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    I considered updating the story to include 21st century technology that would make investigations much easier for Quin and Mike. In the end, though, I decided to leave the text as I’d written it in the late 1980s.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    “We are so accustomed to the apparently rational nature of our world that we can scarcely imagine anything happening that cannot be explained by common sense. The primitive man confronted by a shock of this kind would not doubt his sanity; he would think of fetishes, spirits, or gods.”


    —Carl Jung from MAN AND HIS SYMBOLS
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    The Kill


    
      
    


    January 24, Miami


    He had made an art of murder.


    He had studied its anatomy, its colors, nuances, and techniques the way other men studied law or astronomy. He knew that the preparation and aftermath of a kill were nearly as important as the act itself. Like any work of art, a murder had to be able to withstand scrutiny.


    The details of this kill, for instance, had taken him a long time to work out. He wanted his victim to feel terror, but it had to be a certain type of terror. He had labored for days over what type of weapon he would use, how he would enter the house, and how long the kill would take. He had deliberated over the kinds of clues he should leave. They had to be the right kinds of clues. After all, part of the thrill lay in the subsequent hunt.


    He stopped at the sliding glass door at the back of the house and removed a flat-edge screwdriver from the pouch at his belt. Inside his gloves, his hands were as cool as the moon that had traversed three-quarters of the sky, its journey as solitary as his own. Its light covered the yard in a thin, beer-colored membrane, and seemed to ripen the damp, cool air with the trenchant fragrances of honeysuckle and brine from the nearby canal. The grass felt like sponge cake against his bare feet. The chirr of insects was music to work by as he wedged the screwdriver between the edge of the door and the jamb.


    The lock gave easily. The locks on these sliding glass doors usually did. He parted the curtains with his hands and stepped into the kitchen, closing the door softly behind him. A light shone over the stove. A clock ticked in the silence. The refrigerator hummed. The house slumbered noisily, like a child caught in a nightmare.


    It wasn’t a large place—just two bedrooms, a bath, a family room, the kitchen, and a one-car garage. It was the sort of house a woman alone could draw around her at night and feel as snug as a snail.


    He didn’t turn off the stove light. He moved left, through the darkened living room, the carpet smooth and cool against his bare feet. He had discovered some years ago that it was best to do his work in bare feet, if the situation allowed. It gave him more control.


    The light spilled far enough into the living room so he could see Jessie, the woman’s cat, curled on the couch. In one kill, he had slaughtered a cat. It had sickened him. He still wasn’t quite sure why an animal elicited such a response in him when a human being didn’t. Perhaps it had something to do with animals being like children, trusting and defenseless. Whatever the reason, he—like any artist—had learned his own parameters that night, his limitations.


    He stroked Jessie, then unsnapped the pouch at his belt. He withdrew a pair of scissors from a leather case. These were special, as sturdy as garden shears, but with sharper, narrower blades. He slipped the case into his pocket and advanced toward Joyce’s bedroom.


    Starlight splashed through the window over her king-size bed. She slept sprawled on her back, her hair a wheat-colored tangle across her pillow, mouth slightly open. His deep affection for her seemed inevitable, an avocational hazard. This happened sometimes with his victims, even the men. Of course, Joyce wasn’t exactly a stranger; that was part of it.


    He moved over to the bed. Since she slept in the center of it, he had to lean toward her to clamp his hand over her mouth. She screamed into his glove a second later, but by then the tips of the scissors were against her throat.


    “Don’t move and don’t scream,” he whispered.


    Her eyes widened. She bit his hand and when he yanked it away, she screamed again. The scissors nicked her neck. He slapped his hand over her mouth. “Don’t,” he hissed. She remained as motionless as a meditating yogi. With his left hand, he reached into the pouch on his belt again. He brought out a roll of duct tape. The edge was already folded back, and he took it between his teeth, pulled, tore off a strip. He set the tape on the nightstand and pressed the scissors a little harder against her neck. He told her he was going to remove his hand from her mouth. if she screamed, if she made even the smallest movement, the tip of the scissors would poke into her carotid artery. Did she understand? Yes, yes, shouted her stricken eyes. A trickle of blood bloomed against her neck.


    He removed his hand and taped her mouth shut. Tears leaked from her eyes.


    His heart beat a frantic little rhythm as he reached into the pouch a third time and drew out two nylon stockings. With his left hand, he tied one stocking to the bedpost and with his right, pressed the scissors harder against her neck.


    “Now I want you to lift your left arm.”


    She lifted it and cried harder.


    “Drop it a little lower.” He stretched out the nylon so her wrist fell into it as if into a sling. He secured the end to the bedpost.


    He moved closer to her on the bed as he repeated his instructions for her right arm. There was no need for the scissors now. Her terror had inundated her. Behind the tape that covered her mouth, her sobs sounded strangled, as if she were drowning in her own mucus.


    He peeled the sheet off her, brought out two more stockings, and tied her ankles to the baseboard. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her head turned to the side, so her cheek was squashed against the pillow, sinking into it. He almost felt sorry for her. He wished she would struggle, fight back, kick, something.


    With the tip of the scissors, he slid her nightgown up her legs, over her thighs. She had beautiful legs, Joyce did, a dancer’s legs, like Juliette Prowse. Or Tina Turner. He complimented her on her legs, but it just made her whimper like a wounded animal. A horrible, pathetic sound that annoyed him. Why couldn’t she be a little braver?


