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  For my daughter, Megan, and for Mary Ann Eckels
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  One windy day two monks were arguing about a flapping banner. The first said, “I say the banner is moving, not the wind.” The second said, “I say the wind is moving, not the banner.” A third monk passed by and said, “The wind is not moving. The banner is not moving. Your minds are moving.”


  ZEN PARABLE


  Healing by the laying on of hands is about as miraculous as radio.


  BERNARD GRAD


  BLUE PEARL


  DECEMBER 5


  Jupiter, Florida


  The first time I killed it happened in a dream and it was a man, not a woman, and I used a knife, not a gun.


  It was one of those stifling, breathless August days when the sky and the sea are bleached of color and the air steams. Barker was on a yacht and everything around him was a surreal milky white, but he was dark, like an oil spill. He was sitting in a beach chair, reading or something, and his back was to me. I had a steak knife in my hand. I don’t know why, it was just there, the way things are sometimes in dreams, and I walked up behind him and stared at the hair on the back of his neck.


  I remember this part clearly: the tiny strands curling like commas against his tanned neck, the freckles punctuating the skin, the creases like dashes. The longer I stared, the more obvious it became that these commas, punctuation marks, and dashes were a code, a secret language, something intended specifically for me. The message was clear, that I should kill him as he sat there, just push the knife into his back and be done with it. So that’s what I did.


  In the dream.


  This time, though, it wasn’t any dream.


  Janis was alone in the house. I had seen the Porsche roar out of the gate earlier, her husband and daughter inside. I was sure he and Janis had been arguing. She had probably started drinking as soon as he had left, hard stuff, gin or scotch, and with any luck she would be sucking it down straight from the bottle now.


  I crossed the road in front of the ranch, the air warm and still around me. The scent of gardenias and jasmine hung in the air, wildflowers bloomed in clusters as plump as cushions. The melaleuca trees along the driveway stood straight and motionless, like soldiers at attention. Janis’s touches. She possessed a certain aesthetic sense about color and shape, the geometry the eye perceives. I admired that about her.


  It was everything else about her that I had a problem with.


  As I climbed the creaking porch steps, I realized how odd the gun felt inside my jacket. Lumpy, like a piece of wadded-up clothing. I punched the doorbell, waited, punched again. The light from the TV flickered against the Levolors. It was so quiet I could hear a soft burst of canned laughter. When she didn’t appear, I rapped sharply, waited again, then called her name. It skipped off my tongue with a disquieting finality.


  I finally covered the door handle with my handkerchief, felt no resistance when I turned it, and stepped inside. She was sacked out on the couch, an open bottle of booze on the floor. Next to the bottle was an overturned glass and a puddle of something, melted ice or spilled booze, I couldn’t tell. I shut the door and walked over to her.


  “Janis,” I whispered, but she didn’t stir.


  She was sprawled on her back, strands of her blond hair curled damply against her forehead. Her mouth was slightly open; the air around her stank of booze. Even in her worst moments she was pretty, no denying that. The pale perfection of her skin, the delicate nose, the high forehead, the silken sheen of her hair. But what struck me most just then was how harmless she seemed, how benign.


  My resolve faltered, stuttered like an old engine badly in need of a tune-up. I don’t mind admitting that I had my share of second thoughts. But they never lasted long. I knew, after all, what lay beneath that pretty skin, the quick smile, the charm that she turned off and on like a light. And she had made this so much easier by being six sheets to the wind.


  I slipped the gun from my jacket, nothing fancy, a standard .38. I picked up a pillow from the other end of the couch, pressed it down against her chest, and fired through it, three quick shots to the heart.


  The pillow muffled the sound, but it was a shock nonetheless, a shock that I had actually done it, that it had been this easy. She never knew what hit her.


  I stepped back quickly, clutching the pillow and the gun. The spreading stain of blood on the front of her robe possessed a lovely symmetry and I couldn’t wrench my eyes from it. It reminded me of something I’d seen on TV, on the Discovery Channel probably, the texture of a rose petal under a microscope. Surprise, the petal isn’t smooth at all. It’s a vast, complex continent of veins that connect like interstates, of cells that swirl like dervishes. A bit like Janis, I guess.


  I became aware, finally, of the voices from the TV, of a clock ticking somewhere in the room. I didn’t know how long I’d been standing there, transfixed, and that frightened me. I checked my clothing for blood, jerked the case off the pillow, dropped it on top of her. Then I backed away from the couch, blinking hard and fast, trying to clear my head. I glanced quickly around the room, certain I hadn’t touched anything except the door handle and the pillowcase.


  I slipped the gun back inside my jacket, wadded up the pillowcase, and used it to open the door. Then I hurried back down the driveway, past the silent, watchful melaleuca trees, a wave of euphoria filling me, lifting me, transporting me.


  1


  When Mike McCleary stepped out of the gym that night, a quarter moon hung like a necklace in the February sky. The earlier rain had swept on out to sea and released that deep, humus scent of earth and green and salt, smells that were indigenous to South Florida regardless of the season. The noise of frogs and crickets drifted in the cool air and, more distant, he heard the splash of cars, a squeal of damp brakes.


  He had left the windows down in his Miata and the seats were soaked. But on the floor in front of the passenger seat was a shoebox sealed with heavy tape. There was no note with it. The man he had spoken to earlier that evening had said it would be there and it was.


  Weeks, he thought. You go along for weeks tracking leads that dead-end, that twist back on themselves, and suddenly the winds change and you have something. What was the catch?


  He used his pocketknife to cut along the edge of the tape and went through the contents. A videotape, photographs, printed material. It fit, it all fit, pieces of some vast, complex picture that had eluded him for nearly two months. There were still gaps; he didn’t know what was on the videotape, he still wasn’t quite sure of some of the connections. But he had enough here to start tightening the noose.


  He hadn’t told Quin about this investigation, hadn’t told his colleagues. It was strictly between him and Fitz Eastman, a senior homicide detective with the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Department who had brought him in on the case. And who was, he thought, out of town until tomorrow afternoon.


