grad, a laborer, a journeyman. Lives in Cicero, a few towns over from you. Real prince of a guy, this one. Check out his history. Did some time for aggravated battery. Two DUIs. An arrest for sexual assault but never charged. Four, count ’em, four domestic-battery charges, but lo and behold, the complaining witnesses, a girlfriend each time, kept getting bouts of amnesia every time they took the witness stand.”

			That fits to a T the guy who confronted me in the parking lot. I let out a shudder.

			“Drives this big-ass yellow truck with jacked-up tires? A Ford F-250?”

			“That’s it,” I say. “I mean, that’s…how it was described to me, yes.”

			“You know he brought his buddies to the scene?” she says. “Apparently, he called in reinforcements. Whoever your client is, they were going to beat the shite out of him.”

			Oh, yes, I remember that he called his friends. But they had something different in mind.

			We got ourselves a live one.

			“You were right about him being intoxicated, too,” she says. “They drew blood at the hospital. Marlow’s BAC was double the limit. Lucky for him he wasn’t driving the vehicle when the cops showed, or he’d be in the joint for another DUI. Anyway, that level of intoxication, plus the concussion, may account for his less-than-precise description of the assailant.” She slides a copy of the police report across the table. “Turn to the page I flagged.”

			I hold my breath. I find the page in the police report and go straight to the marked line, highlighted by Harp:

			Victim described driver as muscular caucasian male mid-30s

			I double-blink and read it again. A muscular Caucasian male. This can’t be real. This must be wrong. Marlow Luckett identified the person who hit him as a man?

			“Does that generally describe your client?” Harp asks.

			I manage to say, “Yes.”

			“But only generally,” says Harp. “Nothing to pin down. And in terms of the car he was driving, Marlow could only say it was an SUV. Not a model, not a make, not even a color. Which narrows the suspect vehicle to about six million cars in the greater Chicagoland area.”

			I slowly nod, like I’m dispassionately taking in this information, but I feel my life being handed back to me. He identified a muscular man in an unspecified SUV.

			“Cops had a lot of questions for Marlow,” she says. “Like why they found a crowbar lying right next to him. Or why he’d used his truck to pin another car into the corner of the parking lot, which was literally the only conclusion they could possibly draw from the evidence. His buddies on the scene, Fric and Frac, they just said Marlow called them for help. For help, like he was in distress.” She smirks. “What I hear, cops didn’t buy what they were selling.”

			I get it now. I understand why Marlow lied to the cops and said the driver was male. The same reason his buddies lied. How would that story look in hindsight if he cornered a woman in that parking lot, then called in his friends? It would look like what really happened. So he changed the driver to a “muscular male” to recast the whole thing. A fight, not a gang rape.

			“I’ve left out the best part,” says Harp. “There were security cameras all over the school’s parking lot. Only, when the cops pulled the security discs from the school later that night, they were all blank. A malfunction or something.” She raises her glass. “Lucky.”

			Not luck—Luke. After my call, he ran down and switched out the actual security discs for blank ones. The next morning, he handed me the security discs in his living room, and I broke them into more pieces than a jigsaw puzzle. I could get you a hammer, he quipped. We could grind them into a fine powder.

			I nod along as Harp speaks, trying to act like a professional. “That is lucky,” I say.
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			I return to my car and breathe a sigh of relief. I am in the clear. Nobody will ever know what I did. Not Harp. Not Finley. Not even Luke, whom I did not correct when he assumed that it was Finley, not me, who got caught up in this road-rage affair. Nobody will ever know this story but me.

			Me and Marlow Luckett.

			I haven’t lost sight of what I did. It was not my proudest moment. I hit a man with my car and left him behind without calling for assistance. But I surely would have faced criminal charges for hitting him, and he would have known my identity. I wasn’t willing to jeopardize myself in either way for that monster.

			I will let the rest of summer pass. I will be grateful for the bullet I dodged and tolerant of my cheating husband until the fall, when we say goodbye to our son, Grayson, off to college in New York.

			Then I will decide what to do with Finley and our train wreck of a marriage. I will decide when to end it. I will decide how to end it. And I will decide how much it will hurt.
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				April 4, 2026
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				Louise

			
			Sergeant Louise Pratt pulls her coat tight against the morning wind, asking herself why she still puts up with the gray and cold midwestern weather, but knowing the answer, as she approaches the sorting facility on the south end of Grace Park. The air outside reeks of sour trash and diesel fuel.

