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Prologue

 


The lingering intoxication from
killing the girl was still clouding his mind early on Saturday
morning as Rayce de Marco sat cross-legged on a yoga mat on the
balcony of his suite at the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami Beach,
gazing out at the still-dark ocean. But as an orange crescent of
sun began to rise over the edge of the calm Atlantic and the
afterglow began to fade, his focus veered from the rapture of
forcing the life out of her to the size of the check he should
write to his alma mater, New York’s vaunted Parsons School of
Design.

It had not been a direct
line, or a short one, from Parsons to the House of de Marco, his
own remarkably successful luxury fashion house. But in truth he had
endured no more abuse than acquaintances that had chosen law or
banking, although for them the burdensome hours and unending stress
in the early years had been eased somewhat by sizeable paychecks.
Fashion was one of the few industries where if you paid peanuts,
you did not get
monkeys. In fact, the best houses typically got the best and
brightest young talent or, more accurately, the most creative,
despite the insulting wages, so few and far between were the
genuinely good entry-level positions.

And like his peers, Rayce had paid his
dues, year after agonizing year, until there was finally a
promotion that put his work front and center before the masters.
And the moment he had their imprimatur, the assurance that people
he respected also respected his work, he had left them behind and
set off on his own, confident of success, but earning peanuts once
again.

His dresses, slinky little numbers
evocative of the deco era’s finest but with unexpected, flowing
elements that somehow clicked with the updated designs, had been
all the rage among the fashion writers and, crucially, among the
buyers during his first season, for which he had had to max out his
credit cards to remain in business.

That success had carried with it a
certain joyful irony, since the dresses, and then the sweaters,
blouses, scarves and the inevitable jeans that sold the best had
been developed from sketches that his professors had almost
universally panned, and graded him accordingly. His family finally
took note, of the upside potential if nothing else, and invested
with him. From there, it had been a mere hop, skip and jump to the
Rayce Bag, the multi-thousand-dollar Italian leather paean to Upper
East Side matrons and their moneyed sisters across not only New
York City but the country and the globe, which had been his true
breakthrough.

On the other hand, without
that Parsons’ rigorous education where
creativity, critical thinking and global perspectives on art and
design are valued, or at least the fact of
it on his resume, the millions would probably never have begun to
flow and he would not have become the household name he was fast
becoming, akin to Ralph
or Tommy
or Michael.
Well, almost akin to them.

A handful of strokes of his
sketching pen on a white linen tablecloth at three AM in the drug
and vodka fueled VIP room of the Fontainebleau’s night club had
yielded the Rayce Bag. And the Rayce Bag had taken him from
enfant terrible to
wunderkind in no time at
all. The truth was
that the idea for it had come to him much more easily than any
dress or denim pant or bustier he had ever drawn. The hallowed bit
of tablecloth was now displayed in an antique pewter frame above
the desk in his Meat Packing District office.

Designing his new logo, a
preposterously gaudy dM set against a rendering of an R of
remarkable clarity and presence, had taken days longer, and a good
deal more sobriety. It was already worth a small fortune as a brand
totem and was now affixed, in a variety of locations and sizes, to
every piece the House of de Marco sold, including a recently
released sunglass collection and three perfumes. A line of watches
was in the works.

Shoes were sure to follow. A men’s
line was in the planning stages.

As for that first bag to which the
logo had been affixed, his doubters at Parsons had recently
requested it for long-term display in the galleries of the school’s
Sheila C. Johnson Design Center. Rayce had politely turned them
down, making it clear that the MoMA Costume Institute or the
V&A in London would make a more suitable repository.

Larger and smaller versions
of the original Rayce Bag had followed and these too flew off the
shelves, as did original Rayces crafted in more exotic leathers,
some with solid gold buckles and other costly hardware. Movie stars
and other celebrities were photographed carrying them everywhere
from the Cannes Film Festival to Manhattan charitable balls to L.A.
dive bars. Twitter, Instagram and fashion blogs took it from there.
But the real proof of the bag’s success had come when his assistant
tossed a decent knock-off onto his work table one sunny afternoon,
purchased from a street vendor on 8th Avenue.

The flood of revenue from accessories
had more than tided his company over through politely-received
showings and modest sales of his last two Fall and Spring clothing
lines, but he knew that the inevitable grumbling of his investors,
who despite being family were not people to be trifled with, had to
be addressed. He had met with them the previous Tuesday, which had
lucklessly been the Ides of March, and Rayce had no intention of
suffering Caesar’s fate, literally or figuratively. They politely
but firmly made it clear that while things were generally going
well, Rayce had begun resting on his laurels, enjoying the
accolades, and the spotlight, a bit too much. As one of them spoke,
Rayce had daydreamed about getting rid of all of them, buying them
out, but he knew these were not people who could be gotten rid of
so easily.

