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In Their Blood


Prologue

Something was off. She had the uneasy feeling of being watched.

Rachel Stroeb stepped away from the darkened portico, leaving her husband fumbling with his keys, their morose teenage daughter surrounded by a pile of winter coats and luggage.

Tall hedges and drooping palms hid their neighbors’ houses, a film of dirty clouds blocking the light of the moon. But there was no sign of anyone, or anything amiss.

“Everything okay, Rachel?” D.C. called.

“I thought—” Rachel said. “Never mind. It’s probably just the jet lag.”

“I don’t understand why the sconces aren’t lit,” her husband said. “I can’t see a damn thing.”

The darkness— that must be why things seemed out of kilter. Or maybe it was disappointment that their family was still incomplete.

Rachel returned to the stoop, slipping her arm around Elise’s narrow shoulders. Her daughter tensed. Rachel understood. It had been an exhausting flight, an unproductive trip. Just the three of them had returned home to Miami Beach from Madrid. Without Jeremy.

“Here we go. Finally.” D.C. pushed open the door, depositing their coats, suitcases, and laptops on the white marble floor. “I’ll replace those burned-out bulbs in the morning.”

Rachel flicked on the foyer light, reassured by the familiar arrangement of photos on the stippled wallpaper, the polished mahogany banister leading to the upstairs bedrooms. But the silence was unsettling. She was accustomed to the radio playing classical music, sounds of healthy family commotion. Their home on Lotus Island, where they’d lived the last twenty years, had mostly been a place of making wonderful memories.

Rachel took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds. Week-old flowers on the foyer table, and dog. No matter how frequently they bathed poor old Geezer, the smell of ripe fur like a dowager’s ancient fox wrap hung in the air.

“Geezer.” Rachel whistled. After ten o’clock. He was probably asleep for the night in his corner of their bedroom. Some watchdog.

Elise was twirling her long dark braid with one hand as she texted with the other. The smattering of freckles on the bridge of her upturned nose always reminded Rachel of cinnamon on vanilla pudding.

D.C. called from the kitchen. “You wouldn’t believe how much junk mail we got in one week. And Flora left a note. She walked Geezer before she left around four.”

“Can I go see Carlos?” Elise asked.

“Sorry, honey,” Rachel said. “It’s late. You have school tomorrow.”

“Please, Mom. I won’t stay out long. I promise.” Her daughter’s pretty green eyes were bloodshot, probably from crying on the plane. It hadn’t been the winter break any of them had wanted.

“What’s that?” D.C. said, coming in from the kitchen. Two days’ whiskers covered his chiseled cheeks and chin. Jeremy had grown a beard while in Europe this past year and Rachel was taken aback by the striking resemblance between the father and son.

“I want to go to Carlos’s,” Elise said. “Just for a little bit.”

“Absolutely not,” D.C. said. “You’re not traipsing over to the Castillos’ at this hour.”

“Fine,” Elise said, eyes overflowing with tears. “I can see why Jeremy didn’t want to come home.” And she raced up the stairs, the slamming of her bedroom door echoing in the empty house.

“You didn’t have to be so harsh, D.C.”

“Jeez, Rachel. So now I have to tiptoe around both my kids?”

“You could try being a little less righteous.” Rachel slipped off her new boots and stashed them in the closet, noticing blood on them from the nosebleed she’d had on the plane. Her tee shirt was also stained— three drops that looked like splattered tears. She pulled it over her head, hung it from a hook in the closet, and put on one of Elise’s sweatshirts.

D.C. was pacing beside their luggage and coats. In a stretched-out tee shirt and worn jeans he looked more like one of his students than a professor of international economics. “Less righteous?” he said. “I’ve got a twenty-two-year-old son who’s wasting his life and a teenage daughter who doesn’t like restrictions. What’s wrong with asking them to take some responsibility for a change?”

“I’m just saying, maybe you should lighten up. Elise is having a tough time. She’s disappointed Jeremy didn’t come home with us.”

“We’re all disappointed.”

“Elise is only sixteen. She worships her brother.”

“Well, maybe our daughter needs to find a new hero.”

Rachel took a deep breath. Why did her husband have to be so damn stubborn?

Geezer had made it down the curving staircase, tail wagging, arthritic hind legs moving stiffly behind him. He licked Rachel’s hand as she bent to hug him. “Stinky puppy,” she said. “Tomorrow, before I leave, you’re getting a bath.”

D.C. touched his shirt pocket, perhaps hoping to find a cigarette, but they’d both quit smoking over a year ago, at least in front of each other and the kids. “Look, honey,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m as upset as you are that he didn’t come home.”

Rachel picked a wilted chrysanthemum from the vase on the foyer table. “You know, Danny, deep down all Jeremy really wants is for you to be proud of him.”

“Hey.” Her husband reached for her. He was a foot taller than she, and his chin rested comfortably on her head. “He’ll figure it out.”

Shortly after eleven o’clock, Rachel and D.C. climbed into their high four-poster bed. The sheets were cool against her cheek. So much nicer than a hotel. Geezer was panting in his sleep in the corner of the room. D.C. slid his arms around her and Rachel pressed against his chest. He smelled like perspiration and smoke. So, he’d found a cigarette after all. She wondered where he kept his stash.

Rachel snuggled closer to her husband. In twenty-five years of marriage, there had been a few bumps and missteps, and this one, too, would pass. He kissed her hair.

Before they went to bed, they had taken Geezer for a walk around the island. When they returned home, Rachel had been surprised to get a text message from Elise. Please don’t be upset with me, Mom. I’m over at Carlos’s for a little. He promised to walk me home.

And Rachel had been furious. But then the anger seeped out with her fatigue. Maybe their restrictiveness was what had pushed Jeremy away from them. Just this once, she’d let it go with Elise.