			Even on a Saturday morning, LSK Ventures, nestled behind a strip of warehouses, hums with a low mechanical rumble, the buzz of workers, the whines and clanks of machinery. She passes under an open-air hangar, her badge on a lanyard around her neck. The intense overhead lighting seems redundant with the natural light, but it’s their electricity bill, not hers. She walks along segregated piles of splintered wood, scrap metal, crushed cardboard.

			Her partner, George Sarkisian, beat her here but, good egg that he is, waits by the yellow tape. He probably drove, unlike Louise, who only lives five blocks away. They make quite a pair, she and “Cutty,” as she calls him—Cutty Sark, the whiskey. Cutty clears six feet and is up to 225, while Louise has to look up to see five feet. She likes to say she makes up for her height with a head of poofy gray curls and a big attitude.

			A uniformed officer lifts the yellow tape for them, a young man who was in diapers when she kicked in doors as a rookie in Chicago. She’s seen him before. Marzullo or something.

			“Detectives,” he says too formally, but appropriately so as a newbie on the force. “Jimmy Nardulli. I’m the responding.”

			Right, that’s it—Nardulli.

			“Morning, Jimmy. This is Sergeant Sarkisian. You can call him ‘Cutty’ or ‘Sark’ but not George. You can call me Lou.”

			“Lou? Oh, I’m sorry—”

			“Not because I’m a lieutenant,” she says. “My name’s Louise. Call me Lou. And take a breath, Jimmy. Is this your first homicide?”

			“Yeah, it is.”

			“All right, you’re on, kid. Show us the way.”

			“Bay Four,” he says, leading them. “Workers found him when they were separating construction debris.”

			Bay Four is cordoned off near the back of the hangar. A massive dumpster, forest green in color but in need of a paint job, is opened on one side like a drawbridge, but moved back from the conveyor line. As they get closer, the odor transitions from sour to outright putrid.

			“Who called it in?” she asks.

			“Facility supervisor. One of the workers noticed something off when the contents got dumped into the sorter. Stopped everything.”

			“Good,” she says. “Don’t let them restart until we say so.”

			A pair of CSU techs are crouched near the corpse, lying on tattered drop cloths with standard-looking paint stains, ripped pieces of duct tape on each end.

			“He was wrapped in the drop cloths?” asks Cutty.

			“Yes, sir.”

			Louise gives the techies their space but leans over for a look. The deceased is a white male, around forty. Big guy, over six feet, solidly put together. Shirtless, wearing off-white chino trousers. No shoes. Socks are charcoal with polka dots bearing the brand name Ferragamo.

			Wedding ring, she also notes.

			There is bruising by the sternum, surrounding a puncture wound. His body is loose, flaccid; rigor mortis has passed. The facial features are sunken, his skin bluish-gray in color, mouth slacked open, eyes half closed. There’s a little bloating, not necessarily as much as she’d expect, but that tells her something right there. The man has probably spent most of his tenure as a corpse outdoors, with ambient temps in the thirties and forties, significantly slowing decomposition.

			He’s been dead about three days, her guess, though she’ll wait for the M.E.

			“ID?” Cutty asks, running his hand over his balding head.

			“No,” says Nardulli. “No wallet, no phone. But we ran it through Missing Persons.”

			“Any likelies?”

			“One. A Finley Brice. Reported missing yesterday. Lives in Grace Village. One of the beautiful people.”

			Louise smirks. Lifelong residents of Grace Park, in her experience, do not always have the nicest things to say about the people in their more affluent sister town of Grace Village.

			“All right,” she says. “Hey, Money, what are we thinking for a weapon?”

			“Oh, hey, Lou,” says Monique, the lead on the crime scene unit, looking over her shoulder. “Something thin. Ice pick, letter opener, gardening stake, something like that.”

			“Mmm-hmm. And…no blood trail?”

			“Nope. He’s been dead a while. The fatal wound, you figure the weapon corked it all inside. And gravity helped. All the lividity’s on the posterior.”

			Meaning he spent most of his time, while dead, on his back. Louise walks over to the dumpster, just partially full. “Did we trace this load?”

			Officer Nardulli flips through his notes. “Jobsite north of here, Grace Park. Picked up yesterday evening.”

			“So he was likely in that bin when it left the site?”

			“Looks that way. That’s what the supervisor thought, too.”

