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Prologue

The guy had the kind of smile that just sent shivers racing down her spine.

Eleanor Metz hadn’t seen too many men like him, and at nearly thirty-three, she felt she’d seen a fair quantity of men. She might have even said that she was a connoisseur of men. She’d married three of them. They came in all varieties, and some were nice, and some were jerks. Unfortunately, it seemed that most of the nice ones looked like Pillsbury Dough Boys, or beanpoles with BVD’s, but that was okay. It took all kinds to make the world, right? She tried to be nice to nice guys.

But really good-looking guys were hard to come by. And since most guys in general were about as honest and dependable as the route of a tornado, it made sense to enjoy the company, body, and talents of a good-looking guy before he departed—since not even the Pillsbury Dough Boys or beanpoles could be counted on in a pinch.

She had glimpsed him just briefly.

The South Beach dance club was busy on a Friday night. She saw him through the crowd, and then he seemed to disappear into it. There were dancers everywhere; the music was played by a young disc jockey who kept the place rocking. Right now the English group Republica was blaring over the laughter and the pickup lines, and the room itself seemed to pulse with the beat. With all the movement, she simply couldn’t figure just which way the guy had gone.

He had looked familiar—like a face from the distant past. Or maybe not so distant a past. It was disturbing, maddening. Who the hell was he?

Did she care? Hell, no. She just wanted to find him again.

It would be nice, of course, if she did know him. If they did share a past, if her mystery man was someone she had known, and with whom she could laugh over some bygone incident. Break the ice. If there was ice. She just had a feeling about this guy….

But she couldn’t see him anymore.

She sighed, having just refused a second go-round with the paunchy tourist with the heavy accent who was watching her now. She pretended to sit with her friends as if she were just exhausted and didn’t want to dance again. Her tourist might be chubby, talk funny, and be the last guy in the world she’d ever want to sleep with, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. He was one of the nice guys—but about as sexy as a mackerel.

“Slim pickings tonight,” Abby Denhoff said. Abby was older, nearly forty, and often had a world-weary look about her. She’d been married twice, and agreed with the general premise that all men were primates. She was looking for an old guy—the older the better. Both of her husbands had left her for younger women. She now wanted a man so old that he was about to kick off any minute—he just had to have money. That way, when he left her—death being another way to depart—she’d be able to afford a lifestyle, at the least.

“Yeah, slim pickings,” Eleanor said, not about to share her excitement over the strangely familiar, drop-dead-gorgeous guy she had just seen. Abby was looking for an old guy to marry, but obviously she wasn’t going to find too many of them in this club. She still liked younger guys to play with.

Eleanor picked up her cocktail glass, toyed with her straw a minute, then anxiously finished her drink. Her third. She usually stopped at two; tonight she was feeling restless. She’d gone through one more husband than Abby, but she wasn’t nearly as bitter, since she’d been the leaver instead of the leavee. She felt badly about the husbands she’d left, but she liked spice and variety in life, and she’d always been a sucker for a good-looking man.

The Chivas and soda she’d downed was strong because the bartender was a primate, and had tried to pick her up by making killer drinks. God, but did some of these orangutans think that any woman over twenty-five was an easy lay? Fool. Unfortunately for him, he had green teeth. He wasn’t even a primate who could be enjoyed for sheer entertainment purposes.

“See anyone interesting at all?” Jenna Diamond asked, curling a strand of hair around her finger. She was twenty-eight with wide brown eyes, not as cynical as Abby. They all worked at a downtown Miami bank, and being single and friends, they tended to do their clubbing together on Friday nights when the work week was done.

“No,” Eleanor lied, “but maybe I’ll go look around.” She winked. “If I don’t come back, don’t worry about me!”

“I’m probably going home soon,” Abby said, yawning. “And I won’t be worried about anyone except for the men in my dreams. Both of you behave decently now—we’re not hard up enough yet to mate with primates. See ya Monday.”

“Monday,” Eleanor murmured, moving on through the crowd, looking for the elusive, familiar stranger—Mr. Right.

She bumped into a tall, thin fellow who was kind of cute and she danced with him, thinking that he had promise, but then his toupee began to slip and he lost appeal. She smiled, thought of an excuse, and slipped away. She still couldn’t find the guy, so she danced next with a short, friendly Latino who reminded her of a small version of Desi Arnaz. Then, hot, winded, and discouraged, she stepped out into the back alley of the club.

He was there, standing by his car. He grinned when he saw her. That killer-gorgeous kind of a smile that sent her heart racing. God, he was hot. And it wasn’t that she would stoop to a one-night stand with a primate, and she wasn’t easy or anything of the sort; it had just been so long since she’d even seen such a guy that she was …

Dying.

She could already feel him on the inside.

Okay, so tonight she’d be easy. Besides, maybe she knew him. There was that strange something that was familiar about him….

