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  THE OTHER EXTREME


  Prologue


  Thursday, November 1


  Tango Key, Florida


  Jay Hutchin watched them as they strolled down the dimly lit street, arms around each other, faces as close together as an envelope and a postage stamp. His chest went tight, his throat dried up. He felt as if he might choke.


  He sat low in the driver’s seat of his wife’s Toyota, grateful for the shadows that concealed him. The car was parked in a crowded lot across the street from the restaurant Diane had entered an hour ago. She’d gone in alone and had come out with this man, who must have been waiting for her inside.


  I’ll be staying at the Peninsula, she’d told him over the phone earlier today. My manager’s in town, we’ll have dinner, I’ll be back at the Peninsula Motel by midnight. Cabin thirteen. Even though Hutchin hadn’t seen this man’s face, he knew he wasn’t her manager. He had seen photos of her manager, one of the Hollywood power brokers who was short, squat, balding, mid-fifties. This guy was tall, sinewy, and moved with an undeniable youthfulness. This guy, Hutchin thought, was closer to Diane’s age, late twenties or early thirties.


  He wasn’t sure what had tipped him off that Diane was lying. Experience, he supposed. He made his living sorting truth from fiction. His suspicion had eaten away at him until it had pushed him out of the house and across the bridge to Tango Key, to the Peninsula Motel. This time, he didn’t have to make any excuses to his wife, either. She had left for the weekend, a teachers’ workshop in Miami, and had gotten a ride with some other teachers. He had taken her Toyota because Diane didn’t know this car, had never seen it. He had parked outside the motel just after dark and waited for Diane to appear.


  Look at her, he thought, just look at the two of them, stopping now on the street, in the shadows of a giant ficus tree, embracing, kissing, their bodies pressed tightly together. He squeezed the bridge of his nose and slid lower in the seat, fighting the hard, relentless pounding in his temples.


  Lying bitch. How could you?


  For months, they had met whenever she was in town, checking on the home she was building here on Tango Key, haven for the rich and famous, and the nearly rich and nearly famous. Diane belonged to the latter category, an actress whose star was definitely on the rise, a young woman whose exquisite presence had been imprinted on the mind of the American public as supporting actress in an Oscar-winning film last year.


  Every time Hutchin had gone to her, he had placed himself at risk. But he had gone because he had to, because her body was his addiction, that eager mouth, those silken hands, those shapely legs, the blades of her hips. He had gone because he had no other choice.


  He raised his head once more, raised it just enough to see that they now continued down the sidewalk. Just how had she thought she would get rid of this guy in time to meet him at the motel? What excuse did she intend to give? Oops, it’s midnight, gotta run before I turn into a scullery maid.


  He lost sight of them as they ducked into a dive where the music was loud and the food, greasy. Hutchin waited another ten or fifteen minutes, then he drove out of the lot and headed to her motel, a cluster of old cabins at the south end of the island, the cheapest accommodations on Tango. She had stayed here before because no one recognized her. No one asked questions.


  Hutchin had never met her here. They had met at other hotels, off of Tango Key, outside of Key West, and she always left the door key stuck in a nearby potted plant or under a mat, the find-the-key game. He would find the key, all right, and would be waiting in bed for her when she came in.


  He parked a block away and hurried along the sidewalk, hugging the shadows, his head down. The cabins were arranged in a square around a swimming pool, with a tall ficus hedge forming the final side of the square that faced the street. Hutchin ducked between the hedge and the corner of the first cabin and walked quickly past the dark, silent row of cabins. By tomorrow, the cabins would be filling up as more snowbirds poured into the keys. But for tonight, it looked as if they had the place pretty much to themselves. Safe enough, he decided.


  Cabin 13 stood alone in a corner of the square, shrouded by thick bushes on either side and pines behind it. He found the key under the doormat and let himself inside. He stood for a moment with his back to the door and breathed in her scent—perfumes, soaps, shampoos. A light was on in the bathroom, providing enough illumination for him to make out her bed—sheets rumpled, one pillow on the floor—and her suitcase, the lid thrown open, clothes tumbling out.


  How could someone so lovely be such a slob?


  Was he with you here earlier?


  Hutchin stared at the bed and in his mind, saw her with this man, the two of them rolling through the sheets, breathing hard, their legs intertwined, and began to seethe. Lying bitch.


  He turned slowly, looking for a second suitcase. But of course the man wouldn’t be staying here. Even Diane wouldn’t cut it that close. He swept past the bed and went into the bathroom. Two towels on the floor, a man’s aftershave cologne on the back of the toilet, and a used condom in the wastebasket. Blood roared in his ears, his fingers clenched into fists. He backed up to the wall and just stood there, blinking hard and fast, his heart racing.


  They made love in the shower. He saw them, a mental image possessed of such clarity that he perceived details—water pouring over them as they groped at each other, her hair a black waterfall. He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, struggling against the tide of her betrayal, his heart splintering into a million little pieces. The next thing he knew, he was at her suitcase, leaning forward, his face buried in her clothes. He breathed in a universe of scents, each with a memory attached.


  Lying bitch.


  His body snapped upright and he plunged his hands into her clothes, into soft silks and cottons, spilling everything to the floor. Two objects fell out—a pocket-size appointment book and a larger notebook with moons and stars on the front. Hutchin picked them up, tossed the clothes back into her suitcase, and stepped closer to the bathroom door where there was more light.


  Heart hammering, he paged through the appointment book. Since February of last year, she had come to the Keys at least once a month, her flights as meticulously recorded as her auditions and professional appointments in California, Vancouver, Miami. And every other week or so, a man’s initials or name appeared: SP or Steve or, once, S. Poulton. Hutchin could barely think through the terrible pressure in his head, the relentless ache in his temples. He tried to remember when he had seen her, the months and dates, the times. But it was as if his brain had been wiped clean.


  He flipped faster and faster through the pages, his hands trembling. Last month, October. Okay, he could remember last month. He had seen her on October 1, a Monday. They had met at the Miami airport, where she had a layover on her way back to California, and had gotten a room just for the afternoon because her flight left that evening and he had to get home.


