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For T. Michael Smith, the best man I ever met




Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.


—George Santayana




PREFACE


This is the novel I have yearned to write for half my life.


Dark stories whispered down generations about the notorious outlaw John Ashley and his sweetheart, Laura, haunted my dreams and stirred my soul from the moment I first heard their names.


The violent and gripping saga of outlaw lovers in wild frontier Florida hooked me instantly. But their voices were echoes, their faces ghostlike shadows, and I covered crime for the Miami Herald, lived for the moment, today’s story, tomorrow’s headline.


Until one late night long ago in the newspaper morgue, I stumbled upon an old photo, a handsome youth with a grin so infectious I couldn’t help but smile back. The legend had become real! I was thrilled to see John Ashley’s face for the first time.


How touching to see him, more than a hundred years later from my vantage point on the observation deck of history. He stood at the threshold of manhood, wearing a fresh haircut, a crisp white tropical suit, and a dark tie. His life stretched out before him like a promise. In his wildest dreams he could never have imagined how broken that promise would be or what his future held.


Nothing in his past or his family history hinted at the star-crossed love, turmoil, and turbulence in store, or suggested that he would become the most notorious and controversial character in Florida’s violent and colorful history. That the governor would call him more dangerous than the Seminole Wars, in which thousands were killed. That the British would declare him an international pirate and send gunboats in his pursuit.


This year, 2011, is the centennial of the fatal shot that launched the legend. In 1911 young John Ashley, an outstanding marksman who could split the nose of a rattlesnake with a single shot from a .38 caliber pistol from twenty feet away, a hunter, fisherman, and the pride of a large and law-abiding pioneer family, was accused of murder.


Ashley swore he was innocent, vowed to clear his name, and surrendered, eager to be tried and exonerated. Instead, caught in a complex snarl of legalities, he was convicted and sentenced to hang.


His conviction set off a thirteen-year saga of jailbreaks, escapes, a bloody gun battle on the dusty streets of what is now downtown Miami, train and bank robberies, clamoring lynch mobs, rum-running, bootlegging, tragedy, and heartbreak.


To tough, hardworking, self-reliant Florida frontiersmen, John Ashley was a folk hero, a symbol of resistance to Yankee government, greedy bankers, and the law. To vindictive lawmen, he became a deadly obsession.


The initial murder charge against Ashley was eventually dropped. Too late.


No going back. Too many others had died.


I thought often of John and Laura on Miami’s steamy streets as I covered the police beat, with its cocaine cowboys, Mariel boatlift, and deadly riots after the police beating death of motorcyclist Arthur McDuffie. When Metropolitan Miami became the nation’s number one in homicide, gloomy New York writers called the city “Paradise Lost.”


Wrong.


Miami was being itself, repeating history, over and over. The more things change, the more they remain the same.


It had to happen. One hot night on deadline a question occurred to me. What if the fictional descendants of the real John and Laura faced the same dangerous and desperate chain of events in Miami today? How would their story end?


Is it possible to change our own destiny? Can those of us with the outlaw imprint of violence and tragedy in our DNA break the cycle? Or is our fate indelibly programmed in our genes?


I knew then that one day I would write this book. A Dark and Lonely Place links their stories as they unfold and entwine a hundred years apart. The questions: How powerful is the pull of the past? Must desperate people in dangerous places always end the same way? Must fate, like history, always repeat itself? Real life and history can be dark and lonely places.


EDNA BUCHANAN
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PROLOGUE


1904, WEST FLORIDA, NEAR THE MOUTH OF THE CALOOSAHATCHEE RIVER


Joe Ashley came home late, grim and smelling of whiskey. He woke his wife, Leugenia, and their nine children and told them to quickly pack up whatever they wanted to keep because they had to leave at once and would not be back.


“Was there gunplay?” his wife asked. Her eyes fearful in the lamplight, her voice trembled. “Is anybody dead?”


“No, but a man was shot. He’ll live, but if we don’t leave now, somebody will die.”


She began to pack her best linens in a wooden chest.


The children, still half-asleep and in their nightclothes, began to gather their belongings, except for John, who was sixteen.


“Where are we going?” he asked his father.


“Get your things together, now, son.”


John dressed quickly, carried his guitar and his banjo out onto the front porch, left them on the steps, and broke into a dead run down the dusty road. The dust, white in the moonlight, looked like silk.


His father stepped out and glared after him.


“It’s that girl,” he said bitterly, then moved to go after the boy.


His wife placed her small, worn hand on his forearm and raised her eyes to his. “He just wants to say goodbye, Joe,” she said softly. “You remember how it was.”


He nodded gruffly and caught her in his long arms.


“I got to get busy,” she said after a moment, and gently extricated herself.


“You can’t bring that sideboard,” he said hoarsely, as she turned away. “It’s too big.”


It had belonged to her grandmother.


“We can fit it in the wagon, Joe. Bobby and two of the girls can ride up front with us.”


He nodded and went to harness up the team.


Laura lived a mile and a half away. John arrived breathless, his lungs bursting. The place was dark. He stood beneath her window and whistled three times like a mourning dove, a signal they sometimes used. When there was no response, he found a feed bucket, carried it to her window, stood on it, and scratched the screen three times.


He heard her whisper in the dark. “John?”


“It’s me, Laura . . .”


She was suddenly there, a swift shadow in the dark. He couldn’t make out her face or what she wore but recognized her sweet scent, orange blossoms and roses. At that moment a mockingbird burst into a soaring, full-throated, heartbreaking song in the night. John knew he would never forget the sound or that moment.


“John, what are you—”


The front door burst open with a crash as though kicked by a mule. Laura’s stepfather loped barefoot across the creaky porch in his long johns, brandishing his breech-loading, double-barreled shotgun.


“I got you now, boy!” he shouted. “Freeze right there! Caught you dead to rights climbing into my little girl’s bedroom!”


John stood his ground, heart pounding. He felt no fear. He could die now, he thought, with no regret, outside her window.


“No, sir,” he said boldly. “I did not try to climb into your daughter’s room. I would never do that. I just tried to get her attention, to tell her something important.”


Laura’s mother, in nightclothes and a hairnet, materialized like an apparition on the porch. Laura’s brother, Dewitt, trailed after her. “Mama, what’s happening?”


“Hush, boy!” she told him. “Git yourself back to bed, right now.”


“What could you have to tell our Laura at this time of the night?” her stepfather asked, then racked one into the chamber.


“Daddy,” Laura cried. “Stop! Don’t do anything! Please!”


John turned to her. “Don’t worry, Laura,” he said softly. “We’re leaving tonight. I came to say goodbye. You are my girl, aren’t you?”


“Goodbye? When are you coming back, John?”


He shrugged. “Don’t know, Laura. But I will, I promise. Remember that. I’ll be back!” Out the corner of his eye he saw her stepfather advance.


“Get down from there, you son of a bitch, now!”


“Are you my girl?”


“Yes, Johnny.”


“Sorry, darlin’,” he said. It was the first time he had called her that. He liked the sound of it as he stepped off the feed bucket.


“Git your skinny ass outta here. Now!”


“Yes, sir.”


“You’re damn lucky, boy. Last time I came this close to shooting somebody, I did it! Kilt me a Yankee. Git outta here now, afore I shoot you too!”


John stole a fleeting glance at her window then left the way he came. When he arrived home, heartsick and out of breath, the house was empty, his family gone. He and their dog, a bluetick hound that emerged from the woods behind the house, followed the wagon’s tracks for two miles before they caught up with it. His father reached down and with a strong arm lifted both the boy and the dog into the wagon. His mother hugged his neck. “We worried about you, son.”


“No need, Mama. We’re together. Everything’s all right.” To cry in front of his mother would not be a manly thing to do.


Clouds drifted across the moon’s face, darkening the trail ahead. Joe Ashley constantly searched the shadowy road behind them, to see if anyone was following.


John regretted all the things he didn’t say to Laura. Too late now. With a ragged sigh he wrapped his arm around his little brother Bobby who was sitting up, sound asleep.


Is she asleep too? John wondered. Or awake and thinking of me? He knew he’d see her again. But how? And when?





PART ONE





Fate is the gunman all gunmen fear.


