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  DEATH FLATS


  Lake Okeechobee


  November 16


  Friday


  The wind whipped across the lake that night, as noisy as a ghost in chains. It rattled the windows in the attic where Kate Bishop was sorting through boxes of Christmas ornaments, whined under the eaves, and screamed across the dark, flat emptiness that surrounded the ranch. She hated the sound of it.


  By tomorrow, the mud around the lake would be rippled like black aluminum, the tall grass would be flattened against the ground, and dirt would cover the wings of Jack’s plane, tied down between the house and the bam. The air would taste of dust, the front porch would be slick with it, she would find bits of dirt embedded in the screens. Except for the trees around the house, there was nothing to stop the wind or slow it down. No buildings, no homes, no city. Between the ranch and the nearest town more than thirty miles away there was mostly marsh, farmland, water.


  Kate set aside a box of wrapping paper and ornaments, wondering what it was about the desolation that appealed to Jack. And where was he, anyway? It had been his idea to go through everything up here and toss out what they didn’t need. But a while ago, before the wind had risen, he had gone downstairs to get them each a beer. Before he’d returned, she’d heard a car drive up. The screen door had slammed shut as he’d gone outside to greet whoever it was.


  She’d heard voices and figured a couple of mechanics from the Belle Glade airport had finally arrived. The Bonanza’s oil pressure had been too high when they’d flown here yesterday and Jack wanted it checked out before he flew her back to Palm Beach tomorrow. It irritated her, though, that the mechanics hadn’t gotten here earlier. Their presence infringed on her evening with Jack.


  No sense in doing all this alone, and besides, she was thirsty and it was hot up here. Jack had never gotten around to installing the AC vents. As she started down the ladder, four shots rang out with utter clarity, one after another, as evenly spaced as the tick of seconds on a clock. She froze, hands gripping the sides of the ladder, heart pounding, waiting for something that would release her—another shot, Jack’s voice shouting that there had been an accident, anything. But there was only the wind, and she panicked.


  She scrambled back into the attic, jerked the ladder up behind her. The light went out, the dark pressed against her, her knees seemed to take root in the floor, her fingers curled in on themselves. She waited. The wind paused as if to catch its breath and the silence thickened and grew as oppressive as the dark. She didn’t know how long she remained like that, motionless, her nails cutting into her palms, her life suspended.


  When she couldn’t stand it anymore, she unfolded slowly, limbs creaking, joints stiff, and stretched out on her stomach. Ear to the floor, she listened.


  Water gurgled in a pipe. She heard no voices, no footsteps. She didn’t allow herself to think about what the shots meant or why Jack hadn’t appeared. What mattered now, this instant, was the location of whoever had fired the shots. The men might be standing in the closet beneath her, gazing up at the square of wood in the ceiling, aiming their guns. In a second or two an explosion would rip apart the floor and she would die up here with the dust and old boxes of Bishop family memorabilia. She wasn’t afraid to die, but she didn’t want to do it here, tonight.


  Shifting, she turned her head toward the windows. If she could get one open, she could climb out onto the roof and— What? Just what could she do? Leap to the plane? Drop three stories to the ground and race for the safety of the bam? Panic stumbled around inside her, a beast with two heads, two mouths. The mouths opened and out came the wind again, louder than before, stronger than before. It shook the house as if to knock her out of it, as if she were miniaturized, a doll, a mote of dust.


  She dropped to her stomach once more, pushed forward with her toes, a fish swimming through dust. She patted around until she found the seam of the square hole into which the folding ladder fit. She wrapped its rope around one hand and pushed down on the wood just enough to crack the trapdoor.


  Fresh air rushed into her nostrils, tinged with the scent of mothballs from the closet below. She pressed down flat against the floor, started to shout for Jack, didn’t dare. She hesitated, then slowly uncoiled the rope from her hand.


  When she ran out of rope, she pushed forward on her stomach and pushed down on the top step, fixing the ladder against the closet floor. She waited for the house to tell her if the men were still inside. If they knew she was here. But it coveted its secrets like a selfish child.


  Kate rolled onto her knees, turned so her back was to the hole, held on to the edge. Right foot to the top step. Left foot. She released her grip on the edges of the hole, tightened her fingers over the top step. From then on it was easier, but she forced herself to move slowly, afraid that a board might creak, that she would give herself away.


  The noise of the wind receded as she descended into the closet. She sensed the door was ajar, but then why wasn’t there any light from the bedroom and the hall? Why was it as black as spoiled fruit in here? The power, she thought. The wind had knocked out the power.


  Or the wires had been cut.


  She crawled into the bedroom. Heard something banging. A shutter? The screen door? She couldn’t be sure and waited again, sweat oozing down the sides of her face. When the wind paused, the noise stopped. The awful silence hissed around her, a toxic gas.