  That square had nothing in it except her arrival time and a red check mark.


  In the squares for October 2 through 4 she’d written: SP, Key Largo.


  Another lie. Instead of leaving, she had gone to Key Largo with SP.


  And for this weekend? What had she scribbled in for this weekend? He turned the page. For tonight, November 1: Dinner with SP. There was a red check mark beneath it. For November 2: Steve, Key Largo, 3:00 PM. No red check mark. For November 14: Miami, Delta #1256 No red check.


  I’m the red check mark.


  A sharp, hideous laugh exploded from his mouth. He pressed his hand over his mouth to stifle it, got a hold on himself, moved over to the bed, and sat down heavily. He slapped the appointment book shut and used the hem of his T-shirt to wipe off the sweat marks that his hands had left, then dropped it on the nightstand. Let her see it when she comes in, he thought. Let her lie her way out of this one. He wanted to see her face, her lying-bitch eyes.


  Hutchin sat back against the headboard, the journal pressed to his forehead. He could almost feel the words inside, the descriptions of her betrayal. Open it, read it, now.


  No, he didn’t dare turn on the light. And he felt too nauseated to stand and move closer to the light that spilled from the bathroom.


  For the longest time, he just sat there with the journal pressed to his forehead, his eyes squeezed shut. He suddenly bolted forward, confused, his eyes like grit, and realized he must have dozed off.


  He heard footsteps outside, a soft cough. Hutchin swung his legs over the side of the mattress, slipped the journal under the bed, and was rubbing his eyes as the door creaked open.


  “Hey,” she said in that soft, seductive voice. “Have you been waiting long?”


  An eternity. “Just a few minutes.” He raised his head, his heart seizing up at the sight of her. “How’d your meeting with your manager go?”


  “Okay.” She tossed her bag on the other bed and immediately pulled her T-shirt off over her head, her thick, black hair tumbling to her shoulders. “I’ve got an audition in Vancouver in two days.” She unzipped her jeans and stepped out of them as immodestly as a little kid. She left them on the floor with her T-shirt, her shoes, and came toward him in just her bra and panties, her magnificent body stinking of another man. She slipped her arms around the back of his neck and kissed him. He couldn’t respond, his body had gone dead. She pulled back, frowning slightly, and sat beside him.


  “You okay? You seem kind of subdued, Jay.”


  “Just tired.”


  She turned on the bedside lamp and the buttery circles of light fell across the appointment book. He knew she saw it. Even as the reality registered for her, he knew she was struggling to remember if she had left the appointment book on the nightstand. He knew she was also wondering if he had looked at it and what lies she would tell him if he had. Her devious mind churned, but her expression gave no indication of it.


  “Work’s a bitch?” she asked, running her hand over his hair.


  “Something like that.”


  She unbuttoned his shirt. “You need to relax. I’ll give you a massage.”


  When his shirt was off, he sank back onto the bed and she removed his shoes and then hovered above him, her beauty breathtaking, as always, her hands silken and flawless, as always, her black hair like a dark curtain along the sides of her face. She leaned forward and kissed him again and this time his arms came up to encircle her waist, and he flipped her over on her back. She mistook it for foreplay, her husky laugh seductive. Now he hovered above her—you lying bitch—and said, “Tell me about Steve Poulton.”


  She flinched, he saw it. “Just a friend. A med student, a resident, actually. He works in the burn unit at Jackson Memorial in Miami, where I’ve done some charity gigs. Why?”


  How smoothly she lied, he thought, how effortlessly. “And that’s why you were embracing on the sidewalk tonight outside the restaurant? Out of gratitude?”


  “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” She spoke crossly and tried to get up.


  But he held her down, held her in place with his large, powerful hands and brought his face right up close to hers. “Is that why his name is all over your appointment book and I warrant just a red check mark?”


  She wrenched free of him then and snapped upright, to a sitting position, her face livid. “You’re married, Jay. I’m single. I’m allowed to see whoever I want, whenever I want, wherever I want. I don’t quiz you about how often you have sex with your wife or why you stay with her. So don’t do it to me.”


  “So it’s true. You’re having an affair with him.”


  She rolled her eyes and stood, but Hutchin grabbed her hand, jerking her down to the mattress again. And then everything happened so quickly he could hardly follow the precise sequence of events. It was as if he were standing outside of his own body, watching events unfold over which he had no control. He saw himself shove her down onto the bed, slap a pillow over her face, and hold it there while she struggled and kicked, her screams muffled. He watched himself continue to hold the pillow over her face even when she stopped struggling, even when her legs had gone still. He heard himself murmuring, over and over again, Lying bitch, lying bitch, lying bitch.


  Then everything snapped into focus and he jerked his hands off the pillow, horrified that Diane didn’t move, didn’t sit up, that she just lay there. He snatched the pillow away from her face. Her open eyes gazed vacuously at him, the impossibly long lashes like brushstrokes against the eggshell-colored lids. When he leaned closer to listen for her breathing, he saw himself reflected in those eyes. Those vacant eyes.


  No one home. Sweet Christ.


  He dropped the pillow over her face and wrenched back, away from the bed, from her, from those terrible eyes.


  A tidal wave of panic swept over him. He grabbed his shirt off the floor, jerked it on, his eyes darting frantically around the room. What did I touch? Her clothes, he had touched the clothes in her suitcase. His prints wouldn’t be on her clothes, but had he touched the lid of the suitcase or had it already been open?


  Open, yes, he was reasonably sure it had been open when he’d come in. Be sure. He ran into the bathroom, yanked a towel from the rack, paused. Had he touched anything in here? The faucets? The sink? No. No, nothing in here. He hurried back into the bedroom and wiped down the lid of her suitcase, the appointment book, the base of the lamp, the switch. Then he remembered the journal and got down on his hands and knees to retrieve it from under the bed. He pocketed it.


  Maybe she had written his name somewhere in the appointment book. He had to be sure. Take it, too. He grabbed it, pocketed it, put on his shoes and socks. He hurried over to the door and turned, trying to see this as a cop might. Leave the pillow covering her face or remove it?


