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Where the dead red leaves of the years lie rotten
 The cold old crimes and the deeds thrown by,
 The misconceived and the misbegotten
 I would find a sin to do ere I die

Algernon Charles Swinburne,
 The Triumph of Time




Prologue

The prisoner squinted at the threatening ebony sky through the steel mesh that made up the cage in the rear of the patrol car. He knew he should be afraid, but he was dead inside. His heart was black. All he could do was watch the big wind come and hope it would scoop him up into its twisting, churning middle.

Five seconds later, the storm howled down upon them.

‘Oh, mother of God,’ the cop who was driving squealed. She was a rookie and heavyset, with squat fingers clutching the wheel. Sweat dripped down her cheeks from under her butch dark hair. The ferocity of the wind lifted the front wheels of the speeding vehicle off the highway, and rain like a deluge sheeted across the glass. The driver did the only thing she could do; she stopped, because she was blind. The car danced, doing a shimmy on its tires.

‘Keep going,’ her partner told her.

‘Are you fucking crazy? The storm shifted, you stupid son of a bitch, it’s coming right at us.’

They were stopped askew on a rural section of highway, surrounded by deserted farmland. All the residents had left, headed north, abandoning homes to the wind and water.

‘We’re thirty miles from Holman,’ the other cop said. His voice was scratchy, like quarry dust. ‘We need to get this sack of shit back behind the walls. Keep going.’

Debris hammered the car windows: rocks, tree branches as large as his thigh, roof shingles, dead birds.

‘No way, man, no way. We have to get inside right now.’

‘Inside ain’t going to make any difference,’ the other cop replied. The inmates called him Deet, because he trailed a sweet smell of insect repellent to drive away the Alabama mosquitoes. That was the only sweet thing about him. He was short and lean, but he was a beast.  He wore steel-toed boots and liked to break shin bones with a swift jab of his toe.

‘I saw a farmhouse,’ the driver said. ‘I’m going back.’

She wheeled around in her seat as she backed up. The prisoner stared into her eyes, which were wild with animal panic. She was petrified, close to soiling herself. The smell of her fear awakened something familiar and arousing inside him.

The pavement gave way to gravel, and she stopped.

‘I see it!’ she said, as lightning lit up a battered farm.

Deet jerked a thumb at the back seat. ‘What about him?’

‘We can’t leave him in the middle of the storm.’

‘We ain’t letting that guy out of the cage,’ Deet growled.

The prisoner leaned forward, his hard face against the mesh, and spoke to the two cops. ‘Leave me here, I don’t give a shit.’

He didn’t care. Dying here was better than going back to Holman.

For weeks, he had anticipated the road trip to Tuscaloosa, so that he could inhale the river stench of the Black Warrior again and eye the street girls in their halters. There was nothing they could offer him for his testimony; he was a lifer. All he wanted was a taste of the city grit on his tongue and a vibe off the street. One more bite of the life that had been stolen away from him ten years ago.

Ten years ago. He remembered that smug bitch watching from the back row of the courthouse as he was sentenced. She had tracked him across the south and tipped off the Alabama cops, and he went down for murdering a competitor, his life erased over a nobody who deserved what he got, because he was skimming the merchandise. He wished he could have had another half-hour with her, to wipe that fucking grin away like sand, before they buried him inside the walls.

Being outside again only made it worse to go back. The few minutes in court, in a suit, without the cuffs or the leg irons, were a hoax, like a steak dinner before they slipped you the needle. It made the years ahead, overcrowded in the stinking cell, seeing gray cement and steel every minute of your life, seem unbearable. Getting sucked up by the storm would be a blessing.

‘Where the hell can he run?’ the woman screamed at Deet. ‘Come on, we have to go now!’

Deet cursed and flung open the car door. The wind ripped it out of his hand, and the metal groaned. The noise of the storm roared like a train. Deet pulled his gun and pointed it at the prisoner’s head.