—Don Marquis


CHAPTER ONE


JULY 23, 2011, MIAMI BEACH, FLORIDA


Gentle surf tumbled onto the sand beneath towering clouds adrift in a cobalt sky, a perfect day in paradise except for the crowded, noisy beach and the tinny radio that blared nearby.


Why am I here? John Ashley wondered. Why did I want to be here? What was I thinking?


He sat up to scowl at the radio’s owner but was distracted by a leggy model in the shade behind the seawall. She posed in a short, sheer skirt and a crimson whisper of a blouse. He instantly recognized her but couldn’t remember her name or where they met. The photographer snapped her from every angle, as a makeup man darted in between shots to blot and repowder her face and décolletage.


Two more models, a redhead and another dark-haired girl, appeared briefly in the doorway of a production trailer, its engine running, air conditioners blasting.


The girl beside him on the beach towel decided that he should lie facedown while she massaged his shoulders with coconut oil. Lulled by the scent and rhythm of the sea, he drifted into his recurring dream: dangerous times, violent men—and the woman. He couldn’t quite see her face but would never forget her body. They were young and naked beside the river. What river? he wondered. Their feverish bodies entwined, mouths pressed together, he could taste her youthful passion on his lips.


He tried, as always, to focus on her face. He nearly glimpsed it this time, but a menacing growl shattered the dream. The hair rose on his arms and the back of his neck. His adrenaline surged and his eyes flew open as the predator’s roar grew into earsplitting thunder. This was no dream. A high-powered speedboat rocketed toward South Beach. He raised his head, willed it to veer away. But it kept coming. Too fast. John Ashley, tall and long-limbed, sprang to his feet.


The speeding boat did not change course.


“John?” murmured the girl beside him. Her diamond ring flashed as she whisked beach sand off silky, sun-kissed knees. “John . . . ?”


He sprinted toward the pastel lifeguard station.


“Police!” he shouted. “Incoming! Clear the beach! Do it now! Now!”


The lifeguard lifted his binoculars, blasted his high-pitched whistle, then bellowed a belated warning. “Leave the beach!”


“Look out! Get your kids out of here!” John warned sunbathers. “Move it! Up there! Back behind the seawall. Now!”


Slow to react at first, people panicked as the howl of the engines grew louder and the boat loomed larger, closer, faster, its wake a streaming rooster tail across blue water.


French tourists fumbled for bikini tops.


Half-naked, they scattered.


“He’s not slowing down!” John shouted. Was anyone at the helm? He and his girl, tanned and graceful in her white bikini, snatched up toddlers, hustled the elderly, and yanked to their feet those too slow to move. The lifeguard joined them.


“Run! Go, go, go!” they shouted, as the blue and white speedboat barreled ashore. Throttle jammed, it flew like an arrow across a narrow strip of eroded beach, splintered a wooden fence, skimmed a swimming pool, and slammed with a thunderous crash into the back lobby wall of a small oceanfront hotel.


A man ejected on impact soared high and free, limbs as limp as a rag doll’s. His flight ended with a sickening thud, his body grotesquely draped across a balcony railing.


John plucked a cell phone from the random possessions scattered like flotsam across the sand, summoned medics for the injured, cops for crowd control, and the medical examiner’s office for the dead. He had no need for a homicide sergeant. He was already there.


He checked the beach and pool deck for life-threatening injuries, while Lucy, his fiancée, dashed to the car for his badge, gun, shirt, and trousers. He pulled the clothes on over his swim trunks, then followed screams to the hotel’s second floor, trailed by a stunned assistant manager.


The screams came from the honeymoon suite. John suggested that the pudgy bride and skinny groom get dressed and pack up to change rooms, then stepped carefully onto the balcony. He glanced back at the photo shoot and stared. The dark-haired model kicked off her high heels and sprinted into the street to flag down an oncoming fire rescue van. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Look at that girl run! She always was fast.


She led paramedics to an elderly couple knocked to the ground during the mass exodus from the beach. He focused on the girl, the way she moved, her familiar gestures. She now wore tight, white jeans that exposed her navel. Who the hell is she?


He tore himself away to check the victim. He smelled the urine, the shattered bone, but where was his blood? Uh-oh. The flattened face looked familiar. So did the gold Presidential Rolex on the dead man’s left wrist. It still worked perfectly, but time had run out for the man who wore it.


The soaring eagle tattoo on a fractured forearm confirmed John’s suspicion. The speedboat’s raw power made sense, now.


He made another call. “It’s a homicide.


High-profile,” he told homicide captain Armando Politano.


“How high?”


“Very.”


“Who? You have a positive ID?”


“The Indian, Ron Jon Eagle.”


“Crap. You shitting me?”


“Do I ever? You may want to give the chief a heads-up. He’ll probably want to make some calls.” Eagle, a high-profile lawyer, volatile litigator, dedicated playboy, and politically connected lobbyist for the tribe and its gambling casinos, had a long history of feuds, deals, and disputes with politicians, and police. John had stepped into one as a rookie and stayed clear ever since.


“You sure it’s no accident?”


“Looks like bullet wounds to the back of the head.”


One that exited the Indian’s face had taken his left eye with it. John felt a painful throb in his own eye when he saw it. He never reacted physically to such sights. Too much sun and too little sleep, along with the trouble ahead must have triggered a headache.


“Oh, Lord.” The captain groaned. “Another media event. Tell me you have a subject in custody.”


“Nope.”


“A suspect’s name? Or description?”


“Nothing.” Trouble clearly lay ahead.


The victim lived large, and big bucks complicate both life and death. When a man of moderate means is slain, good detectives usually know within hours who did it and why, then have to prove it. But the richer the victim, the more suspects there are. A writer once said the rich are different from you and me. John agreed. So many more people want them dead.


“The son of a bitch lived fast,” the captain said, envy in his voice, “loved speed, kept the pedal to the metal.”


“He’s learned a lesson,” John said.


“Which is?”


“Nothing’s faster than a speeding bullet.”


The captain snorted. “Too bad you can only learn that one once. Don’t release his ID. Keep the press at bay till we get a handle on it.” The last thing the department needed during the dog days of summer was a sensational homicide involving sex, scandal, and corruption in high places.


Eagle was no stranger to headlines and controversy. Winning was his lifestyle and he played as competitively as he worked. A champion powerboat racer, he lived the fast life on blue water with high rollers, grit, glitz, and danger. He raced Italian sports cars, piloted his own jet helicopter. The man had it all—fast boats, fast horses, and faster women. But today, John thought, boom, boom, bye-bye, all gone.


“I’ll try,” he told the captain, as he stared at the beach below. “But a TV sound truck with a satellite dish is rolling onto the sand right now. Looks like Channel Seven.”


The captain cursed again. “I’ll send PIO on a three-signal. What else you need?”


“My partner. Get J. J. out to Eagle’s place, ASAP. On Star Island, I think. See who’s there, who saw him last, where he was headed, and why. And advise the Coast Guard and Marine Patrol to appeal for information on their emergency channel and stop boaters in the general vicinity to find out what they saw.”


“Any idea how many boats are out on a day like this?” the captain protested.


“Lots,” John said. “Sound carries over water. On a day like today you can see and hear forever. They’ve all got binoculars, cell phones and cameras. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Have choppers do a search for evidence and more victims in the water. Maybe the Indian wasn’t alone.”


The captain protested, “You know we’re over budget with a freeze on overtime.”


“Now or never,” John warned. “Once this hits the headlines, how many witnesses you think will step forward? See if you can get the new recruit class to help.”


The captain sighed. “Gotcha.”


John returned to the chaos down on the beach. He had hotel employees use a catering tent and privacy screens to shield the name, Screaming Eagle, and the registration number of the splintered powerboat from the press. The photo crew were loading their trailer, the photographer packing his equipment into a padded, metal-sided suitcase.


“Finished for the day?” John asked.


“Just when the light’s nearly perfect, all hell breaks loose,” he griped. “That’s Miami for you.”


“Catch any of the action?”


“Not my bag.” He smirked. “I’m high fashion only, no bleeding bodies or burning buildings. Been there, done that. My next shoot’s in Barbados, then on to the Virgin Islands.” He smiled smugly.


The dark-haired model emerged from the trailer. She’d changed into blue jeans and a T-shirt.


John caught his breath. The sunlight in her hair made him want to touch her. She looked as though she recognized him.


“Hey,” he said.


