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“In Kay Scarpetta, Patricia Cornwell has a character as strong as any in popular fiction.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“Scarpetta is a feisty, independent powerhouse whose capacity to concentrate and observe rivals Sherlock Holmes’s.”

—Publishers Weekly

More praise for #1 New York Times bestselling author

PATRICIA CORNWELL

and her thrillers featuring “brainy heroine” (New York Times)

KAY SCARPETTA

“Dazzling . . . fascinating.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Reads like gangbusters!”

—The New York Times

“Cornwell’s instincts are dead-on.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“Cornwell can construct a chilly scene.”

—St. Petersburg Times

“Cornwell still has that ability to catch your imagination and drive you through the book . . . . I kept finding myself drawn back to Scarpetta’s world.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“If Michelin rated mysteries, this would get three stars. What a walloping, riveting mix of mystery, adventure, and psychology. Cornwell certainly is skilled at dissecting the not always attractive innards of human nature.”

—Forbes

“The forensics are nice and complicated . . . . A contemporary edge of intrigue.”

—Houston Chronicle

“A solid and insightful psychological thriller that sports a nice little twist.”

—The Denver Post

“A grisly, fast-paced thriller . . . . Utterly chilling.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A story so compelling that even longtime readers will be stunned by its twists and turns.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Gruesome and suspenseful.”

—New York Daily News

“Terrifying . . . clean, crisp, and compelling . . . highly satisfying.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“Excellent . . . well-paced, well-written . . . beautifully done.”

—Newsday

“Very real; the mystery is genuine, with well-laid clues, effective red herrings, and real-world reasoning.”

—Boston Sunday Globe

“Kept me awake until 4 a.m., and I’d finished the novel at 1.”

—Richmond News-Leader (VA)

“Sensationally plotted, with a twist at the end that will leave you gasping for breath.”

—The Daily Express (U.K.)

“A well-plotted, well-written, gripping mystery with a chilling climax.”

—Winston-Salem Journal (NC)

“Terrifyingly real . . . . Unbearable suspense.”

—Hartford Courant (CT)

“Engrossing and convincing.”

—Richmond News-Leader
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For Ed,

Special Agent and Special Friend



PROLOGUE
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AUGUST 13

Key West

Dear M,

Thirty days have passed in measured shades of sunlit color and changes in the wind. I think too much and do not dream.

Most afternoons I’m at Louie’s writing on the porch and looking out at the sea. The water is mottled emerald green over the mosaic of sandbars, and aqua as it deepens. The sky goes on forever, clouds white puffs always moving like smoke. A constant breeze washes out the sounds of people swimming and sailboats anchoring just beyond the reef. The porch is covered and when a sudden storm whips up, as it often does late afternoon, I stay at my table smelling the rain and watching it turn the water nappy like fur rubbed the wrong way. Sometimes it pours and the sun shines at the same time.

Nobody bothers me. By now I am part of the restaurant’s family, like Zulu, the black Lab who splashes after Frisbees, and the stray cats who silently wander up to politely wait for scraps. Louie’s four-legged wards eat better than any human. It is a comfort to watch the world treat its creatures kindly. I cannot complain about my days.

It is the nights I dread.

When my thoughts creep back into dark crevices and spin their fearful webs I pitch myself into crowded Old Town streets, drawn to noisy bars like a moth to light. Walt and PJ have refined my nocturnal habits to an art. Walt returns to the rooming house first, at twilight because his silver jewelry business in Mallory Square grinds to a halt after dark. We open bottles of beer and wait for PJ. Then out we go, bar to bar, usually ending up at Sloppy Joe’s. We are becoming inseparable. I hope the two of them will always be inseparable. Their love no longer seems out of the ordinary to me. Nothing does, except the death I see.

Men emaciated and wan, their eyes windows through which I see tormented souls. AIDS is a holocaust consuming the offerings of this small island. Odd I should feel at home with the exiled and the dying. I may be survived by all of them. When I lie awake at night listening to the whirring of the window fan I’m seized by images of how it will happen.

Every time I hear a telephone ring, I remember. Every time I hear someone walking behind me, I turn around. At night I look in my closet, behind the curtain and under my bed, then prop a chair in front of the door.

Dear God, I don’t want to go home.

Beryl

SEPTEMBER 30

Key West

Dear M,

Yesterday at Louie’s, Brent came out to the porch and said the phone was for me. My heart raced as I went inside and was answered by long distance static and the line going dead.

The way that made me feel! I’ve been telling myself I’m too paranoid. He would have said something, and delighted in my fear. It’s impossible he knows where I am, impossible he could have tracked me here. One of the waiters is named Stu. He recently broke off with a friend up north, then moved here. Maybe his friend called and the connection was bad. It sounded like he asked for “Straw” instead of “Stu,” and then when I answered he hung up.

I wish I had never told anyone my nickname. I am Beryl. I am Straw. I am frightened.

The book isn’t finished. But I’m almost out of money, and the weather has turned. This morning it’s dark and there’s a fierce wind. I’ve stayed in my room because if I tried to work at Louie’s the pages would blow out to sea. Streetlights have blinked on. Palm trees are struggling against the wind, fronds like inside-out umbrellas. The world moans outside my window like something wounded, and when the rain hits the glass it sounds as if a dark army has marched in and Key West is under siege.

I must leave soon. I will miss the island. I will miss PJ and Walt. They have made me feel cared for and safe. I don’t know what I’ll do when I get back to Richmond. Perhaps I should move right away, but I don’t know where I will go.

Beryl
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Returning the Key West letters to their manila folder, I got out a packet of surgical gloves, tucked it inside my black medical bag, and took the elevator down one floor to the morgue.

The tile hallway was damp from being mopped, the autopsy suite locked and closed for business. Diagonally across from the elevator was the stainless-steel refrigerator, and opening its massive door, I was greeted by the familiar blast of cold, foul air. I located the gurney inside without bothering to check toe tags, recognizing the slender foot protruding from a white sheet. I knew every inch of Beryl Madison.