A key turned in the front door. Rachel glanced at the clock on the night table. Just before midnight. Elise had to get up at six thirty for school. She’d be exhausted. D.C.’s breathing was deep and even. Rachel hadn’t told him Elise had gone out, preferring to keep her daughter’s secret to starting another altercation. She listened for Elise’s light footsteps running up the stairs. Rachel always left the bedroom door open a few inches to hear her kids coming and going. What was Elise doing downstairs? The thin beam that leaked in through the crack in the open door went out. Elise must have turned off the downstairs foyer light. Why would she have done that?

There were footsteps climbing the stairs. Slow, heavy, not Elise’s. Had Carlos come back with her? Was Elise trying to sneak him into her room?

Rachel sat up, annoyed. This wasn’t like her daughter. She strained to see, but the room was a mass of hulking shadows. The footsteps got louder. But only one set; where was Elise?

Rachel’s chest tightened. Could there be an intruder with a key?

She shook her husband. “Danny, wake up. Wake up. I think someone’s in the house.”

He groaned.

Rachel grabbed her cell phone from the night table and pressed the Contacts button. “G.” She scrolled down to “Guardhouse.”

The footsteps were just outside the bedroom door. Please God, don’t let Elise come home now.

She pressed Send. It rang. Once. Twice. Come on, answer.

The bedroom door opened slowly.

Geezer grunted in his sleep.

There was a shape in the doorway. No face, just a creeping shadow. It was holding something. Pointing it at her.

Rachel heard only the blood pounding in her head. She dug her fingers into D.C.’s arm. Please, take what you want, she thought, but don’t hurt us.

The shape moved closer.

Finally, a voice in her ear. “Guardhouse.”

“Help,” Rachel shouted into her cell phone. “Help us.”

Geezer was barking hysterically, wildly.

“Rachel, get down,” D.C. hollered.

The weight of her husband’s body pressed against hers, protecting her, blocking her. There was a flash of light, then a deafening noise shattered the night. A blow, like a violent wind, threw Rachel against the headboard, taking her breath away.

Something warm and wet spread over her, covering her, drowning her.

“Elise, Jeremy,” Rachel whispered as she faded from consciousness. “I promise I’ll never leave you.”


Chapter 1

Dark, cool, silent. The thick scent in the air reminded him of the fresh flowers his mother always kept in a vase on the foyer table.

His mother. His father.

Jeremy stared at the shiny wooden caskets. Sealed, the man in the black suit had told him. Their ashes inside.

Their ashes inside.

Impossible. Impossible. His parents were back in their house on Lotus Island. Angry with him. They always seemed angry with Jeremy these days. But that’s where they were. Not here. Not here in this dark, cool, silent room with a smell that didn’t belong. Or maybe they were at work. His dad playing big prof on campus, his mom intense and serious at the accounting firm where she was a partner. And they’d be very busy. Maybe too busy to be thinking about Jeremy. About what an idiot he’d been a week ago. But they definitely weren’t here. They couldn’t be here.

The room had high ceilings, drapes over the windows, rows and rows of benches. Flowers everywhere. A pulpit at the front. And two caskets. Two. STROEB MEMORIAL SERVICE, the sign outside the room had read.

“Can I help you?” the man in the black suit had said when Jeremy arrived at the funeral home straight from the airport a short while before.

“I’m, I’m Jeremy Stroeb.”

“Jeremy,” the man had said, his face saddening. “Their son. I’m so sorry for your loss. We held off on the memorial service as long as we could, but your uncle said your flight had been delayed. I’m really sorry, young man. But you’re welcome to sit for a while in the chapel with their caskets.”

With their caskets.

Jeremy touched the dark mahogany. Their caskets. Impossible. He rested his face against the cool smooth wood. He closed his eyes. When he opened them, everyone would jump from the shadows shouting “surprise!” A stupid, terrible joke. A hoax to get him to come home. But he was ready to forgive them for that.

Please, God, let this be a big terrible joke.

A hand rested on his shoulder. Jeremy jerked up, expectantly.

The man in the black suit. “Your neighbor, Mr. Castillo, has opened his house to anyone wishing to pay their respects. I’m sure your family’s waiting for you there. I’ve asked my limo driver to take you. Whenever you’re ready, of course.”

The man was being very nice, and it made Jeremy’s throat close up. He didn’t know what he should say, even if he could speak. Thank you for your kindness, but you’ve made a mistake?

The limo stopped at the guardhouse at the entrance to Lotus Island. It had been a year since Jeremy had been home and things looked different. Darker and greener, somehow. The flag was flying at half-mast. They did that when one of the island residents died— lowered the flag. His father used to joke that it was a signal to the real estate agents that a fresh property would be coming on the market. He loved irony, his father. Jeremy turned to see if he was smiling. But his father wasn’t there. Just the driver waving to the guard.

The car took a right on Lotus Circle and Jeremy was about to correct the driver, until he remembered they weren’t going home. Would he ever be able to go home? Jeremy’s brain was clogged. So tough to process what was happening. For the last twenty-four hours, he’d refused to think about it. His focus had been on getting home. Getting home. And now here he was.

Mansions, tall hedges, and gated driveways went by in a blur. Something wasn’t right. The quiet island had turned into a carnival. Cars were parked along both sides of the street, extending back as far as the guardhouse. Several had pulled onto the grass of the bayfront park. Jeremy and Elise used to play hide-and-seek there, near the huge banyan tree they called “the grotto.”

The driver continued just past the park to the Castillo mansion, stopping at the base of the circular brick driveway, which was blocked with cars. The huge ivy-covered house was just visible behind thick hedges and the tall wrought-iron gate. So different from his own house. Jeremy had never been inside this place. Enrique Castillo was a client of Jeremy’s mother and Carlos Castillo was Elise’s boyfriend, but the Castillos hadn’t been close to his parents. So why was the gathering here?

Jeremy thanked the driver and hoisted out his worn backpack and ski jacket. The shirt he’d put on hours ago— the best one he owned— stuck to his perspiring back. The Miami air was so thick, even in January, he could hardly breathe. Or maybe it was something else.

