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    October


    Part of her wasn’t surprised by what she discovered in her husband’s coat pocket. In some ways, Alison felt relieved to know the truth.


    Her hand tightened on the photo. She took a deep breath, the pain of betrayal stabbing at her lungs. Her chest ached with the hurt searing her heart, the effort not to fall apart overwhelming her.


    But in spite of the conflicting thoughts racing through her mind, Alison relaxed her fist, smoothing the crumpled photograph of her husband, his arm around a woman in a black, old-fashioned cloche hat. She squinted in the early afternoon light, trying to make out the details. But the woman had averted her face, burying her head into Frank’s chest.


    Alison didn’t think she knew this woman although it was hard to tell anything about her as she had both of her arms clasped around Frank’s waist, pinning him as effectively as a bug on the page of an insect collection.


    Make that a worm collection.


    She suspected this woman was one in a long line of dalliances in which Frank had indulged, carried on in cities all over the United States, thanks to his job as a pilot with North American Air, based at the Raleigh-Durham airport.


    Noting a sign in the photograph, Bay Town Suites, she stalked out of the bedroom to Frank’s office. Touching the computer screen, she did a quick Internet search for the location. She wasn’t the total idiot Frank liked to believe.


    Fifteen minutes later, she had her answer. The hotel was located in a seedy section of San Francisco, away from the more touristy and frequented areas Frank’s colleagues might be apt to visit.


    Settling into the black leather desk chair, she tried to remember when Frank last made a run to San Francisco. A month ago, he would’ve needed the raincoat in the photo for the cool, dampness of San Fran.


    How could Frank have done this to her? To their children, Claire and Justin? Anger rolled like hot, crashing waves just below the surface. She’d known something was up with Frank. He’d been less cocky, his mind preoccupied, unwilling to make eye contact, his acerbic tongue quiet for a change.


    Unable to bear looking at the photo again, she tucked it into the pocket of her trousers. Restless, she made her way to the kitchen. The children would be home from school soon. Taking carrots out of the refrigerator for their snack, she caught sight of the family picture—stuck to the front of the fridge—made last summer on a Caribbean cruise.


    Frank, in his favorite blue polo and khaki shorts, leaned against the ship’s rail with his arm securely around her like a big cat toying with his captured prey. She’d resisted, trying to pull out of his stronghold. Sunlight glinted off the red tints in Frank’s auburn hair. His Arctic blue eyes gazed at the camera intense and as confident as a flag on the Fourth of July. She never allowed herself to vent her anger, but the desire to strike back and punish terrified and electrified her, the violent turbulence stretching her nerves taut. She took a few deep, cleansing breaths and then a few more.


    She couldn’t fall apart. She had to think. Frank wasn’t going to get away with it this time, so help her God.


    If only she could believe in God at a time like this.


    A key turned in the lock at the front door. Voices called.


    Claire and Justin erupted into the kitchen, grappling for snacks at the counter.


    As fourteen-year-old Justin stuffed a handful of baby carrots into his mouth, he came around the counter to give his mother a bone-crushing hug. She closed her eyes, smelling the lingering aromas of school, gym socks, and to her surprise, a faint trace of aftershave.


    He took a seat at the kitchen island with carrots and dip beside his Algebra II book, his scuffed and worn book bag on the hardwood floor at his feet. “What’s for dinner, Mom?”


    She rinsed her hands, wiping them with the small hand towel she kept next to the soap. “Probably chicken.” She pulled out her wooden chopping block.


    Claire groaned, her head falling forward on her arms. “It’s always chicken.”


    Her hair hung long, its color the same auburn hue as Frank’s. She’d also inherited that beautiful rose complexion the Irish—or, in Frank’s case, the Boston Irish—were prone to.


    “Chicken is healthy.” She’d reminded Claire so many times, her response felt automatic.


    Claire rolled her big blue eyes with great dramatic effect and made gagging noises.


    Alison eyed her daughter. “Maybe if you want more variety you should start doing some of the cooking yourself.”


    Claire frowned, narrowing her eyes. “When’s Dad going to be home?”


    “His flight gets in at six.”


    Claire flipped her hair behind her back. “He’s probably tired of chicken, too.”


    Hitting too close for comfort, Alison turned her back on her daughter, chopping the fresh herbs she would put into the chicken recipe. Frank had been tired of a lot of things for a long time.


    Better to keep the anger intact for Frank instead of unloading it on her teenage daughter. For the first time since marrying Frank, Alison questioned what she wanted to happen next. Could she summon the courage to demand her rights for once and divorce him? Should she?


    Divorce was a scary word. Or, was it the thought of being alone? She’d married so young, she’d never been alone.


    An image of her younger self, standing over her father’s grave, flashed through her mind. Going from her father’s house to Frank’s, she never had the opportunity to manage her own finances. She had no idea how to file an income tax return or open her own checking account. She’d never held a real job.


    “Your real job,” Frank would say, “is to be my wife.”


    She couldn’t ignore this by burying her head in the sand. Was this how her dad coped for all those years with her mother’s drunken, promiscuous behavior, by pretending it, the elephant in the room, didn’t exist?


    Alison clenched her jaw. Frank wasn’t getting off the hook this time. She had her children’s future to consider despite the fact she’d like to smack that smug smile right off his arrogant . . .


    Gentle-natured like her dad, she walked away from a fight. Most of the time she ran.


    She imagined the hurt that would scar Claire and Justin’s lives forever, like so much notepaper—once torn into pieces—never easily repaired. She fought the urge to tear the photograph into a million pieces and pretend. Like father, like daughter.


    Grinding her teeth, she bore down on the knife in her hand. The pungent scent of basil filled her nostrils.


    Not this time.


    “How much homework do you two have tonight?” She’d learned over the years not to ask if they had homework but simply how much.


    Justin shook his wavy brown hair out of his eyes. “About an hour’s worth of vocabulary. I hate English.” He was a boy who liked to tinker with engines and computers, not words.