  Leave it.


  And leave the lamp on.


  He used the bath towel to turn the knob, to open the door, then quickly rubbed the outside knob, which he had definitely touched. The motel key was still in his pocket. He peered out into the darkness, his terror so extreme now that his body refused to move.


  It’s okay, no one out there.


  The muscles in his legs twitched, he stepped outside, shut the door, and wiped the knob again. Then he darted around to the back of the cabin and through the pines, his chest on fire, her lying-bitch face permanently etched into his brain.


  Chapter 1


  Sunday, November 4


  Sugarloaf Key, Florida


  The boy woke suddenly, eyes wide and sticky with sleep, his heart pounding. He clutched the covers to his chin, not daring to move. He glanced quickly around his bedroom, at the shadows that oozed like liquid across the walls, at the blinds that clacked together in the breeze.


  He wanted to run into his mother’s room, but he knew that if he swung his legs over the side of the bed, something would grab his ankles, jerk him down under the bed and through the invisible black hole in the floor. He screamed. Nothing came out.


  Tears scorched the corners of his eyes. He squeezed them shut and tried to pull the covers up over his eyes, his head. His hands refused to move. His dog, where was his dog? She would protect him. Oro, Oro, come fast, please, oh God, please … The words shrieked through his head. The dog didn’t come. He didn’t hear the click of her claws against the floors.


  Terror swelled in his chest. His breath came in hard, hot gasps. He was alone, totally alone in the dark, with the black hole under his bed getting wider, bigger. He could feel it, that hole, feel how big it was now, how it had turned the floor around it to dust. In minutes, his bed would be balanced over the black hole and a hot, stinky wind would begin to rush out of it, to rush upward toward him, toward the bottom of his mattress.


  Now, do it now, get out fast, run run run …


  And suddenly his paralyzed muscles released him and he flew like a stone from a slingshot. He skidded into the hall, his breath shooting from his mouth, his hands balled into fists. No time to get to his mother’s room. No time. He raced down the spiral stairs, his bare feet barely touching the steps. Outside, quick. He had to get outside, away from the hole. It wouldn’t hurt his mother, it didn’t want her. It wanted him.


  Ryan Parrish fumbled with the dead bolt on the door. It clicked and he threw it open and ran across the screened porch, through the screen door, out into the yard. Faster and faster he went, through the moonlight, past the palms, toward the fence.


  The gate. He couldn’t get the gate without help. The driveway gate was wooden, tall, heavy. The latch was new. But the other gate, the sidewalk gate, was old, the wood worn and weak, the latch rusted. He veered toward the sidewalk, not daring to look back, certain it was back there, the thing that lived in the black hole. He thrust out his arms, trying to push his body closer to the gate.


  He stumbled, nearly went down, but somehow found his balance and burst through the sidewalk gate so hard that he heard the rusted latch tear away from the wood and hit the ground. The gate slammed open against the fence and Ryan loped toward the moonlit field on the other side of the road. Hide in the weeds. Hide fast.


  He glanced back then, glanced because he couldn’t help it, he had to know if it was there. And he saw its huge and terrible shadow, felt its hot breath on the back of his neck, and smelled that breath, the stink of old blood. Ryan knew that his mouth opened, he heard the creak of his own jaw, but he didn’t know if his scream ever hit the air because just then the shadow fell over him, then seized him like a dog with a bone and dragged him away, faster and faster, across the road and into the field of tall weeds. The weeds slapped at his ankles, stickers clawed at his feet and caught on his pajamas. He shrieked, he sobbed, he begged for it to let him go.


  The shadow dropped him on the ground and commanded him to dig. Dig so deep the sun can’t reach.


  Ryan thrust his hands into the weeds and dirt, his fingers hooked like claws, and he dug. Dirt and grit got jammed under his nails, it hurt bad, but he didn’t dare stop digging. Gotta find, he thought Gotta find.


  Dig faster, the shadow snapped.


  So he dug faster and faster, dug until he no longer felt his fingers or his hands. Sweat popped out on his forehead and rolled into his eyes. He blinked it away. He didn’t look up, didn’t stop. Gotta dig so deep the sun can’t reach. Gotta find …


  Chapter 2


  (1)


  The first time Kit Parrish heard it, she thought it was part of her dream. But by then she was awake, sitting straight up in bed. Whatever she’d been dreaming had dissolved and the dog’s howls filled the darkness. Howls, then a wild, frantic barking and clawing at the front door.


  Kit wanted to believe that Oro had caught the scent of a rabbit or raccoon out in the yard. But she knew better. The only thing the retriever liked to chase was a Frisbee, and the only times Kit had heard her howl was when Ryan had gotten into trouble. But Ryan had been asleep for hours.


  Kit threw off the sheet and hurried up the hall, grateful for the luminous glow of the night-light that kept her from tripping over her own feet. The instant she glanced through the doorway of Ryan’s room, she knew that her son wasn’t in bed. She knew, somehow she knew, that he wasn’t in the bathroom, either, that he had gone down the stairs and out of the house.


  In the middle of the goddamn night.


  She broke into a run and hit the stairs with her adrenal floodgates wide open. Oro was now going berserk at the door, leaping up against it, clawing it, still howling. Kit slapped the wall for the light switch, a dim bulb overhead lit up. Her eyes instantly zeroed in on the disengaged dead bolt.


  She hurled open the door and Oro shot out into the dark, Kit close behind her. Across the porch, through the screen door, into the yard. A wind blew in off the lagoon, rattling the palms like castanets and banging the open sidewalk gate against the fence. Bang, one two, bang, one two, a rhythmic, maddening beat.


  Oro raced through the open gate, moving faster than Kit had ever thought it was possible for a ten-year-old retriever to move. Thanks to Ryan and his bike and Ryan and his Frisbee, the dog was still in good shape, trim and athletic. But she moved now like a pup, faster than the wind.


