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Part One

FLIGHT

"There has been no
evidence indicating that sightings categorized as 'unidentified'
are extraterrestrial vehicles."

—Project Blue
Book

"Keep your eyes on the
skies."

—Betty Hill

 



Chapter 1

(1)

The car whipped
through the warm, oily darkness, up and down hills, around bends as
sharp as broken bones. She gripped the steering wheel and leaned
into it, trying to see the next twist. But the headlights were no
better than candles against the blackness.

The tires shrieked. The car's rear end
fishtailed. She didn't slow down, couldn't. They were back there
somewhere, seeking her, coming for her beneath the ebony skin of a
sky where stars bulged like luminous pimples. But they wouldn't
find her, wouldn't catch her or trick her again. She was a moon in
hiding.

The humid air rushed through the open
windows, mixing with the stink of blood. It was everywhere, on her
hands and clothes, in her hair, seeping from the seats and the
windshield, a stigmata. She couldn't remember where it had come
from and she couldn't escape it. The odor clung to her, covered
her.

Her hands climbed around the steering wheel,
twisting it as the road twisted. The headlights bounced off giant
mushrooms festooned in streamers of moss. As she neared them, she
saw that they were trees, of course, trees whose name she couldn't
remember. And the moss, what was it about the moss? It speaks in
tongues. . . . Who had said that to her? Who?

The road angled steeply upward again. She
anxiously scanned the sky for the moon. Hidden, it was her consort,
her confidant; exposed, it was her betrayer. Which would it be this
time?

She glanced in the rearview mirror.
Unrelieved darkness stretched behind her, a black continent. But
she knew it was a trick, a mask, a lie. They were still after her,
racing to claim her as if she were an invaluable heirloom or the
artifact of some ancient civilization. She chewed at her lower lip,
pressed the gas pedal to the floor, begged the car to move faster,
faster, please.

The moon remained concealed and the growth of
trees thickened, crowding the road and the sky until only a narrow
band of stars was visible. A highway of stars that shimmered like
Popsicles, close enough to lick. She recognized these stars, this
sky, this Band-Aid of a road, but she couldn't place the details in
any context, couldn't connect them to one another. They were like
names of people whose faces she had forgotten.

Near the top of the hill the headlights
washed across a lopsided wooden sign coming up on her right. Beyond
it, nearly obscured by a web of hanging moss, yawned the mouth of a
dirt road. Her hands remembered it and turned the wheel sharply,
suddenly. The car bounced like a beach ball over ruts, potholes,
ditches. Gravel pinged against the doors. Dust flew through the
open windows and settled on the dash, the seat, her skin. She
coughed, downshifted, tapped the brake. The trees closed in, the
stars vanished. The road dipped down, down through the trees,
spiraling, coiling, choked by underbrush until it simply ended.

It didn't matter. She knew the way now, knew
it as though a map had unfolded inside her, the place marked with a
large black X that shouted: Here, this way, quick.

Branches clawed at the car as she dodged
trees and bushes. Shadows congealed until they assumed shape and
depth and loomed in the dark like buildings in a city that remained
just out of reach. Panic seized her, turned her inside out like
shirt, a sock, a ruined shoe. She wept and laughed until the sounds
were identical and knew that what they said about her was true. She
was deranged. There was no safe place in the woods, there was blood
on her hands, she had seen lights in the sky, she had died and been
reborn and didn't know her name.

Then she saw it, a flash of glass, and
laughed out loud. Since the little house was there, tucked away in
the huge mushroom trees, then she wasn't crazy, was she? The tires
crunched over fallen branches, brush, weeds. She drove under the
moss; it whispered across the roof of the car. The moss was real.
The house was real.

She stopped at the side of it, left the
headlights on, climbed out. What now? What was she supposed to do
now? Her hands saved her. They remembered where she was, what to
do. They pulled moss from the nearest trees and draped it over the
hood, the roof, the trunk, rendering the car as invisible as the
moon.

When she was finished, she turned off the
headlights, grabbed her bundle from the passenger seat, removed the
keys, and locked the doors. She lit the candle that she'd carried
in her bundle, held it up like a staff, a sword, and made her way
toward the front door.

Weeds grew from the cracks in the sidewalk.
Lizards skittered away through the tall grass. An owl hooted. The
night was alive with noises that were, in some odd way, familiar to
her.

The door was locked, but again her hands
remembered what her mind did not: She reached into a flowerpot
filled with weeds and dug around until she found a key. It was
badly rusted, but it worked. The door creaked as it swung open and
stale air washed over her, warm as the sea. She stepped inside
quickly. After locking the door, she held the candle high so she
could see.

A vaulted ceiling, exposed beams, a fireplace
with a chimney. It seemed that she should remember these details,
but she didn't. The few pieces of furniture were covered with white
sheets. Dead bugs littered the floor. The lights didn't work. The
air smelled of dust, secrets, regrets.

She hurried around, opening windows that
still had screens, tearing the sheets from the old chairs, the
couch, a rocking chair, waiting for a surge of memories that would
fix this place within the context of the life she couldn't recall.
But only her hands and the motions of her body possessed any
certainty at all.