‘You give me any trouble, you’re dead,’ he shouted. He unlocked the rear door.

The prisoner got tangled up in the chains and fell to the ground as  he tried to plant his feet in the dirt. He felt Deet’s hand on his shirt collar, pulling him up. He spat out mud from his mouth.

‘Let’s go!’ the woman yelled. She waved an emergency radio and slammed the trunk of the squad car shut.

Rain buffeted the prisoner, like ice picks jabbing at his face. He struggled to walk in miniature steps up the driveway, which was a rushing river now. When he stumbled, his feet hobbled by leg irons, he felt the barrel of Deet’s gun on his neck, pushing him forward. They reached the front porch of the two-story farmhouse, but the door to the home was barricaded with plywood nailed to the frame. The woman cop put down the radio and clawed at the boards to tear them away. Her fingers bled.

He wondered how far he would get if he tried disappearing in the storm. Deet read his mind. He eyed the prisoner and cocked his gun. ‘You want to run? Go ahead. It’ll save—’

Deet stopped talking. When the prisoner narrowed his eyes against the driving rain, he saw that Deet didn’t have a head anymore. Right above Deet’s body, a yellow highway sign with a dripping, blood-red fringe bobbed in the side of the house where it had flown like a guillotine and become impaled. Something like a soccer ball rolled down the porch and then was picked up by a gust and whisked away. Deet’s head.

He heard the other cop wail, an awful noise, primal and terrified. Deet’s body collapsed in a heap, gushing watery blood that spilled down the wooden steps like paint. He dove for the gun, but so did the other cop, and she was surprisingly fast for a big woman. She kicked him backwards off the porch and drew her weapon. She grabbed Deet’s gun and shoved it in her belt, and not taking her eyes off the prisoner lying prostrate in the blood and mud, she squatted and threw up over Deet’s body.

‘Get up!’ she screamed, wiping her mouth.

She got the front door open and waved him in ahead of her with a flick of her gun. He pretended to limp. The frame of the house rattled like aluminum cans, and the wooden beams under his feet shuddered as if their nails were about to pop. It was black inside, and the cop switched on the radio and its emergency beacon. Angry static crackled between the walls, and every two seconds the room flashed with red light.

‘Downstairs,’ she instructed, pointing to an open door.

‘Unlock me.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘I can’t take stairs in these chains,’ he insisted, keeping the desire out of his eyes. Do it, do it, do it.

‘No way.’

‘I’ll break my fucking neck, you stupid bitch. I can’t see in the dark.’

‘Move.’

‘Shoot me if you want, I’m not going anywhere like this.’

She swore and threw a set of keys at his feet. He kept a tired mask on his face as he freed himself and stretched his numb limbs. He took stock of the cop, who held her gun with unsteady hands. Her uniform was wet and painted on her skin, and water dripped from her hair. She danced with impatience.

‘Downstairs,’ she repeated, her voice cracking.

The uncarpeted steps shrieked as his foot landed on each one. She was right behind him, but she was young, and she stayed too close, the gun jabbing into the small of his back. He tripped, and she froze. His hand snaked back and in an instant he yanked her wrist, pulling her past him and uprooting her down the steps. She screamed, tumbling, breaking her legs, breaking her collarbone, landing in a fleshy heap on the concrete floor. The radio shattered into plastic pieces. He was on her immediately, stripping away both guns, dragging her by the scruff of her shirt into the center of the basement.

She moaned in agony. Blood spat out of her mouth. ‘You bastard!’

He fed on her fear. Seeing her at his feet, helpless and desperate, made him feel like a reptile sloughing off an old, unwanted skin. He was reborn out of ten years in hell, a new man.

With a great crash, the half-window notched into the concrete wall of the cellar erupted inward, and water poured through in waves. The smell was fetid and moldy. The cop screamed as dirty water puddled around her. ‘Oh Jesus, the river’s flooding. We’ve got to get out of here.’