She studied his face with bright blue eyes fringed by thick, dark lashes, as though trying to remember his name. She smiled, until her eyes dropped to the badge clipped to his waistband, then abruptly turned away.


For many women the badge is power and the gun a phallic symbol; for others, not so much.


“Wait . . . ,” he said. But she slipped back into the trailer and firmly closed the metal door.


“Who is she?” he asked.


“Who?” The photographer looked up and frowned.


“That girl.”


“Just a model. Forget it.” The photog slammed the lid on a huge case of lighting equipment. “Listen. Girls like her shoot down a dozen guys a day. Even studs like you.”


“I know her from somewhere.”


“That’s what they all say,” said the makeup artist, who wore shiny black nail polish.


“The dark-haired girl. Who is she?” he asked the photographer again.


The man didn’t even look up.


“Okay.” John flashed his badge. “You have a city permit for this shoot?”


“Of course,” the man said indignantly.


“I’d like to see it now. I doubt it includes permission to park a trailer on county property. You may have a city permit, but this is a county park. When was this vehicle last inspected for illegal emissions? The engine ran all day, polluting a county park. Who is it registered to? What’s with that out-of-state inspection sticker? May I see your driver’s license, registration, and proof of insurance?”


John paused to sniff the air. “Is that weed I smell? Are you holding? Is that a Baggie in your pocket? Do you mind if I—”


“Summer,” the photographer said. “Her name’s Summer Smith.”


That rang no bell.


Lucy trotted up at the wrong moment, hair tied back, now in jeans, sneakers, and an MPD T-shirt. Fire rescue and lifeguards were treating two apparent heart attacks, she said, a woman in premature labor, and more than a dozen injuries, none life-threatening.


By the time she filled him in, the photographer’s trailer had lumbered out of the park and merged into congested southbound traffic on Ocean Drive. Summer Smith was gone with it. How will I find her? he wondered.


Uniforms kept the public and unruly press at bay on the far side of the street. The growing crowd bristled with cameras. News photographers and paparazzi focused through zoom lenses. Tourists clicked away with cell phones, with digital and disposable cameras. Small children rode above the crowd, hoisted high on the shoulders of adults for better views of the carnage. What’s wrong with them? John wondered. Would this become a cherished childhood memory, along with the circus, the carnival, and the county fair? People never used to do that. Or did they? he wondered. His head throbbed. How did he let her get away?


Miami homicide detective J. J. Rivers trudged unhappily across hot sand an hour later. He looked as pale as a prison inmate or an aging cop who’d worked the midnight shift too long, which he had. “The hell we doing here, John?” he demanded. “What are you? Volunteer of the year? You coulda rolled up your blanket and crept to your car, nobody the wiser. You don’t like the damn beach. You’re no tourist! You hate crowds! What the hell were you doing here and what did you get us into?” He responded to angry cries from the press, confined by crime scene tape across the street, with a sullen stare.


“Don’t agitate ’em,” John warned. “You know how they get.”


“They think my attitude stinks, they should smell my underwear,” J. J. said.


John sighed. “Anything at Eagle’s house?”


“Ha! Should see it. Gloria Estefan’s a neighbor. Housekeeper speaks a few words of English. The victim entertained several young ladies yesterday. One, two, or more spent the night in his room. The girls were up and out before the housekeeper came downstairs at six a.m. Eagle ate breakfast and left alone, about ten, on the Screaming Eagle.


“The girls’ll be back if they don’t see the news. Left their luggage. What girl leaves behind her Jimmy Choo four-inch heels and Victoria’s Secret thongs? Left my card so the girls can give me a jingle and impressed the urgency of my request upon the housekeeper, who is minus her green card, by the way. Promised to give us a buzz at the girls’ first sighting.


“Not that I don’t trust her, but I also left a rookie in an unmarked behind the island’s guard house. He’s watching for ’em.”


“Good,” John said. “You find next of kin?”


“A couple ex-wives. No problems with ’em lately, the housekeeper says. Parents deceased. His office manager’ll know. Left a message; Eagle’s law office is closed for the weekend.”


“That buys a little time,” John said. “If we can’t inform next of kin, we can’t confirm Eagle’s ID to the media.”


After the body was bagged, tagged, and en route to the morgue, both returned to headquarters.


John shook the sand out of his shoes. As he wondered where he left his socks and where Summer Smith was staying, Eagle’s housekeeper called. The three young women had returned.


“Keep ’em there. We’re on the way,” J. J. said, then paused. “What?” He clamped his hand over the mouthpiece. “They just left!” he shouted. “What the hell? Sez they changed clothes and took off!”


“What about the rookie watching for ’em?”


“If he ain’t dead in the bushes, he’ll soon wish he was.”


Two of the women, the housekeeper said, drove off in one of Eagle’s cars, a yellow Lamborghini, a two-seater.


“No two high-maintenance broads ever got dressed that fast to go out on Saturday night,” J. J. said, grimly. “They know something. They’re running.”


The third girl left in a Yellow Cab with her luggage.


They found the rookie staked out to watch for the girls’ return alive, well, and texting a friend. He had missed their return to Eagle’s home but had seen the sunshine yellow Lamborghini depart. Its sleek design so dazzled him that he had failed to notice the occupants.


“A bright yellow Lamborghini can’t be that tough to find,” John said.


“Right. We can rule out my driveway for a start,” J. J. said.


Yellow Cab reported that the fare picked up at Eagle’s place went to the departures level at the United Airlines terminal at Miami International Airport.


Pressed for descriptions of Eagle’s young female houseguests, the Guatemalan housekeeper suddenly forgot what little English she knew. Questioned by a Spanish-speaking detective, she seemed to have forgotten Spanish as well.


A BOLO, Be On the LookOut, paid off after midnight. The Lamborghini lit up the night, parked in plain sight on the street outside Sky, a Miami nightspot just south of the Design District.


The doorman clearly remembered the car and the two women who arrived in it. Clearly unaccustomed to waiting behind velvet ropes for admittance, they brushed by the line and strolled inside, too hot to be challenged.


But that was hours ago and they no longer seemed to be there.


The detectives even checked the restrooms, both men’s and women’s.


John and his partner sat in the manager’s office with the doorman to watch the video surveillance tape.


“There they are!” The doorman pointed as two shadowy figures entered the frame. “That’s them! They’re hot!”


John blinked at the grainy tape. “I don’t believe this!” He rocked back in his chair, hungry, thirsty, tired, and elated. His head ached, his eyes stung, but no doubt about it.


“They’re models! They were working at a photo shoot on South Beach today when it all went down.”


“Yesterday.” J. J. glumly checked his watch.


John stared at the tape, and Summer Smith, her familiar walk, the way she tossed her head back and laughed.


“I know that girl,” he said with certainty, “just can’t remember where we met.”


“That’s a first,” J. J. said. “You never forget a face.”


“Her name’s Summer Smith, got it from the photographer. Didn’t ring a bell, must be an AKA. Wonder if she has a rap sheet.” Perplexed, he squinted at the screen. Had he seen that face on a wanted poster?


Now she has to talk to me, he thought. He looked forward to it. Couldn’t wait, in fact.


They took the tapes to view back at the station. Hopefully they’d reveal who the girls met at the club, who they’d left with, and when. Why leave an exotic $400,000 car behind? When no one returned for it by four a.m., with rain threatening, the police had it towed for processing.


An hour before dawn, a call went out: a charred body in a still-smoking Dumpster a mile north of Sky.


Not their case, but John decided to swing by the scene. J. J. argued against it. “I’m running on empty,” he complained. “Let’s call it a night. I hate it when you do this. I need sleep and something to eat. We can start fresh in the morning.”


“Just this one stop,” John said, as they waited at a railroad crossing for a passing train. “Let’s see what they’ve got.”


J. J. bitched, moaned, and complained. But John loved watching the Southeast Railway train roar through the city, gates lowering, lights flashing, the train stopping traffic as it raced through the night like a wild animal. It reminded him of something intimately familiar yet impossible to remember.


Unmistakable odors—smoke, gasoline, and burned flesh—hung in the air. The rain hadn’t come. A security guard on his way home had spotted the flames and called it in. Firefighters were unaware until they doused the blaze that it had been set to cremate a corpse along with any physical evidence.