He spent much of the following week
closeted in his office, getting very little of substance done, but
eventually concluding that the only way to get his investors off
his back, and at the same time cement his place on the fashion
scene, was to replicate the success of the Rayce Bag, and to do it
right away.

So he had flown back to
South Beach on that Friday evening. And as he had on that fateful
weekend, which now seemed so long ago, when he had created the
Rayce Bag, he flew on a private jet in the company of an intriguing
young girl and checked into his usual suite at the Fontainebleau.
This girl’s name was Circe, or so she said, an allegedly
seventeen-year-old high school dropout, as she told it, with choppy
red hair and a plethora of tattoos, but no piercings at all. What
he did know to be true was that she had started writing a fashion
blog two years earlier, paid for everything in cash and would not
respond to anything that began with the word Why.

He had met her at the
Starbuck’s on 9th
Avenue. Had she been taller she could have been a
model, and had she wanted, Rayce could likely have wangled an
admission to Parsons, despite her educational shortcomings, so
strong were her innate skills. But when he had suggested it the
next morning, only a few days ago, she had laughed and said that
design school would only ruin her aesthetic.

Have it your way,
kid, he had told her.

As soon as they had gotten
to his hotel suite, at nine or so on Friday night, he had called
room service, and she had stood beside him and stripped bare while
he ordered champagne and oysters. Make me
come before room service does, she had
demanded when he hung up, and he had managed to do just that,
barely, by the time the doorbell rang fifteen minutes later. It had
been the first of many times for her and two for him, a short break
for the sybaritic meal coming at ten, halfway through their torrid
session, allowing his thirty-seven-year-old body to recharge.
Afterwards they napped for an hour, then showered and dressed, he
in jeans and a white linen shirt, left untucked, she in a season
two Rayce shift. It was just before two in the morning when they
went downstairs and walked through the hotel’s glitzy lobby and
into its mammoth, pulsing club, straight to the VIP
area.

He made his first sketch of the new
bag, on a napkin this time, halfway through a bottle of Grey Goose
vodka, no pharmaceuticals required, unaware that Circe videoed him
with her iPhone as he worked. As he refined the sketch and drank
more vodka, she grabbed the napkin from him. Before he could react,
and with the video still recording, she took a Sharpie out of her
vintage clutch and quickly added a handful of small embellishments
that, he realized immediately, consummated the design more fully.
He snatched the napkin away and stared at it.

“It’s a little more rock and roll than
the Rayce,” she shouted into his ear above the din of pounding EDM,
as he stared at the sketch, “but it’s still sophisticated. You
might not sell quite as many as the Rayce but it’ll get great
reviews and you ought to be able to raise the price point,
especially on, like, black leather ones. More to the point, it’ll
show the fucking fashion writers and commentators that you’re not
some self-derivative asshole pretender who got lucky the first
time.”

He was still staring at the
napkin and trying to wrap his head around that last statement when
she added, “And in exchange for ten percent of your company, I
won’t even tell any of them that it would have been a derivative
design by an asshole pretender who got lucky the first time if it
hadn’t been for my collaboration. All it’ll take is one blog post
and everyone from Grace Coddington and Anna Wintour to Mary-Kate
and Ashley Olsen and Heidi Klum will know all about it,” she said,
her lips millimeters from his ear. “So, what do you say,
partner?”

If her previous statement had been
like a blow to the gut, this follow-up was a one-two punch to the
jaw. Suddenly Rayce had not felt so drunk, but he still struggled
to come up with a response. After what seemed like a lengthy
silence, he finally found the wherewithal to point discretely
toward the exit and tug slightly on his ear. Immediately, he got up
and, pausing to fold the napkin and stuff it into his pocket,
hurried away from the table.

She scrambled off the banquette,
careful to grab her still-filming iPhone from the spot on the
banquet where it was balanced, and rushed after him, out of the
club. She remained at least ten yards behind as he kept walking,
quickly, far past the club’s entrance. She had expected him to stop
there but instead he kept moving, on through the lobby, skirting
the crowd at the Bleau Bar, and then walking outside. As he did,
the distance between them grew, but he slowed as he crossed the
Glimmer Terrace, passing couples and small clusters of people who
were talking, drinking and smoking, toward what Circe, still quite
some distance behind him, guessed could only be a wedding venue,
dark now, overlooking the ocean.

He walked down the aisle, between rows
of white wood folding chairs, finally stopping when he reached the
canopy. There he took off his shoes and began to undress. She had
narrowed the distance between them but stopped a dozen rows away to
watch him as he carefully folded his shirt and jeans and stacked
them neatly on a small table. As he slid his boxers off she
unzipped her dress, her only garment, and let it fall to the
ground. After he had walked off toward the sea, she snatched it up,
dropped her phone in her purse and laid the dress and her purse on
top of his neat pile.