He passed some people his age. The guys, in jeans and sport jackets, were leaning against a car smoking cigarettes. The girls, holding Kleenexes to their eyes, were mostly in short black dresses, though one wore tattered jeans and dilapidated army boots. Probably his dad’s students. They eyed Jeremy as he walked up the driveway. The girl with the boots took a step toward him, a confused expression on her face. Jeremy picked up his pace so she wouldn’t try to talk to him. He pulled open the heavy front door.

Harsh whiteness struck him like the flash from an atomic bomb. The walls, marble floors, baskets of lilies, columns stretching toward the domed ceiling— everything white, as though life had been sucked out of this place. Mingled voices, sounding like a record played backward, floated toward him from the rooms beyond the entrance hall. The air smelled sickeningly sweet. He dreaded going in there, receiving their condolences, seeing the awkward sympathy in their eyes.

Elise, he thought. He had to find Elise. He stashed his backpack and jacket behind a column, the abrupt movements causing momentary dizziness. How long had it been since he’d slept?

“May I help you?” The voice was deep with a hint of accent. Enrique Castillo, tall and stiff.

Jeremy straightened up.

“My God. Jeremy.” Enrique Castillo held him by the shoulders. “I didn’t recognize you.”

“I just got in. I didn’t—”

“I’m so, so sorry, Jeremy. What a shock for all of us. Your uncle said he didn’t know how to get in touch with you. No address. No phone. You weren’t responding to e-mails.”

“I—” Jeremy coughed to clear his throat. “I was in Portugal.”

“Yes. Your uncle said you finally checked your e-mail yesterday morning. That you’d be here in time for the services. But then we heard you wouldn’t.” Enrique stroked his silver beard. “I suggested we have everyone gather here. Your parents’ house— well, you understand. It didn’t seem suitable.”

“I’d like to see my sister,” Jeremy said, wincing at the sharpness in his own voice.

“Of course,” Enrique Castillo said, “of course.”

The living room was an extension of the white. Jeremy blinked from the glare of light bouncing off the bay through the French doors. He reached for the back of a chair to keep from falling. There were people everywhere, but they were backlit and their faces no more than shadows. His friends wouldn’t be among them. Chris was with the Peace Corps in Zambia, and Ben was hiking in Machu Picchu. The others he had grown apart from, and besides, they’d all migrated to NewYork and the West Coast. Jeremy was alone.

The dark bulk of a woman with flying blonde hair was hurrying toward him. “Jeremy. My God. You’re here.” Liliam Castillo squeezed his arm. “We’re so sorry, Jeremy.”

“Thank you.” He tried to pull away, but she held fast. “Excuse me, Mrs. Castillo, but I really need to find my sister.”

“Elise?” She glanced around the room. Her blonde hair covered one eye. “She was sitting on the sofa with your grandfather a short while ago. But your grandfather went home. He wasn’t well. I wonder where she’s gone. Perhaps with Carlos.” She pressed her fingers deeper into Jeremy’s arm. “He was the first one there, you know. My Carlos. He could have been killed himself.” She crossed herself with her other hand. “He’d walked Elise home. He knew something was wrong as soon as they stepped into the house. And Carlos pulled Elise outside and ran to get the security guard.”

“My uncle said it was a burglary. A surprised burglar who wasn’t expecting anyone to be home.”

“Is that what Dwight told you?”

Jeremy’s heart was racing. “The burglar thought they had a gun, so he shot them. Wasn’t that what happened?”

She released Jeremy’s arm. “Of course. I’m sorry, Jeremy. I’m not myself. Let me get you a drink and something to eat.”

Jeremy sensed a blur of movement around him. Everything surreal. It had been a foiled burglary. What else could it have been? People touched his shoulder, shook his hand, hugged him. And Jeremy nodded as they mumbled things. Told him how great his parents had been, what a tragedy, what a shock.

Right, he thought, grateful for the numbness that had settled over him when he had first learned the news. Wondering how he would survive when the numbness dissipated. Searching the room for his sister.

A stout, ugly man in a wrinkled suit and bow tie was staring at him. He looked familiar. One of his mother’s business partners.

Someone was talking to Jeremy. A southern accent. “I know you must be overwhelmed,” said the large man. He had a puffy face with small, alert eyes. His mother’s other partner. “But I wanted to tell you,” he continued, “as well as I knew your mama, I feel like you and your sister are family to me. And if there’s anything I can do, you call me, y’hear?”

“Thank you,” Jeremy said. “Thank you.” The voices in the room got louder, softer, like someone was playing with the volume.

Liliam Castillo was hurrying toward Jeremy with a platter of food and a bottle of beer. “Here you are, Jeremy.”

“Excuse me,” Jeremy said. “I have to find my sister.”

He pushed through the crowd. Where had all these people come from? It seemed as though they were multiplying before his eyes. Their voices bounced off the floors, echoed against the high ceilings, and reverberated in his head. He bumped into a young woman with short black hair and intense blue eyes.

“You’re Jeremy, aren’t you?” she said. Her eyes and nose were red. “I worked with your mother. She was—”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really need to go.” Air. Beyond the French doors, the sun was setting, covering the sky and bay with bands of pink like smeared blood. A yacht at the end of the dock rocked gently, making Jeremy queasy.

It had happened. It had really happened.

Jeremy hurried toward the water. The smell of fish and brine overwhelmed him. He puked into the bay.

In the distance, a horn bellowed. The sky had turned red.

My mother and father, he thought. My mother and father are dead.


Chapter 2

His house. The house he’d grown up in. The house where his parents had been murdered.

Not his house anymore.