He laughed at her. ‘We?’

‘You can’t leave me here, for God’s sake. I can’t get up.’

Three inches of water swirled around his feet and grew steadily deeper. He watched as the cop pulled herself up and then splashed back as her splintered bones gave way. She flailed at the water and shouted for help, but her voice was a whisper as the storm assaulted the house.

‘Please,’ she begged him. ‘Please.’

He became physically aroused watching her. He rubbed himself through his jeans and listened to the sounds of her pain. She went under for the first time when the water was up to his thighs. She came up again, coughing and gagging, and then swallowed as the water closed back over her head. Each time she rose up, she screamed obscenities now, railing at him because he was the one in control of  her fate, he was the one with absolute power, he was the rock-hard instrument of life and death. There was no escape.

A metamorphosis took place before his eyes. He no longer saw her face. Instead, he saw the face of the bitch who had taunted him like a devil for ten years, and he knew there would be no escape for her now, either.

‘That’s the thing about floods,’ he told the cop, the last time her face broke free of the dank river water. ‘They wash away your sins.’




PART ONE

I KNOW WHO IT IS




One

Maggie awoke with a start, dreaming about sex. She wondered if she had dreamed the gunshot, too.

She lay tangled in the black sheets, her skin moist with a sheen of sweat. As she blinked, her brain tried to stutter out of the dream world, but the nightmare held her in its grip. Her eyes were open, but she was blind. She felt impossibly strong hands on her body, holding her down. A stench of dead fish overwhelmed her nostrils and made her want to vomit, but her mouth was clamped shut. She thumped against his flesh with her fists, but it was as if she were a fly tapping against a glass window, trying to get out and getting nowhere. He laughed at her, a mean rumble of pleasure. She screamed.

Her eyes snapped open. She was awake. Except she wasn’t.

Stride was sitting on her bed. She heard herself say, ‘Hey, boss,’ making it sound seductive, which it wasn’t. He was smiling at her, his eyes maddeningly dark and ironic. She opened her arms wide, and he came into them, and she was ready to taste his kiss when he crumbled into sand.

That was when she heard it. Muffled and distant. Bang.

Maggie sat up in bed. Her breaths pounded in and out of her chest. She looked at the clock on her nightstand and saw that it was three in the morning. She had been asleep for two hours, although it wasn’t sleep so much as a drunken unconsciousness filled with strange dreams. That was all they had been - dreams.

Except she wondered about the gunshot. Something had woken her. Maybe it was Eric, moving around restlessly downstairs. Or maybe it was the violent wind outside, making the timbers groan. She sat in bed silently, her ears pricked. Snow had begun - she could see the white rain through the window - and tiny flakes of ice hissed like whispers on the glass. She listened for footsteps, but she heard nothing.

She remembered what Stride always told her. Never listen to worries that come to you in the middle of the night.

Maggie realized she was cold. The bedroom was drafty, and her skin was damp. Even in January, she slept only in panties, not liking the confines of clothes under the blankets, but it meant she often woke up freezing. She got out of bed and scrambled to the thermostat, bumping it up several degrees. Down in the bowels of the house, the furnace rumbled to life, breathing warm air into the room.

She went to her closet to grab a robe. There was a full-length mirror on the door, and Maggie stopped to look at herself in the moonlit shadows. She had spent years finding things wrong with her body. She was too short, not even five feet tall, and too skinny, with bony limbs and breasts that were like twin bunny slopes. Like a doll in her mid-thirties. Her black hair was cut as it always was, in straight bangs across her forehead. She was pretty - everyone told her that. She didn’t see it. Her nose was small and pert, but her cheeks were too rounded. Her almond-shaped Asian eyes were so dark as to be almost black, with a few yellow flecks in an irregular pattern. Her features were too symmetrical. She could make her face do amazing things, twisting it into sarcastic expressions, making her mouth into a tiny ‘O’ rimmed with cherry-red lips, like a fish gulping for air. But pretty? She didn’t think so.