    He brought out a baggie with powdered sugar in it. He dampened the tip of his finger and dipped it into the bag. Then he touched the sugar to her stomach. He kept talking to her, softly, gently, making lazy designs in the sugar with his finger. It reminded him of being a kid, when he used to draw designs in wet sand with the end of a stick.


    He dabbed some more on her knees, her arms. In the starlight, she looked like a dappled pony. He stroked her thigh and worked the scissors, snapping them in the air just above her stomach. He watched her face, the nuances of her terror. This was what he had come to learn.


    He touched the pulse in her neck, felt it leaping beneath his fingers, racing faster than he thought possible. He noted the sweat that erupted on her brow. It sparkled. He memorized how the muscles in her thighs and stomach quivered when he pressed the flat, cool edge of the scissors against her warm skin. He licked at some of the sugar. It tasted less sweet than it should have, almost as if her terror had altered its chemistry, transmuted it.


    She taught him well, this woman, and perhaps tonight he would take a small memento, something to remember her by. He did this with certain victims, his best victims. It was an honor. He told her as much, explaining what he would like to take, and she screamed into the tape.


    He smiled and got down to business.
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    The McClearys


    
      
    


    Hunger pursued Quin with a mugger’s diligence and made the day look good enough to eat. Cirrus clouds flaked like biscuits against the thin blue February sky.


    Trees were giant stalks of damp, crisp celery. The bright red blooms on the hibiscus hedge in front of the firm glistened as moistly as strawberries. It wasn’t fair that her stomach governed her life, she thought, especially when she’d just eaten breakfast two hours ago.


    She parked her Toyota behind McCleary’s car and reached for the airline tickets on the dashboard. Goodbye, Miami, and Happy Birthday, McCleary. Hisbirthday wasn’t until May, but spring was usually their busiest time, and it would be hard to get away. By next week they would have tied up their major cases and could be basking on a Venezuelan beach, winging over Angel Falls, or sampling restaurants in Caracas. Seven days, that was all she wanted.


    She moved briskly up the walk, her thick umber hair loose, falling almost to her shoulders. She stood five-ten and tipped the scales at 118, a weight she’d held since she was fifteen and which never changed, despite her enormous appetite. Her eyes, an eerie ghost blue, darted like hummingbirds through the yard at either side of the walk, alighting on the blooming gardenia bushes, the bursts of geraniums and zinnias, the ferns. A cool breeze spilled through the surrounding pines, redolent with fragrances. It was better than strolling through the perfume aisles at Bloomingdale’s.


    Her shadow hugged the ground to her right like the specter of a forgotten childhood playmate. It was as short and squat as a dwarf and followed her up the front steps to the porch, which was bathed in sunlight. She became fixated on it.


    The shadow dwarf mimicked her when she slid the tickets in a side pocket of her purse. It reached for the doorknob just as she did. She flicked her hair off her shoulders and it copied her. She laughed. She turned ninety degrees and held up her hand, splaying the fingers. She waggled them; the dwarf’s fingers waggled back. “Nice to meet you,” Quin said, just as the front door opened.


    McCleary stepped outside, pausing on the welcome mat that said, ST. JAMES & MCCLEARY, PRIVATE EYES. She grimaced. It was one of her superstitions that neither she nor McCleary should ever step on the mat because something bad might happen. It was silly, but she couldn’t help it. McCleary must’ve read her expression correctly, because he moved aside and glanced around. His smoke-blue eyes wrinkled with mirth. “Invisible friends, Quin?”


    “Very funny.” She pointed down. “My shadow dwarf. Even he doesn’t step on the mat, Mac. Where’re you off to? I thought you and Bean were meeting some people for breakfast.”


    “We already did. C’mon, ride with me and I’ll explain on the way.”


    He touched her elbow, urging her toward the steps. He was only two inches taller than she, with chocolate-colored hair graying at the temples and a mustache the same color also laced with gray. Whenever he stood close to her like this, she had an urge to run her fingers through his hair, as if to make certain he was more real than her shadow.


    “Ride with you where?”


    “To talk with a guy named Ross Young.”


    “Who’s he?”


    “Someone who was recommended to us by Tim Benson.”


    Benson meant Metro-Dade homicide. Homicide meant trouble. “Is this about a case?” They moved along the sidewalk, the breeze playing tag with the hem of Quin’s skirt.


    “Probably.”


    “Oh.” She touched her hand to the side of her purse, where the tickets were. You don’t want another case?”


    Well, sure. We can always use the money.”


    He unlocked the door to his silver RX-7 and she slid inside. The car was three years old and still smelled new. Unlike her Toyota, it had remained spotless—no crumbs on the floor, no abandoned paper bags stuck between the seats, no thin layer of dust on the dash, no overdue library books in the back. McCleary, her orderly husband. Sometimes she envied him.


    He opened the door to the driver’s side and got in. “You don’t sound very enthusiastic. About a new case.” She held out the tickets. “Happy birthday.”


    He looked at them, then up at her, then down at the tickets again, surprise and delight limning his face. “Caracas? Angel Falls?”


    “For next week. We can change the dates,” she added quickly. “The travel agent said the fare is good through April.”


    “Let’s change them for today. We’ll just drive to the airport. Now. This minute.”


