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      A dark silence, smooth as a pearl: he was hidden inside it.


      If he breathed too hard, if he moved, the beast of pain would find him, seize him, rip him apart like a slab of old meat and spit out the grizzle. He remained utterly still. He tried to sink back into the cool, safe dark. But it no longer wanted him.


      Several times before when the dark had released him, he’d surfaced so quickly the pain had found him, torn through him. He’d gripped the sides of his head, certain he was dying, and the dark had rescued him, pulled him back into itself again. But not this time. Now the dark shoved him away, up, up through silence, the smoothness, up faster and faster toward awareness, light, a voice…. The beast slammed into him, and the inside of his head exploded.


      He gasped. His hands flew to his temples, pressing against them as if to contain the pain, to neutralize it somehow. But it swept through him in waves, a white-hot agony that scorched the inside of his eyes and nailed his lids shut against his cheeks. His ears rang. His flesh crawled. He sucked at the air and it whistled between his clenched teeth. He bolted forward on the bed, the pain blinding him. Hands grabbed his shoulders, restraining him. A voice hissed, “Hey, scumbag, hold on, just hold on. You’re not going anywhere. I want answers, and I want them now.”


      He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He tried to focus his vision so he could see who the voice and the hands belonged to, but the room tilted and everything blurred. “My head,” he rasped.


      “You got worse problems than your head, scumbag. But here, hold this against it. It’ll help.” Something cool and damp pressed against the back of his head. A towel, a wet towel. He held it in place, and after a few moments the pain lessened. His vision began to clear.


      The first thing he saw was a gray carpet against which his own feet looked abnormally white, bloodless, like marble. His toes were strange, pale worms that curled and uncurled, as if in an attempt to escape. His legs were bare. He had on nothing but underwear, and he shivered as a burst of cool air struck his spine.


      “What’s your name, scumbag?”


      He drew his eyes slowly upward, to the Voice. The man was husky and broad-shouldered. He had pepper-colored hair streaked with gray and a mean mouth that twitched with annoyance. He wore a brown uniform with a patch on the shoulder that read BROWARD COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT. His hand rested on a holstered gun. “Your name, pal, what’s your name?” the cop snapped.


      “I…” Christ, what’s my name? He wiped the damp towel across his face and dropped it on the bed as his eyes flitted around the motel room, seeking something that would tell him where the room was or who he was. But the room revealed nothing. It could’ve been a motel room anywhere: a TV, a second double bed across from him, curtains drawn over the windows. “My, uh, name is…” He stammered, stopped, shook his head. “I…I don’t know. It’s…”


      “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” The cop hooked his thumbs in his belt and hoisted his slacks as he strutted-over to the other bed. He whipped the spread back. “I want your name and hers, buddy.”


      The woman lay on her back, her head turned away from him, her blonde hair a tangled fan against the pillow. Blood covered her chest, streaked her shoulder, the side of her neck, and the inside of the arm closest to him. He stared at it, appalled, sickened, his throat closing. He knew he was going to throw up or pass out or both and grabbed for the damp towel. He pressed his face into it and doubled over at the waist, his head throbbing, the cop’s voice stabbing at him, demanding answers.


      “I’m talking to you, pal.” The cop grabbed him by the hair and flung his head back. “What’s your name? Neither you nor the woman got ID.”


      My name is…my…Panic bubbled in his throat. He swallowed hard. He began to shake. “I…I don’t know. I told you, I don’t know.”


      “Uh-huh.” The cop leaned close to him; his breath reeked of coffee and cigarette smoke. “And you’ve never seen the woman before, right?”


      His tongue felt so thick it was an effort to speak. “I don’t remember.”


      “Yeah.” The cop stood up straight again. “Okay, we’ll play your way for a while, scumbag. I’m going to tell you your name. On the register, you’re listed as Peter Ketter. Got that?”


      Ketter. Peter Ketter. “What register?”


      “What register,” the cop repeated with a roll of his eyes, and laughed. “The motel register.”


      Ketter: it didn’t seem right. But if that wasn’t his name, then what was it? Who was he? How did he get here? Who was the woman? Why was she dead in his room? What—


      The door opened and light assaulted the room. It sliced through his eyes and into the back of his head, where the pain kept pounding, pounding. Another cop stepped in. “Lieutenant Grunwald, forensics just pulled up. You ready to vacate in here?”


      “In a minute. You finished running down the license plates in the lot?”


      “Not quite. We’re checking them against the register as they come through.”


      “Bring a car around to the side,” Grunwald ordered, and turned back to him. “All right, Ketter. You’re under arrest for the murder of Jane Doe. You have the right to remain silent…”


      He sat there clutching the damp towel as Grunwald spoke. That word, “murder,” rose and fell around him, an echo, a hideous mockery of what he couldn’t remember. His eyes flicked to the woman. Did I kill you? Jesus, did I?


      He squeezed his eyes shut and reached deeper and deeper for his name. The word “Mac” came to mind; it didn’t seem quite right, but neither did Keller. Then what’s my name?


      The cop threw his clothes at him. “Get dressed, and then hold out your hands.”


      “I’d like to use the bathroom first.”


      “Sure you would, buddy. And I’d like the lady’s name. You give me her name, then you can take a piss.”


      “I don’t know her name.”


      “Sure. Put on your clothes, scumbag.”


      He dressed. The clothes were wrinkled; they smelled faintly of smoke and cologne. As Grunwald handcuffed him, the gold band on his left hand caught the light. I’m married? Am I married to her, to the dead woman? He didn’t want to look at her, but as he came around the foot of the bed, her open eyes followed him, beckoned to him. Who are you? Did I kill you? Did I?


      He wished someone had closed her eyes.


      Grunwald led him outside into the hot, cruel light. He heard the din of traffic. He smelled the sea. Gulls shrieked and pinwheeled through a clear blue sky. Where am? At the mouth of the parking lot, he saw a hotel sign: DAYS INN. It meant nothing. He knew the name of the countybecause it had been on Grunwald’s uniform, but what city was this? What state?