  What to do with all this until then? If he took it home, Quin might find it and he would have to compromise Eastman’s confidence. If he took just the tape to view tonight before he went to bed, the TV might wake Quin or their daughter. Home was out, he decided. The box would probably be secure in the safe at their office, but that was a twenty-minute drive from there, then another twenty minutes’ home, and he would roll in at midnight. Best to stash the shoebox in one of the lockers in the gym.


  He zipped it inside his canvas workout bag, found a roll of masking tape in the glove compartment, and went back into the building. McCleary usually worked out three afternoons a week and at this hour, 10:50 on a Wednesday night, the faces were all different. He didn’t recognize the staff or the customers. These were people whose body clocks ticked to another rhythm altogether, the true night owls.


  In the men’s locker room McCleary went into a stall and looked through the material more slowly. The man he had spoken to, who called himself Blue Pearl, had promised there would be more information. McCleary had no idea who he was or what his interest in this case was. The only thing he knew for sure was that the guy was spooked; they had been playing cat-and-mouse games for weeks. Meet me here, meet me there. But until tonight he had been a no-show.


  In early December a woman named Janis Krieger had been shot at her home in Jupiter. Three slugs to the chest and no sign of a struggle because she had been passed out on the couch from the half bottle of scotch she’d consumed sometime before the murder. Her husband and four-year-old daughter had been at a wedding reception at the Breakers Hotel in Palm Beach when it happened and the housekeeper had been out of town.


  There were motives, but none strong enough to point the finger at, and all of the suspects had alibis. Eastman had spent a week alone on the case before he had asked for McCleary’s help. He was up against Palm Beach money; the state attorney’s office was investigating the dead woman’s husband, a Chilean healer, for practicing medicine without a license; and the feds had the guy under surveillance. The case had all the markings of a dead end, until now.


  Most of the metal lockers along the wall were taken. He finally found an unoccupied locker in the bottom row, slipped the shoebox inside, locked it, pocketed the key. Safe until Eastman returned tomorrow.


  His house was three miles west of the gym and he didn’t have to drive the interstate to get there. The two-lane road took him past several apartment complexes, a mobile-home park, patches of pasture where half a dozen cows grazed year-round. Six years ago the entire area had still been pasture and the road he was on had ended where there was now a stoplight. Only the newest maps showed that it continued into Walden Lakes, the development where he and Quin lived.


  Yes, there were lakes, seven or eight of them, but they had never seemed quite real to McCleary. They weren’t comparable to the lakes in upstate New York, where he was from. They were man-made, dug when Walden Lakes was built and filled with rain. They were like optical illusions, quivering in the moonlight as if threatening to vanish.


  The black olive trees that fringed the lakes had been planted afterward. They were spaced at precise five-foot intervals from one another and about twenty feet back from the lakes. This same manicured look pertained to everything in the development, even the bike path where he and Quin jogged most mornings. The randomness of nature had no place in the South Florida suburbs.


  Each of the five sub-developments within Walden Lakes had a reference to water in its name, RiverBridge, for instance, or Mirror-Bay, and was always spelled as one word. It was par for the cloying tidiness of the place and part of what made Palm Beach County so vastly different from Dade, where he had lived for twenty years. Here, you had mostly developments; in Dade, you had neighborhoods.


  Nothing in Walden Lakes was older than five years, and yet within a radius of just a few miles was everything you needed. Two schools, four day-care centers, a mall, grocery stores, a post office, restaurants. At times it all seemed surreal to McCleary, as if he had stumbled into some other man’s life and taken up residence.


  He turned into RiverBridge, dead at this hour. His house backed up to one of the lakes and beyond the lake was a mango grove. It would probably disappear within the next few years as the demand for expansion seduced longtime owners to get out while the getting was good. It was anyone’s guess what would rise where the mango trees now stood.


  His home had been custom-built three years ago by an engineer from Pratt and Whitney who had been laid off four months after he’d taken out the mortgage. McCleary and Quin had gotten a good deal, but it had hurt like hell at the time. Saddled with double mortgages because their house in Miami hadn’t sold, moving expenses, and the bills from Quin’s pregnancy, which hadn’t been covered by their health insurance, they’d had some very lean years. Now their PI business in Palm Beach was booming. This county might have less violent crime, he thought, but it didn’t lack for people who needed what they could provide.


  The house was dark, but Merlin was in the garage when he drove in. He was the oldest of their three cats, Quin’s before they were married. He darted through the swinging panel in the utility room and was seated by his bowl when McCleary came into the kitchen. The two other cats, Tracy and Hepburn, wandered in for their share of the can of food McCleary opened. And behind them, tail wagging, was Flats, the sheepdog.


  The McCleary menagerie, he thought, and wondered what would be next. Birds? Rabbits? Hamsters? He fed them, changed litter boxes, and balked at the mess in the family room. Michelle’s toys and books were scattered across the floor; plastic cups with juice and milk in them stood wherever she had left them; one of Quin’s files was open on the breakfast table, the papers probably covering the crumbs from dinner. He turned his back on it, irritated by the sight of it all.


  He hadn’t bargained for all this when he and Quin had gotten married. An apartment in some funky old neighborhood would have suited him just fine.


  McCleary tripped over Michelle’s little trike on his way through the dark hall. His shoes crunched over some goddamn thing—a peanut, a plastic toy, he couldn’t tell what it was and didn’t pause to look. He opened the door to his daughter’s room, the night-light glowing behind the toy chest. Such quiet here, he thought, just the softness of her breathing.


  She was asleep on her back and had kicked off the sheets. For the longest time she had been nearly bald, just a soft peach fuzz over her head. Now her hair was ear-length, as pale as Quin’s had been when she was Michelle’s age. Her eyes, when they were open, also belonged to her mother, that same ghostly blue in the center ringed by a darker blue. The mouth and the shape of her face were his and the rest of her was an amalgam of genes from the Irish and German on McCleary’s side of the family and the Scots and English on Quin’s side.


  Her T-shirt was hiked up to her chest and her gray bear, the Fids bear, named after the ex-client who had given it to her, was lying in the crook of her arm. McCleary covered her, kissed her forehead, and she stirred, murmuring in a dream she might share with him in the morning.


