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  That pink, that incredible Miami pink.
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  STORM SURGE


  Prologue


  SUNDAY, MAY 31


  Charlie hears it in the fading dusk, a noise that grips the warm, still air and tightens it until he can barely breathe. Footsteps, punctuating his own.


  He walks faster, faster. The muscles in his neck creak like rusted springs when he finally steals a glance behind him. Nothing there. He’s alone on the street, alone with the dark shapes of cars standing motionless at curbs, alone in this forgotten neighborhood of crumbling sidewalks, pitted asphalt, and storefronts that are boarded up, sealed like coffins.


  Alone. And yet.


  There are alleys between these abandoned buildings, nooks and crannies to duck into, places to hide. He rubs the back of his hand over his mouth, wills his legs to move more quickly. His eyes skip ahead, measuring the distance to the end of the block. He strains to hear the footsteps again, but other sounds reach him, waves breaking on the beach three blocks east, the quickening beat of his heart, the soft click of his shoes against the sidewalk.


  Charlie turns off Collins Avenue and onto Fourteenth Street, where a dim light burns at the end of the block. In between lies a wasteland, a casualty of the Deco craze. No pretty pastel buildings here, no wide white beaches, no fancy restaurants. He sees a gas station (closed), a junk shop (closed), a coffee shop (closed), a tattoo parlor (closed), and The Deuce Club, open and crying for business.


  Although he doesn’t hear anything behind him now, he feels something—a presence, a weight that presses up against him like a strong wind. Sweat dimples his face. His hands are damp. His legs won’t cooperate. He wheezes like a failing machine. His bones creak and ache and feel as thin as tissue paper. Bones aren’t meant to last eighty-jive years.


  When he can’t stand it anymore, when the enormity of what he imagines overpowers him, he looks back. He isn’t sure what he expected to see—a mugger, a vampire, death racing toward him on a silent motorcycle. The darkness is empty.


  He hears music as he nears The Deuce Club, a welcome sound even though it is distant and soft, closed up behind windows that won’t open, inside air that is always stale. He slips inside the club quickly, furtively, into the irritating twang of country music from the jukebox, the stink of smoke, the gloomy light. Three old-timers are hunched over their drinks at the bar, a couple of young Latinos are playing pool, sunburned tourists occupy a table. Charlie hastens to the left side of the bar, where he can watch the front door, where he can see who enters, who leaves, where his back is to the wall. Heckler, who values punctuality, hasn’t arrived yet. Not a good sign, not good at all.


  He orders rum over ice. A little rum, a lot of ice. He watches the clock on the wall as though the act of watching time pass will hurry Heckler. The bartender, a pretty young woman with a quick smile, sets down his drink and a bowl of popcorn. “Run a tab, sir?”


  “No, thanks. This is it.”


  He pays her with a five and she strolls off to get change. When he raises the drink to his mouth, his hand shakes. He quickly sets the glass down. Don’t, hand, please don’t. He rubs it, flexes the fingers, makes a fist and releases it. Now. Try again. He cups both of his hands around the glass when he lifts it this time.


  The first sip of rum burns a path down his gullet and pools like spoiled milk in his stomach. Sourness swells in his throat. For a horrifying moment he’s certain he’s going to vomit. But the feeling passes.


  All things pass, he reminds himself: illness, grief, success, triumph, even fear. That most of all. Next week or next month, he’ll no longer be able to remember what terrified him so deeply out there on the street. He’ll laugh at his certainty that he was being followed.


  The door opens and a couple enter. Lovebirds, holding hands. They sit at the table under the clock, a fitting statement of their youth. A part of him envies the years that stretch before them, an undiscovered country.


  Tick tock, whispers the clock. Heckler is late.


  The last of his rum vanishes. His fingers drum the counter. He wishes Heckler would hurry.


  One of the old-timers at the bar swings off his stool and walks over to the jukebox with a drink in hand. He’s dressed in baggy trousers, a faded checkered shirt, a khaki raincoat with a huge pocket on either side, and running shoes. An eccentric. This town is filled with them. But there’s something familiar about the man, about the way he moves. Then he turns and Charlie’s breath catches in his throat.


  Heckler, it’s Heckler. But the face is all wrong, gaunt, sallow, old. He looks as if he has aged twenty years in the three since Charlie last saw him. His hair isn’t just turning gray: it’s absolutely white and long, well past the collar of his raincoat. The sunbursts at the corners of his eyes that once seemed charming are now deeply etched, rune marks carved in stone. He smiles, but there’s no joy in it. He’s sweating profusely, sweating even though the air in here is cool.


  “Fooled you, didn’t I, professor?” He straddles the stool next to Charlie. “It’s the hair. Does it every time.” He flicks it off the back of his neck, an abrupt, nervous gesture. “Who’d expect a fifty-four-year-old man to look like an aging hippie, right?” He snorts. “A young goon, that’s who.” Heckler tilts his head toward the door; no one is there. “Bastard’s been tailing me all the way from the Lincoln Road Mall. Five bars, Charlie. But he hasn’t touched me. He thinks I’m just drinking my way south. Guess I am at that.” He laughs again and signals the bartender for a refill. “What’re you drinking?”


  “I’m fine. Let’s go somewhere else, to my—”


  “No. No, there isn’t time.” An urgency has entered his voice and from one of his raincoat pockets he brings out a large wrinkled envelope. “This will take care of everything, Charlie. And me, I’m gone. Switzerland, France, Greece, it doesn’t matter.”


  He looks at Charlie then, his dark eyes bright with terror and with something else, something that takes Charlie a moment to define. Drugs, that’s it. Heckler is stoned. “Yeah,” he says softly, as though Charlie has spoken aloud. “Morphine.”


  “Jesus, Steve.”


  A corner of his mouth twitches, then the twitch spreads across the rest of his face, as though the skin is stone that is cracking. “You never had kids, Charlie. You don’t know what it’s like when you lose your own kid. That’s when my hair went totally white. Woke up one morning and there it was.”


