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  MISTRESS OF THE BONES


  TANGO KEY, FLORIDA


  Saturday, September 2


  10:30 p.m.


  The wind gasped across the deserted intersection and swept through the windows of his pickup, a scent that promised rain. Blade usually loved this odor, part sky, part earth, part ocean—the island’s perfume. But tonight it seemed excessive, wrong, somehow. He longed for sunlight that was bright, hot, and blinding.


  Overhead, the traffic light swung like the hands of a grandfather clock, ticktock, ticktock, marking the passage of seconds that would never be reclaimed. Tomorrow he would be seventeen. At six A.M. exactly. Did his mother remember that? Did his old man? He doubted it.


  But Lou would remember; Lou was his family now. Tomorrow morning they were going to take the houseboat to one of the smaller keys and spend the rest of the Labor Day weekend fishing. They hadn’t gone fishing in months, not since the weirdness had started in the house.


  But he didn’t want to think too closely about any of that.


  When the light turned, Blade sped through the intersection. A shimmering wall of green rose on either side of him now, pines and mango groves, the southeast side of Lou’s property. Seconds before he reached his turnoff, a car exploded from the trees on his left, a blur without headlights, an airborne missile of glass and aluminum aimed straight at him.


  Blade swerved violently to the right, onto the shoulder of the road, his pickup clattering, the tires kicking up gravel. He slammed on the brakes and the engine died with a pathetic shudder. Dust floated through the windows and covered his arms like a second skin. Shaken, his heart still hammering, Blade snapped around in his seat. The car was long gone.


  Probably high school dipshits. They wandered back here sometimes to smoke reefer or drink and got spooked whenever they saw headlights. He knew how it was: He used to be one of them.


  The truck started on the first try and Blade patted the steering wheel. Tasha wasn’t new or fast or even much to look at these days, but she was dependable, more dependable, in fact, than most of the people he knew. Blade backed up, swung across the road, and nosed into the barely visible indentation in the trees where the car had come from.


  It was an unpaved county easement, riddled with ruts and holes, which paralleled the fence that surrounded the grove. Blade followed it for better than a mile, Tasha rattling, her tires spitting out clumps of dirt.


  The back gate stood open, as it usually did. A quick, warm wind rustled through the trees. Leaves fluttered from the branches, drifting across Tasha’s hood. The mango season was almost over, but the fruit’s rich, earthy odor lingered in the air.


  The property was located on the western edge of the island, six hundred feet above the Gulf of Mexico. On a clear day, the view from the cliff was magnificent, blue as far as you could see, a band of violet where sky met water. The house should have been built here. Instead, it stood smack in the center of the grove, where there was no view at all, except of the pond, which didn’t count.


  The house had occupied this spot since pirate ships had sailed these waters. Only two rooms of the original house remained; the rest of the place had been expanded and rebuilt dozens of times. Every generation of Lou’s family had added to it. Blade couldn’t keep all the details straight, but Lou knew them by heart. The house was Lou’s connection to his roots.


  Blade had no such roots.


  Thunder rumbled and lightning unzipped the sky. He could hear the birds—honks, quacks, shrieks, distress calls about the storm that was headed this way. Blade thought of the birds as his extended family. Wood storks, burrowing owls, Muscovy ducks, herons, egrets, crows, blackbirds, doves: He knew them all now. A year ago he couldn’t tell a heron from an egret.


  He parked next to Lou’s battered Camaro, grabbed his pack from the passenger seat, and got out. The porch light wasn’t on; the windows were dark. Lou rarely went to bed this early, especially on a weekend, but they were supposed to leave at sunrise tomorrow.


  As usual, Lou hadn’t locked the front door. Blade stepped into the yawning blackness, the total stillness, and stopped. Wrong, something was wrong, he felt it in the air. “Lou?” he whispered.


  The hiss of the air conditioner answered him.


  The car.


  Blade slapped the wall for the light switch. When the floor lamp in the corner flared, he simply stared at the blood pooling on the tile, oozing along the grout. Lou, curled on his side next to the couch, knees drawn against his chest, twitched like a dying frog.


  A low, terrible noise rushed from Blade’s mouth. He flew across the room, dropped to his knees beside Lou, and lifted his head. Lou coughed, spraying blood.


  “Jesus, Lou. Hold on, just hold on.” So much blood. He grabbed a throw pillow off the couch, slipped it under Lou’s head, and turned him gently onto his back. His hands fell away from his chest, from the knife that protruded from it.


  His knife, a switchblade Lou had given him. The four-inch blade was jammed in to the hilt and he was afraid Lou would bleed to death if he pulled it out. “Don’t move,” Blade said hoarsely. “I’m going to call an ambulance.”


  But Lou’s fingers dug into his arm and his eyes fluttered open. Don’t leave me, whispered his eyes, bright and slick with pain. Then his lips moved again, a broken rasp, a word in Spanish that Blade didn’t understand. “I’ll be right back, Lou, I’ve got to call an ambulance, you’ll be okay, just hang on.”


  But the wheezing stopped.


  “Lou?”


  His head went slack.


  No.


  Blade shook him, begging him to say something, to move, please please. He felt frantically for a pulse in Lou’s neck, but there was nothing, nothing at all. A black hole tore open in the center of his chest, his head emptied. Sobs exploded from his mouth. Half a lifetime passed as he cradled Lou’s head in his arms and cried.


