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Prologue

University of
Miami

Saturday, June 6

11:30 p.m.

He watched as she
made her way through the trees toward the parking lot, her lovely
head jerking at the slightest noise. She clutched her purse to her
right side and her briefcase to her left, as if to draw the air
around her for protection. She knew she was being followed, he
thought, and her terror thrilled him. He could imagine the
adrenaline coursing wildly through her body, impelling her to look
around. But she wouldn’t. In the dark, dry leaves crackling
underfoot, knowing would be worse than what might only be
imagined.

The walkway turned to damp ground, muting her
footsteps. Clouds sailed in front of the quarter moon; he heard her
suck in her breath. It was a sound women make when they are afraid
or aroused, and it grated on his nerves. He ran his damp hands
along his slacks, clenching and unclenching his fingers.

The only clear sound now was a train in the
distance, hurtling through the warm humid night. Denise, Denise, he
thought, it could have been so different. If you’d been good. He
dug his hand into his pocket and his fingers closed around the
knife. It seemed warm, suddenly heavy, as if imbued with
consciousness, with an awareness of what it would have to do.

When the last of the train sounds left the
air, she heard him and spun around, a hand flying dramatically to
her heart. Then she saw him and laughed nervously, her eyelids
fluttering. “Christ, you scared the hell out of me.” An admonishing
tone, he thought, one he knew well.

“I called the house.” He smiled. His tongue
darted into the comer of his mouth. He wouldn’t give her the
satisfaction of an apology. “No one was home.”

“Viki’s staying with relatives for a while in
Orlando. School’s out, you know.” She laughed again. It was an
unnatural sound, and he wondered why he’d never noticed it before.
“I’ve had the feeling ever since I left the lab that I was being
followed. You really frightened me.”

They stopped by the hedge. The trees rustled
in a momentary breeze. She cocked her head ever so slightly, her
dark eyes coming together in a frown as if she’d practiced this
expression in front of the mirror like an actress and was using it
for the first time. She brushed a hand through her lustrous
chestnut hair. “So, what was it you wanted?”

He wanted to trace her petulant mouth with
the tip of his finger. Such a perfect mouth, eyes, such a perfectly
lovely face, he thought. That was her sin; she was too pretty, too
perfect for another man. Any man. Then he thought of how she’d
betrayed him and looked away so she wouldn’t read his intention on
his face.

“I didn’t want to interrupt you while you
were working.”

“That doesn’t really answer my question.”

His fingers tightened on the knife in his
pocket. “I guess I just wanted to see you, to—” The expression on
her face stopped him. There was a softness in her dark eyes, a
childlike adoration in the way she touched the side of his face. He
thought of the way he’d spied on her earlier that night, working
with such absorption in her lab. He had watched as she held test
tubes up to the light, mixing her magic, scribbling notes. His
original plan was to confront her there, in the place she held in
the highest sanctity. But there were other lights in the building,
another teacher working late upstairs.

“Oh, Bucky,” she was whispering, “it just
won’t work for us, you know? I’m sorry for—I mean, we’ve been over
this a million times. I—Oh, God. I loved you so much. We loved each
other, didn’t we, Bucky? Didn’t we?” Her hands moved to his
shoulders. He slipped his arms around her, drawing her against him,
remembering what they had done to each other, what she had done to
him.

His cheek was against her hair, such soft
hair, healthy. Everything about Denise was healthy and beautiful.
But she was a whore, a thief, a liar. She had betrayed him.

Her perfume tickled the inside of his nose.
He recognized the scent; it was one he’d given her when— No, he
wouldn’t think about the past. That part of his life was over.
Denise dropped her head back, looked at him with those deep,
soulful eyes. “You understand, don’t you? You understand why I did
what I did, don’t you?”

He kissed the knuckles of her hand, then her
mouth. Everything about her was familiar. For a moment, it startled
him, this familiarity. She tasted so good.

“It was fine with us,” she said, pulling
back, “fine until the very end, you know?” There were so many
things he wanted to say, to confess. How he’d followed her, spied
on her, discovered the truth-the many truths. Her life was layered
like an onion, and he wished he could peel back every separate
layer to arrive at the core. How many other truths are there,
Denise?

He brought the knife from his pocket. Clicked
it open. The blade was long, thin, so very sharp. Her mouth pressed
against his again. She tasted of honeysuckle, and as he touched the
blade ever so lightly to her side, he thought she also tasted of
death, as though her body sensed what was coming. Then he pushed
the knife hard against the fabric of her dress, and as the blade
penetrated her flesh, between the third and fourth ribs, he felt a
chill along his spine. You made me do it, Denise, you
made me. There was only a moment when she struggled, when that
sucking noise started in the back of her throat, then died with her
scream as the blade pierced her heart.

She fell limply against him. He removed the
blade, guided her gently to the ground, wiped the knife clean on
the grass and dead leaves. He touched the side of her face with the
back of his hand. “You shouldn’t have made me do it, Denny,” he
whispered. You shouldn’t have been so bad.

A sense of urgency nibbled now at the edges
of his mind as he thought of the lights that had been on in
Denise’s building. Suppose the other woman was already on her way
to the parking lot? He slipped on a pair of gloves, glanced through
Denise’s purse, opened her briefcase, and went through papers and
her gradebook. His anxiety proliferated by the moment. The
notebook, where the hell was it? He had seen it many times before,
three-ringed, black, the sort of thing in which a little girl might
record her secret thoughts. He was so certain she would have it
with her. She said she always carried it, and hadn’t she been
scribbling in it when she was in the lab?

He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering
precisely when she’d told him she carried the notebook with her at
all times. He could still see the way she ran her hands along the
sides of her dress, too, straightening it. She’d been wearing a
wine-colored dress that day, made of a soft, shiny fabric like
satin. There wasn’t much he would forget about her. Especially her
lies, her betrayal.

He went through her purse again, then
squeezed his eyes shut, wanting to cry, scream, rage. She’d taken
her secret with her. She’d lied even about the notebook. He rocked
back on his heels, struggling to contain his rage, then returned
everything to the briefcase, shut it, set it on the grass beside
her. His anger abated. He was, after all, a reasonable man. Perhaps
there were never any notes; perhaps she was just scribbling away
like a two year old, recording nothing.