Smoky-blue eyes stared dully from slitted lids, her face slack and marred with pale open cuts, most of them on the left side. Her neck was laid wide open to her spine, the strap muscles severed. Closely spaced over her left chest and breast were nine stab wounds spread open like large red buttonholes and almost perfectly vertical. They had been inflicted in rapid succession, one right after the other, the force so violent there were hilt marks in her skin. Cuts to her forearms and hands ranged from a quarter of an inch to four and a half inches in length. Counting two on her back, and excluding her stab wounds and cut throat, there were twenty-seven cutting injuries, all of them inflicted while she was attempting to ward off the slashing of a wide, sharp blade.

I would not need photographs or body diagrams. When I closed my eyes I could see Beryl Madison’s face. I could see in sickening detail the violence inflicted upon her body. Her left lung was punctured four times. Her carotid arteries were almost transected. Her aortic arch, pulmonary artery, heart, and pericardial sac were penetrated. She was, for all practical purposes, dead by the time the madman almost decapitated her.

I was trying to make sense of it. Someone had threatened to murder her. She fled to Key West. She was terrified beyond reason. She did not want to die. The night she returned to Richmond it happened.

Why did you let him into your house? Why in God’s name did you?

Rearranging the sheet, I returned the gurney to the others bearing bodies against the refrigerator’s back wall. By this time tomorrow her body would be cremated, her ashes en route to California. Beryl Madison would have turned thirty-four next month. She had no living relatives, no one in this world, it seemed, except a half sister in Fresno. The heavy door sucked shut.

The tarmac of the parking lot behind the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner was warm and reassuring beneath my feet, and I could smell the creosote of nearby railroad trestles baking in the unseasonably warm sun. It was Halloween.

The bay door was open wide, one of my morgue assistants hosing off the concrete. He playfully arched water, slapping it close enough for me to feel mist around my ankles.

“Hey, Dr. Scarpetta, you keeping banker’s hours now?” he called out.

It was a little past four-thirty. I rarely left the office before six.

“Need a lift somewhere?” he added.

“I’ve got a ride. Thanks,” I answered.

I was born in Miami. I was no stranger to the part of the world where Beryl had hidden during the summer. When I closed my eyes I saw the colors of Key West. I saw bright greens and blues and sunsets so gaudy only God can get away with them. Beryl Madison should never have come home.

A brand-new LTD Crown Victoria, shining like black glass, slowly pulled into the lot. Expecting the familiar beat-up Plymouth, I was startled when the new Ford’s window hummed open. “You waiting for the bus or what?” Mirrored shades reflected my surprised face. Lieutenant Pete Marino was trying to look blasé as electronic locks opened with a firm click.

“I’m impressed,” I said, settling into the plush interior.

“Went with my promotion.” He revved the engine. “Not bad, huh?”

After years of broken-down dray horses, Marino had finally gotten himself a stallion.

I noticed the hole in the dash as I got out my cigarettes. “You been plugging in your bubble light or just your electric razor?”

“Oh, hell,” he complained. “Some drone swiped my lighter. At the car wash. I mean, I’d only had the car a day, you believe it? I take her in, right? Was too busy bitching after the fact, the brushes broke off the antenna, was giving the drones holy hell about that . . .”

Sometimes Marino reminded me of my mother.

“. . . wasn’t until later I noticed the damn lighter gone.” He paused, digging in his pocket as I rummaged through my purse for matches.

“Yo, Chief, thought you was gonna quit smoking,” he said rather sarcastically, dropping a Bic lighter in my lap.

“I am,” I muttered. “Tomorrow.”

*   *   *

The night Beryl Madison was murdered I was out enduring an overblown opera followed by drinks in an overrated English pub with a retired judge who became something less than honorable as the evening progressed. I wasn’t wearing my pager. Unable to reach me, the police had summoned Fielding, my deputy chief, to the scene. This would be the first time I had been inside the slain author’s house.

Windsor Farms was not the sort of neighborhood where one would expect anything so hideous to happen. Homes were large and set back from the street on impeccably landscaped lots. Most had burglar alarm systems, and all featured central air, eliminating the need for open windows. Money can’t buy eternity, but it can buy a certain degree of security. I had never had a homicide case from the Farms.

“Obviously she had money from somewhere,” I observed as Marino halted at a stop sign.

A snowy-haired woman walking her snowy Maltese squinted at us as the dog sniffed a tuft of grass, which was followed by the inevitable.

“What a worthless fuzz ball,” he said, staring disdainfully at the woman and the dog moving on. “Hate mutts like that. Yap their damn heads off and piss all over the place. Gonna have a dog, ought to be something with teeth.”

“Some people simply want company,” I said.

“Yeah.” He paused, then picked up on my earlier statement. “Beryl Madison had money, most of it tied up in her crib. Apparently whatever savings she had, she blew the dough down there in Queer West. We’re still sorting through her paperwork.”

“Had any of it been gone through?”

“Don’t look like it,” he replied. “Found out she didn’t do half bad as a writer—bucks-wise. Appears she used several pen names. Adair Wilds, Emily Stratton, Edith Montague.” The mirrored shades turned my way again.

None of the names were familiar except Stratton. I said, “Her middle name is Stratton.”

“Maybe accounting for her nickname, Straw.”

“That and her blond hair,” I remarked.

Beryl’s hair was honey blond streaked gold by the sun. She was petite, with even, refined features. She may have been striking in life. It was hard to say. The only photograph from life I had seen was the one on her driver’s license.

“When I talked to her half sister,” Marino was explaining, “I found out Beryl was called Straw by the people she was close to. Whoever she was writing down there in the Keys, this person was aware of her nickname. That’s the impression I get.” He adjusted the visor. “Can’t figure why she Xeroxed those letters. Been chewing on that. I mean, how many people do you know who make photocopies of personal letters they write?”

“You’ve indicated she was an inveterate record keeper,” I reminded him.