      Florida: the word curled like a wisp of smoke through his head.


      What did he know about Florida?


      Tourists and sun and Coppertone.


      You got the state, now go looking for the city.


      Daytona? No. Tampa? Miami? Yes, Miami felt right.


      Was Miami in Broward County? What was he doing in Miami?


      He was from…where? Someplace cold.


      How old was he?


      Where did he live?


      Who was his wife?


      Who was the dead woman?


      What was he doing here?


      How’d he get here?


      Who the hell am I?


      They threaded their way through a crowd of gawkers - young women in bikinis, old men in baggy shorts, kids in jeans and sneakers who peered at them through the fence that surrounded the pool. He dropped his gaze to the ground as they stopped next to one of the three police cars in the parking lot.


      Did I kill her?


      “All right, Ketter. Inside,” Grunwald said, opening the back door of one of the cars.


      He got in. Grunwald shut the door behind him. He fixed his eyes on the metal grating that separated the back seat from the front and waited for answers. But there was only a white, empty desert inside him through which a hot wind blew. It was as if he didn’t exist at all.


      He covered his face with his manacled hands, inhaling the residue of sweat, of blood. He felt like a pocket that had been turned inside out, emptied of change, lint, emptied of everything.
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      The black front windows of the house signaled that the place was as empty as a new refrigerator. But at midnight on a Sunday, Quin thought, it shouldn’t have been. Where was McCleary?


      She stepped out of the taxi and waited while the cabbie hauled her bags from the trunk. The warm, wet wind gasped at her legs. Branches rustled and dripped water. Leaves fluttered through the air and scratched at the asphalt near her feet. She wished now that she’d called ahead to let McCleary know she was flying home from Canada a day early. But she had wanted to surprise him.


      The cabbie started to carry her bags to the porch, but she stopped him. “I’ll get them, thanks.” She tipped him a dollar and waited until he’d pulled out of the driveway before she made her way up the walk. You couldn’t be too careful in this city. The cabbie might be a raving maniac who picked up solitary women at the airport, swept up behind them like Count Dracula as they were unlocking their doors, and did unspeakable things to them.


      Well, hey, welcome back to Miami.


      The night swelled thickly with impending rain. More rain. Buckets of rain. The puddles in the driveway and the sweet, lush smell of the yard told her it had been pouring for the two weeks she’d been gone.


      The moment she was inside the house, the cats were all over her, meowing and fussing like they hadn’t seen a human being in weeks. Quin switched on the light and crouched to pet each one—Merlin, the black cat, came first because he was the oldest and age deserved some consideration. Then she stroked Hepburn, the white Persian, and finally, Tracy, the calico, who by then had gotten bored with the homecoming and was scooting toward the kitchen.


      “Mac?”


      His name echoed as she turned on lights and followed Tracy into the kitchen. She already knew he wasn’t here. The house felt too empty and the fridge confirmed it. It was almost as bad as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard: a quart of milk, which one whiff said had gone sour, three bottles of Lite beer, an apple, a couple of open cans of cat food. She dished cat food into the bowls, opened the freezer. Not quite as bad as the fridge. But already her mind had seized on the possibilities: McCleary had been spending most of his time with another woman at her house and she was a fabulous cook so why buy groceries; he was on a case he hadn’t mentioned when she’d spoken to him the night she’d arrived in Canada; he’d gotten tired of marriage and had vanished; something had happened to him.


      But if something had happened to him—What kind of something? So-so bad? Medium bad? Or the pits?—thenwho’d been feeding the cats?


      She checked his den, the guest bedroom at the end of the hail, and poked her head into the utility room. Laundry was neatly folded on top of the dryer. The litter boxes in the adjoining half-bathroom were clean. “Lady” his silver RX7, was parked next to her tired old Toyota in the garage.


      “Mac?” Quin climbed the stairs to the second floor, turning on lights as she went, suddenly afraid she would find a trail of blood on the carpet, his mutilated body on the bed…She cut off the thought. If you lived in Miami long enough, this was what happened, this insidious corruption of the spirit.


      In the bedroom, their king-size bed was neatly made, and the sight of it, corners just so, pillows fluffed up, comforted her. Tidy McCleary. If she’d spent two weeks alone, the fridge would be full but the house would look like the headquarters for a marauding army.


      The shades were drawn. She didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad one. But the air was as hollow as the widening pit in her stomach, and that was definitely not a good sign. She sank onto the edge of the bed, reached for the phone to call Tim Benson, then drew her hand back. McCleary wasn’t expecting her until tomorrow. He and Joe Bean had probably gone out to dinner, to Maracas, that new Cuban restaurant they’d found before she’d left. Black beans and rice, fried plantains, arroz con pollo. Sure.


      She shucked her clothes and left them where they fell, a puddle of fabric that smelled like lunch at 35,000 feet. She turned on water for a bath. All day she’d thought about stretching out in a tub filled with water as hot as she could stand it. She’d thought of soap that smelled of fresh pears, of bubbles that hissed and foamed against her skin, of her own tub, her own bed, her cats, her husband. Home.


      Any second now, Bean’s car would pull in the driveway. Since it was late, he’d just let McCleary out and then be on his way with a pop on the horn and a “Later, m’man.” She would hear the front door open and shut, softly. McCleary would see her suitcases in the hallway. She would hear his footfalls on the stairs, in the bedroom, then he would stroll through the door and crouch by the tub and kiss her hello. He would be a proper McCleary, asking how Canada was, how her flight was, measuring her against some image in his head, testing to see if she’d changed in two weeks, and if so, how. He would still be crouched by the tub, listening as she talked, nodding, laughing, but still testing, measuring. She would stop suddenly and crook her finger at him or he would grin in that certain way he had and lean a little closer to her and she would pull him into the tub with her.


      Water would sluice over the sides, they…The phone rang.


      That would be her sister, calling to make sure she’d gotten home okay, that she’d made the connection in New York.


