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ONE

‘It’s not a suicide,’ a voice shouted from the doorway.

Homicide Lieutenant Lucinda Pierce ignored the noise and focused on absorbing the scene around her. To the left, against the wall, a black lacquer table with curved legs bore a large white and red vase containing a greenhouseful of red roses and white lilies. The petals appeared to be as soft as chamois. The floral arrangement overwhelmed the residential space in its size and expense – more suited to a hotel lobby or the entrance of a too-pricey restaurant.

A field of stark white marble veined with black stretched beneath Lucinda’s feet. The stone led to two broad steps stretching wall-to-wall. It, too, seemed too much – too grand for a place called home. Beyond the marble flooring, wide heart of pine planks led into an expansive living room populated by white and red chairs and sofas and black lacquer tables. The room ended with floor-to-ceiling glass that bowed out toward the James River as if yearning to set sail.

Directly in front of her, right above the marble steps, an arched walkway, like a bridge over a small stream, spanned from one side of the second floor to the other – the top railing of black lacquer supported by the warm tones of aged pine spindles. Near the center of the walkway, a wooden chair with an upholstered seat pushed against the rail. Attached to the railing, a thick yellow rope formed a dense knot, suspending the body of a middle-aged woman.

‘Someone murdered my wife,’ the voice from the doorway said. Lucinda assumed it was the voice of Frank Eagleton, the male resident of the home.

Lucinda turned around and faced him. A tall, well-built man in a charcoal suit, striped tie and Italian loafers leaned into the room between the two uniformed officers blocking his access. A very good but still perceptible hairpiece perched on the top of his head. Deep-set blue eyes flashed, his full, lower lip stuck out in defiance. He gave the appearance of a man who was unused to being ignored.

Turning to Sergeant Robin Colter, Lucinda whispered, ‘Get the husband away from the doorway. Do it nicely. But make sure the uniforms keep him outside on the premises.’ Lucinda returned to her examination. Below the woman’s feet, the bright red soles of a pair of Louboutin black spiked heels slashed across the white marble like a fresh wound.

The deceased, presumably Candace Eagleton – the only female living at this address – wore a black pencil skirt and a stark white silk blouse. Around her neck, a light green stone pendant hung from a gold chain. The same stone was in her earrings and on the ring finger of her right hand. Was the way she was dressed telling? Was she on her way out? Did she dress like that around the house, or did she put on a favorite outfit to commit suicide?

Was there significance to the display of the body? No one opening the door could miss her. The high-vaulted ceilings in the foyer seemed to press down, forcing all eyes in the direction of the deceased woman. Beyond the elevated walkway, the ceilings soared up again in the sun-drenched room beyond. Was that her last moment of theatre? Did she want to make sure her husband noticed her at last? Or was her prominent location an arrogant slap from a killer?

‘Money can’t buy you love.’

Lucinda grinned and turned toward the sound of the familiar gruff voice of the coroner. ‘Doc Sam! Is that what you think this is all about – love?’

‘Of course. She either felt unloved and, thus, ended her miserable existence, or she was unloved and that person snatched her life away. Love or the lack of it is a backdrop to every story.’ The word love sounded incongruous falling off the lips of an old curmudgeon with a balding head of wispy hair and rumpled clothes.

‘Are you becoming a romantic in your old age?’

‘I’m not too old to show up at yet another of your crime scenes, Pierce,’ he said as he tugged on a Tyvec suit and booties.

‘True. But love, Doc Sam?’ The eyebrow above her good eye arched nearly to her hairline.

‘I’m not getting senile, if that’s what you think. Blame my granddaughter. She keeps telling me about my lack of faith in humankind and my permanent state of surly cynicism – she actually used that phrase; just fifteen years old and she threw “surly cynicism” at me. Anyway, she nags me to look for the positive, look for the silver lining, look for the love.’

‘And you’re actually listening and following her advice?’

‘She’s my granddaughter, Pierce. My only granddaughter. I’m trying but your surly cynicism doesn’t make it easy.’

Lucinda laughed and faced the body presumed to be Candace Eagleton once again. ‘The husband says it’s not a suicide.’

‘And that surprises you, Pierce? What family does believe a loved one could take their own life?’

‘Not surprised at his comment but I am surprised at how perfect the scene looks.’

Doc Sam stepped up to the woman’s feet and looked up at her hands. ‘Appears to be some dirt under her fingernails.’

‘That seems out of character. Looks like a fresh manicure and a pedicure. Look at her. Look around you. This is a woman who takes great care with appearances.’

‘Hmm,’ Doc Sam said. ‘That could explain the perfectly composed suicide scene.’

‘Perhaps. But who is the most likely suspect when a woman dies violently in her own home?’

‘The husband.’

‘Most definitely, Doc. So why would the most likely suspect direct us away from a suicide conclusion?’

‘Playing head games with the dumb cops?’

‘Most possibly. I hope you can provide some answers for me,’ Lucinda said. ‘Make sure the hands are bagged before you move the body.’

‘Do I tell you how to do your job, Lieutenant?’ Doc Sam growled.

Lucinda rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, you do. All the time.’ She walked away and headed up the stairs.

Doc Sam called after her, ‘Do you ever listen?’

Lucinda simply smiled as she stepped onto the walkway. She turned right and entered a symphony of rose and white in a spacious master suite as expansive as some homes. The room smelled softly of refined femininity – a quiet marriage of timid lilies highlighted by demure vanilla. The rose color in the carpet and the draperies was the shade of a soft blush. In a corner, an old child’s rocking chair held an antique doll with blonde ringlets, dressed in an outfit that nearly matched the bedspread.