    Claire rolled her eyes. “Tell us something we don’t know.”


    A tiny smile quivered on Alison’s lips, easing some of the tension. “And you, Claire?”


    Her daughter dangled the lavender sandals on her feet as she balanced on the stool. “A little English lit and history. Nothing I can’t handle. But there’s not too much I find I can’t handle.”


    An acrid taste filled Alison’s mouth.


    Justin responded before she could, patting Claire on the head like an Irish setter. “You know what they say about pride, my ever humble big sister.”


    “What’s that, stinky little brother?”


    Justin laughed, walking out of the kitchen with his notebook under his arm. “Pride bites the dirt the moment you trip over it and fall on your face.”


    She looked at her daughter. Like father, like daughter?


    Not this time. Not if she could help it.
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    Mike Barefoot hated grocery stores. He hated the sight of love-struck young newlyweds too besotted with each other to notice they were blocking the aisle. Grocery stores should be like his former army missions in the Gulf. Get in, target your objective, and get out.


    Instead, a preschooler with a miniature-sized cart plowed over his toes. He blinked and clenched his jaw to keep from cursing.


    “Sorry.” The child’s mother wore an expression as overburdened as her cart. A toddler stuffed chubby fistfuls of crackers into a mouth surrounded by a none-too-clean face. The mother also lugged a prostrate infant, slung onto her back, cradleboard-style, like his Cherokee ancestors.


    “Tell the nice man you’re sorry for hurting him, Billy.” She shoved her one mobile offspring forward. The pint-sized cart’s back wheels ran over his other foot.


    He gritted his teeth.


    Billy scowled, his eyes narrowed into slits. “Sorry.”


    Great. Give it fifteen years. He’d be arresting this one for serial murder.


    Mike balanced the green wire basket over his forearm and sidestepped the freak show. All he’d wanted was a TV dinner, the one time he wanted a home-cooked meal and not takeout. Why did the store change up the products on the aisles every time he dropped by? Not that he dropped by often. Fast food was an American way of life for a reason . . . because it was fast.


    He dodged a couple of college boys toting large cartons of beer to the cashier—might be wise to let Traffic be on the lookout for that particular frat party. He sidled past a Female with a smile the size of an alligator—and yes, noting those rapier-length nails, a female with a capital F. Did he have “lonely and desperate” tattooed on his face? That Female was a man-eater. He’d stake his grandfather’s farm in the Blue Ridge on it.


    For crying out loud, couldn’t a guy get some dinner and a little peace? After the totally uncalled for and totally unexpected public tantrum of his last so-called girlfriend—he’d forgotten to call and cancel dinner when a murder/suicide thing happened, but he’d been busy at the time—he was wise and wary now when it came to women.


    A thin, liver-spotted hand tapped him on the arm. “Young man?”


    He gazed down into the cherubic face of an elderly woman.


    “Would you be so kind as to hand me a can of green beans?” She gave his arm a playful squeeze. “I don’t know why the manager insists on placing items so high on the shelves.”


    Inbred politeness—the cultural curse of the Southerner—and his granny’s former training kicked in. “Yes, ma’am.” His 6’4” frame had served him well, whether on the football field or coming to the rescue of elderly ladies. “I’d be happy to help you.”


    His former sour mood vanished, warmth pervading his being. He could almost hear the echoes of his granny’s determined Sunday school efforts. The best way to stop feeling sorry for yourself was to help somebody else. The oneness of humanity—


    The old lady rammed the can against his chest, the beatific smile erased. “The French-cut beans. Are you stupid or something?”


    “Or something,” he growled, handing her another can, French-cut this time. So much for the training of childhood. He wondered as he watched her scuttle away without so much as a backward glance—much less a thank-you—if there was anything he could charge her with.


    Obstruction of a police officer on a grocery run? Disrespectful and disorderly conduct toward an officer of the law in North Carolina? Assault against a bona fide Raleigh homicide detective? The sharp metal can against his ribs had hurt.


    He’d bet his granny’s prize-winning apple pie there were bodies buried in that old broad’s backyard. His stomach rumbled at the thought of pie. Where did they hide TV dinners—and pies—in this warehouse they called a grocery store? What he’d give for a slice of granny’s pie. Or a glimpse, just one more time, of her laugh-lined face.


    Mike needed to go home. His real home, not the apartment where he parked his clothes. It had been way too long. He missed the rainbow quilt of rhododendrons on the mountainside. The silvery flash of trout in the stream. The haunting hoot of the owl that lived in the rafters of the barn.


    No home to go back to, gone with the death of the grandparents who’d raised him. His only living relative—his niece, Brooke, whose tuition bills cluttered his home office—would be away at school until summer break.


    As he yanked open the freezer door, the air-conditioning hit him in the face like a blast of ice. He reared. He’d been in morgues less chilling.


    The cell phone in his front pocket vibrated. Letting the freezer door slam shut, he wiggled the phone out and scanned the number. Dispatch. With the department shorthanded, following his partner’s delivery and subsequent maternity leave, he was on call 24/7.


    So much for a home-cooked dinner. So much for a quiet evening.


    Murder never took a night off.
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    The dinner hour had come and gone. Frank was still a no-show. With their homework done, baths taken, and clothes ironed and laid ready for the early alarm of high school, Justin and Claire were as tucked into bed as you could tuck teenagers.


    Frank had done this before. The kids knew they’d see him when they saw him. But if he thought he could outlast her this time, Frank had another thought coming.


    Alison jumped at the shrilling of the phone and glanced at the caller ID. It was Val, her best friend and confidante since college, who was never one of Frank's biggest fans. She started to pick it up, then reconsidered, letting her hand fall to her side.


    She’d have to fake it or Val would know right away something was wrong. And once Val got a hold of that, she’d be like black spot on roses until Alison cracked and told her everything. She squelched the urge to pour out her soul.


    Not just yet. Val might tell her something she didn’t want to hear. Like what God would want her to do.