  His daughter, a suicide. Charlie can’t remember when it happened.


  Two years ago? Three? For Heckler it was yesterday.


  “And then the wife left and, well, what the hell. It doesn’t matter.” He drops his gaze to the envelope, pats it once, twice, as though it’s a pet. “There are some things that even men like me can’t live with, Charlie.” He wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. “Don’t keep this stuff, okay? It’s not safe. Divvy everything up, send it to people you trust until you’re ready to use it. Don’t say I never did anything for you, Charlie, huh?” That sad smile appears briefly, then vanishes as he slides the envelope over in front of Charlie. He drops a ten on the counter for his drink. Too much, Charlie thinks. A dollar bill would do it. “I’m going to the men’s room. Just get up and leave. And, Charlie, thanks.” Heckler squeezes his shoulder, then he’s gone.


  Heckler, thanking him, when he’s the one who should be giving thanks. Charlie’s hand trembles again when he touches the envelope: the torn corners, the coffee stains, the doodles, each detail a cornerstone of Heckler’s dark solitude. He quickly folds it, sticks it inside his shirt, zips his windbreaker. Get up and leave, he thinks. Now.


  He walks from his stool to the door, but the sensation of movement eludes him. There is only the weight of the envelope inside his jacket, the shape of it against his chest, then the night air against his face.


  Outside the bar, he hesitates. His eyes dart here and there. He hunches his shoulders against the dark. Back to Collins, then nine blocks south to Fifth Street. To Woolley’s Fine Foods, where he’ll buy envelopes, stamps. He’ll divide the material into fifths, send out four parts, keep one for himself until—when? When will he be ready? When will it be safe?


  He won’t think about it right now. He will walk. Right foot, left, right again, good, very good, keep up the great work, Charlie. Keep moving, Charlie, but not too fast. Past this old building and that, past an alley, the silent cars. Now: a hot prickling at the back of his neck, sweat oozing down the undersides of his arms, the envelope stuck like a Band-Aid to his bony chest.


  This time he doesn’t look back, doesn’t have to. He knows someone is back there. He knows. He breaks into a run, a graceless loping. His bones rattle, his lungs beg for air, his muscles shriek for a reprieve. But he doesn’t stop. He stumbles through one intersection after another, passing through lights, darkness, lights again. Then he’s inside Woolley’s, safe inside with other shoppers, in an ordered world of aisles and displays.


  He hurries to the front desk to cash a check. The clerk’s face is a mirror that reflects his panic: she thinks he’s one of the old crazies who walks the streets with grocery carts stuffed with his belongings. She sees him as his own worst nightmare.


  A wave of darkness sweeps over him. He wants to grab her by the arms, shake her, scream at her. He isn’t one of the crazies, he isn’t, he used to teach at Princeton, he used to be someone. But she’s already stepping back from the counter, her polite smile straining at the edges.


  He pulls a blank check from his wallet, fills it out, shows his check-cashing card. She avoids his eyes, counts out his money. “Stamps,” he says. “I need stamps.”


  “How many stamps, sir?”


  Panic. How many. How many will be enough? “Eight stamps, twenty-nine cents each.”


  She opens a drawer, tears eight stamps from a sheet. He pays her, scoops up the rest of his money, and rushes off.


  Stationery, where’s the stationery aisle? How can he not remember? He has been up and down that aisle hundreds of times. His eyes bulge, sweat stands out on his face, his heart skitters around in his chest, a dying fish on a hook. His feet save him. His feet remember the way.


  His fingers fumble with the flap on the envelope and he pulls out papers, photographs, the pieces of a giant puzzle, just as Heckler promised. Now all he has to do is divide everything, figure out who will get what until he’s ready to use it.


  The entrance to the stationery aisle is blocked by a long line of people waiting to use the copier. Retirees, all retirees like himself, with stacks of forms: Medicare forms, social security forms, pension forms, bank forms, yes, yes, he knows all about forms. Move, he thinks, please move. Once he’s in the aisle, the choice of merchandise nearly overwhelms him. Quick quick quick. Choose something, choose anything. A packet of manila envelopes, a notepad, a pen. He hastens to the express-checkout register, then has to wait while a woman gets a check approved and a man fishes bills from his wallet. He is nearly crazy with waiting by the time he reaches the area where the grocery carts are parked.


  Charlie sets everything on the ledge that runs along the bottom of the window and scans the parking lot. People. Cars. The darkness, rubbing up against the glass like a cat in heat. The reflection of the clerk’s face floats in the window, a pickled egg in vinegar; she has stepped out from behind the front desk to watch him. Charlie looks down, pretends he hasn’t seen her.


  Hurry, just hurry. He begins scribbling his notes, four identical notes. Now. How to divide the material? To whom should it go? Whom does he trust? What should he keep for himself? Panic claws at the back of his throat. He knuckles his eyes. Chess, it’s just another chess move, that’s how he must think of it.


  And just that easily, the names come to him. He addresses the envelopes from memory, eighty-five and his memory is sharp as glass when he needs it. He slaps stamps on the envelopes, drops them in the mailbox outside as he leaves. None of the envelopes contains enough to provide a complete picture without its counterparts.


  He zips the original envelope inside his jacket, then calls Will’s place from the public phone. It rings and rings and finally the machine kicks in. Charlie leaves a message.


  When he finally reaches his street, he’s so tired he can barely stand up. It’s a bone fatigue, pervasive, cruel. He leans into a rubber tree at the side of the building and presses the heels of his hands against his eyes. He feels Death just off to his right, a cool presence in the warm darkness. It waits for him but isn’t quite ready to take him yet.


  Go to it, Charlie, Death whispers. Wrap it up.


  He climbs the open stairs to his apartment, unlocks the door, and slips inside, into the dark. The dead bolt clicks into place, a sharp, reassuring sound, and he leans into the door, forehead against the wood. Safe now. Safe.