“Coming with me?” he asked her. Cocky. Damned cocky. He had a right to be.

“Maybe,” she told him, smiling as she walked toward his car. But as she neared him, she saw something in his face change. A warning bell went off inside her. Confusion stirred within while she thought madly and then …

Her eyes had fallen and she could see inside his car. See what he had in the front seat.

Oh, God. Her mother had warned her, her friends had warned her. Watch out. Your lifestyle is too loose. Playing around may be fun, but watch out, be careful. Some men are worse than primates. Some men are deranged.

And some are killers.

She dragged her eyes back to his, feeling a paralyzing, instinctive fear take hold of her. He was still smiling. She wanted to scream; her heart slammed against the wall of her chest.

She couldn’t scream. It was as if she were living out a nightmare; her vocal cords were frozen. He was familiar, hell yes, he was familiar. She didn’t just know him, she knew him well. And she suddenly knew a truth that had eluded her for years.

She knew truth …

And terror.

She turned and started to run. And it was then that the tire iron slammed against her skull. And she saw and felt no more.


Chapter 1

The ringing of the phone sounded like a five-alarm fire. Jerked cruelly from a sound—and admittedly, slightly drunken sleep—Sean Black reached over to pick up the receiver.

He encountered flesh as he fumbled for the telephone. The woman next to him made a grumbling noise and wiggled her rump. He stared at the blanket-covered feminine mound at his side, surprised that she was still with him and trying to remember more of the night gone by. He didn’t think he’d had quite that much to drink in a very long time; it had been years since he’d actually been drunk.

Coming home had done it.

“Hello?” he said, staring at the sheet-covered curves of the woman. What had her name been? Maggie, Molly—something with an M. Pretty woman, thirtyish, sleek dark hair cut in a short, sophisticated style, good body, good face, great lips and tongue—and a talent for using them. She was a freelance writer who did travel articles for a number of papers and local interviews for an area literary magazine. Molly-Maggie—or whatever her name was—had been fun, the kind of woman who didn’t play games, who liked sex, wanted sex, and was good at sex. Yeah … he liked her. He just hadn’t remembered asking her to stay all night, but since she hadn’t wanted dinner, he’d seen to it that they got a great dinner from room service, and hell, how many bottles of wine had they had? He should stick with Jack Daniel’s or beer when he drank, he told himself, running his fingers through his hair. Wine in little crystal stemmed glasses was a killer. His head was pounding.

“Hello?” he repeated, his voice growing more terse.

“Hey, Sean, Ricky here. Hope I didn’t wake you.”

He winced, shrugging. He hadn’t seen Ricky Garcia in about thirteen years until a few days ago. Ricky was trying to make up for lost time, so it seemed. But Sean refrained from telling his old friend that hell, yes, he’d wakened him. Ricky was with the Miami-Dade homicide unit. He was supposed to have grown up to become a lawyer, like his dad. Somehow he hadn’t quite made it. Which might have made him a better person. Sean liked him better now than he had when Ricky had been a rich kid. But then, when he’d left town all those years ago, he hadn’t much liked anyone here.

“It’s all right,” he said.

“Oh, hey, I did wake you. How did you like the club?”

“Fine.”

“Have a nice night?”

“Sure.”

“Meet anyone?”

Sean glanced over at his bed partner. “No,” he lied.

“Hey, good, I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes.”

“What? Why?”

“We had a murder last night.”

“You have half a dozen murders a week here, so it seems when you read the papers.” Sean murmured dryly.

“Shootings, we’ve had a lot of trouble with shootings,” Ricky admitted. “And stabbings,” he added reluctantly. “Gangs, drugs, stuff like that in the crack neighborhoods. All right, throw in some domestic violence and stray bullets. That’s still a low blow coming from a guy who chose to live in L.A. But this wasn’t a gang killing or a guy who freaked out because his wife turned off the sports channel. It’s different.”

“Yeah?”

“Beautiful girl, dead after a hot night out at the very same club I sent you to.”

Great, he thought. They’d probably be throwing the book at him any minute. He sat stiffly as a sensation of ice water swept through his veins.

No, maybe not. Not anymore. He was among the “rich kids” now.

God, but he could still remember what it had been like—the cops coming, dragging him out of the house by the hair, slamming him up against the car to slip the cuffs on him. His father crying, his brother protesting, the cops shoving Michael back as they took him away. He remembered telling his dad he was innocent, that he hadn’t done anything, and his father had believed him, but it hadn’t really mattered. His dad had started dying that same day….