Jeremy stood in the front foyer, his backpack over one shoulder, dropping the new key his uncle had left for him on the foyer table. Breathing caused a physical pain as though his ribs were in a vise. It was the first time he’d been home in a year, since he’d left for Europe. The last time, he’d also stood here, in this very spot. His mother had offered to drive him to the airport, but he told her he’d already called a cab. “I understand why you have to go, Jeremy. But remember, your father and I will always be here for you.”

Always?

The house was quiet. Too quiet. “Elise,” he called. He didn’t think she’d come here alone, but maybe she had. He had borrowed someone’s phone at the Castillos’ and tried Elise’s cell, but it had been turned off. So he’d left word that he was going home if anyone saw her. All he could do now was wait.

Geezer was at the top of the stairwell, tail wagging. The sight of his dog was so unexpected that once again Jeremy thought he’d gotten it wrong somehow. That it had been just a cruel trick.

Geezer hurried down the steps, going as fast as he could with his hind legs dragging behind him. He licked Jeremy’s hands and face.

“Hey, boy. What are you doing here? Who’s been feeding you? Walking you?”

Geezer seemed to be okay. But now he was sniffing the air, running from room to room, looking for something. For someone.

It was no trick. It had happened. But although Jeremy’s brain told him otherwise, he wasn’t all that different from the dog, his senses also poised to hear or see his parents in the next moment.

He was drawn to his father’s office, adjacent to the foyer. A working office, with bookshelves filled to overflowing and dozens of classical cassette tapes piled high beside the old cassette player he’d had since college. When Jeremy was a kid, his dad would roll back his desk chair to see who had come in when the front door opened. Then he’d smile up at Jeremy. “So, did you beat ’em?” he’d ask, even if Jeremy wasn’t coming from a game. Or even if he was, and his dad had no idea who he’d been playing against, or whether it was basketball, soccer, or lacrosse. An inside joke. “So, did you beat ’em?” But now there was no rattle of rolling wheels over the plastic floor protector.

Geezer had returned to the foyer and lain down in front of the entranceway table, his sorrowful eyes fixed on Jeremy. The vase, always filled with fresh flowers, was empty.

Jeremy carried his backpack up the stairs. The door to his parents’ bedroom was closed. He couldn’t remember it ever being closed. His mother liked to leave it open a few inches so she could hear Jeremy and Elise coming and going. It used to annoy Jeremy, this overprotectiveness of hers. He hesitated, his hand on the doorknob. He couldn’t go in there. He might never be able to go in there.

Jeremy went down the hallway, turned on the light in his childhood bedroom, and dropped his backpack on the floor. The room hadn’t changed, same deep blue comforter and navy carpet, posters from different phases of his life covering the walls— rock stars, cars, sexy girls. A collection of empty beer bottles from around the world lined the shelf above his desk. He was surprised the room was clean, dusted, but it smelled funny. Like stale cigarette smoke.

He sat down on his desk chair. This was where his parents assumed he did his homework, but mostly he daydreamed and surfed the Net. He’d gotten the big, clumsy computer when he was thirteen— almost ten years ago. It was a 600 MegaHertz Pentium III and Jeremy had thought it was the coolest, fastest machine ever. But today the machine was a dinosaur. He wondered why his parents hadn’t gotten rid of it. But they were like that. They kept up with the latest in technology, but never could part with the old.

And then it hit him again like a punch to his abdomen. His parents didn’t need to keep up with technology. They were dead. His mother and father were dead.

He rested his head on his folded arms, trying to block it. Trying to breathe despite this unbearable pain. Don’t focus on the negatives, Jeremy, his mother always said. Think about something positive.

Positive? Oh God. Mom, Dad, how could you leave me like this?

He jerked his head up. He must have fallen asleep. Jumbled voices were coming from downstairs.

“Jeremy?”

Jeremy’s heart almost ripped through his chest at the sound of his father’s voice.

“Jeremy, are you up there?”

And then he collected himself. Not his father. His uncle Dwight.

Jeremy went downstairs and into the kitchen. His aunt Selma was putting platters of food and casserole dishes into the refrigerator.

“Hey, Aunt Selma.” He kissed her cheek.

“Jeremy,” she said, holding him tight. “Oh Jeremy.” She was very skinny with white-blonde hair like cotton candy, and she had always been nice to Jeremy and Elise in the unnatural way some childless people were with kids.

“Ah, Jeremy. Here you are,” Dwight said, coming from the direction of the guest bedroom. He gave Jeremy an awkward hug, pulling away quickly. “We’re so sorry, Jeremy. What a tragedy for all of us. My big brother. I still can’t believe it. Thank God my parents aren’t alive to witness—”

“You should have waited, Dwight.”

“Waited?” His uncle cocked his head. He looked like a warped version of Jeremy’s father.

“The memorial services. I should have been there.”

“But we did wait, Jeremy. We waited as long as we could. I had to make a judgment call. I couldn’t tell when your flight would finally get in and everyone was already there.” He pulled on his thin mustache. “I couldn’t very well ask people to leave and come back another time.”

“They were my parents. I should have been there.”

“Yes, you should have.” His uncle’s voice rose with the same clipped intonation his father’s had. “And maybe if you’d checked your e-mails. Or maybe if you hadn’t gone off in the first place—”

“Dwight,” Selma rested her hand on his arm. “Please don’t.”

Dwight pulled his arm away. “You think you’re the only one affected by this, Jeremy? The only one that’s suffering? He was my brother, damn it. My big brother. He taught me how to ride a bike, for chrissake. How to throw a ball. You don’t think that I’m devastated by what’s happened?”

“I don’t know, Dwight. I honestly don’t know.”

“Jeremy,” Aunt Selma said. “Please, honey. You don’t know what you’re saying. You’re upset.”

Jeremy was trembling. “You’re right.” He took a deep breath. “Where’s Elise? Is she okay?”

Dwight shook his head and took a sandwich off a platter on the counter.

“She hasn’t been herself,” said Aunt Selma.

“She’s as unfathomable as you,” Dwight said. “Won’t talk to us. Won’t eat with us. Locks herself in the guest room or goes for long walks.”