Like most such attempts, it wasn’t successful. Something always remains. Even professional gas-fired cremations need hours of twenty-four-hundred-degree heat to consume a body.


A woman’s purse, the contents scattered, was found two blocks away. No ID, but car keys with a distinctive emblem lay in the gutter and fit the Lamborghini.


The victim was burned so badly that only a medical examiner could determine the sex. But a small silver ring fell from a charred finger bone as the remains were carefully removed from the Dumpster. Cleaned up at the morgue, the ring was a woman’s size five with the initials S.L.S. engraved inside.


John would never see her again. Ever. Why did that hit him so hard? Summer Smith was a stranger. Or was she? Weariness overtook him. He agreed with J. J. They’d quit, catch a few hours sleep, then restart, refreshed, in midmorning.


Lucy had let herself into his apartment to leave a meal he could reheat in the microwave, and a note to call her if he wanted company, no matter how late. He didn’t. He couldn’t eat or sleep but dozed after daylight. In the recurring dream she was warm, vibrant, and she loved him, despite the danger around them, but this dream was different. He finally saw her face.


He awoke with a start, realizing he had finally found the girl, the woman who had haunted him both day and night since childhood. But too late. She now slept in the morgue, a charred corpse.





CHAPTER TWO


The knock at his door was familiar—three sharp raps. John didn’t want company but Lucy had her own key and wouldn’t hesitate to use it, kick out a window, or smash in a door. A positive trait for an ambitious, aggressive young cop. For one’s sweet young fiancée, not so much.


“Miami Police! Open up! Now!”


He surrendered.


“Hey!” Detective Tracy Luisita Dominguez stepped inside, a spectacular sight in her starched, tailored, sharply creased dark blue uniform. She was so perky it made his head hurt. Her dazzling Latina smile hurt his eyes. But he followed the aroma as she took over his kitchen. She had brought strong Cuban coffee and warm, fresh-baked guava pastries.


“You look terrible,” she chirped. “Tell me every gruesome detail. You know you should switch to days. Midnights kill our social life.”


She didn’t understand, never would. Dangerous predators roamed Miami’s wilderness after midnight, and he was the hunter. He popped the lid off a steamy-hot coffee, then bit into a pastry. He knew it was sweet and flaky, but it tasted bitter, the way he felt.


“They posted the date for the next promotional exam,” Lucy said. “Are you taking the lieutenant’s test?”


They’d discussed it before. “No. Promotion would mean a transfer out of Homicide. I like what I do.” Except today. Except now, he thought. “It’s what I do best.”


“But”—she straddled a kitchen chair, a supersexy position for a woman, especially one wearing a gun, a uniform, and lots of leather. “You could climb the ladder, fatten your pension, then land a chief’s job in some small town, stay long enough for a second pension, and we retire in style. Chief Ashley. I like it.” She licked her bright red lips suggestively.


“If I retire, I won’t go into policework somewhere else. It’s too political. You know I don’t play well with others.”


He didn’t tell her the real reason. How could he, when he didn’t understand it himself? All he knew was that he was never more alive than when on Miami’s darkest streets. The first time he’d felt the city’s pulse beat, he knew it was where his destiny lay. Several times he’d thought the moment had come, but realized later it was not the challenge he was born for, waited for.


“You need to be a team player. Think about it, querido.”


She shoved the chair aside, balanced daintily on the steel-tipped toes of her safety shoes, and kissed his mouth. She was hot but not the woman on his mind.


“We’re working Eagle hard,” he said gruffly. “Gotta go.”


“You okay?” She rested her palm on his forehead.


“Just tired. The case . . .”


“Developments?”


“Nothing good,” he said. “A second victim.”


Her dark eyebrows rose. “Who?”


“Just a girl he knew,” he said bleakly. He hated how that sounded.


“Probably a hooker,” she said casually, opened his fridge, and gasped. “You didn’t eat the meat loaf? Not even the mac and cheese?” She turned, shocked, hands on her hips. “You didn’t call either! I wanted to hear all about your case.”


“Came home and crashed,” he muttered.


He was grateful his phone rang.


“What do you know?” J. J. crowed.


John heard the traffic around him.


“The other broad made it through the night. Called to report the Lamborghini stolen this morning. Used Eagle’s address. Said she was a house-guest using his car until it disappeared from the street in front of Sky—”


“Good, she coming in?”


“Hell, no. I’m not taking any chances. I’m picking this one up myself. See ya at the station.”


[image: images]


John’s desk phone rang as he walked in the door. Eagle’s office manager, Gil Lonstein, returning J. J.’s call.


“We need to talk,” John said.


“It’s about my boss, isn’t it?” He sounded young, a slight tremor in his voice.


“Why do you say that?”


“A speedboat just like his ran aground and crashed yesterday on South Beach. I saw the TV news. The reporter said the only person aboard was killed. I immediately tried to reach my boss but couldn’t. His housekeeper said he left in the morning and a detective showed up that afternoon to ask about his next of kin. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to put two and two together.”


“Right,” John told him. “And we need your help.”


Lonstein arrived twenty minutes later. A young-looking thirty, with a fox-sharp face and intelligent, deep-set brown eyes set a tad too close together. His glasses were rimless, his shirt button-down, and he wore a jacket on the summer’s steamiest Sunday.


“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Gil Lonstein greeted him.


John nodded. “He is.”


“He was a daredevil, full of bluster and bravado.” Lonstein’s voice shook, as J. J. joined them and pulled up a chair. “But he was also smart, careful, always used a checklist.”


The man who expected bad news seemed shocked to hear it. “. . . was a championship boat racer. Flew a jet helicopter . . .”


The detectives winced, imagining the scene had Eagle crashed a big jet chopper instead of a powerboat on the crowded beach. “Thank God for small favors,” J. J. muttered.


“How could this happen?” Lonstein’s brow furrowed. “A stroke? Heart attack? I had an uncle, age forty-four. He passed his annual physical with flying colors. Fell dead in the street the next day. An aneurism, they said.”


“Was Eagle in poor health?” John asked.


“No.” Lonstein waved the question off as preposterous. “The man’s an animal. Never late to court. Never missed a day of work in spite of . . . all his other activities.”


“Enemies?”


The young man’s jaw dropped. “You don’t suspect . . . ?”


John nodded. “No heart attack, no stroke, no accident.”


“Deliberate?” Lonstein looked aghast. “You think somebody tampered with his boat?”


“Let’s just say the circumstances are suspicious. He was dead before the crash.”


Lonstein fell back in his chair, bit his lip, and studied the ceiling. His eyes were shiny when they refocused on the detectives. “Not a good time to job hunt.” He sniffed and wiped his face with a monogrammed handkerchief. “I’ll need a new resume . . .”


“I’m sure you’ll be asked to stay with the firm.”


“What’s to stay with?” He laughed ironically.


Eagle worked alone, he said, no partners, no associates—just a staff of bright, young, good-looking female paralegals. “He liked women,” Lonstein said, his face serious. “Said they work harder.”


“I’m sure they do,” J. J. said.


“How’d you fit into the picture with all those females?” John asked.


“I have a partner.” Lonstein’s back straightened. “We’ve been together for eight years. He’s an architect. I was no threat to my boss when it came to women and he liked—he loved—my work. You see, I was born to organize, cut expenses, and run a tight ship. Eagle loved women, but he trusted me.” He smiled proudly. “Gave me my first pay raise after only two weeks on the job.”


“He ever mention a model by the name of Summer Smith?”


Lonstein shook his head and lifted his shoulders. “Don’t think so, but that doesn’t mean a thing. He knew lots of models.”


“How ’bout his will?” John asked. “Who profits? Who were his enemies? Any recent threats?”


Lonstein knew of no will, he said, on file anywhere.


“Man’s a lawyer, a topflight litigator,” John said impatiently. “Must have a will.”


“Not necessarily.” Lonstein cocked his head, his brown eyes earnest. “You know how the shoemaker’s kids go barefoot?”


“Gotcha,” J. J. said instantly. “My son-in-law’s a professional photographer, but the only baby pictures of his kids”—he jabbed his chest—“my grandbabies, are the ones I snapped with my digital.”


“Typical.” Lonstein nodded. “Human nature. People like Ron Jon, despite their risk taking, never expect sudden death.”


“We’re the only ones who do,” J. J. said. “We always expect it, especially on our days off. And sure enough, it never fails . . .”


