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  Chapter One


  FRIDAY, APRIL 3, 1998


  The Robbins housekeeper, Anita del Fuego, arrived at work same time as every morning at the house on Pine Tree Drive: six-thirty. She enjoyed the short walk from the K
  bus stop, liked the cool fragrance of the tall double line of pines that bisected and gave the exclusive Miami Beach road its name. A morning person by nature, Anita was singing softly as she let
  herself in through the side entrance, hung her bright floral polyester jacket on its hook, took down the white pinafore  fresh washed and pressed, just the way Seora Robbins liked
  her to wear  and changed into her white, soft-soled nurses shoes. Still singing, she made her way into the kitchen  and stopped.


  Something was not right.


  The house was too quiet and too dark. The blinds in the kitchen were shut and there was no aroma of fresh-perked coffee. Seor Robbins always made the first pot about a half-hour before
  Anita got to work; sometimes she found him still peaceably sitting at the kitchen table, though more often than not he was either upstairs getting dressed or had already left for business.
  Whichever, the seor always opened all the blinds and drapes on the first floor before the housekeepers arrival.


  Not today.


  Anita went out into the hallway and listened. Quiet. It was way too quiet.


  She lifted her wrist close to her face to peer at her watch, checking that she hadnt made a mistake about the time. The watch said six-thirty-five. High time for young Cathy to be up and
  about, getting showered and dressed for school.


  Her skin prickled. She had a bad feeling.


  Ridculo, Anita, she rebuked herself, softly. All this was, probably, a case of everyone oversleeping, and when she went upstairs and knocked on Cathys door
  she would find her lying curled up on her side under her comforter, the way she always slept.


  Encouraged, Anita started up the stairs. That was all this was. First she would wake Cathy, then the girl could go rouse her momia and pap . . . Or maybe Seor
  Robbins had left the house real early to go to the market for his restaurants, too early to make coffee and open the drapes  and the seora had forgotten to set her
  own alarm clock. That was all.


  So why did she still have such a bad feeling?


  Cathy was not in her bed. The bathroom door was open.


  Cathy? Anita called softly.


  No answer.


  She went to the door and looked inside. The shower curtain was open and dry, and the pale pink bath towel was neatly folded over the warming rail.


  Anitas palms grew clammy. She didnt know why she was so afraid, but something was gnawing at her mind, growing by the second, something dark and nasty, something she had a powerful
  urge to run away from. She opened her mouth to call out a second time, more loudly, then shut it again, silenced by the stillness and that feeling inside her head.


  Cobarde, she chastised herself. Coward.


  She turned around, left Cathys empty room and walked along the corridor to the seor and seoras closed bedroom door. She knocked, twice,
  tentatively. The silence grew heavier. She knocked again, gripped the door handle in her fingers, felt its coolness against her own rising heat. For another moment she wavered  and then she
  opened the door.


  It was very dark in the room. The thick drapes were still closed. Anita took two steps inside and stopped, waiting for her eyes to grow used to the dimness.


  Slowly, the bed came into focus. She could see vague shapes. Humps and lumps. Black waves. Motionless waves. Anita stood very still, trying to listen past the air-conditioners hum.


  She began to tremble.


  There was a smell in the air.


  It was unmistakable. Hot and animal, somewhere between the scent of her own monthly regla and the heavy odour she smelt whenever she saw her cousin Bobby who worked at the meat
  market.


  A sick sound of revulsion was muffled against her lips even as it emerged, squashed flat by her right hand. Seconds passed. Still scarcely daring to move, still half-blind, Anita tilted her face
  slightly towards the windows. To open the drapes she would have to walk across the room, to pass the bed and those humps beneath the quilt that looked so black in the dark.


  Turn on the light.


  Anita backed up to the door, found the switch with her left hand.


  And flicked it.


  And saw that the blackness covering the bed was not a quilt after all.


  It was what she had smelled.


  Blood.


  Spread over the three of them and over the sheets and pillows. Sprayed up over the headboard and the wall and the lampshades on both bedside tables.


  Anita opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. The black, sick sensation was swamping her, suffocating her, sucking her in, like the corkscrew spiral of a tornado
  drawing everything into itself. Her whole being seemed engulfed in that twisting funnel, was being sucked down, down into a black, narrow, contracting hole. All dead, all dead,
  the only words, the only halfway coherent thoughts spinning down with her.


  Three corpses.


  The middle one stirred. Sat up.


  Anitas scream began then, and did not stop. It came from deep inside her, from within that narrow whirling bore of terror, came twisting, surging, gushing, roaring out through her mouth
  into the death silence.


  As Cathy Robbins, her blue eyes almost bright against her bloodsoaked cheeks and forehead, her golden hair matted and darkened, lifted both her arms towards Anita in speechless supplication.


  The housekeeper stared at the girls mouth, saw that it, too, was red.


  Still screaming, Anita del Fuego turned and ran.


  



  Chapter Two


  He left Martinez, Riley, the ME, the Crime Scene guys and the Assistant State Attorney with the distraught Mrs del Fuego and the deceased, and took the vigil with the living
  for himself. Detective Samuel Becket had been with the Person Crimes unit of the Miami Beach Police Department for six years, and had seen his share of homicides, but the sheer horror never
  diminished so far as he was concerned. Sam knew that his sense of motivation for solving those violent, most inhumane crimes was as undiluted as ever, but he still  when he was in a position
  to have a say in the matter  got the hell away from the grisly end of things first chance he got. Sergeant Kovac having appointed him lead investigator for this particular case, Sam was, as
  it turned out, in that position today.


  In Miami Beach, in his experience, death didnt come much grislier than this. Arnold and Marie Robbins  an affluent, middle-class, middle-aged couple in the restaurant business
   dead in their kingsize Miami Beach bed with their jugulars sliced and their fourteen-year-old daughter lying snuggled up between them, alive and unharmed.


  Physically unharmed, anyway. As to the rest, Cathy Robbins was now tucked up between white hospital sheets in Miami General, being taken care of by the best there was. In Sams book,
  anyhow.


  Hows she doing? he asked his father.


  How should she be doing?


  Dr David Becket and his son both turned and looked through the glass into the private room where Cathy Robbins was lying, eyes closed and perfectly still. Her left arm, resting on top of the
  covers, showed a healthy Florida tan, but her face was so white it seemed almost translucent.


  As a detective, Sam knew full well that  theoretically at least  being a family member placed indisputably at the murder scene made the girl a possible suspect. He knew it, and
  hed seen in the eyes of both Sergeant Kovac and Al Martinez that they knew it, too. But ever since joining the force, Sam had developed a habit of silently, privately, splitting himself down
  his emotional core, one half Sam-the-cop, the other half Sam-the-man. Right now, Sam-the-man was looking at a child-woman who had just been extracted from hell on earth, and thinking about what she
  might have endured, and his heart was going out to her.


  Has she spoken? he asked his father.