  Into the hall now. The blackness was excessive, a fathomless hole. She oriented herself—railing to the left, a table with a vase and books on it to her right, the throw rug and the stairs just ahead.


  Easy, go easy, she thought.


  Kate grasped the banister. Pulled herself to her knees, Listened again. Her memory of the wind echoed in the stairwell. A cold draft slithered over her knuckles. Now, move now, and her hands dropped, one over the other, faster and faster. She smelled water. Wood. The stink of her own fear.


  At the foot of the stairs, she sensed something to her right. “Jack?” His name curled into the air, a wisp of smoke, a question that began to dissolve the moment it was spoken.


  It was answered with a groan.


  Kate scrambled over to him, hands slapping the wooden floors, his name stuck at the tip of her tongue as she touched his face, his hair, his chest. She smelled blood. Felt it at his mouth. His lips moved, a pair of little fish slick with blood. He was trying to speak. She leaned closer. “What? What?”


  “Cat.”


  “I’ll get help, don’t move, I …”


  “Shro …” He coughed and she lifted his head. He sucked at the air, words whistling through his teeth. “Shro … “


  She held his head, cradling it, whispering, “I don’t understand, Jack, oh God, you’ll be okay, you …”


  “Schrodinger’s cat.” He gripped her hand, struggled to raise up, coughed again, breath wheezing in his chest. He slumped to the floor and, just like that, went still. Kate said his name. Shook him. Screamed at him. Begged him to move, breathe, something, anything, anything at all, please. But there was only the wind, wailing its way toward sunrise.
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  The Palm Beach County jail was flamingo pink and trimmed in black like a funeral announcement. The grounds were beautifully landscaped with plants that flourished in the heat—Mexican heather, marigolds, dracaenas, purslanes in violets and reds. But it was still a jail, Quin thought, and it depressed her to be there. This was not the future she and Kate had envisioned for either of them twenty years ago. This was what happened to strangers you read about in the morning news.


  As she opened the car door, the heat washed over her. It smelled and felt like wet cotton. She gave herself a moment to acclimate to it after the cool interior of McCleary’s car. The Miata was only a month old, everything in it worked, and it drove like a dream. But when you were six months pregnant, exiting required a precise coordination of movements: a swivel of the buttocks, a swing of the legs, a strong grasp on the edges of the door, a good push. Graceful it was not.


  She punched the buzzer outside the jail’s rear entrance, noting the video camera perched to the right above her. Its singular eye tossed her image back to her—body shaped vaguely like a pear, her round face as damp as a leaf, her umber hair frizzed into a bush from the heat. Her cheeks were as pudgy as a squirrel’s, cute on a kid, not on a forty-year-old woman. But her clothes were the worst of it.


  They were as wrinkled as a Shar-Pei’s face, but they’d looked that way before she’d even bought them. The khaki slacks gripped at the ankles and bulged at the belly. The checkered shirt had a silly tie at the throat that she’d taken off and now the collar wouldn’t lie flat. And this was one of her nicer outfits.


  But maternity fashions were never made with fashion in mind. Skirts had horizontal stripes that exacerbated her bulk. The dresses made her weep. And even an iron couldn’t help the fabric. Sooner or later some entrepreneur was going to make a fortune designing reasonably priced maternity clothes in pretty colors, in fabrics that looked and felt and smelled nice.


  But not during her pregnancy.


  She leaned on the buzzer until a female voice said, “Yes, sorry. I had two phones ringing.”


  “Quin St. James to see Kate Bishop.”


  “ID, please.”


  She fished in her bag for her private detective license, held it up to the camera. The door clicked and she pushed through, into air that was blissfully cool. The woman who had spoken was sitting in a bullet-proof glass cage and looked to be nine months pregnant. She asked Quin to pass her ID through the slot.


  “You can pick it up on your way out, ma’am.”


  “Thanks.”


  Quin glanced around for a chair, but there weren’t any. Just the white walls, the glass cage, the ubiquitous video cameras, one in each comer of the room. Even Dade wasn’t quite this security conscious.


  “I’ve told them to put chairs out there,” the woman said. “But you probably won’t have to wait long. When’s your baby due?”


  “February.” Quin leaned into the wall and slipped her feet out of her shoes. They were swollen and ached like hell. “What about you?”


  “In two weeks, but I swear it feels like he’ll be here this afternoon.”


  Quin laughed. “I know the feeling.”


  “You know what yours is yet?”


  “A girl.”


  “Did you have an ultrasound or an amnio?”


  “Both.”


  They chatted about their respective pregnancies, exchanging stories with the ease of men who had been to war together.


  This instantaneous intimacy was a curious phenomenon Quin had discovered early in her pregnancy. Women who were complete strangers would strike up conversations with her in grocery stores, malls, on the beach, for no reason other than the fact that she was pregnant. She’d been privy to all sorts of baby and motherhood trivia and to personal accounts of labors and deliveries and postpartum depressions.