John frowned. “What risk taking?” He hoped Lonstein’s list was short but knew in his heart that it wouldn’t be.


“Racing, flying, deepwater diving, high-speed cars, boats, and motorcycles, Jet Skis, jet planes, and choppers. Loved competition—in the air, the water, on the ground, and in the courtroom. Had to win, always. The risks he enjoyed most were with people. He loved to piss people off.”


John leaned back in his chair. “Who? What people?”


Lonstein sighed, threw one knee over the other, and began to enumerate them. He quickly ran out of fingers, and started over. “Legal adversaries, politicians, judges, gaming kingpins, scary mob types, union thugs, shady characters, regulatory groups, and cops, including you, Sergeant, if I remember correctly.” He smiled slyly at John. “I never forget a name.” He continued: “Big people, little people, his best friends, worst enemies, neighbors, and strangers. Even when it wasn’t important, he had to win.”


“Such as . . . ,” John prompted, ignoring J. J.’s muffled groan.


“Well”—Lonstein blinked, sucked his lower lip, then scratched his nose—“to start with, he sued every neighbor he ever had—and always won.”


“Sued ’em? Fah what?” J. J. demanded.


“Oh”—the wave of Lonstein’s hand indicated that the answers were infinite—“over property lines, trees that dropped fronds, fruit, flowers, branches, berries, pine needles, or leaves. Landscaping that grew too tall, too thick, too thin, or obstructed a view. To silence barking dogs, howling cats, potbellied pigs, parrots, parties, loud music, and burglar alarms. Had a thing about odors he found offensive. Sued neighbors who barbecued, left garbage cans out, grew smelly flowers, or used insecticide, fertilizer, compost, or mulch, especially red mulch.


“And”—Lonstein sighed soulfully—“he loved to seduce the wives of his friends, colleagues, and adversaries. Always had to make sure the husbands knew, of course. He’d throw a big dinner party, invite a dozen couples, then brag that he’d had every woman in the room.”


J. J.’s eyes narrowed into a murderous heavy-lidded expression, as the suspect pool grew more and more crowded.


“Recent threats?”


“None he took seriously.” Eagle was controversial, Lonstein said, criticized by judges, journalists, and the public. Threats, angry letters, and obscene phone calls came in regularly. Eagle laughed at them. His staff had a less cavalier attitude. They carefully filed the letters, voice tapes, and threats. Lonstein agreed to open the office so the detectives could sift through what Eagle had jokingly referred to as “the crank file.”


Lonstein seemed to bask in the detectives’ attention. They even took notes. Proud that he had guessed the truth before hearing the bad news, he bragged about how he always knew the climax before the first commercial of Law & Order.


“Read all of Sherlock Holmes when I was twelve,” he said. “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle helped develop my powers of deduction. Always thought I’d be an excellent investigator. For the FBI, or in a job like yours.”


John nodded. “Maybe you can help us with one more thing.”


“Of course.” A smug smile played around Lonstein’s lips.


“Normally we ask a relative, but we haven’t found one. Since you worked for the man for years, you knew him well enough to positively identify him. It’s just a formality.”


“You mean, go to the morgue?” Lonstein’s eyes grew wider.


“If you don’t mind.”


“Glad to be of help,” he said, jaw clenched, shoulders square.


“Good.”


John took J. J. aside. “Where’s the witness?”


“In interview room one. She was ready to split. When I pull up, she’s doing a full-tilt boogie out Eagle’s front door with her little suitcase. Had a taxi waiting.”


“Who is she?”


“Skinny, smart-ass little bitch. The type that woulda pissed off Mother Teresa.”


“Can she wait till we make an ID?”


“No problem. She ain’t the talkative type anyway.”


“Sure you’re okay with this?” John asked at the morgue. “He’s pretty banged up.”


“No problem.” Lonstein said jauntily. “I’m fine.”


Only Eagle’s face and upper torso were exposed, enough to reveal his tattoo.


“Is this Ron Jon Eagle?” the morgue’s investigator asked, her pen poised.


Lonstein looked pale.


“Is he all right?” she asked the detectives.


“Sure he is,” J. J. said.


“I’m fine,” Lonstein said weakly. “That’s him, but . . . where’s his jaw? What happened to his eye?”


“You’re sure he’s okay?” she asked again.


“I’m fine,” he murmured.


“No, he isn’t.” John caught him just before he hit the floor.


“They always say they’re fine,” she complained, “just before they pass out. Why do they do that?”


Dr. Nelson, the chief medical examiner, met with the detectives while Lonstein waited in a chair outside, his head between his knees.


Framed photos of the doctor’s pretty wife and children stood on his desk, along with a number of suspicious specimens in labeled jars and plastic containers.


Eagle was dead prior to the crash, which explained the lack of bleeding, he said. He’d been in good health, until he was shot in the back of the head, apparently by a nine-millimeter weapon. Ballistics would be run on Monday. Toxicological results would be back in ten days.


“The victim in the Dumpster was female, early to mid twenties. Two bullet wounds, to the heart and brain.”


John swallowed. The radiant girl he let get away had been reduced to a paragraph on a sheet of paper.


“Dead before the fire?”


“Unfortunately, no,” Dr. Nelson said. “The soot in her airway showed she was still breathing. We’ll need dental records to make a positive ID.”


Still embarrassed by what happened in the morgue, Lonstein was red-faced as they left.


“It’s okay,” John told him, “happens to police rookies all the time.”


Lonstein looked relieved, as though he might land a career in law enforcement after all. At Eagle’s office, photos of the lawyer with prominent politicians and millionaires, sports and entertainment celebrities, covered two walls, along with cheek to jowl awards and proclamations.


Lonstein rolled two legal-sized boxes full of files, letters, tapes, and transcripts into a glass-enclosed conference room. “Here’s the one,” he declared feeling better and back into amateur detective mode. “I’d say he’s your man, the person of interest, your prime suspect.” He presented a fat file folder marked Baker, Keith/Karen.


Most of the letters came from Keith Baker, although his sisters, in-laws, and a family lawyer wrote as well. Their polite letters asking straightforward questions evolved over months into passionate, unanswered pleas and eventually into furious diatribes.


Baker’s wife, Karen, the twenty-seven-year-old mother of their three small children, had visited a popular Indian gambling casino with her sisters, Celia, twenty-five, and Morgan, twenty-two, The young women played bingo and poker, ate dinner, and watched a nightclub show. The event was a threefold celebration: Celia’s birthday, Morgan’s graduation from the University of Florida, and, belatedly, the birth of Karen’s third child. At midnight she called Keith to say they’d be home soon. They left the casino with Karen, a nondrinking, nursing mother, at the wheel of her Toyota Camry.


They were never seen alive again.


Baker tried to call his wife, and then her sisters, at 1:30 a.m. None answered. His in-laws were asleep and had heard nothing. He checked police and emergency rooms. Nothing. At 3:30 a.m., he called police to report them missing. The officer said the girls were probably still partying or had stopped for breakfast. They were adults, he said, so no missing persons report could be filed for forty-eight hours. When Baker protested, he was told to call again if he had no word from them by 9 a.m.


He called at nine, and insisted on filing a report. Family members searched, prayed, and printed posters. Twenty-seven hours later, his telephone rang. The caller, a clerk from the county medical examiner’s office, asked him which mortuary he wanted to have pick up the bodies of his wife and her sisters.


Minutes after they’d left the casino, a Dodge truck traveling east at a high rate of speed in the westbound lane of a dark and lonely road had slammed head-on into their Camry. In the Dodge were several Indian men from the local tribe. Treated for minor injuries, they were released that night. All three women in the Camry were killed.


Tribal police were at the scene first and waved off Florida Highway Patrol officers as they arrived. The crash occurred in their jurisdiction, they said, and they’d handle it.


The accident had actually taken place on a state road.


Even after the missing persons report was filed, the tribal police never notified next of kin. Motorists who’d stopped at the crash scene later told reporters that whiskey bottles were scattered in and around the Dodge, the smell of alcohol was strong, the men were clearly drunk, and that only they were receiving first aid.


The medical examiner’s report stated that prompt medical attention might have saved two of the women and that Karen Baker had neither drugs nor alcohol in her system.


