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  1


  The Angel landed shortly after midnight, carrying a small satchel with a drawstring top. The bag was crudely stitched with thick wool thread and appeared in need of swift delivery if the Angel’s pace was any indication.


  On a starry March night, the air was cold with winter’s last storm of the season. A canvas of clean snow painted the rolling hillside: one hundred acres of grazing field interspersed with pockets of woodlands.


  The Angel blended with the land, making for thin shadow. His footprints pressed fast impressions as he crossed powdery snow, carrying the satchel forward to the small farmhouse nestled in the gentle pitch of the valley.


  The restored two-story home was built into the easy slope of a hillside, protected from north winds. Not far uphill from the wooden house, exposed to free-flowing currents of air, a windmill turned slowly in the cold breeze, wood planks creaking from ice frozen in its veins.


  It was very late and yet a light was on upstairs in the house, silhouetting a figure seated by the window. Someone was looking outside, not at the snow, but searching for explanations. He didn’t see the Angel.


  The trial had been long and stressful. The jury had returned its verdict less than seven hours earlier, after two days of deliberations and a near mistrial.


  Terry Moore had been a trial attorney for ten years; he was experienced in law, good at it, but not inured to its traumas. His pulse remained elevated. His blood pressure, borderline high anyway at age thirty-three, was over the edge now. He felt his pulse beating in his stomach and saw it throbbing in his vision. Trials did that to him.


  He used to have a wife, but lawyering ended that marriage. His grandfather, also a lawyer, had warned the law was a demanding mistress. A sadistic lover. Maybe so—at least the sadistic part.


  Terry lived alone now, in the farmhouse on land still held by his grandfather’s estate. The grazing fields were leased to a man who raised steer. “Excellent beefsteaks,” the farmer always bragged. “Best in the States.”


  Terry watched the beautiful animals raised on expensive feed and saw them slaughtered. The farmer brought steaks to cook on Terry’s grill. Blood-red meat charred on the outside, left red inside. Terry was always in denial that what he was eating had been the animal he’d admired grazing on green grass. Terry was in denial about many things, but not tonight. Tonight he was painfully aware of reality.


  A man, Raymond Jarvis, forty-seven, a farmer himself, had been indicted by a grand jury for the murder of Colleen Baker. Colleen was seventeen when she disappeared one night last July after working her summer job at an ice cream parlor on the highway.


  Witnesses put Jarvis’s truck in the shopping center parking lot about the time the store closed. Jarvis had a thing for high school girls. Blondes. Pretty. Tall. He liked them with long, straight hair, and straight teeth. Straight hips, too. Not too curvy for Jarvis. Breasts were okay, but not too big. He liked them with “nice titties”; so testified Jarvis’s cellmate at trial, adding that Ray liked enough size to hold on with his rough hands while he sodomized them.


  My God. My God! Terry Moore suddenly jumped up out of the chair he’d positioned by the window. He was haunted by Raymond Jarvis. The trial. Colleen Baker.


  He paced by the window. No longer looking outside, Terry Moore didn’t see the Angel crossing the lawn, going to the side of the house, the covered access to the basement: concrete steps beneath a pair of metal hatch doors.


  Terry never locked the hatch. He wasn’t paranoid about locking doors, either. Other lawyers in the office said he had a death wish. So many crazies in the world. Crazies like Raymond Jarvis.


  The girl who testified at trial, Susanna Lavetik, sixteen, was blonde like Colleen Baker. She had straight hair, straight teeth, straight hips. Susanna shook on the witness stand, crying, struggling to recount the time Raymond Jarvis accosted her in a shopping mall parking lot.


  Jarvis followed her out to her car. Jarvis was in his truck, the old red one she said looked like an antique. The engine made a rumbling sound, as though threatening to quit any minute. Jarvis drove by her once. He smiled at her, giving her “the creeps” by winking.


  He had a hat on. A baseball cap with a logo from a farm feed company. The hat hid his eyes, but Susanna said she could feel him looking at her. Very scary.


  She hurried to her car. No one else was around except a couple on the other side of the lot.


  Susanna wished she’d left the mall sooner and hadn’t stayed to hang out with her friends. She should have been home an hour earlier …


  At that point in her testimony, she’d looked for her parents in the gallery and burst into tears, telling them she was so sorry. Her father started crying, too. Her mother was shaking.


  Susanna’s eyes streamed with tears. Terry Moore had patiently asked her to continue. He’d stood there firmly but patiently, pretending the whole process wasn’t tearing him up inside. That his heart wasn’t pounding. He ignored the rage he felt, having to focus for the courtroom. Get the evidence in. Keep logical. Organized. Present the case.


  Susanna had been unable to speak for three minutes. Then, head low, hiding her face, she recounted how Raymond Jarvis’s red truck pulled up beside her. He got out. A tall, rangy, skinny man with a leathery face creased with age and overexposure to sun. Raymond Jarvis grabbed her hair with one hand and clamped his other hand around her mouth. He smothered her scream with a hand that smelled strongly of onions.


  Strong hands. “So strong,” Susanna whimpered quietly, “so strong.” Susanna sobbed painfully, as though Raymond Jarvis wasn’t seated at the defense table but was attacking her again, tearing at her with those hands that smelled of onions.


  Again, Terry Moore had to prompt her to continue.


  Susanna said he held her hair and pulled her off her feet. He banged her head against the door of his truck. Once, twice, then she blacked out. The next thing she remembered was waking up in an abandoned barn. She was naked, shivering on a pile of wet, decaying straw smeared with mud. There was a terrible sharp pain in her head—a worse feeling between her legs.