He heard a noise behind him; his head jerked
around. He squinted into the dark but saw nothing. He was jumpy,
that was all, and nervous about the other woman who had been in
Denise’s building. Maybe she’d started down the path, had seen him,
had seen what had happened, and had run off to call the cops. Maybe
even as he sat here, smoothing Denise’s shirt, touching her cheek
again, the police were circling the campus, closing in on him.

No, no, there would’ve been sirens, flashing
lights. Everything was fine, of course.

He kissed Denise on the mouth, fascinated by
how lovely she was; by now she looked to be merely sleeping. Her
skin was still warm. He peered into her eyes, so dark, so vapid,
then closed the lids and glanced around for something with which to
cover her. He didn’t want her to get wet if it rained.

Kneeling, he scooped leaves in around her,
patted them along the sides of her body, sprinkled them over her
chest, legs, around her neck. His hand paused at the side of her
face; a finger caressed the cool surface of one of her earrings.
His heart lurched. Like the perfume, the earrings were a gift from
him. Carefully, he removed them, slipped them into his pocket. He
then set her briefcase flat on the ground, close to her right hand,
tucked her purse in the curve of her left arm. Just as the pharaohs
were buried with the artifacts of their lives, so would he send
Denise into oblivion with her personal effects.

Then his sense of urgency tightened its hold
on him. He leaped up, glanced once down the path where Denise had
come, wondering about the lights in the building, about that other
woman. Had she seen anything?

He hurried off through the dark, Denise’s
earrings clasped tightly in his hand.


PART ONE

Blind Man’s Bluff

 



Chapter 1
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The body was gone by
the time Conway got there that morning. It was beginning to rain
and some of the guys were roping off the area where Denise Markham
had been found. He saw Tillis, decked out in uniform, standing in
front of the last trailer with a man in blue work clothes who was
tapping his temple with a grimy finger and rolled his Rs as he told
Tillis off.

“Everryone here, crrazy. Locos. You no ask
me questions, you go find man who does this terrible thing,”
said the man, flipping his cigarette from him and jamming his hands
into the pockets of his baggy pants.

“Mr. Panzo,” Tillis said impatiently, “you
gotta try to answer my questions, all right? You understand?”
Tillis had a wad of tobacco in his cheek, and his face was a
vibrant pink, as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. As Conway
approached, Tillis saw him and hurried over. “Man,” he breathed,
“I’m glad you’re here. This dude here, José Panzo, he’s
the maintenance guy who found her. Doesn’t speak very good English.
I haven’t been able to get very much outa him.”

Conway stuck a finger lightly in Tillis’s
cheek. “Maybe because that’s in the way and he can’t
understand you.”

“Ha-ha, Conway.”

“So what do you have on the lady
chemist?”

“A perfect
thirty-five/twenty-four/thirty-six, ole man, take my word for it.”
Tillis hooked a thumb in the waist of his pants, hoisted them up
under his belly.

“What else?”

“Got inventory of her things there on the
clipboard”—he motioned over to the steps where Panzo was now
sitting—“including the keys to that real nice TR Seven out in the
parking lot. Nothing unusual. Money’s still in there.

“The woman who answered at the home number
says she’s the housekeeper and that the lady of the house, Mrs.
Markham, left Saturday around six and that was the last she saw of
her. Don Markham-the golf pro, if you follow the sport-is on a
two-month tour and coming back early, as soon as he can catch a
flight. A ten-year-old daughter, Viki, is with Markham’s relatives
in Orlando. I spoke with them and they’re going to tell her what
happened.” He pushed the wad of tobacco into his other cheek and
shifted his weight from his left foot to his right, as if his body
had to be balanced according to where the tobacco was. “This woman,
the aunt, said the husband will be in touch as soon as he returns.
The Markhams were in the process of getting a divorce. Although it
beats hell outa me why a man would divorce a woman who looks like
she does.”

“Any sign of a struggle?”

“Nope. Doesn’t look like it. No external
signs on the woman. Captain Truro spoke with the university prez,
who wants to play this real low key. They aren’t going to cancel
evening classes. Shit, low key, this man says. This woman was
knifed, and it sure looks like it might be connected with the
deaths of those other two women, Conway. But the prez says he’ll
only cancel classes-get this-for an act of God. Like a
hurricane.”

“I wish you’d left the body here until I
arrived.”

Tillis threw up his hands. “Not my fault,
Conway. Flaherty took photos, the ambulance got here, and off she
went to the morgue.”

“I’ll take the briefcase and handbag with me
when I go,” Conway said, and walked over to where Panzo was
sitting. “Señor Panzo, I’m Detective Conway. John Conway.”

Panzo slid his hands down the sides of his
pants and they shook. “These people, they are locos. Questions,
questions—they do more on the street, looking for the man who did
this terrible thing, señor.”

“Can you tell me what happened? Que
pasó?”

Panzo ran a hand over his slick black hair.
He was a short, wiry man with pocked cheeks and a gold front tooth.
“I come to work. I walk por aquí.” He ran a finger through
the air, indicating the walk in front of them. “I see”—he pointed
at his eyes—”two legs. They stick out.” He bent his arms as if he
were running. “I call politía. Tell them what happened. I
sit here.” He shook his head, made the sign of the cross against
his forehead. “Madre de Dios,” he whispered. “She was a good
lady. Buena mujer.”

“You knew her?”

“Sí, sí, she work like me. All
the time. I tell her sometimes-no walk here at night. Not safe. She
laugh, she tell me not to worry. She big girl.” He rolled his Rs
again. “She not a big girl at all,” he finished softly.

“What time did you find her?”

“Five, maybe thirty after five. She there
long time. Her hands”—he rubbed his own together—”verry cold.”