Her nipples hardened into smooth, pink
stones as she followed him across the wide beach, glowing pale
white despite the moonless sky, watching the muscles of his
buttocks clench as he walked to the shore line. He went on, through
the knee-high gentle breakers, until the calmer waters were above
his waist, then dove headlong into the black ocean.

When he finally came up she was there
in the waist-high water, next to him, and in seconds he was stiff
and inside her. She came almost immediately, arching her back as
she did. Her eyes were closed and she never saw him wind up and
shift all of his momentum into a vicious right hook that nearly
pulverized the cartilage of her nose just as the orgasm was
beginning to wane.

As they uncoupled and she toppled
backward, blood flowing from her flattened nostrils, he leapt on
top of her and clamped his hands vise-like around her head, his
thumbs digging deep into her eyes, his outstretched arms keeping
her under the warm water even as his head and face broke the
surface. He took a copious breath and went back under. Feeling
almost super human he ramped up the pressure until he felt her
skull crack and the tips of his thumbs bump up against the bone of
the backs of her eye sockets.

The extra effort was hardly necessary.
The blow to her face and gouging of her eyes had done their work
and there was little fight left in her as he broke the surface
again, but still he continued to hold her under, her feeble
struggles ending moments later, long before he released his grip.
Eventually he let go, then stood watching as she floated to the
surface, her ruined face barely visible. As she bobbed on the
gentle swells beside him, he turned away, gazing back at the dark,
empty beach. His eyes were fully adjusted to the dark and once he
was certain there was no one on the sand, he swam a ragged
sidestroke, pulling her along by the wrist until he sensed the
shore-bound currents abate. Then he stopped and pushed her away,
toward the inky horizon.

His breathing was heavy as he swam
back in, keeping up a slow sidestroke until he could once again
stand, and then walked the rest of the way back to the shoreline.
He stood there for some time, facing out to sea, the tide lapping
against his ankles, and let the breeze dry him.

“Go to hell,
partner,” he said
softly.

Then he had turned and walked back to
the wedding venue, dressed and taken the girl’s clothes and purse
back with him to his suite, where he showered before falling into a
deep sleep.



 



Chapter 1

 


Carina sat in her new
Corvette at the traffic light at 41st Street and Pinetree Drive in
Miami Beach on Sunday morning, impatiently waiting for the turn
arrow to change to green so she could go left onto Pinetree. When
it did, though, she suddenly remembered she had a new route to
work, one that took her all the way to Interstate 95, not south,
deeper into the Beach, as the left turn would have done. She shook
her head and with a glance across at the opposite side mirror, a
quick tug of the leather wrapped steering wheel and a stab at the
Corvette’s gas pedal, was quickly back where she belonged, heading
further west through light traffic on 41st Street toward the Julia
Tuttle Causeway.

“There’s no history of early
onset Alzheimer’s in your family,” she said aloud, as she dodged a
slow-moving scooter and accelerated to pass a meandering van, “so
why is it you’ve done that twice in less than a week?”

The question remained unanswered and
when she finally reached the wide, relatively traffic-free causeway
she accelerated hard, enjoying the rush of power delivered by the
potent sports car. She did the same again as she merged onto I-95
northbound a few minutes later. The commute from her mid-Beach
condo to Fort Lauderdale took longer than either the drive to Miami
Beach Police headquarters or to Prime Investigation’s Lincoln Road
office had, but not so much longer as to dampen her enthusiasm. And
besides, there was now a highway component where she could exercise
the ‘Vette from time-to-time, something she had only occasionally
been able to do on workdays in her now-gone Camaro
convertible.

The real payback for the longer
commute, though, was that she was a cop again, this time Assistant
Chief of the Investigative Bureau of Fort Lauderdale PD. It was a
theoretical step down from her previous role as Chief of the Miami
Beach department, but Lauderdale’s force was much bigger and in
many ways her responsibilities were greater than before. A larger
group of detectives reported to her and most serious crimes,
including homicide and special victims, came within her
purview.

It paid as well as the MBPD job had,
as well, although it was still a fraction of the ridiculous amount
she had been paid during her short stint at Prime. On the other
hand, given the success of her books, money was not an issue. Plus,
the FLPD job offer had come unsolicited, which had made it that
much sweeter. She had been at a local car dealership looking at a
new Mercedes, at Pete Simpson’s insistence, when the call had come
from the Fort Lauderdale Chief of Police himself. Interviews and a
formal offer followed within weeks. Accepting the job was why she
had walked away from a good deal on the German luxury car and
driven straight to the Chevy dealership, making a quick decision in
favor of the Corvette. Like her Camaro, it was, as Simpson had
explained, a plumber’s or a cop’s car, unlike the
Mercedes.

Then it’s
perfect, she had told him,
since I’m going to be a cop again.