  “Do you mean your vagina?” Terry Moore had to ask.


  “Yes … yes … my …” Susanna couldn’t say it—that her vagina felt as though it had been torn open. Couldn’t say that in front of fifty people in the courtroom. And her sobbing father. Her mother looking as though in shock.


  Susanna struggled desperately to continue her testimony as Terry Moore tried to establish rape. Defense counsel objected when Terry’s questions became leading, but Susanna was falling apart on the stand. Her head was down and her hands clutched her face so it was difficult to hear her speak.


  Susanna cried loudly, “Please, please, let me go home.” She’d begged that of Raymond Jarvis, and begged it again of Terry Moore.


  The judge convened a recess. Susanna Lavetik never returned to the stand. She’d been fragile before trial in the nonconfrontational atmosphere of the prosecutor’s office. Her therapist had been there with her. Susanna believed she’d be able to testify against the man who’d knocked her unconscious, abducted her, and raped her. But despite all the counseling, all the rehearsals in the prosecutor’s office, it was too much for Susanna. She couldn’t take the stand, couldn’t grant Raymond Jarvis his constitutional right to confront his accusers. His crimes against her proved too horrific to recount.


  When Susanna couldn’t return to the stand, the State’s case against Raymond Jarvis for the murder of Colleen Baker began to fall apart. Susanna’s testimony was to have established a pattern of criminal activity: Raymond Jarvis’s dangerous sexual proclivity for young blonde girls.


  The State needed that because it didn’t have Colleen Baker’s body. Jarvis, with a record of similar assaults in his native Georgia, seemed to have decided not to chance leaving live witnesses to testify anymore. Colleen Baker had disappeared. So had Leslie Henryton after her.


  When Susanna couldn’t continue, Terry Moore called a new witness to the stand: the owner of the ice cream store where Colleen worked. He testified that Jarvis came into the store a couple of times. Colleen talked to him. She was very friendly that way, would talk to anyone. But she did later tell the owner she was uncomfortable working nights any more, because the man in the red truck made her feel scared. Not because of anything he’d done. No. Just the way he looked at her. The way he smiled. And his hands—they were so ugly and smelled so bad. Onions, the owner said. Jarvis would come into the store stinking of the onions his hands had spent all day digging out of fertile soil. The smell was even on the dollar bills he passed over the counter. A smell so bad other customers would leave the store. And Jarvis never seemed to notice.


  Onions. Stinking of onions.


  Terry Moore knew he’d never be able to eat onions again. Never be able to see or smell an onion and not think of Raymond Jarvis. Especially after Raymond Jarvis was acquitted of the murder of Colleen Baker.


  The jury found him not guilty. And now Jarvis was out. He was free, having posted bail on the Susanna Lavetik case the judge wouldn’t revoke even after the Colleen Baker indictment. Raymond Jarvis was free. Because the State couldn’t produce Colleen Baker’s body, and defense counsel, so slick, had painted Colleen as a free spirit, inferring she may have run away, not been murdered.


  The State didn’t give the jury enough evidence. It gave its members reasonable doubt instead, and now Terry Moore was left with the horrible thought of another girl having hands stinking of onions pressed to her mouth, and it seized him with rage.


  The first he saw of the Angel was a presence of whiteness. A motion detected in a corner of his vision. He turned and saw the figure standing in the darkened hallway outside his bedroom. The figure in white seemed to emit its own light.


  Terry stopped. Stared. Strangely, he was not afraid. As though a soothing benevolence radiated from the figure he now saw was a man—though Terry was unable to determine his age or see his face.


  The man was no more than five-seven or eight, medium build, dressed in white: a thick wool sweater, heavy pants, and pale hiking boots. He was holding a satchel.


  The man spoke in a calm, almost lyrical voice. “Fear not.” His tone resonated strength and understanding.


  Terry Moore felt weak and disoriented. This was not possible. He shivered as hairs raised along the back of his neck. He did not believe he consciously decided to kneel but that it was a reflex, as though something he always had hoped to be true was true. A hope, a belief he’d long since given up on.


  The man said again, “Fear not.” He seemed so much taller now that Terry was kneeling. The man paused, then: “You tried the case too soon. It wasn’t ready for trial. You were too eager.” Not scolding, but teaching. “You should have waited. Let the police work longer to find the girl’s body. Raymond Jarvis is not that smart. He made a mistake that would have led you to her, but you needed to be patient, to uncover that mistake.”


  “I know, but—”


  “You let others make decisions for you. Others decided the case must be tried quickly because of public outcry and demands for justice. Yet those who decided that the case must be tried—your superiors—they left the responsibility of conviction upon you. And now put this suffering upon you. That Raymond Jarvis has gone free and it is because of you.”


  Terry Moore didn’t question how this man knew so much. He didn’t want to question. He wanted to believe. He entire adult life had been spent searching for answers. Trying to re-create the past through twisted, sometimes illogical rules of evidence. Rules left open to misguided interpretation that often fell victim to the blinded light of justification.


  The man dressed in white said, “Please pray with me.”


  Terry Moore hesitated, feeling a tug toward reality by the gravity of logic.


  And yet when the man said, “Close your eyes, pray with me,” Terry Moore closed his eyes. He clamped them shut because he so desperately needed an answer for what had happened today, and if this was some madman who’d broken into his house to torture him further, then perhaps this was what he deserved for Raymond Jarvis going free.


  “Dear Lord,” the man began, and Terry Moore repeated, “Dear Lord …”


  Because the case had been brought to trial too quickly.


