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Chapter one

“I can kill her for you.” The words rolled out of Richard Jenkins’ mouth casually, as if he had just offered to walk my dog. I took my eyes off the road for a second to glance at his face, searching for a sign that he was joking about murdering my wife. He seemed serious. It was so surreal, like I had walked right into a Hitchcock movie. 
“You don’t really mean that,” I said.
“Oh, I certainly do.”
“Why?” I was curious to understand how his mind worked, this man whom I had only known a few hours.
“Umm … because I’m a very helpful person?” My eyes were glued to the road, but I sensed his lips breaking into a smile. “To tell you the truth, I love killing people. I wouldn’t pass up an opportunity like this.”
My stomach took a lurch. He was kidding, right? Being stuck in a car with a deranged murderer was the stuff nightmares were made of.
“I … I don’t get it. What do you mean you love killing people? You have killed before?”
“Oh, several times. But see, the thing is, I can’t just go around offing random people. There has to be a compelling reason, and based on what you’ve been telling me about your wife, the world would be a much better place without her. You, my friend, would be so much happier without her.”
I had shot my mouth off again — an hour-long rant about why I hated Nancy. And my companion had concluded that I wanted her dead. What was I thinking pouring my heart out to a stranger? I stole a glance at the clock on the dash — three more hours till we reached our destination. Maybe I could shake him off there. Worst case scenario, I would have to tolerate him until we landed in San Francisco.
Mine was one of several flights that had been canceled due to poor weather in Denver. I had found a flight to get back home from Albuquerque and had been lucky enough to snag a rental car to get me there. Jenkins had been sitting next to me at the gate and we had chatted a bit. When he learned about the backup flight, he had booked it too, and had asked if he could join me in the rental. I had agreed.
“Maybe I hate her. That doesn’t mean I want her dead.”
“You sure about that? You’re telling me you never thought of wrapping your hands around her neck and squeezing, or grabbing a kitchen knife and running it across her throat? Ever fantasize about grabbing a shotgun and blowing her head off?”
It was like the guy had read my mind. I had to confess it had happened, several times — practically every time we fought — yet those were only fantasies. I would never actually do that, and I told him so.
He laughed. “That’s what you think, my friend. But it’s only a matter of time before those thoughts take flight and become reality. What do they say? Thoughts become words, words become actions — something like that?”
“I don’t agree. Anyway, if I really wanted to kill her, I could do it myself. I don’t need your help.”
“Don’t you?” He paused a second before continuing. “Guess who’s gonna be their prime suspect when she’s found murdered? You. You, my friend, because you are the husband. But what if she dies when you are somewhere far, far away? Then you have an alibi — an ironclad alibi — and you go free.”
“But they would come after you. You would take that risk for me? For someone you just met?”
“Not for you, amigo. For me. Like I said, this is kind of a hobby of mine, and I’m really good at it. I leave no clues, and it will be hard for them to find me, because I have no connection to your wife. No connection, no motive. Think about it.”
“Well, I appreciate the offer, but I’ll pass.”
“As you wish.”
The rest of the drive passed in silence. We went our separate ways after I returned the car. At the gate, on the plane, at San Francisco Airport, we acted like we didn’t know each other. Strangers before we had met, and still strangers.
[image: image-placeholder]Nancy was curled up on the couch when I got home, reading a thriller, judging from the cover. My Darling Husband — an innocuous title, but I was sure there was more to it than met the eye. Her beautiful dark hair fell to her shoulders, her skirt grazing the top of her knees, and she looked quite fetching even without makeup.
“You made it,” she said, her face lighting up, something I hadn’t seen in a long, long time. Absence really does make the heart grow fonder.
I kissed her on the lips. She kissed me back, and soon we were making love right there on the couch — quick and hurried, a This is how much I missed you kind of love. Later she took my hand and led me to bed where we went at it again, slower and sensual this time. I couldn’t recall the last time we had looked at each other affectionately, let alone had sex. As we lay there, satisfied, her head resting on my chest, our breathing in sync, it seemed just like the good old days, the time when we had first met. Back then I was always giddy with excitement at the thought of seeing her. Our encounters were passionate, and I never wanted to leave her side.
Things were still heady once we got married, though the first cracks had already appeared before the wedding day. It hurt when she forced me to sign a prenup, but I let it go, for she assured me her will said I would get everything. Till death do us part, Mr. Kirk, she had whispered. We were still close for the first year, and then it all started going south. She turned cold, hurtful — I never understood why — and the resentment grew. This was also the time when the business was expanding, the stress building up, and she was spending longer hours at work. Perhaps that had something to do with it. There were occasional sparks of desire, like the one today, but for the most part we lived our own lives.
I held Nancy tight, caressing her soft skin, breathing in her flowery scent and savoring these pleasant moments, knowing they wouldn’t last. Soon we would be arguing again, hurting each other, and there would be moments where I would want my hands to close around her neck rather than caress her back.