A coved ceiling rose above a four-poster bed covered with a lacy white spread sprinkled with tiny pink roses. The head of the bed was mounded high with decorative pillows in all shapes and shades of rose and pink. In the sitting area, two dark rose chaises sat before the window like two beach chairs facing the sea, the view of the river serene and magical. Between the chaises, a table, draped to the floor in white, bore a bud vase with a singular red rose.

Lucinda stepped into the master bathroom with its floor of white marble and its walls of white, pink and clear glass tiles. The dark rose surface of the vanity stretched long with two basins of translucent white on its surface. A large spa tub with a dozen jets was surrounded by green, growing plants and windows. A separate shower with sprays jutting from three walls stood beside the tub. The water closet was discreetly concealed behind a chest-high wall.

A door led to a walk-in closet with built-in drawers, shelves and hanging bars. She walked through an expansive selection of women’s clothing and shoes before exiting out of the other door and back into the bedroom. Not one square inch of space – not one single item – gave the impression that any man had ever walked through the doorway into this female sanctuary. Had she ever shared this room with her husband?

Lucinda emerged from there into the harsh reality of a crime scene. The body no longer hung from the railing but rested on an open body bag, hands bagged, head tilted to one side. She moved on to the other side of the walkway and entered a room that could not have been more different from the one she left.

It was a second master suite, a bit smaller than the room across the walkway but certainly of a sufficiently elegant size. A bold bed frame of rough timber supported a king-sized mattress covered with a dark plaid spread that rose up in a hump at the end of the bed. A pile of decorative pillows formed a mountain on the window seat. A rustic nightstand bore a lamp made from deer antler, an alarm clock and two hand weights.

The draperies around the window of the sitting area matched the plaid of the bedspread. A chair and a recliner upholstered in dark green leather with brass brads sat at broad angles in front of the window. A primitive bent twig table sat betwixt them – a bottle of Jack Daniels, an ice bucket and two glasses on its surface.

Through the doorway to the bathroom, Lucinda spotted a slate-tiled walk-in shower big enough to sluice down a whole football team. A small walk-in Jacuzzi sat in a corner, flanked by windows. Rustic wood formed the vanity, its surface covered with a thick pane of glass. Two copper basins sat on top of that. Behind a chest-high wall were a urinal and a water closet.

Through the closet door, Lucinda found the same meticulous, personalized attention to detail in the storage design. This closet, however, was filled with male clothing exclusively. There was even an alcove built to the correct dimensions to hold a pair of the waist-high waders that trout fishermen wear. The door on the other side opened into the bedroom. It seemed apparent that the couple had not shared a bedroom. Did that mean they had not shared a sex life?

Lucinda went back downstairs and scanned the front yard until she caught Robin Colter’s eye. She raised her chin and Robin cut off her conversation with a patrolman and came inside. ‘Is the husband in the back of a car?’ Lucinda asked.

‘Yes. He threatened to leave since no one would listen to him. He tried to barrel his way through the officers at the front door. We ended up putting him in cuffs to get him in the patrol vehicle. Once there, though, he calmed down. I took off the cuffs and he swore he would not attempt to leave the car until the detective in charge talked to him. He even said he was willing to spend the night there if he had to do so, as if it was his idea to climb into the car.’

‘Makes you wonder if he bullied his wife, too,’ Lucinda said.

‘He does seem used to getting what he wants, when he wants it. The last time I talked to him, he was demanding a timetable. He said he didn’t mind waiting, but he needed some parameters.’

Their conversation was interrupted by Doc Sam. ‘Pierce, you better take a look at this.’ He held up a clear plastic sleeve with an open piece of paper inside it.


Dear Frank,

You have taken my heart, crushed it, stomped on it and pulverized it. You have destroyed my ability to love. I suspect that, if we remained together, it would only be a matter of time before you take my life.

I have been working to obtain an independent source of income because once I leave, I will not want to be connected to you in any way. If you are reading this note, that means I have secured the revenue I need. All that remains is the division of the estate.

Since the house was built with the money I brought to the marriage, it seems right that I remain in it. However, if you want the house, you can have it. If you want to sell the house, we can do it. I simply want out.

Your betrayed wife and the debased mother of your children,

Candace



Lucinda read the letter out loud and handed it back to Doc Sam. ‘Perhaps the husband is right after all. Someone did murder his wife.’ She looked out to the patrol car holding the husband, raised her hand and pointed her finger like a gun. ‘Tag, you’re it, Frank Eagleton.’


TWO

F BI Special Agent in Charge Jake Lovett sat at his desk studying the man across from him. Behind him, the blinds were drawn to eliminate the distraction of the cityscape from his visitor. A long bookcase ran from wall-to-wall below the window. Stacks of files with protruding multicolored Post-it notes littered the top of it. An open laptop sat on the right-hand side of his desk, a telephone, framed photograph of his parents and a bobbing woodpecker on the left. In front of him a legal pad and pen lay waiting.

In the chair opposite the agent, a man shifted from side to side as he twisted a baseball cap in his hands. He covered his balding head in a peculiar comb-over style reminiscent of Donald Trump. Jake wondered how anyone could look at the financial mogul on television and think, ‘Hey, that’s just the look for me.’ He appeared to be about fifty – a worn-out fifty – with bags under his eyes, large pores across his nose and gray bristles sprinkled along his jawline, giving the appearance that he shaved in the dark.

‘Nothing you are saying is making much sense,’ Jake said. ‘As I said, without your name, the nature of the crime and the identity of the person who is threatening you, I don’t know what I can possibly do to help you.’

‘You have to help me or I’m a dead man,’ the man pleaded.

‘I appreciate that you have concerns about your personal safety but you still have told me nothing that explains why you are here at the FBI instead of a local law enforcement office.’

‘I did. I told you. There’s a federal connection.’

‘Yes, you did say that. But you have given me no indication of how there is a federal connection. Does it involve a federal employee?’

‘I don’t know if that’s the correct way to put it or not but maybe.’