  Not really, David Becket said. A word or two, nothing to help you. He paused, his open, expressive face clearly revealing his dismay. At fifty-six years of age, a
  paediatrician with a sideline as a volunteer general practitioner on West Flagler Street in downtown Miami, hed seen more than his fair share of anguish, yet he had never learned to tame the
  acuteness of his own imagination. His patients suffered from sickness or drug abuse or violence or depression, and David felt their suffering. It was exactly what he had been warned to guard
  against all those years back in medical school, but it was probably at least part of the reason they flocked to him day after day, night after night, in the hospital and in the
  freebie clinic he shared with Fred Delano and Joan Melnick. It was also part of the reason his wife Judy, still fretting after all these years, periodically asked him to give up that
  practice because of its inherent physical and emotional dangers.


  Where did Mrs Dean go? Sam asked. Anita del Fuego had told them that Cathy Robbins next-of-kin now was her mothers sister, Frances Dean.


  Shes resting in another room, David answered. I gave her something to help her. She stayed with her niece for a while, but one of the nurses saw she was about to
  crack and got her out of the room.


  Do you know if Cathy said anything to her?


  Not as far as I know.


  How long till we can try talking to her?


  Hard to say, David said. Whos we?


  Sam heard the caginess and understood it. If the aunt agrees, probably me with a counsellor from the Child Assessment Centre. He saw his fathers nose wrinkle in disapproval.
  Shes our only witness, Dad. You know well be gentle.


  Youre investigating her parents murders, David said grimly. How gentle can you be?


  Sam gave a small, weary shrug. Can I sit with her? I mean just sit.


  I have no problem with that, so long as its just sitting.


  Cant do much more until Mrs Dean gives the okay. Sam paused. I know youd like us to leave her alone, but it isnt going to happen.


  I know it.


  Ill wait as long as I can, Dad.


  Its her you have to wait for, not me.


  Sam looked back through the glass. At least shes not catatonic.


  At least, David said wryly.


  How long would you like me to tell the CAC counsellor to wait?


  I have no idea. It was Davids turn to shrug. I never found my mother and father slaughtered in their bed.


  Close up, the girl looked even paler, even more vulnerable. Her blonde hair was still damp at the roots from washing. A tiny speck of dried blood lay, like a final testimony, a
  horror freckle, at the base of her right ear lobe. Sam restrained his impulse to wipe it away. He looked at her left hand  no traces remained beneath her fingernails. If they had been
  polished that, too, had been removed, either by the police surgeon or by hospital personnel. Sitting on his hard plastic chair, Sams mind conjured up pictures of Cathy Robbins shower,
  of the unspeakable trauma of having her parents lifeblood scrubbed off her flesh, and then swiftly, urgently, he pushed the images away. His father was not the only one in their family with
  a too-vivid imagination; if Sam had not been adopted, hed have assumed it flowed through their gene pool.


  Hi.


  Sam jolted in his chair. Cathy Robbins had opened her eyes and was looking at him. Her eyes were very blue, their pupils dilated, perhaps from the sedative she had been given soon after
  shed been found.


  Hello, Cathy. He didnt ask her how she was feeling, knew it would be both cruel and pointless. Im Detective Sam Becket from the Miami Beach Police
  Department.


  Two Beckets, she said softly.


  Nothing too fuzzy there. Dr Beckets my dad, Sam told her.


  How come? Borderline interested.


  It was a question Sam had answered more times than he could count. A natural enough question given that Sam was an African-American and David was a Caucasian Jew. Adopted, Sam
  said.


  Me, too, Cathy said, and closed her eyes.


  She didnt speak again until late that evening, long after Sam had gone. A nurse was in her room, putting down a jug of fresh water.


  Did it really happen? Cathy asked her.


  The nurse understood what she meant, but everyone had been alerted to be careful about what they said to Cathy Robbins, and so she froze for a second or two, saying nothing.


  Okay, Cathy said, and shut down again.


  



  Chapter Three


  SUNDAY, APRIL 5, 1998


  Grace Lucca could not remember the last time shed felt quite so relaxed, even on a Sunday. Weekends tended to be gentle family affairs for most of her neighbours on the
  Bay Harbor Islands, the two miniature, self-contained communities that lay between exclusive Bal Harbour and North Miami. A number of the people who lived around Grace were professional men and
  women with children of various ages. At weekends they pursued civilized amusements; they shopped, barbecued, shot baskets, tinkered with the boats some of them kept moored right outside their
  backyards.


  Grace had a mooring of her own, but though she thought about buying something small someday, she hadnt done so yet. If she had, she doubted shed find time to do much more than look
  at it. For one thing, as a child and adolescent psychologist, she seemed to have developed a bad habit of being unable to turn down patients in real need whatever the day or hour, and for another,
  she was less able than she ought to be to shut down from work.


  This particular Sunday had started out differently, though. Both the afternoon appointments Grace had scheduled had been postponed, the weather was especially fine, and shed woken up
  feeling remarkably laidback. Shed taken a muffin, juice and coffee back to bed with the Herald and New York Times, dozed off in the midst of the Travel section, woken up to
  find that Harry had burrowed right under the covers with her, and then she had gotten up to take a shower, do some overdue laundry and put together a sandwich. Now, a little after one
  oclock, she was sharing a real Sunday afternoon with Harry, sitting out on their deck, her long legs dangling over the side, bare toes brushing the water. That felt good. The whole
  package felt good. Doing nothing, just sitting and gazing at the pretty, almost smugly secure Bal Harbour scene across the water.


  Harry  a handsome, self-possessed, ten-year-old West Highland terrier  shifted a little, tucked his white-haired compact body closer in against Graces right thigh, and
  wagged his stubby tail.


  Is this good or is this good? she asked him.

  
  The phone rang.


  Grace sighed.


  The machine picked up. From the deck, through the screen doors, she heard her own voice asking for name, number and message, then the high-pitched whistle and click as recording began, then a
  strangers voice, deep and unfamiliar.


  She looked down at Harry. Do I go listen or do we go on sitting here? He snuck in even closer, keeping his little dark eyes on the water, and she fondled his ears. I
  know, she said. But it could be important.


  Harry grunted as she got to her feet and shook the water off her toes. Theyd been a good team from the start, Grace and Harry, from their Miami beginnings in the ground-floor beach
  apartment that theyd escaped from in a hurry after it had gotten invaded by crabs, through the plush, too swanky Miami Beach condo from which Harry had come too perilously close, more than
  once, to taking a dive from the terrace. But then Grace had found this little house on the island, tucked between two somewhat grander but no lovelier houses, and she and Harry had come home to
  pure white stone, arched windows, a red, Mediterranean-style tiled roof, their own twin palms and fiery bottle brush tree and, best of all, the deck.