“Right. That’s bugging me, too. Supposedly the squirrel’s been threatening her for months. What’d he do? What’d he say? Don’t know, because she didn’t tape his calls or write nothing down. The lady makes photocopies of personal letters but don’t keep a record when someone’s threatening to whack her. Tell me if that makes sense.”

“Not everybody thinks the way we do.”

“Well, some people don’t think because they’re in the middle of something they don’t want nobody to know about,” he argued.

Pulling into a drive, he parked in front of the garage door. The grass was badly overgrown and spangled with tall dandelions swaying in the breeze, and there was a FOR SALE sign planted near the mailbox. Still tacked across the gray front door was a ribbon of yellow crime-scene tape.

“Her ride’s inside the garage,” Marino said as we got out. “A nice black Honda Accord EX. Some details about it you might find interesting.”

We stood on the drive and looked around. The slanted rays of the sun were warm on the back of my shoulders and neck. The air was cool, the pervasive hum of autumn insects the only sound. I took a slow, deep breath. I was suddenly very tired.

Her house was International style, modern and starkly simplistic with a horizontal frontage of large windows supported by ground-floor piers, bringing to mind a ship with an open lower deck. Built of fieldstone and gray-stained wood, it was the sort of house a wealthy young couple might build—big rooms, high ceilings, a lot of expensive and wasted space. Windham Drive dead-ended at her lot, which explained why no one had heard or seen anything until it was too late. The house was cloistered by oaks and pines on two sides, drawing a curtain of foliage between Beryl and her nearest neighbors. In back, the yard sharply dropped off into a ravine of underbrush and boulders, leveling out into an expanse of virgin timber stretching as far as I could see.

“Damn. Bet she had deer,” Marino said as we wandered around back. “Something, huh? You look out your windows, think you got the world to yourself. Bet the view’s something when it snows. Me, I’d love a crib like this. Build a nice fire in the winter, pour yourself a little bourbon, and just look out at the woods. Must be nice to be rich.”

“Especially if you’re alive to enjoy it.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” he said.

Fall leaves crackled beneath our shoes as we rounded the west wing. The front door was level with the patio, and I noted the peephole. It stared at me like a tiny empty eye. Marino flicked a cigarette butt, sent it sailing into the grass, then dug in a pocket of his powder-blue trousers. His jacket was off, his big belly hanging over his belt, his short-sleeved white shirt open at the neck and wrinkled around his shoulder holster.

He produced a key attached to a yellow evidence tag, and as I watched him open the dead-bolt lock I was startled anew by the size of his hands. Tan and tough, they reminded me of baseball mitts. He would never have made a musician or a dentist. Somewhere in his early fifties, with thinning gray hair and a face as shopworn as his suits, he was still formidable enough to give most people pause. Big cops like him rarely get in fights. The street punks take one look and sit on their bravado.

We stood in a rectangle of sunlight inside the foyer and worked on pairs of gloves. The house smelled stale and dusty, the way houses smell when they have been shut up for a while. Though the Richmond police department’s Identification Unit, or ID, had thoroughly processed the scene, nothing had been moved. Marino had assured me the house would look exactly as it had when Beryl’s body was found two nights earlier. He shut the door and flipped on a light.

“As you can see,” his voice echoed, “she had to have let the guy in. No sign of forcible entry, and the joint’s got a triple A burglar alarm.” He directed my attention to the panel of buttons by the door, adding, “Deactivated at the moment. But it was in working order when we got here, screaming bloody murder, which is why we found her so fast to begin with.”

He went on to remind me the homicide was originally called in as an audible alarm. At shortly after eleven P.M., one of Beryl’s neighbors dialed 911 after the alarm had been going for nearly thirty minutes. A patrol unit responded and the officer found the front door ajar. Minutes later he was on his radio requesting backups.

The living room was in shambles, the glass coffee table on its side. Magazines, a crystal ashtray, several art deco bowls and a flower vase were strewn over the dhurrie rug. A pale blue leather wingchair was overturned, a cushion from the matching sectional sofa nearby. On the whitewashed wall left of a door leading into a hallway were dark spatters of dried blood.

“Does her alarm have a time delay?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah. You open the door and the alarm hums about fifteen seconds, long enough for you to punch in your code before it goes off.”

“Then she must have opened the door, deactivated the alarm, let the person in, and then reset the alarm while he was still here. Otherwise, it would never have gone off later, when he left. Interesting.”

“Yeah,” Marino replied, “interesting as shit.”

We were inside the living room, standing near the overturned coffee table. It was sooty with dusting powder. The magazines on the floor were news and literary publications, all of them several months old.

“Did you find any recent newspapers or magazines?” I asked. “If she bought a paper locally, it could be important. Anywhere she went after getting off the plane is worth checking.”

I saw his jaw muscles flex. Marino hated it when he assumed I was telling him how to do his job.

He said, “There were a couple of things upstairs in her bedroom where her briefcase and bags was. A Miami Herald and something called the Keynoter, has mostly real estate listings for the Keys. Maybe she was thinking of moving down there? Both papers came out Monday. She must’ve bought them, maybe picked them up in the airport on her way back to Richmond.”

“I’d be interested in what her Realtor has to say . . .”

“Nothing, that’s what he has to say,” he interrupted. “Has no idea where Beryl was and only showed her house once while she was gone. Some young couple. Decided the price was too high. Beryl was asking three hundred Gs for the joint.” He looked around, his face impervious. “Guess someone could get a deal now.”

“Beryl took a taxi home from the airport the night she got in.” I doggedly pursued the details.

He got out a cigarette and pointed with it. “Found the receipt in the foyer there, on that little table by the door. Already checked out the driver, a guy named Woodrow Hunnel. Dumb as a bag of hammers. Said he was waiting in the line of cabs at the airport. She flagged him down. This was close to eight, it was raining cats and dogs. He let her out here at the house maybe forty minutes later, said he carried her two suitcases to the door, then split. The fare was twenty-six bucks, including the tip. He was back at the airport about half an hour later picking up another fare.”

“You’re sure, or is this what he told you?”