‘Did the crime happen on federal property?’

‘I don’t know. There was one meeting at the Lincoln Memorial. Does that count?’

‘It might if I knew what happened at the monument.’

The man exhaled loudly. ‘I can’t tell you until I know I won’t be prosecuted.’

‘So you were involved in a crime that might be a federal crime?’

‘Actually, there are two crimes,’ he said and flashed a grin.

‘Two crimes? Are either of them federal?’

‘I’m not sure. I don’t think the first one is but I might be wrong about the property lines when it comes to my part of the thing. And the second one, well, I thought it might be because someone who might become a federal employee is involved.’

Jake bent his head down and scratched the nape of his neck. ‘We are going nowhere here. I think this is a waste of time. You told me that it was a matter of national security. You told me it involved a high-level person in the government. You told me it could damage the President of the United States. But since you walked into my office you have told me nothing to substantiate those claims. I believe it’s time you left,’ Jake said as he rose to his feet.

The man jumped up. ‘No. No. You can’t send me out there without protection. I was followed here. I know it. If I walk out that door I’m a dead man. They’ll know I’ve been in your office.’

‘Sir, please.’ Jake placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and applied minimum pressure to maneuver him towards the door. ‘You go on home and think about this a little more. If you decide to be more forthcoming with your information, you are more than welcome to return.’

The man dropped to the floor, crossed his legs, and wrapped a hand around the arm of the chair. ‘No. No. You can’t make me. I’ll tell you everything. But I have to have some guarantees. I have to know you will keep me safe. I have to know I won’t be prosecuted.’

Jake was now convinced he had a nutcase in his office. ‘OK, sir. Calm down.’ He leaned back against his desk and crossed his arms. ‘You’ve gotta spill something if you want my help. Explain what you said about the property lines.’

‘I’m not sure whether the body was buried inside the Thomas Jefferson National Forest or just outside of it.’

‘Body? Are you saying someone was murdered?’

‘Yeah. But I didn’t do that. I just dug the hole and helped throw it in.’

‘Who was murdered?’

‘I’m not sure. The body was wrapped in a blanket. The only thing that I could see was a little bit of hair that stuck out at one end. Looked like a woman’s hair.’

‘When did this happen?’

‘Oh, ’bout thirty years ago.’

‘Thirty years ago?’

‘Yep. But that’s just the first crime I know about.’

‘What’s the second crime?’ Jake asked.

‘A death threat.’

‘To you?’

‘Now why would I threaten myself?’

Jake shook his head. ‘So you made the death threat?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Sort of? What the heck does that mean?’

‘I said the words the other person standing next to me told me to say.’

‘Who was standing next to you?’

The man sighed. ‘C’mon, man. Aren’t you paying any attention? The individual who killed that woman thirty years ago.’

‘OK. So who did you threaten?’

‘It was that person’s threat really ...’

‘Right. Who was threatened?’

‘A woman.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake! What woman?’ Jake said, leaning forward with his hands on his hips.

‘I don’t know.’ The man shrugged.

‘You don’t know? You—’ An incoming call interrupted Jake. He lifted the receiver and said, ‘Lovett.’

‘OK. Face recognition software gave us some possibilities and we narrowed it down from there. We believe you are speaking to Charles David Rowland, currently residing in Norfolk, Virginia, previously a resident of Trenton, New Jersey. A lot of arrests. No felony convictions.’

‘Thank you,’ Jake said and disconnected the call. ‘Why don’t you get up off the floor, Mr Rowland, and have a seat in the chair.’

The man started to rise with a smile on his face but froze in place halfway in his ascent. His smile disintegrated as he said, ‘Excuse me?’

‘Drop the act, Mr Rowland. How long since you’ve paid a visit to Trenton?’

The man rose to his full height and took two steps backward.

‘Sir, have a seat.’

‘You’ll regret this,’ he said and bolted for the door.

Jake followed him into the hall but saw no sign of him. He opened the door to the stairwell but heard no sound of footsteps. He looked at the elevator. The screen indicated that it had stopped one floor below him. He stabbed at the button and swore under his breath as it continued its descent.

Jake pulled out his cell and called down to the security desk in the lobby. The officer answered but had difficulty understanding him because of the high level of noise. ‘What is going on down there?’ Jake screamed into the mouthpiece.

‘Senator Fowler and a flock of media,’ the officer shouted back.

‘Stop the man coming off the elevator. He’s about—’

‘What?’

Jake looked at the digital screen. The elevator was already on the ground floor. ‘The man coming out of the elevator—’

‘What about him?’

‘Stop him, damn it.’

‘The guy in the ball cap?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s already gone.’

Jake disconnected from the call. He rushed back into his office and pulled up the blinds. He thought he saw a glimpse of someone dart behind the building next door but wasn’t sure if it was Rowland. He slumped down in his chair and picked up the receiver on his desk and dialed the local police department to request a BOLO (Be On the Look-Out) for Charles David Rowland.

He didn’t know what Rowland’s game was but his curiosity had been piqued. It might be inconsequential but then again, the mention of the President raised the stakes. The man’s talk of the White House occupant threw the investigation into Secret Service territory. He made a note to call and brief them on his strange encounter after he filed a report for his own agency.


THREE

Lucinda sent Robin to inform Eagleton that he was being transported to the justice center downtown. She stood in the doorway to watch his reaction. Robin opened the back door of the vehicle and leaned forward. A moment later she staggered backward as Eagleton erupted from the car. A patrolman rushed over and helped Robin get him cuffed once again and shoved back inside. Lucinda could hear the bellows of Eagleton’s voice but could not decipher the words.

She went upstairs again. If there was dirt under Candace’s fingernails – if she was murdered – there should be signs of a struggle somewhere. She’d seen nothing obvious on her last examination. This time, she’d look closer. Her nose nearly pressed against the outside frame of the door, she peered at every inch up one side and down the other.