      Quin got out of the tub, grabbed her towel, and hurried into the bedroom. But it wasn’t her sister on the phone; it was Tim Benson.


      “Quin.” He sounded breathless, urgent. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for the last four days, but I didn’t have a phone number for the place you and your sister were staying.”


      “I just got in.”


      “Mac’s been arrested, Quin.”


      “Arrested?” The word rolled down her tongue like a giant marble, and she started to laugh. McCleary being arrested was the equivalent of the Pope exposing himself. But when Benson didn’t laugh, didn’t so much as chuckle, she sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, hugging the towel against her. “For what?” She could barely get the words out.


      “I’ll be right over.”


      The line went dead. She sat there just like people did in the movies, the receiver in her hand, her eyes glued to it as if she expected it to speak to her, to explain. Then she replaced it gently in the cradle and got up to put on some clothes, her brain on hold.


      
        
      


      The weather in Canada had been crisp and clear. Quin and her sister had bundled up in sweaters during the day, shopping until they dropped, pigging out on French-Canadian food, drinking in the sights like the shameless tourists they were. When they left Montreal to hole up in a mountain lodge as far from civilization as they could get, they’d hiked and canoed during the day, and huddled around the fireplace in their room at night, regressing. It was the first time in years they’d been anywhere together without their husbands or parents or Marcy’s kids, and they’d thoroughly enjoyed each other’s company. Fourteen days, that was all. But the look on Benson’s face said it had been two weeks too long.


      At five-ten in her bare feet and a hundred and eight pounds, Quin was thinner than Benson and taller, even when she was sitting. But at the moment, the opposite seemed true. She felt like a fat kid peering up at an adult, waiting for some terrible verdict.


      “Just say it, Tim.”


      He nudged his wire-rim glasses farther up on the bridge of his nose. His eyes were the color of the coffee in front of him. The lemon-colored guayabera shirt he wore gave his face a jaundiced cast. His chestnut hair was cut very short, so he looked vulnerable, like a frightened Marine on his first tour of duty in a war zone. She wanted to put her arms around him.


      “It’s not simple, Quin, so you’ll have to bear with me. Several days after you left, Mac and I had lunch. He asked me to run a check on a nightclub in Lauderdale called Bernardo’s—who owned it, whether it had ever been investigated, whatever. He said it was connected to a new case he was working on for a guy named Lans Hitchcock, who was rolled one night outside the club by a woman he’d picked up. He’d lost a Rolex and all his money and whatever jewelry he was wearing. Anyway, I told Mac I’d look into the club and get back to him. I heard from him again, a day or two later. He said he was going to be a reporter and laughed. I didn’t hear from him again until the twelfth.” He paused and Quin didn’t like the look on his face. “I want you to just listen to what I’m going to say, all right? And understand I don’t believe Mac is guilty of anything.”


      Benson’s preface told her it was going to be bad; she didn’t understand how it could be worse than it already was. She drew her umber hair back behind her head with her hand and kept her ghost blue eyes on Benson’s face. She wouldn’t jump to conclusions, even though it happened to be something she did quite well.


      Around 7:30 on the morning of June 12, Benson said, a maid at the Days Inn on Lauderdale Beach went into room 110 to clean and found McCleary sacked out on one bed and a dead woman on the other. The maid ran out of the room, the police were called, and when they arrived, they had a hard time bringing McCleary around. They questioned him; he claimed he didn’t know his name or who the woman was.


      “The arresting officer, Roger Grunwald, is a horse’s ass, Quin, and he thought McCleary was lying. He told him he was registered under the name Peter Ketter.”


      “It’s a name we’ve used on undercover work,” she said, and Benson nodded because of course he knew that. Benson had worked with McCleary off and on for ten years in homicide and had been involved with them in numerous cases in the more than five years they’d had their private detective agency. Of course, of course. I’m already losing it.


      “They finally tracked down who he was through Lady’s license plate. She was parked in the lot. Then Grunwald realized he was dealing with an ex-homicide cop and a private eye. He called Metro-Dade and eventually it filtered down to me. I called Doc Smithers and the two of us drove up to Lauderdale. The doc ran some tests on Mac and found traces of a powerful hypnotic in his blood. A heavy-duty tranquilizer called Panzine. He’d apparently been hit over the head, because there was a knot at the back of his skull. The doc said he had a concussion. He’s at Broward General in Lauderdale, under guard, where he’s been for four days.”


      He paused again, a maddening pause to take a sip of coffee. She leaned forward. “And? How’d he seem when you saw him? Did he talk about what happened? What’d he say, Tim?”


      Benson rubbed his jaw. “He doesn’t remember any of it. He didn’t even know me, Quin. Or Doc.”


      She knew what he was saying. Some part of her seemed to have known it since Benson had said “concussion,” said it incompletely, as if there were another word that rode tandem with it, a word that smacked of soap operas.


      “Amnesia.” She uttered it in a normal tone of voice, like an ordinary word, but it still possessed power. “Is that what we’re talking about?”


      “Yes. From the concussion.”


      The next question, the necessary question, was one she didn’t really want to ask. “How much doesn’t he remember?”


      “For the first couple of days, he didn’t remember much of anything. His mind was a blank, except for what the doe and I filled in. Now some of his earlier memories are coming back. His skills aren’t impaired, so he’s not a vegetable or anything.”


      She heard the big but sliding around in what he hadn’t said. “He’s missing about twenty years, Quin.”


      He didn’t look at her as he said it. He stared into his coffee mug, moving a thumb around the rim of it, as if he were trying to rub away something. Half his life. The enormity of it was suddenly everywhere at once—in the air she breathed, in the emptiness of the house, in the sound of the wind outside as it hurled rain against the kitchen windows. She wanted to race upstairs to the bedroom and throw open the closet door and press her face into McCleary’s clothes. But she couldn’t move. Her body refused to work. She felt weighted, dwarfed, and her mind had fixed on a single thought—that the man she’d been married to for five years and nine months could not remember her.