In the hallway mirror, she gazed at the woman
in the glass, a tall, thin stranger holding her candle like the
Statue of Liberty held her torch. Free me, she thought at the
reflection. Give me back my memories. But the stranger had nothing
to say to her. The stranger had blood on her clothes. Madness
shadowed the blue of her eyes.

"Get lost," she whispered to the stranger,
and the woman in the mirror turned away.

She fixed the candle in a pool of wax on the
stone of the fireplace and stripped off her bloodstained clothes.
She wrapped herself up in one of the dusty sheets, a Roman in a
toga, an impostor at a costume ball.

She retrieved the candle, hastened to the
kitchen, dropped the soiled clothes in the sink. She let the water
run until the dust had cleared, then filled the sink and left the
clothes to soak. Tomorrow she would find soap and wash them. She
would hang them in the sun to dry. They would absorb the scent of
trees and earth, water and sky, scents that would obliterate the
sharp, metallic odor of the blood.

Whose blood?

Where?

I killed him.

The thought slammed into her. She grabbed on
to the edge of the sink to steady herself. When her knees had
hardened again, when she could feel her legs, she backed away from
the clothes, the water, the sink, and tore into the front room
where she had left her bundle. She cradled it like an infant in the
crook of her arm and moved toward the stairs. Up there, on the
second floor, she would be safe. She didn't question how she knew
this; she simply did. It was like the memory in her hands, pure,
undiluted.

But as she climbed the stairs, her eyes
fastened on the landing window just in front of her, a huge
rectangle of glass that was uncovered, naked, pale with starlight.
The sight of it terrified her. She didn't think she could move past
it. She began to tremble and tugged the sheet more tightly around
her shoulders and arms. The window, something about the window. She
almost seized it, an elusive memory of brilliant lights, a sea of
light.

Then the memory was gone and she stumbled up
the stairs, weeping, the emptiness of her womb like a terrible
penance for a sin she couldn't recall. She passed the first room,
stopped in the doorway of the second. Here, the bed was made and
thick curtains covered the windows. She melted wax onto an empty
saucer and twisted the candle into it until it stuck. She set it on
the nightstand next to a small lamp.

It was a child's lamp, with a teddy bear
sitting on a wooden base and a dusty, faded shade covering him like
an umbrella. She touched the teddy's black button eyes, his floppy
ears, his funny ball of a tail. His mouth, no longer than a dash,
seemed to smile at her. The pinched tightness returned to her
chest. Her eyes filled with tears again. She didn't know why she
had chosen this room over the others, but what did it matter? The
mattress was soft, the sheets were damp from the humidity, the
pillows welcomed her.

Her head sank into a nest of feathers. She
drew the sheet up over her, hugged her bundle against her. The
windows were shut and covered and she couldn't hear a sound. Not
the wind, not the insects that were surely buzzing against the
glass, not even the house. She felt small, compact, secure.

Then the candle hissed, a viper inches from
her head, and she started to shake again, to weep again. She didn't
know how long the attack lasted—and that's what it was, an attack,
an assault, a violation—but after a while it passed.

Exhaustion settled
through her and she closed her eyes. Her last thoughts were of
blood and them, of windows exploding with light, of deserted roads
begging for dawn, of mushroom trees, and of moss that spoke in
tongues when the wind swept through it.

(2)

Evan Nate stood in a
corner of the greenhouse behind his home near Homestead Air Force
Base. He was watching a large tropical spider put the finishing
touches on a web she had spun between two of his papaya trees. This
particular variety was a Nephili madagascariensis, a virtual giant
that could grasp a human hand with its outstretched legs. Although
it wasn't native to Florida, it survived here quite well.
Especially in the greenhouse, where the temperature was maintained
between eighty and eighty-five degrees.

The web had been constructed with more than
one kind of thread. The center, the spider's lookout where she
would sit motionless in wait of a prey, consisted of dry threads
produced by a pair of bottle-shaped glands. Other dry threads
radiated from this, spokes that extended to the rim of the web.
Attached to the spokes were sticky threads, produced by two
different pairs of glands, which filled the space between hub and
rim. These were known as the trapping spirals and were coated with
a secretion from the glue glands. Once secreted, the substance
contracted and formed small beads, or birdlime, in which insects
got caught.

One would suppose, Nate thought, that the
spider herself would become caught. But she gripped only the dry
threads as she maneuvered around the web, adroitly avoiding any
contact with the sticky spiral. She was a marvelously tactile
creature, a fact that never ceased to fascinate him. By keeping one
leg on a spoke or on a specially constructed telegraph wire, for
instance, she could tell when a prey had flown into the web simply
by the vibration of the thread.

If the prey didn't move, she located its
position by plucking each thread with astonishing speed. Then she
immediately secured her victim in a cocoon of very fine silk
threads secreted by yet another gland and bit it several times to
paralyze or kill it. Once the insect was completely helpless, she
released it from the web and carried it to the lookout center,
where it was hung by a short thread. There, she injected peptic
juices into her victim and sucked them up later when all the
nutrients were dissolved. The exterior skeletons were then tossed
out of the web.

