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The person most likely to murder you sits across the breakfast table. Your nearest and dearest, the one who sleeps on the pillow next to yours and shares your checking account, can be far more lethal than any sinister stranger lurking in the shadows. Love kills.

—Edna Buchanan, Never Let Them See You Cry (1992)




And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side

Of my darling, my darling, my life and my bride,

In her sepulchre there by the sea—

In her tomb by the side of the sea.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “Annabel Lee”







LOVE KILLS





PROLOGUE



Operating the huge machine that groaned and howled like a prehistoric monster as it savaged everything in its path was what he enjoyed most about the job.

But not today.

The driver wiped the sweat from his face and yearned for a cold beer, just one, to settle his stomach. A shame his rig wasn’t air-conditioned. He’d lost his sunglasses and his Florida Marlins cap somewhere between last night’s happy hour and this morning’s painful dawn. His head throbbed, his stomach churned, and he truly regretted how much he’d had to drink.

A flock of snowy white birds with curved pink beaks swooped gracefully overhead, flying low, like a scene in an animated Disney movie. He wondered what sort of birds they were and then sighed. No way to take a quick break and pick up an Alka-Seltzer out here. Not yet. This desolate stretch of real estate had been considered the wilderness fringe of the Everglades until recently. But soon it would be transformed into shopping centers, paved parking lots, and fast-food joints. Miami’s relentless creep inched west, despite protests from granola-eating tree huggers hoping to cling to paradise a little bit longer.

Progress. He grinned and gunned the engine, guiding the machine as it snarled and ripped at the saw grass, a patch of Florida holly, and a small willow grove. He moved ancient shells, broken limestone, and tangled roots mixed with black muck that smelled of age and rot. Engine straining, the big machine’s blade rang against stone outcroppings as he labored to clear the site.

Was it his imagination, or did his sweat smell like the beer he drank the night before? He hoped the crew chief wouldn’t get too close. He had never worked in humidity so oppressive. Never again on a work night, he swore. What was that girl’s name? He could barely remember her face.

Sweat snaked down the small of his back, tickling his spine. He comforted himself with thoughts of his paycheck, the richest he had ever earned.

Bombarded by one killer hurricane after another, in the midst of a huge building-and-rebuilding boom, Miami suffered a critical shortage of construction workers. Even unskilled day laborers were now paid more than they’d ever dreamed of in their wildest fantasies. His own brother-in-law, whom he’d followed down from North Carolina, was making a fortune, rescreening storm-damaged pool and patio enclosures, many for the second or third time. Any man who could swing a hammer or pick up a shovel had more work than he could handle.

Disaster, he thought, is damn good for the economy.

He wiped his face on his dusty work shirt. His eyes stung and his nose ran like an open faucet from a rising cloud of grit, loose soil, and pollen. As he bulldozed the debris, exotic plants, and rocks into what had become the only hill on this vast flat landscape, an object broke loose from the top. It bounced crazily down the side of his man-made mountain, glancing off tree limbs and stones. For an instant, it hurtled straight at him and then deflected off a jagged chunk of oolite.

The driver squinted into the glare until his eyeballs ached. A rock? No. A coconut? No coconut palms grew out here. What is that? He shielded both eyes and stood up, momentarily dizzy. Can it be…? Nah, no way.

“Hey! You all see that?” He waved down to a surveyor wearing an orange hard hat. “What the hell?” Without waiting for an answer he cut off the power. The engine shuddered and died. He jumped down from the cab, his steel-tipped construction boots making sucking sounds as he approached the fallen object.

Huge empty eye sockets stared back at him. Nauseated, he recoiled with a cry. That was no coconut.

 

Investigators approached the site as if it were an archaeological dig. Old Indian burial mounds are common in and around the great swamp. Too often the occupants are disturbed, their skeletons disinterred by heavy equipment as the city pushes west. Homicide detectives and the medical examiner hoped the remains would be those of a long-dead Indian.

They were disappointed.

This empty skull had never hosted the hopes, dreams, and gray matter of some ancient native Floridian. That much was obvious to the naked eye. The maxilla, the still-intact upper jawbone, bore clear evidence of modern dentistry: porcelain crowns and gold inlays.

To the detectives’ further dismay, something else was also obvious: a bullet hole in the right occipital bone at the back of the skull. The small-caliber slug had exited through the hard palate of the mouth.

The job was shut down as they launched a search for more bones.

“Where’s the bulldozer operator who unearthed it?” asked Cold Case Squad Sergeant Craig Burch. He had been called out to the scene with his team, Detectives Pete Nazario, Sam Stone, and Joe Corso.

“Over there.” A middle-aged patrolman gestured toward the shade of a papery-barked melaleuca, the lone tree still standing. “Talking to his wife back in North Carolina. Had to borrow a cell phone. Says he lost his somewhere last night.”

The detectives pulled on rubber gloves and, joined by Miami-Dade County’s chief medical examiner and Dr. Everett Wyatt, a forensic odontologist, they measured from where the skull was found to a point a hundred feet behind the bulldozer. They photographed the site, set up a perimeter, drew a map, and with small flags blocked out a huge rectangular grid to mine for the mother lode.

Using trowels and hand tools, they painstakingly sifted every bit of soil, sand, or muck. By dusk, they had recovered a femur, a long leg bone, and a human rib cage entangled in the rotted tatters of a work shirt. They also unearthed torn strips from a heavy tarpaulin, the shreds of a leather belt in the loops of a pair of nearly disintegrated men’s trousers, and—the prize package of the day—a partially intact billfold.