      Benson was talking again. She saw his mouth moving, heard the sounds he made, but she didn’t understand him. He was speaking a foreign language. Or maybe he wasn’t making any sounds at all. She felt herself standing, her movements slow, languid, as controlled as a dancer’s but lacking grace. She poured herself more coffee and her hand trembled. She opened the fridge to get some cream, but there wasn’t any. There wasn’t anything inside worth eating, and the emptiness mocked her. Enraged her.


      I know what it is, Quin. You starved in a previous life and that’s why you feel compelled to fill refrigerators and eat all the time. She heard McCleary saying this in his “I’ve-got-you-all-figured-out” voice. She heard him laughing. She wanted to cry, scream, pound her fists against something. But more than any of these things, she wanted facts, needed them the way she usually needed food. She would break them down like nutrients, analyze them, pick them apart. She turned and faced Benson.


      “Who’s his lawyer?”


      “The firm attorney.”


      Good. Their attorney was good. Alice had handled dozens of cases over the years for their firm. Quin trusted her; she just didn’t trust the system. “Has he been arraigned?”


      “Yes.”


      “When?”


      “Yesterday. The trial’s been set for September. Alice managed to get the bail lowered from three hundred grand to a hundred and a quarter, Quin, because of Mac’s background as a cop and so on. Right now, it’s a murder one rap and he’s lucky there’s any bail set at all. The bondsman is willing to take the house or business as collateral or ten percent cash.”


      The house, the business, the cars, her life—what was the difference? She would’ve put up her soul as collateral if she’d thought the devil would have it. She sat down again. Her stomach twisted with hunger, but she barely noticed. Her thoughts raced forward, flipping through what she knew of amnesia.


      Damn little.


      “Who was the woman, Tim?”


      “Her name was Nadia Forsythe. She was a flight attendant for an outfit in Lauderdale called Atlantic Express. It runs shuttles between South Florida and the Bahamas, Atlanta, New York, and a half-dozen other spots in between. Thirty-five, no family, single, no record. According to her personnel record, she was born and raised in Chicago. That’s about all we know.”


      “Since when do motel maids clean rooms at seven-thirty in the morning?”


      “She claims it was a mistake; she was supposed to clean room one-twelve next door.”


      “I want to talk to her.”


      “We’re looking for her, Quin. Two days ago, she didn’t come into work, and she hasn’t shown up since. No home address. I have a feeling she’s an illegal alien and just moves around, working in the hotels along the east coast of Florida.”


      Great. “Was Mac carrying a weapon?”


      “Yes. It had been fired, too. The slug in the Forsythe woman’s chest was a .38.”


      A finger of ice flicked at the back of her neck and worked its way down her spine. She tried to ignore it. As long as she kept asking questions and culling facts, she could maintain the illusion that she was doing something, working toward something, a goal, a purpose. “Anything else in the room or on Mac?”


      Benson nodded. “On Mac. A matchbook from Bernardo’s with the Forsythe woman’s phone number jotted on it and this.” He reached into his pocket and brought out an index card that looked like it had been through the wash. Benson’s thin fingers smoothed it against the counter. “It was squashed down inside his wallet.”


      A brief personal ad was taped to the card: if you have a pleasant telephone voice and would like to make $350 a week for part-time work, call Date-A-Mate at 555-6718. “Is this one of those sex-by-phone deals?”


      “Nope. It’s a legit dating service. The idea is that you call the number and the operator asks you questions and then hooks you up to someone of the opposite sex who seems compatible. You get to know each other over the phone first, and if both parties are interested, phone numbers are exchanged. The company’s fee is two-fifty; they accept all major credit cards.”


      Like credit cards sanctioned them. “Does it have anything to do with the dead woman?”


      “She worked there part-time.”


      “What about this guy who hired Mac, Tim? What’s he have to say?”


      “I got his address from Mac’s file and went by his place. Right now, he’s out of the country. He’s an investor who lives in a ritzy condo on Key Biscayne. Mostly, he seems to play the stock market and commodities. Or so his housekeeper says. She claimed she didn’t have any number for him in Europe.”


      “When can I see Mac?”


      “Tomorrow. I’ll arrange it.”


      “Is the amnesia permanent?” Tell me no.


      “We don’t know.”


      It was better than a definite yes, she thought, but not by much. “When will anyone know?”


      Benson shrugged. “He’s got a court-appointed shrink, Quin, who has already seen him a couple of times. She says total amnesia is rare and feels certain that more of his earlier memories will start coming back over the next few weeks. But she can’t guarantee anything. It might be a good idea if you spoke to her before seeing Mac.”


      Quin frowned. “Why court-appointed?”


      “The prosecutor wants to be sure he isn’t faking.”


      “Oh, Christ, c’mon. That’s ridiculous.”


      “You and I know that. But to the prosecuting attorney, he’s just an ex-cop who shot a woman and is claiming he doesn’t remember any of it. Amnesia’s evidently an easy thing to fake. Once she’s sure he isn’t faking, it will work to Mac’s advantage. An amnesiac can’t assist in his own defense. Alice has already requested a later trial date based on


      Her brain was overloading. She could feel it, hear it a lapse in the firing of certain synapses, a faint, sour smell emanating from her skin, a burning way in the back of her eyes. She pressed her fingers to her temple and rubbed absently, in small, tight circles.


      “Listen, how about if you stay at our place tonight, with Jackie and me. We’ve got an extra bedroom, or if you want more privacy, there’s the apartment over the garage—if you can put up with Hank’s stereo equipment and posters.” Hank was Benson’s sixteen-year-old son.


      “Thanks, but I’ll be okay here.”


      Liar.


      “I’ve got to unpack.”


      Another lie.


      Her clothes could mildew in the suitcase for all she cared. She was going to be hysterical. She sensed it, this hysteria, rallying in her blood, rising in her throat as she nodded, as she smiled thinly, as hot tears gathered behind her eyes and created a hard, pulsing pressure. Now Benson was standing and she was standing and the hysteria was a bratty, spoiled child crouched in a corner of her mouth.