    She laughed. “Sure.”


    “I’m serious.”


    “Oh, c’mon.”


    “Really.”


    “We’d have to go home first and pack and get someone to look after the cats.”


    “Okay, fine, but then we’d just go, Quin. Let’s do it. Before we have too much time to think about it.”


    “What about this appointment with Ross what’s-his-name?”


    “I’ll call and tell him I’ve changed my mind. We’d keep driving to the airport, with a detour by the house first.”


    “You’re fooling.”


    “I’m not.”


    Delighted with his sudden whimsy, she laughed again. “Maybe we should at least see what the guy has to say. It is income, Mac. And I just paid fifteen hundred bucks for these tickets.”


    He winced, shifted in his seat so he was leaning against the door. “I don’t know for sure that it’s a case. He didn’t say much over the phone, except that Tim had recommended he call us.”


    “Maybe he just wants advice or something.”


    “Right.” He started the car and pulled away from the curb. “We’ll talk to him and then head for the house, call the airport, and see when the next flight to Caracas is.”


    “Okay.”


    She returned the tickets to her purse, not quite believing they were going to get away with it. They’d been married a little over three years and hadn’t had a vacation since their five-day honeymoon in Trinidad. Of course, it had taken them almost that long to get the firm back on its feet after her former partner, Trevor Forsythe, had almost catapulted them into Chapter 11. McCleary, in his usual orderly fashion, had revamped the firm and was largely responsible for its present prosperity.


    In the last six months they’d expanded their staff by hiring several new detectives. They also had added five hundred square feet to the back of the building that housed the firm and now had half a dozen computers that did everything but dance. Life was infinitely better than it had been when she’d met McCleary.


    He’d been a homicide detective for Metro-Dade at the time and the investigating officer in the murder of Grant Bell, the man she’d been living with. It hadn’t been the most auspicious beginning. But considering how things had turned out, she had no complaints.


    So how come she felt this creeping certainty that Miami was holding them hostage? That the cosmos was about to rearrange the furniture in their lives and turn her complacency inside out like old laundry?


    Because Mac stepped on the mat.


    Ridiculous.


    She reached into the glove compartment for a bag of peanuts to allay her anxiety.


    
      
    


    Ross Young’s office in Coconut Grove was set back in a thicket of Melaleuca trees that muted the din of traffic and softened the February light. Even if Quin hadn’t seen the sign that said YOUNG & ASSOCIATES, ARCHITECTS, she would’ve guessed his profession because of the building. It looked like something out of the twenty-first century. Made entirely of glass and wood, it was split into three levels that ascended sideways. The levels were connected by glass-enclosed suspension bridges. The area around the building had been landscaped with grassy hills, a jungle of plants, a stream, a labyrinthian pebble path.


    McCleary parked Lady next to a Mercedes. He leaned forward, hands draped over the steering wheel, his gaze on the building. “I have a feeling I should’ve called Tim first to get some background on this guy.”


    She peered out through the windshield at the Melaleuca trees captured in the dark glass. “I think I’m underdressed.”


    They got out and followed the wending pebble path through the garden. The murmur of the stream followed them. The crisp morning breeze whined through the eaves. The entrance was at the side of the building, and when they stepped into the lobby, Quin felt as if she’d stumbled into a glass bubble. There were no right angles in this room. It resonated with light and soft music. The walls were the color of thick cream, Persian carpets dappled the pine floors, the furniture was colorful high-tech stuff with rounded curves like the walls.


    A pleasant-looking woman behind a computer glanced up. “May I help you?”


    “I’m Mike McCleary. I’ve got an appointment with Mr. Young.”


    “Go straight down the corridor there and then up the steps. His office is the second door on the right.”


    Except for the pine floor, the corridor was like a hollow glass chute. It disoriented her. She kept wanting to touch the walls on either side of her just to make sure they were really there, that they weren’t a trick of the light. The corridor began to narrow and sloped gradually upward to a set of four stairs.


    The second floor was no more conventional than the first. Instead of the usual rectangular doorways, there were arches made of burnished cypress, at least a half dozen of them on either side. The air smelled faintly of wood. Several men hurried along in front of Quin and McCleary, their footsteps echoing.


    They stopped at the second archway and McCleary knocked on the door. A voice inside called, “Come on in.”


    Everything in the office was white and blue—the rug, walls, furniture, the frames that surrounded the blueprints on the walls. It was like walking into an August sky. Even the wall of glass that overlooked a forest of green and opened onto a deck seemed to be tinted blue. A man Quin assumed was Young was seated on a stool at a drawing board, juggling three eggs. He slipped off the stool, never missing a beat, the eggs rising smoothly, slipping down, sighing against the palms of his hands, rising again. He caught them finally, one by one, and set them aside.


    “That was terrific,” Quin exclaimed.


    “Thanks. It helps keep my thoughts focused.” He strode across the room, a bear of a man who stood about six-three, and introduced himself. He was as blond and fair-skinned as McCleary was dark, with eyes almost the same shade of blue as the room. His smile was quick, brought a boyish dimple to his right cheek, and exacerbated the pinched sadness at his eyes. Quin guessed he was no older than forty, but he looked ten years younger, almost as if his last name had endowed him with perpetual youth. He was dressed simply —in jeans and a pale gold pullover sweater that matched the color of his hair.