  Grace had known right away that the house would work out well, too, as a professional environment, and it had. The parents who brought their children to her and left them in her care
  appreciated, for the most part, the fact that it looked and felt safe and clean. From her standpoint Grace set great store by comfort and ease, which was why when the weather was fine  as it
  almost always was in south-east Florida  and unless a patient had some kind of problem with being outdoors, they could sit out in the fresh air on the deck or inside the screening on the
  lanai  and having Harry around tended to help relax most of the children Grace spent time with. Lord only knew many of them needed all the relaxation she could offer.


  The phone message, from a detective of the Miami Beach Police Department, sounded urgent enough for her to return the call right away. The number was for a cellular phone, and
  Detective Sam Becket picked up after just two rings.


  Detective, this is Grace Lucca. I just got your message.


  I appreciate your calling back so fast, doctor. His voice was rich and gentle. He sounded, Grace thought, quite illogically, very unlike a policeman.


  No problem. What can I do for you?


  My father tells me you have a talent for breaking through to badly traumatized kids.


  Your father? Grace tried ransacking her memory.


  Dr David Becket. I believe youve worked together.


  We sure have. The craggy face of one of the gentlest paediatricians she knew sprang into Graces mind, and she smiled into the receiver. Its kind of him to have
  said that about me. She paused. So whats the story, detective?


  Becket filled her in on the Cathy Robbins tragedy.


  Cathys out of the hospital now, he told her, rounding off, staying with her aunt  her mothers sister  but she still wont talk about what
  happened.


  Not surprising, under the circumstances.


  Becket explained that his father, Frances Dean  the aunt  two counsellors from the Child Assessment Centre and a psychologist resident at Miami General had all failed to elicit any
  response from the young teenager.


  You realize theres no guarantee shell talk to me either, Grace pointed out.


  Of course not, Becket agreed, but my father thinks she just might. He paused. We have to find out what she knows.


  It might not be much, Grace said.


  Whatever it is, however small, we need to know, he persisted, sounding more like a cop.


  Grace took a moment, glanced down at Harry, on his back on the floor near her feet. Harry liked staying close as much as possible. She wondered, fleetingly, if Cathy Robbins liked dogs.


  Is her aunt okay with this? she asked the detective.


  She says so.


  This afternoon too soon?


  Sooner the better, Becket answered.


  Any rules about what she tells me?


  Becket took a moment before answering again. No rules. This is an unofficial request, Dr Lucca, and Im making it because no one else has made any headway.


  You realize that my concern will be for Cathy, not your investigation?


  I do. But Im hoping whatever you learn may help us all.


  So Cathy Robbins is not a suspect?


  Not at this time, the detective answered, and Grace knew he was being careful. Right now, so far as youre concerned, shes strictly a victim.


  She grabbed a pen from the Donald Duck mug on her desk.


  Ill need an address.


  Becket gave it together with Frances Deans phone number, and thanked her. Grace wrote down the details, replaced the phone on her desk and looked out of the window. Outside it was still
  sunny, but the warmth and ease had drained out of her afternoon. She had dealt with victims of rapes and violence and all kinds of terrors, both real and imagined, but this was her first
  homicide.


  Down by her feet, Harry rolled off his back and grumbled.


  You said it, she agreed.


  



  Chapter Four


  Marie Robbins widowed sister lived on Granada Boulevard in the heart of Coral Gables, the Spanish-styled city that was one of Dade Countys oldest neighbourhoods.
  It was a single-storey, handsome, grey and white house with shutters at the windows and a front garden lush with palms, banyans, and a pair of beautiful floss silk trees.


  Frances Dean looked much as Grace had expected her to. Wrecked. Silver-grey hair that was probably normally elegantly coiffed, was today straggly; what make-up shed made the effort to
  apply had been smudged again through weeping. A black dress that might, in better circumstances, have made her look a sleek and quite attractive fifty-something, today gave her a sallow, shrunken
  appearance. Grace wondered how Mrs Dean had lost her husband. It seemed unlikely that any disease, sudden collapse or accident, however harrowing, could have been quite as shattering a mind and
  body blow as the one that had now wiped out her sister and brother-in-law.


  Cathys resting, Frances Dean said soon after Grace had arrived, offered deep sympathy and been offered, in return, a seat on a soft white couch in her living room. Or
  meant to be. She shook her head. Poor child. I dont think shes really slept, as such, since it happened.


  How about you? Grace asked, gently.


  I dont sleep very well at the best of times. Frances Dean remembered her manners. May I bring you some coffee, Dr Lucca?


  Id love some. Grace didnt really want coffee, but she was aware that any activity, however trivial, was often preferable to the newly bereaved than just sitting and
  staring. If its not too much trouble?


  No trouble at all. She rose from her armchair and walked unsteadily towards the tall, generously proportioned doorway that led to the hallway and, presumably, the kitchen and
  sleeping areas of the one-storey home. She paused, just short of the door, and turned back.


  Would you like me to fetch Cathy right away, doctor? Or would you prefer to talk to me for a while first?


  Whichever you prefer, Grace said. Whichever may be easier. She knew that nothing was easy, nor going to be.


  Im here, Aunt Frances.


  The voice came from directly behind Mrs Dean, its owner invisible to Grace from where she sat. It was a young voice, soft and even.


  Mrs Dean turned around. Cathy, honey. She extended her right hand to touch her niece but  though Grace felt it was probably not a deliberate snub  the girl, wearing a
  white T-shirt and blue jeans, kept her own arms by her sides and walked around her aunt into the living room.


  Grace stood up. Her heart was beating fast and she felt unusually nervous.


  Hello, Cathy, she said. Im Grace Lucca.


  The girl stopped three feet away. The shrink.


  Thats me. Grace smiled at her.


  They kept sending shrinks to talk to me in the hospital. I didnt feel like talking, so they all went away again.


  Cathy  Frances Dean stopped, looking uncomfortable.

  
  Cathy turned her face towards her aunt. Its okay, Aunt Frances. Her tone was kind, as if she felt
  that the older woman needed more gentle handling than she did. I think Im ready now. She looked back at Grace. Maybe it was the hospital. I just couldnt seem to
  say anything much there. She gave a strange, jerky little shrug. I tried, but I felt like I was going to choke.


  And now? Grace asked.


  Id like to try.


  It was more than Grace had expected, but she knew that her relief had to be premature.


  I was getting some coffee for Dr Lucca, Frances Dean said, still over by the doorway. Would you like something, Cathy?


  Uh-uh. Cathy shook her head. No, thank you, Aunt Frances.


  Her aunt left the room. Grace sensed she was glad to escape.


  Shall we sit down in here? she asked. Or would you rather go outside?


  Id like to stay here, if thats okay?


  Of course it is.


  Grace sat first, allowing Cathy the opportunity to choose her distance. Many patients, younger or more mature, liked to sit as far away from her as possible at their first encounter. Cathy chose
  the other end of the same couch. It seemed to Grace a reserved, but not unconfident action.


  What do I call you? Cathy asked.


  Whatever youre comfortable with. My names Grace.


  Not doctor?


  Not unless you prefer it.