  A friend of his, a cop, had once told him that the best cops were those who had no families, no ties, and therefore nothing to lose. During his ten years as a homicide detective with Metro-Dade, that had been true for him. There had been women but no wife, kids but not his kids. Even though he was no longer a cop, he understood now what the cop had meant. Michelle, who would be two on the seventeenth of this month, had changed his life and his relationship with Quin in ways both great and small.


  His last stop before he hit the sack was the den. He removed the locker key from his pocket, dropped it in an envelope, and tacked it to the wide strip of cork along the edge of the chalkboard where he sometimes plotted cases. He wasn’t sure why he did it. Out of guilt maybe that he hadn’t confided in Quin about the investigation. They rarely kept professional details like this from each other. They couldn’t afford to. In the event that something happened to one of them, the other could always pick up the slack.


  But Eastman had been adamant on this point and, considering the contents of the shoebox, probably with good reason.


  McCleary showered in the smaller bathroom, surrounded by his daughter’s toys. He was forced to use Winnie the Pooh shampoo, the only choice available, and Little Mermaid soap. He stepped on a magnetized letter E when he got out and had to use a hand towel to dry himself, the lone towel on the rack. The toothbrush he usually kept in here was gone; he made do with Ninja Turtle toothpaste on his finger, the final violation of his sense of order.


  He scooped up his clothes, turned off the light, walked to the bedroom at the back of the house. He jerked open a drawer in his dresser and rummaged for a pair of gym shorts, his concession to Michelle’s frequent visits in the middle of the night. As he got into bed, jockeying Merlin for his share of the mattress, Quin woke up enough to ask what time it was. He told her, then said, “I wish to hell someone would pick up around here. I nearly killed myself on the way in.”


  “Hire a live-in maid,” she murmured, and turned over and went back to sleep.


  Sure, hire a maid and pay her social security, in the event that he ever ran for public office. A maid to go along with the guy who cut their lawn, the day-care center where Michelle spent at least forty hours a week, the firm’s five employees.


  It only affirmed his conviction that there was a lot to admire about the times depicted on the covers of the Saturday Evening Post.


  The black Lincoln appeared suddenly in the dark, as though the night had given birth to it. Alejandro Domingo watched its headlights moving through the gate of the Lazy Quick, past the thickets of pines and rows of melaleucas. The lights vanished briefly beneath the sagging branches of a banyan tree, then reappeared, round and pale, like fading moons.


  For a moment the car seemed to drive into his own reflection in the window. The illusion disoriented him and he stepped back, frowning at the face that floated in the glass. His face, changed and yet unchanged. It was thinner than it had been in Chile, the bones sharper, bolder, the black eyes more guarded, the brows thicker, the black hair shorter. The lines and creases of forty-one years had deepened considerably since December 5; his temples had begun to gray.


  As he turned away from the window, his gaze paused briefly on the row of photographs that lined the mantel over the fireplace. The faces of the women in his life stared out at him, as if in reproach: his wife, blue eyes, ear-length blond hair, a woman he had loved almost from the moment he’d seen her six years ago; his sister, younger than he by eight years, with eyes and hair as black as his own; and his daughter, a little beauty with wide dark eyes and delicately sculpted features. Of the three, the first was dead and the future of the other two was as uncertain as his own.


  His housekeeper, Carmelita, stopped in the doorway, the creases on her face deepening with worry. “Alejandro?”


  “Sí, sí, I saw it.” He zipped up his windbreaker, thrust his hands in the pockets, and looked at her, at Carmelita, aging in her corpulence. He had brought her here from Chile, where she had first been his patient, then his housekeeper. He had also brought his sister here. Now he wished he had left both of them behind.


  “It is like the early days under Pinochet,” she said softly.


  Pinochet’s goons had not been part of his world then; the island where he’d lived had been of no interest to them. But they’d been part of Carmelita’s world and he’d heard her stories many times. Chile, like Argentina, also had its desaparecidos, those who had disappeared. Among them were Carmelita’s husband and father.


  “I think it is not so bad as that,” he replied, and hoped it was true.


  “What time will you return?”


  “When they tire of me.”


  Then, whispering, as though she believed the house had ears: “And if you don’t return? Who should I call?”


  Alejandro kissed her lightly on the cheek. “No te preocupes. I’ll be back.”


  Her hand tightened on his arm. “If,” she repeated.


  “The detective. McCleary. His number is by the phone.”


  The doorbell rang. He squeezed Carmelita’s hand and hurried into the hall. The man on the porch was the same man who had stood there more than a dozen times in recent weeks. He was tall and lanky, with a pleasant but unremarkable face, wire-rim aviator glasses, vibrant blue eyes, a beard several shades darker than his light brown hair. Despite his quick, nervous smile, his manner was smooth, easy, professional. His name was Bob and his greeting never varied. “Ready to split, Alex?”


  “Got my passport, Bob?”


  Bob laughed and replied, as he always did, “You know how it goes, amigo. That’s not my department.” Then the next question, as inevitable as their greeting: “Did you eat any dairy products today?”


  “No. Just fish and fruit. Why is that so important?”


  Bob shrugged. “You got me. I’m supposed to ask, so I ask.”


  As they trotted down the steps, Alejandro said, “How are they?”


  “Good, real good.” Like a man chatting with a friend over beers. “They aren’t mistreated, Alex. We’re not monsters.” Then the part that Alejandro needed to hear, that he waited to hear, that Bob offered him, an enticement, a promised reward: “That kid of yours is something else, Alex. Sharp as a goddamn tack. Doesn’t miss a trick. She and your sister hit the books every morning like clockwork. They’ve got a regular routine: the books, a walk, lunch, maybe they take a swim, watch a little TV, then it’s the books again.”


  Lies. Miranda wouldn’t watch television in the middle of the day and his sister wouldn’t swim when the sun was strongest. But perhaps there was a pool where they were and their surroundings were comfortable enough to have a television. In every lie, he thought, there’s probably at least a grain of truth.


  “Forty days, Alex, you realize that?”


  As though he couldn’t count. On the calendar in his den he had marked off every long and terrible day since he had driven his sister and daughter to the airport for a flight they had never taken. “What do they want from me?”