    He picked up a folder from the nearby counter and suggested they sit on the deck. On his way out, he picked up the three eggs he’d been juggling and placed them in a pint-sized refrigerator against the wall. “I forgot to put them in the fridge one Friday,” he explained, opening the porch doors. “And on Monday morning the stench was incredible.”


    “How long have you been juggling?” Quin asked.


    “Oh, a couple of years, I guess. I find that whenever I get stuck on a design, juggling seems to get rid of the block. And it’s riskier when you use fresh eggs. Makes you concentrate harder.”


    He gestured toward a square chrome and glass table set for three with huge blue and white mugs and a matching coffeepot. As he sat down, Quin noticed that he wore red socks. She must’ve been staring, because he laughed and extended his foot. “I’ve become a compulsive sock buyer. Every year it’s something different. Last year it was shirts. This year it’s socks.” He shrugged. “At the end of the year I weed out my closet and a lot of the stuff goes to the Salvation Army.”


    McCleary chuckled. “That’s what we need at our place. A weeder. Quin’s a pack rat.”


    “And Mac’s not.”


    Young touched her arm and in a commiserating voice said, “The secret is to become a compulsive buyer, Quin, because when you start running out of room, you have to toss stuff,”


    McCleary shook his head. “She wouldn’t. We’d have to move to a bigger place.”


    “Yeah, I like that idea better,” she replied, and both men laughed.


    Young poured coffee. As soon as he started to talk about why he’d asked them here, Quin understood the pinched look in his eyes and said good-bye to Venezuela.


    “Two weeks ago, my stepsister was murdered. A Sergeant Martinez was initially in charge of the investigation, then he was moved to another department and Lieutenant Benson took over. That was yesterday. By then I’d decided to hire a private investigator, and Tim suggested I contact you.”


    “Why do you feel you need a private eye?” McCleary asked.


    Young sat back, a leg thrown over the arm of the chair. Beyond them, leaves rustled in a susurrous breeze. “With all due respect to Metro-Dade and Tim, I think a private eye would increase the odds of this guy being caught and convicted.”


    “Does Tim have any leads yet?” McCleary asked.


    “No, not really. She—Joyce—was killed at home, in bed.” His leg dropped from the arm of the chair and he sat forward, reaching for the folder. He passed it to McCleary. “Tim gave me copies of these last night when I told him I intended to meet with you today.” He paused. “They’re photographs from…” His voice faltered. “Well … from the house when she … when she was found.”


    “Who found her?” Quin asked.


    “Her maid. She had a woman come in once a week to clean and do laundry.”


    McCleary opened the folder. He passed the photographs one by one to Quin, and her stomach pitched like a ship on stormy seas. She wondered how police photographers maintained their sanity.


    The woman’s limbs had been tied to the four posts of the bed with nylon stockings, splaying her against the sheets like a frog. There was so much blood, she looked as if she’d been subjected to a vivisection experiment. Her tongue had been lopped off while she was still alive, Young explained in a slow, pained voice, and she’d been sliced open with what the coroner believed was a pair of scissors.


    I don’t know about this, Quin’s eyes whispered to McCleary.


    Let’s hear him out, his shrug replied.


    She slid the lurid photos back into the folder. “Was she raped?”


    “No.” He sat there with his large hands folded on the table, gaze fixed on the knuckles. Despite his size, he seemed small and uncertain now.


    “What was the official verdict on cause of death?” McCleary asked.


    He raised his eyes, which were stricken, faded as old cloth. “She bled to death.”


    “What sort of work did your stepsister do, Mr. Young?” McCleary asked.


    “She owned a clothing store here in the Grove. She was also taking graduate classes at night at the University of Miami, working toward her MBA. She’d gotten divorced about ten months ago, after a six-year marriage, and felt the need to do something different, so I suggested the graduate classes.”


    “Was she younger or older than you?” McCleary asked.


    “Younger. Four years younger. Thirty-four.” His voice still sounded strangled, as though he had something caught in his throat.


    Quin asked about Joyce’s ex-husband: who was he, where did he live, what did he do, why had they gotten divorced. Nosy questions, she thought, except under these circumstances. Murder invariably changed all the rules.


    Young explained that Joyce’s ex, Neal Schioper, lived in Coral Gables and worked at the Miami airport as a mechanic for Eastern. “They didn’t part under the best of terms. Joyce was involved with someone else, Neal found out about it, and that ended the marriage.”


    “Was she still involved with the other man?” Quin asked.


    “Off and on. His name’s Gene Travis. He calls himself a financial counselor, but actually his income comes from two adult bookshops and a topless club that he owns. He and his wife are separated now because she also found out about his affair with Joyce.”


    These details seemed to embarrass him. It was bad enough, Quin thought, to lose someone you loved to murder, but even worse to have to lay out the person’s indiscretions like a bad poker hand.


    “My stepsister wasn’t a pristine woman, and she had remarkably poor sense when it came to men. But I can’t believe anyone would hate her enough to kill her.”


    “She may not have been killed by anyone she knew,” McCleary said. Besides these classes she took, Mr. Young, was there anything she did regularly? Maybe a bar she frequented? Or a particular restaurant where she ate a lot?”


    “We both belonged to the Grove Fitness Club. She swam there every day. Other than that, I don’t know.”