“Sure as I’m damn standing here.” He tapped the cigarette on his knuckle and began fingering the filtered tip with his thumb. “We checked out the story. Hunnel was shooting straight with us. He didn’t touch the lady. There wasn’t time.”

I followed his eyes to the dark spatters near the doorway. The killer’s clothing would have been bloody. It wasn’t likely a cabdriver with bloody clothes was going to be picking up fares.

“She hadn’t been home long,” I said. “Got in around nine and a neighbor calls in her alarm at eleven. It had been going for a half hour, meaning the killer was gone by around ten-thirty.”

“Yeah,” he answered. “That’s the hardest part to figure. Based on those letters, she was scared shitless. So she sneaks back to the city, locks herself inside her house, even has her three-eighty on the kitchen counter—show you that when we get there. Then, boom! The doorbell rings or what? Next thing you know, she’s let the squirrel in and reset the burglar alarm behind him. Had to be somebody she knew.”

“I wouldn’t rule out a stranger,” I said. “If the person is very smooth, she may have trusted him, let him in for some other reason.”

“At that hour?” His eyes flicked me as they went around the room. “What? He’s selling magazine subscriptions, Good Humor bars at ten o’clock at night?”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t know.

We stopped at the open doorway leading into a hallway. “This is the first blood,” Marino said, looking at the dried spatters on the wall. “She got cut right here, the first cut. I figure she’s running like hell and he’s slashing.”

I envisioned the cuts on Beryl’s face, arms, and hands.

“My guess,” he went on, “is he cut her left arm or back or face at this point. The blood on the wall here’s cast off from blood slinging off the blade. He’d already cut her at least once, the blade was bloody, and when he swung again drops flew off and hit the wall.”

The stains were elliptical, about six millimeters in diameter, and became increasingly elongated the farther they arched left of the doorframe. The spread of drops spanned at least ten feet. The assailant had been swinging with the vigor of a hard-hitting squash player. I felt the emotion of the crime. It wasn’t anger. It was worse than that. Why did she let him in?

“Based on the location of this spatter, I’m thinking the drone was right about here,” Marino said, positioning himself several yards back from the doorway and slightly to the left of it. “He swings, cuts her again, and as the blade follows through, blood flies off and hits the wall. The pattern, as you can see, starts here.” He gestured toward the highest drops, which were almost level with the top of his head. “Then sweeps down, stopping several inches from the floor.” He paused, his eyes challenging me. “You examined her. What do you think? He’s right-handed or left-handed?”

The cops always wanted to know that. No matter how often I told them it was anybody’s guess, they still asked.

“It’s not possible to tell from this blood spatter,” I said, the inside of my mouth dry and tasting like dust. “It depends entirely on where he was standing in relation to her. As for the stab injuries to her chest, they’re slightly angled from left to right. That might make him left-handed. But again, it depends on where he was in relation to her.”

“I just think it’s interesting almost all her defense injuries are located on the left side of her body. You know, she’s running. He’s coming at her from the left instead of the right. Makes me suspicious he’s left-handed.”

“It all depends on the victim and assailant’s positions in relation to each other,” I repeated impatiently.

“Yo,” he muttered shortly. “Everything depends on something.”

Through the doorway was a hardwood floor. A runway had been chalked off to enclose drips of blood leading to a stairway some ten feet to our left. Beryl had fled this way and up the stairs. Her shock and terror were greater than her pain. On the left wall at almost every step was a bloody smear made by her cut fingers reaching out for balance and dragging across the paneling.

*   *   *

The black spots were on the floor, on the walls, on the ceiling. Beryl had run to the end of the upstairs hall, where she was momentarily cornered. In this area there was a great deal of blood. The chase resumed after she apparently fled from the end of the hall into her bedroom, where she may have eluded him by climbing over the queen-size bed as he came around it. At this point, either she threw her briefcase at him or, more likely, it was on top of the bed and was knocked off. The police found it on the rug, open and upside down like a tent, papers scattered nearby, including the photocopies of the letters she had written from Key West.

“What other papers did you find in here?” I asked.

“Receipts, a couple tourist guides, including a brochure with a street map,” Marino answered. “I’ll make copies for you if you want.”

“Please,” I said.

“Also found a stack of typed pages on her dresser there.” He pointed. “Probably what she was writing in the Keys. A lot of notes scribbled in the margins in pencil. No prints worth noting, a few smudges and a few partials that are hers.”

Her bed was stripped to the bare mattress, its bloodstained quilted spread and sheets having been sent to the lab. She had been slowing down, losing motor control, getting weak. She had stumbled back out into the hall, where she’d fallen over an Oriental prayer rug I remembered from the scene photographs. There were bloody drag marks and handprints on the floor. Beryl had crawled into the guest bedroom beyond the bath, and it was here, finally, that she died.

“Me,” Marino was saying, “I think it wasn’t any fun unless he chased her. He could’ve grabbed her, killed her down there in the living room, but that would’ve ruined the sport. He was probably smiling the whole time, her bleeding and screaming and begging. When she finally makes it in here, she collapses. The jig’s up. No fun anymore. He ends it.”

The room was wintry, decorated in yellow as pale as January sunshine. The hardwood floor was black near the twin bed, and there were black streaks and splashes on the whitewashed wall. In the scene photographs Beryl was on her back, her legs spread, her arms up around her head, her face turned toward the curtained window. She was nude. When I had first studied the photographs I could not tell what she looked like or even the color of her hair. All I saw was red. The police had found a pair of bloody khaki slacks near her body. Her blouse and undergarments were missing.

“The cabdriver you mentioned—Hunnel or whatever his name was—did he remember what Beryl was wearing when he picked her up at the airport?” I asked.

“It was dark,” Marino replied. “He wasn’t sure but thought she was wearing pants and a jacket. We know she was wearing pants when she was attacked, the khaki ones we found in here. There was a matching jacket on a chair inside her bedroom. I don’t think she changed clothes when she got home, just tossed her jacket on the chair. Whatever else she was wearing—a blouse, her underclothes—the killer took them.”