  Kit lost sight of her for a moment, then shot through the gate herself—and stopped. No Oro. No Ryan. The strip of asphalt to her right, which eventually led to the main road—the only road—into or out of the Florida Keys, was filled with nothing but moonlight. To her left, the road dead-ended at the seawall that held back the lagoon. Directly in front of her, the tall weeds in the field swayed and rustled like waist-high corn somewhere in the Midwest.


  She tore across the road and plunged into the field, shouting, “Ryan, Oro!” Her voice skipped through the darkness like some tiny round stone that barely left a ripple in the silence. Burrs pricked her bare feet, scratched her legs, caught on her gym shorts and T-shirt. She paused to brush off the soles of her feet, one and then the other, and shouted again, hands cupped to the sides of her mouth.


  Fierce barking erupted off to her left and Kit turned toward it. Moments later, Oro appeared, her coat like burnished copper in the moonlight. She barked at Kit, short, urgent barks, a doggie Morse code that said, Fast, follow me. She took off into the weeds again and Kit loped behind her, her mouth dry, panic rising in her chest.


  For several terrible moments, she heard nothing but frogs, the wind rustling through the weeds, and a car shooting north or south along the highway half a mile west. Her head snapped right, left. Weeds surrounded her, a field of neglect in every direction. “Ryan, Oro!”


  Four sharp yips. They seemed to be coming from the direction of the lagoon. Shit. Only a seawall stood between the end of the property and the lagoon. She’d been after the absentee owner to erect a fence, but so far he hadn’t done anything. She imagined Ryan getting too close to the seawall and falling into the water. Even though he could swim, it was dark, he might hit his head …


  She crashed through the weeds and stopped abruptly at the edge of a clearing about three feet from the seawall. She stared at her son and his dog. “Ryan? Honey?”


  He didn’t seem to hear her. He was kneeling on the ground, in his pajamas, his feet bare, his body hunkered over the hole he was digging with his fingers. The hole was so deep his arms vanished into it up to the elbows. He muttered to himself: “Gotta find, gotta find …”


  Kit moved slowly toward him, speaking softly, not wanting to startle him. She stopped between him and Oro and crouched down. His hands clawed wildly at the dirt in the hole, deepening it, widening it. Sweat glistened on his forehead, dirt streaked his face and arms. She wanted to sweep him into her arms and race back to the house. But she was afraid to touch him.


  “Can I help you find what you’re looking for, Ryan?”


  Such calmness in her voice, she thought. Such falsehood. My God. The muscles in her arms twitched to touch him, to grab him, to whisk him away from here and whatever nightmare he was enacting. But her calmness apparently touched him because his hands suddenly stopped their relentless digging. They froze in midair.


  “Gottafindgottafind …” He gasped the words. “Buried where the sun can’t reach.”


  Oro cocked her head to one side, aware of the inflection in Ryan’s voice, puzzled by it. Kit reached out and touched her son’s damp hair, brushing it off his forehead. “Let me help you find it, honey.” She thrust her own hands into the hole, into the layer of cool sand and the mud just beneath it, and started digging. “Two can dig faster than one.”


  Ryan’s head snapped upward and he looked at her, his blue eyes pale, haunted, and so utterly strange, so alien, that Kit wrenched back. Then her son blinked and with one of his muddied hands rubbed at his forehead, streaking it with mud so dark it looked like blood. He frowned slightly and when he spoke, his voice seemed oddly adult. “Kit?”


  KitKitKit: her own name bounced like a ball between the walls of her skull. Where the hell did that come from? When she finally spoke, her voice sounded tight, hot. “What? What’re we looking for?”


  Another blink, a deepening frown. Then he looked down into the hole, rocked back on his heels, and pressed his filthy hands to his thighs, leaving imprints on his pajamas. A heartbeat later, a sob exploded from his mouth. “Can’t find. Gotta find.”


  Kit gathered him into her arms and whispered lies, that it would be okay, that everything was all right, that he would be fine. “We’ll come out here tomorrow and look for it. We’ll find it. I’ll help you look.”


  He gradually relaxed against her and only then did she gently pick him up. His hair smelled of earth, wind, salt. His arms encircled her neck and she kept talking to him, talking softly, lies and truth now mixed.


  He fell asleep in her arms before she reached the road.


  He would be okay, she thought. He’d been sleepwalking or something, she’d read plenty of stories about kids who sleepwalked. The amazing thing about most of them was the apparent ease with which they made their way to a destination.


  But do sleepwalkers dig holes?


  Kit moved faster, a part of her hoping that she could outrun the problem and leave it back in the field.


  Ryan eyed the darkness that pressed in against the bathroom window. Kit followed his gaze and wished she’d pulled the blinds. “It’s late, Mom.”


  “Past two. You can sleep in. It’s Sunday.”


  “How come I’m in the bathtub now?”


  Kit squeezed a sponge over her son’s head and wondered what to say. It was apparent that Ryan didn’t remember what had happened. “You got dirty.”


  “In the field?”


  “Right. You remember that?”


  “I remember digging.” He frowned. “Digging down deep where the sun can’t reach.”


  “That’s pretty deep, honey.”


  “I guess curiosity might kill the cat, huh?” He smiled as he said it.


  “Curiosity never killed anyone, hon, not even cats. That’s just a saying.” Her brother used to say that, she remembered. But Ryan had never heard that from Pete. He had vanished ten months before Ryan’s birth. “An expression.”


  He looked at her, his eyes bright with intensity, and took the sponge from her. He rubbed it across his chest, across the crescent-shaped birthmark that went from his sternum to just above his heart. It was several inches long, with pigmentation that always had been darker than an ordinary birthmark. The mark itself seemed more like a scar, elevated somewhat. “Mom, I need to find it.”


  “Find what, honey?”


  He frowned, struggling with something. “I … I can’t remember.” His expression caved in and he started to cry.


  “You don’t have to remember it tonight, Ryan. It’ll come to you.”


  He sniffled, rubbed his eyes, his little face so consumed with worry that it nearly broke her heart. “Will you help me look?”


  “Of course I will.”


  Oro came into the bathroom, wagging her tail, and rested her head on the edge of the tub, watching Ryan. “Oro will help us, too. She’s great at finding stuff,” Kit said. “What woke you, anyway? Was it a bad dream?”