“She wasn’t killed at the club, and she disappeared from it late Friday night, early Saturday morning. She wasn’t found until the wee hours of this morning—2:23 A.M. Monday, that’s what I’ve got on record—and so far the M.E. estimates she’d been dead at least twenty-four hours before she was found. She wasn’t killed last night,” Ricky said. “Still, it seems like one of those ‘looking for Mr. Goodbar’ kind of things. I thought with what you write for a living … you did ask if you could drive along on anything important. Poor woman is my case, and I’m going in for the autopsy. Something about it is making me a little crazy at the moment, but I don’t know what. Like I knew her or something. Like something is familiar and I should recognize it.”

Breathe, Sean told himself, loosen up.

“What was her name?” he asked.

“Metz. Eleanor Metz.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell with me.”

“I didn’t get a good look at her face yet—she was pretty banged up, bloodied and bruised. And you know … decomposition sets in early down here. With the M.E., tech experts, and photographers all busy, I couldn’t try to figure it out at the scene. She’s at the morgue now, though, and the doc on this one is a friend of mine, and a big fan of yours. Or ‘Michael Shayne’s,’ I should say. Whatever made you write under a pseudonym?” Ricky asked.

Might it have been the fact that he had been acquitted of murder himself? he wondered dryly.

“I was teaching at the university when I first started writing,” he told Ricky. “And what I do is commercial fiction—sometimes the academic types don’t like that.”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I guess. Still, if it had been me, I’d have had my real name all over everything. Anyway, just bring my friend Dr. Kate Gillespie an autographed book, and I can bring you in.”

Sean was quiet for a minute, fighting the ice, his jaw clenched, as time ticked by. Ironic. A cop was going to bring him to see an autopsy. It was a damned strange world. For a moment he thought that the last thing he wanted to do was attend the autopsy of a beautiful young woman in South Florida. The whole damned thing was ridiculously ironic.

He was about to refuse.

Then he didn’t.

Hell, he didn’t have another idea for a book at all at the moment, while he’d resigned from his position at the university five years ago when he’d realized his enthusiasm for fiction. He could probably have latched on to some kind of an interesting field trip, but he’d been feeling too restless.

And when he’d agreed to come here on the publicity tour, he’d called first to arrange to have the Coconut Grove stop be his last. Then he’d arranged to close up his Malibu Beach house to spend a few extra weeks. Then he’d determined he was going to spend at least a month here to work. He’d meant to come back for a time, long enough to dispel a few ghosts of the past. So he was here. To work.

If he was going to work, he might as well take advantage of the opportunity to attend the autopsy of a murder victim. He’d be a damned fool—or one hell of a poor writer—not to.

It was just that … Here. Of all places.

Miami did forgive a guy. Apparently, anybody could be forgiven. Still, it was bitter. Damned bitter.

“Sean?”

Maybe it was, at long last, simple justice. Maybe he’d always wanted to come back home as a hot shot just to have revenge. Tear a few things down to size; let a few people know that two could play games when there was so much in life that could be bought.

Then again, maybe he just wanted peace. He’d had his pride, he’d made his way—he’d become a success. But he’d never found peace with what had happened.

He looked over at Molly-Maggie. Lots of affairs, good fun. But there were times he felt as if he were copulating like a damned battery bunny and still coming out of it empty as all hell. Empty was better than pain, he reminded himself. No damned commitments for him. The Molly-Maggies of the world were just what he intended to keep in his life.

“Sean?”

He remembered Ricky on the other end of the line. Ricky had held out an olive branch. Of course, he’d held it out to a New York Times best-selling author with three movie deals in the works instead of to a poor kid from the wrong side of the street.

Cynical. Hell but he was cynical.

“Yeah,” he told Ricky. “Thanks, I’ll be ready.”

He hung up the phone. Molly-Maggie had pulled the sheets from her face, and she stared up at him. “Leaving? Another interview?”

“Yeah, something like that.” He shrugged ruefully. “Sorry we can’t have breakfast. Or …”

Molly-Maggie was pretty. Good face, good body. Great lips. He felt himself hardening as he apologized. “Sorry we don’t have more time,” he said huskily.

She shook her head, pretty brown curls bouncing. “Honey, I don’t need a lot of time.” She grinned wickedly, and it sounded as if she purred just like a cat as she added, “And I do just fine with protein for breakfast!”

So saying, she threw the sheets over her head and rubbed her body down the length of him until she had him in her hands and mouth. His blood swiftly quickened … damn, but she was good. A matter of minutes and she was on top of him, moving like a jockey.

He had five minutes left to shower, and was downstairs waiting when Ricky came by in his unmarked patrol car. He swore softly at himself as he got into the car.

He’d still forgotten to ask if her name was Molly or Maggie.

Lori Kelly Corcoran pulled her Jeep Wagoneer into the driveway, studying the old house on Alhambra as she did so. Great old place, a real Merrick home, one of the houses built by the founder of the city for his own family. It had balconies, fireplaces, a curving staircase, two stories, and three bedrooms—all around a central courtyard.