“Wait,” Jeremy said. “Guest room? What are you talking about?”

“She’s been staying with your aunt and me at our apartment.”

“What?”

“Where did you think she was? The police only released the house from crime scene a couple of days ago. And then we had to get a clean-up crew in here.”

Jeremy tried to block that last remark. “I figured she was with my grandfather.”

“He can’t cope with a teenager.”

Damn. Jeremy had assumed Elise and their grandfather had been together. How had they gotten through this past week? “She can stay here with me tonight,” Jeremy said.

“That’s fine with me.” Dwight threw the half-eaten sandwich in the sink.

Geezer had followed Jeremy downstairs. He sniffed Selma and Dwight, then went to lie down in the front foyer. “I wasn’t expecting the dog to be here,” Dwight said.

“Who’s been taking care of him?” Jeremy asked.

“The housekeeper,” Selma said. “I forget her name. She had him at her place for a few days, but no pets are allowed there, so she brought him back here after the police left. She’s been feeding and walking him twice a day. ”

“Flora,” Jeremy said. “Her name’s Flora.”

“Of course,” Selma said. There was a smudge of lipstick on her chin. “She seems like a nice person.”

His uncle had gone over to the liquor cabinet in the adjacent family room and was pouring himself a glass of Scotch. “Not everyone would be willing to work at a house where there’d been—”

“Have a sandwich, Jeremy,” his aunt said. “The Castillos wanted you to have this food. There was a lot more, but I didn’t think it would fit in the fridge.”

Dwight held up the bottle. “Want some, Jeremy?”

“No thanks.”

Dwight took a sip. “Listen, Jeremy. I know you and I never got along well, but in times of crisis, we need to work together.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Whatever our past differences, I’m still your uncle. I want what’s best for you and Elise.”

“That’s a bit of a change from when our parents were alive.”

“Your father and I had a few issues. But that doesn’t mean he and I didn’t love each other. And now, I feel responsible for you and Elise.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Well, Elise then.” His uncle rested his glass on the counter. “We need to think about what’s best for her.”

Elise. Jeremy’s chest tightened at the thought of her. Alone this past week. Without their grandfather. Without Jeremy.

“Tonight you’ll be here at the house with her, but what about tomorrow? I need to know your plans, Jeremy. Selma and I have to make arrangements.”

“I don’t know my plans.”

“So you don’t know when you’ll be going back to Puerto Rico?”

“Portugal. I was in Portugal.”

“That’s right. It’s hard keeping up with you in your virtual world. No wonder your father was so aggravated. You don’t call home. You don’t respond to e-mails. Don’t you think of anyone but yourself?”

“Please, Dwight,” Selma said. “There’s no reason for this.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I haven’t slept much.” Dwight ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “I’ve been trying to hold everything together. The funeral arrangements, your sister, the police.”

“What about the police? Have they found anything? Do they have a suspect?”

“I talked to the lead detective for a bit,” Dwight said. “Detective Kuzniski. Seems like a good guy. Anyway, Kuzniski says they’re homing in on someone.”

“Give me Kuzniski’s number. I want to talk to him.”

Dwight reached into his wallet and handed Jeremy a business card. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Jeremy. I know how you feel right now, but there’s really no point in your getting involved with the police.”

“You don’t know anything about how I feel.”

“Sure I do. You’re angry, frustrated, ineffectual. I feel the same way myself.”

“Your parents didn’t just get killed, Dwight. You couldn’t possibly feel like I do.”

“Jeremy, Jeremy, why are you fighting me? I’m not your enemy. I’m just trying to help. You’ll be gone soon, then what? You think you can rush through here like a tornado, then leave when you’re bored? What about Elise? What happens to her?”

“I’ll work things out with my grandfather. Either he’ll come live here or Elise will move into his house.”

“Your grandfather?” Dwight said. “Why would you do that?”

“Because he’s Elise’s guardian.”

“Maybe you should have a look at your parents’ will.”

It seemed to Jeremy that Dwight was holding back a smile, but he must have been imagining it.

The front door opened and slammed shut. Jeremy recognized his sister’s voice murmuring to the dog.

“What are you talking about, Dwight?”

“Your parents entrusted your aunt Selma and me with Elise’s guardianship.” Dwight took a sip of his Scotch. “And we have no intention of letting them down.”


Chapter 3

Elise rushed into the kitchen and threw herself into Jeremy’s arms.

He held her. Just held her. He couldn’t speak if he wanted to. His sister. His baby sister. “You must always take care of her,” his mother had said, placing the newborn infant in his arms. It had been terrifying holding her. What if he dropped her? He wasn’t even seven. How could he take care of his sister?

“Where’ve you been, Elise?” Dwight asked, assuming an authority that he had no right to. He was full of shit about the guardianship. Jeremy’s parents would never have left Elise in Dwight’s care.

Elise buried her face deeper against Jeremy’s chest.

“We should go, Dwight.” Selma tugged on her husband’s arm.

Dwight took a quick glance around the room.

“If you kids need anything,” Selma said.

“Thank you, Aunt Selma,” Jeremy said.

The front door slammed.

They were alone.

“Hey Ellie.” Jeremy lifted his sister’s face by the chin. She had their mother’s pretty green eyes. But now they were red and swollen. How long had she been crying? All week? A week all alone?

He felt a surge of anger. Couldn’t his uncle have tried harder to find him? But it wasn’t fair to blame Dwight. Jeremy had arranged things so he wouldn’t be found.

Elise curled up on the sofa in the family room, letting her shoes drop to the floor. The leather was covered with scratches from where Geezer made his bed when they watched TV. His mother was always rubbing the marks with a rag dipped in oil, but it never seemed to help.

His mother.

Always take care of your sister, she’d said.

“I looked for you at the Castillos’,” Jeremy said, sitting beside her.