  Bob touched his hands to his chest, an innocent man just doing his job. “Hey, Alex, they don’t tell me shit like that.” He opened the back door and Alejandro slid inside.


  Leather seats. Tinted windows. Classical music. And Jim sitting on the far side. Jim, with his curly gray hair and his gray mustache and his flat silver eyes. Jim, who had high blood pressure. Alejandro didn’t know his last name. He and Bob were the sort of men who never had last names.


  The privacy glass between the front seat and the back whirred into place. Bob started the car. Jim reached for the briefcase at his feet, set it on his lap, dialed in a combination. Then he snapped open the lid, removed a mini-cassette recorder, and popped in a tape.


  Miranda’s voice was calm, fluid, and filled him with pain. “Hi, Papa. It’s the morning of February the third. I had a cold for a while, but I’m doing okay. I’ve been having bad dreams, but the unicorns in my room chase them away by morning. Please do whatever you have to do, Papa. I want to come home. I love you.”


  The recorder clicked off. Jim snapped the lid shut on the briefcase and the car sped through the dark.


  “Do you write those speeches for her?” Alejandro asked.


  Jim lit one of his long, thin cheroots. “Certainly not. We edit, Alejandro, we’re entitled to a little editing, but no, she says what she wants. Within limits, of course.” He cracked his window to allow the smoke to escape. “I’m sorry about her nightmares. But they’ll pass. Kids are resilient and she and your sister are being treated well.”


  Alejandro felt a surge of hatred for this man, speaking as he did in that soft, arrogant tone, puffing on his stinking cigar. “You need to bring your blood pressure down, Jim.”


  “What?” Blink, blink went those flat silver eyes.


  “It’s dangerously high.”


  Jim laughed. “Don’t pull your healer shit with me, Alejandro.”


  But he didn’t puff on the cigar again and shortly before Alejandro was blindfolded, Jim slipped the cigar through the crack in the window. Alejandro felt a fierce satisfaction that Jim of the gray hair and silver eyes didn’t really know what to make of him.


  Since they always blindfolded him before they hit the main road, Alejandro didn’t know exactly where they took him. They also removed his watch, so he wouldn’t be able to tell how long it took to get there. But even if he had his watch it wouldn’t make much difference. He was sure Bob drove around for a while, in and out of neighborhoods, up and down streets, just to confuse him. The machinations of their deceit were endlessly clever.


  When they were inside the building, in the room where they would test him, prod him, draw his blood, they removed the blindfold. There were no windows. It could have been day or night, afternoon or morning. He sat in the same chair where he always sat, facing the same pane of one-way glass that he always faced, connected to the same wires, the same machines that monitored his blood pressure, his brain waves, the beats of his heart.


  Do this, Alejandro. Do that. A dog with his tricks.


  Sometimes they drugged him to study the effects of the drug on the tests, tonight they did not. Tonight they showed him pictures, photographs from the Nazi holocaust, of starving children with swollen bellies and flies in the corners of their eyes. Tonight they showed him tapes of a black man being beaten by cops, of a city in flames, of a Russian citizen who had been at Chernobyl and was now dying of radiation poisoning. Scenes from the world according to network news. And the machines clicked and leaped and ran wild, recording his every reaction.


  And tonight they brought him a seagull with a broken wing. Mend its bones, they said. Heal it, they said. Make it fly. But he couldn’t, the horror of the photographs and tapes was still with him. They took the gull away, took the gull with its broken wing and probably killed it. They put on soft, pleasant music and showed him photographs and tapes of beaches, mountains, families on horseback. Tranquil scenes, the world according to travel brochures. Click, click whispered the machines. Click, click.


  They drew his blood, four vials that were labeled, marked, pushed out of the room on a cart.


  Bark, Alejandro. Jump through the hoop. Sit, roll over, play dead.


  More photographs, more tapes, more scenes of war and peace, love and hate, triumph and despair, back and forth, over and over again until his mouth was a desert, his head pounded, and his heart ached. When exhaustion overcame him, they let him sleep, then they took his blood again and brought the gull back into the room, set it on his lap.


  Its right wing hung limply, it was losing feathers, pain glazed its eyes. He wondered if they had caught it and broken its wing just for him, to see what he could do. He held it, stroked it, felt its agony, dreamed its dream of sky, sun, heat. His hands grew warm and began to tingle. It was as if bells were chiming deep within his muscles, tendons, and cells, and it was their vibration that he felt.


  Click click click spat the machines.


  He couldn’t make the gull fly, but he banished its pain.


  Not good enough, Alejandro. It can’t be measured, let’s try again.


  And again.


  And again.


  And when its wings finally fluttered and the gull lifted from his hand, its pale form seemed radiant, magnificent. He was allowed to release the gull from a terrace that faced a dark wall of trees. He watched it swooping, soaring, higher and higher until it seemed to brush the moon. Then it was gone. Free.


  “Two days ago that bird was on the cosmic shit list, Alex,” said Bob, coming over to him. “I found it on the beach with a hook through its wing.”


  Alejandro heard the awe in his voice and thought, you fool. He didn’t want to talk to Bob, to anyone. He wanted to go home, but he knew they weren’t finished with him yet.


  He glanced down at the flowerpots brimming with violet periwinkles. Weeds, he thought. Periwinkles were nothing but weeds that had become fashionable in landscaping because they were hardy. Resistant to the summer heat, to bugs, to just about everything, they were the cockroaches of the South Florida plant kingdom. They had probably been present when the world was formed and they would still be around in ten million years.


  And what was he? A throwback? An evolutionary stepping-stone? An alien? What?


  When they went back inside, Alejandro noticed that Bob avoided touching him.


  2


  At 6:40 that morning McCleary and Quin ran along their usual route, the bike path, each with a hand on the three-wheeled carriage in which Michelle sat. Flats bounded along in front of them.


  Great, menacing storm clouds squatted low in the pale sky and a warm wind gusted off the lake, shaking leaves from the branches. Lightning flashed, briefly altering the dark topography, and was followed seconds later by thunder that echoed like bowling balls in a celestial alley.