  Suddenly the light winks on and Charlie spins around. A figure stands in the dark pool of shadows next to the couch, a man, a woman, he can’t tell which. But he can see the gun protruding from the shadows like an animal’s snout, a gun aimed at his chest. “I wish it could’ve been different. I really do. I’ll take that envelope.”


  Charlie opens his mouth to speak but nothing comes out. A white, savage terror grips him. His only thought is how foolish he was not to believe what he felt, that he was being followed, that Death was galloping toward him, disguised, whispering his name. Now Death is here and he has nothing to say.


  The first shot strikes him in the chest. He feels it, feels the biting sharpness near his heart, the sudden cruelty of the pain, a rush of something leaving his body. Then he is falling back, back, the ceiling tilting, the window upside down, everything slow, strange, the light winking off and on. Death’s arms reach out to catch him before he strikes the floor; he can see the arms, long, narrow shapes emerging from the shadows. He anticipates the embrace, accepts it, and then surrenders to it with a single violent and pathetic shudder.


  1


  From a distance, the Miami skyline was seductive. Buildings rose dramatically in the excessive light, shooting upward in bold, clean lines as if to support the sky or conquer it, Quin couldn’t tell which.


  Down here on the ground, though, it was business as usual. The stoplight at the bottom of the exit ramp was stuck on red, traffic was knotted at the intersection, horns blared, cars tried to squeeze into line in front of her. Moonies were hawking flowers, two motorists were shouting at each other through their open windows, and a kid with a roll of paper towels and a bottle of Windex offered to clean her windshield for two bucks. Down here on the ground were all the reasons she and McCleary had left without regrets nearly two years ago.


  A Mercedes crept in on her right, trying to cut in front of her. The driver was hunched over his steering wheel, a Kamikaze pilot who pretended she didn’t exist. That was one of the rules of Miami roads: if you cut, don’t look. In the old days, she would have inched forward until her bumper touched the bumper of the car in front of her so the Mercedes wouldn’t be able to sneak in. But no more. Too many Jekylls carried guns in their glove compartments.


  Welcome to Miami, paradise flawed, paradise falling, paradise gone.


  This wasn’t her first visit since they’d moved. But with every visit she realized that, although she didn’t miss living here, a part of her still yearned for the city’s unique and maddening rhythm, its pulse of heat and light and color, its lunacy. Miami was addictive, and the twenty-seven years she had lived here had marked her as surely as Cain. This was where she’d gone to high school, come of age, where she had met and married McCleary.


  Quin had known Miami when there was no skyline, when it was old folks playing shuffleboard in the warm winter sun and rich folks sipping drinks by the swimming pool. She had known it when pink ’56 Caddy convertibles cruised Collins Avenue with the tops down, the fading Art Deco hotels in the background.


  The city’s transformation since those days had been a process, a gradual evolution that wouldn’t have happened in Des Moines, for instance, or Bismarck, North Dakota. Its location at the tip of the Florida peninsula made it accessible to immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean, thus creating a populace that was ethnically mixed. Its climate had begun to lure young families who built homes in surrounding communities—Coconut Grove, Hialeah, Coral Gables, dots on a map that had burgeoned. Then, in 1980, all hell had broken loose.


  The Mariel boatlift flooded Miami with more than a hundred thousand refugees; race riots blew Overtown apart; cocaine cowboys ruled their domains like feudal lords. Quin had lived here when the FBI had declared that only Atlantic City had a higher murder rate than Miami, something everyone in town already knew. And when the era of grits, glitz, and guns had given way to Sonny Crockett and Cristo and a vision of Miami as Deco pastels and wet streets, a paradise reclaimed, she had ridden the crest of the boom like everyone else.


  Now it was tough to say exactly what Miami was. The old problems still existed, crime and drugs, refugees and racial tensions, much of it worse than before. The blacks in Overtown were still poor. Real estate was in a slump. The schools were a mess. And every year the homeless and the elderly flocked here in greater numbers, overloading the circuits of social services.


  Miami Vice, the TV miracle that had neatly divided the city’s history into Before and After, was now in reruns. And maybe that was the heart of the problem, Miami drifting in a post-Vice trauma, hoping for another miracle, a new identity that would usher it into the nineties.


  She turned into the lot behind the Metro-Dade Police Department and scanned it for McCleary’s red Miata. He’d driven down here two days ago with the envelope Charlie Potemkin had mailed to them, the envelope postmarked the day after he was shot in his apartment.


  Charlie had presumably understood what the grainy photos were all about, but he hadn’t bothered explaining to them. For all she knew, they might be nothing more than pictures of former students, something from an old man’s collection of memorabilia. As long as she’d known him, he’d saved things with the compulsion of a man who believed his life might otherwise escape him.


  They’d become friends after his retirement from Princeton, when he was teaching several criminology courses at the University of Miami and she’d sought his advice on a case. Charlie was already in his seventies then; she was in her late twenties. Contrary to what other people believed at the time, there were never any father-daughter overtones to it. Neither of them was looking for substitutions. They were teacher and student and the roles were interchangeable. He’d learned from her as readily as she’d learned from him.


  She could still remember the clutter in his tiny office: files that had bulged with hundreds of newspaper and magazine clippings, shelves crowded with books. You could ask him virtually anything and he probably had a file or a book on it.


  The hastily scribbled note he’d included in the envelope might have related to nothing more than the contents of some favorite file. Hold on to this until you hear from me. You bet, Charlie. But why all the mystery, Charlie? Because that was how he’d always done things.


  She didn’t see the Miata. Hardly surprising. Her husband functioned according to his own clock, which was usually twenty to thirty minutes behind everyone else’s. She found a parking place at the end of the lot and nosed into it. Nosed carefully. The Explorer was still new enough so that she wasn’t quite accustomed to parking it yet. Especially in a lot as crammed as Metro-Dade’s.