What it didn’t have was decent plumbing or electricity, but then, if it had possessed such simple marvels of contemporary living, she wouldn’t have been able to afford the place. And she did love the house. She just hoped that Brendan would grow to love it, too. As it was, coming here might be a bit of an adjustment for a fourteen-year-old boy. He hadn’t seen the house until now; she had been inside only one time herself. She had once thought that she was never coming back to the Miami area—not on any kind of a permanent basis. But that had been before Gramps had taken sick. He didn’t intend to leave. His roots were here; her mother, father, and brother were here. She’d asked him to come to New York, but he couldn’t leave the others he loved and who loved him as well, even if he had always had a soft spot in his heart for her.

You can’t go home again—wasn’t that what people said? But here she was, back again, despite all her resolve. And in a way it was wonderful. She had missed her old haunts. She loved the foliage, loved the old houses, Mediterranean and Deco, the bougainvillea that grew all over, crawling over houses and walls, the whole look and feel of the area. She liked heat, sunshine, her easy access to water, and even, at this stage of her life, her nearness to her folks and her brother. And, of course, to Gramps.

Naturally, she’d miss New York, though she was pleased with her new job, taking over for one of the first-grade teachers at a highly acclaimed experimental grade school. Mrs. Linitz was due to give birth in two weeks, so come a week from Thursday, Lori would be teaching twenty-seven little darlings on a daily basis. Leaving had given her another source of income and expression—she’d been doing designs part-time for the up-and-coming fashion duo of Yolanda Peters and Elizabeth Woodly—Yoelle Designs—and when they’d heard she was leaving, they’d asked her to create an entire line of elegantly casual resort wear for tropical and semitropical climates. Things looked good; she loved designing clothing, and she loved teaching, and here she was going to have the best of both worlds. She’d been authorized to arrange shows with some of the leading retailers in the area, and with Bal Harbour, Coconut Grove, and Palm Beach easily accessible, there would be plenty of opportunities to do so. She could be excited about the future.

Naturally, she was excited.

Uneasy too, she admitted. And bitter still. The past went away; life went on. But a sore spot had been left, like a bruise, and it never quite healed.

Get past it, get a life! she chided herself. She’d blamed an entire county for the events that had occurred long ago, and that was foolish. Still …

She wasn’t a kid anymore. She was an adult woman, and she did have a life, and a super son. Her grandfather, who just happened to be one of the greatest people she had ever met, needed her. As a bonus, she’d made all her family happy as larks. She should have come back long ago with a simple fuck-you attitude toward anyone rude enough to plague her about the past. But that was ridiculous in itself—surely, everyone had forgotten the past. What had happened at the rock pit that day was just yellowed newspaper now, locked away in library files.

Except, of course, for Mandy Olin’s family.

And the Blacks.

“Mom. Earth to Mom.”

She turned. Brendan was staring at her with the patience and resignation of a maturing young man.

“Mom, we’re here. That usually means it’s time to get out of the car.”

She smiled and nodded. “Yeah, sure. What do you think?” she asked, glancing over at the passenger seat where he sat, now staring back up at the house as she had been doing. He gazed at it gravely, and she felt a sense of maternal pride stirring. He was a great-looking kid. He’d inherited her light hazel eyes, but his hair was dark whereas hers was a reddish blond, and at fourteen he was already two inches taller than her own height of five foot nine. He liked sports, and was slim and lithe, coordinated, and decently good at his studies as well. Watching him, she felt a sense of wonder swell within her. Her trip to England all those years ago had begun out of trauma and a desperation to escape. Brendan made up for any trauma she might have suffered.

“Brendan,” she said anxiously, “what do you think about the house?”

He shrugged. “It’s—neat. Looks kind of like a castle. Except that it doesn’t have any turrets—hey, it does kind of have a tower. Is that a tower?”

She smiled, nodding. “Yeah, it’s a tower. There’s a winding staircase in the back, and it goes all the way up to a little tower room in the rear of the house. I don’t know what it was for—except that it gives you a great view of the area. I’d hoped you’d like the house. We’re probably going to have a few problems with it, but …”

But, thanks to Jan finding the place for her, she’d found a house she could afford, in a neighborhood she liked, near her folks’ house—but not too close—and near the hospital where Gramps received his treatments.

“Let’s bring our things in. We’ll work a few hours or until we feel like we’re going crazy. Then we’ll drive around and go into the Grove for dinner and a movie.”

He grinned. “Are you going to show me all your old high school hangouts?” he asked her.

“Maybe,” she murmured, lowering her eyes.

Like the old rock pit? she taunted herself. No. Definitely not.

“Well, then!” Brendan opened his door. “Mom, this is what you do to get out of the car—open door, step out. You look as if you’re afraid of sinking into quicksand or something.”

“Hey, they do have quicksand here, out in the Glades. Quicksand, alligators, moccasins, rattlers, coral snakes, scorpions—”

“All that in this house?” he teased. “Hey—cooler than I thought.”