The victims’ family and state and county police had been denied all access to information about the crash, even the identities of the Dodge’s driver, passengers, or registered owner. The family turned to the media for help, but the accident report, crash photos, witness statements, and follow-ups, if any, were also withheld from the press.


“How did they get away with that?” J. J. demanded. “It’s all public record.”


“Oh, no, it isn’t.” Lonstein shook his head and wagged his finger. “The tribe is a sovereign nation, which gives them the right to withhold documents, photos, and information.”


“He’s right.” John nodded.


“It’s the law,” Lonstein added righteously. “And R. J. Eagle, may he rest in peace, would defend tribal law to the death.”


“Maybe he just did,” J. J. said.


The Indian system, based in part on tradition and ancient customs, was closed to outsiders. The judge ruled that the women were responsible for the crash. No explanation was given and no one else was charged.


Tribal judges need not be lawyers, there are usually no prosecutors, the accused can elect to have the entire proceeding conducted in his native tongue, and the tribe will pay for the defense. Indians found guilty of alcohol-or drug-related offenses are not jailed. They attend rehab instead, on the reservation.


“I’ve met people who had legal cases,” John said, “but the tribe simply ignores personal injury suits filed by people hurt at their casinos.”


“How can they?” J. J. said.


“The tribes never signed treaties with the US government after the Indian wars,” John said. “They declared themselves sovereign nations and made their own laws. I never sat in court myself to see how they handle cases like this.”


“And you never will, Sarge. That’s the point,” Lonstein said passionately, “the beauty of tribal law.


“Now listen.” He played for them a call received two weeks earlier from a man who identified himself as Keith Baker. When a receptionist told him that Eagle was still too busy to speak to him, Baker responded, in a ragged voice. “Tell that sorry son of a bitch you work for to stop ignoring my letters and dodging my phone calls. If I have to come down to his office, I will. And Mr. Eagle will live to regret it.”


“There’s your man, detectives,” Lonstein announced. “Hear the anger in his voice? How it quivers? Here, I’ll play it again.” He nodded in cadence with the words as he listened smugly, eyes half-closed.


“Did you, or the receptionist, tell Baker that he was being recorded?” John asked.


“No.”


“Then it’s inadmissible in court. That’s Florida law.”


“But we’ve identified your suspect.” Lonstein’s eyes glittered, his voice dropped to a whisper. “He probably doesn’t know it’s inadmissible. If that’s the case, you can confront him, make him confess. You have your ways, your own techniques, of making that happen.”


“Yeah, we could waterboard ’im,” J. J. said. “Or attach electrical wires to his—”


“Let’s go,” John said abruptly. “Wouldn’t it be nice if it was all that simple,” J. J. said, as they hit the street.


“Let’s go see Lonstein’s ‘prime suspect,’ “John said.


“Think anybody still lives here?” J. J. asked. He squinted at the modest home. “The lawn’s a mess. It looks like mine.”


Weeds, vines, and parched dry patches had taken over.


The doorbell didn’t work, so they knocked, repeatedly.


The man who answered wore a week’s worth of stubble, a dirty dish towel over one shoulder, a stained T-shirt, rumpled shorts, and flip-flops. Keith Baker’s eyes were bloodshot. His hair needed a trim.


A barefoot girl of five sat on the living room floor behind him. She wore a striped T-shirt and bleach-stained shorts and squinted through eyeglasses at SpongeBob SquarePants, a box of juice and a bowl of Froot Loops beside her. The TV, at full volume, nearly drowned out the screaming baby in the kitchen.


Her father’s tired eyes lit up.


“Police?” He stepped back and opened the door wide. “You found out who killed my wife?”


“No.” John saw the disappointment in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”


“I’m sorry about the mess.” Baker looked around, hopelessly aware of how the place must look to strangers as they followed him into the kitchen.


Keith Jr., age three, in training pants and one small tennis shoe, gripped a small yellow dog as the animal yelped and struggled to escape.


“No! Let that dog go!” His father tried to control the struggling tot, as nearby the howling baby flung fists full of creamed peas from her high chair. The sticky, puke-green food was smeared all over her face and arms, in her hair, nose, and ears as she screamed at the top of her lungs.


Baker rushed to snatch a pan off the burner as rice boiled over onto the stove top. He picked up his son, let the dog out, then led the detectives to the Florida room, apologizing again as they passed the bathroom. “Sorry about the smell. I’m trying to potty train my son. He’s my kid, my namesake, but I can’t get him to pee in the toilet. He’d been doing fine, but when his mother . . . he keeps screaming that he wants Mommy in there with him, not me.


“Here,” he told the boy. “Stay where I can see you.”


The baby still howled in the kitchen. SpongeBob whined down the hall.


Baker studied the strangers for a long moment. “You probably know that my wife was killed early this year.”


John nodded. “Has to be tough on you and the kids.”


Baker blinked. “But that’s not why you’re here. I still want to know what happened, who’s responsible. Sometimes I’m sure I am. I’m the one who let her and her sisters drive away. I could have objected, but she’d had a bout with postpartum depression after the baby.” His eyes roved toward the cries from the kitchen. “And she was happy, really looked forward to a night out with her sisters. They hadn’t spent much time together lately. Morgan was away at college. Celia lived two hundred miles away and was engaged. That night was a big deal. I thought it would be good.” He teared up. “Karen’s an excellent driver, never had a ticket, doesn’t drink, the car was in perfect shape. I felt good about babysitting the kids. For the night.” His eyes teared up again. “But it’s never ended.”


Baker had taken time off from work and was now worried about his job. The little girl, still barefoot, slipped into the room and climbed up onto the couch beside her father. He kissed the top of her head. “She’s a huge help to me.” As she snuggled closer, he looked around the room. “How could I live here for five years and not be able to find a thing? I’m still trying to figure out which pan to use on the stove and how much bleach to put in the wash. And we haven’t had a decent meal since my mom went home to take care of my dad.”


“Can your in-laws give you some help?” John asked.


“Maybe. Someday,” Baker said. “Right now, they have trouble getting out of bed in the morning. Imagine, losing all three kids, gone, just like that. I want to fall apart too, when I see ’em. But I don’t have time. If you didn’t come to help us find justice,” he said bleakly, “why are you here?”


“Ron Jon Eagle,” John said.


“That SOB!” The anger in his voice startled his little girl, who gazed up at him in alarm.


“You wrote some letters, made some calls,” John said.


“Yeah! I sure did. He helped cover up what happened to my wife and the girls. The police and the tribe stonewalled, said to call their lawyer. Him! He didn’t even reply to a lawyer I paid to contact him. Eagle has a responsibility; he’s an officer of the court. Now that arrogant son of a bitch has complained to police about me trying to reach him? That coward, that poor excuse for a man. I wish I could put a bullet in his head!”


The detectives exchanged startled glances as Baker’s eyes leaked tears of frustration.


“All I want is the truth.” His voice cracked. “For our family, our kids. Why won’t he, or somebody, help me?”


“Eagle’s dead,” John said. “Somebody did put a bullet in his head. It’s why we’re here.”


Baker stared in disbelief.


“Where were you yesterday around noon?”


“Is this a bad joke?”


“No,” John said. “We have to talk to a lot of people.”


Baker sprang to his feet, as his little daughter watched from the sofa. “Are you saying I’m a suspect? You’re suggesting that with all of this—” He gazed at the chaos around him: SpongeBob in the hall, the baby crying in the kitchen, the dog barking at the door, and the two tots staring wide-eyed at him. “Even if I had the time to track down that son of a bitch, you think I’d blow him away and leave my kids orphans? Are you crazy? Has the whole world gone crazy?”


“No,” John said. “I don’t think you did any such thing. But for your protection, we have to check it out. Where were you?”


“Right here! Where I’ve been since that night!”


John sighed.


“My next-door neighbors, God bless ’em, invited us for a barbecue and a swim in their pool. Half the neighborhood was there. Ask them!”


“We will,” John said.


Baker followed them to the door. “I’m not sorry he’s dead. I applaud whoever did it! When you find him, give him my thanks. The man was rude, crude, and insulting, never offered one word of condolence, explanation, or apology. I’m glad he’s not sucking up any more oxygen on my planet.”


“You ain’t the only one,” J. J. said.


“Was it a quick death?” Baker asked.


“I think so,” John said.


“Then he was lucky. Luckier than me.”