  Sound gradually penetrated his awareness: rain, the moan of the wind, a branch scraping across a window somewhere, and a noise here in the room, very close, a soft rustling like leaves blowing across asphalt. And now he could smell a faint scent of jasmine.


  Blade’s head snapped around. No one was there, but the rustling grew louder, the scent deepened, and the temperature in the room plunged. Blade scrambled to his feet, his terror suddenly as extreme as his grief.


  Run, run while you can.


  He scooped up his pack and stumbled away from the body, his breath erupting from his chest like gunfire. The rustling pursued him, surrounded him, and the scent rushed around him, thick as a liquid.


  He didn’t stop running until he reached his pickup.


  1


  Great pearl towers of clouds climbed the sky over Tango Key, absolute white against absolute blue. Sunlight pierced the center of the tallest one, rendering each swell, each sweet curve, with breath-taking clarity. It was the sort of sky, Quin thought, that could seduce you into believing in a god, an afterlife, in angels. It somehow fit the island, as though Tango were a place that existed not only in time and space but also straddled regions of the mind.


  As soon as she and McCleary crossed the twelve-mile bridge between Key West and Tango, even the texture of the air changed. It seemed less dense, less exacting, less restrictive. She felt as though she were peering through a special lens that deepened the blues and greens, the reds and yellows, all the primary colors. It was like this every time she visited, part of the island’s mystery and allure.


  Tango Key rose from the Gulf side of Key West like the hump on a camel’s back. The highest point was about a thousand feet above sea level and was marked to the west by a lighthouse and to the east by a fire ranger tower. Only the tower was visible from this distance, and it stuck up from the emerald green like a misshapen umbrella.


  The toll was five bucks round-trip, thank you very much. It was a fairly recent development and a target of considerable controversy, because the island’s property owners were issued cards that exempted them from the toll.


  McCleary grumbled when he handed over the toll and asked for a receipt. It would be dutifully recorded as a business expense and filed neatly away in this year’s IRS folder. Pity the tax man, she thought, who might one day audit the McCleary records. Her husband, a scribe at heart, didn’t adhere to the three-year limit; he saved records in six-year clusters, every receipt, every deductible expense, everything and anything the IRS could possibly ask for.


  “I bet this toll is part of employment contracts,” McCleary remarked. “Like parking fees in Miami.”


  “The teachers’ union got on the bandwagon a few years ago. They wanted the county to absorb the cost for the teachers who commuted.”


  As a former teacher of hormonal seventh-graders, she had sympathized. But mostly, she remembered, she had felt immensely grateful that she no longer numbered among their ranks. She hadn’t taught school in fourteen years and still had nightmares about those days.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  “The county absorbed half the cost.”


  “What about the fishermen? The clerks? The dockworkers?”


  “I don’t know.”


  McCleary shook his head. “They should have found another way to pay for the bridge.”


  “And when you become governor, Mac, you can settle the issue.”


  He grinned and stabbed his thumb off to the left, where the ferry was pulling away from the Tango dock. “Hell, I’d tell everyone to take the ferry.”


  It was a car ferry similar to the one that operated between Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard. The tourists loved this white elephant, a vestige from the pre-bridge days. Two bucks would get you to Key West if you had the thirty minutes to spare. The time factor wasn’t due to distance; the ferry’s aging engines were to blame.


  Tango Key measured eleven miles at its longest point and seven at its widest. It was shaped like the head of a cat with major proportion problems—ears that were set too far apart, an excessively rounded jaw, a face that was much too long. There were two towns: Tango to the south, where most of the island’s fishing industry was located, and Pirate’s Cove to the north, which had more wealth per square inch than Palm Beach.


  In between the two lay the rural heart of the island, rolling hills that were found nowhere else south of central Florida. The homes scattered through those hills belonged to snowbirds and old-timers who farmed the same plots of land their ancestors had tilled. The main crops were mango, guavas, pygmy lettuce, sweet green beans, and Tango citrus. Combined with the fishing industry and tourism, the economy on the island boomed even in the off-seasons when the snowbirds were elsewhere.


  The road from the bridge branched at the mainland and McCleary turned the Explorer north, toward the hills. “You remember how to get there?” she asked, paging through her appointment calendar for the directions.


  McCleary got a good chuckle over that one. “It’s only been a year, Quin.”


  Only. Ha. Put her down alone in a place she hadn’t glimpsed in a year and she would get hopelessly lost. But McCleary’s sense of direction was as acute as a homing pigeon’s. She wondered if there was any correlation between that and the focused clarity of his life.


  She found the directions that Marion O’Connor had given her over the phone yesterday: Follow Route 2 for three miles and at the produce stand hang a left onto Mango Road. Stay on that for a mile and a half, then look for the turnoff to Lou’s place.


  “What time did Marion say she’d meet us there?” McCleary asked.


  “Noon.” Quin glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “We’re late.” Naturally.


  The road wound up through the hills, deep green cushions shaded by Florida pines and banyan trees that resembled giant emerald mushrooms. The oppressive September heat drifted through the open windows, swollen with the odor of citrus and water, an almost jungle lushness. They passed several farms, a couple of people on horseback, a swimming hole that looked inviting.


  As the rest of the peninsula vanished beneath asphalt and shopping malls, she thought, Tango remained relatively unchanged, as close to paradise as any Floridian was likely to see in this century. No wonder Lou had moved back here. The old saying that all Tango fritters eventually came home again was probably true.