“The Everglades is one of the most unusual and beautiful natural environments in the country,” she informed him loftily. “You wait until you see just how neat. We’ll take a drive out next weekend.”

He nodded, his eyes slightly averted, and she remembered that he had just left all his friends behind. The trip would be fun; he’d always been great about going places with her. But it was probably a sad thing for him to realize he might as well say yes to his mother, since he hadn’t a plan in the world for the weeks to come.

He looked at her and grinned, hiding the fact that the move might have been in any way traumatic. “Next week, Mom. We’ve still got to get out of the Jeep now.”

“Hardy, har!” she replied lightly.

But she stepped out of the car and Brendan followed suit. She guiltily realized that she’d been brooding on this move, worried about adjusting to home again herself when Brendan was still a kid. She did have friends here. He didn’t. Hopefully, they’d fix that soon.

She was startled when she felt him beside her, an arm around her waist. He gave her a little squeeze. “It’s going to be all right, Mom.”

“Yeah. Thanks. You’ve been great about this,” she said softly. “Well, come on, kid, let’s get cracking, huh?”

But he’d already left her side and was busy pulling his in-line skates out of the back of the Jeep. “Well, come on, Mom, let’s get cracking, huh?”

At somewhere around fifty-five years of age, Kate Gillespie was trim, slim, silver-haired, and smooth. She accepted Michael Shayne’s latest thriller with thanks, but he discovered that it was his degree in forensic anthropology which had actually allowed him entrance to her autopsy.

She was professional to the core, commenting on his presence as well as Ricky’s into the small recorder that was clipped to her white lab coat. She then walked around the gurney that held the dead woman and described the victim as a young woman in her late twenties to early thirties, five feet six, approximately one-hundred-and-twenty-five pounds. Cause of death appeared to be strangulation, contusion and trauma to the throat being obvious, the appearance of the bruising such that it must have occurred prior to death. Dr. Gillespie described the contusions and abrasions on the body, including the trauma to the head which had damaged the skull and facial bones. She took samples of blood, fluid, pubic hair, and scraped beneath the victim’s fingernails. While she was so occupied, her assistant was busy taking mud samples from the face and then carefully cleaning away the remaining blood and dirt.

Midway through the gentle facial bathing, before Dr. Gillepsie could slip her scalpel into the corpse, Ricky gasped out loud and Sean felt the blood drain from his face—it felt as if all oxygen were being ripped out of his lungs.

“What is it?” Gillespie asked sharply, staring at Ricky.

Ricky cleared his throat, looking at Sean. “I know her. Knew her. We—” He paused again, then gave himself a shake, still staring at Sean.

“We both knew her,” he said.


Chapter 2

There was no way out of the fact that unpacking was a pain in the butt. By four o’clock Lori and Brendan were both grouchy and tired. She called it quits for the day, amazed to realize that most of their things were still coming by way of professional movers and UPS. She’d brought most of their clothing, Brendan’s various pieces of sports equipment, and her portfolios and the majority of her fabric samples for the lines she was working on.

The house needed central air; now it was on units. Thankfully, since it seemed as if it was going to be a killer spring, the main unit was working really well.

Brendan showered, and she had just stepped out of the master bath herself when she heard voices downstairs. She walked carefully to her door in her towel—she and Brendan were taking her folks to breakfast in the morning, and she hadn’t expected to see them until then. But just as she tiptoed to the stairway, Jan Hunt, standing below, looked up. “Hey!”

“Hey, yourself!” she said, with just a little bit of false cheer. She’d wanted to spend some time adjusting with just Brendan tonight, but then, Jan was a good friend. None of them had really kept in touch right away after their senior year. Lori had left for London almost immediately, and most of the others had carried through with their college plans. But when Lori had left London for school in New York City, Jan had written. She’d eloped. With Brad Jackson, of all people. She’d wanted Lori’s forgiveness—which Lori, who’d barely remembered Brad by that time—readily gave.

The marriage hadn’t lasted more than two years. Jan and Brad were still on-again, off-again lovers, and even when Jan was ready to kill Brad, she mused philosophically that Brad had given her Tina, their daughter, and Lori could understand that reasoning. Especially when she’d met Tina. The girl was just thirteen, and stunning. Like both of her parents, she had huge blue eyes and, like her father, platinum-blond hair. She already had quite a little shape on her, and she had a very sweet way about her. From Jan, Lori knew. She didn’t remember a whole lot about Brad, but ‘kind’ was one adjective she never would have cast in his direction.

“I wanted to introduce the kids!” Jan called up. She grinned and started up the stairs. “I’ve introduced them. Brought in your paper, too!” she added, lifting the Miami Herald high in her hands.

“I didn’t even know I got the paper.”

“It was on your lawn.”