Conway offered Panzo a cigarette and they sat
there a few minutes, smoking, silent. The university was built on
an old military site west of downtown Miami. Conway had lived out
here as a kid, when there was nothing but runways and swamp grass,
buzzards and barracks and an isolated community or two. Over the
years the city had metastasized around it and the campus was now an
oasis in a desert of noise and concrete. From where he sat, Conway
could see the control tower, a spavined vestige of the old days
that now housed campus security. The runways had sprouted tufts of
grass. The barracks now paralleled two neat rows of
trailers—”portables,” the university called them-and together they
accommodated the science and language departments until the new
complex was completed. The buzzards had moved on; the swamp grass
had been paved over. So much for the past, Conway thought.

“Señor,” said Panzo, wiping an arm across his
forehead. It was warm and still, and sweat left streaks along the
sides of Panzo’s face. “They say America is best country in the
world, no? I hear this, in Havana. I see turistas come with much
money. I ask, where you from? And always they say America. I come
here, on Mariel boatlift. I get good job with the university. I
feed my family. Then Señora Markham is killed. This not happen in
Cuba. Only the soldiers kill. We no kill each other. Maybe this not
best country, eh?”

Conway didn’t know what to say to that. It
began to rain and he and the Cuban ducked under the tin awning at
the end of the trailer. In minutes, the rain was coming down hard
and fast, drumming the roof and pouring off in streams. He was
wearing sneakers and felt the damp seeping through the soles.

He stood with one hand in his pocket and the
other holding a cigarette. His shoulders stooped. He’d been
self-consciously tall as a kid and now carried himself that way out
of habit. His face was boyish, except around his smoky eyes, where
two deep lines jutted out from the comers, the result of squinting
against the glare of a tropical sun. The end of his nose was
sunburned, so he looked as if he had a cold. He did not want to be
here.

He’d been packing to leave for Colorado when
Truro had called earlier this morning. “I’ve got six guys out with
the flu, John, and I’d appreciate it if you’d just drive over to
the campus and take a look. Tillis is already out there.”

“I’m leaving for vacation tomorrow,” Conway
had argued, “tomorrow morning. I haven’t had a vacation in
two-and-a-half years, remember?”

“I know, I know. I’m just asking you to take
a look.” When Truro said this, a screen in Conway’s mind had filled
with an image of Truro sitting heavily on the edge of his desk, a
cup of coffee in one hand, a cigarette in the other, perspiration
beaded across his upper lip like a perforated line-a prime
candidate for a coronary.

Now here he was. Taking a look. And of course
Colorado was out of the question, and of course Truro had known
that. So had Jenny. The minute Conway had hung up with Truro, Jenny
had come to the door of the living room, a hand on her hip, that
look on her face, and said, “Don’t tell me.”

“I’m just going to drive over, Jen. Take a
look. That’s all he said.”

“Good-bye, Colorado; good-bye, Hawaii.” She
rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, flicked her blond hair off her
shoulder as if it were tickling her neck.

“Truro’s in a bind. Six guys are out with the
flu.”

“He is a bind, John.” She turned on
her heel, stomped back into the kitchen. He followed with short,
nervous steps.

“C’mon, try to understand.”

“Oh, but I do, I do. You’re married to your
job. I don’t think it could be much plainer than that.”

“I’ll meet you in Aspen next weekend.”

“Ah, yes,” she said, nodding, “I know this
routine. First, it’s ‘I’m just going to take a look, Jen,’ and now
it’s ‘I’ll meet you next weekend, Jen.’ Well, forget it. I’ll go by
myself. I’ve got a month off between flights and I’m not going to
spend it sitting around Miami on my ass, waiting for you to
sandwich me in between murders.”

“I’ll be back in an hour. We’ll talk about it
then.”

“I won’t be here in an hour, so don’t
bother.”

She had, in fact, probably left already. So
much for the present and the future.

“Señor Conway,” Panzo said, glancing over at
him, “who do this? Who do this to such a good woman?”

“I don’t know.” He wondered why people always
seemed to think he had all the answers.

He waited until the rain had let up and steam
was rising from the sidewalks, then said good-bye to Panzo and
darted over to where Tillis and some of the others stood. “I’m
heading downtown, so let me have the briefcase and purse. Someone’s
going to have to drive her car over to her husband’s place. Check
it out, will you, Tillis?”

“Gladly.” Tillis eyed the bright blue sports
car, sitting mute as a monk in the drizzle. “Maybe Markham will
sell it to me cheap.”

Conway picked up Denise Markham’s briefcase
and purse and walked off toward his car, no longer caring if he got
wet. For a moment, the grandeur of the Rockies loomed larger than
life in his head, blotting out the gray skies, the rain, the almost
unbearable heat and humidity. Then he got into his car and started
across town, thinking that maybe Jen was right about him. Any
normal man would have gone to Colorado.

It was still raining Monday morning. Conway
stood in the doorway of one of the barracks, shaking his raincoat,
wishing he’d traded in his sneakers for a pair of real shoes. There
were puddles in the parking lot where the TR7 had been and water
rushing out of the corroding drainpipes at the sides of the
trailers. Only three other cars were outside, and he wondered if
today was a holiday he’d forgotten about.

His sneakers squeaked as he started upstairs
to the second floor. The exiguously lit hallways smelled closed and
unused and hummed with air conditioners on the verge of collapse.
He fought back the feeling of general malaise that had plagued him
since he’d gotten up this morning. Jen had gone on to Colorado
without him. Stella, his ex-wife, had called to inform him that she
hadn’t received her check yet this month. And he couldn’t help but
feel some resentment toward Captain Truro for having called in the
first place and taking advantage of his good nature.

The first office he came to was open. He
knocked, peeked in. “Hello. Excuse me.”

The woman behind the desk stacked high with
papers smiled pleasantly as she got up. Black curls framed her face
and there was a hint of color in her cheeks. Her eyes were a quiet,
summery green. “Morning,” she said, running her hands along her
arms as she passed in front of the air conditioner. “You’re not one
of my students, so you can’t be here about a grade.”

“Detective Conway. With homicide.”

That word, “homicide,” always brought shadows
to people’s laces, he thought, and she was no exception. “Right.
Come on in and have a seat. I’m Laura Perkins.” She flung her arms
out. “Excuse the mess. We’re at the end of the quarter, and I’m way
behind, as usual.”

“Where is everyone?” he asked. “The parking
lot is practically deserted.”

“Most of the faculty’s at home, grading
papers.”