  The irony was that Lou had survived twenty years as a bail bondsman in Miami’s Dade County without being shot at, mugged, or robbed only to be murdered three years after his return to Tango. Pundits argued that crime was rampant throughout the state, that your chances of being victimized were as great on Tango as they were in Miami. The crime rate on the island was nothing to brag about. Tango’s seven thousand year-round residents took the same precautions that people did anywhere else in Florida. The court dockets in Tango County were jammed, the small police department was overworked, and the business of criminal law flourished. Just the same, it struck her as particularly significant that Lou had been killed here, in the home that had been in his family for forty years.


  The turnoff from Mango Road was marked by a hand-printed sign that read: HERNANDO GROVES, 5 MANGOS $1. The dirt road was lined by mango trees that screamed for a trim. Their branches hung so low the unpicked fruit bumped against the Explorer’s roof as they passed. Everything looked neglected: the hibiscus hedges along the inside of the wire-mesh fence, the clusters of gardenia bushes, the clumps of bougainvillea. In the absence of human intervention, nature rushed forward with impunity.


  McCleary pulled up in front of the gate, which was shut and sealed with yellow crime tape. “Should we wait for Marion?”


  “She’s late. That entitles us to access.”


  “Yeah? That’s written somewhere?”


  The gumshoe broke laws when it suited him, but the ex-homicide cop wouldn’t let him violate a crime scene, she mused. Go figure.


  As she got out of the car, she was struck by the mix of scents—hot sun; ripe fruit; black, fertile soil; and the sharp tinge of salt from the Gulf. A blue heron swooped low through the light, its long wings whispering against the air. The mournful cry of a gull pierced the quiet.


  She cut through the crime tape with a pocketknife, flipped up the latch on the gate, threw it open. It squealed like a pig in pain, the noise so shrill it startled a flock of blackbirds from the trees. They lifted en masse, a dark, shuddering cloud. McCleary drove through, she hopped in, and they continued for another three or four hundred yards.


  The house appeared suddenly, without warning. It was two stories made of coquina rock and Florida pine, with a wraparound wooden porch that sagged at one end. The half-dozen windows were framed by faded blue Spanish tile that was chipped and cracked. Quin guessed the stuff had been there since the house had been built untold centuries ago.


  There was no lawn, no sidewalk. Plants grew wild among the wood chips that were scattered across the ground from the edge of the grove to the bottom of the porch steps. About twenty yards off the right corner of the house stood an aluminum toolshed, a rusted eyesore with a padlock on it.


  Just beyond the toolshed was a large pond surrounded by clusters of cats’ tails and pampas grass. Some of the grass was so tall it drooped at the top, providing shade to a Muscovy duck and her line of little ducklings. An egret and an ibis stalked the muddy shores.


  Lou’s private little Walden.


  When they were here a year ago, Quin’s daughter had been fascinated by the wildlife. She was two and a half at the time and had waddled after the birds, her hands flying, her shrieks of delight loud enough to frighten even the placid, slow-moving turtles that inhabited the pond.


  “I’m going to take a look inside,” McCleary said.


  “I’ll be along in a second.”


  She was in no hurry to see the evidence in the house, a chalked silhouette marking the spot where Lou’s body had been found. She had seen too many of them over the years and too many of them had belonged to people she knew. A friend of hers, a woman in Colorado, had once remarked that she was glad they lived on opposite sides of the country; too many of her and McCleary’s friends ended up dead. It was said half-jokingly, but the truth in the comment had bothered her then and it bothered her now.


  She walked over to the pond. None of the birds paid any attention to her, not even the ibis, which was usually easily spooked. She dug a pack of stale melba toast out of her purse, one of Michelle’s post-day-care snacks that had escaped her last purse cleaning. She crumpled it, tore it open, and tossed a handful into the water.


  The ripples broke up her reflection. A piece of her shoulder-length dark hair floated away. One of her ghost blue eyes drifted toward the bamboo. Her mouth split in two and the halves headed in opposite directions. The effect made her dizzy and she glanced up at the birds.


  The egret and the ibis flew off, but the mother duck turned and swam toward Quin. Her ten little guys trailed behind her, a shining example of blind instinct. It was sort of how Quin had felt since Marion’s call yesterday.


  It somehow didn’t matter that her last visit with Lou had been short, just three days. It didn’t matter that she knew virtually nothing about his life since his move to Tango. One way or another, she and McCleary would find what they needed to nail whoever had killed him. It was the least she could do for a man who, at one point, had been the most important person in her life.


  Years ago, when they had all lived in Miami, Lou had bailed McCleary out of a manslaughter charge, the only bondsman in Dade County who would touch the case. She had scraped together the $15,000 she owed him up front, ten percent of the bond, but it had left her perilously short on cash. Lou, for some reason she had yet to fathom, had proposed cutting his percentage in half if she would make up the difference by doing some investigative work for him.


  She and McCleary had returned the favor over the years, but when Lou had needed them most, she thought, they hadn’t been there.


  Thoroughly depressed, she tossed the rest of the crumbled melba toast to the ducks and went up to the house. It appalled her that she had been here only once in three years. Lou had talked a lot about the place, his memories of it as a child, a teenager, as a young man home from college. During her first visit, she had felt she knew the place by heart just from his descriptions. Now she felt that the house, in some weird way, embodied Lou.


  The door opened directly into the comfortable living room. Sunlight streamed through the picture window, details rendered in surreal relief leaped out at her. The wicker, the pine, the plants. The vast and horrible silence was as real to her, as palpable, as the chalked silhouette on the floor, the dark stains on the couch, the streaks of dry blood on the tile. This was no more and no less than what she had seen at hundreds of crime scenes. But this was different, and not just because she had known Lou. This difference was something she could taste, that she could lean against. It possessed weight and substance and she didn’t like the way it made her feel. Creepy, she thought, and hurried into the hall.