In a small ironic twist, Alice had
turned around and bought the Mercedes that Carina had been
considering, a beautiful, white E350 convertible.

To make things even better, the powers
that be in Fort Lauderdale had not even balked at her insistence
that Captain Manny Solano, her former number two in Miami Beach,
come along as part of the deal. The unhappy Solano had promptly put
in his retirement papers and signed on to the new department,
starting work the same day as Carina.

New Miami Beach mayor’s an
ass and it’s trickling down, Solano had
told her on several occasions, and it had not come as a surprise.
Carina had left the MBPD in favor of Prime in large part because
she had seen what was on the horizon in the city’s
government.

The exit sign for Broward
Boulevard interrupted her musing. Checking for traffic, she swung
the Corvette into the exit and headed east, catching more green
lights than usual. After crossing SW 14th Avenue, she turned into the
drive in front of Fort Lauderdale PD, slowing to avoid scraping the
sports car’s low front spoiler. Unlike Miami Beach police
headquarters here lacked a garage, but it was Sunday and Carina
managed to find an empty space in the shade in the lot next to the
building without any problem. She had passed on the convertible
version of the car, preferring the more enticing, better
proportioned lines of the coupe, and once she had parked and locked
it, could not help turning around to gaze at the car, painted a
rich, deep gray, and smile as she walked off toward the building’s
entrance.

A few minutes later, Carina was
sitting at the round table in her office with Manny Solano,
drinking coffee and parsing the final wording of their report on a
serial rape case the Criminal Investigation Division of her bureau
had resolved the day before. When they finished, Solano held up his
mug and said, “One low-life, dirtball down, who knows how many more
to go.”

“Let’s see,” Carina said, swallowing
the last of her coffee and standing, “it’s only mid-March, so if
the last couple of years’ numbers hold up, maybe forty
more.”

Solano sighed and stood.

“Always nice to have something to look
forward to,” he said wearily.

“Although with this guy off the
streets,” Carina said as she headed for the door, empty mug in
hand, “there’s reason to hope the numbers may go down.”

Solano followed her out of the office
but as they neared the break room, Carina’s sergeant, the pale and
impossibly blonde Sherry Maybry, nearly ran them down.

“Sorry, chief,” Maybry said, out of
breath.

“I didn’t expect to see you here on a
Sunday, sergeant,” Carina said.

“I didn’t think you would be here,
either, ma’am,” Maybry said, “but I got a call a little while ago
and when I looked at the online duty roster and saw you’d checked
in…. Anyway, I only live a few minutes away, so I figured I’d swing
by and pick you up.”

“Captain Solano and I were just
finishing up a report,” Carina said. “What kind of call,
sergeant?”

“It’s a murder, ma’am, a bad
one, apparently,” Maybry replied. “Body washed up on the beach in
front of the Ritz-Carlton this morning, not far from where some
little kids were building a sand castle, apparently. It’s a young
woman is all I was told and that the body’s kind of rank.
Detectives asked for you.”

Carina sighed.

“Lucky me,” she said. “Okay, bring the
car around, sergeant. We’ll meet you outside.”

“Whenever you’re ready, ma’am,” Maybry
said. “I left the car right outside the door.”

“Dead body on a Sunday morning,”
Solano said once the young woman was gone, “just great.”

As Carina went back to her desk to put
down her mug and get her shield and gun, as well as her purse, she
turned to Solano and added, “Maybe someone’s trying to tell us we
should put the finishing touches on that plan I promised the mayor
and the chief for reducing violent crime ASAP.”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Like the driver of the hotel car that
took Rayce de Marco to Opa Locka Airport, a few miles north of
Miami, on Sunday morning, the woman at the check-in counter in the
private jet terminal had not acted surprised and had not been
inquisitive when he appeared for his flight to New York without the
strange young woman who had accompanied him down to
Florida.

Had he been asked about her,
Rayce would like to have said something like, The stupid little cunt made a very bad decision about her
future so now she doesn’t have one, or some
such. But he had decided instead on a shoulder shrug and,
Hey, she wandered away at the night club Friday
night and I haven’t seen her since. Besides, I hardly knew her
anyway.

The copilot, a former
military type with square shoulders and brush-cut hair, mentioned
her as he carried Rayce’s Hartmann luggage up the boarding steps of
the Cessna Citation jet, and Rayce got to use his rehearsed answer
after all, the one that began with the shoulder shrug. It elicited
merely a Sorry Charlie facial expression from the pilot, but as the man closed the
boarding door and prepared to enter the flight deck, he turned back
to Rayce and smiled.

“Women,” he had said, “especially the
young ones. What’re you gonna do? Anyway, enjoy your flight, sir.
About two hours and forty minutes up to Teterboro this
morning.”