    She schooled her features into a mask of calm before she picked up the phone as if Val could see her through the telephone wires. She imagined her thirty-something friend reclining on the sofa in her den, her feet up and over the armrest, running ever-busy fingers through her crop of short brown curls, rumpling them in the process.


    “Ali? The house is ours!” Val gushed. “We are the new owners of the two-story brick Colonial only five minutes from you.”


    She waited a beat too long.


    “What’s Frank done now?”


    They’d known each other far too long for secrets.


    “I can’t talk about it until I’ve spoken with Frank tonight, but I promise I’ll call you tomorrow.” Her voice wavered.


    A silence. She used the time to get control of the sudden unexpected tears she hadn’t known were hovering on the edge of her eyelids.


    “If you need me or Stephen . . .”


    Did Val imagine that kind of thing went down over here? Frank preferred to wound with words, not fists. Words weren’t as visible


    She managed a weak laugh. “No worries. Nothing like that.”


    “At the risk of your continuing scorn through every crisis of your life,” Val sighed, “I only bring this up because I care.”


    “Continuing crises, huh?” She laughed with genuine mirth this time. “You make me sound like Scarlett O’Hara.”


    “You will be in my prayers all night. If I can do anything for you . . .”


    “Whatever works.” She replied to Val’s gentle prodding. Val never shoved her religion—correction, Val called it her relationship with Jesus Christ—in anybody’s face. Val understood all too well why Alison felt so estranged from God. Val had been the only one there with her on the worst day of her life.


    “You better not forget to call me when you get a chance. Remember I’m always in your corner and so is God.”


    Clicking the phone off, Alison wondered why everyone abandoned or betrayed her in the end. Except for Val. And Val would be the first to tell her everyone deserved a second chance.


    But a sixth chance, or a twelfth?


    The beginnings of a small, secret smile lurked at the corners of her lips. If Frank refused to cooperate, she would make sure the entire community knew every sordid, despicable detail of his miserable life.


    She quashed the thought there might be a less brutal, wiser way to handle things.


    At first, he would deny her allegations. Then, he’d rage, declaring she didn’t have the guts to go public. Frank’s problem, she reflected not for the first time, was he never knew when to quit, to leave it alone and fight another day. But she knew what moved Frank, what got him up in the morning. With a certainty grounded on Frank’s overweening pride, she had him.


    And he would hate her for it.


    Alison could hear Val’s gentle voice in her ear reproving her.


    So what if he hated her?


    Kicking off her flats, she curled up on the loveseat in the front room with its excellent view of the street. She was tired—probably what Frank was counting on—but everything that would make life worth living depended on her not giving in this time. She reviewed in her mind the events of the last few months, every put-down, every argument.


    Like a soldier preparing for battle, she harnessed the tattered remains of her inner strength—whatever strength Frank hadn’t succeeded yet in slashing—gathering the few shreds of what was left of her identity.


    What was there about her people found so difficult to love? All her life . . . She winced at the memory of her mother walking away, the smell of the freshly turned loamy soil lingering in the air.


    If only she could be like Val. Fighting her aloneness, at this moment, she envied Val her loving God. She wished someone, anyone, would love her like that.
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    Clinging to the tire rope, balancing like the monkey her daddy claimed her to be, she crawled out of the doughnut hole of the tire swing. She raised her skinny suntanned legs up until at last, she stood on the top of the tire holding onto the rope with all her might.


    She jumped straight out at him. “Watch, Daddy! I can fly!”


    And in that split second of time, she knew she was going to fall and he wouldn’t be there to catch her. The air rushed past her face, impact seconds away.


    With a small involuntary cry, Alison jerked herself awake. Disoriented, she realized she lay on a sofa in a strange room. A clock ticked.


    She swung her legs over to the floor. Her heart hammering in her chest, returned to reality. Her dream. Not in Florida. Not seven anymore. Her daddy had died a long time ago. That bitter realization upon waking—time and again—never failed to rend her heart.


    Here, in her home in Raleigh, she waited for . . . ? What had she been waiting for? With a rush, the events of what must now be yesterday flooded over her.


    She’d fallen asleep waiting for Frank to return. She stood, too quickly for her equilibrium, and swayed, lightheaded. Her brown leather flats lay beside the sofa on the Oriental rug where she had kicked them off the night before.


    A streak of pink and gold hovered at the edge of the horizon above the tree line. She glanced over at the grandmother clock in the corner. Early morning. Not yet six.


    The children. She must get them up soon for school. Befuddled, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She needed coffee.


    Where was Frank?


    Had Frank somehow slipped past her and left her to sleep undisturbed on the sofa? Or had he come home at all?


    She padded on bare feet out of the front room, through the foyer and down the hall into the kitchen to yank open the connecting door to the garage.


    Alison rocked back on her heels. His black Corvette did not sit in its usual space beside her car in the garage. With all his secret assignations and late-night partying, he always came home at some point during the night.


    The doorbell rang, followed by an insistent pounding. Frank had forgotten his key or, drunk again, had lost it. He’d wake the children. She didn’t want them to see him like that.


    As she entered the foyer, Justin’s tousled head peeked over the banister of the landing. “Someone’s at the door, Mom.” He stretched and gave a big sleepy yawn.


    Claire, in her pink polka dot pajama shorts, popped up behind him. “Do they know what time it is?”


    Anxious to divert their attention from their father, she fluttered her hand. “Go back to your room. Get ready for school.”


    Without bothering to see if they complied, and not pausing to look first through the glass panels on either side of the massive oak door, she reached for the brass handle, throwing the door wide open.
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    Mike took an involuntary step backward on the porch.


    The Uniform, as he liked to refer to them, cleared his throat. “Mrs. Monaghan?”


    A tall, painfully thin woman stood in the doorway, blinking in confusion. Whatever she expected to find on the other side of the door, it had not been policemen.


    “Mrs. Monaghan?” prompted the officer again.


    “Y . . . yes?”


    She swallowed, Mike noted, and licking her dry lips, tried again. “Yes, I’m Mrs. Monaghan.” Fear sharpened the focus of her coffee-brown eyes. She drew a shaky hand up to her throat.