“Somebody took great pains to encase the body in a strong tarpaulin that was nonbiodegradable and made to last, like a roof tarp,” the chief medical examiner said, his shiny round face alight with interest. “The joke’s on them. Had the body simply been dumped as it was, there would have been nothing left to find.”

“And we wouldn’t be here,” Corso said glumly.

“Correct,” the chief said. “Animals would have scattered the bones. Whatever splinters and fragments they left would have deteriorated in the sun and the climate. That billfold and its contents would have shriveled down to a small mass of indecipherable pulp. The remains would never have been found, much less identified. But, instead, whoever left him here wrapped him in a way that preserved enough for us to recover.”

“If it was a roof tarp,” Burch said thoughtfully, “that might be a hint of how long he’s been out here. Andrew hit in August of ’ninety-two.”

He removed his sunglasses and studied the billfold, which lay on the hood of an unmarked car. A faint monogram was still visible, the initials S.N.Y. etched into the worn leather. Frowning, he repeated the initials aloud, twice, as though he had heard them before. The third time his expression changed.

“Jeez, Doc! Know who this might be?”

“Yes. That occurred to me too.” The chief medical examiner wiped the misted lenses of his gold-rimmed glasses with his handkerchief.

“I’m with you,” Nazario said quickly, “on the same page, but I always expected that hombre to surface alive somewhere, not like this.” He scanned the barren site around them, now eerily quiet. Even the birds had fled. “I would never have expected him to turn up here. I thought he was far from Miami.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Corso said. “This doesn’t have to be a homicide, it doesn’t have to be our case. He mighta come out here to commit suicide. It’s a head shot. We bring a metal detector out here, maybe we find his gun.”

“Pretty difficult to shoot yourself in the back of the head from that angle,” the chief said mildly.

“Maybe in the lab it’ll turn out to be an exit wound,” Corso said hopefully. “Or something else. This place is a suicide magnet. Every wacko with a death wish comes here to disappear; they don’t want their families to know.”

“Let’s see,” Burch said. “He shoots himself in the head, tosses the gun, rolls up in a tarp, falls into a shallow grave, and covers himself. Good thinking.”

“Stranger things have happened,” Corso said defensively. “All I’m saying is—”

“If he is who we think,” Nazario said quietly, “he wasn’t the type to put a gun to his head. But a whole lot of other people would’ve liked to.”

The chief took a closer look at the skull. “It appears that the bullet entered the back of his head, went through the brain, and exited the mouth. Here”—he pointed with a pencil—“you can see the beveling.”

Dr. Wyatt peered over his shoulder. “See the burr marks on that upper right molar? That dental work was done shortly before his death. That may help.”

“We’ll know more when we piece things together back at the morgue,” the chief said. “His dental records should give us a positive ID.”

“Who we talking about, Sarge?” Sam Stone, the squad’s youngest detective, looked puzzled. He took pride in being well informed. He loved modern forensics and high-tech detecting, was a quick study, and had familiarized himself with most of the department’s old cold cases before even joining the squad, but he couldn’t place who they were talking about. “You think he’s an old homicide suspect?”

“Nope. This all went down before your time, kid. I was still in patrol. There was no homicide involved. Then.”

“So, why…?”

“The case was an A.P.E.” Nazario grinned. “The fallout was grande.”

“A.P.E.?” Stone looked more puzzled.

The medical examiner chuckled. “Acute Political Emergency.” His gloved fingers gingerly opened the billfold. “Good memory, Sergeant. I suspect you’re right. Look at this.”

Burch bent closer to read an old business card tucked behind a clouded plastic window. The telephone number handwritten across it was faded.

“Hah! I knew it! Has to be him.”

“Who?” Stone demanded impatiently. They filled him in.

The man had vanished. But no fearful loved ones ever reported him missing. Their biggest fear was probably that he would come back. He must have been one of the most disliked men of his time.

“When he disappeared,” Burch explained, “you couldn’t count the people who hoped it was permanent.”

“Looks like one of them made sure of it,” Nazario said.

The skull blindly returned their stares until the chief placed it in a brown paper bag and sealed it with an evidence sticker. Though it had not yet been scientifically confirmed, they all knew his identity.

And they all knew who had seen him last.

Burch mopped his brow and scowled at the old business card.

Corso examined the Everglades muck on his Guccis and muttered curses under his breath.

“At least we know who we have to talk to first,” Nazario said.

“Yeah,” Burch said. “Where the hell is Britt Montero?”








BRITT









CHAPTER ONE



You can leave Miami, but Miami never leaves you.

In my dream I am there again. The lusty pulse beat of the city stirs forgotten longings. Like an absentminded lover, I wonder why I stayed away so long. Then something sinister worms its way into my consciousness. My heart races, pounding faster and faster, until my dream ends like all the others.

I see the flames, feel the heat, hear the screams. Some are mine.

I wake up gasping, drenched in perspiration, my adrenaline-charged body alert to danger. From where? What unfamiliar room is this? Where am I? The smell of smoke lingers as it all rushes back in a vivid explosion of memory.

No matter where I go, I feel Miami’s magnetic pull and mystical intrigue, even in my dreams.

That explains my father’s obsession with Veradero. The same siren song that haunts me inexorably drew him back to the place of his birth, to Cuba and his execution on San Juan Hill at the hands of Fidel Castro. Others called my father a hero, a martyr, a patriot. My mother never forgave him, but in this room, in this bed, tonight, I do. He is always with me. Estamos juntos.

A restless sigh in the night reminds me that someone else is here as well.

Throwing back the thin sheet, I swing my feet onto the cool tiles, pad barefoot across the well-worn floor, and peer into the shadows. The outline of a familiar figure deep in slumber is somehow comforting. I escape my fiery dreams by slipping out the door onto fine white sand still warm from the sun.