Moving inside the room, she repeated the process. Midway down the unhinged side, she saw light scratch marks in the paint on the wall and tiny grooves in the woodwork. She stuck a red sticker next to the barely perceptible scars.

She got down on her hands and knees and crawled across the bedroom floor. When she reached the wall, she turned around, moved over a foot, and headed back in the opposite direction. She repeated this process several times until she reached the bottom of the bed. She ran her finger around the indentation that circled one leg, and then crawled forward until she reached the second one. There her finger hit a small, solid object. The shadows of the bed covering made it necessary to pull out her flashlight to see what her finger found.

She saw one green stone bead and then another. How long had they rested there? Had it been days, weeks, months? Or did they land there earlier that day? The stones appeared to match the jewelry the victim was wearing when she was found. Had she worn a bracelet that morning? Was it broken by force when someone attacked her? Did the perp try to pick up all the pieces and missed these two? Or was it all just a coincidence? Lucinda’s nose involuntarily crinkled with distaste at the latter possibility.

Lucinda continued her search of the floor. She was still on all fours when she heard Marguerite Spellman call her name. Lucinda leaned back on her heels and spotted the forensic specialist standing in the door frame, her hands gloved, her body covered in a blue Tyvec suit from the booties on her feet to the hood over her head.

‘Glad to see you, Spellman,’ Lucinda said.

‘Have you found anything?’ Marguerite asked.

‘Take a step inside and look at the spot on and near the frame that I marked. What does it look like to you?’

Marguerite peered at it without saying a word. She pulled a portable light and a magnifying glass out of her kit bag. She examined the area even more closely. ‘Possibly fingernail scratches but it could have been caused by something else.’

‘There is some sort of dirt under the victim’s fingernails,’ Lucinda said.

‘Hmm.’

‘Could she have grabbed there when someone extracted her from the room?’

‘Maybe,’ Marguerite said. ‘I’d have to compare the paint and the debris under her nails.’ She pulled out a camera and added a macro-lens before shooting a close-up of the area in question. She swabbed the damaged area and then collected paint samples. While she worked, Lucinda returned to her examination of the floor.

Marguerite packed away the samples and asked, ‘Anything else?’

‘Yes,’ Lucinda said as she crawled back to the bedpost leg where she found the beads. ‘Take a look at these.’

Marguerite lowered herself to the floor and followed the beam of Lucinda’s flashlight. ‘No way to tell how long they’ve been there.’

‘No, not really,’ Lucinda admitted. ‘They appear to match the other jewelry the victim wore but I won’t know for sure until we collect them. I wanted an in situ shot first.’

‘Not going to be easy,’ Marguerite said. ‘I’ll do my best.’ She slid under the bed with her photographic equipment and took shots from several angles. She then retrieved and bagged the stones.

Lucinda completed her examination of the bedroom floor. ‘I moved slowly and looked very carefully, Spellman. If there is anything else to find in this carpet, it’s going to take someone with more than one eye to find it.’

‘I imagine you would have seen anything that’s there, Lieutenant. But I’ll assign the tech with the youngest and sharpest pair of eyes to repeat the scan just to be sure.’

‘Good. Your team’s all here?’

‘Sure is.’

‘OK. I’ll leave it all up to you, then,’ Lucinda said. ‘I need to get down to the justice center to talk to the husband.’

‘You think he did it?’

‘Don’t know but I sure wouldn’t place a bet on his innocence.’

As Lucinda drove downtown, she hoped she wouldn’t have to cancel her dinner date with Jake that evening but knew she probably would. It happened too often. Either she had an investigation that interrupted their plans or he did. They rarely seemed to catch a demanding case at the same time. They more often came one after another, sometimes making it impossible for them to get together for days or even weeks. But the first hours of any murder investigation mattered too much and at this point, she knew she couldn’t break for a moment until she at least knew whether she was looking at a homicide or a suicide.

She called the morgue and asked for Doc Sam. She was told he was in the middle of an autopsy. She was pleased to learn he was working on her victim – if that’s what she was. An answer to that big question should be forthcoming in no time.

Back at the justice center, she went straight to the basement to check on the doctor’s progress before going upstairs to grill Frank Eagleton. She pulled on a gown and head gear but held her hands behind her back rather than glove-up. She didn’t think she’d be there long.

‘Got anything for me, Doc?’

Doc Sam growled and said, ‘You know I can’t form conclusions until I complete the job and as you can see I’m elbow-deep in it now.’

Lucinda stifled a grin at his literal use of the hackneyed phrase. ‘Yes, sir, Doctor. I know that but I thought you might be willing to share your brilliant observations.’

He glared at her over the tops of his glasses. ‘You need to display more respect for your elders, Pierce.’

‘Sir, you know—’

‘Don’t start, Pierce. I cleaned out under her fingernails and sent the sample upstairs to the lab for the witch that runs the place to examine. She’ll be giving you the official report on that.’

Lucinda grinned at his description of Audrey Ringo, the head of the forensics lab. ‘What did the sample look like?’ Lucinda asked.

‘You know I can’t tell anything just by looking at it.’

‘You didn’t—’

‘Yes, I did. I popped it under the microscope to give it a quick look before sending it to Audrey. It appears to be skin cells, paint chips and threads of some fiber or another. But I can’t swear to any of that because I didn’t test it. As you well know, that’s not my job. This is my job,’ he said, pointing both hands at the body on the stainless steel slab. ‘Now, will you let me get back to it?’

‘Certainly, you old curmudgeon. I’ll send Colter down to observe. I’ve got to talk to the husband.’

‘Curmudgeon, Pierce? Now that was uncalled for ...’