“A souvenir,” I thought aloud.

Marino was staring at the dark-stained floor where her body had been found.

He said, “The way I’m seeing it, he has her down in here, takes her clothes off, rapes her or tries to. Then he stabs her and nearly cuts her head off. A damn shame about her PERK,” he added, referring to her Physical Evidence Recovery Kit, swabs from which were negative for sperm. “Guess we can kiss DNA good-bye.”

“Unless some of the blood we’re analyzing is his,” I replied. “Otherwise, yes. Forget DNA.”

“And no hairs,” he said.

“None except a few consistent with hers.”

The house was so quiet our voices were unnervingly loud. Everywhere I looked I saw the ugly stains. I saw the images in my mind: the stab wounds, the hilt marks, the savage wound in her neck gaping like a yawning red mouth. I went out into the hall. The dust was irritating my lungs. It was hard to breathe.

I said, “Show me where you found her gun.”

When the police had arrived at the scene that night, they’d found Beryl’s .380 automatic on the kitchen counter near the microwave oven. The gun was loaded, the safety on. The only partial prints the lab could identify were her own.

“She kept the box of cartridges inside a table by her bed,” Marino said. “Probably kept the gun there, too. I figure she carried her bags upstairs, unpacked and dumped most of her clothes in the bathroom hamper, and put her suitcases back in the bedroom closet. At some point during all this, she got out her piece. A sure sign she was antsy as hell. What you wanna bet she checked out every room with it before she started winding down?”

“I know I would have,” I commented.

He looked around the kitchen. “So maybe she came in here for a snack.”

“She may have thought about a snack, but she didn’t eat one,” I answered. “Her gastric contents were about fifty milliliters, or less than two ounces, of dark brown fluid. Whatever she ate last was fully digested by the time she died—or better put, by the time she was attacked. Digestion shuts down during acute stress or fear. If she’d just eaten a snack when the killer got to her, the food wouldn’t have cleared her stomach.”

“Not much to munch on anyway,” he said as if this were an important point to make as he opened the refrigerator door.

Inside we found a shriveled lemon, two sticks of butter, a block of moldy Havarti cheese, condiments, and a bottle of tonic water. The freezer was a little more promising, but not much. There were a few packages of chicken breasts, Le Menus, and lean ground beef. Cooking, it appeared, was not a pleasure for Beryl but a utilitarian exercise. I knew what my own kitchen was like. This one was depressingly sterile. Motes of dust were suspended in the pale light seeping through slits of the gray designer blinds in the window over the sink. The drainboard and sink were empty and dry. The appliances were modern and looked unused.

“The other thought is she came in here for a drink,” Marino speculated.

“Her STAT alcohol was negative,” I said.

“Don’t mean she didn’t think about it.”

He opened a cabinet above the sink. There wasn’t an inch to spare on three shelves: Jack Daniel’s, Chivas Regal, Tanqueray, liqueurs, and something else that caught my attention. In front of the Cognac on the top shelf was a bottle of Haitian Barbancourt Rhum, aged fifteen years and as expensive as unblended Scotch.

Lifting it out with a gloved hand, I set it on the counter. There was no strip stamp, and the seal around the gold cap was unbroken.

“I don’t think she got this around here,” I told Marino. “My guess is she got it in Miami, Key West.”

“So you’re saying she brought it back from Florida?”

“It’s possible. Clearly, she was a connoisseur of good booze. Barbancourt’s wonderful.”

“Guess I should start calling you Doctor Connoisseur,” he said.

The bottle of Barbancourt wasn’t dusty, even though many of the bottles near it were.

“It might explain why she was in the kitchen,” I went on. “Perhaps she came downstairs to put away the rum. She may have been contemplating a nightcap when someone arrived at her door.”

“Yeah, but what it don’t explain is why she left her piece in here on the counter when she answered the door. She was supposed to be spooked, right? Still makes me think she was expecting company, knew the squirrel. Hey, she’s got all this fancy booze, right? She drinks the stuff alone? Don’t make sense. Makes more sense to think she did a little entertaining from time to time, had some guy in. Hell, maybe it’s this ‘M’ she was writing down there in the Keys. Maybe that’s who she was expecting the night she was whacked.”

“You’re entertaining the possibility ‘M’ is the killer,” I said.

“Wouldn’t you be?”

He was getting combative, and his toying with the unlit cigarette was beginning to grate on my nerves.

“I would entertain every possibility,” I replied. “For example, I would also entertain the possibility she wasn’t expecting company. She was in the kitchen putting away her rum and possibly thinking of pouring herself a drink. She was nervous, had her automatic nearby on the counter. She was startled when the doorbell rang or someone started knocking—”

“Right,” he cut me off. “She’s startled, jumpy. So why does she leave her piece here in the kitchen when she goes to the damn door?”

“Did she practice?”

“Practice?” he said as our eyes met. “Practice what?”

“Shooting.”

“Hell . . . I donno . . .”

“If she didn’t, it wasn’t a natural reflex for her to arm herself but a conscious deliberation. Women carry Mace in their pocketbooks. They’re assaulted and the Mace never enters their minds until after the fact because defending themselves isn’t a reflex.”

“I don’t know . . .”

I did know. I had a Ruger .38 revolver loaded with Silvertips, one of the most destructive cartridges money could buy. The only reason it would occur to me to arm myself with the handgun was I practiced, took it down to the range inside my building several times a month. When I was home alone, I was more comfortable with the handgun than without it.

There was something else. I thought of the living room, of the fireplace tools upright in their brass stand on the hearth. Beryl had struggled with her assailant in that room and it never occurred to her to arm herself with the poker or the shovel. Defending herself was not a reflex. Her only reflex was to run, whether it was up the stairs or to Key West.

I explained, “She may have been a stranger to the gun, Marino. The doorbell rings. She’s unnerved, confused. She goes into the living room and looks through the peephole. Whoever it is, she trusts the person enough to open the door. The gun is forgotten.”

“Or else she was expecting her visitor,” he said again.