  Okay.


  Cathy settled down, tucking her legs under her, and Grace allowed herself a first close look. She was quite lovely, the untouched kind of loveliness that only young teenage girls  very
  young women  often possess for just a brief time. She was very slender, almost fragile, though her arms looked taut, perhaps well-muscled from sport, and she had long, straight golden hair
  and clear blue eyes, the left iris flecked with a dot of melanin. It was a pretty, yet somehow bland face, one that, under normal circumstances, Grace might have assumed had yet to be touched by
  significant life experiences. Given what had happened to Cathy Robbins in the past forty-eight hours, however  whatever, exactly, that was  the psychologists immediate
  assumption was that it was the face of someone blocking out, or even concealing, the truth.


  Someone. Daughter of slain parents. Witness of unimaginable horror.


  I dont have much to tell you, doctor.


  Grace found that she had, inadvertently, been holding her breath, and exhaled. Grace, she reminded, gently, easily.


  Im sorry.


  Dont be. It doesnt matter what you call me. Grace paused. Tell me what you can, Cathy.


  About what happened?


  If you can. Or how you feel. Whatever you want. Anything.


  There really isnt much, she said.


  Grace waited. The blue, clear eyes regarded her for a long moment, then turned away and gazed into nothingness. The young lips parted, then closed again. No words came out. Cathy shifted a
  little, exposing her right forearm. There was a Band-Aid on it.


  Would it help if I asked you some questions?


  I dont know. The eyes remained averted. Maybe.


  Graces brain, well trained in the posing of simple, key questions, scrambled and came up blank and oddly panicky. She thought perhaps shed made the mistake of indulging in
  satisfaction because Cathy had agreed to try and confide in her, and now she felt afraid of failing the girl.


  I was asleep, Cathy said suddenly, rescuing her. In my room.


  Saved from her own vacuum, Grace came to attention.


  Something woke me. Cathy frowned, wrinkling her smooth forehead. I dont know what.


  A sound?


  Maybe. I dont know. The eyes showed the strain of recall. I remember the time. It was just before four. It was still dark.


  Grace heard a stirring from outside the room, looked across and saw Frances Dean standing in the hall, the coffee tray in her hands. For a moment or two, she remained there, indecisive, torn,
  perhaps, between not wanting to interrupt and wanting  or not  to hear. She turned away, vanished out of sight. If her niece had noticed her, she gave no indication.


  I lay in my bed for a while  Im not sure how long. Cathy paused. I was scared. She looked back at Grace. Dont you want to know why I felt
  scared?


  Do you know why?


  No. Cathy swallowed. Or I didnt know then, anyway. She paused again. I guess I know now.


  Shed said she had little to tell, and Grace supposed that from the Miami Beach Police Departments point-of-view it was precious little. From a
  psychologists stand-point, however  from Cathys stand-point  it was everything and more. Too much more.


  She said she remembered going into her parents bedroom and finding them dead. They were already dead, she told Grace, her voice dull, almost a monotone. It was a quality Grace had
  encountered several times before in badly traumatized patients, as if they felt that by keeping all the feelings and reactions suppressed, jammed down tight, they might be able to keep control of
  them.


  I dont remember any more after that, Cathy went on. Until Anita woke me up and started screaming. She looked right at Grace. How could I have gone to
  sleep? she asked, and for the very first time a glimpse of horror showed through the blandness. How did I get into that bed? How did I do that?


  Grace saw that she badly needed an answer. It wasnt the first time shed had none to give a patient crying out for help, but that made it no less painful or frustrating.


  I dont know, she said.


  



  Chapter Five


  Sam Becket was a surprise to Grace. His father, the doctor, was a middle-aged, stockily built Caucasian Jew of no more than five feet ten who tended to wear even fine clothes
  as if hed crawled straight out of bed into them. The detective was at least six-three, African-American, rangy but noticeably powerful even in his conservative dark suit. Intrigued as Grace
  was, however, origins and family backgrounds were not on the agenda for either her or Becket that afternoon. The late Marie and Arnold Robbins and their daughter were of much more pressing
  concern.


  Its only a first impression, of course, Grace said, but I think that Cathy may genuinely not know anything thats going to be particularly helpful to your
  investigation.


  It was just after seven p.m. and she was facing the detective across a file-stacked desk in one corner of the large open-plan office that housed the Person Crimes unit inside the attractive,
  modern white Miami Beach Police Department building on Washington Avenue in South Beach. It was a small, overcrowded but workmanlike space, its only real colour splashing out of a Florida Grand
  Opera poster for Aida.


  I realize that youre going to have to talk to her yourself again, she went on, and maybe you will get more details from her in time. But as to whether theyll
  help you find the person who did this, I dont know.


  At least shes started talking.


  So far as that goes, Grace qualified carefully. Shes still in deep shock.


  Do you think shes blocking? Becket asked.


  Of course she is. Grace took a long look at his lean face, trying to gauge what she was up against, wondering how much she was going to have to spell out. Shes blocking
  the way her mother looked with her throat cut, or what it felt like to lie down between her butchered parents and to hold their bloody bodies . . .


  How can she not? Becket asked.


  His voice was soft, his dark brown eyes bleak. Policeman or not, maybe he was his fathers son after all. Grace let herself relax just a little.


  When will you talk to her again? she asked. In her ideal world, a victim like Cathy Robbins ought not to have to confront a single police officer unless she elected to, but, not
  entirely unlike Chicago  Grace Luccas home town  Miami was a million gruesome miles away from Utopia. She might not like it, but she had to accept that before this was over,
  Cathy would face any number of inquisitors; so better, perhaps, that she should at least begin with the son of a gentle, caring, clever man.


  Tomorrow, Becket answered. Cant hold off any longer.


  It was still Sunday, but the unit was a fairly busy place. There were three other men coming and going, sometimes working at desks, sometimes speaking to each other,
  occasionally coming to have a swift word with Becket or simply to drop papers under his nose. In his capacity as lead investigator on the Robbins case, he explained to Grace, it was vital that
  every grain of gathered information should come to him as soon as possible, and although it was only Day Three of the investigation, tension was clearly visible in his eyes and in the frown lines
  creasing his forehead. Still, busy as he was, Detective Becket still seemed ready to fetch coffee for the two of them and to tell Grace all that  and more than  she wanted to know
  about the murders.


  The actual weapon, he said in strict confidence, had not yet been found, but Marie and Arnold had both been slain with a fine, acutely sharp blade that the ME had immediately suspected of being
  some kind of scalpel. A search of the house on Pine Tree Drive had subsequently yielded an old, hand-stitched, purpose-made leather pouch containing an equally old and quite valuable set of
  hallmarked solid silver surgical instruments, each in its own separate stitched narrow compartment  with one compartment empty. According to Frances Dean, the instruments were a family
  heirloom left to Cathy by her late father, Maries first husband.


  Was he a surgeon? Grace asked.