‘I know, Doc. But sometimes I simply lose control. And “curmudgeon” sorta rolls across the tongue and tickles the palate, doesn’t it?’

‘Get out of here, Pierce.’

Lucinda chuckled while she slipped out of the surgical garments and hopped in the elevator to go to her office. When she walked into the reception area, she heard pounding and a loud voice drifting down the hall. ‘Let me out of here. Where is that damned detective? Why is this door locked? I demand my freedom.’

‘Oh, good grief,’ Lucinda said with a sigh.

Kristen, the department’s petite and, in Lucinda’s estimation, far too perky secretary and receptionist was still new enough to be amused by the behavior of visitors in the interrogation room. She laughed, tilted her head, tossing her shoulder-length brown hair off to one side and said, ‘Yes. We’ve tried to ply him with hospitality. We offered him coffee, soda, water. Sergeant Colter even offered to run out and get him a sandwich if he would only settle down. But he refused it all – obviously preferring to pound and shout than to indulge in food or drink. Seems like it’s time for a lion tamer – got your whip and chair?’

As if in response, Eagleton let out a particularly loud and feral bellow that Lucinda thought she could feel in the soles of her feet. ‘This is ridiculous!’ she spat out as she marched down the hall. She landed a fist on the reinforced glass window. ‘Cut it out!’

He responded with more pounding. ‘I demand ...’ he shouted.

‘Sit down, Mr Eagleton!’

‘I demand—’

‘No one gives a damn about your demands. Sit your ass down in that chair if you want me to talk to you.’

Eagleton stopped pounding and pulled back his head as if in shock that she’d spoken to him that way. But he didn’t move away from the door.

‘I am serious, Mr Eagleton. Stop this childish display and sit in that chair now or I’ll rustle up a couple beefy cops who will cuff you, shackle you and muscle you down to a holding cell where you can cool your jets for a while.’ Lucinda glared through the window.

A look of defiance crossed Eagleton’s face. Then his shoulders slumped and he turned, crossed the room and sat in the chair. He lifted both hands and raised his shoulders in a shrug.

Lucinda opened the door far enough to stick her head through. ‘Now, you just sit there quietly, like a good boy, and I’ll be back in a few minutes.’

Eagleton rose from the chair and started to bluster.

‘Sit, Mr Eagleton. Sit.’

His eyes formed slits and his lips curled up as he lowered himself into the chair.

Lucinda sighed and went to her office. She sent an email to the records department requesting any priors on Frank Eagleton and another to Lara Quivey in Research asking for an instant background report on him. She went to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee. By the time she returned she had a response to her first query, indicating that Eagleton had no record. While she was reading it, the message from Lara arrived in her inbox. She printed it out and read it while she walked back down the hall. As she learned about his background of wealth and privilege, she was surprised that he hadn’t demanded an attorney already and feared he would do just that when she asked her first question.


FOUR

Lucinda sat down across from Eagleton and tried to hold his gaze, but in less than ten seconds he turned away. ‘I’m not a cat, Lieutenant. I don’t enjoy staring contests.’

Instead of responding, she kept her eyes on his averted face. Finally, he turned back towards her and raised his eyebrows. ‘When did you last see your wife, Mr Eagleton?’

‘This morning, when I went to work.’

‘What time was that?’

‘Seven fifteen, seven thirty.’

‘Was she wearing the same clothing as she was when we arrived at your home?’

‘No, Lieutenant,’ he smirked. ‘She was wearing a towel. I stuck my head into her room and asked her if she planned on being home all day.’

‘And why did you and your wife have separate bedrooms?’

‘It was her decision, Lieutenant. Not mine.’

‘Why the separate rooms, Mr Eagleton?’

‘As I said, it wasn’t my idea.’

‘That didn’t answer my question.’

‘I liked sharing a bed with my wife. She might have been getting older but I still appreciated her body and the comfort of her warm presence next to me at night. I haven’t slept all that well since she moved across the hall.’

‘One more time, Mr Eagleton: why did the two of you not share a bedroom?’

He slapped his hands on the table. ‘Simple, Lieutenant. She was really pissed off.’

Lucinda clenched her jaw. ‘And why was she pissed off, sir?’

Eagleton sighed. ‘Someone told her I was having an affair with my secretary.’

‘Were you?’

‘Was I what?’

‘Don’t be obtuse, Mr Eagleton. Were you having an affair?’

He blew air out of loose lips, making them vibrate against each other. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It didn’t mean anything. It was just recreational. Stress relief. It didn’t mean I didn’t still love my wife.’

‘Did you, Mr Eagleton? Did you still love your wife?’

‘Of course I did. She’s the mother of my children. She helped me build my business. She helped make me a success.’

‘That sounds like gratitude, not love.’

‘You’re not married, are you, Lieutenant?’

‘Please answer the question.’

Eagleton leaned forward with his elbows on the table. ‘Gratitude is one of the building blocks of lasting love, Lieutenant.’

‘Nice philosophy, Mr Eagleton,’ she said as her lips involuntarily formed a sneer. ‘And you demonstrate your gratitude to your wife by climbing into bed with someone else?’

‘That had nothing to do with my wife.’

‘Is that how your lover saw it?’

‘Lieutenant, I did not lie to that girl. I told her from the start that I would never leave my wife. I told her I was just looking for good times and relaxation.’

‘Really? And how did she react to that?’

‘She stood up on the bed, stark naked, her legs spread, straddling my waist and said, ‘Good. Just consider me your new therapist.’

Lucinda looked at the sparkle in Eagleton’s eyes and recoiled from it. His wife’s death didn’t seem to sully the pleasure of his illicit memories one little bit. ‘Back to the last time you saw your wife: what did she say? Was she going to be home all day?’

‘She said, “Maybe.” She said, “A client is meeting me here at the house at nine. If it goes well we may go to lunch after our meeting.”’