  The floor was Mexican tile, rust-hued and scuffed, and led straight toward the sunroom at the back of the house. The staircase to the second floor was just visible to the left of the sunroom. On the right side of the hall were Lou’s den, a bathroom, a guest room.


  “Mac?”


  “In the sunroom,” he called.


  Her sandals clicked against the tile, a soft, reluctant sound that echoed eerily between the walls. Paintings hung wherever there was space. They were mostly simple watercolors in vibrant, tropical hues. Fish, animals, street scenes of some Caribbean village. They all bore Lou’s signature.


  Yet as far as she knew, Lou had never put a brush to canvas or expressed the slightest interest in any kind of art. Okay, so people changed and passions shifted, but these paintings, despite their simplicity, showed a sophistication and control that extended well beyond the dabbling stage. Even McCleary, a weekend artist for the last twenty years, couldn’t achieve what these paintings had.


  McCleary appeared in the doorway of the sunroom. For a moment, with the wall of sunlight behind him, just the sight of him stirred something so deep inside of her she felt like an adolescent with wild hormones. He stood six feet, had dark hair paling at the temples, and a neatly trimmed beard threaded with gray. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt that announced he had successfully completed the 10K run for the Missing Children Network in Palm Beach County. He had actually come in second for his age group, not bad for a man who, in his forty-five years, had been shot and beaten, lost twenty years of memories to amnesia, and had died for twelve seconds during emergency surgery three years ago.


  His appearance hadn’t changed all that much in the more than ten years she had known him. But internally he was a vastly different man than the one she had married. She attributed much of this to his near-death experience.


  “Looks like Lou had a passion we didn’t know anything about,” he said.


  “You have any idea where this place is?” She motioned toward a painting of a street scene, the low, squat buildings, the suggestion of blinding sunlight, the breathtaking blue of the sky.


  “Looks like my idea of Cuba.”


  Lou was Cuban, yes, but that was generations back and she doubted that he had traveled there. Even when travel restrictions had eased, Lou had sworn he would never contribute a dime to Fidel’s coffers. She started to say as much, but McCleary had already turned back toward the sunroom. “You have to see this, Quin.”


  At first, when she entered the room, she thought McCleary was talking about the plants, dozens upon dozens of them. They burst from ceiling baskets, exploded from giant ceramic pots, flourished in the light that burned through the three walls of glass. But he was oblivious to the plants. He was standing in front of a portrait of a young black woman with the face of a goddess.


  “Lou did that?” she exclaimed.


  “His initials are on it.” McCleary pointed at the bottom-right corner of the canvas, then poked through the cart of supplies that was parked next to the easel. Tubes of paints, an array of brushes, a nest of rags, various tools for scraping and texturing acrylics and oils. “Weird, huh.”


  “Weird isn’t the adjective his ex-wife used when she walked in here,” Marion said from the doorway behind them. “If I’m not mistaken, Felicity’s exact words were, ‘Fuckin spooky.’ ”


  “And I bet she said it in Spanish,” Quin remarked, turning around.


  “You got it.”


  They laughed and Marion flung her arms out, hugging them both hello. “Good to see you guys and thanks for coming so fast.”


  Despite her name, Marion O’Connor didn’t look Irish. She looked as if she hailed from some Mediterranean country where the sun shone 350 days of the year and life was simple. Her ear-length black hair, which she wore in a wedge cut, was thick, shiny, and moved as she moved. Her skin, nut brown from the sun, was the kind that would never surrender to cancer.


  She was, as McCleary had once said, a no-frills cop—no jewelry, no makeup, no polish on her nails—who looked like Athena on vacation. She was in her late thirties and was as laid back now as she had been when they’d first met years ago in Miami. Like Lou, she was a Tango fritter born and bred and her connections to the island went back nearly as far as Lou’s.


  “But where’s Michelle?” she asked.


  “With her grandparents for a couple of weeks,” McCleary replied. “Time to meet the cousins and all that.”


  “She gets to find out how strange his side of the family is.” Quin stabbed a thumb at McCleary. “Three weeks with the cows on a farm in upstate New York.”


  “Well, you could’ve brought her. I had a room at the lighthouse all fixed up for her. She could have had her choice of animals to share the room with—cats, a skunk, an owl, take your pick.”


  “The lighthouse?” Quin asked.


  “Yup. I’m housesitting for another cop, Aline Scott. She and the guy she lives with are traveling in South America and I needed a place to stay after Carl and I split.”


  “When was the divorce final?”


  “Six months ago. Carl’s still living in Key West. I moved in with a friend for a while, but I got tired of commuting. This has worked out real well.”


  Quin had met Carl only a couple of times. He taught sociology at the community college, and although he seemed nice enough, she had never really understood the attraction. Marion obviously didn’t want to discuss it and got down to business as soon as they were settled in the sunroom.


  “We have a suspect, a seventeen-year-old kid named Ross Blade. He’s an ex-car thief Lou took in about a year ago. His knife was embedded in Lou’s chest when we found him. No one has any idea where he is. We’ve got an APB out on him. Personally, I think he’s still on the island.”


  “Why?” McCleary asked.


  “Just a hunch.”


  “What other evidence do you have on him?”