  A physician, Becket answered, but his father was a surgeon.


  So if the missing scalpel was the weapon, she mused, the murderer might have known about the pouch?


  Its a possibility. The house wasnt ransacked. We dont feel there was anything random about the killings.


  But you said there was a break-in? Becket had said something earlier on the telephone about a forced window at the rear of the house.


  Maybe, he said now.


  Grace looked across the desk, querying.


  That was how it looked.


  So whats changed? She saw indecision in his expression. Is this information you cant share with me? She gave him a second or two. I do
  understand, detective, but you must realize that confidentiality gets a pretty high rating in my line of work, too.


  Becket studied her for a moment before making up his mind. The crime-scene people think the window may have been broken from inside the house.


  Grace waited again. He offered nothing more, but the implication seemed perfectly clear to her.


  You think someone wanted it to look as if it was broken from outside?


  Its a possibility, he said again. Though if that was the intent, they did a poor job.


  Mightnt it have been broken before? Grace asked. In the past?


  It might, he said. It might also be unconnected.


  What does the housekeeper say?


  Mrs del Fuego says she has no knowledge of the window being broken before Thursday, but she cant be sure because its not a room she went into every day.


  Grace thought about Anita del Fuego and the impact of coming suddenly upon that kind of mayhem. Hows she doing?


  Coping, Becket said.


  Thats a word I mistrust, Grace said. I hear it all the time.


  Still, copings what people do, isnt it? the detective asked her. They cope  they get by. They survive.


  Of course. She gave a small grimace. They also bottle up nightmares, wall themselves up.


  Storing up problems for the future, he said.


  They were both silent for a moment.


  Cathy looks like shes coping, Grace said, but we both know she isnt. She cant be. It isnt possible. She noticed suddenly that Becket was
  looking at her intently, and she bristled slightly. Do I have a smudge on my face?


  Im sorry. He paused. Its just the similarity.


  I dont understand.


  Between you and Cathy Robbins. He saw her startled expression. Youre really quite alike, physically, Dr Lucca.


  Are we? Grace said coolly. I didnt notice. Looks were not uppermost in my mind when I was talking to Cathy.


  No, I dont imagine they were, Becket said. Im sorry.


  Grace had learned the tough way, as had many of her professional contemporaries, to slap down references to her appearance by colleagues, male or female. Her own blue eyes and straight blonde
  hair were certainly irrelevant here, yet Cathys fairness and fragility were clear in her mind; and with them, overriding the youthful femininity, the absence of character-defining features
  that had troubled Grace briefly when shed met the teenager. She knew from photographs that her own face, even as a young child, had already testified to her personality, and it had taken her
  years of practice to learn to mask private feelings or reactions that were better kept within. Cathy Robbins face was a little like a poorly executed portrait; pretty but too blank. Grace
  thought it might be symptomatic of the effects of her desolation, like an empty wasteland left by a bomb strike, but it was much too soon to be sure of that.


  The window, she said abruptly, bringing herself back to the police findings. Do you really think it might be an inside job?


  We have to consider it. Becket was careful again.


  The housekeeper?


  With her mother and children until she left for work. Were checking.


  Who else has keys to the house?


  The aunt  Mrs Dean.


  Grace was sceptical. Marie Robbins sister?


  She knew about the surgical instruments, Becket said.


  Grace thought about the bereft woman. I dont think so.


  Becket waited a moment. What about the girl? he asked, quietly.


  Graces head went up sharply. What about her?


  What were your first impressions of her? Generally.


  The surge of anger she felt startled Grace. No way, she said. No way.


  Its another possibility, Becket said, remaining quiet. The instruments belong to her.


  Only because they were left to her. Grace reminded herself that it was obvious that Cathy would need to be ruled out as a suspect, and that the detective was just doing his job.
  If Im any judge, she said, trying to stay calm, Cathys involvement is purely as victim, nothing more sinister. There was a knot tightening in her stomach.
  Shes a traumatized, grieving adolescent, Detective Becket, not a killer.


  Do you know how many killings are attributed to fourteen-year-old girls in this country these days, especially stabbings? Becket wasnt scoring points. He looked the way he
  felt. Sad. Sick at heart.


  Anger and dismay gave way to sudden suspicion. When did you learn about the window? Grace enquired.


  Becket understood her meaning instantly. After I asked you to meet with Cathy, Dr Lucca.


  Grace had no choice but to accept what he said, but felt compelled to go on in the teenagers defence. Shes very fragile.


  Emotionally, of course.


  Meaning?


  I noticed a number of school trophies in the house. For running. The detective paused. Not that physical strength necessarily played a great part in these killings. Marie
  and Arnold Robbins both took sleeping tablets before they retired on Thursday night  theyd have been in no condition to fight.


  Oh God. Grace tried not to picture the possible scene.


  If its any consolation, Becket told her, my own instincts are with yours.


  You dont believe Cathy did it either.


  Becket shrugged. One of my problems is I never want to suspect a young person  especially not a kid as patently vulnerable as this. But you must have come across your share of
  violent adolescents, doctor  you know as well as I do that kids can kill.


  Of course I know, Grace said, more heatedly than she meant to. On the streets, with knives and guns and broken bottles and stolen cars. She fought to sound logical.
  But with a scalpel? Have you ever come across a fourteen-year-old girl whos taken a surgical instrument and sliced her parents throats? She looked across at the
  detective, trying to read him again, to imagine the paternal influences of David Becket, wise, kindly paediatrician, on this powerful-looking street cop. What does your father say about
  this?


  We havent talked since Cathy was discharged from the hospital, but Im sure if he were here listening, hed be in complete agreement with you. Becket looked
  around the room, which had, for the moment, emptied out. His face was very grim. But then, the idea of the child-woman parent killer isnt an image my father would find easy to conjure
  up.


  They were both silent again for a moment. A telephone rang on another desk, then stopped.


  You said you havent found the weapon yet? Grace asked.


  Not yet.


  Was there any physical evidence taken from Cathy?


  Sure. But given the circumstances, I wouldnt expect to find anything either way. They were parents and child  prints, fibres, hairs, skin traces would have been all over
  each other, all over the house.


  And she must have been covered with their blood, Grace said quietly.


  Yes, Becket said.


  Grace went home, fed Harry, made herself a bowl of pasta and sat in front of the TV, staring at, but not really seeing, what was on the screen.


  There was one thing she did keep on seeing, in her minds eye, over and over again, a small, nagging, trivial thing like a smudge of dirt on a pair of sunglasses that only went away
  completely when one got around to cleaning the lens.


  The Band-Aid on Cathy Robbins arm.


  It hadnt just come back to Grace since getting home. Shed thought about it more than once during her meeting with Becket, had wanted to ask if he knew what lay beneath the sticking
  plaster  had wanted the assurance that it was not a cut that might have been inflicted with a scalpel. But the fact was she hadnt dared ask.