‘Did she tell you who that client was? For that matter, what did your wife do for her clients? What kind of service did she provide?’

‘No. I have no idea. She told me nothing. She used to do public relations work but that was ages ago. So I asked her, “Client? What kind of client? You don’t have a job.”’

‘And her answer?’ Lucinda asked.

‘All she said was, “See Frank, you know nothing about me. You hardly know I am alive.” I said, “You never told me you had a job.” And she said, “You never asked. Now will you please leave so I can get dressed?” And that pissed me off.’

‘Why?’

‘We’ve been married all these years,’ he said, his voice rising. ‘I’ve seen her starkers more times than I’ve had a beer. And I have to leave for her to get dressed?’

‘How much did it piss you off, Mr Eagleton?’

‘Enough to make me stalk out without saying “goodbye.”’

‘Is that what you did, Mr Eagleton?’

‘That’s what I said, isn’t it?’

‘No. It isn’t, sir. You said that it made you angry enough to stalk out of the room, not that you did stalk out of the room.’

Eagleton popped to his feet. ‘Now you are playing word games?’

‘I’m not playing any games. I do not think the death of your wife is a game, do you?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Please sit down, Mr Eagleton. And try to control your temper.’

He glared at her and lowered down into the chair.

‘Thank you,’ Lucinda said. ‘Now, did it piss you off enough to make you attack your wife?’

‘What? I’ve never raised a hand to that woman.’

‘Did you fake her suicide to cover up your crime?’

Eagleton shot to his feet again. Veins pounded in his forehead and neck. His face flushed red. ‘What’s wrong with you? I’m the one who told you it was not a suicide. Remember?’

‘Clever ruse, don’t you think?’

Eagleton stepped up to the side of the table, his hands clenched by his sides. ‘How dare you?’

‘Mr Eagleton, don’t make me restrain you. Get back on your side of the table and sit down.’

He sucked a deep breath in through his nose, making his chest heave. A look of distaste curled his lips. ‘You sicken me,’ he said as he took a step back. ‘I’ve told you I loved my wife,’ he said as he slid back into his seat.

‘You also told me you were having a cheap affair with one of your employees. I can’t quite fit those two concepts into one bucket.’

‘I never said “cheap.”’

‘So you were in love with this girl?’

‘No. It was sex – just sex.’

‘You know we will have to speak with her?’

Eagleton rolled his eyes. ‘Yes. Not the happiest realization I’ve had today.’

‘What was that?’

‘What was what?’ Eagleton asked.

‘Your happiest realization this morning. What was that? Learning you’re now a widower?’

‘Goddammit!’ he said, slapping his hand on the table. ‘I’m talking to you for one reason and one reason only. My wife did not commit suicide. She wouldn’t. That means someone killed her. I want that bastard locked up.’

‘Did your wife have any enemies?’

‘Only perceived ones.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Sometimes she acted like I was the enemy but that was nothing new. From time to time, she’d get all paranoid that I was plotting to leave her. She’d get the children to question me. But I knew she couldn’t help herself. She had a pathological poor sense of self-worth. Then, when she got that note telling her about the girl a year and a half ago, she focused her paranoia on her. She saw the girl as her enemy. But she wasn’t. She had no plans to take her place. She was just – just – just ...’

‘Just what, Mr Eagleton?’

‘Just there.’

‘And what is this young woman’s name?’

‘April,’ Eagleton said.

‘April what?’

‘April Flowers.’

‘What’s her real name, Mr Eagleton?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Really?’

‘Call personnel. They’ll tell you. Her parents were idiots. That is not my fault.’

‘Isn’t that supposed to be “April Showers?”’

‘As I said: her parents are idiots. Now what are you doing to find whoever killed my wife?’

‘We’re doing a lot, Mr Eagleton. This is just part of it. We’ve obtained a search warrant and are going through your home looking for any little bit of forensic evidence. We’ve also gotten search warrants for all the home computers. But most importantly, Mr Eagleton, the autopsy being performed on your wife’s body should tell us if this is a homicide or a suicide. I am most interested in what was under your wife’s fingernails. If you did attack your wife, there is a strong possibility we will find your DNA there. We will know then that you did, in fact, attack your wife.’

Eagleton propped his elbows on the table and rested his forehead in his palms as he sighed. Raising his head, he said, ‘What can I do to get you to stop wasting time on me and go find her killer?’

‘For starters, you can give me an address for April Flowers.’

‘I don’t know her mailing address but she lives in Commonwealth Towers, Apartment 712. You don’t seriously think that little twit had anything to do with my wife’s murder, do you?’

‘Mr Eagleton, do you know what the two most likely scenarios are in this situation?’

‘No, Lieutenant.’

‘The first most common result is that the autopsy report will confirm a suicide—’

‘But, I told you ...’

Lucinda raised her hands. ‘I know, Mr Eagleton. But something else is very common – probably the vast majority of family members of suicides have at least a short period of time when they deny the possibility. You would not be the first.’

‘OK. OK. What is the other scenario?’

‘That would be you, Mr Eagleton.’

‘Back to that again.’

‘Yes, sir. When a person is murdered in their own home, the most frequent perpetrator is the spouse or significant other.’

‘So there’s nothing I can do?’

‘Yes, there is. You can continue to be cooperative. You can call me if you think of anything that might be significant. And you can wait with some degree of patience until we learn how your wife died.’

‘Meanwhile, whoever killed her just sits out there and gloats.’

‘I have no leads to a possible suspect other than you, at this point, Mr Eagleton, and you have not been able to offer any possibilities except perhaps for your love interest ...’

‘I do not love that girl.’

‘You said. We will see if her view of the relationship matches yours. I’ll be talking to her – so you see, at this point, you are not the only suspect. Hopefully, the forensic analysis will lead us to others if neither of you are guilty.’