The mantle of night sky drapes endlessly around me. It is the same sky. The same sea, wild and swollen, hisses in fierce, whispering rivulets along an ever-changing shoreline, but the smells, sounds, and rhythms here are different from Miami. Thousands more stars crowd the moon and stud the sky, their light reflecting hope upon the shimmering face of dark and soulless water.

I inhale the salt air, walk wet hard-packed sand, and block my recurring dreams by searching out my favorite heavenly beacon, my signal fire in the sky.

The Southern Cross comforts me. It always has, it always will. My mother refuses to believe me because I was only three at the time, but I remember being held high in my father’s arms on a brilliant night like this, as he pointed out the five stars of the Southern Cross and told me stories.

Early sailors used the North Star to guide their ships at night. But the North Star cannot be seen from the equator. When Portuguese navigator Ferdinand Magellan explored the new world after Columbus and sailed down the coast of South America, his crew became disoriented. The familiar stars and constellations they used as landmarks had disappeared or moved into strange positions. The farther south they sailed, the stranger the skies appeared. The terrified mariners feared that they had ventured into a new universe and that the stars they had always relied upon to lead them home were gone forever.

With mutiny imminent, Magellan put into port for the winter so his crew could study the new skies and make sense of the strange star patterns.

One of the most prominent was the Southern Cross. Playing upon their superstition, the intrepid explorer convinced his men they had nothing to fear because the Christian cross was with them, a heavenly omen to guide them through uncharted waters in uncertain times.

On that long-ago starry night in an uncertain time between Memorial Day and the rainy season, my father held me and pointed due south, to the Southern Cross and Cuba.

Like the explorer’s frightened and superstitious crew, I now look to the Southern Cross as my guide through dark uncharted waters. In this uncertain time, more than ever.

Sensing something different, I look to the horizon, where a strange vessel bobs gently at anchor offshore. Who are you, riding the tide in shadow beneath this same spectacular sky? Voyagers I will never meet, sharing this brilliant night off this small remote island, a tiny speck on a troubled planet sailing at breakneck speed through the universe. Where are you bound? I wonder. Godspeed. I wish I could go with you.

It is nearly dawn as I creep softly into the cottage, careful not to disturb my weary guest. I sigh as I close the door behind me. I have cherished the silence of this sanctuary, communing only with the wind, the birds, and the sea. Traffic, telephones, police radios, emergency signals, and deadlines do not exist here. No television, no fax machines, only me and my thoughts. But I know in my heart that this quiet time in my life is over. My solitude has ended.

Forever.

Sorrowfully, by dawn’s first light, I study my visitor, who still slumbers in the small living room, her hair spread across the pillow, hair as red as fire.








CHAPTER TWO



“Hey!”

The woman can sleep anywhere, at any time: in small planes, speeding boats, during deadly riots, revolutions, political coups, killer storms, and behind enemy lines. Yet she always captures the big one, the heart-stopping moment, the football at the fingertips, the front-page picture. Nobody is better at being in the right place at the right time.

“Hey!” I said again. A toenail painted with hot pink polish protruded from beneath the sheet. I nudged it and Lottie Dane, the best photographer I ever worked with, the best friend I ever had, stirred, stretched, and yawned awake, alert, comfortable, and at home, as always, wherever she happened to be.

An hour later, we were trudging across white sand carrying surfboards. Her unannounced arrival the night before hadn’t totally surprised me.

Good reporters—and photographers—can track down just about anybody. What did surprise me about Lottie’s arrival was how happy I was to see her. Fearless and dedicated, funny and full of life, she is more outgoing than I, with a Texas twang in her molasses-smooth voice and a readier laugh.

Unlike me, she had slept soundly and radiated energy. Born in Gun Barrel, Texas, she had learned to surf in the rough waters off Galveston.

Where I grew up, surfing off Miami Beach was sporadic and dependent on rare inclement weather. This out island’s towering surf and splendid isolation were its chief attractions.

Lottie, a sturdy and statuesque five-eight, looked like a tomboy in her blue two-piece L. L. Bean bathing suit, her freckled nose smeared with sunblock, her frizzy red hair as wild and unmanageable as ever.

“Not bad.” She surveyed the pristine, almost empty beach. “Surf’s up.”

Fishing boats dotted a blue-green sea. The vessel I had seen anchored offshore in the dark must have sailed at daybreak. It was no longer even a speck on the horizon.

“I could stay here forever,” I said fervently.

“Paradise,” she agreed.

“Well, there is one weird local,” I said. “He roams the sand dunes at night stark naked, posing like a statue on the highest one. I guess he’s playing king of the mountain.”

“Is he hot?”

“More hairy Sasquatch than hot. Maybe that’s why he thinks he doesn’t need clothes. Seems harmless enough. The locals act like he’s part of the scenery. Nobody complains.”

“Let me know if you see ’im,” she said. “Shouldn’t have left my camera at the cottage.”

We had reached the special place where the waves barreled in out of deep water. Mostly I watched her, as she paddled furiously to catch them as they hit the reef. Hitting that shallow shelf was like a free fall into a trough, the energy converting tons of water into a powerful bottom turn. I watched a wave sweep over her and then collapse, pasting her to the bottom turbulence. She fell, opened her eyes, and swam down beneath the power. Free and exhilarated, she rode one steep makeable wave after another. That was the part I’d always loved, with no time to think of anything but the waves and the primitive high brought by riding them.

“How’d you find this spot?” Lottie panted, as she paused for breath knee deep in the surf.

“Met a surfer rat from Daytona. Came here to surf four or five years ago and forgot to go home. He stays at the other end of the beach. This is one of his secret spots.”