  “… give me strength to carry on in an imperfect system …”


  Because Terry Moore had been caught up in the manipulation of the man who ran his office. Had let his ego be stroked by the challenge to take a weak case to trial—a murder charge without a body, and scant circumstantial evidence—Terry’s boss telling him if anyone could do it, he could do it.


  “… to treat fairly my adversaries, with respect, and without malice, for they too are bound in webs of imperfection …”


  Because Terry had a vendetta against the lawyer Raymond Jarvis hired. A man not unlike the devil, whom Terry Moore had sought to banish from the halls of justice, and Terry Moore had failed.


  “… to have faith in myself to bring to justice those who are deserving of punishment, and to have faith that even those who escape conviction will ultimately be sentenced for their crimes.”


  Slowly, Terry Moore repeated the man’s prayer. “… to have faith that even those who escape conviction will ultimately be sentenced for their crimes.” Having spoken that, he waited, but no more words were offered. No amen.


  Terry Moore opened his eyes. The man in white was gone.


  The satchel that had been in the man’s hands was now on the floor. Terry rose slowly from his knees. He felt lightheaded and unsteady, unsure of what had happened.


  He picked up the satchel and unbound the crude rope that tied it shut. Even before he looked inside, he smelled onions. And when he saw what was contained within, he dropped the bag and screamed.


  Hands that smelled of onions flopped out of the bag onto the floor. Raymond Jarvis’s hands. Sawed off from his arms. Drained of blood. Drained of life. Drained of evil. Raymond Jarvis would molest no more young girls with those hands.


  The Angel had seen to that.
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  It was beautiful here, no doubt about that. Jimmy Griffin renewed that opinion every day as he jogged across the dual-lane road and stepped onto the salt-stained boardwalk that bridged a narrow line of sea grape. He descended a dozen wood steps until his Avia running shoes landed in soft, beige sand.


  At the threshold of dawn, Griffin started running along the beach.


  The air was pleasant and warm and full of sweet tropical smells. Juno Beach, Florida—a kiss thrown from the tip of Florida’s Gold Coast. North of the rampant growth spiraling from Miami to Palm Beach, and south of the tedious dull of coastal-rural Jupiter, Juno Beach was present-day heaven.


  There wasn’t a fee at beach parking lots like down in Boca Raton. Highways were blissfully empty. You could fish on the beach without hooking a tourist, buy stamps at the post office without waiting in long lines, sit on the porch without hearing sirens, and get a smile from an unhassled grocery clerk at Publix.


  Trouble was, the devil was lurking offshore, tail concealed by the sharp tailoring of expensive suits: land developers, time-share salesmen, and advance men from real estate investment trusts looking for sites to plop down a new super center anchored by a Best Buy, Wal-Mart, or mega-screen movie theater.


  But Juno Beach was a thousand miles from Baltimore. For Jimmy Griffin, not only a thousand miles but almost ten months from Baltimore. Sometimes it seemed like enough distance, enough time. Sometimes …


  Griffin’s entire life had been spent in Baltimore. Thirty-four years. Born and raised in the city. A kid during the civil rights riots that erupted after Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot dead. An era when Griffin’s father, a Baltimore cop, had been beating heads with a night stick while on duty, and been a mean drunk at home when he wasn’t.


  Griffin had become a cop himself—a good one. He’d married his high school sweetheart. Saw his father through a stroke, bad debts with bookies, and into alcohol recovery. Griffin started law school at night. Finally, after so much struggle, life seemed to come together. Then it all fell apart. Ripped apart.


  Griffin couldn’t pinpoint where it started going wrong, there were so many possibilities. The job. His marriage. Two men dead by his hand.


  Sometimes, even in Juno Beach, Griffin didn’t sleep well. Some nights he couldn’t go more than two hours without coming to abruptly. Terrible dreams awakened him, and yet, once conscious, he usually couldn’t remember them. The images were like a specter darting around in his subconscious, haunting him.


  There was one harrowing image that stuck with him, a recurring nightmare so powerful he began to fear it was a premonition. Over and over, he dreamed of lost children screaming for parents they couldn’t find.


  And so he ran.


  That morning, Griffin did two miles north along the beach to another set of wood steps that took him up to the highway. There was hardly any traffic at that early hour, so he ran in the street instead of on the sidewalk on the way back. Keeping up a good pace, he did six-minute miles, returning to the house two hundred yards off the beach that had been home for the last three months.


  The cottage had pink stucco walls, a white barrel-tile roof, and furniture from a discount place where you could point to a decorated room and they’d deliver the whole package within seventy-two hours. Mostly it was laminate furniture for snowbirds who bought places for the winter and needed to set up residence in a hurry.


  Griffin was housesitting for the couple who owned the cottage while they went north for the spring and summer. He stayed rent-free and was paid $200 a month to keep the little yard in shape, which was easy, taking about twenty minutes every ten days to mow the lawn, and a little extra time to pull palm fronds out of rain gutters now and again. He felt guilty taking the money and put it toward minor improvements, sanding and repainting the porch and having the carpet cleaned.


  He didn’t need the money. His severance pay from the city attorney’s office in Baltimore would have been enough to live on for a few years, plus a small pension—a grand a month—and his expenses and tastes were minimal.


  Griffin’s life appeared simple and pleasant. Every couple of weeks, Liz flew in from Atlanta, where she worked as a reporter for a national tabloid newspaper. They’d met in Baltimore when Liz was there on assignment, beginning a relationship without ever defining if they were just friends, lovers, or more.


  There was also Janice, whom Griffin had just recently met in Florida, and who was unlike anyone he’d ever had feelings for or thought he could have feelings for.