    Interesting. Already dressed at this time of day, yet her attire appeared rumpled, her hair in disarray.


    As if she could somehow read his thoughts or the direction of his gaze, she removed her hand from her throat, stroking down the unruly strands of her silver-blonde hair, tucking both sides behind her ears.


    He also observed the toenails of her bare feet were painted the same pink as her blouse.


    “What’s happened?” Her voice heightened in pitch.


    He perceived the quickness of her breaths in and out as if she’d just run a marathon. Having delivered bad news countless times in his career, he supposed it was never a good sign when policemen appeared on your doorstep. He remained silent. His role was observer at this point. The Uniform would handle the rest for now.


    The Uniform took a small step toward Alison Monaghan. “Ma’am, I’m Officer Randy Ross and this,” he gestured to Mike, “is Detective Sergeant Mike Barefoot.”


    Her lips tightened. “What’s wrong?”


    Officer Ross wouldn’t enjoy this any more than any other cop, but they were paid to do the unpleasant and deal with the fallout.


    “We have bad news for you, ma’am.” Ross wore his compassion on his face. “Could we come in?”


    The lady opened the door wider and motioned for them to follow. A dazed expression on her face, she halted in the spacious foyer.


    Ross glanced at the sofa visible in the living room. “Maybe you’d like to sit first.”


    The woman shook her head.


    It never helped to delay. Better to get it over with.


    “Your husband, Frank Monaghan.” Ross took a quick breath. “I’m sorry to say, ma’am, he was found dead this morning.”


    Mike’s gaze never left Alison Monaghan’s face. He caught the split-second flicker of relief flashing across her face, followed immediately by a flush that stained her sculpted cheekbones. Guilt?


    She staggered two steps away from them as if she could flee their words. Her hand groped behind her. She started a rapid descent to the floor. Ross caught hold of her arm, slowly lowering her the rest of the way.


    “No! You’re lying!” screamed a girl leaning over the banister at the top of the stairs.


    He, Officer Ross, and Alison Monaghan jerked their heads toward her. A boy tugged her back onto the landing. Ross shot Mike a look.


    Mike frowned. He’d not realized children were present. Not the way any kid should find out about their old man.


    The girl collapsed to her knees, her face in her hands. The keening arising from the teenage girl sent a preternatural shiver down the spine of the usually unflappable detective.


    It was a sound he’d heard once when he was a boy with his grandpa on one of their camping trips in the hollows of the Blue Ridge. Her pain, as ancient as Eve, reminded him of the wild mountain creature they’d discovered mortally wounded in a man-made iron trap. Or, the sound the Ranger—what was left of him—made when the IED—


    The boy bent over her, wrapping his arms around her, as she rocked back and forth in a crouch, tears streaming down her face. But thank God, the horrible sound stopped.


    Now it was his turn. He scrutinized the motionless woman at his feet.


    “Mrs. Monaghan?”


    He repeated it twice more before he penetrated her mental cloud and she lifted her face.


    Shock? Fear? Defeat? All of which could indicate complete innocence or calculated deceit. He also marked the absence of tears. She’d not spoken since Ross broke the news to her.


    If indeed, it was news to her.


    As elegant and refined as she appeared, he knew better than to assume the innocence of anyone. He’d been on the investigative team a few years ago, resulting in the conviction of a perky blonde woman, highly educated and successful, who’d poisoned her equally attractive and successful young husband. She’d almost gotten away with it.


    Though a cliché, it was true. The spouse usually committed the murder. The one who was supposed to love you the most and forever.


    Like that ever happened in real life. Or at least, maybe not to him.


    Marriage, he often remarked to his like-minded cronies, was unfortunately the best motive for murder. It’s why he avoided it. In his early thirties, he had long ago given in to the rampant cynicism of cops who’ve seen too much. Too many beautiful women to stick to just one anyway.


    Alison Monaghan peered at him. “I don’t remember your name.” He saw the flash of intelligence and the wariness that followed. “But you are a detective.” She started to pull herself to her feet.


    Officer Ross grabbed her by the forearm and helped her stand. Mike exchanged glances with Ross. “Perhaps we’d better go into another room.”


    Alison Monaghan’s face constricted at the sound of her sobbing children, but she squared her shoulders and faced him. “My children first.”


    Before he could respond, she took the stairs two at a time, resting a hand on each of her children’s faces. “I need to talk with these officers. I need for you to go to—”


    The boy shook his head. “No.”


    “Please,” she whispered. “Just for a few minutes, I promise.”


    The children trudged up the stairs with a little more prodding, the girl sending a parting scowl over her shoulder at him and Ross.


    He pictured the motherless faces he mentored in his off-duty hours at the Teen Center. Alison Monaghan, a loving, devoted mother?


    But then again, so were black widows, up to and including, the moment they devoured their spider spouses. The Southern species, in particular, noted for their deadly, sexual cannibalism.


    She rejoined the officers. And angling to the open room on her right, she walked on, leaving the policemen to follow her faint fragrance of lavender.


    Intelligent and gutsy, somehow she had grasped he was the one in charge and that there was more. More she didn’t think the children should hear. He could almost like this lady if she wasn’t his number-one murder suspect.


    They followed her into the high-ceilinged room. With a frown, he seated himself in the pale blue wingback chair she indicated. Officer Ross continued to stand by the arched entrance.


    Mike was astonished this unprepossessing Raleigh housewife had somehow seized control of his interview. He liked to decide where the suspect sat, preferably in strong light, giving him a psychological advantage as the investigating officer.


    Squinting as the sunrise made a brilliant splash of light into his eyes, trying to hide his irritation at being upstaged, he removed a pen and small notebook out of his suit pocket. He had a familiar routine he liked to employ in such matters.


    Before he could begin, she leaned toward him from the spot she’d taken on the sofa. He realized during his abstraction she’d quietly slipped on some shoes sitting beside the couch.