She rolled her eyes. “A guy, huh?”

“For Pete’s sake, Lottie. He showed me some surfing tips and shared this spot with me. That’s all.”

“Too bad,” she murmured sympathetically, then asked again, “Is he hot?”

I sighed. “Why are you always thinking about sex and romance? There’s a time and a place for everything. This isn’t it. Not for me.”

Lottie has been divorced for years, with no children. But she yearns for family, and hope springs eternal in her heart.

“I just hoped maybe that was why you forgot to come home.”

 

Later, we sat on the white sand in the shade of coconut palms to unwrap the fruit and sandwiches we’d brought. “What bums me,” I said, “is that I still don’t get it. I’ve always been intuitive, like my Aunt Odalys, the one who practices Santería. She can sense bad things before they happen. You and I know more than anybody how life can spin out of control in a heartbeat. We go to work every day hoping for the best but expecting the worst, and we’re usually right. But, damn, McDonald’s death totally blindsided me. Sucker-punched when I least expected it. Not a clue, no warning, not even a whisper from that little voice we all have in our heads.”

“Only natural,” she said flatly. “You were on a high, in love, returning from a romantic vacation, sporting a new engagement ring. Who’da thought?”

“I wrote about sudden death and tragedy every day,” I said. “I’d work weekends and holidays because there was more action then: Christmas Day tragedies, Fourth of July shootings. Remember the dad shot to death at his surprise birthday party? I would comfort the survivors. I believed I knew how they felt. I didn’t. But I do now.

“I didn’t expect to live in a world without M in it. I keep feeling nostalgic for times that never happened: the honeymoon we didn’t have, our first Christmas tree, becoming parents. All the days and nights, weekends, and holidays as we grew old together. The wedding that never was. You were going to catch the bouquet, you know.”

“Damn straight,” she said. “No matter who I had to wrestle to the ground.” She shoved her wet hair out of her eyes and turned to me, her expression serious. “The newsroom sure isn’t the same without you, Britt. You can run, but you can’t hide forever. Speakin’ of forever”—she leaned back against the trunk of a coconut palm, relaxing with a contented sigh—“you can almost see it from here. Wish I hadn’t left my camera back at your place. Would’ve liked to make a picture of that little wipeout of yours. It’d look good on the bulletin board in the newsroom.”

The photo ops here were endless.

“I could make some pictures for a travel piece,” she mused lazily. “But you know what would happen.”

“Right. The world would beat a path and ruin all this. Same thing that happens when a food critic writes a rave about your favorite restaurant. The paper hits the street, readers mob the place, and regulars can’t get a table. The quality of the food and service drop because the staff is overworked. Prices soar because the owner has to hire more help. And it’s never the same.”

She nodded, nibbling on her sandwich and basking in the warm sun. “A travel piece would turn this stretch of sand into wall-to-wall beach blanket Bingo.”

“Littered with beer cans, broken glass, and used condoms.”

“Damn right. Paris Hilton would show up. That’s a sure sign. Cruise ships would make it a stop on their itinerary. They’d dump their garbage offshore, screw up the reef, and kill all the sea life. Developers would be right behind them, building luxury high-rises and resort hotels you and I couldn’t afford, right down to the waterline.”

She stood, stretched, and brushed the sand off her long legs.

“God bless the power of the press.”

We surveyed our surroundings, more aware than ever of their fragile beauty and grateful for our good luck at being there.

“Damn, still wish I had my camera.”

“Me too.”

At low tide, the reef was too exposed to surf, so we strolled the sand watching for sea life as we collected gleaming lettered olive shells, swirling Scotch bonnets, and angel wings. Then I spotted something awash in the shallows, propelled by the tide into a coral pocket on the reef.

A gift from the sea, but it wasn’t aquatic.

My glad cry startled gulls into flight as I splashed through ankle-deep water to snatch up my find.

“Can you believe this?” I waved it in the air. “What did we just wish for?”

“The good Lord always provides,” she said, eyes piously raised to the cerulean sky.

The camera was waterproof, preloaded, and disposable. We scanned the beach. Not a soul in sight.

“They say to be careful what you wish for, you might get it,” I said. “I wonder who lost it.”

An unexpected breeze suddenly whipped across the water, and I felt a chill.

“No telling. Lemme see that.” She checked the camera and grinned gleefully. “Don’t look much the worse for wear,” she said. “No damage. Twenty-seven shots, twenty-four exposed. We’ve got us three pictures to play with.”

“Maybe we’ll know who lost it when we see the film.”

Thunderclouds began to tumble across the horizon, and the sea beyond the reef turned dark.

 

Traffic was deadlier, city officials sleazier, and the scandals hotter than ever.

Lottie filled me in on the hometown news that evening, without my asking, as we dined beneath the thatched roof of an open-air restaurant on fish caught that day.

Another Miami city commissioner had been arrested, this one for brawling with police at the airport. A thief dubbed the Human Fly was bedeviling the cops and the Chamber of Commerce, climbing tall buildings, scaling balconies, and stealing from the sky-high apartments of the rich and famous, who were now poorer and furious. Community leaders, for reasons known only to them and to the devil, had launched long-term construction projects that simultaneously blocked all of Miami and Miami Beach’s traffic-clogged north-south arteries.

“We’re damn close to permanent gridlock,” she said. “Just wait till the next big hurricane boils up and they order everybody to evacuate.”

“SOS,” I said breezily. Same old shit.