			She puts her hands on her hips. “Bag and tag everything from this load, Jimmy. I want the full route from the hauler—time stamps, drivers, stops. I want to talk to whoever signed off on the pickup. And I want a list of everyone on that jobsite.”

			Nardulli nods. “Got it.”

			Louise allows a begrudging smile. “She was good,” she says. “Staged it well. Got him away from the crime scene. Bought her some time and distance.”

			“Who’s that, Lou?” he asks. “You said ‘she.’ ”

			“The wife,” says Louise. “Or the mistress. But more likely the wife.”

			Officer Nardulli lowers his notepad, reading her.

			She winks at him, then smirks at Cutty. She’s kidding. Kinda.
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			The three of them stand under the humming fluorescent lights in the hallway of the Cook County Morgue. Cutty bends a stick of gum in his mouth and checks his phone. Allison Brice, dressed in a cotton shirt and stretch pants, folds her arms and tucks her chin. Perhaps a defensive posture, but even Louise must admit, the morgue is always so damn cold.

			Allison reported her husband, Finley Brice, missing yesterday, April 3. They were estranged, she’d told the officer, negotiating the terms of a divorce. She stayed in the house in Grace Village. He was living in their downtown condominium on Erie Street. Louise looked up the condo online; fancy place, rich-person place, floor-to-ceiling windows with unobstructed views of the lake. Not surprising, considering Finley was wearing Ferragamo socks, for Christ’s sake, when they found his body.

			Not that Allison’s identified him yet. But she will. Louise looked up Finley on social media, on a website regarding some start-up venture capital opportunity. No doubt he’s the man they found this morning.

			The door opens. The attendant acknowledges them. Allison pushes herself off the wall and enters the viewing room. Too composed, Louise thinks to herself. Too still. True grief wears many faces, takes many different forms, no two the same, but there is always an element of struggle—struggle to maintain control, to tamp down the roiling chaos, to keep one foot moving in front of the other despite the pain.

			Allison Brice is focused. She is concentrating. But not struggling. Not trembling. Her voice does not shake. She hasn’t so much as blinked hard. No, she is in complete control.

			Louise glances toward the morgue attendant, who slowly peels back the top portion of the sheet. Allison leans over from the waist. She holds her stare on the body, her arms still folded. Her lips part. Maybe a quick intake of air; Louise isn’t sure.

			She remains still as a statue, long enough that the attendant eyeballs Louise, who shakes her head.

			Finally, Allison straightens. She turns to the attendant and nods.

			The attendant makes a note on the clipboard.

			Louise waits a beat, then steps forward. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Brice.”

			She studies Allison’s profile—the stiff jaw, the tension in her neck.

			“Mrs. Brice, in your missing-persons report, you said you last saw Finley on April first at approximately three o’clock in the afternoon?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Can you think of anyone who might’ve wanted to harm him?” she asks.

			Allison blinks her dry eyes. Works her jaw. “He was being erratic. Difficult. Very worried about money. Very.”

			That’s not really an answer to the question. But Louise will let that go for now. “Money, as in, after the divorce?”

			Allison’s shoulders lift slightly. “We weren’t communicating well. It was a…contentious split. We were not getting along.”

			“Mind me asking why? Why so contentious?”

			She takes a breath, like she’s holding something in, then releases it. She turns and looks dead-on at Louise for the first time since they met. “You ever been divorced?”

			“Me? No, can’t say I have.”

			Allison’s eyes shut. “I have to go tell my son his father is dead.”

			“I’ll need to follow up. I’m sorry to ask you these questions.”

			“I understand,” says Allison. “I’m the estranged wife. I’m suspect number one.”

			“I didn’t say that, Mrs. Brice.”

			Allison tries a smile. She turns for the exit. “I’m sorry, but I’m not answering questions.”

			“I understand you have to attend to your son right now. Maybe tomorrow?”

			“No.” Allison turns back toward Louise. “I mean I’m not answering questions, period. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

			She disappears out the door.

			Louise looks at Cutty. “Did I just hear that right?”

			He leans into her. “Well, now she’s definitely suspect number one,” he whispers.
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			“We got a singular prominent incised wound to the left anterior chest, approximately four centimeters in length.” Still in her lab coat, Dr. Roberta Boyd, a forensic pathologist with the Cook County Medical Examiner, snaps open a can of Diet Coke outside her office. “Nine millimeters in diameter. Penetrated the left ventricle.”

			“Stab wound to the heart,” says Louise. “That’s the cause of death?”