After his mild yoga routine on the
balcony and a shower, Rayce had slept through much of the day
Saturday under an umbrella on the beach, occasionally wondering
whether Circe, or whatever her name had been, might drift back to
shore and wash up on the Fontainebleau’s pristine sand. He had even
had a dream about the panicky scene it would cause. But such was
not the case. The nearest thing to a panic had been when, around
three, a brief thunderstorm had chased everyone out of the water
and most from the sand for about twenty minutes.

Refreshed from a long nap, he had left
the beach at sunset, showered and dressed. He had then run into a
classmate from Parsons who had settled in South Beach, and a small
group of his friends, at the glitzy Bleau Bar in the lobby. The
clique remained together for dinner at the hotel’s Italian
restaurant and at midnight followed Rayce into the VIP area of the
club, more than happy to let him pick up the outrageous dinner and
liquor bills, although one of them did manage to come up with some
decent cocaine in the men’s room.

Those were the memories of the short
weekend that were fresh in his mind as the jet taxied to the
runway. The climb-out from Opa Locka was on the bumpy side but when
things settled down he retrieved the smaller of his Hartmann bags
from the luggage compartment in the rear of the plane. He referred
to the square case as his CSI kit and the quickest way for his
assistant to earn a verbal evisceration was to fail to keep it
properly stocked. In addition to rolled-up pieces of various
fabrics, it contained enough pins, needles, scissors and other
sharp objects to make carrying it onto an airliner out of the
question. He out it down in the aisle, next to him, and opened it
carefully. Nothing appeared to be missing and he took out the
implements he would need, setting each of them down on the polished
wood table that unfolded from the side wall of the cabin, in front
of his seat. Once everything had been carefully laid out, he took
the club napkin from his jacket pocket, unfolded it, and began
working.

Referring often to the image on the
napkin, he drew patterns on a large piece of rough cotton cloth,
cut them out and then sewed the pattern pieces together to get an
idea of what the new Rayce bag would look like in three dimensions.
Few changes were needed and he spent the next hour drawing a
leather-trimmed, anchor-link strap, as well as the frame, closures
and metal trim items that would be needed. When the seat belt sign
came on and they began their descent into the New York area, he
packed up and returned the CSI kit to the luggage compartment, used
the plane’s small lavatory and took advantage of its Wi-Fi to
search his suppliers’ websites on his iPad for the leathers he
would need. As the jet’s wheels touched down at Teterboro, he
decided that the House of de Marco would also make a black canvas
version of the new bag with leather trim, the profit margin on
which would likely be obscene.

The bag’s name came to him in the car
service Escalade, on their way into the city. It would be called
the Goddess Bag.

Circe would have been
pleased.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


As an accommodation to the
Ritz-Carlton, FLPD had agreed to approach the luxury hotel’s beach
from the adjacent street, rather than march a few dozen cops
through the lobby and out the back. So it was that Carina stepped
out of the front passenger seat of the white, unmarked Dodge
Charger sedan that Sherry Maybry used to ferry her around, leaving
her leather Cole-Hahn driving shoes in the car, onto warm,
sand-strewn asphalt.

Carina led the way and Manny Solano
and Sergeant Maybry followed her up the narrow road on the north
side of the hotel, skirting several marked units and a coroner’s
van, and passing the hotel’s service entrance before finally
reaching the beach. There, two cops guarded the access point from
the road, but the guns and badges clipped to Carina’s and her
companions’ belts got them a nod from one of the cops and a smile
from the other and they walked past without stopping. They
navigated their way toward the waterline and around five fully open
beach umbrellas that had been laid on their sides and fanned out in
an arc to hide from prying civilian eyes the spot where the body
lay.

The first cops to respond had hustled
everyone off the sand, but to no one’s surprise a crowd had
gathered on the broad pool terrace that overlooked the beach. A
dozen uniformed officers now worked to keep the curious behind the
yellow crime scene tape that had been strung between unopened beach
umbrellas at the terrace’s edge.

As Carina and her team approached, one
of the men who had been crouched around the body broke away and
walked toward them. He was a trim and tanned forty-something in
khakis and a white FLPD golf shirt identical to the one Carina
wore.

“This one’s not for the squeamish,” he
told them before shaking hands with Carina and Solano and nodding
at Maybry. “Helluva welcome to our fair city, I’m afraid,
chief.”

“I’ve been thrown into the deep end
before,” Carina said affably, looking past the detective, whose
name was Kurtz, to try to catch a glimpse of the body. “So, what do
we have, exactly, detective?”

Kurtz reflexively looked back over his
shoulder before answering.

“Caucasian female, no more than maybe
twenty years old,” he replied. “Looks like she hasn’t been in the
water all that long, couple of days or so I’d guess. Kind of messed
up pretty good, plus it looks like some, ah, critters must’ve
gotten to her, maybe a boat propeller, too. Anyway, ME got here
about ten minutes ago, says there seems to be water in the lungs,
so she must’ve drowned and--”

“And I know we must be getting to the
reason we’re all here, right?” Solano asked.