  Sometimes the stories were amusing and instructive; sometimes they were not. When they weren’t, it was because they contained an element of horror she could do without—the thirty-hour labor that ended with an emergency C-section, the preemie whose neonatal bill totaled fifty grand, the infant who had cried constantly for six months.


  Regardless of whether the stories were good or bad, Quin invariably felt that she’d been initiated into an exclusive club where the only criterion for membership was pregnancy. This alone seemed to entitle her to other women’s scraps of wisdom, admonitions, and unsolicited advice.


  “Kate Bishop a friend of yours?” the woman asked.


  “We roomed together in college.”


  “Oh.” Her thinly plucked brows lifted. Her mouth twitched with disapproval. “I was here when she was brought in. I was real surprised, I can tell you. I figured if something like this ever happened to the Bishops, it would be David or Stephanie. I guess you’ve met them, huh?”


  Jack’s brother and sister. “Actually, no. Why one of them?”


  “Well, David used to be a musician and you know how they are.”


  “Drugs, sex, and rock ‘n’ roll.”


  “Yeah.” She laughed. “Something like that. He’s just an odd duck, real reclusive. I heard he’s got a handful of rich clients he advises on stocks and investments and whatnot, and the rest of the time he does charity benefits for sick kids. And his sister …” The woman clicked her tongue against her teeth. “She lifts weights. Competes in all that stuff, too.” Quin, recognizing an opportunity for information, said, “And Jack?” As though she’d never met him.


  “I don’t know. Different from the other two. I took the call from the ranch caretaker that morning.” As if she were a witness to a historical event. “He doesn’t speak very good English when he’s calm, but that morning he was so upset, I could hardly understand him. A lot of our officers were out with the flu and I had to raise Lou on the radio.”


  “Lou?”


  “Lieutenant Garrison. He’d just worked a double shift, but he drove all the way out there.”


  A conscientious man, this Garrison. “How come?”


  “How come what?”


  “How come he drove all the way out there after working a double shift?”


  “He and Jack went to high school together, he knew where the ranch was.” She shrugged. “That’s his job.”


  Quin knew that if she stood here long enough, this woman would tell her every detail of Kate’s incarceration since her arrest eleven days ago. What she had eaten, who had visited her, what she had done with the long hours each day. But a policewoman arrived to take her back to the cells.


  The holding area for female prisoners wasn’t as grim as Quin had expected. Colorful wall murals depicted lush jungle scenes with tigers peeking around leaves and birds flitting through shadows. Light streamed through windows that overlooked the jail grounds. The only other people in the room were a woman in prison blues sitting with a man in a three-piece suit who had attorney written all over him. They were the only people who wore three-piece suits when it was ninety-six in the shade.


  Ten minutes passed. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, so she walked over to the vending machines that lined the walls. She had never lacked an appetite, but now she was a slave to it, a servant indentured to the tiny being inside her whose craving for food surpassed anything she’d experienced when she wasn’t pregnant. The baby didn’t seem to be too particular about what she ate, as long as she did it frequently and grandly. But the machines were filled with forbidden things. Doritos, Mars bars. Coffee.


  Forget caffeine. She allotted herself one cup of coffee a day and she’d already had it. And forget beer, wine, onions, radishes, most citruses, Cokes, too much sugar. Forget all that. It either wasn’t good for the baby or it gave her heartburn.


  Her body was no longer her own. It was a vehicle she shared with someone she had never seen, touched, heard, or smelled. It was an object of considerable interest to her doctor, his nurse, her health insurance company. But it didn’t belong to her now. Sometimes she felt it might never belong to her again, that the pregnancy would stretch into a year, then two years, like an elephant. She would become a medical anomaly.


  She finally settled on a can of tomato juice and carried it back to the table. She eyed the clock. Fifteen minutes down now. What was taking so long?


  Quin hadn’t seen Kate since she and Jack had spent a weekend with her about a year and a half ago, during her separation from McCleary. The lapse was due to circumstances and distance and not to any breech in the friendship; that would probably outlive them both. Besides, they’d kept in touch courtesy of Ma Bell.


  When Kate had called last night, Quin and McCleary had just gotten back from a trip up north, where they’d spent Thanksgiving with his parents, his sisters, and their respective families. So she hadn’t heard about the murder and the news couldn’t have come at a worse time. They were in the process of moving from Miami to the Palm Beaches and there were a million things she should have done yesterday. But for Kate she would have gone halfway around the world.


  The woman who entered the room was not the Kate Bishop Quin had last seen. That Kate had been pretty; this woman shocked her. She looked shorter than five foot four, as if her bones had shrunk. Her face was as pale as a new moon, her hazel eyes possessed the wariness of a cornered animal, and her hair, which used to fall to her shoulders in black waves, was now ear-length and wild. It was as though some vital hormone had run amok inside her, turning her skin to tissue paper, permanently creasing the comers of her eyes, weighting her cheeks until the flesh sagged on the bones.