    The pained look had returned to his eyes, and behind it was something else, something she couldn’t decipher.


    “We didn’t socialize together that much. She found my big-brother routine irritating, I think.” He smiled sadly. “You have any sisters, Mr. McCleary?”


    “Four.”


    “So you must know what I mean.”


    McCleary nodded. He glanced over at Quin. So what do you think? asked his eyes.


    Okay, she signaled.


    “Mr. Young, we’d like to take the case,” McCleary said. “But we’re going to need some things from you.


    Lists of her friends, addresses, phone numbers, where her store is, the classes she was taking, anything that might help us.”


    His relief was almost palpable. “I’ll give you whatever you need.”


    
      
    


    An hour later, Quin and McCleary were sitting on the terrace of a café in the Grove, several blocks from Young’s office. Their table overlooked a courtyard filled with sunlight and saturated with ferns, geraniums, and short, bushy Aralia trees.


    “Well?” McCleary asked after the waitress had brought their coffee.


    “I kind of wish we’d driven to the airport.”


    “Then let’s drive back to his office now and tell him.”


    “That’d be a lousy thing to do since he’s already paid us two weeks up front. We might as well see it through, Mac.”


    “On one condition.”


    “What?”


    “That we leave for Caracas right after the case is finished.”


    “Twist my arm.” She extended her arm.


    He laughed, a sound as clean as the air, and his fingers tiptoed along the backs of hers. Then he lifted her hand, kissed the knuckles quickly, almost surreptitiously. It was as if they were lovers married to other people, she thought, and he was afraid someone might see this public display of affection.


    The analogy would haunt her in the coming weeks, when Sylvia Callahan reappeared in McCleary’s life. But at the moment, infidelity was as remote from Quin’s thoughts as the possibility of a vacation in Caracas.
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    Crack in the Egg


    
      
    


    1.


    
      
    


    “This is it?” McCleary asked.


    “Yup.” Benson leaned forward, peering through Lady’s windshield at Joyce’s home. “You were expecting something else? Like maybe a place designed by Young and Associates?”


    “Yeah, I guess so.”


    There was nothing wrong with the house. It was simply an ordinary South Florida concrete block house. There was a one-car garage, a pair of large front windows, and a yard thick with plants and bordered by hibiscus hedges. It was on a wide, umbrageous street that paralleled a narrow canal in a neighborhood that was neither affluent nor poor, just old. McCleary pulled into the driveway, and he and Benson got out of the car. The air was noisy with birdsong, and cooler than yesterday when he and Quin had taken this case, even though it was close to noon. McCleary zipped up his jacket. “Let’s go around back,” Benson suggested. “I want you to see how he got in.”


    Benson had recently gotten contacts, and it made his eyes seem abnormally wide, as if they were frozen in perpetual astonishment. The breeze tousled his chestnut hair, so he looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. He was about McCleary’s height, six feet, but thinner. Off and on during McCleary’s decade in Miami homicide, they’d been partners. While Benson—like most cops —went through his burnout periods, he seemed oddly


    suited to homicide, especially since his promotion to lieutenant and head of the department.


    “The doc estimates that she’d been dead between six and eight hours when the maid found her that morning at ten. That places her time of death between two and four in the morning. So the main suspects have alibis. They were sleeping. Nifty, huh. How the hell do I disprove that?”


    “Your main suspects being Gene Travis and Neal Schloper?”


    “Yeah. The porn king and the ex-husband.”


    “What’s Travis’ wife have to say?”


    “The lady,” said Benson, “found out about his little tryst with Joyce about a month before she was murdered. She moved out and went to the Bahamas and has been there ever since. She took their son with her. But Travis’ maid swears he was home around nine-thirty after going out to dinner with Joyce that night. She was staying with his son, Sean, by his first wife, and claims he would never leave without someone to watch the kid.”


    “And Joyce’s ex?”


    “Eastern Airlines mechanic. Smart-ass. He’s now living in the Gables. He claims he was sleeping. Maybe he was. Like I said, how am I supposed to prove otherwise?”


    “What do you know about Travis?”


    “Not much, except that he doesn’t have a record and his wife, who’s in the Bahamas, is the second Mrs. Travis. I’ve been racking my brain, combing through old cases for someone who might be able to give us some additional information on Travis. You know, an insider.”


    Benson remembered old cases the way other people recalled the titles of books and plots. “And?”


    “I finally thought of Sylvia Callahan.”


    McCleary’s heart literally skipped a beat. He looked blankly at Benson, who evidently thought the expression meant McCleary couldn’t remember who she was.


    “You know, Mac, the woman who owned that bar-disco whose sister was murdered about five years ago. You got stuck with the case and it—”


    “I remember her, Tim.” Too well. “Why do you think she’d know anything about Gene Travis?”


    “All these bar owners in Miami know each other. Anyway, I checked out the disco and it’s under new ownership. She sold out about three years ago and is living up in Lauderdale now. Retired with her millions, apparently. Anyway, why don’t you give her a call, since you knew her better than I did.”


    He didn’t feel like explaining that a call to Sylvia Callahan might open a Pandora’s box. Benson hadn’t known about them. And there had never been a reason to tell Quin, since the Callahan part of his life had happened long before he’d gotten married. “Okay, if you think it’ll give us some leads.”