  The Metro-Dade PD was responsible for the entire county, ten thousand square miles of the most ethnically diverse population in the state. It was as large and complex as any bureaucracy, divided and subdivided like plots of land in a housing development. When McCleary had resigned from here nine years ago, he’d been at the helm of the Homicide Department, burned out and ready for something new. The new had come about when they’d gone into business together and bought the private detective agency where she’d been working. Somehow, though, the homicide part of it had stuck to him like a shadow. Whenever she remarked on this fact to Benson, his standard reply was straight out of Sonny Crockett’s mouth. Karma, it’s his karma.


  Quin supposed that Benson, a cop for twenty years and now head honcho for the entire Metro-Dade, knew a thing or two about murder and karma. You wouldn’t think it, though, to look at him. Thin and sinewy, an inch or so shorter than her five feet ten, he seemed as benign as a ladybug.


  He was at his desk when she entered his office on the second floor, a room he’d occupied since he’d made lieutenant fourteen years ago. His wire-rim glasses rode low on the bridge of his nose, his dark curly hair had new streaks of gray at the temples, and as always he was surrounded by papers, files, folders, books, computer printouts. Everything was arranged in tall, tidy stacks that formed a barricade between him and the rest of the room. His enthusiasm and energy, though, were as constant and unchanged as the June heat.


  He hugged her hello and informed her McCleary had just called to say he was on his way. “He and Will are moving some boxes from Charlie’s apartment.”


  Will was William Boone, Charlie’s closest friend and a retired gumshoe buddy of McCleary’s. He had found Charlie’s body. “What do you think about the photos, Tim?”


  He leaned back against the edge of his desk and poked at his glasses. “They were so grainy we decided to make computer enhancements. One of the men is Lawrence Crandall, the brains behind Crandall Development. You heard of him?”


  “Isn’t he the guy who ushered in Deco Madness?”


  “He didn’t just usher it in, Quin. He was the primary force behind the revamping of the Deco District. He made a fortune, Miami became paradise found, and everyone was happy. His newest vision is to turn the eleven-hundred block of Ocean Drive into a Deco resort. The three hotels and two restaurants on the block had been having financial problems for a long time. Absentee owners, competition, seasonal business, the usual stuff. Anyway, as each place went under, Crandall bought it.


  “But the critical piece of property is an old folks’ home in the middle of the block. The county owns it. They agreed to sell it to Crandall, with a shitload of restrictions, naturally, and the sale was supposed to be finalized sometime in July. Then Charlie got into the act.”


  “I don’t remember any nursing home on Ocean Drive.”


  “It’s not a nursing home. It’s just a low-rent apartment building that the county’s owned for the last twenty years. The Sea Witch, the county’s white elephant, a senior citizens’ apartment building. The twenty-five residents have been there practically since Flagler built the railroad, and they were going to be out when the sale was final. Charlie became their spokesperson, got the local media into the act, and organized a rally in front of city hall. It got incredible coverage in Dade—two dozen elderly people against city hall and all that. There was a good turnout at the rally but Charlie was going to try again. Bigger numbers, more coverage. He got in touch with some national news shows; Sixty Minutes bit. The rally was scheduled for mid-July, several days before the closing on the property.”


  “And now?”


  “All bets are off. Charlie was the mover behind this thing, Quin. With him dead, the residents are facing eviction.”


  “What about the second photo?”


  “A German, Ebo Rau. He owns a string of import-export businesses in Berlin and does a lot of his buying here in Miami.”


  “Are he and Crandall business partners?”


  “They have been. Crandall was the developer for a shopping complex in Berlin that Rau owns.” Benson walked over to the coffeepot on a low shelf under the window. “You want some?”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  “With milk, right?”


  “Good memory, Tim.”


  “You couldn’t convince my son of that. He thinks I’m on the road to Alzheimer’s.” He came back across the room with two mugs. “When they hit thirteen, Quin, they become a weird subspecies and it’s all downhill after that. So when it happens to Michelle, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  She laughed. “She’s got a ways to go yet.” Her daughter was sixteen months old; Benson’s son was almost college bound.


  “How’s preschool working out?”


  “Great. And it beats seven baby-sitters in nine months, I’ll tell you that much. Ellie loves it.”


  Benson didn’t sip from his mug; he just kept stirring it, the spoon clicking against the sides. She sensed he was working up to something and suspected she wasn’t going to like it, whatever it was.


  “Did forensics come up with anything?” she asked.


  “Nope. And neither did Doc Smithers.” The coroner. “There wasn’t any struggle. The place hadn’t been broken into. The bullet was from a standard .38, went straight into his heart from a distance of six or seven feet, and he was facing the killer when it happened. No one in the complex heard anything. It was hot that night and everyone’s AC was on. Will got a call from Charlie at eight-thirty, but he wasn’t home and Charlie left a message on his machine to come over as soon as he could. He got there shortly after ten and found him.”


  “Was the door unlocked?”


  “No, Will had a key. He and Charlie had traded keys a while back.”


  “I gather Will isn’t a suspect.”


  “It crossed my mind, Quin. Will found him, had a key to the place, knew him better than anyone else. But, hell, he and Charlie were chess partners for ten years and I’ve known him twice as long. He’s eccentric, but Christ, he’s no killer.”


  Eccentric was a polite term for a man who was known as The Conspiracist among people who liked him and as Boone the Loon among people who didn’t. Quin, like McCleary, fell into the first category. Benson was somewhere in between.


  “Besides,” Benson went on, “he didn’t have a motive. I mean, we’re talking about a couple of antiquities whose friendship made getting old on Miami Beach a little more tolerable.”


  The way he said it left a bad taste in her mouth for old age and for growing old on Miami Beach in particular. While Miami proper was casting around for a new image, Miami Beach—with the exception of the Deco District—had already found one. For its elderly population, it was a tarnished yellow brick road strewn with broken promises. “So you’re looking at Crandall, who had a motive.”