Spiders were an example of Nature at her most
efficient best. And since this pretty lady had chosen his
greenhouse for her web, he would reward her with a tidbit for
breakfast. Something that would entice her to stick around and do
what pesticides had failed to do.

Nate studied the glass aquariums lined up on
the counter to his left. Each contained a particular species of bug
that had given him trouble here in the greenhouse. Fire ants,
caterpillars with a fondness for periwinkles and orchids, roaches
that feasted on anything, snails that had decimated his last crop
of mangoes, bugs that flew, that crawled, that burrowed.

From time to time he tried different poisons
on them—granules, pellets, sprays—and kept meticulous notes on what
each experiment yielded. So far, though, he hadn't found any single
poison that was unilaterally efficient. But he would, sooner or
later he would.

As Nate leaned close to the aquarium that
held the ants, his reflection was trapped briefly in the glass:
bald head, gray eyes as hard and round as marbles, a mouth more
suited for a woman's face, the hawk nose he had always hated, and
the creases. The creases of time, of five and a half decades.
You're getting up there, he thought.

He tapped the glass wall; the fire ants
swarmed through the intricate tunnels of their mounds, scurried
across the inner walls. Busy busy busy. He'd stumbled into a fire
ant nest years ago and before those nasty fuckers were finished
with him, his feet had swollen to twice their normal size and he'd
nearly died of anaphylactic shock.

From a drawer, he brought out a long metal
instrument with a blunted end. He stuck a folded strip of very
sticky tape to the end, then slipped the device through the
trapdoor in the aquarium's lid. Seconds later, he pulled it out, a
fire ant squirming valiantly against the tape, and walked over to
the web. With a second instrument that resembled a pair of
elongated tweezers he extricated the tape with the ant still on it,
then touched it to the birdlime in the web. The spider, instantly
alerted by the vibrations, raced toward the fire ant.

Nate smiled as he watched, anticipating the
instant when the spider would pounce. But the spectacle was spoiled
by the peal of the phone, a sharp, irritating noise that seemed to
echo within the walls of the greenhouse. Even if he ignored it, if
he let his wife or daughter pick up in the house, the caller would
eventually track him down. They always did.

"Nate here."

"Colonel, sorry to, uh, disturb you at this
hour."

"I was up." He moved toward the web, the
telephone line stretching. "What is it, Doctor?"

"We have a, uh, problem here."

Yes, of course. His callers always had
problems that he was supposed to solve. "What sort of problem?" He
watched the spider wrapping the fire ant in a neat, silken
cocoon.

"One of our patients has escaped and killed
Vance Liscomb and an attendant in the process."

Liscomb. Christ. He squeezed the bridge of
his nose, suddenly conscious of a debilitating fatigue that nibbled
at the edge of his awareness. "And just what do you expect me to do
about it, Dr. Winthrop? Revive him? Bring him back from the
dead?"

"Uh, no, sir, I thought you might want to
know."

"Yes, yes, of course. Thank you for telling
me. I'll take care of things from here."

"But that isn't all."

Winthrop's hesitation didn't bode well. "Yes?
Go on, what else?" He watched the spider carrying her treasure to
the center of the web, watched her biting it, injecting it with
peptic juices. Digested alive, he thought. "Dr. Winthrop? Are you
still there?"

"Yes, sir, yes, I am. The, uh, patient was
Margaret Wickerd."

Nate shut his eyes and dozens of details
crowded his head, each one shouting, demanding his immediate
attention with the crassness of shoppers at the return counter the
day after Christmas. Liscomb, Margaret Wickerd, who else? Who?
"Have the police been called?"

"Yes, sir."

He was surrounded by inept fools. "You should
have called me first, Dr. Winthrop."

"I. . . I wasn't here when it happened. Dr.
Treak found the bodies and under the circumstances, well . . . I
mean, there was a nurse who saw the bodies and a couple of the
patients and well, what else could she do, Colonel?"

His head pounded. He stared at the spider,
who had returned to the center of her web, waiting again. The
cocoon that held the fire ant dangled nearby like some tiny, pale
lantern. Such marvelous efficiency, he thought wistfully, and he
was surrounded by incompetents.

"Is there anything I should do, Colonel?"

He almost laughed. "You've already done it,
Doctor. Say as little as possible and I'll be in touch."

Nate disconnected, then
stood there with his hand on the receiver, his eyes fixed on the
web. Do nothing for now, he thought. Do nothing and wait, like the
spider.







Chapter 2

(1)

The atrium at the
side of the lighthouse was as lush and crowded as a rain forest.
When Aline parted the dense growth with her hands, her fingers
vanished beneath leaves of ivy a foot wide, her feet were hidden by
a dome of bougainvillea bursting with crimson buds, and a tall
stalk of pampas grass tickled her nose.

"Boo," she whispered. "You in here?" She
placed a plate of raw fish on one of the circular stones in the
footpath. "Chow time, little guy."

Leaves rustled and the screech owl's head
poked through them. He hopped over to her, barely visible in the
dim wash of starlight in the predawn sky. He stood just seven
inches high from his eartufts to his feet, with reddish brown
feathers streaked here and there with darker brown, like
chocolate-swirl cookies. She and Kincaid had christened him Boo,
short for buho, the Spanish word for owl.