      “I’ll call you in the morning. Oh, before I forget.” Benson reached into his pocket and pulled out a notepad. He tore several sheets from it. “I’ve included everything I could think of—Mac’s shrink, the bondsman, and so on. And Mac’s keys.” He dug them out of another pocket, handed them to her. They felt cold and heavy in her palm. “Lady’s in the garage. I’ve been feeding the cats. Your neighbor has your mail.”


      Ordinary life: she seized the details, clutched them as if their banality would protect her. “Thanks, Tim. For everything.”


      She walked with him to the front door, and the moment the rainy dark sucked his taillights away she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. Her vision blurred. She stood there on the porch, rain pounding through the yard, splashing against the railing, and waited for answers, guidance, direction, elucidation. But nothing happened. Time had stopped. The world had shrunk to the size of a pea, and a cosmic goblin was tossing it up and down, chanting, Ha-ha, Quin. Gotcha this time, Quin. Here’s your biggie.


      In her mind’s eye, she watched the pea swooping up, plummeting down. If the goblin squeezed it too hard, it would pop like a pimple and then there would be only the sound of the ram and the little shit’s cackle.


      Her stomach growled, and the world clicked forward again. She hurried inside, shut the door, gazed down the hail at the gallery of McCleary’s art work. Oils and acrylics, watercolors and charcoal drawings, abstracts, country scenes, portraits, cityscapes. If his skills weren’t impaired, then he would still be able to paint. If he could paint, it might trigger a memory.


      Big maybe.


      She swept into the kitchen for her purse. The goblins hammered their tight, hard fists against the backs of her teeth. Knock, knock, Quin. Let us out, Quin.


      Food: she needed food in the house.


      She would drive over to the all-night Piggly Wiggly for groceries. How could she even think straight with no food in the house? How could she organize a plan with the vacuum of an empty fridge at her back?


      But when she was inside McCleary’s silver RX7, the familiar scent of leather, of his skin, made her breath hitch in her throat. He doesn’t remember me. She hit the button for the garage doorand it trundled open. Doesn’t remember we’re married. She backed out, pressed the button again, and started to cry.


      She cried as she drove too fast to the market, along streets as slippery as satin, the windshield wipers whipping back and forth across the glass. She sniffled and bit at her lower lip as she wheeled her cart down the aisle, grabbing at whatever was closest. Frozen foods. Canned foods. Things she never bought. She nearly burst into tears when the tally on the register came to $132.67 and she realized she didn’t have her checkbook with her. She dug into her wallet and found a blank check, then had to go to the office to get it approved.


      She wondered if it would bounce.


      Count on it, Quin, laughed one of the wicked goblins. Welcome to the land of Murphy’s Law.


      The moment she was inside the car again, she popped the lid on a jar of freeze-dried peanuts, propped it between her legs, and proceeded to consume them by the handfuls. It was irreverent that she could even contemplate food at a time like this, her hunger churning and burrowing like a mindless mole. She stuffed her face as she drove, the little piggy in the child’s jingle, crying all the way home.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      
        
      


      “Bahamas Air Flight 412 is cleared to land. Please extinguish all smoking materials and fasten seat belts. We’ve enjoyed…”


      The flight attendant’s voice pierced her dream, awakening her, and then flowed over her, a dark rushing tide that cooled her burning cheeks. The air vent was aimed at Magali Pintera’s face and dried the pimples of sweat across her upper lip. She shivered. The dream, something about the dream, she thought, still groggy as she brought her chair to an upright position. She’d had the dream before, she knew she had. But always, the only thing she remembered afterward was that she was running through a dark alley, an alley blacker than pitch. She could hear footfalls. She could hear the breathing of someone behind her. But when her head jerked around, she saw only eyes. They glowed like neon, pulsed like tiny hearts. And they were close, very close, and she knew that if the eyes touched her, she would die.


      She shook the dream away and peered through the tiny window to her left. Lights glinted below; they were earthbound stars, chips of moonlight in a black sea. Miami. Now she saw the interstate, an artery of lights slicing through flatness, straighter than a matchstick for miles, then giving way to slow curves, sudden twists, a spill of saffron from the crime lights.


      She hadn’t been here in five years and found comfort in the fact that at night the city appeared unchanged, static, its topography as familiar as the back of her hand. There: the islands in Biscayne Bay, Miami Beach, the sprawl of Little Havana. And now, as the 767 sped toward its final approach, she saw Liberty City, Little Haiti, and then, beyond it, the deeper darkness of the Everglades, stretching across the width of the state. This tiny peninsula was like another continent, with people from dozens of countries on every block.


      Five years.


      Lifetimes.


      The woman who was returning here was not the same-one who had left. In five years, she’s moved around like a nomad—Europe, the Far East, South America, and the Caribbean. Her services were in demand in certain circles, and her reputation was such that she dealt only with people who could afford her exorbitant fees. Two years ago, she’d-sunk some of that money into an Alpine lodge in Colonia Tovar, a German settlement in the Andean foothills outside of Caracas. It was now the place she considered home, her base of operations, her perfect cover. She was the largest employer in a region dependent almost solely on tourism and paid higher wages than any of the competition. She’d helped elevate the local tourist industry from a second-rate destination to a place so coveted by South Americans and Europeans that nearly every hotel in town was booked solid for the next year. That alone had made her so popular among the locals that no one questioned her about her past. To those people, the present was what mattered.


      The town suited her. Its German roots were identical to those in southern Chile, where she’d been born thirty-eight years ago. It allowed her to remain fluent in German, one of four languages she spoke, and she felt secure enough there to be known by her real name—Magali Schmidt. She was a Venezuelan citizen, but rarely traveled on a Venezuelan passport. For this job, in fact, she was traveling on an American passport procured for her by a fed she knew. She was a Cuban-American whose personal history fit South Florida.


      If she had to trace her present life to a particular event in her past, it would be to the death of her husband during the overthrow of the Allende government, when she was barely twenty. He’d been struck in the throat by a bullet intended for a line of students in a demonstration in downtown Santiago.