  All in all, there was enough here with which to start a new life, but Griffin didn’t know how. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do. He’d been a cop for so long, an investigator for the prosecutor’s office after that. A husband. A father. And then suddenly, without warning, he was none of that.


  The first months in Florida had been spent recuperating, trying to get over Baltimore. He’d lived with his parents over in Fort Myers, and enjoyed seeing his folks both doing so well now. Griffin had pretended he liked golf, getting up at dawn to play eighteen, riding in carts with his father and his retired cronies. Six months of that had been enough, so he’d come to the east coast to look around and lucked into this housesitting.


  Griffin thought he’d be able to sleep if he was somewhere closer to the ocean, where he could hear the waves. But his soul—that’s what he’d decided it was—was tortured. He was not at peace.


  He even tried something he’d never done since childhood, which was to go to church. At first he went with Janice. Other times he’d go alone, and it didn’t matter which denomination, didn’t matter as to the particular secular meaning. He was searching quietly, almost desperately for solace.


  He stopped going to church when he began to feel like a trespasser and a hypocrite. A sinner. He’d killed two men back in Baltimore, one in cold blood. Church wasn’t a place for someone like him.


  After his run, he showered and drank a breakfast health concoction—powders and milk tossed into the blender with ice. He was at the gymnasium by ten, a little hole-in-the-wall place tucked around the side of a failing shopping plaza. It was a no-frills gym, no socializing or aerobics classes, strictly free weights.


  Griffin’s purpose was to expend energy. If the running and lifting didn’t exhaust him, he’d swim the ocean, having befriended lifeguards to keep them from whistling him in when he voyaged into deep waters cut with riptide.


  His body was responding. What had always been a strong, athletic frame was turning even harder, defined and powerful without evolving into that subhuman bulge of muscles and veins sought by serious lifters who spent more time in the mirror than in reality.


  The physical strain had become like a mantra. It drained him of the energy that stirred his restlessness. It was an outlet. Yet, at the same time, he began to wonder if there was some other reason for getting into this kind of shape at a time most men his age were settling into desk jobs and starting to blame their wives for shrinking their jeans in the wash when the waist got snug.


  Griffin also found himself back in courthouses. Sitting in the gallery, watching trials. Maybe he did it because it was the only life he’d ever known. Maybe it was a barometer to see if he really did want to complete the application he’d received from Florida State University to transfer University of Baltimore credits and finish law school. In two years, he could be on the other side of the rail again, back at the trial table, not as a cop or assisting a prosecutor but as a lawyer.


  Friday afternoon, in the North Palm Beach courthouse on PGA Boulevard, the criminal docket listed defendants and the charges they faced. Griffin read it, remembered it—sort of a game—so he could sit inside and play Match The Perp With The Crime.


  It wouldn’t be a bad TV game show. Cheap, reality TV. Have contestants stand before a big blow-up screen of misdemeanants and felons sitting in court among lawyers, witnesses, and cops, and the idea was first to find the defendants, then guess what crime they’d been charged with.


  Griffin would have to disqualify himself from participating. It wouldn’t be fair. He was too good at it, too experienced. Be it Baltimore or Palm Beach, the clothes were different, but the faces and body language were the same.


  The lawyers were the same, too. Some adopted hard, rigid stances and appeared indignant, ready to fight on their toes. Others were more laid back, quietly cocky, working angles on the prosecutor. Some wielded case law while others had a knack for making truths seem like lies and vice versa once they got someone on the stand.


  Friday afternoon the game was made more complex by sheer numbers. The docket was heavy. The bailiff tried to coax folks lining the walls to squeeze into bench rows that were already full of nasty-looking people.


  The sitters were Griffin’s first clue as to defendants. Defendants almost always sat. They ambled into court, gave a lazy nod to their attorney, a ballsy yeah-hey-you-workitout-whatever motion of head and shoulders, figuring they were screwed no matter what, grabbed up in some system that wasn’t even logical much less fair. Defendants who weren’t even bright enough to work up a good lie sauntered onto the witness stand, forgot all their lawyer had prepped them with, and proceeded to become indignant with the “bogus” process. Almost as an afterthought, they offered a lame story and went to jail.


  Most of them were like that, especially the ones who got busted because they needed money for drugs, not because they were intent on a life of thievery. But when you had a $100-a-day habit and a minimum wage job—hell, hon, do the math—there weren’t enough hours in the day to get along once they took out taxes and garnishment money owed on that used Nissan the smiling salesman instant-financed you with no money down.


  The defendants who were sitting weren’t going to give you much trouble. They were going to take theirs sitting down. It was the ones who stood with their attorney, the ones who wanted to work the edge, the angle, who wanted to get out, they were the hustlers you worried about.


  Griffin saw one Friday afternoon. He was in his late twenties, white, not a big guy, but the kind of medium-build scrapper who’d blow his paycheck on Jack Daniel’s, get all wound up, and make dispatch send three cops to get the cuffs on him. He had on a suit that hadn’t been worn much since its lapel size had gone out of style—maybe worn only for court appearances.


  Griffin knew the guy’s name and what he was charged with, not because he’d seen him before but because of how the guy mean-stared at a woman seated across the courtroom, attacking her with his eyes.


  The woman was in her early twenties, reed-thin, with dark hair hanging unwashed and uncombed over the shoulders of a faded logo T-shirt. She sat in the second row behind the prosecutor’s table, near the police in the first row.


  When the prosecutor talked to her and glanced back at the man standing next to his lawyer, referring to him, the woman wouldn’t turn around to look. She seemed too scared to look.