She held up a forearm. There were goosebumps on her honey-colored skin. She placed a hand on her bare, flat stomach and watched herself in the mirror as she rubbed her abdomen in slow circles. Her vision blurred as she began to cry. She opened the door so she didn’t have to look at herself anymore and slipped a silk robe off a hanger. She shrugged it on and tied it in a tight knot.

Maggie turned away, sniffled, and wiped her eyes. She felt dwarfed by the huge master bedroom and its massive mahogany furniture. On the far wall was a burgundy dresser, taller than she was; she had to stand on tiptoes to see inside the top drawer. Four hand-carved wooden posts loomed on each corner of the great empty stretch of king-sized bed. It was too much bed for her by herself, which was how it had been for weeks. She hated even being near it.

She took a step, and her head spun. She still felt the effects of the wine she had drunk in the park. She steadied herself with a hand on her nightstand. When she looked down, she saw her shield and felt all the complex emotions that came with ten years on the job. She hadn’t expected to be working now, but there was a part of her that couldn’t leave the Detective Bureau, that wanted and needed to be with Stride. Or maybe it was because, step by step, the rest of her life  had become a horror in the past year, and being on the job was a way to forget.

She stared down at the nightstand again and felt unease worm its way into her stomach. Something was wrong. She mentally retraced her steps, what she had done, where she had gone, hoping she had simply made a drunken error. But she hadn’t. She had come upstairs and dropped her shield, her wallet, her gun, her keys, on the nightstand by the clock.

Now her gun wasn’t there.

 

It had been an ugly Wednesday night. Bitter cold, the way January always was. By ten o’clock, Eric hadn’t come home. Maggie had ginned up the courage to talk to him, but when he didn’t show up, she felt herself growing angry. He had been secretive and withdrawn in the week since the holidays. She couldn’t blame him for that. They had been strangers for weeks, arguing constantly. It was her fault. She was the one who had closed herself off, who had shut him out, because she couldn’t deal with everything that had happened to her.

She grew sick of waiting for him and left the house. She took a bottle of Chardonnay and a corkscrew. She bundled up in her Russian sable coat, a wedding gift that she didn’t wear often, but it was warm and made her feel like royalty. The snow hadn’t started yet, and the streets were clear. She drove down into the city, which was still festive with holiday lights, and then north along the shoreline drive until she came to a turn-off by the lake. It was deserted. She parked and opened the wine. When she got out of the truck, the wind blasted her face, but she ignored it as she followed a snowy trail to the dark, moving mass of Lake Superior. The stars winked down at her, undimmed by the glow of lights from the city to the south. The branches on the evergreens drooped with snow. Her boots sank into the drifts. Her coat hung to her mid-thighs, and between the fur and her boots, the cold slashed at her legs.

There was no ice growing from the shore here; the water moved too fast. Only in the worst stretches of winter was the cold powerful enough to send a tentative sheet of ice a few hundred feet into the lake. Instead, there was nothing but angry midnight swells now, frigid whitecaps breaking on the rocks and undulating hills of water that looked like sea monsters wriggling toward the beach.

She tipped the wine bottle to her lips and drank. It was chilled and dry. She had skipped dinner, and the wine went straight to her head. She felt sorry for herself, but with each swig of wine, she cared less and less. She stayed there for an hour, until the wine was gone and  her limbs were numb. She threw the empty bottle end over end into the fierce waves. She thought about lying down in the snow and not getting up.

Take off her clothes. Die of exposure.

But no. Even though she had nothing to go home to, she knew it was time to go. She climbed unsteadily back to the parking lot and sat, thawing, inside the truck. Her mouth felt stiff. Her face was pale, and her hair was crusted with snow. She was like the Tin Man, rusted over, needing oil.