  He nodded. “My wife’s college roommate, Irene, has been working in Crandall’s Miami office for twelve years. She’s head of personnel. She doesn’t know him very well personally, but knows the business thoroughly enough to recognize inconsistencies when she sees them: accounts that don’t balance, unexplained expenditures, unexplained income, that kind of thing. She thinks he’s mixed up in something. Although she’s nosy, this isn’t her line of work and she’s the first to admit it. Crandall’s personal assistant left three months ago when her husband was relocated, and the slot’s still open. Irene suggested we slip a pro into the spot.”


  Quin held up her hands for him to stop, but he rushed on. “Look, I know all your objections. I know things are different now that you’ve got Michelle. But I need help on this one. We’d pay for everything, including a furnished apartment on Miami Beach. We’d provide your cover, back it up on computers, whatever needs to be done. You’d still have weekends free. Mac would be at Boone’s, working the case from that angle. I need some answers and there’s no one else I trust the way I do you and Mac.”


  “Slide Mac into the spot.”


  “Can’t. Crandall’s personal assistants have always been women. Most of his employees are women.”


  “Tim, I’d like to help, but—”


  “I know it’s not easy for both of you to get away from the office.”


  “It’s not the office. We have one other investigator working for us now who can take care of things. It’s Ellie. I can’t just move her down here.”


  “Would your sister be able to take her for a couple of weeks? Mac mentioned that she’s living down here now.”


  “I’d have to talk to her.”


  “Great, talk to her, think about it over the weekend.” He backed off now, and she knew he was banking on the past, on the many debts that had accrued over the years. How could she blame him? How could she deny him? How?


  The point wasn’t whether her sister could take Ellie. She would be thrilled to do it. But what would happen next time this came up? And the time after that? Benson didn’t understand how it was. His son was older, and besides, it was different for men and women, different and still unequal despite Steinem and Friedan and NOW and everything and everyone else who had followed.


  You couldn’t have it all unless you hired help—an au pair, a house-keeper, a lawn service, a cook, your life doled out in parcels to other people. But if you did that, you might wake up one day and realize that what had been a cranky whine at one was, at fifteen, a fondness for petty theft or coke.


  Quin told Benson she would let him know by Sunday night and he said sure, no problem, just as she’d known he would. Then he left word with his secretary that they were going to lunch at the Colombian restaurant down the street and to send McCleary over when he arrived.


  McCleary breezed into the restaurant twenty minutes later. He stood just inside the doorway, a tall, lean man with dark hair paling at the temples and a neatly trimmed beard threaded with gray. He tilted his sunglasses back onto the top of his head; his smoke-blue eyes moved through the room, looking for them.


  There were always moments like this, when McCleary was unaware that she was watching him, that her pulse quickened. It was a visceral reaction, a peculiar anticipation of the instant their eyes would connect and their history would slide into place around them. Nearly eight years of marriage, she thought, and his mere presence still possessed the power to transform the air that she breathed.


  He smiled when he saw her, a quick, telling smile that said he’d already made up his mind to help Boone regardless of what she decided about Benson’s proposition. She’d expected that. McCleary had been as fond of Charlie as she had.


  But as he made his way over to the table where she and Benson were sitting, she noticed a quality about McCleary that she hadn’t seen since his sister’s murder seven months ago. She realized he needed to take on this investigation, that he viewed it as a kind of redemption that would mitigate the blame he felt about Cat’s death. Mission would replace guilt and eventually guilt would die of inertia. The back door to psychic restoration, she thought. But what the hell, if it worked, she was all for it.


  “Sorry I’m so late,” he said as he claimed the chair next to Quin. “You wouldn’t believe the stuff Charlie’s son was going to toss or give to the Salvation Army.”


  “I thought he’d already left town,” Benson said.


  “He has. He told Will to pick through what he wanted. Now everything is stacked in the spare bedroom.” He accepted the fork Quin proffered and they shared her platter of arroz con pollo. “Will thinks there’s a lot more to this than just the Sea Witch.”


  Quin caught the fleeting expression on Benson’s face and knew he was thinking the same thing she was: it was almost inevitable that Boone, conspiracist, one-time follower and employee of New Orleans D.A. Jim Garrison, would draw such a conclusion.


  “I, uh, don’t mean to be cynical, Mac,” he said. “But Will could probably see a conspiracy in the fluctuation of weather patterns in the country.”


  McCleary shrugged. “Yeah, probably. But that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s wrong about this.”


  “Real-estate developers lose deals all the time,” Quin went on. “It’s the risk of doing business. It doesn’t warrant murder.”


  “Not on the surface,” Benson said. “But there was a lot more to this than just a lost deal. The resort he wants to build could generate millions over the years.”


  “Greed? That’s all?” McCleary sounded disappointed. “C’mon, Tim.”


  “Well, until we know more, greed is the best place to start.”


  Silence. They both looked at Quin. She didn’t have to be a genius to figure out what it meant. She reached for one of the arepitas, a cornmeal delight filled with chunks of meat and vegetables. She broke it in half, ignoring them.


  McCleary spoke first. “What do you think of Tim’s idea?”


  “I’d like to mull it over.”


  “What’s there to mull?”


  As though Benson weren’t present. “Ellie.”


  She glared at him. “You know, your daughter?”


  His jaw tightened, he dug his fork into what remained of the arroz con pollo, and didn’t reply. Benson squirmed, glancing from one to the other, the man in the middle. “Hey, guys. No big deal, okay? If you decide you don’t want to do it, Quin, that’s fine. I understand. Really.” Then, to McCleary: “Ease up, Mac.”


  Referee, soothsayer, friend.


  And Charlie, she thought. What had Charlie been? Mentor and friend and confidant, a whiz at seeing connections that were invisible to everyone else. She owed him, too, owed him for the dozens of cases he’d helped her with over the years, cases she wouldn’t have resolved without him. If she had been the victim, he would have been right in there with McCleary, fitting the pieces together.


  Yeah, Charlie and Mac. Christ.