  “He’s the primary beneficiary in Lou’s will. He’s got a record. He lived here. I arrested him four times for car theft, okay? Then I got him into a rehab program for youthful offenders and he seemed to straighten out. That’s where he met Lou. And you know Lou. Wounded animals, messed-up kids, forlorn women: He could never resist helping out. Blade moved in with him last fall, right after you all were here.”


  “Are you positive it was his knife?” Quin asked.


  “His name’s engraved on it.”


  “Were his prints on it?” McCleary asked.


  “The only clear prints forensics got from the knife were Lou’s. The coroner figures he was killed between ten and midnight on the second. He was stabbed once in the back, once in the chest. That one penetrated his heart. There was no sign of a break-in.”


  “When was the body found?”


  “That’s the odd part. About five on the morning of the third, 911 received an anonymous call that they tracked to a phone booth in Pirate’s Cove. The caller was male. I’ve got a copy of the tape for you, as well as crime scene photos and Blade’s file. He works at a garage in Tango and punched out at nine forty-two that night, so the timing fits. He hasn’t been to work since.”


  “Does he have family on the island?” Quin asked.


  “No. His old man lives in Miami and hasn’t seen him for three years. He has a few close friends, though, and I’ve included their names in the file.”


  “What’s Blade’s motive supposed to be?” Quin asked.


  “Well, according to the state attorney’s office, he killed Lou for what he stands to inherit. This grove may not look like much, but according to the county, it’s worth about half a million bucks. And that’s just for tax purposes. It could bring two or three times that on the open market. Personally, I think Blade and Lou had an argument, Blade lost it, and killed him. I don’t think the will has much to do with the motive.”


  “Who else benefits from his death?” Quin asked.


  She drew her fingers back through her hair, a common gesture to which Marion lent an element of grace, of utter femininity. “I don’t know. His attorney’s a guy named Craig Peck—Peck the Prick is how he’s referred to around the department. He was away for the weekend, so I got my information from his law clerk. She told me about Blade and, like I mentioned over the phone, that Lou had appointed you two executors of the will. Other than that, we’ll have to wait for Peck. He’s supposed to be back today.”


  “What’d the coroner say?” Quin asked.


  “I’ll have an official report for you by this evening. But basically he thinks Lou bled to death from a stab wound through the heart. He found dry sperm in the pubic area. He concluded that either Lou had intercourse some time before he was killed or, to put it bluntly, that he had jerked off. The other possibility, which the state attorney has brought up, is that maybe something was going on between Lou and Blade and that’s why Blade killed him.”


  McCleary’s incredulity matched Quin’s. “C’mon, that’s ridiculous. Lou wasn’t gay and he definitely wasn’t a pedophile.”


  Marion shrugged. “I’m with you, Mike. I’m just relaying information. There were rumors at one time.”


  “What about her?” Quin asked, gesturing toward the portrait. “Who is she?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Look, I know you didn’t ask us to investigate the murder, Marion, but since we’re here, we’d like to poke around, if it’s okay with you.”


  “It’s fine with me, but the department can’t pay you.”


  “We owe Lou this much,” McCleary said.


  “Any chance we’d have access to Lou’s business records?” Quin asked.


  “I’ve already talked to Gracie. You guys know her, don’t you?”


  Quin nodded. Gracie and Lou had been partners for as long as Quin had known him.


  “She started to give me trouble, but I made it clear that if she didn’t cooperate, I’d subpoena the records.”


  Bemused, McCleary said, “Subtlety was never your strong point, Marion.”


  Marion made a face. “Gracie doesn’t understand subtlety. What do you think of her?”


  “She’s okay,” Quin replied.


  “She and I have never gotten along very well,” Marion said. “I mean, if one of my snitches got busted, I could call Lou and ask him to hold off on bond for a day or two and he’d do it. Somewhere down the line I’d return the favor. That’s how the system works. But Gracie has never been a player.”


  “Does she have an alibi?” Quin asked.


  “More or less. She was in Key West, staying with friends. They verified that she was there, but hell, at night in the offseason, it’s a twenty-minute drive from Duval Street to here. She could’ve left and come back without anyone knowing she was gone. I told her someone would be down at her office by four today to pick up the records. I hope you don’t mind. I figured I’d pin her down while I had her there in front of me.”


  “Does Felicity have an alibi?”


  “Yeah. It seems to check out. She and some people from the gym where she works spent the weekend on a boat up near Marathon.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ve got to be at the station in a little while. Let me get the files and we’ll go over to the lighthouse and get you guys settled in.”


  “We don’t want to barge in on you,” McCleary said. “Would anyone object if we stayed here?”


  Marion seemed as surprised by the suggestion as Quin, who had no desire to stay in the rooms where Lou had died. “The lighthouse is huge, Mike. There’s plenty of room.”


  “I think we’ll stay here if it’s okay with you and forensics.”


  Speak for yourself, Quin thought, but didn’t say it.


  “Forensics has finished up and the kid who’s supposed to inherit the place is a fugitive,” Marion said. “But if you have second thoughts, you’re always welcome at the lighthouse. I’ll get a cleaning service in here by tomorrow.” She raised the rear door on the van and pulled out a small cardboard box of files. She set the box on the roof, then shut the door and leaned against it. “I guess you haven’t heard the rumors about the house.”


  “Which rumors?” McCleary asked.


  “Ridiculous rumors, actually. That the place is haunted.”


  Quin laughed. “C’mon.”


  Marion smiled.