  At least her smile hadn’t changed. It was quick, brilliant, the wink of sunlight on snow. Quin pushed up from the table, towering over her by nearly half a foot, outweighing her by forty or fifty pounds. They hugged hello, hugged hard. Kate was all bones; she felt as fragile as a bird. Quin’s protruding stomach made the hug awkward and they both laughed nervously and stepped back.


  Kate looked at her stomach and shook her head. “God, you did it. You really did. I never thought you’d be the one who would, Quin.”


  “And when she’s twenty, I’ll almost qualify for Medicare.”


  Kate made a face and dismissed the age factor with a wave of her hand. “Who cares. You look terrific. You’ve got that mysterious glow they always talk about in the same breath as pregnancy.”


  “I don’t just look fat?”


  “You look pregnant.”


  “I feel like a house.”


  Kate touched her fingertips to Quin’s stomach. “It’s so hard.


  Does she kick yet?”


  “All the time.”


  “Have you named her?”


  “Two dozen times.”


  She laughed and asked how McCleary was, asked as though they were sitting in a cafe over coffee. “He sends his love,” Quin said, then squeezed Kate’s hand. “I’m so sorry about Jack.”


  Her smile faded, her pretense vanished, and she sank into one of the hard wooden chairs. Her fingers fumbled for the pack of cigarettes in her shirt pocket. “I was arraigned yesterday morning, and I’ll get out tomorrow on bond. I know it shocked the prosecutor and the arresting officer, but my attorney contends the judge thinks the evidence is weak, Quin. That’s a good sign.” She said this as if to convince herself that the evidence was weak. “I’ve got the best criminal attorney in the state. A woman. I like her. She’s very forthright, doesn’t pull any punches. She says if we go to trial in Palm Beach, chances are good I’ll be convicted and get life or the chair, so she’s working on getting the trial moved. The press has been …” Her voice fell, and she stabbed out the cigarette she’d just lit. “The bastards have crucified me.”


  “What can we do to help?”


  A frown burrowed between her eyes, and they seemed to sink a little in her cheeks. “That’s not why I called you. I just needed to talk to you.”


  “Christ, Katie, you’re the oldest friend I’ve got and this is what Mac and I do for a living, all right? So don’t pull that pride crap on me. Anyway, you’re the only person in the world besides Mac who can put up with me when I’m hungry.”


  Her laughter was that of the twenty-year-old optimist with whom Quin had lived during her last two years at the University of Florida. Free-spirited Katie with all her causes: the war, the women’s movement, abolish the draft, the environment before it was fashionable. Endowed with inexhaustible energy, she had graduated with honors in sociology, the field that encompassed everything that interested her.


  She went on to earn a master’s degree and a doctorate, and, at twenty-seven, began teaching at the University of Miami, where she remained for three years. When it started to cramp her style, she quit to travel. Her money ran out two years later. Stateside again, restless again, she looked around for something she knew nothing about that would interest her as much as traveling and sociology did. She found it at the Center for Near Death Studies on the U of M’s satellite campus here in Palm Beach. It was where she had met Jack Bishop nearly four years ago.


  He was the psychiatrist on the research staff, a man from an old-money Palm Beach family who was as bright as Kate, as curious as she, her complement in every way. Quin had liked him enormously.


  “I don’t think there’s much you can do,” Kate said.


  “You’re going to let these bozos convict you? Someone framed you.”


  “I don’t want you to—”


  “Look, the only perfect crime I know of in the last thirty years is D. B. Cooper’s stunt, parachuting from thirty thousand feet with the ransom money. If you look long enough and deeply enough, you eventually find some detail that was neglected. So why don’t you just tell me what happened that night, okay?”


  Her smile was weak, watered down, but Quin took it as a good sign. “You must be hungry. I hear that edge in your voice.”


  “I’m famished. Start talking.”


  And Kate did. Her hands moved constantly, restless white moths that fluttered over and around her pack of cigarettes. She lit one after another, twisted her wedding ring around on her finger, stopped talking, started, stopped again. Despite everything that she’d gone through since the murder, she was very precise about the order of events, the time, the details. But that was hardly surprising. Kate had always been decisive.


  “Doesn’t Schrödinger’s cat have something to do with physics?” Quin asked when she finished.


  “Quantum mechanics. It’s an experiment that illustrates the paradox of quantum physics and the different views among quantum physicists. “


  “Was physics one of his interests?”


  “One of many. You know how he was, Quin. He’d find one little detail in some obscure book and try to relate it to everything else in the universe. “


  Yes, Quin thought. Jack was always reworking the cosmos. “So tell me about this cat.”