They had found him a month ago, on their
first night in the lighthouse. He had hopped out of the weeds
around dusk, a scrawny little fellow with a broken left wing and
grass in his feathers, easily tempted by the raw fish Aline had
left on the front porch for him. Within a few days he'd allowed her
to get close enough to touch him and at the end of the week the vet
had driven out to the lighthouse to take a look at him.

The verdict on the wing wasn't good. Two
bones were broken, a large and a small. The vet set the first, said
the other would mend on its own, but that the owl probably wouldn't
fly again. And if he couldn't fly, his diet would be restricted to
whatever rodents, frogs, and insects he could catch on his own. The
vet suggested a zoo; Aline balked and decided to keep him.

In the weeks since, Boo had flourished in the
atrium. The fence that separated it from the yard provided
protection during the day when he slept. At night, he simply ducked
under it and ventured into the woods around the lighthouse. The
splint was gone from his wing now, but he still hadn't flown and
she continued to feed him.

He held each chunk of fish with his claws and
tore off pieces with his sharp beak. Now and then he looked away
from the fish, as if seeking the source of some small sound she
couldn't hear. Since his eyes were nearly immovable, this required
that he turn his head.

An owl's eyes were more forwardly directed
than other birds', so their visual fields overlapped. This created
a binocular span of sixty to seventy degrees, about a sixth of a
circle. Some species of owls were able to turn their heads in a
three-quarter circle or completely upside down, in a one eighty.
But not this fellow. The most he could manage was a turn of about
one fifty, roughly the angle of a shrink's couch, as Kincaid put
it.

As soon as he'd finished eating, he hopped up
close to Aline and touched his beak gently to her outstretched
palm. He tapped it twice, his way of saying thanks for the chow,
she supposed, then permitted her to inspect his wing. He knew the
routine as well as she did by now.

Despite the vet's admonitions that Boo would
probably tear off the splint within a day or two, the owl had
proven him wrong. Perhaps at some rudimentary level he'd understood
it might help him fly again. So he'd endured three weeks of the
splint and for what? The wing remained limp and droopy. "Well, it
looks better than it did yesterday, Boo."

He blinked, then vanished into the leaves.
Aline went back inside, where Unojo and Wolfe glared at her,
jealous spectators awaiting some of that raw beef, thank you very
much. Kincaid's tabby cat and her skunk still hadn't adjusted to
the new addition in the family and maintained a respectful
distance.

But Wolfe also pouted and behaved as though
she had betrayed him. After all, for years it had just been the two
of them, sharing whatever a human and a skunk could share. Then
suddenly his space had been violated by a cat, and just when he was
getting accustomed to her, the owl had arrived. How could she blame
him? So she tolerated his little fits of temper, the towels that he
gnawed, the shoes that he urinated in.

"Don't worry, I've got leftovers for you
guys, too." Unojo (Ewn-oh-ho was one of those Spanish words she
always saw phonetically in her mind)—One Eye—rubbed up against her
leg, but Wolfe growled and stamped his feet, sure signs that he
intended to blast her. Never mind that he couldn't because he'd
been de-scented; it was the threat that counted. His eight-inch
tail flicked up, quivered, then he sauntered off, indignant.

"You're as bad as a two-year-old," she called
after him. He replied with another flick of his tail.

Aline picked up the cat and headed for the
kitchen. Each of these animals had found her and Kincaid; the word
had apparently spread that they were a couple of suckers for the
orphaned, the injured, the down and out. Four years ago, when she
lived alone at the south end of the island, Wolfe had appeared in
her yard one day, huddled next to a rock. He'd been maybe a month
old, if that, and no larger than the palm of her hand.

Unojo had jumped into Kincaid's car last May
and settled into the passenger seat as if by invitation. The way he
told the story, she was an enchanted cat, blinking at him with her
weird eyes, one amber, the other the color of milk, just daring him
to oust her.

And now the owl.

What next? A rabbit? A friendly iguana? One
of the island's Florida panthers? She rather liked that idea: Aline
Scott as a naturalist, a Jane Goodall of Tango Key. During
Kincaid's absences the animals would prowl the lighthouse at night;
sentries, guardians, companions of her solitude.

This time Kincaid had been gone only three
days but it seemed much longer, especially at night when the size
of the lighthouse and its isolation were enhanced by the darkness.
The place rose from the lip of a cliff on the western slope of
Tango Key, a great bleached bone standing on end. Built between
1870 and 1872, it was a monolithic relic of the days when the
island was a dark green pearl afloat in the Gulf Stream. Like most
old buildings, its history was rich with superstitious lore.

She had heard many of the stories when she
was a kid, tales whispered over campfires until they had assumed
almost mythical proportions. The strange lights, the sounds from
the glass beacon room at the top, the chill of the air around the
old seamen's graveyard, the ghosts of pirates and fishermen roaming
the darkened hallways. She wasn't immune to the mystique of things
that went bump in the night, not then, not now. But so far nothing
had bumped that couldn't be explained, which was disappointing. At
the very least, she'd hoped for a benign ghost, a mischievous
prankster as clever as a cat whose presence would compensate for
the fact that she and Kincaid were now cash poor.