    They paused at the gate that opened into the backyard. Benson brought out a set of keys. “Ross made me copies.” He fiddled with them, looking for the one that fit the gate. “There’s something I was always kind of curious about, Mac. Were you and Callahan involved with each other?”


    So much for secrets. “Yeah, for a while.” He chuckled. “Is there anything you don’t remember, Tim?”


    “Yeah, what she looks like.”


    McCleary wondered how anyone could forget what Callahan looked like. “Like Candice Bergen.”


    A wooden fence ran along either side of the property to the narrow canal, where a small dock jutted out into the still waters. The kidney-shaped pool wasn’t screened, and dried leaves and pine needles floated on the surface of the water. Mold had turned the edges of the pool a deep green.


    “Ross got the lock fixed on the sliding glass door here, where the guy got in,” Benson said, and unlocked it.


    McCleary could still detect the indentation in the metal where something—probably a screwdriver—had been pressed hard against the jamb for leverage. They stepped into the kitchen. The air was cool but stale. He could hear the hum of the fridge, the crackle of the ice maker inside it, the whir of the electric clock over the sink. The kitchen was almost painfully neat—glass jars filled with rice and flour and sour ball candies along the counter, colorful pot holders lining the wall behind the stove. A round wooden table was set with two burnt orange place mats. Each had a bowl, small glass, spoon, and knife on it. It was as if the owner had just stepped out and would be back any moment.


    “Ross was going to have a, cleaning service come in, but agreed to delay it for a while just in case the lab people needed to come back. So anyway, a couple of men came down and cleaned up the mess. The lab took the sheets. Otherwise the bedroom’s just as it was. Everything is. Except for the cat. The cat’s gone. Ross has got it.”


    “Was her tongue found?” McCleary asked.


    “No. Her mouth was taped shut. Did Ross tell you that?”


    He nodded. It was the sort of detail that disturbed him almost as much as what the killer had done to her tongue.


    As they walked through the living room, the hunch spot between his eyes blazed fiercely. He rubbed it. Benson noticed. “A burning hunch, huh?”


    “I think so.”


    Over the years, Benson had always asked this question with a thin, sardonic smile, as though McCleary were an eccentric relative who claimed he’d been abducted by a UFO. Benson said he didn’t believe in hunches. But for a man who didn’t believe, he seemed inordinately interested.


    “About what?”


    “I don’t know.”


    Which was precisely the problem with a hunch. You couldn’t read it like a computer printout. It was a game of blindman’s bluff—hot if you were close to the target, cold if you were way off base. The tricky part was determining just what the target was.


    They stopped in the bedroom doorway. His head began to throb. The room possessed a quiet hollowness, the stillness of death. Light fell through the venetian blinds over the window, chopping up the bare, blood-stained mattress. In his mind, McCleary saw Joyce Young as she was in the police photographs, limbs tied to the brass posts and baseboard. His eyes swung through the room and locked on the message scrawled on the wall to the bed’s right.


    “That wasn’t in the photos you gave Ross.”


    “I know. I just didn’t see the point. We kept it out of the papers, too.”


    The large, uneven block letters had been scrawled with Magic Marker: GREYHOUND, LOCKER 31.


    “What’d you find in locker thirty-one?”


    Benson ran a hand over his thinning dark hair. “That’s just the problem. Nothing. We checked Miami, Kendall, Miami Beach, every Greyhound station in Dade County, and turned up squat, Mac.”


    “What about Broward County? And Palm Beach?”


    He shook his head. “Nothing. There’s something else I didn’t tell Ross and that we kept out of the papers. There were traces of powdered sugar on her body, like the guy had been eating powdered doughnuts or something in here while he was killing her.” He jammed his hands in the pockets of his jacket, his eyes fastened on the bare mattress. “I ran the MO on this murder through the. computer, Mac, and there’s nothing in Florida in the last five years that fits it exactly. I mean, with the mutilation, the teaser on the wall, the tape on the mouth, the scissors.”


    “But maybe there is elsewhere. I’ll run it by Bob Summer and see what he can come up with.”


    “The LAPD guy?”


    “Ex-LAPD. He’s now specializing in unsolved homicides, some of them twenty and twenty-five years old. He’s been teaching criminology at the University of Miami the last couple of years. I’ll check with him and see if he can come up with anything. He deals with cases across the country, so he’ll have access to information we don’t. This has got all the earmarks of a repeater.”


    Benson’s head bobbed in agreement. “But in two weeks we haven’t found even the first lead. Without leads, without something, how’re we supposed to figure out where he might hit next?”


    “What about this health club in the Grove she belonged to?”


    “So far I haven’t turned up anything except that she swam there every day.”


    McCleary poked around the room, inside the closet, and went through the bathroom cabinets. He looked under the bed. He opened the drawers in the nightstand and bureau, and the only thing of any interest he found was a photo album. The pictures, interspersed with things like pressed flowers and childhood notes, chronicled Joyce Young’s life. After the age of five, when her mother had married Ross Young’s father, Ross was in most of the pictures, smiling, fussing over her, the solicitous stepbrother.


    In one of her wedding pictures, a lovely Joyce was flanked on one side by her husband and on the other by her stepbrother. Neal Schloper looked like a dashing young aviator with his tinted wire-rim glasses, the tails of his tux flowing behind him. Ross Young looked as grim as a reaper.