  There was supposedly a long-standing dispute between classical physicists and quantum physicists, she said. The classical group believed that a thing either was or it wasn’t. The quantum group believed a thing wasn’t there until you observed it. In Schrodinger’s experiment, a cat was placed inside a box. A device of some kind was placed in the box that would release a gas that would kill the cat instantly. A random event determined whether the gas would be released and there was no way of knowing what happened inside the box except by looking in it.


  “The classical camp says the cat is either dead or it’s not. The quantum camp claims the cat exists in a kind of limbo, represented by a wave function, which contains the possibility that the cat is dead and also the possibility that the cat is alive. When you open the box and not before, one of these possibilities is actualized. The wave function of the possibility that didn’t materialize then collapses.”


  Quin, who had a particular fondness for cats, wondered why Schrödinger hadn’t used some other animal for his example. Schrödinger’s rat, for instance.


  “The third interpretation of this experiment,” Kate went on, “is called the Many World Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics. It says the wave function doesn’t collapse at all, that the cat is both alive and dead. In other words, reality splits into two branches— one in which the cat is alive and one in which the cat is dead.”


  It made perfect sense to Quin that there could be a version of herself who had never gotten pregnant, never left Miami, even a version who had never married McCleary. Many Worlds: sure. But it was a weird thing for a near-death researcher to think about as he was dying. She said as much, and Kate agreed.


  “The only think I can figure is that Jack was already caught up in the experience of dying and was trying to communicate what it was like. The random event would be his getting shot and the paradox…” She hesitated, tapping her knuckles together, then reached for the pack of cigarettes again. “Well, he’d been studying near-death experiences for fifteen years, Quin, and still believed there was nothing after you died. That it was all a big fat zero. But maybe as he was dying he realized he was wrong. Paradox.”


  “What’s your motive supposed to have been?”


  “Money, naturally. That’s the Palm Beach way.” Her voice crackled with cynicism. “Whenever someone dies under mysterious circumstances in this town, money seems to be the first motive people seize on.”


  “How much do you inherit?”


  “I’m not sure of the exact figure. Maybe around five million. His brother and sister get the house. It’s been in the family for years and I signed a prenuptial agreement waiving any rights to it.” She paused again. “See, he was shot with my gun. I didn’t even realize it was missing from the house until a couple of weeks ago, and I didn’t bother reporting it.”


  “What kind of gun?”


  “A snub-nosed .38 Smith & Wesson.”


  “Have you seen the coroner’s report?”


  “My attorney has. Jack was shot twice through the back. One slug penetrated his lung. His bloodstream was loaded with androgens—male hormones. They were prescribed for his hives. But the coroner told my attorney that these levels couldn’t be explained for a case of hives. His exact words were that Jack was probably ‘one horny son of a bitch.’”


  “Was he?”


  She averted her eyes, hesitated. “More so when we first got married.” Now she looked at Quin again. “We’d been having a few problems.”


  It was news to Quin. “You never mentioned it.”


  “It started about the time you and Mac separated. I figured you had enough problems of your own.”


  “Wonderful. And there I was unloading on you.”


  “Your situation was worse, believe me. Mine was just… well, here we were, working eight and ten hours a day together, then we’d go home and bicker about stupid things. In the beginning we used to spend our weekends out at the ranch or just puttering around the house and we were happy with each other’s company, you know?


  “But over the last year or eighteen months, he started going to the ranch by himself on weekends. When we stayed in town, it seemed our personal time was always shared with other people. Sometimes Jack’s brother or sister would drop by on a Saturday with dates, then some of their friends would show up, then friends of friends, and pretty soon we were having a party. I got tired of it. Sometimes I just left and checked into a hotel for the night. Other times I’d go see friends.” She shook her head. “I don’t know, Quin. Maybe if this hadn’t happened, we would’ve gotten divorced.”


  “How were things between you the weekend he was killed?”


  “Better than they’d been in a long time. We had Thanksgiving dinner at the ranch, just the two of us. He was going to fly me back Friday morning because I had an interview with a client. But the oil pressure was screwed up on the plane, so he called the Belle Glade airport to see if a mechanic could come out and check it over. That’s who I thought had stopped by Friday night.”


  “Was he close to his brother and sister?”


  “There were the usual sibling rivalries, but basically they were close. His sister can’t stand me, though. I think she’s always seen me as the intruder into the Bishop clan. “


  “How much is the house worth, Katie?”


  “Seven or eight million. And no, forget that line of thinking, Quin. Neither of them killed Jack for money. They inherited plenty when old man Bishop died, and now Stephanie’s gym is flourishing and David’s got a brisk investment-counseling business.”


  “You have any idea who might have killed him?”


  Softly: “None.”