‘How about if I take a lie detector test?’

‘That might be appropriate later on. But not now – not while we still don’t know if we have a homicide or not.’

‘Like I said: nothing I can do until you’re done screwing around.’

‘You can call it what you want, but what we are trying to do is to determine what happened to your wife, Mr Eagleton. I would think that’s what you would want.’

Eagleton rose to his feet. ‘I suppose this means I am not under arrest?’

‘No, sir, you are not.’

‘Good. While you’re spinning your wheels, I’m going to get my own investigation going.’

‘I must warn you not to obstruct our investigation, Mr Eagleton. You’d be best served leaving those matters to us. And please do not inform Miss Flowers that I intend to visit.’

Eagleton walked to the door and turned to face her. ‘You ever hear the expression “you get what you pay for?”’

‘Certainly,’ Lucinda said with a nod.

‘I look at you and what do I see – a one-eyed, scarred woman with a chip on her shoulder paid a government employee salary. No offense, but I am able to hire a private investigator with at least as much experience as you, who earns in a month what you make in a year – and he has both eyes. Who do you think I’ll trust?’

‘Whomever you’ve bought and paid for, Mr Eagleton.’

He jerked open the door, spun around and said, ‘Damn you, Lieutenant,’ before he walked out of the room.

Self-consciously, Lucinda brought one hand to her prosthetic eye and ran her fingers down the craters of scar tissue on that side of her face. ‘Damn me, indeed,’ she said to the empty room.


FIVE

Lucinda’s cell vibrated in her pocket. She picked it up and said, ‘What’ve you got, Doc Sam?’

‘C’mon down here and I’ll show you,’ he said and disconnected the call.

Lucinda walked down two flights of stairs and into the morgue.

‘She definitely died from hanging,’ he said as she entered the room.

‘Suicide?’

‘Nah, look at this ...’ He pointed to Candace’s neck.

‘What am I seeing, Doc?’ Lucinda asked.

‘Abrasions on the skin caused by the rope. Instead of a simple line that pulls up behind the ears, there are multiple fainter lines around the deep indentation that is the apparent one caused by the drop of the body. Almost as if she made a few false attempts before she succeeded. And I don’t think that’s possible.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Lucinda said.

‘If I had to guess, I’d say that someone tortured her before they killed her.’

‘Torture?’

‘Think of it like you would manual strangulation. Remember that guy up in Arlington? He’d choke the women until they passed out. When they revived, he’d do it again. Over and over.’

‘Yes, I read about him.’

‘It looks like someone jerked her up by her neck several times before sending her over that railing to finish it. But then again, it could just be an odd suicide. Not really sure yet.’

Lucinda sighed. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to make a determination?’

‘Don’t know. Maybe when Audrey the lab tyrant gets me an analysis of what was under her fingernails. Maybe when I get the toxicology report. Maybe never.’

‘What about the time of death?’

‘I can give you a range but it overlaps both the time the husband said he was at home and most of the time he said that he was absent from the home.’

Lucinda turned on her heels and walked out without a word. She was churning with frustration. If there was an answer, he would find it. Wouldn’t he? And if he didn’t, where did that leave them? A possible killer who could never be prosecuted? A suicide her husband would not understand or accept? Or was there even a worse possibility that she could not yet begin to imagine?

Lucinda walked under the unnatural glow of mercury lights shining down on the sidewalk. She pulled open a tall glass door and strode up to the desk in the lobby of the high-rise apartment building. She flipped out her badge and said, ‘I am here to speak to April Flowers.’

A bone-thin, male receptionist with pitch-black hair and cold blue eyes gave her an appraising look. He reached forward to a panel of buttons.

‘I’d rather you didn’t do that. Why don’t you just give me access to her floor?’

The young man’s mouth formed an exaggerated O. ‘My, my,’ he said. ‘Sounds serious.’

Lucinda flashed a grim smile and waited.

He fidgeted in silence for a moment and then said, ‘OK. I wouldn’t want to interfere with police business.’ He started around the counter and stopped. ‘Maybe I should call the manager first?’

Lucinda folded her arms across her chest. ‘You are incapable of making a simple decision on your own? How often do you call the manager? Every evening? Do you ever worry about being too much of a nuisance? Has the manager ever expressed displeasure over your inability to think for yourself?’

He flushed red. ‘That was totally uncalled for, Officer. I was just thinking aloud.’

‘Lieutenant,’ Lucinda corrected.

‘Whatever! Follow me,’ he said as he swung around the counter and headed for the elevator. When the doors opened, he scanned the identity card on the lanyard around his neck and hit the button for the tenth floor.

Lucinda stepped inside the lift and asked, ‘Apartment number?’

‘Ten-ten.’

As the doors started to close he stuck his face close to the diminishing gap. ‘If she’s not home, you are not authorized to go inside her unit.’

Reaching the hallway, Lucinda looked up and down its length at the rough concrete walls, shiny concrete floor, industrial hardware – typical new construction for the current hip residential spot in downtown. She turned right and walked half the length in that direction before arriving at the door marked ‘1010.’

She listened for a moment but could hear no sound from the apartment. She pressed the door buzzer and thought she heard the whispery sound of slippers slipping across the concrete floor inside. Metal slid softly and an eye appeared in the peephole. Lucinda held up her badge.

The door opened a crack. ‘Yes, may I help you?’

‘April Flowers?’

‘Yes?’

Lucinda held her badge toward the crack in the door as she tried to get a good look at the woman on the other side. She couldn’t see much but a bowed head with long, shiny blonde hair hanging down straight as a plumb line, obscuring her features. ‘Lieutenant Pierce. Homicide. I need to talk to you about a friend of yours.’

‘I have a dead friend?’

‘I think not. Please may I come in?’ Lucinda asked.