Wonderful. He should have known there wasn’t
going to be anything simple about this case when he’d arrived
yesterday only to find the body gone. “Denise Markham did
work in this building, didn’t she?”

“Right down the hall.” Laura lit a cigarette
as she sat in the chair across from him. “I hardly knew her, so I
don’t know how much I can tell you. She kept pretty much to
herself.”

“Were you here the night she was killed?”

“I was working late. Grading finals. I guess
I left close to midnight. I don’t usually like to stay that late
here, but I lost track of the time.”

“Do you know if Mrs. Markham was still here
when you left?”

“The lights in the lab were still on, so
probably. I parked in the back lot, though, and she usually parked
out front, so I can’t say for sure whether she was here or not. She
might’ve already left and had forgotten to turn out her lights.”
She paused, sat forward. A thin veil of smoke rose up around her.
“What time was she killed, do you know?”

“We’ll know once the autopsy’s been done… Did
she work late frequently?”

“She was always the first person here in the
morning and the last to leave at night. She was primarily a
researcher, you know. Oh, she taught an occasional chemistry
course, but her passion was research. I’ve heard she was brilliant,
for whatever that’s worth. It’s one of those words you hear a lot
around here.”

“Did she have any close friends on the
faculty? Anyone in particular she was seeing?”

She crossed her legs at the knees, moved her
foot in a slow arc. “She was a loner, Detective Conway. I’ve been
here nearly five years and I don’t think I ever saw Denise with
anyone. As for whether she was seeing anyone-I thought she was
married.”

“On the verge of divorce.”

“See”—she laughed—”you know more about this
than I do. There isn’t much departmental mixing here. She was
science and I’m language, not that it would have made a difference
where Denise was concerned. She didn’t socialize with anyone, like
I said. Madame Curie might’ve gotten a rise out of her, but not
just someone she worked around.”

“How’d the students feel about her?”

“I don’t think they cared much for her,
because she was tough. Rarely gave anything above a C, and she had
a bad habit of intimidating people in class.”

Delightful woman, Conway thought. A beautiful
bitch. “And other members of the faculty?”

“She was the first in the science department
to be hired primarily as a researcher, so there may have been some
professional jealousy.

Laura leaned forward, and stabbed out her
cigarette. “The newspapers are drawing a connection between
Denise’s murder and the deaths of those other two women. Is that
true? Do you think there’s a correlation?”

“We won’t know for sure until the autopsy’s
done. But from the looks of it, Denise died the same way, and that
makes three women in a month.”

“So this guy’s a nut.”

“You sure the murderer’s male?” he asked.
Amateur sleuths abounded, he thought with amusement.

“Sam Spade I’m not.” She laughed. “Was it
really José Panzo who found her?” Conway nodded. “That’s too bad. I
know he was fond of her. I’d given him some books so he could study
English on his own, and Denise used to help him with pronunciation.
Seems like she always had time for him.”

A beautiful bitch with a shade of compassion?
“He said she was a ‘good woman,’ whatever that means.”

“Then he was probably one of the few who
thought so.”

The rain was coming down in sheets now,
whipping leaves and twigs through the gray light, and he thought
about the floorboards leaking in his car and about how his sneakers
were already damp and about how the weather in Aspen was a cool
sixty-five degrees.

“Have you spoken to anyone over in the law
school yet?”

“No, you’re my first.”

“Poor you. I’m afraid I haven’t been much
help. But Rita Lincoln might be. She teaches criminal law. Murder’s
her hobby.”

“Gruesome hobby.” Conway laughed.

“She’s got the involuted mind for this kind
of thing. We kid her about it all the time. I’m sure by now she’s
come up with a theory and a list of suspects.”

“Then she’s doing a better job than I am.” He
removed a card from his wallet, scribbled his home number across
the bottom. “If you think of anything or hear anything, please give
me a call. If you can’t get me at either of those numbers, just
leave a message.”

Laura nodded, walked with him to the door.
“Good luck, Mr. Conway.”

“Thanks.” If luck had
anything to do with this, he thought, he was doomed and would have
been better off in Colorado.

2

Laura stood at the
window after Conway had left, gazing through the gloomy light to
the walkway below. In her mind, she followed it until she reached
the hibiscus where Denise had been found. A chill passed through
her. Someone walking on my grave, she thought. The
suddenness of death, its proximity, had left her with a bitter
taste of her own mortality. She was thirty-two years old and coming
up for tenure this fall. Until this morning, when she’d read about
the murder, her future had seemed utterly limitless. She’d never
given much thought to what regrets she might have had for things
undone, undreamed, unfinished. The death of a woman she barely knew
had swept into her life like a hot, dry wind, disrupting her
illusions, and now, suddenly, it was all she could think about.

She’d last seen Denise on Friday, standing in
the hall with Panzo, the two of them paging through one of the
textbooks Laura had given him. Denise had been pronouncing the word
“owl,” her mouth stretched oddly, exaggerating the sound. “Ow,
José, like if I pinch you,” she’d said, and had done just that,
pinching him on the arm.

“Ow,” he’d said, laughing, “sí, sí,
owl. Owl.”

Denise had glanced up as Laura had passed
them, smiled in that distracted way she had, and then she and Panzo
had moved into her office. When Laura had left that evening,
Denise’s car was still in the parking lot and the lights were on in
the downstairs lab.

The newspaper said the murder had happened
late Saturday evening. But how late? While she was sitting
here in her office grading papers? Or maybe a little later when she
and Rita were having a nightcap in Coconut Grove? Hopefully the
latter, she thought. The mere possibility that Denise might’ve been
killed while she was still on campus left a peculiar hole in the
pit of her stomach.

It’s tragic and I’m sorry, but I’m glad it
wasn’t me. She shuddered. It’s the rain, she decided, rubbing
her hands along her arms, wishing this vague and disturbing feeling
would go away.

“Dr. Perkins?”

She spun around, startled. Tom Duncan stood
in the doorway, his hairy arms dangling free of his rain slicker
from the elbows down. His bright blue eyes stared out at her from
beneath a mop of thick blond hair, and she wondered what it was
about him she didn’t like. She knew why he was here, and she walked
over to her desk, reached for her purse, swung it onto her
shoulder.