“Sorry, captain, yeah, well, she
might’ve drowned but it’s not like she got a cramp while she was
swimming or something,” Kurtz replied. “Looks like someone must’ve
held her under. You’ll see.”

And with that, he turned and began
walking back toward the small group that was still crouched over
the body, behind the array of umbrellas. Carina, Solano and Maybry
followed.

Greetings were exchanged between
Carina’s group and the other two detectives who straddled the
medical examiner, a middle aged black man who was on his knees in
the sand, looking down at the body. When he noticed the three
newcomers, he stood, carefully wiped away some of the sand from the
front of his Glen plaid pants and smiled at Carina.

“I’ve been looking forward to meeting
you, Chief Quintana,” he said. “Your last book was wonderful.
Murderous priests, indeed!”

“The truth is usually stranger than
fiction,” Carina said, returning his smile.

“Well, all’s well that ends well, I
suppose,” he said. Then, holding up his latex-gloved hands, he
added, “Sorry, no handshakes at the moment.”

“No problem, Dr. Buckley,” Carina
said. “We’ll settle for your opinion about what happened to our
victim for now.”

“Have we met before?” Buckley asked,
looking quizzically at Carina.

“I don’t think so,” she replied. “I
saw your name on the ME staff roster, that’s all.”

Buckley smiled and went back down on
his knees. Carina moved closer and got down on her knees, as well,
across from him, on the other side of the body, which lay on its
back, and began studying it.

“As you might imagine for a floater,”
Buckley said, “she was found face down, naked, so obviously there
was no ID. All these tattoos should help, though, assuming you
don’t get anywhere with her prints.”

“I hope whoever found her didn’t turn
her over,” Carina said.

“I’m told she wasn’t even touched,”
Buckley told her, “which is a good thing considering it was little
kids, real early birds, apparently, who spotted her first, shortly
after the sun started coming up, or so I’m told.”

“A couple of the fathers were having
coffee on the terrace,” Kurtz said. “They both came running when
the kids started screaming but they swear they didn’t touch her.
Said all they wanted to do was get the kids the hell away from
there.”

“I’m guessing they weren’t especially
anxious to hang around, either,” Carina said.

In addition to the discoloration,
roughening and wrinkling of the skin that could be expected of a
body that had been in the water, there were deep cuts and apparent
bite marks on the left side of her torso and left leg. But the
striking feature of the corpse, and the one that had engendered
Carina’s hope that the discoverer had not turned her over, was the
damage to their young victim’s face and head.

“If I had to guess,” Dr. Buckley said,
“I’d say the broken nose came first, maybe to take the fight out of
her or something, and that then she was held under long enough to
drown. It was a ferocious attack,” he added, pointing first at the
nose and then at where her eyes had once been. “The nose is, more
accurately, crushed, not just broken, and the bones of her eye
sockets and the sides of her skull appear to have been subjected to
enormous force, so much that there was a good deal of cracking, if
not outright breaks, in the bone. I won’t know for sure until I get
her on the table and x-ray her. I’m guessing that two very strong
thumbs were pushed straight into her eye sockets, as deep as they
could go. The eyes are mostly gone now, of course, but the amount
of pressure that was applied must have collapsed, if not actually
burst, the eyes, since it pushed at least some of the ocular matter
that was left back through the optic canals. Again, I’ll have a
better idea when I get her on the table.”

“You said,
thumbs, doctor,” Carina
said. “You’re sure it was a person, not some sort of implement, or
maybe even some kind of sea life that did the damage?”

Buckley smiled a weary
smile.

“I’ve taken a quick look through a
magnifier and there don’t appear to be any tool marks around the
eye sockets or on the sides of the head,” Buckley replied. “As far
as sea life goes, it looks like the pressure was applied equally,
so that seems unlikely. It also looks like there’s some bruising on
each temple and possibly on the cheeks, as well, which looks like
it might have been left there by fingertips.”

“Was she sexually assaulted?” Carina
asked.

“Since she’s been in the water for a
while there’s no way to be sure from a topical examination,”
Buckley replied, “but I’ll see what I can find out back at the
office.”

“Okay, so it was murder and the
perpetrator is probably someone with very strong hands,” Solano,
standing above the body, said.

“And one hell of a lot of rage,”
Carina added.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


“It sure didn’t take long for you to
get your first homicide,” Alice said, as she arranged placemats,
dishes, napkins and silverware on the glass-topped balcony table at
their condo on Sunday evening while Carina looked on. “I mean, it’s
barely your second week on the job and already there’s a grisly
murder to solve.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not all
that surprising,” Carina said. “I mean, Lauderdale’s twice the size
of Miami Beach and the murder rate is a good fifty percent higher,
so they, I mean we, get fifteen or twenty a year instead of maybe five or six.
And in my experience, too many of them qualify as
grisly.”