She drove home slowly, feeling the effects of the wine. Her street was dark and quiet at one in the morning. Everyone had turned off the lights in their big houses and crawled under their goose-down comforters. When she opened the garage, she saw that Eric was home too. He would be sleeping in his office. She thought about waking him up and doing what she had planned to do, but it could wait until morning.

She stripped off her fur coat in the hallway, not even turning on a light. There was an antique chest near the door, underneath a brass mirror. Something was sitting on the varnished wood. Eric had left it behind when he came in. It was a black ceramic coffee mug, and under it, a small folded note with her name scrawled in Eric’s handwriting. The mug still had remnants of coffee grounds in it.

She unfolded the paper. Even in the dim light, she could make out the words: ‘I know who it is.’

Maggie stared at the note long and hard. It was the same old song, the same tired accusation. She was angry that he still didn’t trust her. She crumpled the note into a tiny ball, shoved it into her pocket, and went upstairs to sleep.

 

Where was her gun?

She could think of only one explanation. Eric had taken it. He had come into their room and taken it off her nightstand. She had not dreamed the gunshot. Except it made no sense at all. Eric was not suicidal; he was a life force, energetic, passionate, pushing his limits. And hers.

Maggie saw a cone of white light shoot through the bedroom. Instinctively, she crouched, then crawled to the picture window that overlooked the lake. She stood up, out of sight, and edged her face against the cold glass until she could see. The blackness in the room kept her hidden. She saw headlights on a car parked fifty yards away, and as she watched, the car accelerated, its wheels spinning in slushy snow as it did a U-turn and vanished. She couldn’t see its make or color.

She waited, watching the street. Snow was falling outside, big wet flakes streaking the window. She stared straight down and saw footprints in the white dust, leaving a track down her driveway to the street. Already the wind and snow were making the indentations fade.

Maggie ran for the bedroom door. Turning the knob, she hesitated, then threw it open. The hall was filled with vast shadows. She took a chance and said quietly, ‘Eric?’ She said it again, louder.

‘Eric!’

She heard only the oppressive silence of the house. She smelled the air and caught the stale odor of beef she had made for a dinner that went uneaten. Maggie kept close to the wall as she went downstairs. She glanced in the living room and dining room and found them empty. Her feet were bare, and the floors were cold. She tugged the robe tighter and crept up on the open door to Eric’s office. She wished she had a weapon.

Near the doorway, she heard dripping. Slow and steady. Drops falling into a pool. Her stomach lurched. She reached around the doorway and clicked on the light, squinting as the brightness dazzled her eyes. From inside, the noise kept on, drip drip drip. There was a new smell, too, one with which she was very familiar.

She went into the office. Eric was there on the sofa, limbs sprawled, blood forming creeks down his face and splattering into red puddles on the slick floor. A gunshot wound burrowed into his forehead. She didn’t run to her husband. There was no point - he was already gone. He was one more body in the hundreds she had seen over the years. Her eyes studied the room by instinct, a detective hunting for answers. She found none, only a terrible mystery - her gun, which had been on her nightstand when she went to sleep, was now in the middle of the floor. Smoke mingled with the mineral stench of blood.

Maggie wished she could cry. More than anything, she wanted to crumple to her knees and weep and ask God how this could have happened. But when she looked inside herself, she had nothing left. She bit her lip, stared at the man she had once loved, and knew that as bad as her life had been in the past year, it was about to get worse.




Two

No footprints in the snow, Jonathan Stride thought. That was going to be a problem.

Footprints didn’t last long in this weather. Looking down at the front yard, he could see the harsh wind already erasing his own boot prints, which he had left seconds earlier. Even so, he would have felt better if he could have used his camera phone to take a photograph to prove that the tracks had been there.

The tracks of an intruder. Someone other than Maggie.