  “Who’s the ghost supposed to be?” McCleary asked, clearly intrigued.


  Marion shrugged. “Beats the shit out of me. I’ve never seen or heard anything weird in the house, but I guess other people have. And Lou did.”


  “Well, if we see or hear anything,” Quin said, “we’ll be knocking at your door.”


  “I know you will, Quin.” Marion pointed her index finger at McCleary as though it were a gun. “But he won’t.”


  “She’s got your number, Mac.”


  He shrugged. “I’m tired of reading about weird shit that happens to other people. I’d love to witness a genuine haunting.”


  Or see a UFO, Quin thought. Or get abducted by the guys with the insect eyes. Yeah, swell. And pretty soon she, too, would be on Oprah, showing the scar on the back of her calf to five million people in TV land. “Be careful what you ask for, Mac.”


  He grinned, slid the box off the roof of the van, and walked toward the Explorer whistling the theme from The Twilight Zone.


  2


  McCleary was grateful that Marion left as quickly as she did. He and Quin had a particular way of doing things and it didn’t work well if a third party was around, even someone they knew as well as Marion.


  The routine was simple: first things first. They brought in their bags from the car and Quin promptly unpacked the numerous concoctions that she claimed mitigated her hot flashes. She lined the bottles up along the kitchen counter, eighteen different vitamins and nearly as many herbs, all with names that evoked the Orient and medieval England. There were also tea bags, lotions, and mysterious creams that supposedly reduced wrinkles and other ravages of aging. He thought she looked just fine the way she was, 120 pounds of sinew and muscle from daily jogs, her ghost blue eyes barely creased at the corners, and just a faint suggestion of white threads in her dark hair. But apparently when she looked in the mirror she saw middle age.


  They picked the guest room with a queen-sized futon, an empty closet, and an empty pine dresser. There were two other bedrooms up here—Lou’s and the kid’s—as well as an attic, which he intended to explore. But not until he had unpacked.


  Quin merely dumped the contents of her suitcase on the wicker chest at the foot of the bed. She pawed through everything until she found a pair of khaki shorts and a T-shirt, then changed into them and left her other clothes where they fell. “I’m going to see what I can rustle up for lunch from the bags of groceries we brought with us, then we can start making calls.”


  “What about this mess?”


  “I’ll do it later.”


  “Later when?”


  Hand on her hip, a wry smile reshaping her mouth, those ghost blue eyes fixed on him: “Chill out, Mac. It’ll get done.”


  Sure. Quin had been a clutter freak when he met her, was still a clutter freak, would always be a clutter freak. She could walk into an orderly room and within moments, with no effort at all, the order would break down. Entropy, he thought. Nothing he said would ever change that, but he couldn’t resist a remark. “Your clothes would be less wrinkled if you hung them up.”


  “There’s bound to be an iron around here somewhere,” she said, and walked out of the room, the mess still on the chair.


  She was burning up the phone line when he came downstairs, making appointments for tomorrow. They called his parents in Syracuse and spent twenty minutes on the phone, trying to decipher their daughter’s stories about the cows, the chickens, the great rural outdoors. Over lunch they went through the files Marion had given them, a quick look. Later that night they would read through the material more slowly, make notes, and come up with the broad strokes of a game plan. Once the rhythm of the investigation was established, they would move into it like two parts of a single, pulsating brain.


  Or, at any rate, that was how it was supposed to unfold. In practice it was rarely that simple.


  Their exploration of the house, for instance, began haphazardly, with Quin in the basement and McCleary in the attic and the two of them working their way toward the second floor.


  McCleary felt like a trespasser, an interloper, a voyeur. Even though he’d considered Lou a close friend, the closeness hadn’t included an invasion of the man’s privacy.


  He didn’t need to know, for instance, that Lou had rarely cleaned the shower or the toilet or his refrigerator. He didn’t need to know about the green shit growing on the cheese. Or about the French tickler condoms in the nightstand drawer. Or about the junk in the attic, stuff that had probably been in his family for a hundred years. He didn’t need to know about the grungy sheets in the master bedroom, the total chaos in the closets.


  Yes, these details added up to something, the sum of one facet of the man, but in the end they raised more questions than they answered. Who had Lou been screwing? Was she the same woman who wore the negligee with the missing crotch that had been in Lou’s dresser? And where did a seventeen-year-old kid fit into this picture?


  The Lou he had known best was a compassionate, gregarious man with some eccentric ideas about how the world worked. He was the only child of Cuban entrepreneurs who had started at the bottom and worked their way into the American dream. At one point in their lives, they had been worth millions. But by the time they died, they had drunk away most of the family fortune. The ten acres of mango groves and this very odd house were Lou’s primary legacy.


  Lou’s old man, if McCleary remembered correctly, had been a devout Catholic until Lou’s mother had died. Then he’d become every priest’s nightmare, a lapsed Catholic, a fallen soul, a bitter, irreverent alcoholic. His mother had been a practicing santera, a kind of Cuban witch who made offerings to the santos—the saints. She had lit candles for the dead, cast intricate spells, and had died twenty years ago.


  Lou had been so deeply affected by his parents’ alcoholism he had never touched anything addictive. No booze, no drugs, not even an aspirin. He had taken up running about the time McCleary had met him, a fact he remembered only because it was something they had in common. But to Lou, running hadn’t been just aerobic exercise. It was a discipline you studied like tai chi or yoga, something that honed your body as well as your mind. As a result, he looked a decade younger than he was, lean and solid, with the salubrious good looks of a celebrity.