  “The sky looks ugly,” Quin said. “Let’s head back.”


  “Just another half mile, then we’ll turn around. Five bucks says it won’t rain before we reach the house.”


  “Ten bucks says it pours while we’re still out here.”


  “Fifteen says you’re wrong.”


  “Aren’t we frisky this morning. The loser makes pancakes and also has to clean up.”


  He laughed. “You’re on.”


  “What time did you get in last night?” she asked.


  McCleary glanced at her, dark hair flying behind her in the wind, all five foot ten of her focused on running. Eight years, he thought. He had been married to this woman for eight years and known her for more than a decade and he still couldn’t be sure what she was thinking when she asked him a question like that. Was she merely curious? Was she just making conversation? Had she resented pulling child duty last night? What?


  He fudged on the truth to avoid any more questions. “I guess it was around eleven. What time did you go to bed?”


  “Not too long after you called, nine-thirty, I guess. That’s about when Ellie dropped off. So what’s the case?”


  “Which case?”


  “The one that kept you out so late.”


  “Just what I told you. That domestic surveillance up in Stuart.” It wasn’t a complete lie; they had such a case.


  “Anything new on it?”


  “Nope. The husband hasn’t slipped up once. If he’s screwing around, he’s doing it in another dimension.”


  Michelle clapped her hands and let out a squeal as the wind tossed her hair into her eyes. McCleary heard a car, the morning’s first, approaching them from behind. He was vaguely aware that it was slowing and looked back. A dark four-door sedan with tinted windows was pulling to one side of the road. A lost tourist looking for Palm Beach.


  But as the window came down, an instinct seized him and he swerved his daughter’s carriage to the right, toward Quin, and shouted at her to dive. Thunder swallowed his voice, something struck him in the back, the carriage tilted, the ground surged toward him. He sprawled on the warm cement, in the rain-pungent air, his back on fire. He heard Michelle wailing, Quin shouting, tires shrieking.


  As McCleary struggled to his knees, blood streamed out of him. The sight of it shocked him. There was no pain, just a mild discomfort, a burning, the sensation of warmth and wetness rushing from his body. He couldn’t catch his breath; he wheezed for air. His head spun; a tide of nausea nearly choked him. He raised his head to look for Quin, for Michelle, and saw the car instead, a dark blur charging toward him, its chrome mouth grinning.


  The second shot lit him up with pain. He fell sideways, knew he was falling but was powerless to prevent it. He couldn’t control his body: the way his eyes rolled around in their sockets, the horrid strangled noises he made. The sagging sky dropped over him, nearly suffocating him.


  He slammed into the sidewalk. The impact vibrated through the bones in his skull, shouts in an underground cavern. Then a black, crippling tide washed over him, shoved him under, and held him there.


  Shapes blurred and slid to the right, a crazy kaleidoscope. Quin knuckled her eyes until her vision cleared, then drank in the details of her surroundings, as though something of herself might be recovered in the simple act of identifying the ordinary.


  The room, for instance. It was wider than it was long, newly carpeted, with a long picture window smeared with rain and milky light. The chairs were pale gray, comfortable, many of them occupied. She was seated in one of them and Michelle had fallen asleep in the two she’d pushed together. ER, she thought. She was in the lobby outside the emergency room at West Palm General.


  According to the clock on the wall, it was one p.m. But of which day? It suddenly seemed possible that she had lost a day, that she’d slept here through the night waiting for some word on McCleary.


  She started to get up, to ask someone what the date was, when she saw the cop who had brought her here. She couldn’t remember his name, couldn’t even remember if he’d given it. He was a rookie, young, eager, somewhat unsure of himself. His dark hair was tousled; he had pimples on his forehead. He reminded her of one of the Hardy boys, a kid barely out of his teens playing detective.


  He handed her a cup of coffee. “I hope you like it with cream, Ms. St. James.”


  “Cream’s fine. Thanks.” She realized there was a pack of peanut butter crackers on her lap, that she was starved. She shook one out and devoured it.


  “I finally got in touch with Detective Eastman,” the rookie said. “He’s back in town and should be here shortly. Is there anyone else you’d like me to call?”


  A dozen names leaped to mind: her sister, her parents, McCleary’s family, people at the office. But she shook her head. Later. She would deal with them later. “What time do you have?” she asked, hoping the clock on the wall was wrong.


  “One-oh-two.”


  A precise man, this rookie. 1:02 P.M. She had been here six hours. “Did I give you a statement?”


  “Yes, ma’am. We’ll get more from you later.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Davidson, Nick Davidson.”


  “I already asked you that, huh?”


  He nodded.


  “Has there been any word on my husband?”


  “Not that I know of, ma’am.”


  Six goddamn hours and not a peep from the powers that be. Terrific. She walked over to the double doors of the treatment area, the pack of crackers still in her hand. She willed the doors to open so that she could peer inside. The squares of reflective glass caught her image, a tall, thin woman with wild dark hair and bloodstained clothes. She looked as though she’d stumbled out of the wrong end of a nightmare.


  She could feel people in the waiting room staring at her and had a vague memory of gathering McCleary in her arms in the moments before the ambulance and the cops had arrived. Michelle had been kneeling next to her, tugging at her shirt, saying “Daddy ‘urt, Daddy ‘urt,” and then the skies had opened up and it had started to rain.


  The rain was coming down hard now, drumming the waiting room’s window, running over it in dirty streams. A chilly February rain that, by now, had washed away whatever evidence there might have been.


  The ER doors swung open and a perky little woman in a suit, stockings, and dark pumps bounced out and made a beeline for the frail woman seated near the window. As she led the woman toward the double doors, Quin hurried over to her.


  “Excuse me.”


  The woman turned, her smile neatly in place. Her name tag identified her as the director of social services. “I’ll be with you in a minute, ma’am.”


  “I want to know what’s going on with my husband. I’ve been here six hours and no one—”


  “In a minute,” she said sternly, her smile fading, and ushered the frail woman through the double doors.


  Quin went over to the front desk, where a matronly woman in a volunteer’s uniform was slouched over a stack of forms. “I’d like answers. And I want them now, not in one minute, not next week, now.”