She shook her head. “Britt. In Miami, it’s always crazy new shit. We went from a major drought, with wildfires charring half the state, to flash-flood warnings without a breath between. Ain’t no normal anymore, not even for a day. Alligators are slithering out of the swamps and attacking people; the drought fried their environment. Now it’s mating season and they’re on the prowl. Gators killed three women in a week. One woman was scuba diving, another was drugged outa her mind, sitting on the edge of a canal dangling her tootsies in the gator’s habitat. They found the arms of the first girl in a big gator’s belly, but not until they’d captured and cut open every poor swamp critter they could find. Somebody had shot that last one with a BB gun, blinded ’im in one eye. He musta had trouble hunting. Now it’s open season and every shit kicker with a gun is hunting down gators and killing ’em, poor things.”

The drought ended suddenly, she said, when a gigantic thunderstorm dropped more rain in three hours than there’d been in three months. Lightning and gale-force winds toppled trees onto cars. Screened-in patios got torn out again, and thousands of families in Miami-Dade and Broward counties lost power. There were flash floods and more destruction to houses and apartment buildings still protected only by blue tarps after last hurricane season’s roof damage.

“They had to open Red Cross shelters for a thunderstorm, for God’s sake, two months before hurricane season,” she said.

Traffic fatalities had become nightmarish, outnumbering murders, which themselves had doubled since last year.

“’Member, you grew up there. Never was like this before. Even when I first got to Miami, there’d be maybe one spectacular major wreck, like a giant exploding tanker truck, every two weeks or so. Now it’s every rush hour. Just before I left, there were two major unrelated tanker-truck crashes in less than an hour, ten miles apart. Same ol’ story: fishtail, jackknife, topple over. Nine thousand gallons of gasoline splashing across the Golden Glades interchange at the height of rush hour. At least neither of those killed a whole carload of tourists like the one the day before.

“That happened the day after workers drilling a fence posthole ruptured a natural-gas line on Collins Avenue. Buildings were evacuated. People panicked. Businesses closed. Total gridlock for four hours. Some drivers abandoned their cars and ran. Wasn’t pretty, I can tell you. No wonder Florida has three times the national average of mental illness.” She daintily sipped her drink while I gazed dreamily at the red-violet sunset, watched the palms sway, and wished the waves could carry my worries out to sea.

The long-planned $450 million Center for the Performing Arts had actually opened. “Downtown’s still a mess,” she said. “Sidewalks all tore up. Small businesses going bankrupt. Latest tally on the Center’s cost overrun is another $102 mil, and of course they never did plan for parking.”

The project had been on the drawing board for three decades or so. I was surprised it had actually opened. “I thought it would be like that church in Sweden,” I said.

Lottie blinked and cocked her head curiously.

“They broke ground in 1260, in Uppsala, Sweden. None of their children or grandchildren lived to see it finished—a hundred and seventy-five years later in 1435.”

Lottie wrinkled her nose and scratched her sunburned shoulder, bright red despite all the sunscreen. “Where do you find all those obscure stories that never fit into newspapers or cocktail party conversations?”

“I read a lot,” I said testily.

“I’m not criticizing. It’s part of your girlish charm.” She ordered another rum drink and continued bringing me up to speed.

“More construction workers are getting killed on the job than all the cops, firemen, cabdrivers, and convenience-store clerks put together. Three men drowned in tons of hot quick-drying cement, buried alive at a luxury high-rise oceanfront site. They were pouring concrete on the roof when a frame broke. It buried the workers on the floor below and hardened before anybody could pull ’em out.”

I hate when people go to work in the morning and never come home. It’s always painful to write about a man or a woman who meets a violent sudden end only because he or she is at work—which, at that moment, is the wrong place at the wrong time. It’s lousy to die trying to earn an honest living and care for your family.

“Who were they?”

“Two Haitians and a Mexican,” she said. “Came to join the boom, find their piece of the dream, and feed their folks back home. The apartment prices on that condo project start at a million five. They died building a place they could never live in, or even be welcome at, except maybe as busboys in its rooftop restaurant.”

“They’d have lived longer busing tables,” I said.

“Except as busboys they’d have no place to live, ’cause all the affordable housing is being torn down or converted to pricey condos…. We’re living in interesting times, Britt. I feel like a character in a horror flick. Floods, fires, monsters crawling out of the swamp and eating people alive, big machines crashing, burning, and exploding, men buried in quick-drying cement. But it’s no movie. It’s real life.”

Our conversation seemed surreal in this serene setting beneath a crescent moon.

“And you suggest I go back there? Why?”

“’Cause it’s a great news town, Britt, and you’re a news junkie, just like me. Reporting is what you do best. You and Miami are made for each other.”

I knew she was right. “How are things at the word factory?” I finally asked.

“Worse since the anthrax scare.” She sighed. “Our incoming mail is all diverted to an off-site mail room, where it’s opened by an eighty-year-old man hired by security.”

“Why him?” I wondered aloud. “Is he considered expendable? Is he an old snoop who loves reading other people’s mail, or is he a wild and crazy octogenarian who lives and breathes for danger?” I wistfully recalled the letters that arrived daily at my desk, penned by wackos, gadflies, indignant readers, eager tipsters, jailed felons, and the guy with the foot fetish.

“Maybe he works cheap.” She shrugged. “All I know is that he wears gloves and a surgical mask and is shaky with the scissors. It’s hell, Britt. The mail arrives in pieces with crucial parts missing or mixed up with bits of somebody’s else letter. Reading it is like trying to put together a jigsaw puzzle. Everybody’s complaining.”

But she had good news too.

The Heat won the championship and thousands of crazed Miamians descended on downtown. Confetti cannons blasted. Fans partied hard. They did not attack one another or the cops. Nobody got hurt or went to jail. Hard to imagine.

