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Prologue

Elba, North Carolina

May, 1994

 

The Saab’s air conditioner was on the blink again, and the drive down from Richmond had been long and hot. But it had been well worth the trip. His presentation had impressed the hell out of Walston Associates. Just four years out of architectural school, and he’d been chosen from a field of two dozen architects to design Richmond’s newest skyscraper. At twenty-seven, Michael McAllister was about to hit the big-time.

He unbuttoned his shirt collar and peeled damp cotton from sticky skin. The air was steamy, ripe with the scent of magnolias and heavy with the signs of an impending thunderstorm. His right hand strayed to the cellular phone mounted on the ten-year-old Saab’s dash.
Kathryn.
He should call Kath and give her the good news. Michael hesitated, hand still on the phone, then decided it would be better to tell her in person. He wanted to see her face when he broke the news.

She’d been right all along. He had been terrified of going out on his own directly after college. It had been Kathryn who convinced him that starting his own firm was the right thing to do, Kathryn who believed in him so strongly that she’d never complained about surviving on the combined incomes of a struggling architect and a schoolteacher. If he had joined an established firm, he would have been buried in bureaucratic anonymity, and it might have been twenty years before a chance like this opened up for him.

Trying to keep the Saab’s speed down to within ten miles per hour of the legal limit, Michael cruised the streets of the quiet residential neighborhood. He glanced at his watch as he turned in at the end of a long driveway flanked by twin yuccas and paved with crushed white limestone.
6:45.
Kath would be out jogging. His wife jogged daily, faithfully, rain or shine. You could set your clock by her. It was one of the little quirks that endeared her to him. And to the neighbors, who had long since stopped gossiping about the crazy Yankee lady and had found somebody else to talk about.

He parked beside her faded Plymouth. When they’d bought the old Chandler place, it had been deserted for years. The yard had been a jungle, and vermin had taken over the house. But Kath had fallen in love with the high ceilings, with the carved woodwork and the marble fireplace mantels. All the systems had been in working order, and they’d gotten it for a song. They’d tamed the jungle undergrowth and begun restoring the house, one room at a time, as their budget allowed.

The oppressive heat followed him indoors, for they hadn’t yet installed central air-conditioning. A massive bouquet of magnolia blossoms dominated the center of the kitchen table. Michael hung his necktie over the back of a chair and took a pitcher of lemonade out of the refrigerator. The tinkling of the crystal stirrer woke Moses, who hopped down from the rocking chair, stretched, and began rubbing against Michael’s legs. “Hey, buddy,” Michael said, going down on one knee to rub the cat’s belly. “How’s it going?”

He was still on his knee when he heard the thud. It sounded like somebody had dropped a heavy object on the hardwood floor above his head. Moses pricked up his ears and they both looked in the direction of the stairs. Michael rose and set down the stirrer. “Kath?” he said. “Is that you?”

There was no answer.

A rivulet of sweat trickled down his spine. He walked to the foot of the stairs and peered up into the gloom of the upstairs hall. “Kathryn?”

Above his head, a floorboard creaked. And then silenced.

And the hair on the back of Michael McAllister’s neck stood up.

 

Above her head, thunder growled, and the air had that greenish sheen that presaged a thunderstorm. Back home, a storm would cool the air. Here, cool was little more than an abstract concept. Kathryn stripped off her sweatband and mopped her face. If she hurried, she could get a cold shower before the storm hit. Michael was due home tonight, and she didn’t want to greet him smelling like a quarterback.

But when she turned into the driveway, past the yuccas and the blooming magnolia, Michael’s car was already there. So much for greeting him smelling like
Jean Nate
. Her scent would more closely resemble
eau de Namath
. She couldn’t wait to see him. He’d been gone for three days, the longest they’d ever been apart, and she was dying to hear how his meeting with Walston Associates had gone.

Michael McAllister was a creative genius. Kathryn had recognized it the first day they met, in a life drawing class at Boston University. While Kathryn and the rest of the class had struggled to follow the demands of the instructor, Michael had managed, with a determination bordering on grimness, to capture the essence of the model in a few deft strokes. His tremendous creative energy was one of the things that had drawn Kathryn to him. That and the utter sincerity with which he conducted his life. Michael was an anachronism, a throwback to a gentler age, a true Southern gentleman.

He had left the kitchen door ajar, and Kathryn closed it behind her. The lemonade pitcher sat in a puddle of condensation on the counter. Kathryn returned it to the refrigerator and wiped up the puddle. “Michael?” she said.

There was no answer, but if he’d driven all the way from Richmond without air-conditioning, she’d be willing to bet he was in the shower. He’d been talking for weeks about taking the car into Rollie’s and having it fixed, but he hadn’t gotten around to it yet. Maybe it wouldn’t matter that she smelled like a card-carrying member of the NFL. If she joined Michael in the shower, he would never notice.

Outside, thunder grumbled, louder than before, and somewhere upstairs, Moses was yowling. Kathryn took the stairs at a trot, expecting to find Michael in the bathroom. But the shower was silent, the room empty. Down the hall, behind her closed bedroom door, Moses howled loud enough to wake the dead. No wonder they called it caterwauling. “Poor Mose,” she said. “You got shut in.”