“That is entirely possible. Providing somebody knew she was back in town.”

“So maybe he knew,” he said.

“And maybe he’s ‘M.’ ” I told him what he wanted to hear as I replaced the bottle of rum on the shelf.

“Bingo. Making more sense now, isn’t it?”

I shut the cabinet door. “She was threatened, terrorized for months, Marino. I find it hard to believe it was a close friend and Beryl wasn’t the least bit suspicious.”

He looked annoyed as he glanced at his watch and dug another key out of a pocket. It made no sense at all that Beryl would have opened the door to a stranger. But it made even less sense that someone she trusted could have done this to her. Why did she let him in? The question wouldn’t stop nagging at me.

A covered breezeway joined the house to the garage. The sun had dipped below the trees.

“I’ll tell you right off,” Marino said, the lock clicking open, “I only went in here right before I called you. Could’ve busted down the door the night of her murder but didn’t see no point.” He shrugged, lifting those massive shoulders of his as if to make sure I understood he really could tackle a door or a tree or a Dumpster if he were so inclined. “She hadn’t been in here since she left for Florida. Took us a while to find the friggin’ key.”

It was the only paneled garage I had ever seen, the floor a gorgeous dragon skin of expensive red Italian tile.

“Was this really designed to be a garage?” I asked.

“It’s got a garage door, don’t it?” He was pulling several more keys out of a pocket. “Some place to keep your ride out of the rain, huh?”

The garage was airless and smelled dusty, but it was spotless. Other than a rake and a broom leaning against a corner, there was no sign of the usual tools, lawnmowers, and other impedimenta one would expect to find. The garage looked more like a car dealership showroom, the black Honda parked in the center of the tile floor. The car was so clean and shiny it could have passed for new and never driven.

Marino unlocked the driver’s door and opened it.

“Here. Be my guest,” he said.

Momentarily, I was settled back in the soft ivory leather seat, staring through the windshield at the paneled wall.

Stepping back from the car, he added, “Just sit there, okay? Get the feel of it, look around the interior, tell me what comes to mind.”

“You want me to start it?”

He handed me the key.

“Then please open the garage door so we don’t asphyxiate ourselves,” I added.

Frowning as he glanced around, he found the right button and cracked the door.

The car turned over the first time, the engine dropping several octaves and purring throatily. The radio and air-conditioning were on. The gas tank was a quarter full, the odometer registering less than seven thousand miles, the sunroof partially open. On the dash was a dry cleaning slip dated July eleventh, a Thursday, when Beryl took in a skirt and a suit jacket, garments she obviously never picked up. On the passenger’s seat was a grocery receipt dated July twelfth at ten-forty in the morning, when she bought one head of lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, ground beef, cheese, orange juice, and a roll of mints, the total nine dollars and thirteen cents out of a ten she gave the check-out clerk.

Next to the receipt was a slender white bank envelope that was empty. Beside it a pebbly tan Ray Ban sunglasses case—also empty.

In the backseat was a Wimbledon tennis racket, and a rumpled white towel I reached over the seat to get. Stamped in small blue letters on a terrycloth border was WESTWOOD RACQUET CLUB, the same name printed on a red vinyl tote bag I had noted upstairs in Beryl’s closet.

Marino had saved his theatrics for last. I knew he had looked over all of these items and wanted me to see them in situ. They weren’t evidence. The killer had never gone inside the garage. Marino was baiting me. He had been baiting me since we had first stepped inside the house. It was a habit of his that irritated the hell out of me.

Turning off the engine, I got out of the car, the door shutting with a muffled solid thud.

He looked speculatively at me.

“A couple of questions,” I said.

“Shoot.”

“Westwood is an exclusive club. Was she a member?”

A nod.

“You checked out when she last reserved a court?”

“Friday, July twelfth, at nine in the morning. She had a lesson with the pro. Took a lesson once a week, that was about the extent of her playing.”

“As I recall, she flew out of Richmond early Saturday morning, July thirteenth, arriving in Miami shortly after noon.”

Another nod.

“So she took her lesson, then went straight to the grocery store. After that, she may have gone to the bank. Whatever the case, at some point after she did her shopping, she suddenly decided to leave town. If she’d known she was leaving town the next day, she wouldn’t have bothered going to the grocery store. She didn’t have time to eat everything she bought, and she didn’t leave the food in the refrigerator. Apparently she threw away everything except the ground beef, the cheese and possibly the mints.”

“Sounds reasonable,” he said unemphatically.

“She left her glasses case and other items on the seat,” I continued. “Plus, the radio and air-conditioning were left on, the sunroof partially open. Looks like she drove into the garage, cut the engine, and hurried into the house with her sunglasses on. Makes me wonder if something happened while she was out in the car driving home from tennis and her errands . . .”

“Oh yeah. I’m pretty damn sure it did. Walk around, take a look at the other side—specifically at the passenger’s door.”

I did.

What I saw scattered my thoughts like marbles. Gouged into the glossy black paint right below the door handle was the name BERYL enclosed in a heart.

“Kind of gives you the creeps, don’t it?” he said.

“If he did this while her car was parked at the club or the grocery store,” I reasoned, “it seems someone would have seen him.”

“Yo. So maybe he did it earlier.” He paused, casually perusing the graffiti. “When’s the last time you looked at your passenger’s door?”

It could have been days. It could have been a week.

“She went grocery shopping.” He finally lit the damn cigarette. “Didn’t buy much.” He took a deep, hungry drag. “And it probably all fit inside one bag, right? When my wife’s got just one or two bags, she always sticks them up front, on the floor mat, maybe on the seat. So maybe Beryl went around to the passenger’s side to put the groceries in the car. That’s when she noticed what was scratched into the paint. Maybe she knew it had to have been done that day. Maybe she didn’t. Don’t matter. Freaked her right out, pushed her over the edge. She makes tracks home or maybe to the bank for cash. Books the next flight out of Richmond and runs to Florida.”