    After this, for a period of seven years, there were only half a dozen pictures or so of Young. It was almost as if he’d become incidental to his stepsister’s life after her marriage, a postscript. The album ended abruptly with a picture of Joyce in which someone—probably Schloper -had been cut out. It was dated a year ago, roughly two months before their divorce.


    The album depressed him. There was something infinitely disturbing about perusing photographs of a murdered woman’s life. In some ways, it troubled him more than the pictures of her death. He returned the album to the closet shelf. “Let’s get outa here, Tim.”


    Once they were outside, the ache in McCleary’s head diminished. He breathed deeply of the cool February air. It was definitely getting colder. It brought back quick, vivid flashes of his boyhood in Syracuse, New York: snowdrifts ten feet high, the sound of plows after a storm, the clean, sharp smell of winter.


    As they passed through the gate, McCleary asked about Joyce Young’s neighbors. Benson shook his head. “They didn’t hear anything. As far as we know, the last person to see her alive was Gene Travis, and that was supposedly around nine when he left her at home after dinner. You or Quin might want to talk to the maid again.”


    “I think the courthouse and Travis are first on my list. I’d like to check out Travis’ real estate holdings.”


    They stopped at the car. “I hope Quin got somewhere with Schloper, because I sure didn’t.”


    “Knowing Quin, she probably has.”


    Benson chuckled. “She probably got him to break bread with her.”
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    The only person Quin had broken bread with since breakfast was Zivia Tuckett, one of the new investigators they’d hired six months ago, and then it was just a stale ham and cheese sandwich from a vending machine that had wadded in her gut like chewing gum. Now the two of them were standing inside the Wynn Aviation building at the southern edge of the Miami airport, waiting for Schloper.


    They’d found out from a mechanic at the Eastern hangar that he was off today and was probably at Wynn, where he taught flying. When they’d asked for him, the woman behind the counter had stabbed her thumb once toward the ceiling and informed them he was with a student but would be landing shortly. That had been fifteen minutes ago.


    Quin supposed there were worse places to wait for someone. Although the aviation office was noisy and chilly and the air stank of burned coffee, the maps on the walls fascinated her. There were detailed maps of the U.S., South America, the Caribbean, Canada. They were all marked by networks of blue lines that were airways, hundreds of them crisscrossing continents and seas, cities and deserts and mountains. It was like looking at the world as layers of interstates and turnpikes. For an instant she felt a kind of pressure against the top of her head, as if one of the layers up there were sagging with the ineffable weight of the Miami airport traffic.


    She moved away from the maps and strolled over to the window where Zivia smoked and paced. She was a thin, impatient woman five inches shorter than Quin, with ear-length bourbon-colored hair that exploded around her head in artless curls. She had high cheekbones, honey-colored eyes, and, as McCleary had pointed out, an actress’s mouth, expressive, both petulant and happy. She was the sort of woman who drew second glances wherever she went. At the moment, though, the only second glances she was getting came from the woman behind the desk, who seemed disturbed by Zivia’s relentless pacing.


    “Relax, will you?” Quin chided.


    Zivia stabbed out her cigarette in a nearby ashtray, stopped pacing, and pushed her sunglasses back into her hair. “When my first ex and I were being hippies and living in New Mexico, I had so much patience I got fat. When we got divorced, I became impatient and got skinny. The moral of the story is that patience is fattening.”


    Quin laughed.


    Zivia dug her hands into her suede jacket and brought out three nugget-sized beanbags, which she began to juggle. Her movements were as smooth and quick and polished as Young’s had been when he’d juggled the eggs yesterday in his office. She moved backward and forward, still juggling.


    The woman behind the counter was watching, her eyes flitting up, down, around, following the movement of the beanbags. When Zivia finally slipped them back into her pockets, the woman clapped. “Hey, you’re really good.”


    Zivia bowed deeply at the waist. “Thank you, thank you. My assistant here will be around to collect tips.”


    The woman laughed and informed them that Neal Schloper was on final approach. Quin and Zivia stepped outside.


    “I think you should meet Ross Young,” Quin remarked. “He’s a juggler, too.”


    “Single?”


    “Apparently.”


    “I hate blind dates, Quin, if that’s what you’ve got in mind. I met my first husband on a blind date, did I ever tell you that? Well, it was sort of a blind date. A bunch of us were into Castaneda back then, see, and we wanted to do some mescaline and talk to cactuses. So we drove out to this desert north of Taos and we dropped our mescaline and then some more people showed up and this friend of mine says, ‘Hey, Ziv, meet Pete, the guy I’ve been telling you about.’ Then she splits and there are Pete and I, zonked outta our skulls. So he introduces me to his cactus—real heavy-duty stuff—and I showed him mine, and we proceeded to tell each other the stories of our lives. The next day, I couldn’t remember anything he’d said, which is too bad because I probably wouldn’t have married him if I’d been able to remember.”


    “I don’t think Ross Young is into mescaline,” Quin laughed. “So I wouldn’t worry about it.”


    “Well, I’m still not into blind dates.”


    “Actually, I was thinking that maybe Mac and I should have a party or something.”


    “Booze, mescaline, what’s the difference. But what the hell, I’m game. Have your party and let me know what I can do to help.”