He hated thinking like that, but he knew how the investigation would go. Maggie knew it, too; she had described the scene to him on the phone. She would be the prime suspect. They had solved murders together for more than a decade, and it was almost an immutable law. If a husband got killed at home, the wife did it. And vice versa. It didn’t matter if you were a preacher, a Christian, a politician, a family man, a saint, or a cop. Your spouse gets murdered at home, you did it.

Stride brushed snow off his heavy, black leather jacket and his jeans. He was tall, almost six foot two, and lean. He ran a hand back through his wet, wavy hair, and the silver streaks glistened amid the black. He didn’t need to ring the doorbell; it opened while he waited on the porch. Maggie stood in the doorway, looking tiny in a red silk robe. He searched her face for tear stains and didn’t see any.

‘Hey, boss,’ she said.

He looked at her, at a loss for words. ‘I’ll leave my boots outside,’ he said finally. He slipped off his boots and took his coat off, too, and left them in a corner of the porch. As he stepped over the threshold, he bent down to study the lock on the door.

‘It wasn’t picked,’ Maggie told him. ‘I checked.’

‘Don’t try to run the scene yourself, Mags.’

‘I know whether a lock has been picked,’ she sniped at him. She  bit her lower lip, and then, as if to apologize, she hugged him. She was small but strong, and she spent long seconds embracing him. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured. ‘Thanks for coming.’

‘Why didn’t you call nine one one?’ he asked, not liking the accusation in his voice.

Maggie backed up and folded her arms together. ‘I know what’s coming. Cops tramping through the house. Hours of interrogations. Newspapers. Television. I didn’t want to deal with it, not right away.’

‘This is a murder investigation. Minutes count.’

She scoffed. ‘Investigation? This is going to be a witch hunt. Let’s not sugarcoat it. I’m in big trouble.’

He didn’t disagree with her. ‘Did you search the house?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘All right, let me look around.’

‘I told you, he’s gone.’

‘He?’

‘I’m assuming it was a he. Then again, we’re talking about Eric, so I shouldn’t assume.’ She gave a sour laugh.

Stride frowned. ‘I’m going to tell you something as a friend, Mags. Not as a cop. You should not say things like that. OK? You should shut up.’

Maggie kicked at an imaginary piece of dust on the floor. ‘Yeah, but I don’t want to shut up. I want to get mad. I want to scream at someone.’

‘That won’t help.’

‘No? It’ll sure make me feel better.’ She saw his face and softened. ‘I know, I know, you’re right. Look, you shouldn’t be here. If you want to leave, that’s OK.’

He didn’t reply, but it was true. He was on thin ice being here, because this wasn’t going to be his case. He and Maggie had been partners and friends for more than a decade, and as a result, he would be walled off from the investigation. He was the lieutenant in charge of the Detective Bureau that investigated major crimes in Duluth, at the southwestern corner of Lake Superior, where the lake narrowed like a knife point plunging into the city’s heart. Duluth was small enough for Stride to play a lead role in most of the serious cases himself, but this homicide would wind up in the hands of one of his senior sergeants.

He knew that was why Maggie wanted him here before the others arrived. She wanted him to see the scene, to talk to her, to form his own opinions. She was drafting him onto her team.

‘Make us both some coffee, OK?’ he said. ‘I’ll check out the house.’

Maggie screwed up her face. ‘You know I don’t drink coffee.’

‘You do now,’ Stride told her. He added, ‘I could smell the alcohol on your breath when you opened the door.’

Her face blanched as she turned away.

Stride began in Eric’s office, but he stayed at the threshold and didn’t go inside. He saw the single gunshot wound in Eric’s forehead. His muscular body was stretched out on a burgundy leather sofa, a white blanket draped over his legs and stomach. His hairless chest was bare. His head and its long mane of blond hair lay propped on a pillow, which now cradled blood like a punch bowl. The gun was in the middle of the floor, at least ten feet away from the body. Too far to be a suicide. He looked for dirty water on the floor that might have been left by snowy boots, but whoever had done this had been careful. He had probably left his boots in the entryway where everyone else did and then crept through the house in stockinged feet.