I followed him out of the garage and back to his car. Night was falling fast, a chill in the air. He cranked the engine while I stared mutely out the side window at Beryl’s house. Its sharp angles were deteriorating in the shadows, the windows dark. Suddenly the porch and living room lights blinked on.

“Geez,” Marino muttered. “Trick or treat.”

“A timer,” I said.

“No kidding.”
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There was a full moon over Richmond as I followed the long road home. Only the most tenacious trick-or-treaters were still making the rounds, their ghastly masks and menacing child-size silhouettes lit up by my headlights. I wondered how many times my doorbell had gone unanswered. My house was a favorite because I was excessively generous with candy, not having children of my own to indulge. I would have four unopened bags of chocolate bars to dole out to my staff in the morning.

The phone started ringing as I was climbing the stairs. Just before my answering machine intervened, I snatched up the receiver. The voice was unfamiliar at first, then recognition grasped my heart.

“Kay? It’s Mark. Thank God you’re home . . .”

Mark James sounded as if he were talking from the bottom of an oil drum, and I could hear cars passing in the background.

“Where are you?” I managed to ask, and I knew I sounded unnerved.

“On Ninety-five, about fifty miles north of Richmond.”

I sat down on the edge of the bed.

“At a phone booth,” he went on to explain. “I need directions to your house.” After another gust of traffic, he added, “I want to see you, Kay. I’ve been in D.C. all week, been trying to get you since late afternoon, finally took a chance and rented a car. Is it all right?”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Thought we could have a drink, catch up,” said this man who had once broken my heart. “I’ve got reservations at the Radisson downtown. Tomorrow morning, early, there’s a flight out of Richmond back to Chicago. I just thought . . . Actually, there’s something I want to discuss with you.”

I couldn’t imagine what Mark and I could have to discuss.

“Is it all right?” he asked again.

No, it wasn’t all right! What I said was “Of course, Mark. It will be wonderful to see you.”

After giving him directions, I went into the bathroom to freshen up, pausing long enough to take inventory. More than fifteen years had come and gone since our days together in law school. My hair was more ash than blond, and it had been long when Mark and I had last seen each other. My eyes were hazier, not as blue as they used to be. The unbiased mirror went on to remind me rather coldly that I would never see thirty-nine again and there were such things as face-lifts. In my memory Mark had remained barely twenty-four, when he became an object of passion and dependency that ultimately led to abject despair. After it was over, I did nothing but work.

He still drove fast and liked fine automobiles. Less than forty-five minutes later, I opened the front door and watched him get out of his rental Sterling. He was still the Mark I remembered, the same trim body and long-legged confident walk. Briskly mounting the steps, he smiled a little. After a quick hug, we stood awkwardly in the foyer for a moment and couldn’t think of a significant thing to say.

“Still drinking Scotch?” I finally asked.

“That hasn’t changed,” he said, following me to the kitchen.

Retrieving the Glenfiddich from the bar, I automatically fixed his drink exactly as I had so long ago: two jiggers, ice, and a splash of seltzer water. His eyes followed me as I moved about the kitchen and set our drinks on the table. Taking a sip, he stared into his glass and began slowly swirling ice the way he used to when he was tense. I took a good, long look at him, at his refined features, high cheekbones, and clear gray eyes. His dark hair had begun to turn a little at the temples.

I shifted my attention to the ice slowly spinning inside his glass. “You’re with a firm in Chicago, I assume?”

Leaning back in his chair, he looked up and said, “Doing strictly appeals, trial work only now and then. I run into Diesner occasionally. That’s how I found out you’re here in Richmond.”

Diesner was the chief medical examiner in Chicago. I saw him at meetings and we were on several committees together. He had never mentioned he was acquainted with Mark James, and how he even knew I was once acquainted with Mark was a mystery.

“I made the mistake of telling him I’d known you in law school, think he brings you up from time to time to needle me,” Mark explained, reading my thoughts.

That I could believe. Diesner was as gruff as a billy goat, and he was none too fond of defense attorneys. Some of his battles and theatrics in court had become the stuff of legends.

Mark was saying, “Like most forensic pathologists, he’s pro prosecution. I represent a convicted murderer and I’m the bad guy. Diesner will make a point of looking for me and as a by-the-way telling me about the latest journal article you published or some gruesome case you worked. Dr. Scarpetta. The famous Chief Scarpetta.” He laughed, but his eyes didn’t.

“I don’t think it’s fair to say we’re pro prosecution,” I answered. “It seems that way because if the evidence is pro defendant, the case never sees a courtroom.”

“Kay, I know how it works,” he said in that give-it-a-rest tone of voice I remembered so well. “I know what you see. And if I were you, I’d want all the bastards to fry, too.”

“Yes. You know what I see, Mark,” I started to say. It was the same old argument. I couldn’t believe it. He had been here less than fifteen minutes and we were picking up right where we had left off. Some of our worst fights used to be over this very subject. I was already an M.D. and enrolled in law school at Georgetown when Mark and I met. I had seen the darker side, the cruelty, the random tragedies. I had placed my gloved hands on the bloody spoils of suffering and death. Mark was the splendid Ivy Leaguer whose idea of a felony was for someone to nick the paint on his Jaguar. He was going to be a lawyer because his father and grandfather were lawyers. I was Catholic, Mark was Protestant. I was Italian, he was as Anglo as Prince Charles. I was brought up poor, he was brought up in one of the wealthiest residential districts of Boston. I had once thought ours would be a marriage made in heaven.

“You haven’t changed, Kay,” he said. “Except maybe you radiate a certain resolve, a hardness. I bet you’re a force to be reckoned with in court.”

“I wouldn’t like to think I’m hard.”

“I don’t mean it as a criticism. I’m saying you look terrific.” He glanced around the kitchen. “And successful. You happy?”

“I like Virginia,” I answered, looking away from him. “My only complaint is the winters, but I suppose you have a bigger complaint in that department. How do you stand Chicago six months out of the year?”

“Never gotten used to it, you want to know the truth. You’d hate it. A Miami hothouse flower like you wouldn’t last a month.” He sipped his drink. “You’re not married.”