They left Baker in the doorway, his tiny son clinging to his leg, his little daughter holding his hand.


His alibi was solid, from eleven a.m. to three p.m. The neighbors even had photos, group shots that included Baker, his eyes haunted, and his children.


“Poor bastard. How’s he gonna raise those kids alone?” John said.


“Not our problem,” J. J. said. “We have plenty of our own.”





CHAPTER THREE


Good luck, Sarge.” J. J. opened the door to the interview room with a flourish. The witness had a bad attitude before; how ugly would it be now, after waiting for hours?


John stepped inside and reacted as though he’d been sucker punched.


She wore blue, the same deep color of her eyes.


“Hey,” he said, barely able to speak.


She looked startled, then smiled warmly.


“You two know each other?” J. J.’s expectant expression screwed into a frown.


John closed the door without taking his eyes off hers. “I thought you were dead,” he finally said, and took a seat across from her.


Her eyelashes dropped like a curtain, then rose again. “Whatever gave you that idea? Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.”


“Mark Twain,” he said.


“Samuel Clemens,” she said.


Both laughed, more in relief than humor.


“I’m Sergeant Ashley. Call me John.”


“Hello, John.”


He recognized the way she drawled his name. “I know you,” he said.


She gave a slight nod. “I recognized you on the beach yesterday. I knew I’d see you again.”


Her voice resonated, like an echo. He remembered it, and the quick, unconscious way she pushed her silky black hair behind her ear.


“Did you go to Miami High?”


She shook her head. She’d grown up in northwest Florida.


“I never forget a face,” he said, half-serious. “Did I ever arrest you?”


She laughed as though he were hilarious.


He loved the sound; it warmed the room. He’d waited so long to hear it again. “So I wasn’t your prom date,” he said. “Did we ever have sex?”


She laughed again. “You wouldn’t have to ask, John. You’d remember.” Her laughter was contagious. He joined in, full of joy and relief. He watched her fold her hands and raise her eyes to his, the way she always had.


“Who are you?” he asked.


Detective “Dick” Tracy Luisita Dominguez, hair tightly pulled back, her uniform crisp, found J. J. at his desk. “John doesn’t answer his cell,” she complained.


“He’s busy, interviewing a witness.”


She gasped. “Can I watch?” she asked eagerly. “I’d love to observe his interview technique. I learn so much from him.”


“I’m sure.” J. J. got heavily to his feet and steered her to the interview room’s one-way window.


Laughter came from within.


“Must be losing my charm.” J. J. stared. “Bitch wouldn’t tell me shit.”


Their body language was unmistakable. John and the witness leaned toward each other across the small table, eyes locked, faces close. Their words tumbled out so quickly, their voices so low and intimate, that those outside could not hear them. Their faces glowed, as though bathed in a flashbulb moment.


“Who is she?” Lucy asked quietly. “Is that his usual interview technique with females?”


J. J. snorted and rolled his eyes.


“Who is she?” she asked again. “Do they know each other?”


J. J. squinted thoughtfully. “Looks that way, doesn’t it?”


John pushed back his chair, still grinning. “Cream and sugar?”


She nodded. “You know how I like it.”


I do? he thought. He hesitated, then closed the door behind him. Mood changed, headache gone, he felt like a new man, energized and enthusiastic.


He nearly collided with J. J. and Lucy.


“Who is she?” Lucy asked.


“Her?”


They turned in unison to stare at the witness. She now sat alone, hands to her lips, her face aglow.


John couldn’t take his eyes off her.


“Sure isn’t bummed by the loss of her dead boyfriend and best gal pal. Was laughing her ass off,” J. J. said.


“She barely knew Eagle.” John lowered his voice. “She doesn’t know about the murders.”


“Doesn’t know? You’re not buying that?” J. J. stared in disbelief. “She’s tooling around Miami with victim number two, in a sports car that belonged to victim number one. If she’s gonna lie, she should get better at it. Don’t let ’er snow you, John.”


“Never happen, J. J.”


“Who the hell is she?” Lucy asked again.


“Her name is Laura,” John said.





CHAPTER FOUR


The car wasn’t stolen.” Laura sipped her coffee. “So what’s the problem?”


“We need to talk,” John said.


She sighed. “I told Summer not to park it on the street. But we were late, and Eagle asked her not to valet it.”


“Summer,” he said thoughtfully. “She was the other dark-haired model with you at the photo shoot. You two went to Sky last night?”


She nodded. “She and Eagle are old friends. She’d driven the car before. He trusts her. I’d never met him.”


“Exactly when did you last see Summer?”


“I saw him toss her the keys. She had his permission. I can vouch for that. She’s in no trouble, is she?”


“No,” he said truthfully. Summer was beyond all trouble now.


They’d met at an Atlanta fashion shoot, she said. Summer mentioned the Miami job and that they needed another model. Laura contacted her agent and was hired.


“How’d you happen to stay at Eagle’s place?”


“Summer has an open invitation when she’s in Miami and she invited us. His place is great, close to the job, and free. And he’s a good host . . . up to a point.”


“What point is that?”


She blinked and looked away. “They’re a faster crowd than I’m used to. I didn’t realize it until I got here.”


“Eagle wanted you to spend the night in his room?”


She nodded. “I declined, but the other girls joined him.”


“Summer and Cheryl. The redhead?”


“You don’t miss much, do you, John?”


The way she spoke his name touched him, and he felt an unexpected surge of jealous rage at a dead man. “Did Eagle pressure you?”


“Not really.” She folded her hands in her lap. “When I said the job was early and I needed my beauty sleep, he looked surprised but okay with it. I braced a chair under the doorknob before I went to bed, just in case.”


“Good girl.”


She grinned. “The photographer wanted to start at dawn. Cheryl was tired and moody, complained that Eagle had a friend join the party, which turned into an all-nighter with cocaine and kinky sex. Bondage, I think. Cheryl didn’t like it, said she didn’t know the invitation had strings attached. Neither did I.


“I expected him to be a playboy,” she said, “but thought it would be more like a pajama party with Summer and the housekeeper as chaperones. I assumed there was safety in numbers. How naive.”


“Welcome to Miami.”


She nodded solemnly, then brightened. “But the energy level here is amazing. I’m crazy about the city, always wanted to see it.”


“I was lucky,” John said. “We moved here when I was in third grade. What did you say that other guy looked like?”


“Didn’t see him.” She shook her head. “He showed up late.”


“So, exactly when did you see Summer last?”


“John, what is all this about?” She waited for an answer.


He leaned back, watching her. “That was Ron Jon Eagle’s boat that crashed ashore. That was him hanging off the hotel balcony. He’s dead.”


She gasped, eyes wide. “That’s not true! It can’t be! He’s alive! He telephoned last night! The girls were to meet him at Sky and go to dinner. But Cheryl decided to leave town early and Summer asked me to come along instead. I was starved, hadn’t eaten solid food since I arrived. You know how the cameras add pounds.”


He wondered what she was talking about. She looked as sleek as a racehorse.


“But Eagle didn’t show up at Sky, he sent someone else. Summer knew him.” She paused. “She didn’t say as much, but I thought he must be the other man from the night before. He kept insisting she call Cheryl. Then his phone rang. He said it was Eagle who was running late and would meet us at the restaurant.”


“By then Eagle had been dead for six hours,” John said. A stranger taking two beautiful girls to meet a dead man insists that a third girl come along. Did Laura’s skin crawl too?


“I don’t believe it!” she said.


He got to his feet. “Okay. We can go to the morgue now. You can take a good look at what’s left of him.”


“Oh, my God. You are serious.” She shrank back in her chair, eyes flooding. “It’s true!”


He nodded. “What happened after you left Sky?”


“I said we’d follow him.” Her voice was thin. “But he insisted we go together and come back for the Lamborghini later. I didn’t like the way he looked at us. The man gave me chills. There was something about him . . .


“Summer knew Cheryl went to the airport, but she simply told him the girl had other plans. He demanded to know where she was, and who she was with. When Summer said she didn’t know, he punched the steering wheel hard. I knew then that I didn’t belong there. I always follow my gut instinct.”


“Attagirl.” Did she know how close she came to the fire? “How’d you get away?”


“He drove a black Escalade, blew several red lights like he owned the road. When traffic finally forced him to stop, I just opened the door and stepped out. I could see Summer didn’t want to be alone with him and held the door for her. But she didn’t make a move, so I said, ‘See ya later,’ and walked away.