    A few minutes later, a single engine Cessna landed and taxied toward the hangar. The plane sputtered as the engine was switched off, and two men got out. As they neared, it was easy to figure out which man was Schloper: he was talking about flaps and airspeeds. He looked to be in his mid to late thirties, had a square, stubborn face, husky shoulders, and fawn-colored hair that looked as soft as a baby’s. A young Charles Lindbergh.


    “Mr. Schloper?” Quin said.


    Distracted from what had apparently been part of his student’s lesson, he frowned as he glanced over. Quin could see shadowy depictions of herself and Zivia reflected in the blue lenses of his wire-rim glasses. “Yes?”


    “We’d like to talk to you a minute. About Joyce.”


    The mention of his ex-wife stiffened his spine. He murmured something to his student about next week, and then walked over.


    “I’ve already spoken to the cops.”


    “We’re not cops,” Zivia said. “We’re private investigators. This is Quin St. James and I’m Zivia Tuckett.”


    Schloper’s eyes slid the length of Zivia’s body, then fastened on her face. His mouth dimpled when he smiled. He combed his thick fingers through his hair. “Oh? And who hired ya?” He was chewing gum, and he cracked it now, once, noisily, and reached inside his jacket. He brought out a pack of More cigarettes and lit one. It was thinner and longer than a cigar, but the smell was the same. “Gene? Yeah, I bet Gene hired you. That way the cops would be thinking that he couldn’t have killed her because why would her killer hire a private eye? That’s the way he thinks, you know. For Gene, there’s always an angle.”


    “Why do you think Mr. Travis killed her?” Quin asked.


    He laughed. “Lady, if you gotta ask that, then you don’t know anything about Gene Travis and you’d best go do your homework and stop bothering me.”


    “Why don’t you save us the time, Mr. Schloper,” Zivia said, smiling her best we-ain’t-got-all-day smile.


    He regarded Zivia again and sucked at his cigarette; smoke drifted between his teeth. “She’d become an albatross for Gene. His mistresses always become cumbersome sooner or later. Hell, until Joyce he had a neat little gig for himself—a wife and kids, a million-dollar lifestyle, and a couple of women on the side who never made too many demands as long as he paid them well. Joyce was different. She was educated. She didn’t want his money. She wanted his kid. She’d already gotten pregnant once by him and miscarried.” His mouth twitched into a pucker. “Gene had a fit when he found out.” He tossed his cigarette away from him, slid his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket. “He got rid of her the only way he could. By killing her.”


    “And I suppose she told you all about her pregnancy,” Zivia said.


    “As a matter of fact, she did. She sure as hell couldn’t go to Ross about it. He couldn’t stand Gene. He couldn’t stand me, either, for that matter.” He rocked forward onto the balls of his feet; his mouth did another little weird number, a kind of lopsided smile. “The funny part is that it wasn’t Gene or Joyce’s pregnancy that broke up our marriage. That was just the proverbial straw, you know? It was Ross that split us up. He meddled right from the start.”


    “Meddled how?” Quin asked.


    “Meddled. Like an overprotective father or something. He would slip Joyce money. He bought the store for her. He used to stop by all the time. On Sunday mornings, he would come by and he and Joyce would sit in the kitchen getting sloshed on Bloody Marys. That sort of meddling.” Then he smiled, as if he’d suddenly understood something. “He hired you, didn’t he? Ross hired you. That shit. She’s dead and he can’t stop meddling, can he.”


    Quin neither confirmed nor denied anything. Schloper shook his head and gazed at something just over Quin’s left shoulder. He sniffled and wiped his hand across his nose. It might have been from the cold—or from a surge of intense emotion. Quin couldn’t tell which because she couldn’t see his eyes through his tinted glasses.


    “Do you belong to the Grove Fitness Club, Mr. Schloper?”


    She’d apparently said something amusing, because he laughed. “If you’ve talked to Ross, then you must know I belong. Ross bought Joyce and me five-year memberships. Wasn’t that a generous thing for Big Brother to do?”


    “When was the last time you saw her?” Zivia asked.


    “Three nights before she died. We had dinner together. She wanted to try to patch up the marriage. She said she was scared of Gene. That he was involved in some things that frightened her. Not that it’s any of your goddamn business.”


    Schloper’s anger swelled like a wave of sudden heat; Quin could feel it. “Look, Mr. Schloper. We’re just trying to find out who killed her, that’s all.”


    “I already told you that. Go talk to Gene Travis and leave me the hell alone.”


    Then he sauntered off through the chilly air. “Reminds me of my first ex,” Zivia remarked. “If I weren’t working on three cases that have me squeezed into a corner, I wouldn’t mind working with you and Mac on this one. I think it’s going to be a humdinger, Quin.”


    But there were humdinger goods and humdinger bads. Quin had a feeling this one was the latter; homicides usually were. She said as much.


    “If you don’t like working on homicides, then don’t take the case.”


    Zivia uttered it as if the choice were as simple as buying rye bread or wheat, and Quin smiled. “It isn’t the sort of thing you say to an ex-homicide detective who’ll go right on working on murders whether you do or not.” Besides, she’d gotten used to being a team, and if that included homicides, so be it. The problem was that murder wasn’t like other crimes. You could investigate an insurance fraud, she thought, and forget about it when you went home in the evening. But a murder investigation had a way of clinging to you, and if you weren’t careful, it could crack your life like an egg. And somehow, she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that the crack had already begun.
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