Strapped with double mortgages because her
house in town still hadn't sold, their finances had never been
worse. They lived on her income from the police department and used
what he made on insurance investigations for emergencies. But the
insurance biz was slow these days, which was why he'd taken a
surveillance case in Miami.

Kincaid, naturally, hated surveillance cases
nearly as much as he did insurance cases and was chafing for the
freedom of real travel. To him that meant Asia or Australia, not
Miami or Key West. Like a smoker who couldn't get through his
morning coffee without a cigarette, he couldn't start the day
without a map or a travel book in front of him.

But the bottom line, she thought, was that
they were living together for the first time in the four years
since they'd met and she wasn't convinced that the arrangement
really suited either of them. Until now, they had shuffled back and
forth between her place and his, with long gaps in between when
Kincaid traveled and the relationship went on hold. There had been
a separateness to their lives then that she liked. Now the way out
was sealed. They shared the same bathroom.

In the kitchen, she started the coffee and
chopped up leftover beef for Wolfe and Unojo. The sky to the west
had lightened to violet. The turquoise waters of the Gulf shimmered
in the mist, suggesting a submerged continent or a lost world. It
was easy to imagine pirate ships churning through all that blue
water two hundred years ago, plundering the coastal waters and the
island in search of gold. It was easy, in fact, to imagine almost
anything out there.

The phone rang, an intrusive noise that
seemed to echo up through the lighthouse, bouncing against its
thick walls like a ball defying gravity. It irritated her—the
noise, the fact that it was just past six—and she was tempted to
let the answering machine pick up. But it wouldn't be the
department; this was her day off. So it had to be Kincaid, probably
calling to let her know he would be in Miami longer than he'd
expected.

"Hi, Ryan."

"Sorry to disappoint you, Al. It's
Bernie."

Claudia Bernelli, her long-time partner and
oldest friend, rarely rose before the sun or called before nine.
The fact that she had done both didn't bode well for Aline's day
off. "I'm free today, remember?"

"Tell it to the chief, Al. We've got a mess
at the Wellness Center and he wants everyone over there pronto. I'm
on my way out the door now."

The center was an exclusive clinic for mental
patients at the northern end of the island. Aline thought of it as
the sort of place that catered to the Zelda Fitzgeralds of the
Nineties, rich, neurotic women with time on their hands. It had
been built three years ago despite outraged protests by people who
lived and worked in Pirate's Cove, its nearest neighbor and the
wealthiest community on the island.

"You want to define mess?"

"An escapee who took down an orderly and one
of the shrinks."

Bye-bye, free day.
"I'll meet you there in twenty minutes."

(2)

Tango Key measured
eleven miles at its longest point and seven at its widest. It was
shaped like the head of a cat with a few proportion problems: ears
that were set too widely, a jaw that was too rounded, a face that
was much too long. Pirate's Cove with its two-million-dollar marina
occupied the left ear and the other was a wilderness preserve. The
cat's mouth fell around Tango, the main town to the south, and its
nose and whiskers marked the location of the airport and the
beginning of the hills.

Thanks to the abundance of rain this year,
the October hills were a deep, emerald green. Dew glistened on the
cushions of grass, the pink and lavender periwinkles, the wild
daisies, the pines, and the banyans. The air here possessed an
entirely different scent than it did where she lived. It was
sweeter, richer, more earthy.

This was the rural heart of the island,
equidistant from either town and sparsely populated. The homes
scattered through these hills belonged to snowbirds and to old-time
natives who continued to farm the same plots of land their
ancestors had tilled. Most of the papayas, mangoes, and guavas
grown here were sold to local markets in the keys and were among
the best Aline had ever tasted. But the heads of pygmy lettuce, the
sweet green beans, and the Tango County citrus were now competing
in the statewide market. Combined with the fish industry and
tourism, the island's economy was booming. And nowhere was it more
evident than in Pirate's Cove.

The town had thrived for two hundred years
and its history was everywhere: in the names of things (Doubloon
Drive, Treasure Mall, Pieces of Eight Theatre), in the logos that
graced store windows (full-masted ships, anchors, mermaids), even
in the color of street signs (gold). The tidy roads were packed
with expensive boutiques, small parks, and homes that were
uniformly large, gracious, and affordable only by millionaires.

The main road through town was already
bustling. Pedestrians strolled the cobbled walks, exotic dogs
strained at expensive leashes, cars that cost more than she made in
a year idled at curbs and stoplights. Even if she could afford to
live here, she probably wouldn't. She preferred the casual,
laid-back life-style in the town of Tango. The gulf between the
island's two main towns, however, wasn't simply a difference in
life-styles and incomes. It was cultural, as though they were
separate countries with unique languages and customs.