  Which seemed to her now to indicate that she was taking sides. Which was bad news, unprofessional news under the circumstances. She was not, after all, even Cathys psychologist. Neither
  the girl nor her aunt had approached her  the introduction had been effected unofficially by a third party.


  Yet by not asking Detective Becket about that Band-Aid, Grace knew she was already withholding the seedling of a suspicion.


  Why? The answer was simple.


  Because Cathy Robbins had touched her.


  Which meant that Grace was going to have to be careful. Stand back a little.


  Becket had said that she and Cathy were physically alike. Grace wondered now if she herself had, perhaps subconsciously, noted a resemblance between the teenager and her own Nordic-rooted looks
  inherited from her mother. She wondered if that superficial link had perhaps evoked echoes of her own troubled childhood; wondered if all that had, somehow, impacted on her in some way, perhaps
  even tilting her objectivity a little.


  Surely not. She hoped not.


  But a small warning voice in her mind was already making her wish that Beckets father had not suggested his son call her. That she had never heard of Cathy Robbins.


  



  Chapter Six


  MONDAY, APRIL 6, 1998


  It was past midnight when Sam got back to his South Beach home a few short blocks from the police department  the close-to-miraculous apartment hed managed to
  acquire four years earlier in a deal that had raised a few eyebrows at work, but which no one had ever suggested was anything other than the kind of dumb luck any one of them might have hoped
  for.


  The building he lived in was a pink-and-white curvy Art Deco guest house on Collins Avenue between Ninth and Tenth Streets. Sam had passed it often enough without a second glance since joining
  the department, but his first close encounter had come about when an old college friend now living in New York City had taken a room there. Sam had paid a visit and gotten into conversation with
  the owner, a guy whod known better times. It seemed the roof was in bad shape and the whole top floor, and the only real question was whether he was going to go under financially before the
  authorities closed him down. Sam had fallen in love with the place, and had made a deal whereby he had agreed to take care of the renovations and make the building passable for the inspectors,
  provided the whole floor  along with the roof  became his private, permanent home.


  Taking an ice-cold beer and the still-hot dish of conch-filled tamale hed picked up on the way back, Sam headed up to the roof now. It was still not much more than a small square of
  concrete, cluttered by a cooling tank, satellite dish and pipes, yet it was his favourite place for hanging out and unwinding at night. Lit by glints of neon and starlight, removed from the tourist
  hustle that spread out nightly from Ocean Drive, it was also his number one rehearsal venue. A borderline opera fanatic, Sam possessed a rich enough baritone to get him regular leading roles with
  S-BOP  the South Beach Opera  a local group of more than adequately gifted enthusiasts. Any day now, the guys were going to be holding auditions for their summer production of Il
  Trovatore, and Sam was just itching to get his teeth into the part of the Count di Luna  always providing, of course, that the others were prepared to go on tolerating his frequent
  no-shows. It was a measure of their respect for his voice and his passion, he supposed, that they had put up with an unreliable black cop singing traditionally white roles for so long  that,
  and the weird-but-true fact that Sam knew most of the baritone roles written by Verdi, Puccini, Mozart, Wagner and even Gounod, off by heart  even weirder given that the only foreign
  language he actually spoke with any fluency was Spanish.


  He was taking his first bite of tamale when his phone rang. He could hear it through the open trapdoor that led from the fire stairs to the roof.


  It rang four times before his machine picked up  he already knew that it wasnt likely to be work, because his pager was still in his pocket. A minute later it rang again, for two
  rings this time, then stopped. And began again.


  Ma was the only person who did that, the only person who knew that if Sam was there  even if he was dead on or off his feet, or up on the roof, or in the shower or, if he was damned
  lucky, in bed with a lady (when had that last happened, by the way?)  her simply coded rings would drag him to the phone sure as a hand on his collar.


  He looked at the tamale and at the beer, then tilted up his face and grabbed a swift fix of Miami night sky, determined to relax.


  Why in hell was his mother calling after midnight?


  Sam was up on his feet and down the stairs and back in his living room in about five seconds flat. He played back the last message.


  Its after midnight, Samuel Becket, so where are you?


  Accusing, like only Judy Becket knew how to be. Her adopted son might be thirty-four years old, six foot three and a police detective, but she still figured she ought to be informed of his
  whereabouts after the witching hour.


  This is your mother.


  Sam grinned at the machine.


  If you get home anytime before three, call me. Dont worry about waking me because I cant sleep, and dont worry about waking your father because I turned off the bell
  in our room.


  Dad hated her doing that in case a patient needed him.


  And dont worry  Ill turn it on again when I go to bed.


  Meaningful pause.


  Which I wont do till I hear from you.


  The message ended. Newly alarmed, Sam punched out the number. Judy Becket picked up on the first ring.


  Ma? Whats wrong?


  What should be wrong? Cool as a cucumber.


  Ma, you just left a message saying


  So you were there, she pounced on him.


  I just got in, Sam defended.


  Very convenient.


  Ma, whats the matter? Telling me to call any time up till three in the morning  you almost gave me a heart attack. He paused. Is Dad all right?


  Your fathers fine  its me you should be worried about.


  Why? Ma, why?


  Making me stay up half the night.


  Sams worry dissipated instantly. What do you want, Ma?


  I need to know about Friday.


  Friday? He was momentarily confused. The coming weekend was Easter, which meant they were four days from Good Friday, but liberal as his mother was, he felt sure she wasnt
  referring to that. Yet in the more than fifteen years since hed left home, during which time hed gotten married, become a father and gotten divorced, he couldnt recall the
  Jewish Sabbath ever being a big issue with his parents.


  Youve forgotten.


  Apparently. Whats happening on Friday?


  Just a little thing like Passover, Judy said, nothing important.


  Sam winced. Seder night.


  Bingo, his mother said. Give the boy a prize.


  I dont know if I can make it Friday. He steeled himself.


  Why doesnt that surprise me? Sardonic.


  You know how it is, Ma.


  I should do by now. A pause. And I wouldnt be making such a fuss if it mightnt be the last chance for us all to get together before Sauls
  barmitzvah.


  Sauls barmitzvahs almost a month away, Ma.


  But hes reading the Four Questions on Friday night.


  He always reads the Four Questions.


  This is different, Judy Becket insisted. He wants you to be here to hear him, give him confidence.


  Saul has plenty of confidence.


  You havent seen him lately. Hes nervous, Sam.


  Thats normal, Ma. Everyone gets nervous before their barmitzvah.


  You didnt.


  Sure I did.


  So will you come?


  She always did that to him, let him think shed moved away from a topic, then veered suddenly back, nailing him.


  Ill try, Ma.


  You know how important Pesach is to your father. Another tack.


  Of course I know, Sam said, fighting to stay patient, but Im dealing with a double homicide right now, and a young girls been orphaned, and Dad knows all about
  her, just ask him  so chances are I may not get to you till late on Friday.


  Cant you ?