  And which bad dream? The stone house nightmare? The Bad Man nightmare? The falling nightmare? Or the one about waking up underground? For most of his nine years, her son had been plagued by repetitive nightmares.


  “It was the hole under my bed. The black hole. It was getting bigger.”


  She’d never heard this one before.


  “Honey, there’s no hole under your bed. Really.”


  “It’s invisible.”


  “Oh.” Kit finished rinsing the soap from his body, then handed him a clean T-shirt and underwear and let him dress himself. He always had been picky about his clothes, his body, his habits. Kit figured it was genetic. Ryan’s father and her brother had been neat freaks. “If it’s invisible, how do you know it was getting bigger?”


  “I felt it.”


  “Felt it how? I don’t understand.”


  He got impatient with her questions. “I don’t know, Mom. I just felt it, okay?”


  “But if you felt it, there must’ve been something to feel, Ryan.”


  He jerked on his clothes. “Hot air. I felt hot air.”


  Good, now they were getting somewhere. “So how did you get outside?”


  He walked away from her, out of the bathroom, making it clear he didn’t want to talk about it. Oro trotted along behind him, wagging her tail, and Kit hurried after them both. “Ryan?”


  “Can I sleep in your bed?” He had stopped at the foot of her bed and glanced back at her now, his eyes pinched with fatigue, his light brown hair still damp, clinging to his skull.


  “Sure.”


  Oro barked and Kit and Ryan both laughed. “Yeah, you, too, Oro.”


  Once she got Ryan tucked into her bed, with Oro curled up at his feet, a sentinel, she said, “Why did you go outside, Ryan?”


  “I got scared,” he replied, then turned over on his side, his back to her.


  He fell asleep in minutes and Kit sat there, watching him, alarmed and puzzled by what had happened. Digging like a loony in a field in the middle of the night. An invisible hole under his bed. Hot air rushing out of it as it got bigger.


  Christ, Kit thought, rubbing her eyes. She was an attorney, not a shrink, not a neurologist. Bur she was also a parent and knew what a doctor might ask: what had he been doing before he’d gone to bed, how was his diet, was he taking any medications, was anything unusual going on in the child’s life, were there any recent traumas?


  Ryan’s diet was okay, she controlled his environmental allergies with homeopathic remedies, and he wasn’t taking any medication. As far as she knew, nothing traumatic had happened recently in his life. Her schedule had changed last month, when she’d won a case, and for Ryan that meant she picked him up from school now, took him to his horseback riding lessons, that she was available.


  What about before he’d gone to bed? What had he been doing? Sketching, sure, she remembered. She’d been watching something on CNN and he’d been sprawled on the floor, his collection of miniature horses lined up in front of him as he’d sketched. Nothing traumatic there, she decided.


  In nine years, there had been no traumas for Ryan, she thought. The traumas had happened prior to his birth, when his father had walked out before Kit had realized she was pregnant and her brother had vanished. Perhaps the absence of a father was the problem.


  And maybe he has a little bitty growth in his brain, Kit.


  She slammed the door shut on that thought, irritated that she always presumed the worst, even when it didn’t concern her profession.


  Blood work, she thought. She would ask Ryan’s pediatrician to run simple blood tests.


  She got up from the bed and walked quickly through the silent hallway to the doorway of Ryan’s room. She flicked the light switch and glanced around. The cool November air blew through the open window, rattling the blinds. That was what probably had awakened him. The wind. Kit’s gaze fell to the shadowed area under his bed and for just a moment, the back of her neck tightened.


  Bogeymen under the bed. She had some dim recollection of Pete frightening her with stories like that when they were kids. Silly shit, but her body remembered.


  She knelt down next to the bed and peered under. Lots of dust bunnies, but no black hole.


  It’s invisible.


  Right. Of course. The black hole was invisible and when it grew, hot air rushed out of it.


  Just a nightmare, she decided. He’d awakened from a nightmare about a black hole under his bed and it was so real it frightened him out of the room and out of the house and across the street to the field. If that was true—and maybe it was, kids had all sorts of weird terrors—how did it explain the digging? And what he’d been muttering?


  Gotta find … Buried where the sun can’t reach.


  Find what?


  Kit rubbed her eyes. She didn’t know, even Ryan didn’t know, and she wasn’t going to find any answers tonight. She would call his doctor tomorrow, and tomorrow they would have fun—the beach, a picnic, something memorable.


  But when she crawled between the covers and shut her eyes, she couldn’t sleep. She kept seeing the dense shadows under Ryan’s bed, the immense blackness. Then the blackness began to spread like spilled ink, the edges oozing out across the floor, the center of it widening, growing, spreading. And as she watched, the blackness bubbled in the center and the bubble stretched upward like Silly Putty and became a head.


  Pete’s head.


  His mouth opened and she bolted upright, blinking against the brilliant sunlight that streamed through the windows, the chirp of birds outside, and the sound of Ryan’s laughter from the yard. A dream, just a stupid dream.


  (2)


  Ryan hurled the Frisbee across the yard and Oro raced beneath it and caught it before it hit the ground. “My turn,” called Becky, the eighth grader who lived next door to Ryan. “I get to throw it this time.”


  But Oro ran for the front yard, the Frisbee in her mouth. “You have to catch her first,” Ryan said.


  Becky grinned, flashing teeth trapped in braces. “Race you.”


  They ran after the dog, both of them laughing. Becky was taller than Ryan, with long skinny legs like a colt and a blonde ponytail that bounced as she ran. She was fast, too, as fast as Ryan, and she could talk while she ran.


  “What was going on last night?” she asked. “I heard Oro howling and then I heard your mom shouting and stuff.”


  “I guess Oro got out.”


  She glanced over at him. “Then how come I saw her carrying you out of the field?”


  Ryan shrugged and pulled out ahead of her. He didn’t want to talk about it—not with Becky, not with anyone. If he talked about it, the black hole would have more power over him.


  “Hey, that’s rude.” She caught up to him and grabbed the back of his shirt, making him stop.