  Other people had come into the room now and it wasn’t as easy to talk freely. Quin took down names and phone numbers for Kate’s attorney, her and Jack’s colleagues, his brother and sister, anyone who might be a source of information. She asked Kate if she needed a ride home tomorrow when she was released.


  “Thanks, but David’s going to pick me up.”


  “Give us a few days to get moved into the house and the office and then we’ll get started on this.”


  “I want to pay you.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Then I don’t want you working on this.”


  This was familiar ground now and they began arguing with the tenacity of sisters, each convinced that she was right. In the midst of it Quin started to laugh and held up her hands. “Okay, you win. Really. We’ll bill you.”


  Kate, whose stubbornness was legendary, wouldn’t hear of it. “I insist on paying something in advance.”


  “No.”


  “Quin, don’t give me a hard time on this. You all just bought a house and the baby’s costing you a mint because you don’t have maternity insurance. So just let me do this my way, okay?”


  “How do you know I don’t have maternity insurance?”


  A comer of her mouth dimpled with amusement. “Because I know how you are.” She named a figure that was absurdly high. “Consider it an investment in my goddaughter’s future.”


  “Subterfuge,” Quin mumbled.


  “You got it.” She glanced around and stood. “I’d better get going.”


  “I’ll call you tomorrow and we’ll see you in a couple of days.”


  Kate hugged her again and then was gone.


  2


  McCleary had spent three weeks looking for office space within their budget and the search had paid off. The location was perfect.


  They were two blocks off Ocean Drive, the millionaires’ row of Palm Beach, and four blocks north of Worth Avenue, the equivalent of Rodeo Drive. The office was flanked by a jewelry store and a bakery that perfumed the air with cinnamon from dawn till dusk. The street was quiet, with a small park directly across from them and plenty of restaurants within walking distance.


  McCleary strolled through the four rooms, furnished and operational since yesterday. Most of the furniture was glass and chrome and wicker, things from their Miami office that endowed the place with a familiarity that suited him. Some items, like the bookcase in his office, had specific memories attached to them. For a man who had lost twenty years of memories not so long ago, it was important to be surrounded by objects whose history was linked with his own.


  The bookcase, for instance, had been a birthday present from Joe Bean, who was now at the helm of their Miami firm. Some of McCleary’s paintings hung on the walls, and these, too, were links with his past. The acrylic landscape of hills and a barn at dusk was the view outside the kitchen window of his folks’ place in upstate New York. The charcoal drawings of Quin had been done at different points in their marriage, reminders of where the relationship had been and where he hoped it was going.


  There was one drawing, though, that mystified him every time he looked at it. A self-portrait, a quick sketch in pencil.


  It had been done when he was still in Homicide at Metro-Dade. He was bearded, as he was now, weighed about the same as he did now, a hundred and seventy-five, and was running three miles a day, as he still did. But the eyes of the man in the drawing were not the eyes of the man he was now. There was something forbidding about those eyes, something dangerous, as if he had been living closer to the edge than he’d realized. Too many years in Homicide in Miami could do that to a man.


  Or maybe it was simply Miami. Toward the end he had begun to envision that city as a tireless sprawl without boundaries or parameters. Streets emptied into each other or curved back on themselves or simply ended, stymied by the lack of space. People seemed to live in a perpetual state of alertness, as though the city were at war or about to suffer a disaster of one kind or another. It depleted them, scooped them raw inside, made them tense and often unfriendly.


  But it wasn’t a city you just left; it was much too interesting for that. You had to be fleeing something. Crime. Traffic. Overpopulation. Racial strife. Deplorable schools. Higher insurance rates. All of the above.


  Their move, precipitated by their reconciliation after a seven-month separation and Quin’s pregnancy, had placed them in the ranks of middle-class refugees who pushed farther north into the Florida peninsula every year, seeking what they hadn’t found in Miami. Yes, the Palm Beaches were only a hundred miles north and were plagued by many of the same problems Miami had. But it wasn’t as bad here. The county was more affluent, the crimes tended to be less heinous. But, more important, Palm Beach was their second chance.


  The bell over the door rang as it opened and Harold Javitt, who owned the bakery next door, sailed in with a tray of cinnamon rolls and two cups of expresso. “Morning, Mike. Brought some goodies for you and Quin. “


  “Great. Thanks. I think she’s out back.”


  Javitt, a spry little man with thick spectacles and thinning gray hair, set die tray on the front desk. McCleary hoped his business was brisk this morning. Otherwise he would stick around and launch into one of his convoluted tales of Palm Beach history. The movers and shakers of bygone years, the fire that had leveled the Breakers Hotel in 1925, the myriad scandals. He knew it all, every scrap of gossip that had crossed his threshold in forty years of baking pastries on this street. And once he got started, it was difficult to shut him up.


  “I knew I smelled cinnamon rolls,” Quin said as she came into the room. “Thanks, Harry.”


  “Don’t mention it, little lady.”