“They told me. I-I ran right over when I heard you were home. Oh God, Jeremy.”

“I’m here now.”

“I-I can’t stand being around people.” The hesitation and slight stutter was something new. “So, so I went. So I went to the park. To the big old banyan tree. You know, where we used to go when I was little. ‘The grotto.’”

“I remember. It’s a good place to hide.”

Her tears soaked through his shirt.

“I called you from Portugal,” he said. “After I got the news from Dwight.”

“Oh no, you did? I-I turned my phone off. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I-I didn’t think you’d call.”

“It’s okay. I just wanted to let you know I was coming home.”

“Dwight told me.” She wiped her cheek. “I hate him. He keeps saying he and Selma are responsible for me now. That they’re going to move into our house. But he’s such a liar.”

“Move into our house?”

“He said that’s what Mom and Dad wrote in their wills. But, but I don’t believe him. Mom and Dad would never do that to me. Never.”

“What does Grandpa say?”

“Poor Grandpa.”

Jeremy understood. His grandfather wouldn’t have been much comfort or help to Elise. He’d be too shattered losing his only child.

“But you’re staying with me now,” Elise said. “Right?”

“Sure.” This wasn’t the time to explain that he didn’t belong here. That what he’d told his father a week ago hadn’t changed.

Geezer rested his head on the sofa and Elise buried her face in his fur. “He smells so bad. Mom needs to give him a bath.” She stopped short. “Oh no, Jeremy.” And she began to cry hard. “Who’s going to give Geezer his bath?”

“It’s okay,” Jeremy said. “We can do it. We’ll give Geezer a bath together.”

She took a crumpled Kleenex from her pocket and wiped her eyes.

“Do you want to talk about it, Ellie? If you don’t, that’s okay.”

“I, I’m afraid.”

“Of what?”

“I have these dreams,” she said.

“What kind of dreams?”

“A dark shadow.”

“Does that mean something to you?”

“It’s him. The killer. I, I see him.”

“His face?”

“Just a shadow. A dark shadow. But then I wake up. And I think, ohmygod, he’s coming back.”

“But he isn’t, Ellie. He isn’t coming back.”

“But, but I can’t stop dreaming it.”

“Maybe it would help if you told me what happened that night.”

She leaned back against the sofa. One of her bare feet touched his hand. It was ice cold. “That night,” she said. “I was really angry with them. Well not them. Dad, mainly.”

“Why?”

“Because of the fight he had with you in Madrid. I-I didn’t think you’d ever come home.”

Jeremy massaged her foot.

“And I just wanted to talk to someone. To Carlos. But they said I-I couldn’t go see him. And I ran up to my room and stayed there until—”

“Until what, Ellie?”

“Oh Jeremy, I’m such a terrible person. They told me not to go, but, but I didn’t listen. I-I snuck out of the house while they were walking Geezer.”

“You were upset. You couldn’t have known anything bad would happen.”

“But, but I shouldn’t have gone after they told me not to. I never disobey them.”

“I know, Ellie. You’re a good kid. Mom and Dad know that. Tell me what happened next. After you left the house.”

“I ran the whole way to Carlos’s. We watched a movie, but we fell asleep. Then, when we woke up, it was very late. And I remember thinking. Mom’s going to kill me.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “Do you believe that? I’m thinking Mom’s going to kill me.”

“Hey.” He pulled her against him.

“But if I hadn’t disobeyed them, m-maybe I could have stopped him.”

If Elise hadn’t disobeyed their parents, he might not be holding her now.

Take care of your sister.

“I-I didn’t say good-bye to them,” she said.

“I know,” he said. “I didn’t either.”

The house was quiet. Too quiet. There’d always been music. His father’s music. How much that used to annoy Jeremy. Can’t you play something besides classical, Dad? “Then what happened?” Jeremy asked.

“Carlos walked me home. W-we could see something was wrong. The front door was open.”

“Open?”

“Unlocked.”

“You mean someone used a key to get in?”

“I guess.”

Jeremy’s mind was racing. A burglar wouldn’t have a key.

“It was dark in the house. And I remember thinking, they wouldn’t have turned the lights out. They knew I was coming home soon.” Elise bit down on her lower lip. “And the smell. It was so strange. Carlos said it smelled like gunpowder, and we should leave.” Her eyes flitted around the room. “And then, I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

“Liliam said Carlos pulled you out of the house,” Jeremy said softly. “That he ran to get the security guard.”

Elise looked at him blankly. “Is that what happened?”

“Isn’t it? You were there.”

She put the end of her long dark braid in her mouth. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”


Chapter 4

It bugged Jeremy. The door being unlocked. Either someone had a key or his parents had opened it. And they only would have opened the door at that hour for someone they knew.

But they were shot in their bed. So that had to mean the killer used a key to get in.

Then how could the police believe it was a burglary?

Jeremy had called the number on Detective Kuzniski’s business card and arranged to meet him. Elise was still asleep in her room, but Flora was at the house dusting, vacuuming just like she’d always done.

Jeremy parked at a meter outside Starbucks. Several people were sitting at outdoor tables sipping their lattes on the tree-lined street— a couple of gay guys in their jogging shorts, a cute girl with a golden retriever, an old man reading the newspaper. Cars drove by. A motorcyclist revved his engine.

The girl looked up at him, then quickly turned away. It was as though she sensed his freakishness. That he wasn’t one of them.

He wasn’t one of them. His parents had been murdered.

There was a burst of cold air as Jeremy pulled open the door to the coffee shop. A woman with a toddler in a stroller was waiting for her order. Several people were sitting at tables staring at their laptops and didn’t look up at him. At a corner table near the window, two people were watching Jeremy. The man, in his thirties, was wearing a sport jacket and had black hair slicked back. The woman next to him was older, maybe his mother’s age, but she had a weathered look about her. She was wearing a poorly fitting pantsuit and was tapping her fingers against the table.