April shut the door, disconnected the chain and reopened the door, inviting Lucinda inside. She was shorter than Lucinda but average in stature for a woman. Her thinness, though, made her appear tiny – small enough to be blown away by a baby’s breath.

She led Lucinda past the kitchen and into the living room. The end wall was all glass with a view over the downtown area including the lush Robert E. Lee Gardens in Stonewall Jackson Park. Ironically, the street renamed in honor of Martin Luther King, Jr bordered one side of the open green space. Only in Virginia, Lucinda thought.

As they sat down across from one another, Lucinda asked, ‘Do you know Frank Eagleton?’

‘Yes, he’s my boss.’

‘Is that all? Just your boss?’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked, tilting her head to the side and widening her dark brown eyes.

‘Are you or have you ever been romantically involved with Mr Eagleton?’

‘Romantically? No. He’s old enough to be my father.’

‘OK. Are you sexually involved with Mr Eagleton?’

‘Involved? What do you mean, involved?’ April asked.

Lucinda leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. ‘Have you ever engaged in sexual intercourse with Mr Eagleton or performed any other act that could be construed to be sexual in nature?’

‘Me? Mr Eagleton?’

‘Miss Flowers, please stop playing coy.’

April straightened her posture and folded her hands in a demure bundle on her lap. ‘Whatever do you mean, ma’am?’

‘I mean, miss, that Mr Eagleton already admitted to screwing around with you. Your avoidance of the question is annoying.’

‘Mr Eagleton ...’ April pursed her lips and ran her tongue across them. ‘I can’t imagine what would have made Mr Eagleton say that.’

‘Do you know Candace Eagleton?’

‘Of course. She’s come into the office on several occasions. I haven’t seen her recently, though.’

‘Really? Are you sure you didn’t pay her a visit this morning?’

‘Why would I do that? Did something happen to Mrs Eagleton?’

‘Please answer the question, Miss Flowers. Did you go to the Eagleton home this morning?’

‘I was at work this morning,’ April said.

‘Have you ever been in the Eagleton home? Think before you answer, Miss Flowers. If we find your fingerprints in that house after you’ve denied being there, you will regret it.’

April rose to her feet and walked over to the exterior wall, leaning her forehead against the glass. She spun around and said, ‘You can’t tell Candace.’

‘Tell Candace what?’

‘You have to promise,’ April said and bit lightly on her lower lip.

‘I promise I will not say a word to Candace Eagleton.’

April sighed, walked back to her chair and flopped into it. ‘I did go there a couple of times. Once we made love in Candace’s bed. I know that was wrong – on so many levels. I just hate that woman for making it difficult for Frank and me to be together.’

‘You two had plans?’

‘Of course. We wanted to spend the rest of our lives together.’

‘But Candace was in the way?’

‘She knew about our affair but she still didn’t let him go.’

‘Did Candace tell you that?’ Lucinda asked.

‘Oh, no. I didn’t talk to Candace about that.’

‘Is that what Frank told you, then?’

‘He didn’t have to tell me. I knew he loved me. We were soulmates. I knew his heart’s desires without asking.’

‘Interesting, Miss Flowers. Mr Eagleton seems totally unaware that your relationship was anything but recreational.’

April furrowed her brow. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Mr Eagleton made it clear to me that he had no intention of leaving his wife. He said he loved her. He said you were simply a convenience. A sexual outlet.’

‘How dare you!’

Lucinda threw up her hands. ‘These are not my words, Miss Flowers. They came from the mouth of your sexual partner.’

‘You are lying. The moment Candace is out of the picture, we’ll be flying off to Reno to get married.’

‘Did Frank tell you that?’

‘Not in so many words.’

‘So when you found out your little fantasies about Frank Eagleton would never come true, because he would not leave his wife, you did the only other thing you could do, didn’t you?’

‘What?’

‘You killed Candace Eagleton, didn’t you?’

‘Killed? What are you talking about? She’s dead?’

‘Did Frank help you kill her?’

‘No. What are you saying?’

‘So you did it on your own?’

‘I didn’t say that. I didn’t do that. Whatever Frank did, he did it on his own. I had nothing to do with it.’

‘You think Frank killed his wife?’

‘I don’t know. He didn’t talk to me about it. He grumbled about her from time to time but when I pressed him he would not explain his complaints. He would not answer my questions.’

‘You think Frank is capable of committing murder?’

‘I think Frank can do anything he sets his mind to. He is a powerful and persistent man. I’ve seen him destroy other people – not physically but financially, emotionally – just because they were in his way. He is heartless. You see how he betrayed me.’

‘And you want to spend the rest of your life with this man?’

‘Not anymore. He has trivialized our relationship.’

‘That bothers you more than the fact that he is a suspect in the death of his wife?’

‘Well, if he did it for love – if he did it for me – it wouldn’t be right but I could understand. I could forgive him,’ she said in a whisper.

‘I doubt if Candace Eagleton would if she could. And if he is responsible, the State of Virginia won’t be so gracious either. And that goes for you as well, Miss Flowers. If we learn you played any small role in that woman’s death – even simply that you possessed foreknowledge of the crime – there will be no forgiveness for you either.’

‘I’ve done nothing wrong,’ she said, her lips forming a pout.

‘Let’s not exaggerate, Miss Flowers.’

‘Well, consenting adults and all that – maybe you are not sophisticated enough to understand.’

Lucinda laughed at that statement coming from a young secretary in her early twenties. ‘Fine, Miss Flowers. Here’s my card. If you think of any odd, unusual or unexpected behavior by Mr Eagleton, please give me a call. Maybe when you grow up a bit, your moral compass won’t wobble so badly.’

‘What?’

Lucinda shook her head and left the apartment. April shouted down the hall, ‘What do you mean?’
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