  He wrenched away. “Cut it out. You’re going to ruin my shirt.”


  “Then don’t blow me off like that. God, I hate it when people do that.”


  “I just don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Okay, so don’t talk about it. I don’t care. You don’t have to lie, though. I mean, I saw her carrying you out of the field and I was, like, well, curious. You would be, too.”


  Ryan looked up. Even though the house stood on pilings that raised it from the ground and his room was way up there, it was directly overhead. The black hole might hear them. “C’mon, let’s go find Oro.” More softly, he added, “I can’t talk here. I’ll tell you outside the fence.”


  As soon as they were outside the yard, at the edge of the road, he whispered, “It’s the black hole again.”


  Becky’s eyes widened. “This is—what? The third time?”


  He nodded. The first two times with the black hole had been more like creepy dreams. Oro had been in the room both times. Ryan was convinced that was why nothing had happened. “The worst yet.”


  They sat down on the curb. On the other side of the road, Oro stood with the Frisbee in her mouth, waiting for them to chase her. “What happened?”


  “I … I got scared and ran out of the house. I don’t remember too much after that.”


  “Why were you in the field?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Oro dropped the Frisbee by the side of the road and sniffed her way into the weeds.


  “Maybe you should tell your mom about the black hole, Ryan.”


  “I did. I’m pretty sure she thinks it’s my imagination. Something lives in that hole, Beck.”


  “No way.”


  “It chased me. Into the field.” It made me dig. He couldn’t bring himself to say that part. Made me dig down deep, where the sun doesn’t reach.


  “You’re creeping me out, Ryan. Let’s go wake your mom and go to the beach.”


  As they got up, Ryan whistled for Oro. She didn’t appear and he suddenly knew she had headed deeper into the weeds, nearer the lagoon where he had been digging. “Let’s get Oro first.”


  “Be careful, here comes a car.” She stabbed her thumb toward the end of the road, where a car was turning the corner.


  Ryan darted across the road, whistling for Oro, wondering why Becky made such a big deal about one car. Sometimes she acted like a big sister, as overprotective as his mom. One car hardly amounted to traffic. Most of the time, half the houses were boarded up with hurricane shutters because the people lived up north until Thanksgiving.


  Ryan reached the edge of the weeds and shouted for Oro. He didn’t want to go into the weeds, not even in the daylight. He was afraid that whatever lived in the black hole was still out there, waiting for him. He moved quickly along the edge of the road, whistling again for Oro. She finally appeared, her muzzle covered with dirt, and Ryan knew she’d been digging.


  Maybe digging where he had dug.


  “Get your Frisbee, girl. Let’s go.”


  As they crossed the road again, the car that had turned the corner moments ago now slowed, then stopped. A guy wearing sunglasses and a Miami Dolphins cap leaned out the window. “Excuse me. You kids know where thirteen Fly-fishing Lane is?”


  Ryan wasn’t supposed to talk to strangers. But that was his address. “Who’s asking?”


  “Ben Webster, FBI.”


  “Yeah, right,” Becky muttered, loudly enough for the man to hear. “C’mon, Ryan.” Her fingers closed around his arm. “Let’s go inside.”


  “Here’s my ID, see?” He held up a badge, just as Mulder did on X-Files. “Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


  Even though Ryan stood about three feet from the car, he could see the badge. “You come to arrest someone?”


  The man smiled and shook his head. “Nope. Just to ask some questions. Nice-looking dog. A retriever, isn’t it?”


  “Her name’s Oro.”


  Becky leaned close to him and hissed, “Here comes your mom.”


  And suddenly his mom was at his side, her arm sliding around his shoulders as if to protect him from something. “Morning,” she said to the man.


  “He’s a fed,” Ryan told her. “Like Mulder.”


  “No X-Files in my neck of the woods,” the man said with a laugh, and held out his ID again.


  His mom, being a smart lady and all, took the badge, studied it for a moment, handed it back. “So what can I do for you, Agent Webster?”


  He laughed at that. “Actually, I think I’m at the right place. You’re Kit Parrish.”


  Ryan felt the way his mother’s muscles tensed and he suddenly felt a little scared. Not the kind of scared he’d felt last night, but a different, stranger kind of scared. Her arm slid away from his shoulders. “Why don’t you kids go get your suits and stuff for the beach. I’ll be along in a few minutes. Pack Oro’s food, Ryan.”


  “Is he going to arrest you?” Ryan asked, crossing his arms at his chest.


  “No, hon. I don’t think so.”


  “Definitely not,” Webster said. “Cross my heart.”


  Ryan still didn’t like it. But he said okay and hurried after Becky, who had turned away already. He glanced back once to whistle for Oro and noticed how pretty his mother looked, nearly six feet tall and as thin as a model, the wind blowing her short blonde hair into a wild tangle. Agent Webster had gotten out of his car, his sunglasses now sitting on the top of his head, and Ryan could tell that Webster noticed how pretty his mom was, too.


  Then he was inside of the gate with Becky and Oro, and Becky was whispering, “What’s he want with your mom? Did she do something bad? What’s going on, Ryan?”


  “I don’t know.”


  And his stomach went tight at the thought of something happening to his mother. That would be worse than the thing that lived under his bed, worse than spending the rest of his life in the field, digging because the shadow commanded it.


  Chapter 3


  She was as tall as he was and Webster felt that threw off the balance of power almost immediately. No logical reason that it should, but logic hadn’t been his strong point recently. The other detail that threw things off was the way she looked.


  He’d seen newspaper clippings of her in Pete Beaupre’s file, an attractive woman, certainly, but nothing like this. In person, she was striking. Her features, isolated from each other, might be considered excessive—a mouth that was slightly too large, eyes too widely set, a broad forehead. Yet, put them together and they worked so well that if he had passed her on the street, he would take a second glance.


  He figured she was in her early forties now, that somewhere inside those khaki shorts and tank top, there had to be evidence of that. But he sure as hell couldn’t see it. She looked as if she kept in shape—running, the gym, yoga, tai chi, something regular and perhaps offbeat. Yes, that most of all. This was the woman, after all, who was one of the top defense attorneys in the state. She hadn’t gotten there by thinking like other people.