“I was just leaving, Tom.”

“It’s about my grade.”

“We’ve already discussed it.”

“You’ve just got to change it to a C, Dr.
Perkins. Otherwise the coach is going to suspend me from the
team.”

“You know the appeal process.”

“But that could take months.”

“Look,” she said impatiently as she moved
toward the door, “you made it to class three times, got a C on the
midterm, and flunked the final. That’s an F in my book.”

He followed her into the hall, stood so
closely behind her that she could smell his after-shave. “It isn’t
that I didn’t like American lit,” he went on as if she hadn’t
spoken. “It’s just that I was having some problems this quarter and
I—”

“No,” she said firmly.

“I bet that’s what Mrs. Markham used to
say.”

Her eyes snapped to his face. “I wouldn’t
know. You are familiar with the appeal process, aren’t
you?”

“Sure,” he replied. “And I’ll win, too.”

It probably wouldn’t even get that
far, she thought. The coach would relent not out of compassion for
Duncan, but because he was the basketball team. Without him,
where would the university be in collegiate competition? “Fine. I
hope you do.”

Duncan dribbled an imaginary basketball,
turned from side to side as they walked down the hall. He made
small clucking noises with his tongue against his teeth. “You
always such a bitch?” he asked in a perfectly pleasant and casual
voice, as though he were inquiring about the weather. A dimple grew
at the corner of his mouth as he smiled, then deepened like a
crater.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

‘Yeah, you do that,
lady,” and he dribbled off down the hall, hopping and sidestepping
and making the weird noise with his tongue. She suddenly remembered
that he’d been Denise Markham’s research assistant at one time. She
made a mental note to call Conway and tell him about it.
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By early afternoon,
Conway was ready to quit and catch the next plane to Colorado. He’d
spoken to a handful of faculty, and the emerging impression of the
Markham woman was that she’d had little use for other people. No
one seemed to know much about her, but most everyone agreed that if
she’d been able to figure out a way to keep going without food or
sleep, she probably never would have left the lab.

He’d contacted Joe Simms, the head of the
science department, and even he had admitted he didn’t know Denise
very well. “She did her job, Mr. Conway, had published some
excellent papers on enzyme research, but I can’t say I really knew
the woman personally. You know how these egghead types
are-reclusive.”

“Could you tell me something about the
research she was working on when she died?”

“Well, Mr. Conway, we assume our people are
professionals,” Simms had said, “so we don’t breathe down their
necks. I couldn’t tell you anything about her work, because we were
all waiting for her to publish. It didn’t have anything to do with
enzymes, though. I can tell you that much.” Which didn’t tell him a
thing.

As he thought about his conversation with
Simms, he was coming out of the lab and saw a woman walking slowly
around the area that had been cordoned off. One of her hands was
loose on the rope; the other held the strap of her purse, which was
over her shoulder. It was still drizzling, but she didn’t seem to
notice. Her blond hair reached thickly to her shoulders, so pale at
the front it almost blended with her white jacket. She had
fantastic legs.

“Lose something?” he asked.

She smiled as if she knew him, a quick,
lovely smile that warmed his insides. Her face lacked the brassy
prettiness that Jen’s had; it was softer somehow, friendlier, with
pale blue eyes that could probably speak paragraphs in a single
glance. “Oh, Detective Conway.”

He laughed. “Is it written somewhere that
shows?”

“The trench coat.” Her eyes twinkled; he
realized she was poking fun at him.

He hooked his thumbs in the lapels. “But it’s
plastic.”

She laughed. “Someone told me who you were.
I’m Rita Lincoln. I teach here.”

“Right. The lady whose hobby is murder.”

“Laura Perkins. You’ve been talking to
Laura,” she said after a moment.

They started down the walk between the
trailers, the scent of her perfume between them. “No
interrogations? Don’t you want to ask me what I know about Denise?”
she said.

“Were you checking out the scene of the crime
or something?”

“Boy, what sarcasm.” She laughed again and he
liked the sound of it-clear, sincere.

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Sure you did, but it’s okay. I’m used to it.
How about some coffee? I’ll tell you everything I know about the
woman. Which isn’t much.”

“That seems to be the general trend.”

“Like Howard Hughes.”

Rita got into her car and he followed her out
of the lot and onto the old runway, which led to the main part of
campus. She drove an old tan Volvo, with a long sleek back like a
greyhound. It was badly in need of a paint job and didn’t look like
it could do much over fifty. So when it suddenly sped off through
the oblique light, it took him a moment to react. Then he pressed
the accelerator to the floor, grinning, saying, “I’ll be damned,”
and the pavement flew toward him in a blur.

His speedometer needle climbed past eighty.
Water tore off the windshield in opposing directions. The car
hummed; it bumped and rattled across the tufts of grass, the holes,
and the runway narrowed off forever into the gray, western sky.

Rita made an abrupt left turn. The car spun
in a half circle; the tires screeched and steamed against the wet
pavement. She made a surprisingly deft recovery, and by the time
she approached the first stop sign, she was doing a respectable
twenty in a fifteen-mile-an-hour zone.

“You must have secret aspirations,” he
remarked, pulling alongside Rita as she parked.

“That runway’s just too tempting. You didn’t
do too badly yourself, you know. I was keeping an eye on you in the
mirror.”

“I,” he said, “happen to have the same
aspirations.”

“Good. Then we should get along just
fine.”

They went through the cafeteria lunch line
and sat at a table near the window. An hour later, when Laura came
in, they were still there.

“So, Mr. Conway,” said Laura, setting her
tray on the table as she joined them, “did Rita fill you in on all
her theories?”

Rita was eyeing the food on Laura’s tray.
“All sixty minutes’ worth,” she quipped.

“A meeting of the minds,” Conway said. “And
please call me John. ‘Mister’ makes me feel old.”

“He thinks the guy who killed Denise was
having sexual relations with her. That’s just how he put it, Laura.
‘Sexual relations,’ ” Rita said as if he were no longer present. “I
disagree primarily with his semantics. ‘Relationship’ would be a
better word.” She speared a leaf of spinach in Laura’s salad and
raised her eyes to Conway’s face. “But that’s a distinction which
sometimes escapes men, isn’t it?” There was no sarcasm in her
voice; she was just poking fun again.