The Wellness Center appeared on her left two
miles east of town. The iron gate was open and the guardhouse was
empty, so she drove on through. And yes, it was impressive. Ten
acres of landscaped grounds were intersected by footpaths, ponds, a
bicycle trail. The lazy-S driveway curved past a water fountain to
six wooden A-frames arranged in a half-moon. And all of it was
surrounded by a white wall partially covered by ivy. It had the
feel of a religious cloister. She expected to see nuns in habits,
priests in robes, would-be saints awaiting canonization. Instead,
ordinary-looking people were clustered in small groups near the
driveway. She couldn't tell if they were patients or employees;
none wore a uniform or a name tag.

Two police cruisers, the skeleton crew's
forensics van, Chief Frederick's aging pickup, and Bernie's spiffy
new Cherokee crowded the driveway. Aline parked her Honda on the
grass and hurried toward the main building. No one stopped her,
asked who she was, or questioned her right to be here.

The lobby reminded her of a seaside resort:
Mexican tile floors, rattan furniture, throw rugs, soft music,
cool, fragrant air. A profusion of plants basked in the early
sunlight that streamed through the picture windows overlooking the
Gulf. Tasteful paintings adorned the pastel walls. But the room was
utterly deserted, its silence broken by the forlorn peal of a phone
in some other part of the building.

She felt as though she had strolled onto a
movie set where the plants were fake and the walls were made of
cardboard. Any second now, the view of the Gulf would vanish like a
mirage, the sunlight would wink out, and a director would rush out
shouting: "Cut, cut, let's take it again."

She walked over to the reception counter,
hoping to find a bell that she could ring, and caught sight of
herself in the mirrored wall behind it. She looked as disheveled as
she felt. Her cinnamon hair was loose and, thanks to the humidity,
fell in a frizz halfway down her back. Her vibrant blue eyes were
bloodshot from lack of sleep, her nose seemed pinched, too narrow,
and her mouth was a shade too large for the rest of her face. But
what the hell, she had terrific teeth.

She stood five foot eight in her bare feet,
was slender but not skinny, and worked at maintaining curves in the
right places. In all, she looked pretty good for a woman pushing
forty, she thought. So why had she dreamed repeatedly last night
that Kincaid had found a sweet young thing up there in Miami? Why
had the dream driven her out of bed before the sun had risen? Was
the approach of the big Four-O marked by sudden insecurities?

Her self-absorbed musing was interrupted by a
woman who appeared in the mirror, a ghost in the reading area
behind her. Aline turned to make sure the woman was real. She was,
and she looked like a reject from a Tennessee Williams play: unruly
red hair, skin that was pale, a body that was beanstalk thin.
Dressed in white slacks and a white shirt, she fluttered about with
a hummingbird's nervous energy, rifling through the neatly arranged
magazines on a coffee table.

"Excuse me," Aline said, walking over to
her.

The woman's head snapped up, her eyes
narrowed with suspicion, and she flattened a magazine to her chest.
"Who're you?"

"Detective Scott. Do you know where—"

"Through that door." She waved vaguely to the
left. "The one that says EMPLOYEES ONLY. They're in the treatment
room."

"Thanks."

"They won't find her, you know."

"Who?"

"Margaret. That is why you're here, isn't it?
Because of Margaret? Of course it's why you're here. You're a cop,
right? Unless your first name is Detective." She laughed. It eased
the lines of suspicion at her mouth, the squint of her eyes, and
returned youth to her face. Aline realized she was no older than
her early thirties and quite pretty, like a woman on a cameo.
"Oops, sorry." She giggled and covered her hand with her mouth.
"I've got to stop doing that. Dr. Treak says it makes people
uncomfortable. But then she also says Margaret killed Hugh and Dr.
Liscomb and that's just not true. She adored Hugh and hated Liscomb
as much as I do, but neither of us would kill him."

"You know her?"

"Sure." She pulled a pack of cigarettes from
a pocket in her slacks, lit one, dropped her head back, and blew
the smoke up into the air. "We roomed together until they separated
us. They said we stirred up too much trouble."

A muscle now ticked wildly under the woman’s
right eye and, as if this were some sort of signal to the rest of
her body, she began to twitch and fidget. Her hands patted at her
clothes, her hair, the magazine still clutched to her chest. Her
shoulder hunched up and she rubbed her cheek against it. She
shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Over and over again
these mannerisms repeated themselves in precisely the same order,
with the same rhythm, like some intricately choreographed dance.
Only the tick under her eye remained constant.

"How long did you room together?"

"I don't remember exactly." Twitch, twitch.
"Well, let me see. Margaret had been here for six months and I
guess we roomed together for about half that. Yeah, about half."
She turned her head to the side, blew smoke toward the light
streaming through the window. "Then Liscomb started in with the
machine."

"What machine?"

She looked at Aline, the twitching worse now.
"The Zapper. That's what Margaret and I call it. Zap, zap, and you
can't remember the things you knew yesterday. Zap again and your
address vanishes. Another zap and you can't remember if you've ever
been married or if you have kids or a family and sometimes you
can't even remember your own name."