  He suddenly realized that neither of them had said a word, that she seemed to be waiting for him to speak first. So he did. “I just took over the cold cases division in Key West and I’d like to ask you some questions about your brother. If you’ve got a few minutes.”


  She frowned, her arms swung to her sides, and she slid her hands into the pockets of her shorts. “I know that the local cops list his disappearance as an open case, but what’s the FBI’s interest?”


  Great, Webster thought. Jerome Banks, who had run the cold cases division for years in the Bureau’s Key West office, had told him that he’d contacted Kit Parrish already. Webster realized he should have known better. Banks hadn’t been in his right mind when he’d retired. Eighty-one years old, a relic in the Bureau basement who should have retired a decade ago. But because no one else had wanted the job, because Banks—despite his creeping dementia—still seemed to have a nose for the work, the higher-ups had left him alone until the day he had walked into the Bureau not knowing his name.


  Webster got assigned to take over until a replacement could be found because, as the newest face in the Key West office, he was technically a floater, filling in wherever he was needed. “Didn’t Agent Banks contact you?”


  “Nope. I’ve worked off and on with a number of people at the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department. But I don’t remember anyone from the FBI ever contacting me.”


  “Apparently your brother was last seen in the wilderness preserve on Tango Key. That’s federal land. That makes his disappearance our jurisdiction.”


  “Seen by whom?” Her arms came up over her chest again, he noticed, a defensive stance. “I’ve never heard about this.”


  “A gardener.” Webster leaned back against his car, now parked on the shoulder of the road. “The guy was an illegal immigrant when your brother vanished. Now he’s a citizen and came forward a couple weeks ago. Do you have any idea what your brother may have been doing in the preserve?”


  “C’mon. That was ten years ago. That’s like asking if I remember if I had Special K or corn flakes for breakfast on my fifth birthday. My brother and I were close, Agent Webster, but we didn’t keep daily tabs on each other.”


  He nodded, feeling stupid now, and flipped through a pocket-size notepad. “According to the file, you last saw your brother on Halloween of 1991. Is that correct?”


  “He’d stopped by my place with a load of candy to give out that night. We had planned to go out for a bite to eat, but Pete said he had to work late and wouldn’t be able to make it. I later found out he hadn’t worked that night, that he’d never gone back to the office after stopping by my place. I called him the next day at work … he was working out of the Key West office for the Miami News by then and his boss said he hadn’t come in, that he was probably out covering a story.”


  “Had he called in sick?”


  “No. After Pete won the Pulitzer in 1990, they cut him a lot of slack. He sometimes didn’t go into the office for days at a time. No one thought anything about it. Anyway, I went by his place that evening after work and I got alarmed when I found his dog outside, the house empty, and a bunch of messages on his answering machine. I called several of his friends to find out if they’d seen him, called our folks, but no one had talked to him since Halloween. Finding Oro outside was what alarmed me the most. He’d never just leave the dog outside overnight and that’s obviously where she’d been.”


  “So what did you do?”


  A pained look came into her eyes. “I brought Oro home, waited another day, then reported him missing. And that was it. The police have always treated his disappearance as a homicide, but they never turned up any evidence to support that conclusion.”


  Spoken like a true attorney, Webster thought. “So what do you think happened to him?”


  Her expression looked resigned. “C’mon, let’s go inside and talk.” They started walking toward the house. “I’ve had several theories over the years. At first, I hoped that he had amnesia. That he’d fallen or something and when he came to, he didn’t know who he was or where he was. Then I thought maybe he had this entire secret life that none of us knew about and had assumed another identity and left the country.” She shrugged. “Now, I feel he’s dead and the particulars are probably going to remain one of the biggest puzzles of my life.”


  He heard the regret in her voice. “Was he secretive by nature?”


  “No more than any of us, I guess. But he went through periods where he kept to himself. He was in one of those periods when he vanished.”


  “Was he involved with anyone?”


  She didn’t answer immediately. “For a long time, I was adamant that he had no special person in his life. Now I’m not so sure. If he was, none of us knew about it. But it might explain his secrecy.”


  “What was he working on?”


  “A benign piece on Everglades ecology. Nothing dangerous, no Pulitzer material. His editor confirmed that.”


  “Is there anyone else I can talk to who knew your brother well?”


  She smiled. “That’s not in the file?”


  “I’ve got a few names. But since it’s been ten years, I figure I should double-check.”


  “Carmela Perez, you should definitely talk to her. She was Pete’s source on the Cuban Mafia stories that won him the Pulitzer. They were always close.”


  Webster checked off Perez’s name. “I called your parents’ number, but it’s been disconnected.”


  “They’ve moved and right now, they’re overseas. How about Bob Tilden? Is he on your list?”


  “Got him. He worked with Pete, right?”


  “Yeah. He was one of the photographers for the Miami News. Now he runs fishing charters out of Marathon and Bahia Honda. He and Pete went to college together, U of Miami. I’d say he was Pete’s closest male friend. But I doubt if any of these people are going to be able to tell you anything new, Agent Webster.”


  “It’ll all be new to me,” he said, and starred Tilden’s name and glanced at the next name. The last name. “How about his ex-wife? Is she still around?”


  “She remarried a number of years ago and moved out of state.”


  “Do you have Tilden’s new address and phone number? What I’ve got here is out of date.”


  “Sure, upstairs.”


  As they came into the yard, Webster caught sight of the kids scampering around the corner of the two-story wooden house, the dog loping after them. “Eavesdroppers,” murmured Kit.


  Webster chuckled. “How old are your kids?”


  “Ryan’s mine, Becky lives next door. He just turned nine in September.”


  “So he never knew your brother.”


  She shook her head. “He was born less than a year after Pete vanished.”