  Given all this, the real puzzle was why Lou had become a bail bondsman. Of all the professions he might have chosen, he had picked one with a corrupt reputation, where sleaze was the norm. But maybe it wasn’t all that much of a mystery, McCleary thought. After all, Lou had used it as a vehicle to help people like Ross Blade.


  According to the records Marion had given them, Lou had bonded the kid five times out of seven arrests for either car theft or B and Es. Blade’s career had begun when he was fourteen and working at the Tango docks with bogus ID. His old man, like Lou’s, was a drunk. It was the only thing they had in common, but it was evidently enough. Maybe Lou saw a younger version of himself in Blade. Maybe he just felt sorry for him. Whatever his motive, he took the boy in, cleaned him up, helped him find a job, and then made the kid his major beneficiary.


  Okay, so it was weird. But it didn’t mean there had been a sexual relationship between them. If anything, Marion had hit it on the head: Lou couldn’t resist taking in the wounded, the spiritually injured. Blade had needed someone and Lou had been there. And now he was supposed to believe this same kid had turned around and killed Lou for money? No way. That he had killed him in a fit of temper? Maybe, but it just didn’t feel right to him. Even a man who killed in a fit of temper would have the presence of mind to take the murder weapon with him when he split.


  “I think Marion’s wrong about Blade,” McCleary said.


  “I suppose that comes from a higher authority.”


  “Such glibness.”


  They were in the sunroom now and Quin glanced up from where she was sitting. Her dark hair fell to her shoulders in unruly waves, her long legs rested on the corner of an old steamer trunk that served as a coffee table. She was munching chewable vitamin Cs as though they were candy.


  “A prosecutor is going to find the evidence against him pretty compelling, Mac.”


  “If he stabbed Lou, why didn’t he take the knife with him?”


  “He wasn’t thinking straight. He freaked. He lost it. You’re jumping to conclusions, Mac.” Her feet dropped to the floor and she went over to the portrait of the black woman. “She’s really stunning. But she just doesn’t seem like Lou’s type.”


  “You can tell that from a painting?”


  “You know what I mean.”


  Yeah, he did. The woman in the portrait didn’t seem forlorn or lost enough to have attracted Lou. Or at least he hadn’t captured it.


  “Let’s take a drive,” he said. “I need to get a better sense of the grove’s location. Then we can drive into town and meet with Gracie.”


  “Sounds good.”


  He dropped the file he’d been reading on top of the other files in the cardboard box and pushed the box over to the window. He briefly considered changing clothes, but decided that Quin had the right idea. Island casual was the way to go.


  The island’s shape made it easy to visualize the grove’s location relative to everything else. The ten acres fell roughly below the cat’s left ear, about four miles south of the old lighthouse where Marion was staying.


  McCleary and Quin walked its western boundary, which extended for about half a mile along the edge of the cliff that overlooked the Gulf. The dramatic view was literally gothic in scope—the violent plunge to the rocks below, waves frothing over them, the startling blue that stretched all the way to the horizon. Heathcliff’s country, he thought.


  The wind whipped off the water, moaned through the mango trees behind them. He could taste the salt in the air, could feel it against his skin, a sticky residue.


  Quin, clasping her hair behind her head, peeked over the lip of the cliff, then retreated to the edge of the trees. McCleary joined her a moment later. “Vertigo?”


  “Don’t be smug. It just made me dizzy to look down. How can this property be worth only half a million? The view alone is worth twice that.”


  “Tomorrow one of us needs to get the stats from the property appraiser’s office.” He took her hand. “Let’s walk to the end.”


  They followed an overgrown footpath that hugged the trees. Rotting mangos littered the ground and here and there they spotted bright yellow mangos that clung tenaciously to the branches. Quin plucked one and held it up, turning it slowly in the light, an oval jewel the color of gold. “You have any idea how many vitamins are in one of these?”


  “I’m sure you’ll tell me.”


  She gave him a dirty look and dropped it in her bottomless bag. “Be nice or I won’t share it with you.”


  The ground sloped gradually downward, then leveled out where the grove ended; they emerged in a noisy construction area stripped of trees, of brush, of any kind of greenery. A tractor rolled across the barrenness, flattening whatever was in its way. Half a dozen men beyond it were laying the foundation of a building. A six-foot wire-mesh fence stood between them and the construction area. A bright yellow sign hung from it that read: VICENTE CONSTRUCTION & REALTY, FUTURE SITE OF AMELIA RESORT. “I bet Lou saw red over this,” McCleary said.


  “Maybe Vicente made an offer on Lou’s land.”


  One of the workers saw them and walked over to the fence. “Help you folks with something?”


  “We were out walking and noticed the construction,” McCleary said. “What’s the Amelia Resort going to be?”


  The man raised his hard hat and wiped his handkerchief over his bald head. “You name it, this place will have it. Stables, horse trails, three swimming pools, indoor tennis courts, a gym, and forty chalets that’ll rent by the season for more than I make in a year.”


  “Isn’t most of the land around here zoned for agriculture?”


  “Agriculture or residential, yeah. But this was rezoned about six months ago, when the county gave Vicente Construction permission to build the resort.”


  “You going to raze the grove, too?” Quin asked.


  “Nope. Mr. Vicente doesn’t own it. I heard they were willing to pay a pretty price for the land, but the guy who owns it didn’t bite. Where you folks from?”


  “Up north,” McCleary replied. “We’re visiting friends.”