Assuming anyone had been in the house at all.

He felt nothing looking at Eric’s body - he had deadened himself to that kind of emotion years ago. Even so, he knew Eric well. Eric and Maggie had been married for more than three years, and Stride had been to their house many times. It was awkward for all of them. Stride and Maggie had a long history before Eric entered the picture. For years, Maggie had indulged a quiet crush on Stride, and he wasn’t sure it had entirely gone away. Eric knew it.

Stride went room to room on all three levels. It took him nearly half an hour. The house was huge and ghostly for two people, full of cubbyholes with strange slanted ceilings, and secret spaces where cold breezes sneaked through the walls. It was in a neighborhood of vintage estates, clustered together a few blocks west of the north-south highway near 24th Avenue. Once this had been an old money enclave; now it was dominated by city professionals and entrepreneurs. Eric had owned the house for more than a decade. He was an ex-Olympic swimmer who had built a lucrative international sporting supply business, mostly serving athletes in the Winter Games. It was his kind of house, like a European castle, full of social aspiration. The outside was weathered tan brick and gables, an imposing monster from the street. Maggie hated it. When Eric went on business trips to Norway and Germany, she sometimes came down to Stride’s house on the lake and stayed with him and Serena.

When he returned downstairs, he found Maggie in the kitchen, staring into her coffee cup. The empty stretch of azure marble counter behind her was wiped clean. ‘I didn’t find anything,’ he told her.

She nodded as if this wasn’t news.

‘Go over it for me again,’ he said. ‘Like you did on the phone. Tell me what happened.’

Maggie recited the events of the evening in a monotone. She told him about waking up, hearing the shot, seeing the car outside, and then finding Eric downstairs. She didn’t mention getting drunk, and Stride wondered what else she was leaving out.

‘How did the killer get in?’ Stride asked.

‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Maggie said. ‘He could have been waiting outside and slipped into the garage when I came home. We don’t lock the door from the garage to the house.’

‘And your gun?’

‘Let’s just say it wouldn’t have been hard for him to come into the bedroom without waking me up.’

‘Has Eric been having problems with anyone?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘How’s his business going?’

‘As far as I know, great.’

‘As far as you know?’

‘I don’t ask. I have no idea how much money he has. The bills get paid. I assume he makes more than I do, even on a cop’s lavish salary.’

Stride smiled thinly. ‘Where was Eric today?’

‘I don’t know. He was in the Cities over the weekend. He got back on Monday, but I barely saw him. He didn’t come home for dinner tonight.’

‘How were things between the two of you?’

She shrugged. ‘Fine.’ Her voice wasn’t convincing.

Stride waited to see if she would say something more, but she didn’t. ‘Is there anything else you want to tell me?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Can you think of anyone who would want to kill him?’

‘You mean, other than me?’ she asked sharply. ‘I didn’t do this. I need to know you believe that.’

‘I do.’

‘But?’ Maggie was smart. She could see that he still had questions.

‘You haven’t been yourself for weeks,’ he said. ‘Why?’

Maggie’s face reddened with anger. ‘That has nothing to do with this.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Drop it, boss. It’s none of your business.’

‘I thought we didn’t have secrets from each other.’

‘Stop treating me like a child.’ She stood up, and her robe slipped.  He saw more of her chest than was appropriate, but she made no effort to fix it. ‘I should get dressed. We better call in the dogs.’

‘You know what they’re going to ask you,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Why wasn’t Eric sleeping in the bedroom with me.’

‘So?’

Maggie shoved her hands in the pockets of her robe. ‘Eric had trouble sleeping. He’d go down to his office and work, and when he got tired, he’d crash out on the sofa.’

She didn’t meet his eyes as she left the room. He knew she was lying.
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SOMEONE IS WATCHING YOU.
BE VERY AFRAID.