  The property spoke tomes about this woman’s penchant for privacy. Bordered by water on two sides and a fence on the other two sides, it was at least half an acre, he guessed. That was as good as a kingdom in the Keys, where land was nearly as precious as fresh water. The tropical lushness had been tamed, cut back into manageable islands of plants and trees. The side yard was covered with white rocks to compensate for the absence of grass, but was broken up by tremendous rosebushes with buds in every imaginable color.


  “Those are incredible roses,” he remarked.


  “Pete planted them years ago. He was into roses. Now my son tends them.”


  Webster was no expert on kids, but roses seemed like an unusual hobby for a nine-year-old boy. He had a feeling, though, that “unusual” was the name of the game in this family. Pete Beaupre certainly had been something of an overachiever—with a Pulitzer in his pocket by age thirty-six. He’d started at the Miami News when he was twenty-four and within twelve years, had his own column and was the author of two books. His sister had graduated in the top five percent of her law school class at the University of Miami and had worked as a criminal attorney for several prominent Miami firms, building her reputation as a topnotch defense lawyer.


  In 1990, the same year her brother had won the Pulitzer, she had won a murder case involving a young black man and a white woman that had cemented her reputation. Not long afterward, she moved to the keys and opened her own firm. One look at this property and house, which he guessed cost well over half a million bucks, told him that she probably made in a year what would take him eight to ten years to earn with the Bureau.


  He knew she’d been married briefly to a charter pilot and had gotten divorced the same year her brother had vanished. He hadn’t found any indication that she had remarried and had noticed that she didn’t wear a wedding ring. But when you looked as she did, he thought, there was undoubtedly a significant other.


  Not that he cared. His own ten-year marriage had collapsed like a house of cards six months ago, when his wife had informed him she was leaving to live with her new lover in California. To describe himself as gun-shy hardly captured what he felt. Terrified came close. So did scared shitless.


  They crossed the large screened porch and he followed her up a spiral staircase to what was actually the first floor of the house. The longest wall was sliding glass doors that opened onto a screened balcony with a view of the lagoon that blew him away. The view alone was worth the price of the house.


  The water, as flat as a mirror and shimmering with morning light, seemed to stretch in all directions. The shoreline in the distance, no more than two or three miles straight across the lagoon, resembled a line drawing, barely more than a suggestion of shape. “This view is like being on vacation,” he said. “It’s beautiful.”


  “Thanks. We love it.”


  She rummaged through a drawer in the kitchen, which was actually just part of the front room, separated from it by a tiled counter with high wooden stools. Unusual art work covered the walls, some of it obviously foreign—framed batiks, oil paintings done in bold colors and impressionistic strokes, and animals sculpted from some sort of metal.


  Along the wall opposite the sliding doors was an entertainment center with perhaps half-a-dozen framed photos on it, family photos, he saw as he went over to it. Mom and son; mom, son, and dog; mom, son, dog, and grandparents; and then sister and brother. That was the one he picked up.


  He had seen photos of Pete Beaupre, but only here did the family resemblance really strike him. He and Kit looked enough alike to pass as fraternal twins. The main difference lay in coloring: he was dark-haired to her blonde. His eyes were also dark, intense, suspicious, set deeply in the sockets. Kit’s were a soft blue, yet piercing.


  “That was taken about a week before he disappeared,” she said, coming over to him.


  “You look like twins.”


  “People have said that. I’ve never seen it.”


  Perception. Webster had learned a few things about perception since his divorce. His friends in Miami hadn’t been surprised when his wife had split. They claimed they’d seen it coming. But he never had.


  “Here’s Bob’s stuff—home and work addresses, phone numbers, email. And my numbers and email. In case you have any more questions.” As she handed him the scrap of paper, her phone rang. “Excuse me,” she said.


  Outside, he heard the dog barking, the kids laughing. He turned back to the photos, studying them again as if the riddle of Pete Beaupre’s disappearance lay somewhere in these photos.


  “Kit Parrish,” he heard her say. “Hey, Rita. What’s up? You’re kidding. Christ. When did it happen? … And they’ve already made the arrest? … Okay, hold on. Let me find a pen….” Drawers opening, shutting. “All right, give it to me…. Uh-huh. So I think we should take it. What do you think? …” She laughed. “Yeah, I figured you’d say that. Call my cell number. Ryan and I will be out…. Right. Talk to you later.”


  As she came back into the front room, she said, “Did you hear about the murder of that actress over on Tango the other night?”


  “Sure. Diane Jackson. It’s been on the news since the body was found.”


  “They arrested her boyfriend a couple hours ago, a medical resident named Steve Poulton.”


  “And you’re going to defend him?”


  “That’s right.”


  “You don’t even know the particulars. Maybe he’s guilty.”


  “Guilty or innocent, he’s still entitled to a defense.”


  “So winning isn’t the point.”


  Her smile struck him as one of the most enigmatic that he’d ever seen. “Winning is always the point.”


  Which was precisely why he’d never gone to law school, he thought. “I’d better let you go. Thanks for your time and the leads, Ms. Parrish.”


  “Kit. My name’s Kit.”


  Even though she was a lawyer, he liked being on a first-name basis with her. He didn’t want to examine that thought too closely, though. “Ben,” he said. “I’ll be in touch.”


  “Great. Thanks.”


  As soon as he was outside, the kids came tearing around the corner of the house, the dog in hot pursuit. The second they saw him, they all stopped. The boy, the girl, the dog. “Thanks for not arresting my mom,” the boy said.


  He laughed. “You’re welcome. By the way, those roses are incredible. I understand you’re the expert.”


  “He’s awesome with roses,” the girl said.


  “I’d like to grow a black rose,” the boy said.


  “Is there any such thing?”


  “No one’s grown one yet. There’ve been some that are close, but no one’s done it yet.”


  Eerie, Webster thought, how the kid’s eyes looked so much like the eyes of the uncle he’d never known. “So how do you know so much about roses?”


  The kid shrugged. “I don’t know. I just do.”


  “Well, good luck growing that black rose,” Webster said.


  “Bye,” the girl called after him. “Say hi to Agents Mulder and Scully.”


  “Will do,” he called back, and smiled as giggling broke out behind him.


  He always had regretted that children hadn’t been part of
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