“Well, good, I guess. Give me just a second, Jan, I’ve got to get dressed.”

“Oh, come on, our lockers were next to one another in the old showers!” Jan laughed immodestly, ignoring Lori’s bid for privacy and barging on up the stairs. She hugged Lori, wet towel and all, and curled up on the bed—one of the few pieces of furniture she’d arranged to buy and have delivered for Lori—and waited, stretched out on an elbow.

“Damn, you look good for thirty-two!” Jan told her, shaking her head. “But then you’re tall. Tall always makes people look skinny. Except that you are thin, too, anyway. Good shape. You always had a good shape. I’d kind of hoped you’d have gotten at least some cellulite by now.”

Lori arched a brow and rummaged through the hastily arranged closet for a halter-top knit dress, glancing at Jan as she slipped it over her head and dropped the towel. “I’ve got cellulite, everyone does. And we’re only thirty-two. We’re not supposed to have decayed already, you know. Besides, aren’t we supposed to be getting better, not older, or something like that? Look at what Jane Fonda did for women and the process of aging? Hmm?”

“But thirty is over the hill,” Jan said with a sigh, idly spreading out the newspaper. “I’m wrinkling. It’s like I’ve been folded, spindled, and mutilated already. Gray hairs are settling in! I’ve got crow’s feet that slash through my zits—since I can’t seem to quit breaking out.”

Lori laughed, then frowned as it appeared that Jan seemed earnestly worried. Jan had never been overly concerned about her appearance before. She was a beautiful woman with brunette hair she now highlighted with a sophisticated streaking, sky blue eyes, and a buxom figure.

“Age is all relative, you know. My mom still thinks of Andrew and me as kids. And Jan, you look like a million bucks. Better than ever,” Lori assured her.

“You think? You were always so decent to everyone, Lori. So nice. We could be so catty when we were kids, except that you didn’t say bad things about anyone. Beauty and decency—I hated you before I liked you, you know. You were just so damned perfect, and you had the nerve to be nice at the same time! In all honesty, when we were kids, I had to be your friend—or else eat my heart out with jealousy.”

Lori grimaced. “Jan, we were kids. Don’t go making me sound like Mary Poppins—I’m not and I wasn’t. But honest to God, I like my thirties better than my teens—”

“You can say that now because your teenager is a boy and mine is a girl. I just love my baby to death, but sometimes I look at her and see that she has the world before her, and I just feel all used up. That will teach me. If I ever bear a child again, it’s going to be a man-child!” She sobered suddenly, her eyes growing very grave. “Hey, but have I got news for you! Speaking of males in general—”

She broke off, suddenly dead silent, her face pale. Lori realized she was staring down at the newspaper she had just brought into the house.

“What is it?”

“Do you remember Eleanor Metz?”

Lori shook her head.

“You must! You do, I know you do. How could any of us ever really forget.”

“I don’t remember the name Metz—”

“Wait, Metz was a married name! I know you remember Eleanor.“

“Eleanor. No. Wait, you mean—Ellie?” Lori asked.

“Yes.”

“Why, what’s happened?”

Jan continued to stare at her, white as a sheet.

“Jan?”

“Eleanor is dead!”

“So you like to read?” Tina Jackson asked, twirling a strand of her long blond hair around a finger and studying her newfound friend, Brendan Corcoran.

Amazingly, this was coming out all right.

She’d been irritated to death with her mother for making her come here to meet some awkward, friendless, clueless guy from New York. Not that she was mean or anything. She really had a fair amount of homework, she was a cheerleader and they had a game tomorrow, and her mother had a tendency to think that she should be a one-woman welcome committee for the kids of anyone from out of town to whom she sold a house. And she had really wondered about Brendan Corcoran. Her mom had been friends with his mom from way back, his grandparents were here, his uncle was here, his great-grandfather was here—but he’d never been to Dade County before. Weird. And he’d been born in London. She’d expected him to sound like the guys from Oasis or the girl from Republica—or the old Beatles. He didn’t have an accent, of any kind. He’d grown up in New York City, but he didn’t even have a New York accent—only certain areas really acquired that accent, he’d explained to her. New York City was great, he’d told her. Busier than she could imagine, with people from everywhere in the world. It was her personal opinion that nowhere in the world was as great as South Florida. They could water-ski, go boating, diving, lie in the sun, swim, play—on almost any day of the year. But though she explained that to Brendan, she didn’t argue about New York. Because she liked him. Really liked him. He was bright, fun, polite—and cute. Cute as could be. Gorgeous. Tall, dark, handsome, and cool. He had a great smile, a husky voice, and a lanky, laid-back way about him that sent her heart skittering wildly. He wasn’t going to have any trouble fitting in anywhere. Wait till her friends saw him. She definitely wanted first dibs.

He was tired, having spent the day trying to make a home out of a new house, but he had been great anyway.