  She pushed away from the table and walked off to find a phone to call her sister.


  2


  “…so Michelle finally gets to the top of the beanstalk, right? And she sees this huge castle and decides to knock on the door and ask for something to drink. It was a long climb and she’s thirsty…. Hey, El, you listening to this story or not?”


  Mike McCleary’s daughter, hunkered down in her car seat to his right, glanced at him, grinned and clapped her small, perfect hands. His sunglasses were perched on the tip of her nose, a shield against the morning sun, the early June very hot sun. “Dadda’s,” she said, and pressed her open hand against the lenses, pushing them farther up on her nose. The gesture reminded him of Benson, forever poking at his wire-rims.


  “I’ve got another story to tell you, okay?” He braked for the red light just ahead. “Some bad people hurt a friend of Mommy and Daddy’s, people like the giant in ‘Jack in the Beanstalk.’ We don’t know who the bad guys are, so we need to find them. While we’re gone, you’ll be staying with your aunt Ellen.”


  Quin’s sister’s name was magic to his daughter. She associated it with other kids, a neighborhood of kids who all seemed to congregate at the home of her cousins, a seven-year-old boy named Ricky and a four-year-old girl named Rebecca, otherwise known as Icky and Eka. Her face lit up, she clapped her hands again, and McCleary knew it was going to work out just fine.


  “Elchi?” She gazed at him with blue eyes that were clones of her mother’s, a pale, ghostly blue in the center, ringed by a darker blue. “Elchi?”


  “Elchi, elchi, elchi,” he murmured, trying to decipher what it meant.


  “Elchi?” Her voice had taken on a whine of frustration because he didn’t understand what she was saying.


  He repeated the word to himself again and again with a growing sense of panic. The light turned green and he sped through the intersection to the rhythm of elchi, elchi. “Does Aunt Ellen have cheese? Is that what you’re asking?”


  “Yay, Dadda,” she said, clapping again.


  Saved. “Yes, Aunt Ellen has plenty of cheese. And pasta and coffee yogurt and apple juice, all your favorite stuff.” She also had four cats, two dogs, and a parrot. “She’ll be taking you to school and picking you up, then your mom and I will be home on the weekend.” He pulled into the Tot Stop parking lot, stopped the car. “You understand what I’m saying?”


  She looked at him now, pensive and somber. Her face was a perfect amalgam of his and Quin’s. Those eyes like her mother’s, a bow-shaped mouth like his own, hair that was straight like his and as blond as Quin’s had been when she was Michelle’s age. But there were nuances that were entirely hers, evidence of a personality that seemed to be sculpted daily, as though she, like Michelangelo, were releasing an image from stone.


  Her smile was gone and a slight frown creased her forehead. Then she nodded that she understood what he’d said and held out her arms to be released from the seat. McCleary obliged her, set her down on the ground. He reached into the well in back for her suitcase and the gray teddy bear that was her favorite.


  The Fids bear, gray, soft, and huggable, was a gift from a former client whose nickname was Fiddlestix. Recently, though, Michelle had been calling him Darla, who had actually begun as an imaginary friend. A month or so ago, Darla had made the leap to teddy flesh and the real world, a kind of transmigration of the soul. Ever since, Michelle had been holding him more, cooing and patting his back as if to burp him, and insisted that he accompany her everywhere. Even to school.


  Tot Stop was a Montessori school with bright, spacious rooms and low windows that had been built with kids in mind. Each age group, the Ones, Twos, Threes, and Fours, had its own room and playground, which was where they found Ellie’s class this morning. Kids laughing, whining, gazing off into space, kids on swings, in the sand- box. Ten munchkins in all. Half of them crowded around him and Michelle, saying her name, touching his beard, fussing to be held. He wondered if his daughter wandered up to other parents when they arrived and beseeched them with those big blue eyes. After a few minutes, she dismissed him with a kiss and a hug and hurried off into the sunlight with her friends, the gray bear clutched in the crook of her arm.


  McCleary watched, her suitcase still in his hand, and tried to remember her as a newborn. Her pink face. Her hooded eyes. Her tiny, perfect fingernails. But the recollection was all mixed up with his memories of his sister, who had been present for much of Quin’s labor and had been there at the birth.


  He could still see Catherine and the nurse there toward the end, Cat urging Quin to push, push harder, the nurse gripping one of her hands, McCleary gripping the other. Unlike his sister, the nurse had a soft, calm voice, and between them they’d struck just the right balance. The nurse, Cat, and Quin, an impeccable trinity that, at one point, had made him feel incidental to the entire thing.


  Cat, his youngest sister, his favorite, separated from him by twelve years and three other sisters, had been murdered in early November, at her home outside of Gainesville. Seven months ago. Not very long in the grand scheme of things, but it already felt like a lifetime.


  In the beginning, his grief had seemed as tall as Jack’s beanstalk, an insurmountable hurdle that he climbed, that he fought, that he struggled to conquer. Now it was merely an unpleasant fact of life.


  There were moments, though, and this was definitely one of them, when he sensed her presence. It wasn’t anything as tangible as the scent of her perfume, which had happened only twice, when he and Quin had been staying at Cat’s farmhouse. This was more subjective, a sudden breath of air that stirred the leaves of the banyan under which he stood, a strange certainty that if he squinted and peered into the oblique shadows around him he would glimpse her.


  Usually, the impression passed within seconds. But not today. Today it pursued him when he returned to the building. Today the back of his neck tightened, a sensation like a warm breath or butterfly wings brushing the skin. He went into the Ones’ room to fill Michelle’s cubby with diapers and actually glanced behind him, certain he would see Cat. Or someone. But the room was empty.


  “What?” he whispered to the emptiness, rubbing a hand over his neck. “What is it?”


  The clock ticked in the silence. Air hissed through an AC vent near the ceiling. The sensation of wings touched his neck again, and was gone.