    Armor?


    “Now,” Alison Monaghan knotted her hands together. “Tell me exactly what has happened to my husband.”
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    Mike cleared his throat. “Your husband was found dead in the early hours of this morning in his parked car.”


    “At the airport?”


    He shook his head. “No. Where Orchard Farm Road dead ends.”


    “I’m not sure where that’s located.”


    Mike pursed his lips. “A few miles from the airport. It’s a rural road used mainly by the NC State University Vet School in their research.”


    Her eyes widened. “Oh, where the cows graze not far from I-440. But why was Frank there?”


    Mike cocked his head. “I was hoping you could tell me.”


    “I don’t have a clue. The road is between the airport and our home, isn’t it?”


    He nodded. “But you have no idea what he was doing out there?”


    Mrs. Monaghan avoided his gaze. “How was my husband killed, Detective Barefoot?”


    His eyes narrowed. She’d evaded his question. There was something she hadn’t told him yet.


    The corner of his lips flattened. “He was shot with a small caliber pistol, a .22. Do you, or did he, own any guns?”


    She stiffened. “Absolutely not.”


    But she leaned against the back of the sofa, appearing relieved about this line of questioning. She definitely didn’t want to talk about what Frank had been doing on that isolated stretch of road.


    He returned to his original query. “What was Frank Monaghan doing out there on Orchard Farm Road?”


    “What time was he killed, Detective Barefoot?”


    His jaw clenched. Tapping his pen against the notepad, he waited. Silence unnerved most people into telling things they wouldn’t normally say to fill the void.


    But stoic, she stared at him. Then apparently reaching some inner decision, she announced, “I’m sure you consider me, as his wife, your primary suspect at this point, Detective Barefoot.”


    Seeing his upraised eyebrows at her bluntness, she continued. “One only has to watch the nightly news to understand how often it is the spouse.”


    Most people upon realizing they were suspects in a murder investigation reacted in either fury or fear. Alison Monaghan, however, was as frigid and remote as the icicles that hung from his grandfather’s barn in winter.


    Too cool?


    His eyes bored into her. “Describe the current state of your marriage to me, Mrs. Monaghan.”


    “I did not kill my husband, Detective.” She glanced toward the staircase. “I need to be with my children. They love—” Her breath caught and she lowered her eyes. “They loved their father.”


    “And you did not?”


    She raised her eyes to meet his own. For the first time, he saw a pool of unshed tears well in her eyes. Regrets?


    Or, remorse?


    “No,” she whispered. “Not for a long time.”


    He fought to maintain his professional objectivity. If this woman was lying, well, she was the best little actress he’d ever come across in ten years of law enforcement. What was it about her that got to him? She wasn’t knockout gorgeous by any means. Attractive, but average in his opinion.


    Was it her vulnerability? The air of emotional fragility like a taut bowstring? Or was she, too, a liar like most of her gender? Nobody got to him. He’d worked hard to ensure his walls were high and unbreachable. He fiddled with his pen.


    Swallowing, she attempted to regain control over her emotions. “I want to help you, Sergeant, in any way I possibly can. If by eliminating me as a suspect, it can speed you on to other lines of inquiry, I will do nothing to stand in your way. Unlike silly fictional heroines, I believe full disclosure saves time.”


    Alison Monaghan placed both hands upon her well-clad knees. “Frank never made it home.” She glanced at him. “It was not necessarily unusual for Frank not to return home right away after completing his flight rotation. He had . . .” she paused, “other interests.”


    “Other women?”


    Her mouth tightened. “Yes.”


    Mike straightened. “Go on.”


    “After dinner, the children were in bed, and he still hadn’t arrived. I decided to wait for him and I waited here,” her arm sweeping across the sofa, “where I could see him pull in the driveway and hear the garage door open.”


    “Did you usually wait for him?”


    She sighed. “No. Usually, I went to bed. Frank always came home eventually, but it would’ve been too humiliat—” Her mouth pulled downward.


    “Why last night?”


    “I’d suspected for some time Frank was having an affair. Yesterday, I accidentally found proof, and I was determined to confront him.” She shrugged. “I know that gives me a great motive for murdering him, but I fell asleep on the couch while waiting for him and had just woken to realize he didn’t come home at all, when you arrived.”


    The rumpled hair and appearance. The shoes beside the sofa. Perfectly logical explanations.


    If they were true.


    She rose, fishing a photo from her pocket. “This is what I found when I was cleaning out the closets. The photo was in the pocket of the same raincoat he’s wearing in the picture.”


    He took it, catching again a whiff of her lavender fragrance, and examined the image. “Hard to tell who the woman is.”


    “I want a copy of the photograph.”


    He wrinkled his brow. “Why?”


    “Frank operated in a small, tightly knit social circle. I probably know this woman. I think over the years there were others. To finally answer your question about what Frank was doing out on Orchard Farm Road instead of coming home? I don’t know for sure, but I could venture to guess it was part of some preplanned . . .” She struggled for the right word. “Rendezvous.”


    “The raincoat you mentioned? Could I take it with me for analysis?”


    “I’m not doing a good job in clearing myself. After I put dinner in the oven, I took it and the other winter coats to the cleaners’ yesterday afternoon. I was in shock after discovering the photo. And yes,” noting the questioning look on Mike’s face, “angry as well.”


    “That’s a shame. The lady might have left DNA behind. I mean . . .” He flushed.


    She leaned forward. “I lost most of my illusions about Frank years ago. I have my receipts from the grocery and dry cleaners I can show you. The children were home after three for the rest of the night.”


    “But after they went to bed?”


    “I see where you’re going. I could have left them alone and slipped out. But I didn’t. Oh,” she blinked. “Isn’t there some test for gunpowder you could do on me?”


    He tried to hide his amusement. “You read a lot of mystery novels, Mrs. Monaghan?”


    For the first time, her tightly gripped facial muscles relaxed long enough for one small fleeting smile. “I do, as a matter of fact.”