  She beamed at the little. For little, McCleary thought, Quin would sit through a pitch for life insurance. She alternated between marveling about the physical changes of her pregnancy to mourning the demise of her pre-pregnancy body. But to McCleary she had never looked lovelier. Her skin was creamy, her hair shone, and her eyes, pale blue in the center and ringed by a deeper blue, seemed to gleam like moist stones.


  “There’s a certain way you have to eat them to really appreciate the taste. You mind?” Javitt asked.


  Quin shook her head, and Javitt picked up a knife, a fork, and uncapped the butter dish he’d brought with him. He slathered each of their rolls in butter, then sliced them up into tiny bite-sized pieces. He stabbed a piece on either fork and held them out. “Now try these.”


  He was absolutely right about the taste, and he watched them wolf down the rolls, beaming like a proud father. “When my wife was pregnant with our oldest son she ate two of these every morning, Mike. You should see that boy now. Thirty-two and strong as a bull. Smart, too. I put all kinds of vitamins into them and that flour isn’t refined. Best there is. Nothing in those rolls to hurt the baby.”


  Over Javitt’s shoulder, McCleary saw a man who was all brawn and muscle getting out of a county sheriff’s car in front of the building. He stood there a moment, hoisting his pants, and glanced around, probably assessing the neighborhood. Lt. Lou Garrison, McCleary thought, ten minutes early for their appointment.


  McCleary had phoned him four days ago, after Quin’s visit with Kate, and Garrison had suggested they meet here at the office on Saturday, his day off. McCleary had pressed for an earlier meeting, but Garrison said he couldn’t, he was going to be at a law-enforcement seminar in Orlando. So in the interim McCleary had spoken with the coroner and Kate’s attorney and they’d both given him some background on Garrison. The coroner liked him; the attorney didn’t.


  Garrison strolled through the door with the proprietary air that characterized the old-time cops who figured they had seen it all. He whipped sunglasses off his hooked beak of a nose and introduced himself. His voice boomed. He pumped Javitt’s arm, Quin’s, McCleary’s.


  Twenty years as a state trooper had etched deep lines of cynicism into his face—crow’s-feet at the comers of his dark eyes, brackets at the sides of his mouth that deepened when he spoke, a pair of creases that shot down either side of his nose. McCleary wondered if he would have looked like this if he hadn’t left Metro-Dade seven years ago, after a decade in Homicide.


  Javitt departed and the three of them settled in the sitting area near the window—McCleary and Quin on the wicker couch, Garrison in the wicker chair, arms thrown open and resting along the edge. His body language literally shouted that he was willing to answer questions about Kate’s arrest, the murder, any of it. But there was something patronizing in his manner that McCleary found vaguely irritating—the seasoned cop breaking bread with the new boy in town, already on a first-name basis. Mike and Lou, old home boys. And he completely ignored Quin; he evidently thought of her as The Wife and of McCleary as The Detective. She sat there, watching him, unusually quiet.


  “The way I see it, Mike, is there’s two things you got to remember about the Palm Beaches. West Palm is where peons like us live. Palm Beach is the rich man’s Disney World. Only thing separating them is a bridge, but it might as well be a goddamn continent. And the folks here in this Disney World figure the rules the rest of us live by don’t apply to them.”


  “Meaning Kate Bishop?”


  “Naw, not Kate specifically. I’m talking about all of them. The Trumps, Rockefellers, Kennedys, take your pick. You cruise up and down Ocean Drive sometime and take a real close look at some of those houses, my friend. Trump’s place has a hundred and fifteen rooms and he paid more than eleven million for it. A bargain compared to what it’s worth now. It used to belong to Merriweather Post.” McCleary knew his face was blank because Garrison leaned forward. “You know, of Post cereal.”


  He was annoyed now, as though McCleary’s obtuseness were a personal affront. “So we’re talking the kind of money that equals the national budget in some countries. The Bishop home isn’t like Trump’s place by a long shot, but the family’s cut from the same mold, if you know what I mean. “


  “Did you know the old man?”


  “Hell, yeah. And the granddaddy, too. Shrewd, those two. The granddaddy was pals with the likes of Flagler. He made all his money in real estate. Jack’s daddy could be a real charmer when he thought he might get something out of it. But inside he was a mean son of a bitch. I reckon that’s partly why those kids of his turned out so weird. And don’t misunderstand me, I liked Jack. He wasn’t hung up on all that class conscious shit you find in this town. But he was an odd egg, studying this near-death stuff and all.” He grinned. “I mean, who cares. When you go, you go. Finito.”


  How nice that at the ripe old age of—what? forty-one? Forty-two?—Garrison had already resolved one of the major philosophical questions.


  “Who called the police that night?”