Chapter two

Three months later …
I slammed my glass on the bar, trying to make up my mind about another shot of bourbon. My watch flashed 8:30 p.m., which meant it was time to leave. Besides, I needed to stay sober for the drive back. The decision practically made itself. I paid my bill, including a huge tip for the bartender. 
Twenty minutes later I turned onto my street. Something was wrong. There were cop cars outside my house, and paramedics too. Leaving my car curbside, I got out and raced towards the front door. A cop was setting up crime scene tape. Another one blocked my way.
“What happened?” I asked, panting. “This is my home. I live here. Is … is Nancy okay?”
He asked me to wait while he went inside. My heart was racing the entire time. Two minutes later a man appeared in the doorway. He was tall and well-built, dressed in a suit, his expression grim. Though we had just met, his demeanor gave me the impression that he hated me.
“Mr. Kirk?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yes. You can call me Aaron.”
“Detective Murray with SJPD.” He paused, his eyes scanning my face. “Is this your wife?” he asked, holding up a picture of Nancy and me. It was one of the photo frames that we had on display in the living room.
“Yes. That’s Nancy.”
His eyes softened a bit, and I sensed he wanted to say something but was hesitating. The words flowed a few moments later. “I’m afraid I have bad news. Your wife — she’s dead.” 
“Nancy!” That’s all I could muster as my knees buckled and I collapsed to the ground. I buried my face in my hands, my elbows planted on my thighs, and sobbed. A hand appeared on my shoulder.
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. Kirk.”
He gave me a few minutes to grieve, kneeling by my side, his hand staying on my shoulder. When my sobs died down, I turned to him. He still wore the stern look he had when I first laid eyes on him.
“I know this must be a difficult time, but do you mind if I ask you some questions?”
“Here?” I asked. The front yard was an odd place for an interrogation.
“We can go inside,” he replied. He stood up and raised the crime scene tape, waiting for me to step through before placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll go through first. You follow. Don’t touch anything.”
He led the way inside. The house was humming with activity. There were a few cops, some others who I assumed were crime scene technicians. We took two chairs at the dining table.
“Where … where is she? Can I … can I see her?” I asked.
He shook his head. “In the bedroom. I believe it’s the master. Unfortunately, I can’t allow you in there at this time.”
“How did she …”
“The ME is still examining the body. There will be an autopsy as well, but the initial examination indicates she was strangled.”
“Oh.” I rested my elbows on the table and buried my face in my hands again. “Who found her?”
“Her assistant.”
I looked up. “Elaine?”
“Yes. She said your wife had asked her to stop by around six to drop off some files.”
I frowned, a question forming at the tip of my tongue. Murray beat me to it. “You wondering how she got in?”
I nodded.
“She claimed the front door was open a crack. She rang the doorbell a few times without any response. That’s when she got worried and decided to go inside.”
“That must have been so horrible for her. Where is she now?”
“We took her statement and let her go home for the night. She wasn’t looking too good. We’ll get her in for questioning at the station tomorrow. Now, Aaron, can you tell me where you’ve been all day?”
“Work, mostly.”
“And where is that?”
“Washburn Analytics. It’s our business. Well, Nancy’s business. That’s where I work. In Palo Alto.”
“I need specifics. What time did you go there? What time did you leave?”
“Let’s see, I left home around eight a.m. Traffic sucked as usual, and I got there around nine. In the afternoon I left the office around four.”
Murray glanced at his watch. “It’s past nine p.m. now. Traffic can’t have been that bad.”
The words indicated he was making a joke, but you wouldn’t be able to tell from his face. I realized he wanted to know what I had been up to in those five hours.
“It was a rough day at work, and I needed a stiff drink. So I stopped over at Sloshed downtown. Had a few drinks, ordered some food. Then I drove home.”
“I see. Were you with anyone? Anyone who can confirm what you have told me?”
“No. I was alone, but I guess you can ask the bartender.”
“That I will. When did you see Nancy last?”
“This morning. Before I left for work.”
“You didn’t see her at work?”
“She rarely goes into the office. Most of her time is spent meeting investors and key customers and partners.”
“I see. And how did she seem? Worried? Concerned about anything?”
“No. She was her normal cheery self. Honestly, we didn’t spend much time together in the morning. That’s rush time. We’re either in conference calls or getting ready for work.”
“Did Nancy have enemies? Anyone who would want to harm her?”
“Not that I know of. I mean, she did head Washburn, and big businesses like ours are always in the public eye. No personal conflicts I’m aware of, but it could be someone who had something against the company.”
“And how were relations between the two of you?”
“Fine. We were fine. As fine as can be
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