    “Real-life crime isn’t like novels or television. But you are correct. There is a gunpowder residue test I’d like to perform on you and your wardrobe.”


    She waved her hand. “Test away, Detective. And don’t worry about a search warrant, if you even need one. Feel free to search everything.”


    “You’re sure I have your permission?” No case would be thrown out of court on a technicality. Not on his watch. “You will need to sign forms to that effect.”


    Ross coughed and jerked his head toward the foyer. The children had crept back to the landing on the staircase.


    “Of course.” She pivoted toward the entrance. “If you’ll excuse me, I must see to my children.”


    He cautioned, “We will need to talk more extensively soon.”


    Pausing at the foot of the stairs, she looked at her children, huddled against the wall, their arms about each other. Taking a deep breath, she placed one hand on the railing and one foot on the first step.


    Officer Ross appeared at her side. “Is there any one we should call for you, ma’am?”


    Without turning around, she started up the stairs. “Valerie Prescott. I’ll call her myself. Just give us a few moments.”


    He joined Ross at the foot of the stairs. They watched as she kicked off her shoes to sit cross-legged in front of the children. Opening her arms, both children released each other and scooted over to her embrace.


    “Why?” the girl sobbed over and over.


    At the sight of her children’s grief, Alison Monaghan shuddered as tears cloaked her voice. “Someone killed your father.” She tilted her head toward the policemen. “They’re going to find out who did it.”


    He prayed her words were true. He almost smiled. How his granny would’ve loved to see him pray.


    “And we’re going to do everything we can to help them because no one, no one,” Alison Monaghan repeated, “had the right to take your father’s life.”


    Holding her children close, one in each arm, she gave him and Officer Ross a hard look before continuing. “Whatever we learn, never, ever forget how much your father loved you both.”


    He and Officer Ross turned away, giving the family some privacy. He outlined for Ross the procedural steps to take next. And as he did so, he sincerely hoped the mother would be cleared soon and the real killer apprehended.


    Unless Alison Monaghan had killed her husband. Time and the evidence would tell.


    A muscle jumped in his cheek. It galled him to realize he wished somehow the Monaghans—all of them—could be spared the soon-to-be public revelations about Frank Monaghan’s dirty little secrets.


    He ran a weary hand over his head. Sometimes, he hated his job.
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    It was all Val could do to restrain herself to the speed limit in the twenty minutes it took her to journey from the Prescott home in Cary to Alison’s home inside Raleigh’s beltline. Steering into Alison’s long driveway, she skidded to a stop in her haste.


    Getting out of the car, she noted the blue and white patrol car parked at the curb in front of the Monaghan house. Racing up the front walkway, she was about to seize the door handle when a patrolman opened the door. He stood, immovable, halting her headlong flight into the house.


    “I’m Valerie Prescott.” Her breathing sounded like she’d just finished running a race.


    Nodding, the officer ushered her into the house. “They’re in the family room. Do you know the way?”


    Val tried to quiet her rapidly beating heart. “Like my own.” The officer allowed her to proceed while remaining at his station by the front door. She noticed a plainclothes officer in the front room. His back to her as he spoke on his cell phone, he angled at the sound of her passing.


    She caught a glimpse of a sandy-haired, barrel-chested man with a small black cell phone pressed alongside a square, iron jaw. His hair, clipped short on the sides and back, was like the state troopers. His eyes—an unusual silver-gray—gave nothing away, neither warmth nor dislike. Trying to ignore him, she hurried past.


    God, help me know what to say.


    With great foreboding, she found Alison, Justin, and Claire huddled together like refugees in a storm with an afghan about their shoulders on the couch. Justin saw her first and, flinging back the cover, ran into her arms. Claire was the next to follow.


    She gazed over their heads to where Alison sat with shoulders slumped, looking defeated. “Ali?”


    Alison raised her eyes. “He was shot at the end of Orchard Farm Road.”


    Val frowned. “Isn’t that the back of the Weathersby property?”


    Something flickered in Alison’s eyes before—like a sliding elevator door shuttering her face—physical and emotional fatigue reclaimed her.


    Claire broke from Val’s embrace. “The detective is going to search the house. I could tell from his voice he thinks Mom killed Daddy.”


    “What?” Fear hit Val. “He can’t do that without a warrant.”


    Alison shook her head. “I gave my permission, Val. I have nothing to hide. I don’t want anything to stand in the way of apprehending the villain who has done this.”


    She took a deep breath and tried to think. What damage had Alison already done? “Wait a minute, Alison. You’ve got to think rationally. We need to call Reese. Don’t say anything else to the police before my brother gets here.”


    Alison shook her head again. “I’m not guilty, Val. The police always suspect the spouse first. It’s practically routine. I do not need a lawyer.”


    “Listen to me. You’ve got to think of the children and your future. The cops are by virtue of a homicide investigation adver—” She tripped over the unfamiliar word she’d often heard her attorney brother use, “adversarial opponents right now.”


    “That’s good advice your friend is giving you, Mrs. Monaghan.”


    Startled, she let go of the children and whirled to find the detective in the doorway. A deep cleft in his chin, he was a mountain of a man, not easily trifled with. His cheekbones strongly chiseled and prominently high, his nose a trifle bent. Although his skin was as light as her own, she fancied there was a trace of the Native American in him. Maybe Cherokee, if he’d been born to North Carolina’s mountain region.


    She was not about to let him railroad her dearest friend. Anxious not to disrespect his position of authority in front of the children, she determined to get them occupied. She had a few questions of her own for this detective.


    Val swiveled to Claire. “Your mom and I need you to get dressed and make breakfast and coffee for everyone. We must keep up our strength and,” glancing over her shoulder, “I’m sure the officers would appreciate something strong and hot as well.”


    Claire crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not hungry.”


    “Me either.” Justin’s declaration was unusual for a boy his age, but not surprising given the circumstances.


    “We’ve got a long few days ahead of us. I don’t want you or your mom to collapse. Please, children. I know you don’t feel like it, but it does help your heart a little, if we can keep our hands busy.”