  The woman raised her head, double chin quivering, and regarded Quin as though she were an insolent child. “I beg your pardon, ma’am, but—”


  “McCleary. The patient’s name is Mike McCleary. He’s been in surgery and I’d like to talk to someone about his condition.”


  “The patient’s name again?” the woman snapped.


  “McCleary.”


  “Is that M-A-C?”


  “M-C.”


  “Just a minute.” She picked up the receiver, punched out an extension number, spoke too softly for Quin to hear. Then she hung up. “Someone from social services is on the way out. Please step aside, there’re other people behind you.”


  Thoroughly humiliated, Quin parked herself in front of the double doors and popped another cracker in her mouth. She glanced at Michelle, asleep on her side now, her legs pulled up against her. Davidson was sitting next to her and eyed Quin with obvious unease.


  I’m going to lose it. Make a scene. Get tossed in the psych ward.


  So she stood there clenching and unclenching her fists, consuming the crackers one after another as her imagination seized on the worst possibilities. That McCleary was paralyzed. That he was dead. That social services was waiting for the hospital preacher to arrive before they broke the news.


  She began to shake and backed up to the wall, arms clutched against her. Please, she thought, please, and the doors yawned open. The woman from social services stood there, one arm straight out at her side, holding the door ajar, the other folded at her waist, as if to contain her potbelly.


  “Mrs. McCleary?”


  “Gadzilla.”


  “What?”


  “McCleary, yes, I’m Quin McCleary.”


  “The doctor will speak to you now.”


  She turned and Quin said, “I can’t leave my daughter out here.”


  The woman looked over at Michelle, at Davidson. “Can’t he stay with her?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I’ll stay with her. Take your first left. It’s the second door on your right.”


  The moment the double doors shut behind Quin, the odors assaulted her. Disinfectants, cleansers, air fresheners, desperate attempts to mask the stink of sickness and death. She passed an examining room where an elderly man moaned. In another room a child screamed as a nurse inserted an IV needle in his arm. An orderly hurried by, pushing a portable toilet. Two lab technicians came out of a room with trays loaded with vials, syringes, tubes of blood. Business as usual here in the ER.


  The office was empty. Empty. More waiting, she thought, endless waiting. The moral of ER was triage: if you weren’t on the verge of death, you waited. She started counting and at eighty a man in a white lab coat breezed in. Blond hair, Nordic features, someone’s heartthrob. Never mind that he looked too young to perform surgery on anyone. Never mind that here at the county hospital he probably saw gunshot wounds every night. Never mind any of that. He was the guy with the answers.


  “Is he dead?” she blurted out.


  “Who?”


  “Mike McCleary. Gunshot wound. Admitted—”


  “You’re not Mrs. Levine?”


  “No, I’m not Mrs. Levine. I’m Quin St. James. Quin McCleary. Whichever. I want to talk to someone about my husband.”


  “Let me get the right doctor, ma’am.”


  Ma’am ma’am ma’am. Heartthrob left and she was alone again, alone with a ticking clock, with the hospital smells, waiting just like before. She went over to the tidy, impersonal desk, plucked up the receiver, punched nine for an outside line, and called a local number. Two rings and someone picked up.


  “Courthouse, how may I direct your call?” asked an ever-so- courteous male voice.


  “Judge Vail’s office.”


  “Just a minute, please.”


  Then: “Judge Vail’s office. How may I help you?”


  The judge’s secretary. “Hi, it’s Quin. Could you put Rita on? It’s an emergency.”


  “You bet.”


  Rita Vail, county circuit judge, former public defender, and a good friend, knew everyone who was anyone from Key West to Tallahassee. She could move mountains when she set her mind to it. “Quin, what’s going on?”


  “It’s Mac. He’s in the ER at the county hospital. He’s been shot and I… I can’t get shit out of anyone.” Her voice broke. She bit her lip, blinked back tears.


  “My God. How bad?”


  “Bad enough for surgery.”


  “Sit tight, kiddo. Give me ten minutes. Quin? You still there?”


  “Yes.” She gripped the receiver so tightly her fingers ached. “Ten minutes. Okay.”


  Rita hung up. Quin replaced the receiver, pressed her fist against her mouth, backed up to a chair, and fell into it. A movie played in her head of the three of them running, McCleary falling, Michelle rolling out of the carriage, the second shot, the blood, her screams, all of it. Then the movie stopped and she thought, Routine. Whoever had done this knew McCleary’s routine.


  She didn’t have a chance to pursue the thought, to follow it up and down whatever twilit paths it might have led her, because a nurse appeared. The moment she smiled, Quin knew Rita had moved a mountain.


  “Dr. Hilliard’s waiting for you.” She led Quin out of the office and three doors down the hall. “I apologize for the mix-up. We’re incredibly busy today. It always happens around a full moon.”


  “Werewolves and vampires and nightmares in the ER,” Quin remarked.


  “You got it.” She accompanied Quin as far as the doorway of the office, then turned without another word. A man Quin assumed was Dr. Hilliard sat at a computer terminal playing with the keys. He was older than his Nordic counterpart, with curly salt-and-pepper hair and a strangely calm demeanor that suggested the chaos in the ER flowed around him.


  “The official term for your husband’s condition is ‘guarded,’ Mrs. McCleary.” He swiveled on the stool and faced her. “That means he came through surgery and will be in intensive care. It means we don’t know whether he’ll make it.”


  She felt herself nodding. She felt the muscles in her neck straining counterpoint to one another. The skin on her face seemed to sag as if beneath an excess weight. Then her mouth moved and she realized she had no idea what she was going to say. It was as though some vital connection between her brain and her mouth had failed, short- circuited.


  “You’re the experts. You’re supposed to do better than ‘we don’t know.’ “


  This elicited a sad smile from Hilliard. “You’re right. But in a lot of ways the practice of medicine is an archaic science. I wish I could tell you your husband’s going to come out of this as good as new, Mrs. McCleary. But the fact is, I just don’t know.” He paused, giving her the chance to speak. When she didn’t, he went on. “He’s got a couple of things going for him, though. The bullet he took in the chest entered and exited without touching his heart. He’s obviously fit and his pulse suggests his heart will carry him into his hundreds.”