“If you say so,
chief,” Alice said,
turning around to kiss her wife.

Carina wore the same jeans and white
FLPD golf shirt she had worn to the office and to the scene at the
Ritz-Carlton. Alice, who ran her consulting business from home, was
also in the same outfit she had worn all day, but it was
considerably more casual, consisting of very short, well-worn,
denim cutoffs and a black cotton tank top.

“You know, that’s about the
forty-third time you’ve called me chief in the past week,” Carina said,
smiling, taking Alice into her arms and stroking the bare skin of
her lower back.

“I’ve always liked the sound of it,”
Alice said softly into her ear. “It suits you, and I’m glad you’ve
got it again. Now let go of me or we’re going to have to call
Dominos.”

“There are worse things,” Carina
said.

“Name three.”

Alice wriggled away and went back
inside to check on the progress of the pork loin roast she had put
in the oven half an hour earlier. Carina followed, and while Alice
heated butter, salt and pepper in a non-stick frying pan and tossed
in French beans, she set about opening a bottle of California
Cabernet Sauvignon.

“Five minutes,” Alice announced, after
again scrutinizing the meat thermometer and closing the oven door.
Turning to Carina, she asked, “Is it possible the dead girl got
pushed off a boat way out from shore, drowned and drifted
in?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Carina
replied, thinking about the propeller and critter damage that had
also been done to the body, “but given the extent of the injuries
to her head and face, if the attack had happened on a boat you’d
expect there to at least be bruising or abrasions on other parts of
her body, or even broken bones, from hitting the deck or a gunwale
or whatever, and there were no signs of any of that.”

“So, what then,” Alice went on,
turning her attention to the sliced and seasoned Roma tomatoes that
had been baking in the other oven for thirty-five minutes, “she and
the killer walked out the back of the Ritz, took a swim and she
ended up dead?”

“I think you may be right
about the walking out with the killer and taking a swim part,”
Carina said, pulling the cork from the bottle with a subdued
pop! “On the other hand,
I doubt it was the Ritz they walked out of.”

“She would have drifted away, not
right back in, is that it?” Alice asked.

Carina nodded.

“Unless they were close to the beach
when he killed her, that’s right,” she said, “and if they were
close to the beach she would’ve been carried in to shore quickly,
probably almost as fast as the killer could have walked back in,
and that doesn’t seem to jibe with the time of death or the bite
and prop marks on the body.”

She poured some wine into one of the
large glasses she had set out on the counter, tasted it, smiled and
took the bottle and both glasses outside. When she got back to the
kitchen, Alice pointed to the pan that held the pork roast, which
now sat on the granite kitchen counter, and a carving knife. Carina
began undoing the string that held the roast together and slicing
the meat. While she did, Alice transferred the beans into a
colorful ceramic bowl and carefully took the aluminum pan with the
tomatoes out of the oven. Once the entire roast had been sliced,
Carina picked up the pan using two oven mitts and poured the
remaining sauce into a white porcelain gravy boat. Alice, balancing
the tomatoes, beans and sauce, then led the way and Carina followed
her outside, carrying an oval china plate with the sliced pork.
Once they had put it all down on the table, Carina served the wine
and sat down across the table from Alice, who parsed the meat and
vegetables onto their dinner plates.

“To the chef,” Carina said, holding
out her glass.

“To the chief,” Alice countered,
beaming.

They touched glasses, took a sip of
wine and began eating.

“Delish,” Carina said.

Alice smiled.

“Thanks,” she said. “And this wine is
great, by the way. You should get, like, a case of it.”

They ate and drank in silence for a
few minutes until Alice took the subject back to the
murder.

“So,” she asked, “you think the girl
was killed somewhere else and drifted around before she washed up
on that beach?”

“I’m not really sure where they were
or how far out they were when she was killed,” Carina replied, “but
I’d bet it was south of there and that the water was still shallow
enough so that the killer could stand in one place without getting
moved around too much, so he could use the bottom for leverage, at
least to some degree.” She paused and took a sip of wine, adding,
“You’d think it would’ve been out past the breakers, though. Of
course, he could have taken her out further after she was already
dead, out to where the Gulf Stream was stronger than the incoming
tide.”

“Okay, the Gulf Stream runs pretty
much north, parallel to the coast,” Alice said, “so if she was
caught up in it, how far north do you think she could have drifted
from where she was killed?”

Carina shrugged.