“I plead the Fifth.” He glanced at his watch.
“I’ve really got to run, ladies.”

“Coward,” Rita murmured.

Conway laughed. “Discretion.”

As he was getting up, Laura mentioned he
might want to speak to a student named Tom Duncan, who had once
been Denise’s research assistant. Conway jotted down the man’s
name.

“Oh, God,” Rita groaned. “Duncan. Yuck. But
while you’re at it, you should probably talk to Frank Tumbalt, too.
I think he knew Denise.” She stabbed a carrot in Laura’s bowl.
“He’s in the law building. Big shot from Harvard.”

“Drive carefully, Rita.”

“Chummy,” Laura remarked when Conway had
left. “Real chummy.”

“What’d you tell him, anyway?”

“About your hobby.”

Rita cut a comer from Laura’s sandwich.
“Attorneys don’t have hobbies, Laura. They have law. Law and
ulcers, law and diversions.”

“My father used to say all lawyers are
crooked.”

“Okay, okay, some of us have law and
swindles, how’s that. Now, Hank’s diversions are racquetball and
magic. Mine are murder, fast cars, and, occasionally, sex. Just for
the record.”

“You make it sound like you’re on the verge
of divorce.”

“We haven’t been married long enough to get
divorced, but we do have our moments, yes.”

Laura watched Rita’s fork swinging back and
forth like a pendulum over her salad bowl. It dropped, impaling a
radish. Rita’s every movement, no matter how small, how trivial,
was feminine, precise. It had been like that as long as Laura could
remember. It was as if Rita had been born into a state of grace,
blessed with alacrity, brains, and looks, the complete package.
They’d been friends since they were kids, and Laura didn’t think
she’d ever met another human being as integrated as Rita, as
complete.

Rita cut another comer from Laura’s sandwich.
“Did you eat, Rita?”

“Hmm. Sorry. Talking about murder makes me
hungry. The other two women were raped, you know. Although they
won’t know about Denise until the autopsy, she didn’t appear to
have any contusions or abrasions. Neither did the other two.” Rita
picked up her spoon, dipped it into the heart of Laura’s
Jell-O.

“You know, it’s a good thing I like you,”
Laura said, pushing her bowl of Jell-O toward Rita. “There. You
finish it.”

“Thanks.”

“Maybe you’re pregnant.”

“Perish the thought.” She nibbled at the
salad, put her spoon down. “You know, it’s too bad I’m a diehard
from the old school of monogamy. Conway would be first on my list
otherwise.”

“He doesn’t seem your type.”

“I still haven’t figured out what my type is.
Hey, I almost forgot. If Ian’s in town, why don’t you two come over
for dinner a week from Saturday?”

“Hank must be cooking.”

“I sure wouldn’t plan a menu two weeks in
advance. When’s Ian coming back, anyway?”

“Sometime this week.”

“Boy, that sounds vague.”

“It’s always vague.”

“Men.” Rita sighed.

 



Chapter 2
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The house had always
creaked when it rained, almost as if the cedar had some dim memory
of itself as a tree, its branches weighted with the tricks of the
seasons. It was an A-frame on a two-acre lot that backed up to a
forest of pine. Some nights the scent of pine and the damp earth
would follow Laura into sleep and she’d awaken believing she was
somewhere in the New England woods. There was always a brief stab
of disappointment when she looked out onto the roofs of other
houses in the distance. In south Florida, the notion of country was
an illusion.

She turned on her side and Emily strolled up
from the foot of the bed, her striped tiger’s face twitching. She
stepped carefully over the hills and valleys in the sheets and
stretched out beside Laura, purring. Laura glared at the phone,
which had been mute for days, willing it to ring. It seemed she’d
spent most of the last five months waiting for calls from Ian. When
he wasn’t on the road, he was preparing to hit the road, and when
she didn’t hear from him, she assumed the worst. And the worst was
always a bright, lovely woman who knew all the right things to say
over drinks and dinner and bed. Not that they’d ever discussed it.
But she had met him on the road, in Key West, and look what had
happened.

If she hadn’t been in a hurry that
morning; if she hadn’t been annoyed that she would have to
skip breakfast and sit through a polite luncheon with pompous
educators dabbing at their mouths with linen napkins, glancing
surreptitiously at the clock as they tugged at ties and panty hose,
just itching to get away and drink themselves stinko; if
she’d been paying attention to what she was doing, she wouldn’t
have plowed into the car behind her in the motel parking lot. She
wouldn’t have met him.

She’d no sooner heard the sickening crunch of
taillights than a man jumped out of the car and marched to the
back, his fists clenched as if he intended to damage the person
responsible. He was muttering, “I can’t believe this,” as she
approached.

“I’m really sorry,” she said, “and I’ll be
glad to pay for whatever damages there are.” The fenders were
hooked. A deep gash ran through the paint near the license plate.
“Should I go call a tow truck? Would that be easiest?”

He broke off a piece of taillight, dropped it
in the dirt, brought the heel of his shoe down over it. The plastic
splintered like bone. “The car’s a rental,” he said, leaning
against it, folding his arms, and he looked at her as if daring her
to say something.

“So I’ll pay for it.”

It was late January and the sky over his
shoulders arched in a perfect, cloudless blue, brittle where the
sun stood, deeper at the edges. She didn’t want to argue. It was
chilly standing out here, and she was hungry and already late.
“Look,” she continued, scribbling her name and work number on a
scrap of paper and handing it to him, “you can get in touch with me
here when you know how much. I’m late for this conference, Mr. …”
Her brows shot up quizzically.

“Fletcher, Ian Fletcher.”

“Well, Mr. Fletcher, I’m late for this
conference just around the comer, and if—”

“Me, too.”

“Me, too, what?” she asked, and they both
laughed.

“The conference,” he said, dropping his arms
to his sides. “That’s where I’m supposed to be, too.”

“You’re a teacher?”