      He’d died in her arms, his blood oozing over her own skin, his pale blue eyes fluttering open against unbearable pain. Moments later she was accosted by soldiers, beaten senseless, raped, left for dead. It had murdered her compassion. In its place had grown a profound hatred for scum.


      She rarely thought of her husband anymore. He was an American Marine she’d met in a bar in Valparaiso, an ordinary man, really, from Cincinnati. But she had loved him fiercely, passionately, with all the naive hopefulness of youth. Although she no longer mourned him and could barely remember what he looked like, she understood that his death was the heart of everything. She accepted it. She understood the possible consequences of her actions; it didn’t frighten her. Her capacity for fear, like her capacity for compassion, had atrophied that night in Santiago.


      The plane banked into its final approach. The opaqueness of the Everglades slipped away. Now, in the glass, her own reflection gazed back at her. The natural color of her hair was a rich bronze, but for this job it was black and fell almost to her shoulders in electric curls. Her eyes were wide, deeply set, the dark of bitter chocolate. Her mouth was full, quick to smile, and her nose was slender and straight. Her body—lean, strong, agile—had been honed through a strict regimen of diet and exercise. She was, by her own dispassionate assessment, a striking woman. But through the magic of clothes and makeup, by altering her speech and gestures, she could also appear quite ordinary. She’d long ago learned that the art of disguise was much more than just changing the color of your hair.


      The one thing about her that hadn’t changed for this job or any other was her fondness for jewelry. She wore several thick gold chains around her neck, half-a-dozen slender gold bracelets danced on her right arm, and a lovely Swiss watch adorned her left wrist. Her rings were a small, deep green emerald in a simple gold setting and a slightly larger ruby crowned by a crescent of diamond chips. Her jewelry always reflected what she needed most on a particular day—gold for a lift, silver or platinum for heightened intuition, sapphires for introspection, rubies for energy. She had a talent for metal, for gems—where they could be bought, bargained for, mined, how they were cut, set, sold. It was not a talent she’d consciously nurtured. It interested her, so it came easily, just as remembering did. Or finding people. Or killing.


      
        
      


      Magali followed the departing passengers into the terminal. So many billboards, such a maze of corridors and escalators, all leading to a people-mover which sped them along toward the main building, to immigration and customs. Her flight from Nassau had been blissfully short, but it had been only one leg in her journey from Luxembourg. It was late, and she was tired. She hoped there wouldn’t be any delay in customs. The agents were puppets, their faces frozen in grimness, their hands patting, digging, seeking, their voices plangent with courtesy. But American customs agents weren’t the paragon of efficiency that they thought themselves to be. They weren’t as good as the Swiss, who missed nothing, or as thorough as the Colombians, who, thanks to the drug cartel, now checked your bags before you even left the country. But they were a cut above the agents in Luxembourg, she thought, whose checks were cursory at best.


      She had gone to Luxembourg to relax after a long and ultimately satisfying job. Eight months earlier, she’d been hired by the French embassy in Switzerland to track down a man who had abducted several children of French diplomats in various spots in Europe. It had taken her nearly four months to connect him to a string of sex crimes against children in six countries, but once she had, finding him was relatively easy. She tracked him through Austria, Yugoslavia, and Greece, then back up and into the Black Forest, where he was living like a king on ransom money. She spent two weeks working for him as a maid, trying to determine if the abducted children were still alive. When she found their corpses buried in the basement, she sank an ice pick through his throat. A good kill. Quick and clean. Flawless.


      She presented her American passport in a room where passengers were separated into two groups—citizens and noncitizens. She followed the rest of the citizens down an escalator to the baggage claim area, retrieved her suitcase, and got in line. One of the customs agents moved down the row of passengers, pausing here, there, asking a few questions, scribbling something on a slip of paper, waving every third or fourth person through.


      When he stopped beside her, she caught the scrutiny in his seemingly quick glance that evaluated her according to some arcane customs criteria: Did she twitch? Did she seem nervous? Did she avert her eyes? Was she traveling alone? Was she sweating? Did she fit the profile of a drug smuggler?


      As the man paged through her passport, he asked what she’d been doing in Nassau, even though he could plainly see from the stamps that her flight had originated in Luxembourg.


      She said as much and he nodded and remarked how beautiful the country was and asked if she had any purchases to declare. Only what was on the declaration slip, she replied.


      He waved her on through.


      She strolled past the customs counters, one bag clutched in her hand, her carry-on snug on her shoulder. If possible, she traveled lightly and bought what she needed en route. But, depending on the country, it was sometimes a delicate balance. She couldn’t travel so lightly that she attracted attention. This time, she had struck the right balance. A good omen.


      In the room just beyond customs, she stopped at the line of phone booths and fed a quarter into the slot. She dialed a number in Little Havana and a man answered on the second ring.


      “Digame.”


      “Jimenez se encuentra?”


      “Un momento, por favor.”


      The man who picked up the extension had a low, deep voice. Magali had never met him, but his voice conjured an immediate image—older, perhaps in his early fifties, with white hair and a protruding gut. Too much rich food, no exercise, a life of excess. He hadn’t hired her; she wasn’t sure who had hired her this time. Jimenez was just her contact, one of the numerous sycophants who made a comfortable living negotiating deals and whose life was played out in anonymity, in a kind of darkness.


      “Sin verguenza,” she said. Without shame: her password. He provided her with all the details she needed. She thanked him and hung up.


      Magali hailed a taxi, which took her to the Carlyle Hotel on Miami Beach. She’d stayed there five years ago, the night before she’d left the country. South Beach had been a war zone of druggies and gangs then, a decaying eyesore at the edge of the sea inhabited mostly by people on Social Security who were afraid to go out after dark. Now Ocean Drive was a yuppie paradise. Police cruised the neighborhood. The hotels had been refurbished in pinks and blues and melons; their lobbies had been gutted and redecorated. Cafés were plentiful. People biked along the sidewalks, pedestrians strolled the beach, music drifted from open doorways.