			“Stab injury to the left ventricle prompted hemorrhagic shock and cardiac tamponade.”

			“You took the words right outta my mouth, Bobbi.”

			Bobbi smiles. “The blade pierced the heart. The heart bled into the sac that holds the heart. Sac fills with blood, heart has no room to pump. Circulatory functions collapse.”

			“Homicide, no question?”

			“No question. No chance of self-infliction. No chance of accident.”

			“Okay, so what about time of death?” If you can believe Allison’s missing-persons report, Finley Brice was alive at three in the afternoon on April 1.

			Bobbi sighs. “Based on decomp, progression of rigor, livor mortis fixation—I’d say forty-eight to seventy-two hours, but closer to seventy-two.”

			“So that would be last Wednesday.”

			“My best guess,” says Bobbi. “Your victim died on April Fools’ Day.”
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				Allison

			
			I finish a meeting at the Prudential Building early and take a detour down Michigan Avenue, the Mag Mile, not far from the investment property we own on Erie. I turn into the lingerie store, parting the glass doors into a rush of warm, perfumed air, music humming through speakers, sultry and upbeat. Looking for something new to wear for Finley tonight.

			Inside the store, lit soft and pink, I trail my fingers along a rack of silk slips. The tags sway gently as I brush past.

			A saleswoman glides over. “Happy New Year,” she sings, though it’s the second week of January. “Can I show you anything?”

			I follow her to a table stacked with satin sets, all jewel tones and fragile straps. I weigh the fabrics between my fingers, trying to picture Finley’s face when he sees me in them.

			My mother’s voice drifts in, uninvited—sharp, disapproving: Ally, you’re too focused on your books. Men don’t want a brain. They want someone who looks good on their arm. You’ll never get anywhere if you don’t take care of your figure.

			I push it aside. I allowed her to seep back into my brain when things were rocky with Fin, but that’s changed. Yes, Fin and I found each other again. I never thought it possible. There I was, seven months ago, last summer, standing outside Anna Cortese’s house, plotting all manner of murder and mayhem, telling myself it was just a matter of time, that I just needed to hold out a few months until Gray left for college, then I would file for divorce.

			But then the injury a month later. Finley stepped into a sand trap at the Grace Country Club and tore every imaginable tendon in his knee. Two surgeries, the latter a knee replacement. Indescribable pain, though Fin refused the prescription painkillers for fear of addiction. Gut-wrenching physical therapy. He was off his feet, prone on a couch, for a good five months.

			Sure, from a practical standpoint, it ended his affair. No more “Wednesday night poker.” Pretty hard to sneak around with Anna Cortese when you’re laid up like that. But Fin being stuck in the house, relying on me to care for him, brought us back together. We started talking again. We started sharing again. We laughed again. Our sex life, which had been declared officially dead, roared back to life, however carefully we had to manage his knee.

			We turned a corner. The insecurity that plagued him after losing his job, leaving me as the sole breadwinner, seemed to evaporate. He finally realized that I never cared about that, I never measured him by the money he made, all I ever wanted was him, his commitment to us.

			I never told him I knew about the affair. I decided to give us a chance, to focus not on the worst thing he’d done but on the parts that were real, that had been good. I wasn’t sure we could heal, but I was willing to find out. And every day that passes, I’m happier I did.

			In the store, I try a deep wine-red slip, holding it against myself in the mirror. Under the bright lights my face looks pale, older than I’d wish, but the silk softens the edges. I imagine stepping out of our bedroom doorway wearing it, Finley looking up from whatever he’s reading.

			At the register, I keep my smile small, private, as if the whole transaction is a secret between me and the cashier. With the bag in my hand, glossy and discreet, I step back out onto Michigan Avenue. The wind is sharp, biting, but I feel a flicker of heat beneath my coat.
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			At home, the fragrant smell of the chicken and pepperoncinis in the crock pot, which I prepared this morning, reaches me as I hang my coat in the mudroom. I find Finley unshowered, unshaven, his expression sullen, staring lifelessly at a news program from the couch.

			“What’s wrong?” I ask with a sinking feeling.

			He flips a hand. “Baldwin wants to pull the plug.”

			“Pull the plug…on the whole project? He’s out?”

			“He’s out.” He glances in my direction, chewing his lip. “Can’t get funding.”

			“What about the Corbin Brothers—”

			“Corbin pulled out. Several weeks ago. I didn’t wanna wreck the holidays with the shit news.” He leans
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