And the news about our friend Ryan Battle, the feature writer who labors at the desk behind mine, was excellent. His leukemia was still in remission.

“’Member Nell Hunter, that new reporter, the cute little one from Long Island?”

“The blonde?”

“That’s her. Broke Ryan’s heart.”

“Not again,” I lamented.

“No sweat, he bounced back,” she said. “Now he’s hot for an intern, purty little thing from Kansas City. Saw them canoodling at the Eighteen Hundred Club the other night.

“Nell may be cute as a button, but she’s a certified bitch. Wrote a story that burned Sam Stone, the Cold Case Squad detective. Included all kinds of personal stuff about his dead parents and ambushed his elderly grandmother. I felt bad for ’im. He was real upset. No surprise there. The desk sent Nell out to cover a story on your beat a couple weeks ago.”

“Oh?” I didn’t think I’d care, so the hot surge of resentment surprised me. “How’d she do?”

Lottie shook her head. “Not too well. The first Miami cop she met asked, ‘Where’s Britt?’ Nell didn’t take that kindly. Then she meets the Cold Case sergeant, Craig Burch. As he’s answering her questions, he calls ’er Hon.

“‘I am not your honey,’ she says, and blasts him in front of his detectives.”

“Is she crazy?”

“Appears to be,” Lottie said. “Burch is good people. Most likely he said it ’cause he couldn’t remember her name. She sure showed her ass. They showed her the door. So she beefed to their lieutenant.” She paused for effect.

“She went to K. C. Riley?”

Lottie nodded slyly.

“Why on earth would she do that?”

Lottie rolled her eyes and looked innocent.

“Lottie! You didn’t!” I put down my dessert fork and stared accusingly.

She shrugged and confessed. “Nell called me, mad as a red-assed dog, bitchin’ about sexist pigs. Wanted my advice. How would Britt Montero have handled it? I just tried to help.”

“Oh, sure, you and Mother Teresa.”

“I told her you would’ve marched back into that cop shop straight into the office of their lieutenant—who, of course, just happens to be a sister,” Lottie said sweetly. “You would’ve demanded that those detectives be reprimanded and ordered to apologize—and to cooperate fully and respectfully with her in the future.” She blinked coquettishly. “Isn’t that what you would’ve done?”

“She didn’t!” I whispered.

“She did, bless her heart.”

I pressed my napkin to my mouth but failed to suppress the laughter. “You know how obnoxious K.C. can be,” I gasped, when finally able to speak. “You know how ferociously she backs up her detectives. Is Nell still alive?”

“Alive but not well. K.C. got all red in the face, cussed Nell out, and had two patrolmen escort her out of the building. The front desk sergeant was told to bar Nell from the station.” Lottie gazed out at the soft palm-shaded twilight, shaking her head sadly. “Too bad it happened to be windy and raining real hard, what with her car parked such a distance away and all. Poor thing.”

“You are the worst.” I laughed aloud.

“Nell showed up back in the newsroom, hair all plastered down, teary-eyed and totally pissed. Looked like a drowned rat. You could see her nipples right through that little blouse she wears. Said she won’t go back there, ever. Nobody covers the police beat now, Britt, at least not like you did.”

“How is K. C. Riley?” I asked quietly.

“Seems to be coping. Better than you are, I guess. Feisty as ever. Fights the good fight every day. Heard she went to hostage negotiation school, passed at the top.”

“I guess it’s easier for someone like her. She’s cold,” I said.

“You shouldn’t hate her ’cause you both wanted the same man. She had him first, as I recall. And you have a lot more than that in common.”

I grimaced, shook my head in disbelief, and changed the subject. “Anyone else ever ask about me?”

“Nope,” she said shortly. “You know what a short memory Miami has.”

My misery must have shown.

“I’m kidding.” Lottie leaned forward, her honest brown eyes sympathetic. “Every day. Especially lately. Your ears must have been burning all last week.”

“Is that so?”

“Yup. Another reason to come home, Britt: The Cold Case Squad is looking for you. I said I didn’t know where you were. They want to talk to you.”

“What about?”

“Some homicide.”

“Which one?” I asked, suddenly interested.

“Wouldn’t say. But I get the impression they think you’re somehow involved.”

“What sort of case?” I scrolled my memory bank for possibilities and came up blank. “When did it happen? Did they mention the victim?”

She shook her head. “You know how we can usually finesse information out of Burch, Nazario, Stone—even Joe Corso if you play ’im right. But they’re stonewalling till they talk to you.”

I frowned.

She looked pleased when I agreed to go back to Miami with her. “I didn’t aim to push you,” she said. “Sure you’re all right with it?”

I nodded. I’d known my exile was nearing its end before she arrived.

“I’m broke,” I confessed. “Think I’ll have any trouble getting my old job back?”

“No way.”

It was the end of one chapter and the beginning of a whole new one.








CHAPTER THREE



We shot the mystery camera’s last three frames on the beach at dawn.

A shell collector snapped the last one of us together, with our surfboards. She was an elderly woman, her skin turned to parchment beneath a big straw hat, and the pockets of her baggy shorts stuffed with long-spined stars, baby’s ear moons, and other jewels from the deep. Then we hurried back to the cottage to gulp tea, eat some fruit, and pack.

Lottie was due to return to work, and if I didn’t join her I’d soon be living under a bridge. So we wasted no time. By two o’clock that afternoon our dusty taxicab was bouncing along a rut-filled road to the far side of the island to catch the three o’clock seaplane, one of three flights a week.

The tiny plane skimmed blue-green waves for heart-stopping moments, startling dolphins and pelicans, then swooped us into a brilliant sky under clouds that pierced the cavernous lazuline blue like stalagmites.