“He jumped out after me, but the light changed and the horn-happy Miami drivers behind us, God bless ’em, made such a racket that he jumped back into the Caddy and drove. I’da kicked off my heels and run like a rabbit if he’d turned around. He creeped me out that much. I ran track in high school, I’m fast on my feet. I’da cut through those dark, narrow alleys.”


“I’m glad you didn’t have to.”


“Me too.” Their eyes locked. “Had no idea how to get back to Eagle’s for my things. But we country girls have a good sense of direction. I walked east to the Boulevard, turned south till I saw a taxi outside a restaurant. Had the driver take me past Sky. The Lamborghini was still there. Then he took me back to Eagle’s. It was spooky. Nobody home. Oh, God, he was already dead, wasn’t he?” She gazed up guiltily, eyes watery. “I raided his refrigerator, ate some stone crabs and key lime pie, locked my door, and went to bed with my cell phone.”


He wished he’d been there.


“I never heard Summer or Eagle come in. They didn’t. Hoped to see the big yellow machine in the driveway at dawn. It wasn’t. Summer didn’t pick up her cell. Hated to leave that expensive car on a downtown street, so I hired another cab. We passed Sky and the Lamborghini was gone. When it wasn’t back at the house either, I called the police to report it missing, and another taxi to take me to the airport. But your friend J. J. pulled up with questions about the car and I’ve been here ever since.”


“For good reason, Laura.” Her name sounded so right, so familiar on his tongue. He’d never felt so instantly attracted to a woman. He studied the curve of her chin, the shadows of her throat, then struggled to refocus on business.


“We hoped the girls who stayed at Eagle’s place could help us with a time line. I didn’t know you were one of them until I saw you on Sky’s surveillance tapes. The first time I saw you at the beach, I asked the photographer who you were. He must have misunderstood. He gave me Summer’s name instead.”


“You asked who I was?” Her wet eyes focused fondly on him.


“Right.” He sighed. “Do you remember what I said when I first walked in here? I thought you were dead.”


Her smiled faded.


He nodded. “Summer was killed last night.”


“No! It can’t be! How?”


He described the burning Dumpster in detail.


Her eyes grew wetter, wider, tears spilled over. When he said the charred corpse was unrecognizable, her fists clenched.


“Then how can you say it’s her? It could be anyone!”


He described her ring, her purse, the car keys, and his own certainty that dental records would confirm her identity. If her shock was not genuine, he thought, she deserved an Oscar.


The tiny lace square she dug from her handbag was soon crumpled and sodden. He hated to see her cry and groped for a man-sized handkerchief, which she gratefully accepted.


He needed to know more about Summer.


“Said she grew up in South Carolina, Charleston,” she gulped, wiping her eyes with his handkerchief. “Her mother’s name was Lucinda. I remembered, because that’s my cousin’s name.”


He hit pay dirt on the Internet, a Parks and Lucinda Smith in Charleston. Their only child, Summer Lark Smith, debuted at a debutante cotillion at age seventeen. She was crowned Magnolia Queen at eighteen, which qualified her for the Miss South Carolina pageant, a Miss USA preliminary. She was first runner-up. Her parents sent her to Sweet Briar College in Virginia. But Summer had tasted glamour, knew cameras loved her, and loved them back with a reckless passion. She dropped out of school to chase fame and fortune as a model and actress. Played a trampy vamp on a daytime soap, her career high. But her character was quickly killed off, and in the decade since, DUI and cocaine charges had punctuated her sporadic modeling career.


“Would you recognize the man Summer left with?”


“Of course. I’ll never forget his face or those pale, ice-blue eyes. In fact, I saw him again this morning.”


John did a double take. “When?”


“After your partner decided to bring me here and chased off my cab. As we drove out the guard gate, I saw the Escalade. He had a passenger. They both turned to look. They saw me.”


Damn, John thought. J. J. had arrived like the cavalry, just in time. “Did you point them out to J. J.?”


“No.” The word had a hostile edge. “Didn’t seem important. And though I hate to say it, your partner, bless his heart, is rude and heavy-handed, a typical law enforcement officer.”


“You see me as a typical law enforcement officer?”


“No.” She did not hesitate. “I feel I know you.”


“I know you too, girl. You trust me, Laura?”


She smiled wanly. “My gram warned me about men who ask you to trust ’em, but I do, John. I trust you.”


He felt a rush when she said that. Had he lost his mind? He’d just met the girl. He had to focus.


“We have to locate Cheryl,” he said, briskly. “What’s the name of the guy in the Escalade? What did Summer call him?”


“Manny. Cheryl said that the second man in Eagle’s room that night wore a gun. When I saw Manny wearing a shoulder holster last night, I wished I was packing myself.”


He lifted his eyebrows.


“I own guns,” she said with a shrug. “Have a concealed weapons permit. But local law differs everywhere, and it’s too much of a hassle to take a gun on a plane, so I don’t.”


“You know how to shoot?”


“Sure. My granddad taught me on an old muzzle-loader.”


He smiled and checked his watch. “We have to get to work, and I need to find you a safe place to stay.”


“Why?” she said softly.


“You’re a witness in two homicides. You could be at risk.”


“But I don’t know anything more than I’ve told you.”


“Maybe you don’t know what you know. But somebody might think you do.”


The mysterious Manny, who claimed to receive a call from the dead, was a mere shadow on the nightclub video. Dark hair and clothes, face turned away. Lucky? Or savvy enough to evade the cameras?


Cheryl Sutter had flown home to Silver Spring, just outside Washington, D.C. Her cool, seductive, recorded voice answered her phone. John pictured her red hair and attitude as he left a message to call him ASAP.


He asked Laura to work with a forensic artist to create a sketch of Manny. She was eager to try, but hadn’t eaten all day, so he offered to take her to a Cuban restaurant first.


They were about to leave when he had a return call from Silver Spring. “Hold on,” he told Laura. “I think it’s Cheryl.”


It wasn’t.


“You called Cheryl Sutter?”


The ring of authority in the man’s voice made John’s heart sink. He sounds like me, he thought, a man who asks a lot of questions and expects answers.


“That’s right, is she there?”


“Who are you?” he asked brusquely.


“Who are you?” John asked back.


“Sergeant Danny Sandler, Montgomery County Police.”


“Detective?” John asked.


“Right.”


“Homicide?”


“Right again. You?”


“Homicide sergeant John Ashley, Miami PD. Tell me she’s alive.”


“Sorry. Can’t do that.”


John turned so Laura couldn’t see his face. “What happened?”


“Tell me why you called her first.”


“Look, pal,” he kept his voice down, “this is no game. It’s serious goddamn shit. She’s a witness in two Miami homicide cases and I need to talk to her.”


“Well, it ain’t gonna happen.” His voice rose. “I knew it! You Miami guys piss me off. Why don’tcha keep your mess down there insteada sending your garbage up here. We got enough problems of our own!”


John saw the forensic artist arrive early, step off the elevator, and hail J. J., who introduced him to Laura. He’d hoped to sit across from her, watch her, and listen to her talk. Instead she and the artist settled down in a cubicle.


The cop at the other end of the line continued to bellow in his ear. What’s his problem? John wondered. He didn’t like or trust most other cops, particularly his own colleagues. In Miami it was a common sight to see handcuffed police officers and politicians do the perp walk. Corruption was a way of life. The only cop he trusted was himself, along with two of his brothers who also wore badges. All they wanted was what good cops always want and almost never find—true justice.


“What happened to Cheryl Sutter?” he asked.


“It’s ugly,” the Montgomery County detective said. “The ugliest I’ve seen and I’ve worked homicide for fifteen years.”


“You tell me the circumstances and maybe I can tell you if it’s related to our cases.”


“Wasn’t robbery or burglary, doesn’t appear random, and isn’t your typical sex crime either—though there is nasty sex involved. What I do know is I had tickets, hard-to-come-by tickets, for me and my thirteen-year-old kid for the Nationals-Marlins game today. But guess what? I ain’t there, because you guys spread your mess all over the entire goddamn eastern seaboard!” His voice rose again. “So my kid’s skinny ass is in my seat at the game, alongside my ex-wife’s new boyfriend insteada me!”
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