  Not so long ago, this part of Palm Beach County had been farmland, groves, fields of mango trees growing wild. Now it was civilized, domesticated, with more than three hundred homes, a dozen lakes that glinted in the morning light, and a landscaped terrain of flowers, shrubs, trees, and rolling berms blanketed in green. There were bike paths, a school, tennis courts, clubhouses with pools. It was as if the neighborhoods had been grown in Petri dishes and then transported in here fully grown and already inhabited by families. The suburbs, South Florida style.


  Twenty years ago, he could not have imagined himself living in a place like this. But then again, twenty years ago he had not imagined himself a father, either. Although he preferred the narrow neighborhood streets of Miami, where there was a tienda or mercado on every other corner and you heard Spanish spoken more frequently than English, Miami wasn’t a place to raise Michelle.


  Just the same, he missed its noise, its street vendors, its diversity. The essential difference between West Palm and Miami, in fact, was that one was predictable and the other was not. Here, you knew what to expect. You knew that if you drove north far enough on A-l-A, for instance, you would eventually pass the Kennedy compound, the Trump estate, and a beach as flawless as the complexions of the people who occupied the mansions. You knew that the peons lived on one side of the bridge and the royalty on the other.


  But in Miami, nothing was that clearly delineated. You could never be quite sure who lived where. An accidental turn might lead you into a community of Haitians or Hindus or Central American freedom fighters. You had Coconut Grove with its boutiques and restaurants, its parks and its marina; Little Havana and Calle Ocho; and of course, Miami Beach and Art Deco. Always there were the clash and fusion of cultures, values, religions. And Charlie, he thought, had been killed in the crossfire.


  When he swung into the driveway, Quin was outside by the Explorer. She looked tropical, like one of those women you might see in the Caribbean, a woman in a strapless sundress who was fanning herself with a white hat. Although Quin’s dress wasn’t strapless and she wasn’t holding a hat, she seemed exotic, tall and thin. Her umber hair was pulled casually off her shoulders and knotted in the back, with strands that curled loosely around her face.


  She was surrounded by things she was loading into the Explorer, items for her apartment. A toaster, a blender, a coffeepot, a bag of groceries, several cardboard boxes. Today, June 9, was her final interview with Crandall, but Benson’s contact in the personnel department had already assured her she was a shoo-in for the job.


  “The neighbors are going to think the worst,” he said as he walked over to help her.


  “Really. I can just hear the speculation when the boys get together on the corner this evening.”


  The boys were five or six men on their block who congregated on the same corner nearly every evening while their kids ran wild outside. They griped about their wives, their jobs, the present homeowners’ association. They traded information on water pumps and chiggers and brands of house paint. They also gossiped, although none of them would ever call it that. “We’re already suspect,” he said, lifting her bag into the back of the Explorer. “This will just confirm it.”


  “You think Ellie’ll be okay with my sister, Mac?”


  “She probably won’t want to come home.”


  Quin slid the bag of groceries inside the car and nodded, but he could tell she wasn’t entirely convinced. Not about Ellie, not about any of it. There was always a central issue at stake with Quin; it had been like that as long as he had known her. The issues had changed over the years, but usually concerned some essential difference in opinion between them.


  “Look,” he said. “It’s not like we’re leaving her with someone we just hired.”


  Quin flicked at something on her dress. “I know.”


  “We’ll see her on weekends.”


  “Yeah.”


  “She won’t be at risk this way.”


  She looked at him, one hand grasping the edge of the open hatch as the other went down to the strap on her left shoe. “She’ll be at risk, Mac, as long as we investigate homicides.”


  “This homicide is a hundred miles from home.”


  She had adjusted the strap on her shoe and straightened up, so they were nearly eye to eye. It occurred to him that Quin’s height, five ten in her bare feet, a shade taller now, was probably one of her best weapons. That and her eyes. When they were narrowed, as they were at the moment, there was something almost menacing about them.


  “Distance doesn’t make it okay,” she said.


  Detour, he thought, don’t pursue it. “I’ve got to get my things.” He headed past her and through the garage to the utility-room door.


  “Coward,” she muttered loudly enough for him to hear.


  “Where’s Flats, anyway?” he called over his shoulder.


  “Down by the lake. It won’t go away, you know, just because you don’t want to deal with it.”


  “I did deal with it, Quin.” He let the screen door bang shut behind him. It seemed to echo in the warm stillness as he hurried through the house to the backyard, whistling for Flats.


  His sister had rescued the sheepdog from the Gainesville pound when she’d bought her farm. Flats was 140 pounds of hair and muscle, bred for herding on the Scottish highlands. There were no sheep to herd out here, no cattle to bark at, no chickens to chase. But the area around the lake was thick with mice and rabbits that migrated from the mango grove on the other side. On days when the hunt produced nothing, Flats snoozed in the warm shade, as lazy as Ferdinand the bull. She was coming with McCleary to Miami Beach because the kid who fed the cats could not also feed her and walk her three times or four times a day.


  She flew toward him, a huge and wonderful beast that had been unable to save his sister’s life, but had saved his wife’s and daughter’s. Her front legs left the ground and landed hard against McCleary’s chest, nearly knocking him over. “Okay, girl, down. You ready to hit the road?”


  She took off around the side of the house, a black-and-white blur, and was already in the passenger seat when he came out a few minutes later with his bag. Quin was petting Flats through the window, talking to her in that soft voice she reserved for animals and children. She eyed him over the Miata’s roof as he opened the door. “That’s it? We’re just going to leave it like this? Have a nice week and see you next weekend?”


  “What do you want me to say?”


  “Oh, maybe ‘Good luck.’ Or ‘See you around.’” She rested her elbows on the Miata’s roof. “Or maybe that I should stop by Will Boone’s place some night for coffee with the boys and the animals. Something like that.”


  “I’ll call you at the apartment.” He ducked inside the car and cranked it up. Quin stood there for a moment, her hand motionless on Flats’s head, then she turned without another word, walked to the Explorer, climbed in.