  She took in everything he said and digested it, breaking it down as if for nutrients. “And the strikes against him?”


  “He has a concussion and we won’t know how severe it is until he comes out of the anesthesia. He also has a punctured lung; that bullet lodged near his spine. We didn’t remove it. Quite frankly, even a specialist would probably have second thoughts about removing it because of the risk involved. At the moment it appears to be immobile. But that doesn’t mean it won’t move at some point in the future.”


  “And if it does?”


  “He’ll be paralyzed.”


  He made it sound quite simple, really: If A happens, B will follow. Under other conditions Quin might have liked this man. But at the moment he was the harbinger of bad news, which he delivered in such a detached, dispassionate manner that she couldn’t stand the sight of him.


  “I’d like to see him.”


  “He isn’t out of recovery yet.”


  “When will he be?”


  “Three to four hours.”


  “I’ll wait,” she said.


  It wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it was obviously the answer he’d expected. “I’ll take you to recovery for a few minutes.”


  “Thanks, I appreciate it.”


  He waved her gratitude away. “It’s got nothing to do with me, Mrs. McCleary. The word came down from the hospital gods that you and your husband get the VIP treatment. Personally, I think going into the recovery room is a bad idea. But then, it’s not my wife in there.”


  “Will the lady from social services stay with my daughter in the waiting room for a few more minutes?”


  “Sure. Let me call the front desk.”


  A few minutes later they passed through a set of double doors and entered a maze of corridors. “Where was your husband when he was shot, Mrs. McCleary?”


  “We were jogging in our development.”


  Hilliard shook his head. “This county is getting as bad as Dade.”


  “In Dade the shooting probably would have been random. This wasn’t.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I just do.”


  She had been born and raised in Dade County and had met McCleary there nearly a decade ago. They’d lived in Miami through booms and busts, through waves of crime and racial conflicts, through the birth and death of its TV image. She had a certain fondness for the city, the county, the whole complex package. But she hadn’t wanted to raise Michelle there, so when she was pregnant they had joined the exodus and moved to Palm Beach County, a hundred miles up the coast.


  Where the crime rate was supposedly lower, where car insurance was 30 percent cheaper, where neighborhoods appeared full-blown overnight, ready for habitation. And where, she thought, McCleary had been shot twice in nearly three years. Not exactly a dazzling record.


  “Is your husband a police officer?”


  “Was. He’s a private detective now. We both are. We have an agency in Palm Beach.”


  They entered a corridor where nearly everyone she saw wore a face mask, gown, and paper booties over their shoes. Hilliard stopped outside the door to the recovery room. “When you see him, just keep in mind that of the six patients in here, he’s got the best chance of pulling through.”


  The remark was supposed to make her feel better, but as soon as Hilliard pushed open the door, her throat closed up and her knees turned to sponge. McCleary was in the bed closest to the nursing station and the only reason she recognized him was because of his beard. Otherwise, he looked like everyone else there, a body suspended in some strange netherworld of catheters and IVs.


  She stood by the bed for a beat or two just looking at him, that was all, looking so hard that her eyes burned. He barely seemed to breathe. But she could hear the hiss of the oxygen, the slow drip drip drip of the IV, the steady beep of the heart monitor.


  Two and a half years ago he had died for twelve seconds during emergency surgery and had been in a coma for more than two days. She had sat at his bedside and willed him to open his eyes, to move his fingers, to communicate, somehow, that he was aware of her. She did the same thing now, her hand tightening over his as she leaned close. She spoke softly, certain he could hear her. But he didn’t respond. No twitches, no fluttering in his eyelids, nothing at all.


  Hilliard touched her on the shoulder. “The nurse needs to take his blood pressure, Mrs. McCleary.”


  She nodded but didn’t rise. She was afraid to let go of his hand, afraid to leave, afraid he would die as soon as she stepped out into the hall. She wanted to stretch out beside him, slide her arms around him, and infuse him with her strength, her blood, the marrow in her bones.


  “Come on,” Hilliard said gently.


  Quin released his hand: he was still breathing.


  She stood: the heart monitor continued its steady beep.


  Then she followed Hilliard to the door, stopped, glanced back. He would pull through. He would. He had to.


  When they stepped out into the hall, she said, “When may I come back to see him?”


  “When he’s moved to intensive care. You’ll only get thirty minutes with him. That’s the limit in ICU.”


  She balked. “Thirty minutes?”


  “Look, I’ll call you this evening, once he’s in ICU. And I’ll clear it so you can be here as early as you want tomorrow. How’s that?”


  “You just earned a bonus from the hospital gods.”


  He laughed, gave her arm a quick squeeze, and hurried off. When he vanished around a corner, she poked her head back into the recovery room. The machines were still beeping, the oxygen was still hissing, he hadn’t died when she’d left. The nurse glanced up, frowning, and Quin backed out into the hall.


  The door whispered shut behind her and she thought, Which case, Mac? Which one?


  3


  Fitz Eastman was in the lobby when Quin walked out. He was bouncing Michelle on his knee, the two of them laughing like conspirators every time he said, “Giddy-up, horsie, giddy-up.”


  He was Quin’s height, five foot ten, with a chest weight lifters dreamed about, sideburns that were nearly white, and liquid eyes as black as his skin. Born and raised in Miami’s Liberty City, he’d been in law enforcement most of his life. He’d spent eight years in internal affairs with the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Department, a position that hadn’t endeared him to the men whom he was supposed to keep honest. Now he was a senior detective in the homicide division.


  She knew he’d been married and divorced twice and had three children who lived with their respective mothers. She knew he played the dogs or the horses on occasion, that he spent most weekends with his kids, that he was an avid photographer. But that was about all she knew. His nature, like McCleary’s, was essentially solitary. Perhaps that was the basis of their friendship, two men comfortable in their silences.


  He stood, hoisting Michelle onto his shoulders with a smooth, effortless motion. She laughed and slapped her hands across his forehead, holding on as he loped across the room, playing camel now. He hugged Quin hello, started to say something, but Michelle interrupted.