    Both children looked over to their mother sitting motionless and silent. She nodded to them and, dragging their feet up the back stairs off the kitchen, Claire and Justin returned to their bedrooms to change. She planted herself—feet apart—in front of Alison. With her arms crossed, she faced the stone-faced detective, ready to do battle.
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    Short and feisty, Valerie Prescott glared at him and jutted her jaw. Mike mirrored her stance, feet apart with arms crossed, and gave an aggrieved heartfelt sigh.


    He’d known when he got the call that sooner or later he’d have to deal with some high-maintenance women who—in his experience—dwelled in these upscale neighborhoods. Lucky him.


    Alison Monaghan placed a restraining hand on Val’s arm. “Sit down, Val. It’s okay. Detective Barefoot is only doing his job.” She pulled a reluctant Val down to her side. “Please, Detective, I have other questions.” She gestured for him to take a seat. He lowered himself into a recliner. She flinched.


    Had he unknowingly taken her husband’s favorite spot? If so, that accidental choice could work in his favor. “I understand your husband was a pilot. Did he seem troubled or concerned about anything before he left for his rotation on . . . ?”


    She put a hand to her head. “Monday. He left Monday for Dallas. And no, nothing that I noticed.”


    “Did he seem moody or . . . ?” His voice trailed off, suggesting nothing, suggesting everything.


    She gave him a wry smile. “Frank is, I mean was, a person who experienced a great many moods, Detective. He seemed upbeat. The prospect of flying always had that effect on him.”


    “Are there any other relatives we should notify?”


    “No.” She sighed. “Like me, he was an only child. His parents were killed a few years ago in a hit-and-run by a drunk. They never found the driver. Ironic, I always thought.”


    He leaned forward. “How so?”


    She dropped her gaze, plucking at the fringe on the pillow cushion. “Frank drank too much. I was afraid one day he’d kill himself and others, too.”


    Val tilted her head. “Who found Frank’s body?”


    He flipped a few pages of his notebook. “A Jasper Delaine, caretaker of—”


    Alison’s breath hitched. “Weathersby House.”


    “Do you know this man?”


    “No, but I’ve seen him at the House.” She shifted toward Val. “That’s what struck me a few moments ago when you mentioned Orchard Farm Road was the back property line for Weathersby. I hadn’t made the connection before.”


    “What exactly is your connection to Weathersby, Mrs. Monaghan?”


    “I volunteer there as a garden docent in the Master Gardener program once a week. And,” she added, “Frank was secretary on the Board of Directors for the non-profit preservation group that runs the historic park, Triangle Area Preservation. TAP.”


    He scribbled a note. “I’ve heard of them.” Great. A whole bunch of the overprivileged to check out.


    Val Prescott bit her lip. “I assume there will be an autopsy.”


    He glanced at her, glad they were sitting down. “There always is with a suspicious death. Although Mr. Monaghan’s driver’s license was in his wallet, unfortunately, I’m going to need you, Mrs. Monaghan, to officially ID the body.”


    What little color remained faded from her face. “You want me to go to the morgue with you?”


    He shook his head and removed his phone from his jacket pocket. He scrolled to the photo the medical examiner had sent. “A photo ID of the body will be sufficient.” He extended the phone to her.


    Tensing, she took the phone. “Thank you, Detective Barefoot.”


    Val squeezed her arm.


    Alison glanced at the photo. Her face constricted. She nodded and thrust the phone toward him. She wrapped her arms around her trembling body.


    Shock? Or playacting? He steeled himself not to be a chump.


    Officer Ross poked his head into the den. “Your team has arrived, sir.”
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    Holding tightly to the hands of her two children, Alison made the long journey down the center chapel aisle to the front pew reserved for family members. Justin kept his eyes on the carpet beyond the toes of his dress shoes. Claire stared straight ahead.


    She tried to make a brief eye contact with each mourner they passed. Stephen, Val, and the boys followed. She’d insisted they sit with them, the only family she and the kids had left. Stephen, with a hand on his sons’ shoulders, and Val steered them into the pew.


    Alison glanced over to Justin. How grown-up he looked today in his suit and Frank’s tie. He sat ramrod straight in the hard wooden pew, his clenched hands over his knees refusing the comfort of the armrest.


    “Do you think I could keep all of Dad’s ties in my room since I’m going to be the man of the family from now on?” he’d asked this morning.


    She’d taken a steadying breath. “Dad would be so proud of how you and Claire have helped out this last week. But he’d also want you to stay a boy a little while longer. Don’t try to grow up too fast, please.” She squeezed his hand. “We’ll be okay.”


    She’d been saying that night and day to Claire and Justin. Repeating it like a mantra, maybe if she said it enough, she’d believe it herself.


    The self-proclaimed new man of the house had selected a vibrant blue tie. “And don’t you worry so much either, Mom. Aunt Val is right. God will make sure we are okay.”


    Where had that come from?


    Valerie and Stephen had put their lives on hold for them this week, bringing the boys after school each day and sharing the meals Alison’s garden docent friends had dropped off every afternoon. The thought of food made her want to throw up, but under Val’s watchdog eye, she’d forced herself to eat something for the sake of the children.


    As the organ music soared in the tiny chapel, she realized that over the last few days, her children had clung to the Prescotts like a lifeline. She’d felt too adrift to do more than hold her children when they’d needed to shed some tears.


    There had been a fair amount of publicity in the News and Observer and on the local television channels regarding Frank’s sordid demise. And innuendos regarding her involvement in Frank’s death. The neighbors stayed as far away from the Monaghan residence as they could, as if she and the children had suddenly developed the bubonic plague.


    But in their world, scandal was worse than the plague.


    She’d heard nothing from her so-called country-club friends.


    Val’s church friends from Jesus Our Redeemer Fellowship had also been a revelation. The church people had been caring and reluctant to intrude upon her grief but sincere in wanting her to feel their support. Not a scandalmonger or thrill seeker in the bunch, much to her relief.