The man stood up and extended his hand. He was as tall as Jeremy, but had a good-sized paunch. “Jeremy Stroeb?”

Jeremy must have looked surprised as he shook the man’s hand.

“Photos,” the man said. “Almost didn’t recognize you with the beard and long hair, though. I’m Detective Kuzniski and this is Detective Lieber.” He gestured toward the woman. There were gray streaks in her brown hair.

“We’re very sorry for your loss, Jeremy,” Detective Lieber said. Her voice was gravelly, as though she’d once been a big-time smoker.

“Thank you.”

“Tragic,” Kuzniski shook his head. “Really tragic. The last thing we’d expect to happen in a neighborhood like yours. But don’t you worry, Jeremy, we’ll get whoever did this to your parents. We’ve got all our resources on this.”

“Would you like something to eat or drink, Jeremy?” Lieber asked, putting a stick of gum in her mouth. She had a full cup of black coffee and a pile of gum wrappers near her napkin. The remains of a chocolate chip muffin sat on the table in front of Kuzniski.

“I’m fine, thanks.” Jeremy sat down across from them.

“So, how can we help you, Jeremy?” Kuzniski said.

“Actually,” Jeremy said. “I would have thought you’d want to talk to me.”

“About something in particular?” Kuzniski asked.

“I don’t know. Things like did my parents have any enemies? Who do I think may have killed them? You’re the detectives. I just watch movies.”

Lieber drew her head back, and Jeremy realized he sounded like a jerk.

“Look,” Jeremy said. “I’m not trying to be confrontational. This whole thing— it just blows me away. Someone comes to my house and kills my parents?”

“We understand,” Lieber said. “And of course we’re interested in anything you can tell us that would help the investigation.”

“But the good news is,” Kuzniski said, “we already have a pretty good idea who did it.”

“That’s what my uncle said you told him.”

“Dwight Stroeb.” Kuzniski nodded.

“Would you mind telling me?” Jeremy said.

Kuzniski glanced at his watch, gold with a thick band. “We picked someone up near the island.”

“And what makes him a suspect?”

“He had a laptop case in his car. Your father’s ID tag was still on it. And he just got out of jail. Has a rap sheet about ten pages long. Armed robbery, assault, drugs.”

“Laptop case?” Jeremy said. “What about the laptop?”

Kuzniski shook his head. “Just the case.”

“And my mother’s?”

“Your mother’s what?” Lieber stopped chewing.

“My parents both had laptops. They take them everywhere they go.” He paused. “Took them, I mean. They both had their laptops when they came to see me in Madrid.”

“We only found the one case,” Lieber said, writing something down in a small notebook.

“Was anything else stolen?” Jeremy asked.

“You know, Jeremy,” Kuzniski said. “I’ve already filled your uncle in—”

“It doesn’t look like anything else was taken,” Lieber said. “He left in a hurry.”

“What about the key?” Jeremy said.

“What key?” Lieber said.

“The killer used a key to get into the house.”

“We don’t know that,” Kuzniski said.

“My sister said the door was unlocked when she came home. Did you find any evidence of a break-in?”

“No, but your parents probably left the door unlocked,” Kuzniski said.

“Never.” Jeremy hit the table, and the coffee in Lieber’s cup sloshed over the top. “My parents would never leave the door unlocked when they went to bed.”

“They were jetlagged,” Kuzniski said. “It may have been an oversight.”

“My parents did not have oversights.”

Kuzniski glanced at his watch. “Listen, Jeremy—”

“And the weapon?” Jeremy said. “Have you found the weapon?”

“We rarely find the murder weapon,” Kuzniski said. “That’s just in your movies.”

“But I’m still confused. You think this ex-con intended to burglarize our house, but didn’t expect anyone to be home. Then he found my parents in their bedroom and he shot them. Why? Why wouldn’t he just have run?”

“He must have believed they had a gun,” Kuzniski said.

“But he killed them. Both of them.” Jeremy felt a rush of heat. “How the hell could he have killed both of them?” The woman with the stroller moved to a table closer to them. “I mean, how many shots did he fire? It’s not that easy to shoot someone and kill them. And to kill both of them?”

“One,” Lieber said. “That’s what Forensics tells us.”

“One?”

“It just took one shot,” Lieber said.

“It was a shotgun. Double-barreled,” Kuzniski said. “With buckshot.”

Jeremy felt like he was falling. He had kept the physical image of his parents’ murder far, far away. But now, there was no escaping it. A shotgun. His parents had been killed with a shotgun. Once when surfing the Net, he’d seen photos of animals killed by buckshot at close range. Their ravaged bodies. The blood, pieces of flesh torn and thrown everywhere.

Unrecognizable. His parents would have been unrecognizable.

“Can you tell me something, please?” Jeremy could barely hear his own voice. “What kind of burglar uses a key to get into a house and brings a shotgun?”

Kuzniski stood up abruptly, almost knocking over his chair.

“Jesus Christ,” Jeremy said. “You pick up some guy who happens to be driving near Lotus Island with a laptop case and a rap sheet and you’re done. You’ve got your killer. The streets of Miami are now safe for its citizens. Children can go back outside to play.”

“Mr. Stroeb,” Kuzniski said, “this investigation has been given top priority. We’re all working hard with the sole task of finding your parents’ killer. Where do you get off, barging in here and attacking us?” He ran his fingers through his hair in two rapid movements. “We’re busy people, Mr. Stroeb. We don’t have time to sit around with some college punk who’s watched a few episodes of CSI and thinks he knows more than we do. Are you coming, Lieber?”

She shook her head.

“Fine,” Kuzniski said and stomped out of the coffee shop.

The woman with the toddler was staring at him. Jeremy caught her eye, and she turned away.

Why had he come here? There was nothing he could do. Everywhere was frustration. His uncle, the detectives. The sense of his own futility. It’s why he’d left in the first place.

Tomorrow he’d catch a plane. Maybe he’d go to Greece. The islands. He’d always wanted to go to Santorini.