Though he had kind of kept going, refusing to give up the concept of turning the house into his own place—mostly fooling with setting up his CD player on a bookshelf—he had talked with her all along.

Now, at last, he took a break. They sat together on the antique sofa that had come with the place, drinking cans of soda.

His hazel eyes—great eyes, with little flecks of pure gold in them—focused on hers. “Love to read,” he admitted. They’d gotten into the conversation because she’d brought a sci-fi book with her just in case the two of them didn’t have anything to say to one another.

As if!

So far they hadn’t stopped talking. He grinned. “See all those boxes that say ‘Sports Stuff’ over there?”

“Yeah?”

“Books,” he admitted sheepishly.

“So you don’t really play hockey?”

“Yeah,” he said, laughing. “I play hockey. Or I did,” he corrected with a shrug. “Who knows what I’ll be doing now?”

“Go to my school and you can play anything you want,” she said morosely. “It’s a private school, and you know, there just aren’t that many jocks for the coaches to choose from.”

“I’m going to public school,” he told her.

“Well,” she said philosophically, “you’re still in good shape. This is just your freshman year, and the teams don’t begin to get serious until you’re a little older, you know.”

He grinned, shrugged, and shoved a long lock of his dark hair back from where it had fallen sleekly over one eye. “Who knows, we’ll see.” He lowered his voice, just in case the women upstairs could hear them. “Too bad I’m not going to your school.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather be in the public school. But hey, it doesn’t really matter. Lots of my friends go to Gables. We still hang out together on weekends and sometimes after school. We’ll get to see each other, and I’ll get to introduce you to lots of people. Like Friday night. A group of us are going to the movies in the Grove. Want to come?”

“Sure.” He shrugged. “The Grove—I imagine my mom will let me.”

Tina grinned. “Mine was a tough nut to crack at first. It’s kind of a touristy area, but it was a hangout when our moms were kids. Dad thinks it’s one big area of burned-out drug pushers.”

“Is it?”

She laughed. “A few. But it’s really okay. Mom used to come with me all the time, it was the only way she’d let me go. Now, as long as we’re in a group of at least five kids, she lets me. Just long enough for a movie and a hamburger—there’s a curfew down here, you know. She’ll be extra glad if I’m with you—you’re the tallest guy my own age I know. Mom always thinks that girls are in danger,” she said, and made a face.

He laughed. “Let me clue you in—moms worry about sons too. My mother actually made a map of where I was and wasn’t allowed to be in New York. Give her a few days. I’m sure I’ll have one for down here, too.” His stomach suddenly growled, and he went dead still, looking at her, blushing.

They both started to laugh together.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Hey, where do you think we’ll wind up for dinner? I guess it’s pretty obvious—I’m starving.”

“Do you like pasta?”

“Sure.”

“Good. Because I think we’re going to an Italian restaurant in Coconut Grove. You’ll get to see the place, and see what I mean about it. Hey—do you read Michael Shayne?”

“Sure. He’s one of my favorite writers.”

“Well, guess what? He was here. Signing at a bookstore about two blocks away from the restaurant.”

“He was here? I thought the guy didn’t come out to meet his fans.”

“I guess he’s making a few appearances with this new book,” Tina said. “Whatever—he was here!” She punched his arm lightly. “Score one for Miami!”

He didn’t seem to notice the taunt. He was disturbed to realize he’d missed the signing. “He was here—but he’s gone now?” Brendan asked, disappointed.

“Who knows where he is—but I didn’t get to go, either. I was at a mandatory cheerleading session—you had to be there or be dead. But Michael Shayne left some signed copies at the bookstore, and I have a friend who works in the coffee shop there—he promised to see that a few got stashed away until I could get there. Like I was telling you, the Grove is cool anyway. We’ll eat, we’ll walk around—it will be great.”

“Yeah.” He was looking at her, smiling in a way that made her feel warm. “Maybe it will be cool.” He squeezed her hand, got up, and headed for another box.

She looked at her hand, grinning. She was falling in love.

“Dead. Dead—how?” Lori asked.

“Murdered,” Jan said, shaking her head as she stared at the paper. “She was at a South Beach club—the Stork—with friends, and then she left. Her car was left at the club, and her body was found dumped off Alligator Alley outside Fort Lauderdale. I guess someone tried to bury her, but she surfaced. That’s all the information the police are releasing right now,” Jan said.

“How sad, how horrible!” Lori said.

Jan shook her head again.

“Had you seen her lately?” Lori asked.

“Oh … a few times—over fifteen years,” Jan said. “She married, divorced, married, divorced. She split from the last guy about a year ago—I’ll bet the police are going to question him. He was kind of a character, I think. But then again, so was she.”

“How so? I don’t remember.”