“It’s not what you’d call an exact
science,” she replied, “despite what you might have seen on TV or
in the movies. On the other hand, the Gulf Stream always flows at a
pretty constant rate, so it’s most likely as far south of there as
she could have drifted since the time of death. And that’s another
issue, since time of death is also rarely exact, especially when a
body’s been in the water, although warm water tends to have less of
a preservative effect than cold water does. Anyway, all the ME
would say today is that she’d probably been dead for more than one
and less than three days.”

“That’s not especially helpful,” Alice
said, eating a bean.

“No, it’s not,” Carina agreed, “which
means we’re going to have to figure out a way to get more specific,
narrow it down somehow.” She took in a deep breath and shrugged
again. “In any case, just in case we’re wrong, we gave a
description of her to a couple dozen employees at the Ritz and no
one remembers seeing her.”

“And from what you said, she’s pretty
memorable,” Alice said between bites.

“Young, pretty, shortish red hair and,
believe it or not, even more tattoos than you have,” Carina said,
“which means that anyone who saw her probably would have remembered
her.”

“Oh, great,” Alice said. “Now I know
that if someone kills me, the strangers that saw me beforehand will
probably remember me.”

Carina laughed and they ate in silence
for a few more minutes until Alice asked why, if the Gulf Stream
flows north, the girl’s body had drifted to the west and onto the
beach in Fort Lauderdale.

“No, wait,” she went on, before Carina
could answer. “Maybe she wasn’t far enough out into the Gulf Stream
and the incoming tide became stronger than the northerly flow when
she was offshore from Fort Lauderdale, and it carried her
in.”

“Makes sense to me,” Carina said, “and
it’s consistent with the theory that she wasn’t killed near the
Ritz or on a boat and then dumped.”

“You know,” Alice said, taking a sip
of wine, “if you’re right about him killing her in relatively
shallow water, he would have to have carried or pulled her body
further out to even get her near the Gulf Stream. Maybe he thought
he was far enough out or maybe it was as far out as he felt he
could go and still get back in himself.”

Carina smiled and nodded.

“Exactly
what I was thinking,” she said, “although I’m
guessing the killer thought he was out far enough before he let her
go, so he probably thinks she wound up in the open
Atlantic.”

“Won’t he be surprised,” Alice said,
“assuming he ever finds out about it, that is.”

“And assuming we can identify her and
figure out where she was when she went into the water,” Carina
said, topping off their wine. “If we can, we stand a decent chance
of catching whoever it was, which will probably be an even bigger
surprise to the son-of-a-bitch.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


On Monday morning Carina was huddled
around the conference table in the corner of her office with Manny
Solano, Sergeant Sherry Maybry and Detective Craig Kurtz. They all
watched as a technician from the forensic unit went through a
PowerPoint presentation that plotted out the flow of the Gulf
Stream current and the tides during the days leading up to the
discovery of the body at the Ritz-Carlton.

The technician’s name was Ellen
Gilmore. She was a plain, slender woman who wore an ill-fitting
flowered shift and no jewelry except for a large diamond engagement
ring, and had wavy, shoulder length brown hair that she had to keep
pushing back from her face. She sat looking at the others, her
computer screen aimed in their direction, and she kept peering
around it to see which slide was displayed, exacerbating the need
for tending to her errant hair.

“As you can see,” Gilmore told them,
“the NOAA data show us that there was an unusually high tide very
early yesterday morning, which is pretty typical for this time of
year when there’s a full moon. Anyway, it suggests a faster than
usual inbound flow and that the flow of the Gulf Stream was at what
you might call a low normal rate of about four knots at that time,
although its speed tends to vary with position.”

“Which is why the tidal flow snatched
her out of the northerly flow, is that it?” Manny Solano
asked.

“Assuming she actually was being
carried northward at the western edge of the Stream,” Gilmore
replied, “my data would seem to suggest that, yes.”

“Okay,” Carina said, “so assuming
that’s what happened and given the speed of the Gulf Stream flow,
can you give us an estimate of where the body might have been at
different times during the two days or so leading up to Monday
morning?”

The woman smiled and pressed a key to
change slides.

“Before I get into that,” she said,
looking around at the group, “I’ve been working on the assumption
that the body washed up on the beach sometime around seven o’clock
Sunday morning.”

“First call came into 9-1-1 just after
sunrise,” Kurtz said.

“Which was six-forty-nine that day,”
Gilmore said. “So it’s fair to assume that that’s roughly when the
body washed up, right?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Kurtz replied.
“She might’ve been there in the dark, maybe bobbing around so to
speak, near the shoreline for a while, and it wasn’t ‘til the sun
came up and the kids playing there noticed her that we got the
call.”

“I agree,” Carina said, “but let’s
come back to that later if we have to. For now, let’s assume it was
around six or so when she washed up on the beach.”

The others nodded and Gilmore went
on.

“Anyway,” she said, “I took her height
and weight, plus the fact that she wasn’t wearing any
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