  Get out and go over there, he thought. Hug her goodbye. Don’t leave it like this.


  But it was too late, she was revving the Explorer’s engine, grinding the gears into reverse, rolling back out of the garage. The message was clear: move or lose your bumper adios.


  “Have it your way.” He peeled out of the driveway, leaving patches of rubber on the road that would keep the boys on the corner buzzing for a month.


  The official Deco District was one square mile on Miami Beach. It contained more than four hundred buildings that had been deemed historic in 1979 and included hotels, private residences, apartments, even the post office.


  McCleary, who had once aspired to become an artist and still dabbled on weekends, considered Deco overrated. Yeah, the pastels and the neon were great, but so much of it was downright tacky. The parapets that rose like periscopes from the tops of many of the buildings, the busy moldings and friezes, the mostly small windows that left the interiors dark. Worst of all were the terrazzo mosaic floors, so confusing in color and design that they could catapult a reasonably sane man into a hallucinogenic nightmare for a week.


  The one building that he liked was the Miami Beach post office. It wasn’t cluttered, wasn’t vain. The large cylinder that comprised its center and the steps that led up to it made it seem somewhat grand, like an opera house or a presidential palace. It just happened to be located across the street from Boone’s place.


  His building wasn’t Deco. It was merely small and old and somewhat neglected. Boone’s two-bedroom apartment was on the second floor and he shared it with a female raccoon named Elvis and a feisty tabby cat named Fox. McCleary wasn’t sure where Flats was going to fit into the animal scheme of things, but Boone had assured him it wouldn’t be a problem.


  Boone, however, was so delighted to have human company McCleary knew he could have brought along a Bengal tiger and the old man would have said, No problem. He had made up the spare room, had fixed a bed for Flats under the window, had put out fresh towels in the bathroom. He had also whipped up a brunch, which they ate out on the tiny terrace as the raccoon, the cat, and the dog hung around for handouts.


  “See what I mean about the animals, Mac?” Boone said with a trace of pride in his voice. “They make their own peace if you leave them alone.” He tossed a bit of egg to Elvis, who caught it in her front paws, then dropped his checkered hat on the raccoon’s head and pulled it down over her bandit eyes. She flicked it off, pounced at it, sniffed it, batted it like a ball, and finally picked it up between her teeth and put it in Boone’s lap.


  He swatted the cap against his thigh, set his plate on the floor. The raccoon and the cat assumed positions on opposite sides and proceeded to finish off the leftovers. McCleary set his own plate on the floor for Flats, who lacked the grace and subtlety of the raccoon and cat. She sucked up everything and had licked the plate clean in seconds.


  “Charlie gave Elvis to me. He comes in here one day with this scrawny little thing in his pocket and says it’s me or the pound. He’d found her in Flamingo Park under the baseball bleachers.”


  Boone tugged the cap down over his thinning white hair and sipped at his coffee as he gazed down into the street. He had once been about McCleary’s height and perhaps twenty pounds heavier. But he was in his early seventies now and the erosion of the years showed: a hunch to his shoulders, the shiny baldness at the front of his head, the way he limped when the weather cooled. And yet he wore glasses only when he read, his hearing had remained acute, and age had been kind to his face. When he chose to, he could look as dapper as Cary Grant.


  “Why didn’t Charlie keep her?”


  “I think he figured he was too old, that Elvis would outlive him. You’d never know he thought about being old, what with the Sea Witch business and all. He was like people who seem”—he groped for the right word, his eyes fixed on the street below—“well, invincible.”


  “But he thought about his age all the time. It’s why he’d structured his life like he had. This was a guy, Mac, who had a day set aside for everything. Mondays meant dinner at Wolfie’s. Tuesdays were the nights we played chess. Thursdays and Fridays were general roundup days—laundry, grocery shopping, the housing project, like that. Saturdays and Sundays were for friends, for reading, for walks in the park, on the beach.”


  “And Wednesdays?” McCleary asked.


  Boone lifted his feet onto the terrace railing and crossed them at the ankles, his thinker’s pose. “I don’t know. But from things he said and didn’t say, I think he was seeing someone.”


  Good for you, Charlie, McCleary thought. Eighty-five and undaunted. “You have any idea who she is?”


  “Nope. He would have said something eventually. If he’d lived.” He fell silent then, an old man who squinted and watched the passing traffic as if a part of him believed he might spot Charlie somewhere down there.


  The friendship between the two men had always struck McCleary as odd. Boone was a high school dropout with a nose for the streets and Charlie had been an erudite professor, a renowned criminologist who had written several classic tomes on the criminal mentality. The very things that Boone distrusted—government, the judicial system, law enforcement—had defined the parameters of Charlie’s world. But apparently none of that had made a difference in the twilight of retirement here on the beach, where no one gave a damn about who you had been.


  “Did Charlie belong to a chess club?” McCleary asked.


  “Not that I know of. He and his wife used to play when she was alive and there’s a black kid over at the Sea Witch he was teaching to play. Charlie said R.D. has got talent for the game. Anyway, you’ll meet him. He’s got himself a new job and is working all kinds of crazy hours, so he’s tough to pin down right now.”


  “I thought the Sea Witch was for the elderly.”


  “R.D. lives there with his grandmother and sister. Anyhow, he and Charlie played chess over at R.D.’s place the morning of the day he was killed. A short game. Charlie left around noon. Said he was expecting a call.”


  “From his son?”


  Boone’s expression made it clear that he didn’t like Potemkin’s son, a criminal attorney in Philadelphia. “That asshole figured that as long as he helped out with the rent on Charlie’s apartment and called once a month or so, he was doing right by his old man. And I think he’d already called in May. I got a call from Charlie that night around eight-thirty, I guess it was. I wasn’t home, so he left me a message.”


  Benson had played the tape for McCleary and Quin after their luncheon last week. He’d been calling from a public phone; the noise of traffic was clearly audible in the background. You there
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