The pilot, a grizzled Vietnam veteran, said he hadn’t been back to the States in years. He had done mountain rescues in the Andes and then worked for a time as a seagoing repo man, stealing boats from deadbeat owners behind in their payments. The money was good but he wearied of being chased, shot at, and cursed. “Had enough of that in Nam and then after we came home.”

We spent a few hours in Nassau, speed-shopped the straw market for souvenirs, and then went on to Miami aboard a plane packed with the same fellow travelers who seem to be on every flight: Howling Baby, Sneezing Senior, Coughing Man, and Overweight Woman Drenched in Noxious Perfume.

Coming home, drinking in Miami from the sky, never fails to take my breath away, even though the city I love is gone now, replaced by a swollen, overbuilt metropolis, where the only remaining small patches of green visible from the air are cemeteries and sports stadiums. Endless rivers of traffic crept along every clogged artery. The surf snaked along the shoreline like a green river, while sky and sea blended seamlessly at the horizon.

Homesick, heartsick, a little bit nauseous, I stepped back into messy reality, my heart pounding with anticipation.

As we cleared customs, Lottie and I wondered aloud if we would ever identify the owners of the lost camera. I had left my number with several locals on the island, offering to send the photos should the owner show up.

Lottie drove me home in the company car she’d left at the airport. Culture shock overwhelmed me: traffic noise, heat, and humidity exacerbated by the scorching pavement and miles of concrete barriers that block sea breezes. Construction cranes towered at every turn. Cranes have become the new state bird, I thought.

Home, my little garden apartment—one of twelve in two rows facing each other across a tree-shaded lawn guarded by pink hibiscus hedges—had not changed.

I’d left my dog Bitsy, my cat Billy Boots, and my house keys with Helen Goldstein, my landlady. Leaving my four-footed companions in familiar surroundings with someone they loved and I trusted left me feeling far less guilt. At eighty-two, married sixty-three years, Helen Goldstein is one of the youngest people I know.

Welcoming aromas wafted from her kitchen as she threw open the door. There was flour on her hands and cheeks, and she wore an apron emblazoned with the words HARDLY ANYBODY GOT SICK LAST TIME I COOKED

She had been baking rugelach, kugel, and kichel, little cookies with a sprinkling of sugar. Our surprise arrival delighted her. The hugs, happy laughter, and Bitsy’s barking brought her husband, Hy, rushing in from the living room where he had been watching the TV news.

Bitsy, the little dog I inherited from a policewoman killed in the riots, had not forgotten me. Billy Boots, my black-and-white tuxedo cat, perched high on the embroidered back of an armchair, sneering disdainfully at the dog’s hysterical welcome. Tail twitching, the cat stared straight through me, as though I were an imperfect stranger intruding on his turf. He arched his neck, displaying a bright flowered collar and a silver bell that were new to me. Well fed and well groomed, both animals looked cleaner and shinier than on my watch, clear evidence that I couldn’t even properly nurture a cat and a small mop of a dog. What would Francie, who’d smuggled Bitsy into her patrol car on the midnight shift, think, had she only survived that deadly moment in time?

Mrs. Goldstein held me at arm’s length, gave me a complete once-over from head to toe, spun me around, did it again, and delightedly announced that I looked wonderful. “Are you eating enough?” she demanded, before severely scolding me. “You couldn’t have called first?” She would have prepared a meal.

“That’s why I didn’t. You’d fuss. You’ve done enough.”

I turned to hug Mrs. G again, with Bitsy, now trembling, panting, and drooling, in my arms. My clumsy move brought us too close to the chairback and Billy took two swift swipes, just missing the little dog’s nose.

“Billy, you know better!”

The cat ignored me, leaped lightly to the floor, closed his eyes, and rubbed against Mrs. Goldstein’s ankles, purring loudly.

Despite my pleas of exhaustion and a long list of chores to be done, my landlady insisted we sit, to nosh on her fresh-baked goods and drink a glass of tea. Afterward, we all trooped across the courtyard to my apartment. Bitsy bounded ahead, to lead the way, while Billy followed at a discreet distance, as though it were mere coincidence that we all happened to be strolling in the same direction.

The Goldsteins exchanged a conspiratorial glance as I inserted my key, and when I opened the door he hit the light switch with a flourish. Both beamed at my gasp. Hy Goldstein had painted my apartment in my absence: bed and bath the palest shade of pink, like dawn’s faint blush, and the kitchen in sunshine yellow with cream trim and turquoise accents.

I’d come home to a lighter, brighter, freshly painted world. Even my furniture had been repaired and rearranged, and somehow they’d managed to keep my window herb garden alive and thriving.

They hoped it would lift my spirits, they said. It did, despite my tears.

Lottie and I made a quick run for essentials to the big new Publix supermarket on the bay before she left. After trying to start my T-Bird without success, I called AAA to recharge the battery. They took more than an hour to arrive. The driver jump-started the car but warned me to take it to a garage for a long, slow charge or a new battery.

I didn’t call my mother. All I hungered for now was sleep, in my own bed, and this time I slept like the dead, blessedly dreamless, waking at dawn, disoriented for only a moment. How I love my apartment! What a comfort to wake with Bitsy curled up at my feet and Billy’s big green eyes gazing into mine. Purring loudly, he had obviously forgiven me my absence. I was home.

For the first time in months, I applied lipstick, eyebrow pencil, and a little mascara, then donned a navy blue skirt and a white blouse that showed off my tan. I pored over the Goldsteins’ morning newspaper, then called to restart my home delivery. I fortified myself with a cup of Cuban coffee before making the call I dreaded, to my friend Onnie in the Miami News library. Slowly I punched the familiar numbers.