Her voice trailed off, and for fifteen or
twenty seconds, she didn't speak, didn't blink, didn't move at all.
Even the twitching had stopped. It was as if some neural plug had
been pulled, leaving only the hollow husk of the woman's body.
Aline didn't know whether to speak to her, to sit her in a chair,
or to call for help. Before she had to decide, the woman twitched
to life again like a puppet, settled on the couch with her
magazine, and paged through it with the in  difference of a
woman under a hair dryer at the beauty shop. "Uh, excuse me," Aline
said. "You were saying something about the Zapper."

The woman raised her eyes; they were
completely blank.

"We were talking about Margaret," Aline went
on.

"Ssshh." The woman held a finger to her
mouth. "Margaret was bad. I can't talk about Margaret if I want to
get out of here." Then she bowed her head and returned to her
magazine.

"Hey, Al." Bernie breezed through the front
door, as thin and quick as a coed, her fingers stabbing at her
short blonde hair. She had obviously dressed hastily: jeans,
high-tops, a cotton shirt, and none of her customary jewelry. A
cigarette burned between her fingers. "Where've you been,
anyway?"

"Right here, trying to figure out where to
go."

"Well, c'mon." She took Aline by the arm and
led her away from the woman on the couch. "There're some things you
need to see."

"Give me some background first. What the
hell's going on?"

Whispering now: "A fruitcake named Margaret
Wickerd killed her shrink and one of the orderlies when she was
brought in for electroshock treatment around four this morning."
They were already moving toward the door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.
"She was supposedly going to be moved to a facility in Miami if
this series of treatments didn't work. Anyway, she killed them and
split in the security guard's car. Apparently no one knew about it
until the bodies were found shortly after five."

"Where was the car?"

"Just outside the gate. The guard had fallen
asleep."

"What was she being treated for?"

Bernie smirked. "You'll love this. She
claimed that eight months ago she was abducted by little gray men
who performed medical experiments on her and caused her to have a
miscarriage. She became severely depressed and her husband
committed her two months later."

"Little gray men?"

Bernie looked at her. "Yeah, you know, Al,
little gray spacemen with big, black bug eyes."

Aline laughed. "C'mon."

"I knew you'd like it."

The door opened and a short, plump woman
strode through. Her skin was very pale, as though she rarely saw
the sun. Her mahogany hair, frosted with gray, bumped against her
jaw when she moved her head. She wore a blue print cotton dress
that enhanced the odd blue of her eyes, tiny gold earrings shaped
like roses, and a matching pendant that hung from a gold chain at
her neck. Aline guessed she was in her late forties and pegged her
for a doctor before she spoke.

"My secretary will print out a copy of
Margaret's file that you can take with you, Detective
Bernelli."

"Thanks, I appreciate it. This is Aline
Scott. We'll be working together. Aline, Nina Treak."

Her smile didn't touch her eyes as she
extended her hand. Her grip was firm and brief. "Nice to meet you,
Detective Scott. Give me just a moment, will you? Then I'll take
you both back to the treatment room."

Aline glanced at Bernie, brows lifting.
Bernie shrugged, indicating that the verdict on Treak wasn't in
yet. She strode over to the woman on the couch and said something
to her that Aline couldn't hear. The woman shook her head, not
looking at Treak. The doctor leaned closer to her, touched her arm,
whispered. The woman stood and shuffled toward the front door,
shoulders slumped, arms swinging loosely at her sides, everything
about her now suggesting surrender. Treak gazed after her a moment,
then returned to Aline and Bernie, her smile fixed in place, as
before. "I'm afraid this has hit some of our patients extremely
hard, especially those like Jean who were fond of Dr. Liscomb."

Interesting that the woman—Jean—had said the
exact opposite, Aline thought. "Did she know Margaret?"

"We have only thirty patients, Detective
Scott. They all know each other."

The evasion annoyed
her, but she kept her mouth shut and followed the two other women
through the door. Little gray men with dark bug eyes. Yeah, the day
was off to a fine start.







Chapter 3

(1)

The room was a
perfect square, twelve by twelve. Everything in it was a cool,
coral pink, including the bed that dominated its center and the
straitjacket that hung limply over one side.

On the floor to the right of the table was a
man with a syringe embedded in his neck. Strands of his thinning
white hair clung to his forehead like the fine threads of a
spider's web. Blood had seeped onto the collar of his white shirt
and shouted with the exuberance of a telltale lipstick stain. About
six feet away lay a younger man whose throat had been slashed. His
blood had turned the pink carpet around him a dark red. A scalpel
stuck out of the wall closest to him.

Aline was struck immediately by the
perfection of the scene—the bodies here, one of the weapons there,
the cool pink background, the pristine condition of everything else
in the room. She glanced at Treak, who was already watching her
intently, as if measuring her against something, and gestured at
the man with the syringe in his neck. "Dr. Liscomb?"

"Yes. Vance Liscomb." She seemed relieved to
speak. "And the other man is Hugh Franks, one of the orderlies.
Nothing has been touched in here since the bodies were found this
morning."

"Who found them?"

"I did. When I work days, I'm usually the
first one here in the morning and I relieve the physician who is on
duty at night. I checked the clipboard where we post medications
and treatments; Margaret's name was the most recent entry. I
contacted her residence counselor to make sure she wasn't in her
room and then called the police."