    Not what she had expected out of church folk although, in all honesty, her experience with such people was limited. She shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, Valerie and Stephen had made the small stone church their spiritual home since Stephen opened his practice in Raleigh.


    Neither she nor Frank had ever spent much time on thoughts of the hereafter. But after Frank’s murder, here she sat, waiting to bury her dead husband.


    The closing chords of the organ brought her back to the present, heartbreaking reality. Val’s pastor, Bryan Fleming, left his seat on the platform and strode to the pulpit. The small glasses, pinching the end of his nose, gave him a scholarly and, after knowing him only one week she also suspected, a saintly manner.


    “Today we wish to honor the life of Francis Joseph Monaghan, beloved father, husband, and friend.”


    Valerie and Bryan worked together for days to plan the service. Slightly built, habitually stooping as some tall men are wont to do, with a deep rich voice and thin, bearded face, he’d arrived a few hours after the police left that first day, and he’d been a helpful new friend in the days since Frank’s murder.


    “I’d like to begin today’s service,” Bryan continued, “by reading a few Scriptures that over the years have given an enormous amount of comfort to me and will, I hope, give Alison, Claire, and Justin no small measure of comfort as well. From Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus said, ‘Surely, I am with you always’. . .”


    She felt a strange stirring in her heart. Really? Was He here today? This last week? That day, so long ago, when her mother walked away?


    If only she could believe the peace contained in those words. But to let Him in, anyone in, was a risk she wasn’t sure she could take.


    Everyone and everything disappointed in the end. She’d lost most of her illusions about human beings one way or the other through either her mother or Frank. She believed there was a God.


    She just hadn’t since the horrific day, standing over the grave of her beloved father, believed He believed in her.


    “And now we would like to extend God’s peace and comfort to Alison and the children through song. Gentlemen,” Bryan gestured, “and Mrs. Prescott.”


    Startled out of her thoughts, she turned to find Val rising out of her seat and going to the platform. Two gentlemen followed her where they formed a trio around one lone microphone on the side of the pulpit.


    The pianist played a brief introduction, and the melodious harmonies of Val’s strong alto merged with the gentlemen’s bass and tenor. She tried to concentrate on the words as the melody line flowed over her like an embrace.


    Something about a Father God who was faithful and never changing. Was this God of Val’s truly enough for every need she’d ever had or ever would have in the future?


    Oh God, make it so.


    Surprised, she realized she’d never reached out to Him before. She’d never needed Him while she had her daddy. And after his death, her mother’s betrayal had been a gulf her slim to non-existent belief system couldn’t cross.


    As the last note died away, Bryan returned to the podium. “Claire and Justin put together a PowerPoint presentation they’d like to share with all of you.”


    When had this taken place? And then, she recalled how often she’d entered the dining room to catch them huddling with Valerie, mysterious objects quickly shoved beneath the table. Their family photograph albums, she supposed. How wise of Valerie to involve them in this project and, in the process, help them face their grief.


    God, what would I have done without Valerie all these years?


    Praying for the second time within minutes of the first? Must be because she was in a church. Thanks to Val, she’d never, no matter how abandoned by her mother, ever been truly alone. There’d always been Val.


    And Me. I am with you always.


    She shook her head. Where had that crazy thought come from? Had Bryan read something like that a few minutes ago?


    Alison dragged her attention to the large white screen descending from the ceiling where Frank’s image appeared, once more larger than life.


    To the musical strains of a Celtic lullaby, photos flashed across the screen. Frank, as a boy, grinning mischievously. Frank flanked by Irene and Joe at his graduation from the Air Force Academy. Frank standing next to his brand-new-to-him single engine rebuilt 1953 Piper Cub. And there, at last, in the wedding dress Val’s mother made, she stood beside Frank in his tuxedo, their eyes locked on each other.


    She released her children’s hands, clenching and unclenching her hands in her lap.


    Pictures didn’t lie. It was there on her face and, in this moment, she could allow herself to believe that, at least for a time, it had been on Frank’s face as well. Once upon a time, there had been love.


    There were other snapshots. Pictures of Frank holding their newborn children. She joined hands with her children and smiled as wide as she could manage. Those had been happy days.


    As the music faded, one last picture remained on the screen, a picture she remembered Frank taking not too long ago. It was a picture of the sunrise as he’d piloted his plane somewhere over the Outer Banks of North Carolina. He’d managed to capture in that split second the orange and pink streaks in the sky as the golden globe of the sun appeared on the far horizon, blazing a molten path to the shore, a highway of shimmering light.


    Stephen walked over to the podium. He held the original photo in his hand. “Justin,” he nodded over to him, “found this photograph in his father’s airport locker this week. The children wanted me to read to you what Frank wrote on the back.”


    “The photo Frank entitled Meeting God.” He cleared his throat. “Frank wrote, ‘There’s so much I need to change.’ ” Stephen stared out over the congregation, avoiding her gaze by looking at some vague spot on the far wall behind her at the back of the sanctuary. “So many people I’ve wronged. With God’s help, I intend to try harder to be the man I should be. Like this new day dawning, God wants a new day to dawn for my family and me.”


    Caught off guard, she jerked in her seat, her heart pounding in her chest. Somehow, from beyond the grave Frank had found a way to ask for her forgiveness. Detective Barefoot had asked her last week how Frank had seemed the last time she’d seen him. She’d attributed his buoyancy to the upcoming thrill of flying. But had that been all there was to his strange, brooding mood? Had there not also been, upon further reflection, a sense of determination and peace?


    Now that she stopped to ponder it, Frank had not been his usual bullying, sarcastic self to her or the children since . . . Since when? Maybe since this photo was taken, making the connection for the first time. What had happened to Frank that day, weeks ago, in the sky?


    Frank had never, to her knowledge, been sorry before for anything he’d ever done or said. Had Frank truly connected with God that morning?


    Connecting with God? Whatever that meant. Yet Frank, in his oblique way, had asked for her forgiveness.
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