  “Bad time to visit the island. Too damn hot. You oughta come back in January. Can’t beat Tango in the winter.”


  “We will. Thanks for your time.”


  They walked back toward the path and once they were out of hearing range, Quin said, “Lou used to say there were two sources of information on the island—the media and the grapevine. Of the two, he trusted the grapevine.”


  “I’m with Lou,” he replied, and decided that a visit to Vicente Construction was certainly in order.


  Pirate’s Cove was a rich man’s haven, a little paradise at the north end of the island. Its tidy roads were packed with expensive boutiques, perfectly tended parks, and homes that were affordable only by multimillionaires.


  Its history went back more than two hundred years, tales of pirate ships, lost treasures, beautiful slaves, mermaids. The history was evident in the Spanish style that pervaded the town— soft pink buildings, black iron trim, colorful inlaid tiles, cobbled streets. Logos of mermaids, anchors, and pirate ships festooned storefronts and restaurants.


  Even the names of things were connected to the history; Doubloon Drive, Pieces of Eight Theater, Treasure Mall, Mermaid Beach Wear. The street signs themselves were gold with black lettering. The obvious hype would be tacky anywhere else, but Pirate’s Cove took its history seriously and had gone to great lengths to preserve it.


  All downtown buildings, for instance, were required to conform to a particular code in terms of color, height, parking, and landscaping. Shades of salmon pink, black iron trim in a variety of designs, inlaid tile, copious but tasteful shrubbery, and no building taller than three stories: Those were the basics. Here and there, an oddball building had been grandfathered into the eerie uniformity—a conch house or a brick structure, a cobblestone road or an exposed parking lot. McCleary welcomed these breaches, these blatant statements of individuality, and was pleased to discover that Hernando Bail Bonds was one of them.


  The building, like Lou’s house, was constructed mostly of coquina rock, a bleached white stone native to south Florida that was embedded with fossils. The iron gate at the entrance squeaked like a battalion of hungry mice and opened onto a courtyard that literally burst with plants. According to the hand-carved sign, Lou shared the building with Madame Janna Hilliard, a tarot card reader.


  “I bet the town council nearly shit when the Madame moved in,” Quin remarked.


  “Hell, she probably got in here because she reads for the mayor or someone on the city council.”


  Lou’s place had iron bars on the picture window and the glass was so darkly tinted it was impossible to see inside. McCleary started to knock, but Gracie suddenly opened the door, blinked against the cruel light, opened her mouth, closed it. Tears rushed into her blue eyes and she murmured: “Quin. Mike. You know about Lou?”


  “That’s why we’re here, Gracie,” said Quin.


  As she drew her fingers back through her short blond hair, her half-dozen rings glinted in the sun. Turquoise and silver, a topaz, a ruby, gold. Gracie Stevens didn’t strive for uniformity any more than Lou had, McCleary thought. Her eccentricity simply took a different form. Even her clothes didn’t match: a striped vest with a print skirt and flats the color of tarnished brass. And yet she was thin enough and attractive enough to pull it off.


  “You’re working for Marion on the investigation?” Her mouth puckered when she said the name. “Is that what you’re saying?”


  McCleary quickly set the record straight. “No one is paying us. Lou appointed us executors of his will.”


  “Executors? Christ. C’mon in.” She shut the door behind them. “Marion should’ve told me you two would be going through the records. I don’t have any problem with you all. I just didn’t want some cop breathing down my neck. Bonds people aren’t real popular on this island as it is.”


  They followed her into a room furnished in the basics but little else. Everything about it suggested that business was to be conducted quickly, efficiently.


  “Marion didn’t give me any idea which files to pull, so I gathered up the logbook and files on every bond Lou had written for the last year.” She motioned toward a thin stack of file folders. “Which isn’t all that much. The last six months or so, Lou hardly wrote anything. He wasn’t here more than a day or two a week.”


  “Why not?” Quin asked as she and McCleary settled into the two chairs in front of the desk.


  “I don’t know.” Gracie swept her fingertips across the desk’s surface, as if to chase away motes of dust. “But even when he was here, part of him was absent.” She twisted a ring, worked it off her finger and rubbed the joint, then plopped into the chair behind the desk. “Look, the business was in deep shit, okay? You’re going to find out sooner or later anyway. Lou had written some bad bonds over the past year. He had to fork over more than two hundred thousand.”


  McCleary whistled softly. “Where’d he get the money?”


  Gracie shrugged. “The grove and the house are paid for, so he took out a loan against the property and cashed in some stocks his folks had left him. For about three months he was totally obsessed, okay? He put in twelve-hour days, seven days a week. Then for some reason, he just… I don’t know, seemed to lose interest.”


  Although McCleary was foggy on some of the specifics, he was familiar enough with the bond business to know it was high risk. It was run by insurance companies, a corporate mentality that grew fat by peddling fear. They issued the licenses, they limited the amount of the bond that could be written without special permission, they called the shots.


  No one was guaranteed a bond. It wasn’t in the Bill of Rights, denial wasn’t any basis for a lawsuit. Whether you got a bond at all, in fact, was left completely to the discretion of the bondsman, two in the Cove, two in its freewheeling sister town to the south.


  The risk statewide varied by county, but only because some counties had more murder or drug crimes, the two categories that demanded the highest bonds. On Tango, it was a combination of both and, for the most part, crime was seasonal. But in all counties, a bondsman was liable for the entire amount of the bond he wrote if the client skipped and the bond was forfeited. And to skip all you had to do
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