“Well, she was kind of like Mandy. She could be outrageous. She was always nice, but she was written up once for dancing naked in a fountain, and she was arrested once on a DUI. I think she was kind of living life in the fast lane, you know, looking for something she couldn’t quite find. But,” Jan added wryly, “aren’t we all?”

“It’s still terrible. I don’t care how fast she was living—no one deserves to be murdered,” Lori murmured. Suddenly, she remembered Eleanor clearly. She’d come to the rock pit with Mandy, that last day when they’d all been together. She could remember how she’d looked in her bikini, laughing, running off with Mandy toward the water. Then, later, with the rest of them …

When Mandy had been dragged up and Sean had been bent over her, desperately trying CPR, except that the cops had been convinced that …

“You’re right,” Jan said with a long sigh. “It’s sad and terrible, and I sure hope they get the guy. I didn’t mean that Eleanor deserved it or anything like that. It’s just that a fast lifestyle can get you into trouble with guys you don’t know, and these days it’s kind of like anyone can be a homicidal maniac. Though, I admit, I used to like that club, but I guarantee you, I won’t be there for a while!”

“You’re going to stay home and be an angel?”

“For a while. Well, I’m going to stay home—or away from clubs and nights out on the town. Maybe I’ll give Brad a call and see what he’s up to for the next few weekends.”

Despite the circumstances, Lori grinned. “Ah! Knowing what kind of monsters are out there makes the old husband look good, eh?” Lori arched a brow at Jan.

“Well, he’s an ex-husband, remember. But a woman does have her needs, so maybe I will be nice to him for a while now,” she murmured. “Scary stuff.”

A shriek from downstairs caused them both to freeze and stare at one another. Lori pelted to the door and down the stairs, Jan at her heels. Her heart was hammering as she wondered what could have happened.

She jammed to a stop at the bottom of the stairs; Jan crashed into her.

Tina was sitting on the sofa while Brendan was going through a box of CDs, Tina shrieking with laughter. She looked at Lori and her mother with surprise, then apologized quickly. “Oh, I’m sorry, he was just telling me that he loves the Monkees! The Monkees, can you imagine?”

Lori sagged against the stairs.

Brendan looked up at his mother. She was relieved to see that he was happy, enjoying Tina. What wasn’t to enjoy? The girl was as pretty as could be and nice as well.

“She’s got no taste, Mom. Sorry, Mrs. Jackson.”

“The Monkees?” Jan said, sniffing and staring at Lori in defense of her daughter. “And I go by my maiden name, Hunt, Brendan, except you can just call me Jan.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Brendan said politely. “Mom, I’m really starved,” he added. “Are we possibly going to get something to eat sometime soon?”

“Of course,” Lori said, looking at Jan. It seemed a little absurd now that Tina’s shrieks of laughter had sent them into such a wild panic. They looked at one another somewhat sheepishly, in silent agreement that in front of the kids they would put the murder of an old acquaintance behind them. Even if it made both of them feel uneasy as hell.

“Yeah, dinner, my treat,” Jan said, looking from Lori to Brendan, and back to Lori again. She forced a grin as she cheerfully added, “I did make a nice commission on this place!”

“Hey, fine, you can treat. Where are we going?” Lori asked.

“Coconut Grove. A great little Italian place, new since you’ve been here.” Lori noticed that Tina elbowed Brendan—she had obviously known where they were going, and she wasn’t displeased.

“Hey,” Jan continued, “I’m treating, but I think we should take both cars. You and Brendan might want to hang around awhile, and I have to pick up a contract if the old geezer gets around to signing it. Things have changed, though, in the past fifteen years. Wait till you see how much!”

“All right. Let me just go up and grab my purse,” Lori said absently.

Jan followed her upstairs. “Lori?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re acting weird. Are you all right with this?”

Lori took her purse off the bed and headed back to the doorway, frowning. “I’m not acting weird.”

“You looked white when I was talking about dinner.”

“Oh … well, I guess I couldn’t stop thinking about Eleanor.”

“I know, but it’s not like either of us was really still friends with her. You hadn’t seen her in fifteen years, and I’d seen her maybe three or four times.”

“Still …”

“Lori, we just can’t take everything to heart. You always hurt for everybody else all the time, but you should have learned by now, you just can’t do that. Life’s a bitch.”

“And then you die yourself?” Lori queried, using the cliché dryly.

“Right. Bad things happen. Lots of kids we went to school with are dead. Petey Fitzhugh finally passed away from his hemophilia. Larry Gonzalez died at twenty-seven from cancer. That’s the way it goes.”

“Ellie was murdered,” Lori reminded her.

They stared at one another. Lori thought that maybe they were both about to say, “So was Mandy!“

But neither of them said the words. They hung there on the air between them, like a miasma. But then, way back when, the kids would never have thought that Mandy had been murdered that day; it was the cops who believed that she had been, the D.A.’s office
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