“I can imagine how difficult this is for you,” Detective Lieber said. She’d been watching him. “How’s your sister? I saw her at the funeral. She seemed— well, lost.”

Her kindness made his throat close up. He shot a muffin crumb across the table with his thumb and middle finger.

“It must be a big relief to her that you’re home now.”

Jeremy pushed back his chair. It scraped against the floor. “I really appreciate you meeting me,” he said, “but I’m sure, like Detective Kuzniski, you have more important things to do.”

She was flattening out a gum wrapper against the table and made no move to get up. The skin on her hands was slightly wrinkled and covered with age spots.

“I understand you’ve been traveling around Europe for the past year,” Lieber said after a while. “That your parents and sister had just returned from visiting you.”

“I’m sure Uncle Dwight filled you in. Gave you an earful about the wayward son.”

“Did your parents seem concerned about anything?”

“Besides me?”

“Yes, Jeremy. Besides you.”

He leaned his head back. One of the overhead lights was out. She must think he was one self-centered jerk. “I don’t know,” Jeremy said. “They were both pretty intense people. They always seemed to have a lot on their minds.”

“Tell me about them.”

“Why?” he said. “Why do you care? You already have a suspect.”

“A suspect is only that, Jeremy.”

“So you haven’t put the investigation to bed?”

“I don’t like loose ends and unanswered questions.”

“Thank you.” He looked down at his clenched hands. “Thank you.”

“So tell me about your parents.”

The door to the coffee shop opened and a group of women in sweat suits and oversized designer bags came in, talking loudly as though they owned the place.

“She wasn’t like that,” Jeremy said, nodding toward the women. “My mother. She was classy and understated and—”

“And what?”

Jeremy’s throat had closed up again. He reached for Lieber’s black coffee and took a sip. Cold and bitter. “You know she was a partner in a CPA firm. Very smart, respected. Everyone liked her.”

“It seems that way from the people I spoke to.”

“So you have been asking around?”

“Of course.”

Maybe he’d misjudged the detectives.

“Can you think of anyone who may have wanted her dead?”

“My mother? I can’t imagine.”

“Clients? Partners? Someone on the staff?”

He shook his head.

“She had two partners.” Lieber flipped through the pages of her notebook. “Bud McNally and Irving Luria. Did you know them well?”

“Not really. I used to hang out in my mom’s office when I was a kid.” He thought back to the gathering at the Castillos’ yesterday. They had both been there— Irv Luria, the ugly man in a wrinkled suit, and Bud McNally, a large guy with a southern accent.

“How did she get along with them? Any tension you were aware of?”

“I couldn’t say. I haven’t exactly been around much. But my mom and Bud started at the firm at the same time. I remember they used to tease each other a lot. Like a competition.”

“Any animosity?”

He was surprised by her vocabulary. “No. It seemed good-natured.”

“And Irving Luria? How’d your mom get along with him?”

“He’s much older than my mom. He was like her mentor.”

She waited.

“I guess they got along okay.”

“And what about your father? Can you think of anyone who may have had a grudge against him?”

“He was a college professor. A harmless college professor. Shit. He even wore a jacket with patches on the elbows.”

“And everyone loved him?”

“I guess. I don’t know. He used to bitch about the administration. And he was always writing stuff that pissed people off. But you don’t get killed for that, do you?”

“You’d be surprised what people get killed for.” She turned to another page in her notebook. “Do you know his boss? The dean? Let me see if I can find his name.”

“Dr. Winter,” Jeremy said. “He’s an asshole.”

“I see. You know him.”

“Not really, but my father hated his guts.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t pay much attention.”

She looked back down at her book. “And what about your father’s graduate assistant, Marina Champlain?”

He shook his head.

“You’ve never met her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Oh, you’d remember her if you did.” She closed her book. “Anyone else we should be talking to? Anyone who came to mind when you heard what had happened?”

“I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill them.” He crushed a muffin crumb between his fingers. “They were just ordinary people. A mom and dad with jobs and a family. Who kills a mom and dad with a family?”

“We’ll try to figure that out. Right now, all we have is the guy with the laptop case, but we’re also checking other possibilities. Lotus Island has a pretty good security system. We’ve looked at the records and videos of everyone who got on and off the island that night. The suspect drove onto the island around eleven p.m., then off after midnight.” She took the stack of wrappers and folded them together in half, then in quarters, in a neat little package. “But the house was pretty clean. No usable fingerprints. It hasn’t been easy, Jeremy. And I’m sure you can appreciate how eager everyone is to put the murderer behind bars.”

“So what you’re saying is it’s better to have a suspect, even if he didn’t really do it, than to come up empty-handed.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“It seems to be your partner’s approach.”

“Well, I’m not ready to put it to bed. The problem is, there’s just so much information I can get from interviews. Without getting on the inside, it’s almost impossible to learn if anyone close to your parents had a motive.”

“Plant a mole,” Jeremy said. “Someone undercover.”

“Nice idea.” She half-smiled. “Like in the movies. Anyway, if you think of anything else that might be helpful to us, call me.” She handed Jeremy her card. Detective Judy Lieber. “And do you have a cell phone and e-mail address where I can reach you?”

He took her pen and scribbled on a napkin. “I’m not sure I can be much help to you,” Jeremy said. “I’m probably heading back to Europe in the next day or so.”

“But—” She closed her mouth abruptly. “I see.” Then she gathered up the coffee, napkins, gum wrappers, and Kuzniski’s crumpled muffin liner and threw them away. She extended her hand. “Well, good luck to you, Jeremy. Rest assured while you’re busy seeing the world or whatever you rich kids do out there, we detectives won’t rest until we find your parents’ murderer and bring him to justice.” She scowled and tapped her lips. “I believe that’s how they say it in the movies.”

Then she looked pointedly at the woman with the stroller and left the coffee shop.
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