  “Dah? Dah ‘ome?”


  “He’s going to stay here for a while, Ellie. We’re going to go home and get something to eat, okay?”


  Her head bobbed enthusiastically. “El ‘ungry.”


  “We were going to zip over to the snack bar to grab a bite,” Eastman said, “but I wasn’t sure how long you’d be in there. I got the scoop from one of the docs who did the surgery.” In others words: I know his status. “I’ll take you home.”


  She glanced around. “Where’s Davidson?”


  “Outside.”


  Rain poured off the awning, a curtain of water that shimmered in the milky light. Eastman picked up an umbrella that stood against the wall and opened it above Michelle’s head. They darted across the parking lot to his Caddy, a virtual tank, early fifties vintage, completely lacking in either grace or beauty. But the car, like Eastman himself, was solid and dependable and strictly modern on the inside. Cellular phone, fax, a small computer terminal, quadraphonic sound—everything except a bathroom.


  As they swung out of the lot, she saw Davidson in a cruiser behind them. When he followed them west onto Military Trail, then south toward the house, she said, “We have an escort.”


  Eastman nodded. “He’s going to play nanny while we talk.” Michelle squirmed on her lap, trying to reach the dials on the radio. Quin pulled her back and she fussed and started to cry. “Window, Ellie, let’s roll the window down.” Quin lowered the window halfway and Ellie leaned into the wind and rain, eyes squinted, hair blowing, a big grin on her face.


  “So what do you know that I don’t, Fitz?”


  “Maybe nothing.”


  Ha, she thought.


  “We’ll talk when we get to your place,” he said.


  Their home was a single-story with tiled floors, high ceilings, and huge windows. The living room opened onto a screened porch and beyond that was a tremendous yard, a paradise of color. Crimson bougainvillea, flaming vines, hibiscus that came in three distinct shades of pink, purple blooms of Mexican heather, and beds of impatiens that covered the ground like flocks of butterflies. And there were trees, mangos and papayas, limes and grapefruits, half of which bore fruit.


  The back yard sloped down to a small lake shaped like a tube of toothpaste that had been squeezed hard in the middle. Birds loved it. Blue herons waded along the shore, egrets and ibises poked through the shallows, blackbirds skimmed the placid waters. Even seagulls and pelicans dropped by, flocks of them in search of better pickings, and recently a wood stork had been flying in every morning for breakfast.


  The birds were an endless source of fascination to the trio of family cats. They spent hours on the porch, watching, their mouths opening and shutting in silent frenzies of feline frustration. Flats, the sheepdog, wasn’t interested in the birds or, for that matter, in the cats. His passion lay with the other wildlife that had found the yard: rabbits, snakes, an occasional raccoon, and, just once, a small red fox. In Dade she’d been lucky to spot a common green lizard. It seemed the animals, like the people, had heard life was better to the north.


  Until today, Quin had pretty much agreed with them.


  While Eastman and his rookie amused Michelle on the porch, Quin attended to herself. She showered, shoved her bloody clothes in the garbage, changed into a T-shirt and jeans, and checked the answering machine in the den. She hoped the half-dozen messages might provide some insight into what case McCleary had actually been investigating, but they were all related to the daily function of the office. She went into the kitchen to fix lunch for everyone.


  It appalled her that her appetite was undaunted, that she could move and speak and function as if this were just another day. The shooting already seemed distant, removed from her in time and space, part of the history of the marriage. She almost expected McCleary to stroll in from the garage any second now and say, Hey, remember when …


  But tonight, in the dark silence of the house, it would be a different story.


  The rain had tapered off by the time they finished lunch. Davidson whisked Michelle away in her red wagon, an act that would make him a friend for life, and Eastman began questioning Quin about what had happened. As she talked, she sensed that he had something to tell her and knew she wasn’t going to like it.


  The occasional notes he jotted down were merely a formality. He would never refer to them again. He didn’t need to. Eastman possessed an extraordinary memory, the luck of good genes, training, and a certain compassion that made him a good listener. But like many circumspect people, he didn’t offer much feedback in return and she’d learned to be blunt if she wanted answers.


  “Your turn,” she said when she finished. “And I want it all.” Eastman nodded and she suddenly understood that he was there not only for her version of the events, but because he needed her help. “Since December, Mike has been working on a case for me. The shooting may be connected to that.”


  There it was, the bottom line. Now he would build on it, exposing the structure, the complexity of layers, what he knew and what he only suspected. It surprised her, though, that McCleary had never mentioned anything about it to her.


  Each of them usually had some idea of what the other was working on at any given time. It made it easier to handle each other’s cases when the situation called for it. But also, she thought, it was a kind of acknowledgment that they were a team, professional equals, that work was the one area in which they excelled together.


  “Quin?”


  “I heard you.”


  “I take it Mike didn’t tell you.”


  “You know he didn’t, Fitz. You asked him not to.”


  “I thought it was better not to involve anyone else.”


  “So illuminate me, Fitz.”


  “Six years ago a Palm Beach woman named Janis Krieger was diagnosed with cancer and given less than six months to live. Instead of going through the usual treatment, she flew to Chile and went to a healer named Alejandro Domingo.”


  “A faith healer?”


  “No, this guy’s no tent screamer. 1 guess I’d call him a psychic healer. Anyway, when Janis returned to the States, she and the healer were married, she was pregnant and apparently cured of cancer.”


  The names were familiar but not in a specific sense. Someone she’d heard about, perhaps, the friend of a friend or a name in the news.


  “She wasn’t particularly wealthy, not by Palm Beach standards,” Eastman went on. “But she was well connected. This town being what it is, word of Janis’s cure got around and pretty soon her contacts were coming to Alejandro with their various medical problems.


  “Since he wasn’t a physician, he couldn’t legally be paid for his services. But the grateful made sizable donations to the nonprofit organization Janis had set up. Two years or so ago they purchased a hundred-acre spread at the northern end of the county. By this time Alejandro had so many clients, he was booked solid for a year. Janis handled all the business details.”


  “If this guy is good enough to heal cancer, how come I’ve never heard of him?”


  “He
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