He laughed. His eyes were the color of bitter
chocolate, good enough to eat, and his thick chestnut hair was
graying at the temples. When she’d first looked at him, when he was
snarling and fussing over his car, she’d thought his mouth was
mean. But the laugh transformed it. “Don’t I look like one?”

“No. I don’t know.” Then she shook her head
firmly. “No, you don’t.”

“I’m not. I sell word processors.”

There didn’t seem to be much to say beyond
that, so she glanced back at the fenders. “How’re we going to get
them loose?”

“I hate conferences,” he said, ignoring her
question. “What about you?”

“I hate luncheons.”

Laughing, scratching the side of his nose, he
looked down at the ground where they stood, then deliberately
brought his eyes slowly up her body to her face. “My,” she
remarked, “that was subtle.”

“You’re supposed to pretend you didn’t
notice.”

“I’d have to be blind not to notice,” she
snapped, taking umbrage, not liking his game. “About the fenders,”
she went on, her tone clipped, impersonal. “Why don’t we call a tow
truck and you get estimates and so on. I’ve really got to get
going. I’ll be here through tomorrow.”

She started to turn around, but he said,
“Wait. Hold on. I apologize.” He knocked his knuckles against the
side of the car. “I apologize, Laura Perkins. Have you had
breakfast? Let me buy you breakfast. Let me prove to you that I’m
not really an obnoxious human being.”

“That may take some doing.”

“Come on. There’s a place across the street.”
He was already touching the small of her back, urging her
forward.

“What about the cars?”

“Forget it, sweet pea. This is Key West.
Where anything goes.”

They lingered a couple of hours over
breakfast at a place on the water, then walked the labyrinthian
streets that curled in on themselves like pretzels. He, born and
bred in the town, knew the history of everything-docks, buildings,
and cornerstones, who had slept where and when-and showed her the
island as only a native could. It was no surprise they didn’t make
it to the conference and that she surrendered her room and moved
into his, and no surprise they spent the next three days breaking
all the rules here at the end of the line. She, the refugee of
another affair, shed the skin of her famine and fell in love with
the abandon of a tourist in a foreign country, traveling without a
past. She was zipped into paradise and snuggled down inside it,
loving how it fit.

And on the fourth day, it burst.

She’d asked one simple question: Have you
ever been married? And before he’d even replied, she saw it in his
eyes and her hands went numb, and the numbness worked down into her
arms, across her shoulders, and then dug into her heart. She looked
away from him, out over the deck of the restaurant where they were
sitting. A winter moon was rising in the tropics. A couple strolled
the beach below, just the way you saw it on postcards-arms around
each other, heads bowed, bare feet leaving prints in the wet
sand-and she thought, A lie, all of it’s a lie.

“I didn’t know how to tell you,” Ian said
finally.

There: that was the worst and the best of it.
Affirmation was a blessed relief. She thought of a thousand things
she wanted to say and would have except there didn’t seem to be
much point in it. She simply dropped her napkin next to her plate
and picked up her purse. “Have a nice life, Ian,” she said, and
left.

She drove back to Miami that night and spent
most of the next month forgetting. She discovered she could be a
fairly rational human being, perhaps even a useful one, as long as
she kept busy. So she set to work refurbishing the house. It was
only when she closed her eyes at night and heard the wind through
the pines that she felt the penetrating, obdurate vestige of her
affections. Her arguments were the usual ones women use to talk
themselves out of love: he was a liar and a bastard and of course
unobtainable. She loved him because she couldn’t have him, didn’t
she? Not that it would have made any difference to anyone but her.
Yet it seemed important she understand the distinction.

The conundrum was resolved one Saturday
afternoon when she was wallpapering her downstairs bathroom and the
doorbell rang and it was Ian. Just like that. Without preface,
perhaps afraid she would shut the door before he said his piece, he
blurted, “It was a lie, Laura. I’m not married. I was involved with
someone else and I was feeling pretty screwed up and it was just
simpler to say I was married than to try to explain.” He ran a
finger under his mustache, looked down at the porch. “I’m
sorry.”

His shoulders sagged with the relief of his
confession. She didn’t know what to think, say, so she left him
standing there and walked back across the room to her wallpaper.
She finished brushing paste onto the back of a strip. She heard him
come into the house and shut the door. The cat ran into the
bathroom, poked her nose around the tray of paste, then plopped
herself down on the carpet just outside and began to preen.

“Emily wanted in,” Ian said, crouching down,
stroking the animal’s belly.

Laura fixed the strip of wallpaper in place.
“How’d you know her name?”

“You told me. I remembered. When we saw
Hemingway’s house and all the seven-toed cats.”

Laura ran the roller up and down the
wallpaper longer than necessary so she wouldn’t have to look at
him. She couldn’t think properly. It was too warm in the room. She
remembered the day they’d gone through Hemingway’s finca;
he’d told her he loved her. She wondered if he remembered that,
too.

“Is it over?” she asked finally. “Between you
and this woman?”

“The week I got back from the Keys. I
realized I just didn’t care anymore.”

“Does she live here?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“She lives in Gainesville.”

“How long were you involved with her?”

“Off and on for about a year.”

She kneeled on the floor again, cut another
strip of paper while Ian held down the sides. She noticed his
fingers were long, the nails a soft, salubrious pink. “Tell me if
I’m violating the boundaries of propriety,” she said.

“You aren’t.”

“I think what you did was cowardly, Ian.”

“Guilty as charged.”

That he agreed made it more difficult. How
much simpler it would have been if he’d come here, apologized, and
they’d argued. Then she could have said, There, I was right. He’s a
shit. I’m better off without him. But he wasn’t the least bit
pugnacious.

Laura picked up the brush, dipped it in the
paste, drew it once down the length of the paper, then set it in
the tray. She scratched her forehead with the back of her hand
because the rest of her was sticky. “Look,” she began, feeling a
dull pounding at the back of her head, the parched thickness in her
throat, “what do you want from me?”

“Nothing.”

Don’t tell me that.

“Then why’re you here, Ian? What’s the
point?” She rolled back on her heels, saw the look that came over
his face, and felt her insides turning to sand.