      As she got out of the cab, she stood for a moment on the walk, inhaling the sweet, warm air. The sound of the surf swelled against the dark. She felt a sudden sharp longing for…what? A different life? What sort of life? An ordinary life?


      She knew the answer; she just didn’t want to think about it. Not now. Not until this job was over. But the longing persisted. It moved through her like the vestiges of a dream. She saw herself and a small child walking the wide beach across the street, pausing to gaze out at the sea. Her child. The child she would have when she was finished here.


      She hugged her arms against her and waited for the feeling to exhaust itself. It did, but not as quickly as usual, and then she went into the hotel to register.


      Her room was small but charming. Pastel walls, wide windows that overlooked the ocean, a comfortable double bed. She shucked her white slacks and silk blouse, removed all her jewelry, and took a quick shower. Afterward, she knelt in front of her suitcase, studying her clothes. She finally settled on black Italian-made slacks that fit her like a second skin, a short-sleeved cotton blouse, a pair of red patent leather heels, and a red leather purse. She slipped the ruby back on—for energy, because the flight had tired her, and because it matched the shoes and bag. Earrings? Yes, okay. The red hoops would look good. But no gold chains. Not in Miami.


      She took a cab to the bus depot downtown and in the ladies’ room went into the third stall on her right and locked the door. She reached behind the toilet bowl, patting the cool, damp porcelain until she found a key taped in a dip about a hand’s width up from the floor. She removed it and left the stall.


      Locker 14 was near the exit. The doors were open, and the exhaust fumes from the idling, buses and the noise of their engines assaulted her as she inserted the key in the lock and turned it. She removed the black vinyl briefcase from inside, left the key in the lock, and returned to the rest room. In the stall, she lowered herself to the toilet seat and unzipped the briefcase. There was $75,000 inside, with another fifty due upon completion of the job. In the zippered compartment was a photograph of her mark, along with comprehensive biographical information on him and his wife. It included everything from his vital statistics to his hobbies and personality quirks. The one stipulation was that his death had to look accidental.


      Magali flipped through the biographical information, then studied his photograph. Self-contained, she thought. His eyes were smoke blue, his hair was thick, dark, laced with strands of gray, like his beard. His mouth said he was stubborn, a man accustomed to doing things his way. His body was lean, sinewy, his shoulders broad. She liked his looks.


      A runner.


      A man who pursued art as a hobby.


      A realist with a capacity for aesthetic appreciation. Interesting.


      When she was back at her hotel, in her room, she spread everything out on the bed, reading through the bio data more slowly, missing nothing. Her eidetic memory was startlingly accurate, and by the time she reached the end of the material, she could recall entire pages as they’d been written.


      Ten years as a homicide detective with Metro-Dade, presently a private investigator charged with first-degree murder.


      Clipped to the page was an article from the Miami Herald about the homicide. She looked at the photo of the woman who’d been killed, and her blood boiled. A crooked ex-cop who’d apparently been grabbing a little on the side. Whoever had hired her had one thing in mind: revenge. Good. It was a motive she understood.


      But it disturbed her that she would be up against a cop. Those who were good usually possessed an acute sixth sense similar to what she’d observed in certain predators. An Italian man she’d stalked in Rome three years ago—an ex-cop turned Mafia henchman—had taught her a great deal about intuition. He’d not only known he was being tracked but had turned the tables on her and had almost proven to be her nemesis. It was a lesson she hadn’t forgotten, and a mistake she did not intend to repeat.


      Included in the packet was a copy of the police report, copies of the photo taken at the scene of the crime, everything she needed to evaluate for herself whether the man was guilty. He probably was, but before doing anything, she would snoop a little on her own. She nearly always did, unless she was hired by someone she knew, one to one, no intermediaries.


      She was not without a sense of fairness; and besides, she would be paid regardless.


      Magali rubbed her eyes, picked up the papers, and carried them into the bathroom. She closed the door and turned on the shower. When steam was rolling through the room, she burned the sheets over the toilet bowl and thought about the child.


      Her child.


      The child—boy or girl, it didn’t matter—was still only an abstract, a tight, hard knot at the back of her mind that refused to go away. Years ago, when she was married to the Marine, she had miscarried. Another time, when she was in her late twenties, she’d gotten pregnant by a Swiss businessman. She’d had the pregnancy terminated—not because the man was married, but because his character was flawed and she didn’t want him to be the father of her child. Six years ago, a brief affair with a Spanish artist had resulted in a second miscarriage. But this time would be different. This time the biological clock was ticking. This time her body was primed; pregnancy would be a conscious decision. She would choose the man carefully, deliberately, guided by instinct, just as she chose her jobs.


      She held a match to the picture of Mike McCleary. The edges blackened and curled. Magali moved her fingers around to avoid the slender tongues of flames. When there was nothing but a pinch of the photo left, she dropped it into the toilet. It hissed. Thin plumes of smoke rose from it. She flushed the toilet and watched the water swirling, swirling, the smoke gone now, everything gone except for a black fleck of the picture floating in the water like a ship marked for death.


      “Bye-bye, McCleary,” she said softly, and smiled.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      
        
      


      The absence of sound outside his room was fitting, somehow, as though the absence of his memory had drawn the silence to him as a metaphor of his condition. Mike McCleary drifted in it for a few minutes, eyes closed, his body motionless, his hope leaping beyond him like a probe, seeking the bright schematic of the life he’d misplaced.


      He wasn’t picky; anything would do: a name, face, a place, an event. He would even settle for a brief glimpse of one of those things from the last twenty years, a silhouette his imagination could fill in, part of a name he could puzzle through. Anything.


      But as McCleary waited, the dull, persistent ache at the back of his head that had followed him into sleep last night rallied like a politician. He winced as he slowly sat forward on his bed and dropped his legs over the edge. The pain slid off to one side, pounding hard. It was as if his memories had grown arms and legs during the night and now hammered against the boundaries in his mind that separated him from them. He poured a glass of water from the pitcher sweating on the nightstand, drank it down, poured a second glass, and consumed that as he got up and went into the bathroom.