She turned the doorknob and Moses shot past her, all fourteen pounds of him, and thundered down the stairs. He raced behind the couch and stayed there, staring out at her, his eyes wild and huge. Kathryn gaped at him in amazement and turned back to the bedroom. “Michael?” she said, opening the door wider. “Are you
—
”

The white bedroom carpet was dotted with crimson feline footprints.

Blood. A lot of blood.

Fear slammed into her. “Michael?” she cried, hearing the panic in her own voice. “Michael!” Chest aching, she edged into the room on legs that suddenly weighed a hundred pounds each. Michael McAllister lay face down on the white shag carpet, one arm flung over his head, the carpet beneath him saturated with blood. The telephone receiver dangled beside him, bleating indignantly. With a cry of despair, Kathryn dropped to her knees on the bloodstained carpet. Michael was a big man, and it took all her strength to roll him over. His head lolled at a crazy angle when she turned him, and his left arm flopped onto the carpet with a soft thud.

Her twelve-inch wallpapering shears were embedded in his chest.

Bile rose in her throat. Kathryn swayed, nearly fainted, unaware of the soft animal sounds that were coming from her throat. She grasped the handle to the shears and pulled them from his chest. For a moment, she just looked at them stupidly, and then she flung them across the room, where they slammed into a Hummel figurine and smashed it. She picked up his wrist, frantically sought a pulse. There was none. Overhead, a deafening clap of thunder shook the house. Her hands and her clothes smeared with blood, Kathryn dropped her husband’s arm and struggled to her feet. With a sob, she backed slowly away from him, then turned and ran, stumbling on the stairs, gasping for breath, numb with shock and terror. She shoved open the screen door and it slapped shut behind her as rain hammered down on the tile roof of the porch.

She tripped on the steps and fell on her knees in the mud. For a moment she stayed there, pelted by rain, too stunned to move. Then she was up and running again, she didn’t know where, just running. She had to get away from what she’d seen. Away, away, away…

Until she slammed up against an immovable object with so much force it temporarily knocked the breath from her. Arms reached out to catch her and the object turned into a man. Pure, visceral terror took over. Blinded by the rain and her tears, she fought him like an enraged grizzly, snarling like the wild animal she had become, kicking and gouging and biting. “Hey!” said a voice. “Take it easy, little lady!” She drove an elbow into his rib cage, and he grunted. “Earl!” he roared. “Get your ass over here and help me!”

In the distance, a siren began to wail, faint at first, then louder. A second pair of arms wrapped themselves around her from behind, lifting her off her feet and rendering her helpless as a turned turtle. “No!” she screamed. “Let me go!” Her captor bent her arm backward, painfully, and clamped her wrists together in his massive fists. She kicked frantically at the other man, aiming for his crotch and missing.

The shrieking of the siren grew unbearable, then squawked to a halt as a county rescue vehicle barreled into her driveway, skidding the last twenty feet on the wet limestone, missing by inches the police cruiser that was parked there.

For the first time, she realized that her captors wore uniforms and badges. They were friends, not foes.

All the starch went out of her. “Oh, God,” she said weakly, appealing to the stocky one, the one whose badge identified him as the chief of police. “Oh, thank God. My husband’s dead. You have to help me. Please!”

The two officers looked at each other and then they looked back at her. “Ma’am,” the chief said, “maybe you’d best wait in the car.”

Drenched to the bone, Kathryn sat in the backseat of the patrol car, rubbing the circulation back into her wrists as the red sweep of the ambulance’s revolving light reflected off the wet hood of the cruiser. The two police officers entered the house, guns drawn. Too drained to cry, Kathryn wrapped her arms around herself for warmth and listened to the indecipherable crackle and static of the police radio.

The men emerged from the house with grim faces. They held a huddled conference on the porch with a yellow-slickered ambulance attendant, and then the chief of police ambled back to the cruiser. He slid into the driver’s seat and spoke into his two-way radio. “Ro, honey,” he said, “looks like we got us a nice little homicide out here. Want to round up Blake and Parker and send ‘em out to back us up? Ten-oh-five Ridgewood Road. Oh, and call the coroner for me, will you, sugar?”

He opened a notebook, took a pen from his pocket, and clicked it. “I’m afraid I’m gonna have to ask you some questions, Miz
—
?”

It took her a moment to realize he was speaking to her. “McAllister,” she said. “Kathryn McAllister.”

“And the name of the deceased?”

“Michael,” she said dully. Her voice broke as the pictures came flooding back, pictures that would haunt her dreams for the rest of her life. “Michael McAllister.”

His eyes, already too small for his face, narrowed. “Judge McAllister’s boy?”

Kathryn bit her upper lip. “Yes,” she said.

He snapped the notebook shut and regarded her with keen interest. “Well, well,” he said. “Now ain’t that interesting? Well, Miz McAllister, I sure hope you got yourself a good lawyer.”

She looked at him stupidly. “A lawyer,” she said. “Why would I need a lawyer?”

He lifted his hat from his head, smoothed down what was left of his hair, and replaced the hat. “Well,” he said, “I don’t imagine Judge McAllister’s gonna take too kindly to you killing his only son.”
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