  It was time to hang tough, so he rode straight over her. But Ill try to make it in time for the after-dinner singing, okay? He paused, taking in the disapproving silence.
  Okay, Ma?


  Okay. There was a shrug in the word.


  Will you go to bed now?


  Ill go to bed, but I dont suppose Ill sleep.


  Then at least youll rest. He remembered something. Would you tell Dad in the morning that I met with Dr Lucca?


  Thats the child psychologist, isnt it? Judy asked.


  Uh-huh. Tell Dad I liked her. He paused again. And dont forget to switch the phone back on in the bedroom, Ma.


  Ive been a doctors wife for twenty-eight years, Samuel Lincoln Becket, and I still have all my faculties, thank you very much.


  Sam smiled into the phone.


  Good night, Ma.


  He went back to the roof. The tamale was cold, so he drank the rest of the beer and lay down on the beach lounger he often used as a bed on warm nights. He loved this
  semi-dark, this living, breathing night, felt less lonely up here than down in his far more comfortable, air-conditioned, but oh-so-empty bedroom.


  He stared up into the neon-and-star canopy and thought about Cathy Robbins and all the horror shed woken up to that early morning, and then he thought about Dr Grace Lucca and the small
  shock of something that had stirred him when shed first walked into the department. All that Scandinavian poise and cool balanced out so well  so damned well 
  with something much warmer lurking underneath the surface. And calm, too, even in the midst of her outrage. That was, he supposed, what made her the good child psychologist his dad said she
  was.


  Sam went on night-sky-staring and let the day slip away, let himself think, instead, about the woman who had become his mother so many years ago, about the many parts of her. That little show of
  archetypical Jewish mom belonged to the genuine chicken-soup side of her, the side that had wept right through his barmitzvah and graduation, but it wasnt the real Judy Becket, not the one
  kept carefully tucked out of sight for the most part, emerging only in redoubtable splendour at times of need. The one who had kept a constant iron vigil at his ICU bedside after hed been
  shot for the first time, not shedding a single tear until he was off the critical list. The one who had, above everyone  even David, his beloved adoptive father  refused to let him go
  under when Sampson had died and Althea had blamed him for their loss. Judy Becket was a strange, remarkable woman in so many ways. It was only in untroubled times that she allowed herself to wear
  the mantle of fretful mother, and even if she was a nudnik at times, Sam loved and respected her all the more.


  The pain of that greatest of all losses was still with him, would never go away, not if he lived five hundred years, but the loneliness seldom really troubled him now. He filled his life to
  bursting  with work, mostly, and family, and, when time allowed, with opera  so it was only on those nights when he couldnt get to sleep in his empty bed that it drove its
  awful, nagging ache into his bones. And it wasnt much to do with not having a woman beside him  Lord knew hed experienced loneliness of a different kind often enough with
  Althea lying stiffly awake, an inch or two away in physical terms, but a thousand spiritual miles apart. It was missing Sampson. It was the absence of a child  of his son  in his
  home. That small, light, compact body whose physical warmth and whose spirit, even in sleep, had seemed to heat Sam Becket right through to his core.


  Loss. It wasnt the word for being deprived of Sampson Becket.


  Maybe the word just hadnt been invented.


  



  Chapter Seven


  Grace had just returned from an emergency session with an eight-year-old assault victim when Sam Becket called again.


  I spent the morning at Frances Deans house.


  And? She felt the tension rise inside herself.


  And nothing.


  I cant say Im surprised, Grace said.


  Me neither. Becket sounded tired.


  Whats up? she asked.


  Nothing. Unless you like making a bereaved sister feel like a suspect.


  How was Cathy?


  In bad shape. Becket paused. Would you see her again?


  Does she want to see me?


  Her aunt seems to think so.


  Grace took no more than a moment.


  Then of course Ill see her.


  She worried as she drove over the MacArthur Causeway on her way to Coral Gables. There was nothing too unusual about that; she always worried in the early stages of dealing
  with traumatized youngsters, and it was a soundly based, perfectly rational fear. The fear that no matter how gently she went about her business, she might end up just stirring the pot, forcing the
  terrors clinging to the bottom and sides up to the surface too soon, whereas maybe if she left things alone, the stew might taste duller for a time, but at least it might still be edible. Grace
  might have pulled up Detective Becket for talking about coping the day before, might have pointed out the dangers of blocking, but there were times, she knew, when a certain amount of
  suppression of agony was just what helped drag a human being through a crisis.


  She had to accept that, because she had done it herself. Grace had suppressed and blocked and blanked out and coped, and survived  and emerged with a life more than
  worth living.


  Nothing looked any different in Frances Deans tidy, elegant living room, but the woman herself looked ten times worse than she had less than twenty-four hours
  earlier.


  The police wont leave us alone, she told Grace, keeping her tremulous voice low so that her niece might not hear. They were here all morning, searching the
  house. Her grey-blue eyes widened. Searching my home, as if I might have something to hide. Marie was my sister, for the love of God  my sister.


  Its just routine, Grace told her gently. Loss of privacys one of the terrible things about this kind of investigation, Mrs Dean. The police dont have
  any choice  they have to examine every detail.


  What sort of detail? the other woman protested, twisting the lace handkerchief in her hands. Marie and Arnold were murdered in their house, not mine  in
  their bed  She made a small, trembling, reflexive gesture with her right hand that might, Grace thought but was not certain, have been a signing of the cross. They
  think I might have killed them, dont they? She stared wildly at the psychologist. They do think that, dont they?


  No, they dont. Grace spoke decisively. Ive talked to Detective Becket, and I know he doesnt think anything of the kind. Its normal procedure, as
  I said. You and Cathy are the closest surviving relatives, and she was in the house when it happened  they have to go through these motions.


  Its going to be too much for her, Frances Dean said, abruptly. Im afraid its going to break her. She shook her head desolately. Its
  so unfair. All those years of misery her mother and she had to 


  She stopped, clearly regretting her words. Grace waited a moment for her to go on, but it was obvious shed clammed up. What misery? she prompted, very gently.


  Another shake of the head. Too much to tell. Too much, and irrelevant anyway. The older womans chin came up a little and she looked directly into Graces face.
  I woke up last night, late  I guess I must have slept a while for once  Her voice grew even more hushed. I woke up and Cathy was standing next to my bed looking
  down at me. She didnt say anything, she wasnt crying, she just stood there and stared  not really at me, more into me, if that makes any kind of
  sense?


  Grace nodded, said nothing.


  The child is almost destroyed, Frances Dean went on, quietly but desperately, and if those people keep on coming back and trying to make her go over it and over it, I
  dont know what 


  She stopped, suddenly, her face turning towards the doorway, and Grace, too, heard the soft tread of Cathy approaching. Swiftly, she reached out and touched Mrs Deans hand. Any
  time you want to talk.


  Cathy came in. She was wearing jeans again, with a loose-fitting white cotton blouse and loafers.


  Hello, Dr Lucca. She paused. Grace.