"How often was she given electroshock?"

"She had six treatments the first two weeks
she was with us. She improved so dramatically, she became a trustee
two months later. As a patient improves, he or she advances through
each of our five residences, and with each move, there is greater
freedom. A trustee has the most freedom and is allowed to leave the
center and go into town to shop, see a movie, whatever, and is
eventually allowed to go home for weekends."

"How long was Margaret a trustee?" Bernie
asked.

"Up until six weeks or so ago, when she and
another patient got into an argument that precipitated a sequence
of violent episodes. Dr. Liscomb removed her from trustee status,
put her in the second residence, and started the treatments again.
Last night's would have been the fifth of eight."

Aline crouched next to Liscomb's body and
turned his head slightly so that she had a better view of the
syringe. The plunger was depressed and the syringe was empty. "Are
patients who are about to undergo electroshock sedated first?"

"Yes. We've been using Seconal. And according
to the medication post, which I gave to Chief Frederick, that's
what was in the syringe."

Aline stood. "I didn't realize electroshock
was still used."

"For patients who are severely depressed,
Detective Scott, it's sometimes the only thing that works."

"It apparently wasn't working on her."

"Quite possibly because she had stopped
taking her medication."

"How many psychiatrists are there on
staff?"

"With Vance gone, there're just Tyler—that's
Dr. Winthrop—who's our director, and myself full-time. We have two
other part-timers. There are also six psychiatric nurses, six house
counselors, five orderlies, and two cooks. Let's talk in my office,
shall we? We'll be more comfortable."

Her furtive glance at Liscomb as they left
was strained and pinched, as though his murder were an irritant, a
gross inconvenience. It wouldn't take much to dislike this woman,
Aline thought.

"Does Dr. Liscomb have any family?"

"Two grown children who live up north. I've
already notified them. Hugh was married. I haven't been able to get
in touch with his wife."

"We'll do it," Aline said.

Treak's office was spacious and comfortable:
polished pine floors, a Persian carpet that marked the sitting
area, a breathtaking view of the Gulf. Framed degrees and awards
adorned one of the walls; another was packed solid with books,
medical tomes from the look of them. The room had a masculine feel
to it, and except for the professional credentials, it contained
nothing personal.

Treak buzzed her secretary and asked her if
she'd printed out Margaret Wickerd's medical records, then the
three of them settled in the sitting area with weak coffee in
Styrofoam cups. Aline's preliminary questions about electroshock
seemed to annoy Treak; her manner became somewhat defensive.

"The proper name is electroconvulsive shock
therapy - ECT—and with most patients, it's administered three times
a week for two to six weeks. It involves a brief passage of about a
hundred and fifty volts between two electrodes placed on the
patient's temples. The current inhibits glucose and oxygenation,
which causes convulsions and immediate loss of consciousness. No
one really knows why it works, but there's no question that it
does."

"What medication was she on?" Bernie
asked.

"Thorazine. Like I mentioned earlier, we
suspect she may have stopped taking her medication several weeks
ago. It's usually dispensed by the house counselors and taken in
their presence, but . . ." She shrugged. "These things happen from
time to time. And it would explain the violent episodes."

"What sort of violence?" Aline asked.

"It's in the medical records, Detective
Scott."

"I'd rather hear it from you."

Her aggrieved sigh made it clear that she was
a busy, busy woman and would like to wind this up as soon as
possible. "Violence toward others precipitated by what you or I
would consider trivial incidents. In one instance, another patient
inadvertently sat where she'd been sitting in the cafeteria.
Margaret grabbed the woman by the hair and shoved her out of the
chair. A fight broke out. That sort of thing."

"What's the monthly fee here, Dr. Treak?"

Without blinking an eye, she said, "It
depends on the patient. But it starts at seven thousand a
month.”

"Does insurance cover any of Margaret's
bills?"

Treak's smile smacked of condescension. "You
obviously haven't kept abreast of developments in health care,
Detective Scott. During the 1980s, insurance policies offered quite
liberal psychiatric benefits. Then as employers began to feel the
sting of escalating costs, policies began to limit stays in
psychiatric hospitals to a matter of weeks instead of months. And
suddenly the facilities that had been reaping enormous insurance
profits were competing madly for patients. Our center is an answer
to that dilemma.

"Our full-time staff is small, we limit the
number of patients, and we take only those patients who can afford
to be here. That means no one is discharged just because their
insurance runs out. The average stay is about three months; with
some patients, like Margaret, the stay is longer, from six months
to a year. So to answer your question, no, insurance wasn't paying
for Margaret's bills. Her husband was."

"She was admitted for depression, is that
correct?"

"Severe depression over a miscarriage. She
was also somewhat delusional in that she claimed the miscarriage
had been caused by her abduction by extraterrestrials." A smile
touched Treak's constipated-looking mouth and she paused, letting
the absurdity of the statement settle. "This was preceded by a
stressful period in her marriage and the miscarriage simply made
things worse."

"We'll need the husband's address and phone
number," Bernie said.

"Certainly." She was already jotting it on a
slip of paper, eager to end the interview. "He divides his time
between Miami and
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