  And the perp knew to glance away when the prosecutor gestured toward him.


  Griffin read the prosecutor’s lips when he asked the woman, “Is that him?”


  The woman nodded without ever looking. She knew he was back there. She could feel him.


  Drew Millundra. That would be the guy’s name. Griffin knew. On the docket sheet in the hall, the charges listed across from Drew Millundra’s name were Stalking and Telephone Abuse.


  Griffin took a seat in the gallery. He waited for the prosecutor to finish talking to the line of attorneys, cops, and witnesses for the afternoon docket. He waited for the judge to come on the bench. He waited for Drew Millundra’s case to be called. And he wondered if this was what Janice might refer to as a sign.


  That’s how she explained what he was going through right now—Janice, the woman he’d met in the Christian bookstore and was seeing now and then. She was young, pretty, unblemished, and naive—lots of things Griffin wasn’t. He felt peaceful with her but at the same time confused by their differences.


  Janice told Griffin he needed to have faith. Even if he was unsure as to his beliefs, he had to have faith. And through faith he would get a sign about what he was supposed to do. What did she say it was? His calling.


  But could something as potentially ugly and mean as Drew Millundra staring at the woman he was accused of stalking be a sign?


  Maybe.
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  Once court began, Drew Millundra sat next to his attorney, five rows back on the left side of the courtroom—the defense side of the courtroom. Millundra propped himself at an angle from which he could glare across the aisle at the young woman who was afraid of him.


  She sat rigidly in her seat, never looking back, keeping her head turned slightly to the right as though feeling Millundra’s hot stare and not wanting to show him even the side of her face.


  Millundra whispered occasional comments to his lawyer, who mostly nodded, sometimes took notes on their quick, whispered exchanges.


  Griffin suspected Millundra had a bit of a sixth sense about being watched. As soon as someone was about to look at him, he took his stare away from the girl.


  Millundra sat with a posture of concern. That suit and fresh haircut were supposed to keep him from looking like a stalker—create the impression the crime didn’t fit the person.


  Griffin had seen it thousands of times. Guys who spent their nights crawling in and out of busted-in basement windows looking for anything they could fence to buy crack—guys he’d arrested with grime-stained clothes, greasy hair, and long, dirty fingernails—showed up showered and shaved for court.


  They wanted to make it seem as though the only unrespectable part of them was the crime with which they’d been charged, doing that so they could walk out of court through the same door they walked in. Guys like that wanted to pay their fine, start a bullshit spell of probation, sit through some Narcotics Anonymous classes, and get back on the street. They were the ones who knew how to torque the system—give a little turn, a little nudge, make those scales of justice tip ever so kindly in their direction.


  Pierced earrings disappeared for court. Ponytails got cut. Big gold necklaces, pagers, and cell phones were left at home. Dress ’em up and take ’em out for a little vaudeville act in court. Here’s a scumbag: now you see him … Poof! Shower, shave, wardrobe. Now you don’t.


  The ones who showed up contrite, pretending to be sorry, faking blinded eyes as though having “seen the light”—they were the ones to watch. They wanted to get out so they could do it again. They didn’t like jail any more than they liked the laws jails were meant to enforce. They knew not to swagger up to the defense table or say, “Huh?” to the judge.


  They knew, as Drew Millundra knew, when your case was called, you looked a little scared and really, really sorry. Misunderstood. You nodded obediently like a good dog, because that’s how you got another chance, and another chance, and another. As long as your rap sheet wasn’t too nasty or violent, you could turn the entrance to the courthouse into a revolving door. In-out, in-out, in-out. Pay the lawyer, pay your fine, like throwing change in the toll baskets on the Florida Turnpike.


  Drew Millundra was “court smart.” He anticipated when the cop in the front row, the one Griffin assumed had arrested him, was going to glance back toward him. The cop never saw Drew Millundra other than with his head lowered, as if he might be praying. And as soon as the cop turned forward, Millundra was staring at the girl again. A hungry stare. An I’m-gonna-get-you stare.


  Millundra was good. He was white, had probably made it through high school, and had enough control over himself to massage the system. He was in front of a white judge, white prosecutor, and a hard-luck-looking white girl was his victim. He’d walk. Drew Millundra was on the revolving door plan today. Griffin knew it. He didn’t have to stay to hear the case to make sure, but he did anyway. In case he was losing his touch. In case Florida pulled a surprise on him and did something Baltimore wouldn’t.


  When Millundra’s case was called, he walked penitently toward the defense table, too “ashamed” to look up or speak up until his attorney urged him to repeat his name and address more clearly for the record. Millundra pulled himself together for that. Quite the actor.


  His victim shook her head in the second row, still too scared to look at him, but she knew this was an act.


  Millundra took a plea to one count of phone misuse, to wit: repeated calls intended to harass, frighten, or embarrass. The stalking charge was nol-prossed—dismissed—because the prosecution witness who saw Millundra outside the victim’s trailer had not appeared in court.


  The victim, Angie Hanes, told the prosecutor her friend, the witness, had moved back to Jacksonville and didn’t want to testify. And Angie had never seen Millundra outside her trailer with her own eyes, she knew only that someone had been out there, tapping on her windows in the middle of the night, probably the same person who’d broken into her trailer and ripped the curtains off the bathroom window. But no, she couldn’t say it was Millundra for sure.