“I wanted to apologize. I wanted to tell you
that something happened between you and me, Laura.” He chose his
words carefully, stepping back through their brief and colored
past. “Something good. I guess what I want from you is another
chance.”

Give me a chance, he’d said that morning in
Key West. Let me prove to you I’m not an obnoxious human being. She
picked up the brush again, wanting to stall, think, to decide. She
couldn’t breathe properly around him. Then she dropped the brush,
sighed. “God, I’m so easy.”

Now it was June, and the doubt implanted by
the first lie grew in direct proportion to the telephone’s silence.
She rolled onto her back, insomnia creeping through her by degrees,
her obstreperous thoughts marching through the months, pushing into
the dark comers of consciousness, rubbing up against old wounds.
This bed’s too big for one, Laura. Ian’s townhouse in
North Miami had only a double bed; hers was a king. How ironic that
the size of a bed determined at whose place they spent most of
their time together. And it wasn’t fair, she thought. Since she was
picking him apart, she might as well include that, too. This way,
if anything happened, her house would be the place where all the
memories were stored. Ian would be able to return to the clean
slate of his rooms, none the worse for wear.

She closed her eyes, listening to the rain in
the dark, the squeal of traffic in the distance, the immense
silence drifting up from downstairs. It wasn’t just her bed that
was too large for one. It was the house, lot, the forest of pines
in the back.

The sound of the rain receded. She turned on
her side, waiting for sleep to come, lulled by the whisper of the
wind in the eaves.

In the dream, the phone was ringing and Laura
was running to answer it. She took the stairs two at a time, but
they got higher and higher and the ringing got louder and closer
and she called out for Ian to answer it.

The ringing continued.

She kept on running and began to gasp for
breath, as if the air were thin, and when the stairs suddenly
flattened out, like a rug pulled from beneath her, she fell forward
and slid down almost to the bottom and had to start all over
again.

She had to climb up through the dream as the
ringing went on and on, so empty, so hollow, and when she was
finally on the landing, she could see into the bedroom. Ian was
there, the covers pulled over his head. On the nightstand the phone
was ringing so loudly she had to press her hands over her ears.
“Why didn’t you answer it?” she shouted. And then a woman sat up in
the bed.

“You were always so stupid,” she said. Laura
stepped closer. The air in the room was thick, gray. The woman,
naked to the waist, hair falling over one shoulder, was Denise
Markham.

“But you’re dead!” Laura shouted at her.
“You’re dead. Get out of here!”

“Go away,” Denise said. “We don’t want you
here.”

Ian sat up, the covers falling away from him.
“That’s right. We don’t want you here,” he repeated in a
monotone.

“But she’s dead, Ian, and I’m alive,” Laura
said to him, poking herself in the chest.

Denise and Ian laughed, looked at each other
as if she were no longer in the room. Their laughter was a low,
intimate sound, and he moved slowly toward her, kissing her mouth
and eyes and breasts, and the ringing went on and on.

Laura stumbled out of the dream, sucking at
the air, covered with perspiration. The phone was pealing. Her feet
were tangled in the sheets. Rain whipped the branches against the
windows. She fumbled in the dark for the phone, knocked it off the
cradle. “Hello?”

“Laura?”

The voice was low, strained, like a frog’s.
She thought it was a bad connection, because of the storm. “Ian,
can you speak up?”

“Laura, I’m watching you,” the voice
whispered, “and when the lights go out, I’ll be there watching you
and waiting for you, ready to—”

She slammed down the phone, dived for the
light. She turned the switch off and on, her fingers sliding around
it, but nothing happened. She threw back the covers, sat up. He’d
cut the wires. He was outside. Her head dropped to her chest and
she clutched the sheet. Don’t panic.

But everything went dead inside her and then
a wind rose from the silence within her and fear slammed against
her ribs like a tidal wave. She leaped out of bed. She needed a
weapon.

Laura felt her way along the edge of the bed
until she reached the nightstand. She jerked open the drawer,
jammed her hands into the sea of papers and junk, feeling around
for the scissors. The phone, she thought, spinning around, holding
the scissors open, maybe he’d cut that, too. She grabbed for it,
held it away from her ear, anticipating the ugly whisper of the
man’s voice. Outside, the wind blew furiously through the pines and
the sky suddenly lit up like the Fourth of July. She held the phone
to her ear and heard the dial tone. The storm, she thought, daring
to laugh. It had knocked out the power.

She got up, pressed her face to the window,
cupping her hands at the sides as she peered out into the wet,
empty dark. The streetlights were out, the power everywhere was
dead. Coincidence, of course. These things happened.

It thundered and she grimaced, pulling her
shoulders in toward her body until the rumble passed, then she put
the scissors on the nightstand and felt along the wall to the
closet. Hurricane supplies. Center of the shelf. Her hands touched
a shoebox; she brought it back over to the bed with her, hugging it
like a teddy bear. Matches. Candles. Batteries and a flashlight.
She pushed her thumb against the switch, holding her breath in that
instant before she knew, then whispered, “God, great. All right,”
as the beam shooed the dark from the room.

The phone rang again.
She moved to the top of the bed, pulling the shoebox along with
her, and got in between the sheets. When the ringing stopped, there
was only the voice of the wind and the rain shrieking in the
endless night.
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The man held his
hand to the phone awhile after Laura had hung up on him, as if to
prolong the connection between them and the thrill snaking along
his spine. His voice would now be a ripple in her consciousness.
She wouldn’t be able to answer the phone in the next few days
without first thinking of him, of his voice.

She evidently hadn’t seen him the night of
Denise’s murder; otherwise he would’ve been in jail by now. But she
might have noted some detail which wouldn’t fall into place until
later. Yes, it would have been simpler just to kill her. Dead, she
would no longer be a menace to him. But he wanted to play with her
first, like he had with Denise. He enjoyed that surge of power he’d
felt just before Denise had died. That instant when she’d fully
understood what was happening, that he, her faithful Bucky,
was about to end her life. He wanted to experience that with
Laura.

He walked back into the bedroom, growing
dizzy as Denise’s face swam inside his head, the features
separate-a mouth, nose, those dark, tantalizing eyes, that cascade
of hair-then the features slid together and became Laura’s face
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