      He relieved himself, washed up, brushed his teeth, and did not look in the mirror. He wasn’t ready to see himself yet. For six days he’d avoided the mirror.


      On his way back into the room, he glanced into the hall to see whether the cop was still outside. He was. He was seated in the same chair he’d been in since eleven last night. At seven, some other cop would replace him.


      McCleary wandered over to the window and gazed out. His room at Broward General Hospital was on the third floor. The view wasn’t great—just a string of shops across the street and the endless stream of traffic—but this evidence of ordinary life cheered him. Although he couldn’t see the railroad track, he knew one was close by because at night he could hear the trains whizzing past, wheels pummeling the rails, whistles piercing the still air. The sound awakened him and filled him with melancholy. Did trains hold some special significance for him? Was the sound part of something he couldn’t remember? Or was it just one of those things like the smell of rain or the song of a particular bird that made you feel a certain way?


      The oldest memories will come back first, his shrink had said. And they had, but piecemeal, like food being doled out to a prisoner as some paltry reward for good behavior.


      Distantly, he heard the approach of the first train this morning and imagined himself on it, bound for anywhere, gazing through a dusty window into the urban sprawls. He wanted out, that was all. He wanted out of the room, the hospital, his incarceration, out of this absence of memory.


      Anything can trigger the memories…


      Like a train?


      Don’t force yourself to remember, Mike. It’ll come…


      McCleary jammed his hands into the pockets of his robe, his senses following the train as it hurtled past, whistle blowing. A strange sound, deep, the bellow of a giant bound for someplace it didn’t want to go.


      He felt the familiar flutter of panic in his chest, the beginning of that insidious terror that he was a nonentity, that the shell of himself for the last twenty years would be forever filled with other people’s memories of him, other people’s facts, that…


      Whatever you do, Mike, don’t panic….


      Right. Do not panic. Rule One.


      He moved to the chair and picked up the sketchpad Dr. Clarke had given him. Lorian Clarke. Jungian analyst. Thirty-six years old, hair the gold of peaches, a looker who picked brains for a living. Sketch anything. It might spark a memory….


      The only thing on the pad was a heading, Sketch #1, as if there was going to be a string of them, and a wobbly circle with nothing inside it. He figured it was what the inside of his head looked like. Empty. Vacant. Folded inside the sketchpad at the back were several typed sheets that Doc Smithers, the Dade County coroner, had brought him two nights ago. They contained facts about him that Smithers and Tim Benson and some other people he had known (and couldn’t remember) had put together. As he perused the sheets for the umpteenth time, parts seemed utterly foreign to him, as if he were reading about someone he didn’t know. This stranger, himself, had been born in Syracuse, New York, forty years ago. His father was an English professor at Syracuse University, and his mother owned an interior decorator’s shop. He had four younger sisters. Fine so far. He remembered some of that. But now he reached the mind lock, the chilled blackness where his memories were on ice, frozen like shrimp.


      He’d left Syracuse sixteen years ago, after a stint selling insurance and a year in the Syracuse police department. He spent a decade at Metro-Dade in the homicide division, and when he left there almost six years ago, he was chief of the division.


      For the last five years, he and his wife—no face, no memory of her at all—had owned a private detective agency in North Miami. They had no children. They shared their home on Poinciana Drive with three cats—Merlin, Tracy, and Hepburn. Merlin had a fondness for beer and Bailey’s Irish Cream. Tracy and Hepburn had been inherited during a case three years ago, when he and Quin had been investigating a murder for a movie producer named Gill Kranish.


      His hobby was painting. He drove a silver Mazda RX7 —which he’d since found out was a Japanese car—had a talent for cooking, was a compulsive list-maker and an idealist. He’d been close friends with Kranish, originator of the Spin Weaver series, who was now deceased. He was a dedicated runner who put in fifteen to twenty miles a week. During a 10K race last year, he had averaged six-and-a-half-minute miles.


      McCleary had a brief but vivid image of himself racing down a wide, tree-lined road, chest heaving, arms bent at his sides, shoes pounding black asphalt, and a crush of humanity on either side of him. A woman with dark hair—his youngest sister, he recognized her—was waving a T-shirt and shouting, C’mon, Mac, c’mon. On the front of the T-shirt was SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY.


      He tried to hold the image in his mind, but the colors leaked out; it faded like an old shirt. A real memory, another goddamn real memory. His knees went soft and he leaned back against the windowsill, into a bouquet of roses and baby’s breath. College: he’d been running in college. He could remember a race when he was nineteen, but not his wife?


      The panic flooded him again. He folded his legs into the chair, clutching the sketchpad in his lap, and flipped to an empty page. He wrote: I remember…What? Just what the hell did he remember?


      The events in the motel room were uneven, hazy. It was like peering through a strip of gauze and being able to detect nothing but shadows. His shrink had blamed the Panzine for that. But he remembered the stink of blood, the back of his skull bright with pain, and he remembered the cop, Grunwald, yanking his head back by the hair and calling him scumbag. He remembered the blonde, the way her hair fanned out across the pillow, and later, he recalled the smell of the sea. Before that, he remembered nothing.


      A twenty-year blank, he thought, white as a tundra.


      He tore the sheet from the pad and ripped it up. He scooped the pieces into the basket. He didn’t need to be reminded that he’d been framed for a murder he didn’t believe he’d committed, that someone had pumped him full of a drug, slammed him over the head, left him for dead, and stolen his memories and two decades of his life. Anger pumped through him, then rage. He hurled the sketchpad across the room. It smacked the wall and pages fluttered out like escaping doves. He swept the vase of flowers off the sill. The vase shattered. Baby’s breath flew. Roses scattered across the gray rug, marring it like bloody footprints. The noise brought the cop hurrying into the room, a frown throwing his youthful features into confusion. “Hey, what d’ya think you’re doing, man? It’s not even seven in the morning, and there are still people –“


      “Get out.” McCleary moved toward him. The cop backed away, his hand on the butt of his
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