  Grace smiled up at her. Hello, Cathy.


  The girls aunt stood up. Ill leave you to talk.


  Cathy stayed where she was.


  Would you mind if we went for a walk, Grace?


  Id like that, Grace said.


  Cathy looked towards her aunt. You dont mind, do you, Aunt Frances?


  Frances Dean managed a small smile. Why would I mind? A little fresh air might do you some good. We were going to go out this morning, she explained to Grace, but then the
  police came.


  They walked along Granada Boulevard, strolling, taking their time, passing the big, handsome houses and their exotic gardens, made a left on to Coral Way and then turned on to
  the path that ran beside the Coral Gables Country Club. It was warm and balmy; just ahead of them a pair of cyclists were wheeling their bikes along the road, and on one of the grey concrete tennis
  courts two couples were playing and laughing. It was a normality that felt oddly out of reach even to Grace. Cathy walked in a calm enough straight line, her arms swinging a little, her hair loose
  around her shoulders, her face betraying nothing, but it wasnt hard to sense the wall of horror that moved with the teenager everywhere she went.


  I cant seem to escape, she said, still walking, not pausing or looking at Grace. I do all the things I have to do  I try to eat what my aunt puts in front of
  me, and I go to the bathroom, and I go to bed and sleep some, and then I get up and it all starts again. But none of it feels like me doing it.


  Grace just walked and listened.


  Detective Becket asked me again if I could remember anything else, but I told him I cant. Cathy stopped. I told him I want to remember, but thats a lie. I
  dont want to remember anything more, if there is anything. Her pupils dilated, darkening her eyes. I get flashes about what I saw.


  Flashbacks, you mean? Grace asked.


  Not really, Cathy said. Theyre faster than that. Over and gone before I even know what they were. She shrugged. Its not just because of what
  happened to my parents. Ive had them for years.


  Grace remembered what her aunt had said inside  something about years of misery for Marie and Cathy.


  The flashes, she said, carefully. What are they like?


  Cathy shook her head. Theyre nothing.


  She stopped talking and began walking again, faster now, and beside her Grace increased her stride to keep up. Abruptly, Cathy turned and crossed the narrow road without looking, and a young man
  rollerblading had to swerve to avoid hitting her. He called out to her angrily, but she didnt appear to notice. Grace paused to cross more cautiously, then quickened her pace again to catch
  up.


  Im sorry, Cathy said, not slowing.


  No problem.


  Its good to be outside, Cathy said, then stopped walking again. Id like to run, Grace. Would you mind if I ran? I know I cant run away, but I feel as if
  it might help. Her eyes were very blue in the sunlight, very intense. Would you mind?


  I think its a good idea, Grace said, easily. Want me to come along, or do you want to run alone?


  Alone. If thats okay?


  Sure its okay. Mind if I wait for you here? Grace nodded towards the edge of the golf course beside them. Id be glad to sit down for a while.


  Youre very nice, Cathy said, and then, as an afterthought, added: Ill be more careful  I wont get knocked down or anything.


  Go run, Grace said.


  She watched the teenager run to the end of the road, then, as she disappeared from view, forced herself to sit down on the grass and try to relax. Grace was aware that there was some risk in
  what she was doing  that for all she knew, Cathy Robbins might just keep on running and not come back. But at the same time, Grace also realized that Cathy desperately needed the release
  and, perhaps, the simple freedom. And even though she was right in saying that there was no escape, and even though it was perfectly true that there could be no escape from her nightmare for Cathy
  Robbins for a very long time, there was probably less harm in trying for a quick burst of freedom than in just sitting and letting it all roll over her.


  She came back, cheeks flushed, breathless, at least physically better for the exercise. That felt good, she said, stretching out her muscles. Thank
  you.


  I didnt do anything, Grace said.


  You let me go without making a fuss. I might have done anything  I might have run straight under a bus.


  You told me you wouldnt.


  And you trusted me.


  They headed back to her aunts place at a comfortable pace, neither of them saying much. Grace wasnt about to push Cathy into disclosing anything she was reluctant to, not at that
  time, anyway, though she did ask her, before they parted, if Cathy wanted to see her again.


  I dont mind, she said.


  Just to talk, Grace told her easily, about anything you want to.


  I dont want to talk about what happened.


  Thats okay. We wouldnt need to. You could come to my house. We could talk about your mother, if you felt you wanted to  we could talk about good, happy times.
  Grace paused. You could tell me some more about those flashes.


  Theyre nothing, Cathy said, as she had when shed mentioned them earlier, but her eyes veered away as she said it.


  I get them, too, Grace told her. At least, I think I probably get something similar. I think of mine as snapshots  they come and go very fast, but theyre quite
  clear.


  Cathy shook her head. Not mine.


  Grace gave a swift, easy shrug. Maybe theyre not so similar.


  The girl looked at her for a moment. I think I would like to talk to you some more, Grace. If you dont mind.


  I wouldnt have suggested it if I did.


  If I do come, Cathy said, cautiously, I dont have to talk about stuff I dont want to, do I?


  Thats what I said.


  Only I went to a therapist once before. She paused. I didnt like her much. She was still watchful. I didnt feel I could trust her.


  It happens, Grace said.


  Shes very intuitive, Grace told Sam Becket later on the phone.


  I noticed that, too, he said. Any progress?


  Not the kind youre hoping for.


  Pity.


  How about your end?


  Grace could almost hear Becket considering his words.


  Our people have analysed some ashes we found in the Robbins garbage incinerator, he said, finally. Apparently they may have been from a fabric similar to the
  nightgown Cathy was wearing when she was found with her parents.


  Which means what? Grace had a bad feeling.


  Im not convinced it means anything at all, except that someone in the household burned some voile fabric, and obviously were going to be trying to find out who that was, and
  why they did it. Becket paused. But one theory on the squad is that Cathy might have stabbed her parents, burned the nightgown she was wearing, then showered and put on a fresh gown
  before lying down with Marie and Arnold and waiting for the housekeeper to arrive. He heard the shocked heaviness in Graces silence. Personally, I think the theorys full
  of holes.


  Glad to hear it. Grace knew she sounded stiff. None of it rings true to me.


  I didnt think it would, Becket said.


  Uncertain if that was a slight or encouragement, she went on. Ive spent a little more time with Cathy now, and everything Ive observed to date convinces me that shes
  a sad, bewildered, haunted child who loved her mother and stepfather.


  Actually, Becket said, Arnold Robbins adopted Cathy. He paused. Has she talked about her relationship with them?


  No, not really. No protestations of love or devotion. Its all too deep, too real for that. Cathy Robbins doesnt seem to have any idea that she has to prove her love for her
  parents.


  Any chance she might just be a fine actress?


  Grace bit down the urge to answer sharply. If my instincts are at all sound, she answered steadily, the Cathy I was with this afternoon was not play-acting.


  Lets both hope your instincts are very sound, Becket said, quietly.
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