It felt awkward, but I knew there were those in the newsroom who would stare and whisper when they first saw us together. I had to warn her that I was back.

We both wept.

“Welcome home, Britt,” Onnie finally said, her voice solemn. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ve missed you. Darryl will be so excited. He asks for you every day.”

My next call was to Fred Douglas, city editor at the News. He didn’t sound surprised when I asked to see him. Lottie must have spilled the news.

The T-Bird sprang to life at once, a good omen. The familiar drive west across the causeway and the sight of the News building on Biscayne Bay were a comfort. For most of my adult life, that behemoth has been my rock and my sole security. A strange car was parked in my space beneath the building, so I left the T-Bird in visitors’ parking across the street. My Miami News ID still gained me entry; I bustled by a new security guard without a challenge. So far, so good.

Ryan rushed from his desk for a hug moments after I stepped off the elevator and into the newsroom. I felt the stares, heard the murmurs, and the voices calling my name from other desks. Fred was in his small glass-front office.

“Look at you, Montero!” he boomed. “Must have been quite a vacation.”

I was tanner than I’d ever been, my hair longer and sun-streaked. “Yep,” I said jauntily. “But now it’s back to the salt mine. I hope.”

My stomach did a free fall as he paused to survey me thoughtfully. I had left suddenly, uncertain about my plans, and Fred had warned he couldn’t guarantee me a job if and when I returned.

“When do you want to start?”

I shrugged casually, weak with relief. “This afternoon?”

He smiled. Fred is a rarity in the business, smart and creative, a tough editor with a heart.

“Do we renegotiate salary?” I asked brightly.

“Don’t push your luck, Montero. I’ll probably catch heat for this as it is. The budget’s tight and we’re in a hiring freeze.”

“So it’s back to my old beat?”

He gazed past me, out his picture window toward the cranes punctuating Miami Beach’s pastel skyline. “I’m thinking of moving Santiago off the City Hall beat and sending you in there.”

My heart hit the floor. I had covered city politics briefly, early in my career. My whole head, including my teeth, would ache as day-long city commission meetings stretched into evening and the early morning hours, as our erratic and volatile city fathers insulted, threatened, and occasionally threw punches at lobbyists, cops, irate taxpayers, city employees, and one another.

“That a problem?” Fred’s eyes took on an edgy, questioning glint.

I shrugged. “I liked the police beat. Sort of made it my own. I did a good job.”

His lips tightened. “There’s no lack of crime at City Hall,” he said tersely. “A helluva lot of One-A stories come out of Dinner Key. Graft, greed, and corruption, malfeasance, misfeasance, and nonfeasance, politicians doing perp walks—everything from low comedy to Greek tragedy wrapped up on one beat. What more could a reporter want?”

He was right. A city commissioner, a former war hero driven to the brink by personal demons and political and legal problems, had fired a fatal bullet into his own head in the newspaper’s lobby last year.

How inflexible was Fred, I wondered. I didn’t want to argue myself out of a job, but pushed anyway. “I was really good on the police beat,” I repeated stubbornly. “From what I hear, nobody’s really covering the cops.” I glanced meaningfully at the newspapers stacked on his desk. “Who knows what stories we’ve missed?”

“The competition did beat us badly on the last few big cop-shop stories.” He leaned back in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and contemplated the ceiling.

“It’s where I would do you the most good.”

He remained reluctant. “City Hall is a gold mine for an enterprising reporter who knows how to dig,” he said persuasively. “Change is healthy. Show ’em how it’s done, Montero. I think it’s best, under the circumstances.”

“I’ve had enough change.” Did he detect the quaver in my voice? I hated to sound pathetic. “I need to go back to something familiar for a while.”

“Sure you can handle it?” The concern in his eyes looked fatherly.

“Absolutely. No sweat,” I said, wondering in sudden panic if I could. Was he right?

Now that I had doubts, his seemed to lessen. “Have it your way, Montero, if you feel that strongly. But at the first sign it isn’t working, come to me. Got that?”

“Got it.” I stood to go, before he, or others, could change his mind.

“Sure you don’t need more time to settle in?”

I shook my head, my hand on the doorknob.

“Your buddy Lieutenant Riley from the Cold Case Squad has called, looking for you.”

“I heard.”

“What’s that about?”

I hitched my shoulders and shook my head again, eager to bolt while I was ahead. “No clue.”

“Should Mark Seybold talk to her first?”

I didn’t think the paper’s ferocious and fearless in-house attorney should be involved so soon. “Let me check, see what’s up. It may be nothing. I’ll let you know. Anything else?”

“Yeah. Looks like you and Lottie were a blast on the beach.” Fred’s trademark bow tie bobbed as he chuckled. “Didn’t know you were a surfer girl.”

I blinked in surprise.

“The picture on the bulletin board.”

Gretchen, the editor from hell, smirked as I left his office. Her pinstriped navy business suit with a pale blue Brooks Brothers shirt projected the bright and impeccable image of a rising young news executive, totally masking her ambitious mean-spirited incompetence.

I ignored her and beelined for the bulletin board. Lottie and I were the centerpiece, framed by our surfboards, heads tilted together, our hair, haloed by the rising sun, streaming like banners in the ocean breeze. Newsroom habitués had already posted several humorous and not too flattering captions, comments, and critiques.

 

I found Lottie sipping herbal tea, back in the photo bureau.

“Hey. You developed the pictures! Where are they?”

“Mornin’ to you too,” she drawled, and put down her mug. DON’T LET THE BASTARDS GET YOU DOWN was lettered on the side.

“You see Fred?”

“I’m back on the job.”

“You go, girl.”
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