“I was.”

“Hmmmm.” He frowned as he thought. “Tony somebody . . . I recall you started seeing Tony . . . Benedetti, right? The end of our third year.”

Actually, I was surprised Mark would have noticed, much less remembered. “We’re divorced, have been for a long time,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

I reached for my drink.

“Seeing anybody nice?” he asked.

“No one at the moment, nice or otherwise.”

Mark didn’t laugh as much as he used to. He volunteered matter-of-factly, “I almost got married a couple of years ago but it didn’t work out. Or maybe I should be honest enough to say that at the last minute I panicked.”

It was hard for me to believe he had never been married. He must have read my mind again.

“This was after Janet died.” He hesitated. “I was married.”

“Janet?”

He was swirling the ice in his glass again. “Met her in Pittsburgh, after Georgetown. She was a tax lawyer in the firm.”

I was watching him closely, perplexed by what I saw. Mark had changed. The intensity that had once drawn me to him was different. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it was darker.

“A car accident,” he was explaining. “A Saturday night. She went out for popcorn. We were going to stay up, watch a late movie. A drunk driver crossed over into her lane. Didn’t even have his headlights on.”

“God, Mark. I’m sorry,” I said. “How awful.”

“That was eight years ago.”

“No children?” I asked quietly.

He shook his head.

We fell silent.

“My firm’s opening an office in D.C.,” he said as our eyes met.

I did not respond.

“It’s possible I may be relocated, move to D.C. We’ve been expanding like crazy, got a hundred-some lawyers and offices in New York, Atlanta, Houston.”

“When would you be moving?” I asked very calmly.

“It could be by the first of the year, actually.”

“You’re definitely going to do it?”

“I’m sick to death of Chicago, Kay, need a change. I wanted to let you know—that’s why I’m here, at least the major reason. I didn’t want to move to D.C. and have us run into each other at some point. I’ll be living in northern Virginia. You have an office in northern Virginia. Odds are we would run into each other in a restaurant, at the theater one of these days. I didn’t want that.”

I imagined sitting inside the Kennedy Center and spotting Mark three rows ahead whispering into the ear of his beautiful young date. I was reminded of the old pain, a pain once so intense it was physical. He’d had no competition. He had been my entire emotional focus. At first a part of me had sensed it wasn’t mutual. Later, I was sure of it.

“This was my major reason,” he repeated, now the lawyer making his opening statement. “But there’s something else that really has nothing to do with us personally.”

I remained silent.

“A woman was murdered here in Richmond a couple of nights ago. Beryl Madison . . .”

The look of astonishment on my face briefly stopped him.

“Berger, the managing partner, told me about it when he called me at my hotel in D.C. I want to talk to you about it—”

“How does it concern you?” I asked. “Did you know her?”

“Remotely. I met her once, in New York last winter. Our office there dabbles in entertainment law. Beryl was having publishing problems, a contract dispute, and she retained Orndorff and Berger to set things straight. I happened to be in New York on the same day she was conferring with Sparacino, the lawyer who took her case. Sparacino ended up inviting me to join the two of them for lunch at the Algonquin.”

“If there’s any possibility this dispute you mentioned could be connected with her murder, you need to be talking to the police, not to me,” I said, getting angry.

“Kay,” he replied. “My firm doesn’t even know I’m talking to you, okay? When Berger called yesterday, it was about something else, all right? He happened to mention Beryl Madison’s murder in the course of the conversation, said for me to check the area papers, see what I could find out.”

“Right. Translated into see what you could find out from your ex—” I felt a flush creeping up my neck. Ex-what?

“It isn’t like that.” He glanced away. “I was thinking about you, thinking of calling you up before Berger called, before I even knew about Beryl. For two damn nights I actually had my hand on the phone, had already gotten your number from Information. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. And maybe I never would have had Berger not told me what happened. Maybe Beryl gave me the excuse. I’ll concede that much. But it’s not the way you think . . .”

I didn’t listen. It dismayed me that I wanted to believe him so much. “If your firm has an interest in her murder, tell me what it is, exactly.”

He thought for a moment. “I’m not sure if we have an interest in her murder legitimately. Maybe it’s personal, a sense of horror. A shock for those of us who had any exposure to her while she was alive. I will also tell you that she was in the midst of a rather bitter dispute, was getting royally screwed because of a contract she signed eight years ago. It’s very complicated. Has to do with Cary Harper.”

“The novelist?” I said, baffled. “That Cary Harper?”

“As you probably know,” Mark said, “he doesn’t live far from here, in some eighteenth-century plantation called Cutler Grove. It’s on the James River, in Williamsburg.”

I was trying to remember what I had read about Harper, who produced one novel some twenty years ago that won a Pulitzer Prize. A legendary recluse, he lived with a sister. Or was it an aunt? There had been much speculation about Harper’s private life. The more he refused interviews and eluded reporters, the more the speculation grew.

I lit a cigarette.

“I was hoping you’d quit,” he said.

“It would take the removal of my frontal lobe.”

“Here’s what little I know. Beryl had some sort of relationship with Harper when she was in her teens, early twenties. For a time, she actually lived in the house with him and his sister. Beryl was the aspiring writer, the talented daughter Harper never had. His protégée. It was through his connections she got her first novel published when she was only twenty-two, some sort of quasi-literary romance she published under the name Stratton. Harper even conceded to giving a comment for the book jacket, some quote about this exciting new writer he’d discovered. It raised a lot of eyebrows. Her novel was more a commercial book than literature, and no one had heard a word from Harper in years.”

“What does this have to do with her contract dispute?”

Mark answered wryly, “Harper may be a sucker for a hero-worshiping young lady, but he’s a cagey bastard. Before he got her published, he forced her to sign a contract prohibiting her from ever writing a word about him or anything relating to him as long as he and his sister are alive. Harper’s only in his midfifties, his sister a few years older. Basically, the contract trussed Beryl for life, preventing her from writing her memoirs because how could she do that and leave out Harper?”
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