  “Not that night, the next morning. The ranch caretaker, Eduardo, arrived around five-thirty and found Kate sitting on the front porch, Jack’s body propped up in a rocking chair beside her. She told Eduardo that she and Jack were going to watch the sun rise. That he liked watching the sun come up. Eduardo took one look at Jack and ran inside to use the phone. It didn’t work, so he drove over to the migrant camp and called the station. I got there about an hour later. I took her in for questioning.”


  “What was the caretaker doing there so early?”


  Garrison shrugged. “I guess he’s there every morning at that time.”


  “When was Kate charged?”


  “When one of my boys returned to the station with a snub-nosed .38 that was found in the weeds near the barn. We ran a make on it. Her name came up on the computer. Her prints were the only prints on it. So I pressed charges and that was that. “


  “She says the gun was stolen.”


  Garrison snorted. “She says, she says. That’s just what I mean about these Palm Beachers, Mike. They think that because you tell them something is true, you should believe it. So if it was stolen, how come she never reported it?”


  “She didn’t realize it was missing.”


  “Right.” He guffawed; it made his cheeks puff out. “And if you believe that, my friend, then I’ve got some land to sell you.” He sat forward again, his Let’s Be Up Front About This posture. “It’s like this. Kate killed him for money and stuck around because she figured it would make her story more credible. Now, I got no personal beef with Kate. But a man’s been murdered and he was a friend of mine.”


  “High school, right?”


  “Yeah. Then he went on to Dartmouth and I became a cop. But it didn’t make any difference with him and me. Like I said, he wasn’t uppity.”


  While it was true that Bishop had had one of those magnanimous personalities that cut across divisions of class and education, McCleary couldn’t imagine him socializing with Garrison. Volleyball on a beach, maybe, or Sunday football and a couple of beers for old times, but not what Garrison was implying with the him and me line.


  “Look, I can appreciate Kate trying to save her ass, Mike. Hell, who wouldn’t do the same in her shoes? But there’s only one truth here. The verdict on Kate Bishop is in.”


  There was never just one truth when it came to murder, McCleary thought, and the verdict wasn’t in until the jury said it was.


  “What do you think?” McCleary was standing at the window, watching Garrison pull away, and spoke to Quin’s reflection in the glass, standing next to him.


  “He’s got a bad attitude about women.”


  McCleary laughed. “Besides that.”


  Quin rubbed a bright red apple against her skirt, then bit into it as she stepped out of her shoes. “He made my feet swell and that’s never a good sign.”


  “You think he’s got an angle?”


  “You ever met a cop who doesn’t, Mac?”


  “Sure.”


  “Yeah? Who?”


  “Me.”


  “You don’t count. You’re not a cop anymore.” Her eyes followed a thin, elegantly dressed woman down the sidewalk. “I think Garrison is one of those people who could fall on either side of the fence. Maybe he was just doing his job, maybe there’s more to it. We just have to play it out.” She giggled suddenly. “Here. Quick. She just kicked.”


  He pressed a hand to her belly and she covered it with her own, both of them waiting for the baby to kick again. “She needs a name, Quin.”


  “You like Amy?”


  “Too little-girlish.”


  “How about something exotic, like Maya?”


  “It’d sound weird with McCleary, but it might not be bad for a middle name.”


  “There.” She moved his hand lower on her stomach and to the right. “She rolled. Maybe she’ll do it again.”


  McCleary’s image of his daughter was the same one that had appeared on the screen of a computer when the doctor had performed an ultrasound for Quin’s amniocentesis. A large head, the long crook of her spine, her tiny feet and hands, the steady beat of her heart, a little astronaut floating in her dimly lit and clamorous world, tethered to his world by a lifeline.


  Then he felt it, a soft, swift flutter. It made him think of a field of butterflies, all of them lifting into the air at once, rising toward the sky, the sun.


  Miraculous and mystifying, it humbled him.


  The house was a symbol to McCleary.


  It represented everything that had gone right in his marriage since he and Quin had reconciled last summer. It was their home, whereas the house in Miami had been Quin’s before they’d met.


  The place was only two years old, custom-built by a family who had worked for Pratt and Whitney in West Palm. It was a single story that seemed larger than it actually was because it was so open. Huge windows, Mexican tile floors, a tremendous backyard shrouded with tropical plants, a little paradise.


  The yard sloped down to a small lake. It wasn’t the kind of lake he’d known as a kid in Syracuse, but it was still a body of water that created an illusion of rural living. Ducks visited frequently, a pair of great white herons occasionally flew in at dawn or dusk, and sometimes a flock of wild green parrots from Christ knew where dropped by to roost along the shores. It was the nearest thing he’d known to country since he’d moved to Florida twenty years ago.


  The house, unlike the office, was still in shambles: boxes half unpacked, furniture in the wrong places, things in need of repair. But as he stood at the far end of the living room, he could see it as it would be. It was like staring at an empty canvas when he


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
1 MACGREGOR





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