  Millundra’s attorney explained to the judge how it was all a mistake. “Judge, Mr. Millundra met Ms. Hanes at the club where she works and he thought there was the possibility of a relationship between them. He gave her a ride home one night, and Ms. Hanes gave him her phone number but didn’t return his calls. He left a few messages on her machine and, when he didn’t hear from her, made the mistaken judgment to call and swear at her. He did call her terrible names. He did accuse her of using him for a ride home and of lying that she’d like to go out with him …”


  Angie Hanes shook her head and trembled slightly.


  “… but that was all. Mr. Millundra has never been back to Ms. Hanes’s trailer, has never followed her in his car, and has no intention of ever contacting her again. He was upset because he’d thought she was attracted to him—realizing she wasn’t, he made a mistake by calling her. I would note that there haven’t been—and the prosecutor and Ms. Hanes can confirm this—any instances of phone calls since Mr. Millundra was arrested on this charge.”


  “What about people outside the trailer?” Judge Brenner asked, looking over wire frame glasses at the prosecutor. “Or break-ins?”


  The prosecutor leaned back across the rail and spoke in private to the arresting officer, then reported to the judge: “No other incidents at Ms. Hanes’s trailer, and a peeping tom was arrested outside another trailer a few weeks after Ms. Hanes was having problems.”


  “This other man who was arrested, the peeping tom, has he been convicted or did he confess to breaking into Ms. Hanes’s trailer or spying on her? What I’m getting at is, do we know he was the one who broke into Ms. Hanes’s trailer and not Mr. Millundra here?”


  The prosecutor said, “Not my case, Judge. I don’t know.” He turned again toward the cop. “Officer Weller?”


  “Trial’s coming up next month, Judge, but I’m not sure of any confession. I didn’t handle the arrest.”


  “All right.” Judge Brenner glanced at Millundra, whose head was tilted down in a studied pose of feigned shame. “So this is guilty to one count of phone misuse, recommendation of probation. We have a record on Mr. Millundra?”


  “DWI in Pensacola five years ago, judge,” the prosecutor reported. “We don’t have an FBI record, but defense counsel advises his client has no priors.”


  “That right?” Brenner asked.


  “Mr. Millundra, is that correct?” his lawyer asked him.


  “Just the DWI,” Millundra said quietly. “I stay away from trouble.”


  In the gallery, Jimmy Griffin whispered, “Bullshit.”


  The judge said, “No agreement as to a fine?”


  “Court’s discretion.”


  “Let’s make it five hundred dollars. Maybe Mr. Millundra won’t have so much extra gasoline money to give people rides home. And Mr. Millundra, you’re going on two years’ probation, and I’m making it unsupervised, but a condition is you stay away from Ms. Hanes. Even if she moves into the apartment, house, condo—whatever—next to you, you move out. Got it? This poor girl’s shaking over there. She’s afraid of you because you’re a lot bigger than she is.”


  “I’m sorry.” Millundra kept his voice quiet and unthreatening. “I know it was dumb. It won’t happen again.” He began to pivot toward Angie but stopped short of facing her. He glanced sheepishly, eyes angled to the floor, no hungry look now, just a pitiful-me expression, offering, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I’m sorry.”


  Judge Brenner spoke the terms of probation he noted on the disposition sheet. “No more phone calls, Mr. Millundra. And you stay away from her. I’m not even going to name a distance, except that if you’re close enough for her to see you, you’re too close. She lives in Lake Worth, you’re way down in Davie. Maybe you should stay down there, Mr. Millundra. Let Broward County worry about you.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  So polite, contrite, misunderstood. So full of shit.


  Angie Hanes stayed in the courtroom until Millundra and his lawyer exited, the stalker and his esquire off to the clerk’s office to pay a slap-on-the-wrist fine and fill out some probation papers.


  Angie sat in the second row as though numb. She stared straight ahead, looking as if she might cry.


  Griffin didn’t blame her. The uniform cop who’d talked to Angie before court said he was sorry, said he’d drive by to check on her. Angie nodded but didn’t look reassured.


  After a couple of minutes, she angrily grabbed her floppy pocketbook and hurried from the courtroom, walking hard steps that turned to a run by the time she reached the double exit doors. She rushed through the building and outside to the parking lot, digging into her pocketbook on the way to her car.


  She unlocked her little blue Cressida that had a rusty license plate holder and lots of body damage, threw in her pocketbook, threw in herself, and got out of there. Driving between grassy islands planted with palm trees, turning onto PGA Boulevard, speeding toward I-95.


  Griffin hoped she didn’t get herself killed on 95, but Angie was probably more worried about what Drew Millundra was planning for her, the way he’d eaten her up with his eyes. Visual maniacal desire.


  Millundra emerged from the North Palm Beach courthouse into the sunny afternoon kicking and scratching, grinning it up with his lawyer, who suddenly didn’t seem all that interested in hanging around. The lawyer’d been paid, his show was over, and Millundra really wasn’t the kind of guy the lawyer wanted to know … at least not until he got busted again.


  Millundra waved a hearty farewell to his counselor and started down the row of parked cars toward his late-model black Camaro angle-parked across two spaces to keep from getting door-dinged. About thirty feet from his car, he first saw Griffin.


  Griffin leaned against the bumper of a Nissan Altima, a car the cottage’s owners kept at the house and said he was more than welcome to use. Griffin appeared to be enjoying the weather, soaking it up.


  Millundra became wary. He probably pegged Griffin as a cop, as if there was an aura that survived even after Griffin had been off the job for ten months. Millundra assumed a tough posture, belligerent, no charges pending against him now. He was out.


  Griffin smiled, casual friendly, said, “See ya around.”


  Millundra said, “Uh-huh,” got in his Camaro, gave the engine a roaring stomp, and peeled wheels out of there.


  Griffin opened the Altima’s glove box and retrieved the road map he needed less and less as he became familiar with Palm Beach County. He wanted to check the distance to Lake Worth, estimate how long it would take him to get there tonight.


  4


  There was a message from Janice on Griffin’s answering machine at the cottage. Her clear voice was like a pleasant hymn: “Jimmy, hi, it’s Janice, but you know that don’t you? Just calling—see how you’re doing. Haven’t seen you in a couple days … miss you. And I don’t know, I’m working at the bookstore tonight, but after, if you want, we could rent a movie. I could drive over. Or you could come down here. And if not a movie, whatever, pancakes at Denny’s, something like that. Anyway, call me tonight at the store? Hope you’re good. ’Bye.”


  She made Griffin smile. It was like getting a call from a cute girl in your seventh-grade class. There was an awkwardness about Janice’s rapport with him, with men in general. There was an attraction but also a hesitation she tried to play off with cheery, sometimes nervous chatter. From what she’d told him about herself so far, Janice and her sisters had been raised in a sheltered environment by very protective, devoutly religious parents. No smoking, drugs, alcohol, no sex out of marriage, and nine o’clock curfews.


  She’d graduated from a Baptist college. Now twenty-five and finally out from her parents’ shadow, Janice was trying to figure out who she was, and what she believed, including whether what her parents had preached as evil truly was.


  For Griffin, being raised in an atmosphere of brutal reality, his father being a cop, it was difficult to identify with Janice’s thought process. Still, he liked and respected her a great deal. Her presence glowed about him like an antidote. Janice was very un-Liz.


  Griffin no sooner thought about Liz than the phone rang, and it was Liz. Long distance from Atlanta. The rigors and noise of tabloid America Exposed offices in the background. No hello from Liz, but right into it: “How does multiple homicide sound to you? Multiple family homicide. The Straight A Killer. I got a name for him already—I’m so goddamned good at this. I’m a pro!” Liz was high on work. “This’s a hot story. Very hot. I want you on it with me.”


  Griffin enjoyed Liz’s wild energy as much as Janice’s peaceful innocence. He carried the phone onto the porch. “Hello to you, too.”


  “Screw hello, Jimmy, I’ve known you too long. There’s a ticket for you at the airport. Tomorrow a.m. Do your little sun-up run on the beach and bust balls down to West Palm.”


  “Liz—I’m no reporter.”


  “You’re not anything these days except fit and desirable. All that working out you’re doing, I get turned on just thinking about you. But that’s not enough. You spend much more at-ease time in that cottage you’re gonna get a membership app from the AARP.”


  “We’ve been through it, Liz. You’re the reporter. I’m the cop.”


  “Not all that different, and actually my job’s better. I get to write the story and put my spin on the end. You arrest someone and your entire work product goes into the hands of slick defense lawyers and incompetent judges—did I mention there’s a potential kidnapping in this story, too? And that the kid’s on the run. Cops can’t find him or his girlfriend. And did I mention the girlfriend’s father … no, I guess I didn’t, guess that wouldn’t be of any interest to you. You wouldn’t want to work this story with me. Nah.”


  “I’m dealing with something down here, Liz. I could be busy for a few days.”


  “Oh …” That surprised her. “Okay.” She hesitated. “Is it… ? Never mind—none of my business.”


  “No, it’s not Janice. You know she’s just a friend.”


  “You don’t have to explain. You’ve got no commitment to me.” Liz always told him that, and Griffin echoed the sentiment for her as well, but neither of them ever sounded that committed about not being committed. As though it were just a coincidence that Liz, who’d been quite liberal in her dating habits, hadn’t seen—hadn’t slept with—anyone but Griffin for ten months.


  “Come on, Liz, we agreed, none of this talk on the phone.” Meaning relationship talk. “Only in person.”


  “Okay … so what’s this thing—this whatever you’re dealing with?”


  “I’ll tell you about it once I know what’s happening.” He didn’t want to give her any details over the phone, didn’t want her worrying. He probably shouldn’t have mentioned it at all.


  “Once what’s happening?”


  He needed a white lie to change the subject. “I don’t want to jinx it.”


  “Jinx it? Is this a job offer? The paper will match any offer you get, Jimmy. You know they want you, and you’re foolish not to jump on while you’ve still got some billable notoriety. You’re the cop who got Bright Eyes, for God’s sake. And you don’t have to do any writing, just investigation. Like this story I’ve got breaking. You and me. We get the kid’s tail, we find him, that’s big headlines. Major big. Your worth goes up even more.” She was pitching him like selling a story to the editors. “Take this one freelance. I can get you ten grand, then thirty, maybe fifty if we snag the kid before the cops. You run him down and I do the story. The paper covers all your expenses, and you’re a grocery-store-checkout-line hero again.”


  “I never did it to get my name in the papers.” On the cottage porch, looking at the calm, turquoise sea, Griffin felt the past antagonizing him.


  “I know. So don’t do it to get your name in the paper now. Do it for the money.”


  “I don’t need the money.”


  “Everybody needs—all right, forget the money. Do it because maybe you and I, we might catch this kid before he kills someone else. Do it for that.”


  Griffin didn’t respond.


  Liz’s rapid speech patter slowed, quieted, asking, “Do it for me?”


  And Griffin found himself nodding, but Liz wasn’t standing there beside him. She was on the phone. She couldn’t see the nod, only heard his reply: “Can I think about it?”


  “Not for long. This story’s red hot right now. By the time I get there, the cops could have him.”


  “When do you leave?”


  “Two hours.”


  “Where’s this happening?”


  “That’s a surprise. You’ll see when you get your ticket. Not if you get the ticket. When.”


  “Okay,” he conceded. “When I get the ticket.”


  “Soon.” Realizing she said that a little forcefully, Liz tempered, “Please.” Then, emotions getting the better of her: “I miss you a lot.”


  “I miss you, too. Wish you were here.”


  Their conversation became quiet. Liz reminded, “We’ve talked about that, too.”


  “Yeah.” Griffin sighed, taking in a deep breath of ocean air and letting it out. “You’ve got a plane to catch.”


  “Bags to pack.”


  “Be careful.”


  “I will be … see you there?”


  Griffin was nodding again. “All right … sure, why not. See you there. It’s some kid you’re after, right? That’s what you said?”


  “Seventeen years old. Honor student. Gifted and talented.”


  “Who’d he kill?”


  “For starters, his father and sister.”


  “Seventeen … unreal.” Griffin pretended to be shocked, because that’s what people expected, but nothing shocked him anymore. He knew it should have, but it didn’t. That was part of what was wrong. “Seventeen …” He considered the implications practically, like a doctor operating on a teenager with cancer: not saddened by the age factor but evaluating how age impacted the case. “Seventeen. A kid. Something got inside his head and set him off. He’ll be disorganized, so the cops won’t know where to look for him at first. He’ll be unpredictable, but he’ll make a mistake. Like a runaway case, but there’s motivation not to get caught. Still, he’ll run out of money. He might make it three or four days. You say he’s got a girlfriend?”


  “She’s either with him, hiding from him, or dead and no one’s found the body yet.”


  “If she’s with him, she’ll take off in a day or two. She’ll get scared. She’ll tell the cops where her boyfriend is.”


  “Or if we find her, she tells us.” There was a smile in Liz’s voice. “You’re liking this, aren’t you?”


  Griffin nodded again. “See you soon.”


  “Fantastic. Your ticket’s for tomorrow morning, but if that doesn’t work out, take the next available flight. It’s an unrestricted ticket. First class, even.”


  “Okay.”


  “Looking forward to it. ’Bye until then.”


  Griffin switched off the phone. He sat down and put his feet up. The restless energy that had made it a habit to chum inside him suddenly had a focus point. Two points, actually: Drew Millundra and Liz’s story.


  He couldn’t sit still. So he changed and did a quick mile on the beach, finishing with a sprint. Back at the cottage, sunset’s light glowed through the circle window set in the kitchen ceiling peak. He mixed up a higher-calorie dinner version of his breakfast blender drink, more carbohydrates. He took it into the bathroom and drank most between his shower and shave, finishing it while getting into jeans and a T-shirt. A change of clothes went into a nylon Avia-logo bag.


  He drove the borrowed Altima to a video store and rented a movie he figured Janice would like, something light and breezy, doing that now in case there wasn’t time to pick it up later.


  Back outside, the final purple-orange colors of dusk sprayed across the horizon.


  Griffin got on I-95 headed south toward Lake Worth.


  5


  Griffin turned into the trailer park around nine-thirty. It wasn’t a bad place, but like anywhere the rent was low, the riffraff weren’t priced out.


  The entrance was marked by a palm tree with dead fronds clinging to branches that still had some green life left in them. A ground-level flood lamp shone orange light up the rough tree trunk.


  The driveway was a single lane, which changed from macadam to crushed rock just beyond the entrance and looped toward the back of the park like a narrow lasso. Every hundred yards, a vapor streetlamp cast a green glow.


  Larger aluminum trailers were propped on concrete blocks. Smaller ones had wheels and trailer hitches, ready to be pulled out at a moment’s notice. It was a real mixed-bag place. Some lots were well if tastelessly tended, adorned with plastic statues and flower boxes; others were overgrown and cluttered with debris.


  The Altima’s tires crunched slowly over rock road. Griffin kept an eye out for Millundra’s black Camaro while checking numbers on mailboxes and front doors.


  Some trailers didn’t have any identification at all; some proudly boasted resident’s names and personalized signs, one announcing we worked our whole life for this. Griffin wasn’t sure if that was sarcasm or celebration.


  He continued slowly toward the rear portion of the park, looking for Angie Hanes’s address, which he’d culled from—simple enough—the phone book. A. HANES 63 PALMETTOPK. CIR. FT WRTH.


  There it was. One of the tiniest tin cans in the whole place, shaped like a big bullet sliced in half. Silver side walls were rounded at the roof edge. Windows were narrow rectangles with torn flaps of screens falling out.


  Angie’s inside lights were off. A bug-repelling yellow porch light was on, but it wasn’t doing much of a job at keeping away bugs. Griffin doubted that Angie’s having her lights out would trick Drew Millundra into thinking she wasn’t home.


  Griffin continued on, wanting a feel for the area, not just Angie’s lot. He followed the driveway loop back toward the entrance, now and again spying someone looking out an opened window. A few people, mostly retirees, sat outside on aluminum folding chairs.


  It wouldn’t do well for him to drive through repeatedly. Someone might get suspicious. He was going to have to find a place to park and wait.


  Drew Millundra couldn’t wait—wait to see the expression on that bitch Angie’s face. Maybe she figured his being arrested and having to appear in court had scared him off. That he wouldn’t want any more of that trouble. Yeah, right. Ohhh, so scary. Some fat cops, skinny four-eyed prosecutor, a judge who tried to sound mean, but big deal. Like he hadn’t been in jail before. Lots of places. Lots of times. Kentucky. ’Bama. Louisiana. Under a host of fake names. Mister Alias, they should call him
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