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The New York branch of the Farrell Publishing Group had six offices, a small reception room and enough books and manuscripts to fill a space triple the size it occupied. Much of the overflow was in Elizabeth Kurtz’s tiny office. Boxes were stacked on boxes and the filing cabinets were so packed that they were seldom opened, since it was almost impossible to remove a folder to examine its contents. On shelves and on the floor were stacks of dictionaries, science reference books and pamphlets. A bulletin board held so many overlapping notes and memos that some of them had yellowed and curled at the edges. The small sign on her door read: Elizabeth Kurtz Assistant Editor. That door had not been closed all the way in the three years that she had used the office on Mondays and Thursdays. The door would start to close, then stick, leaving a three-or four-inch gap. It had bothered her in the beginning, but she never thought of it any longer, and paid little attention to any activity in the hall beyond it.
That October day she was frowning at a sentence she was trying to unravel, something to do with paleontology, she assumed, since that was the subject of the manuscript.
The door was pushed open and Terry Kurtz entered and tried to close the door behind him. When it stuck, he gave it a vicious push, to no avail.
“What are you doing in here? Get out! Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying,” Elizabeth snapped, half rising from her chair.
“I have a proposition for you,” he said, and tried again to close the door. He cursed and kicked it when it stuck.
“I’m calling security,” she said, reaching for the phone. He rushed around the desk and grabbed her wrist, wrenching her hand back.
“Just shut up and listen,” he said in a low voice, keeping an eye on the door, holding her wrist in a numbing grip. “I just came from the hospital. They’re going to operate on Dad in the morning, emergency open-heart surgery, and they don’t think he’ll make it. He told me something. Mom left us alone for a couple of minutes and he told me. Taunted me with it.”
Elizabeth felt no more sense of loss or grief than Terry was showing. She tried to pull away from his grasp, and he tightened his hold and leaned in closer, whispering now. “When he found out you were pregnant, he assigned a share of the company to us, in both our names. He was going to hand it over when Jason was a year old and I was thirty-five, a present to celebrate my birthday, our marriage and a grandchild, but you spoiled it when you got on your high horse and kicked me out. He put the assignment away somewhere. It’s still valid, except Mom will get her hands on whatever that document is and she’ll shred it faster than she’ll order his cremation. I’ve got his keys, and I intend to find it first. You have to help me.”
“I don’t have to do anything,” she cried. “Get out of here and leave me alone!”
Voices in the hall outside her door rose as the speakers drew nearer. Terry released her wrist and straightened up, and she jumped from her chair and stepped behind it. Neither spoke until the voices faded, then were gone.
“If you touch me again, I’ll have you arrested for assault!” she said.
“That assignment means a hefty income for the rest of your life and Jason’s if you sell it back tomorrow. And when the company sale goes through that amount will triple, quadruple! No more dingy office where the door won’t even close. You have to think what it will mean for our son.”
“Our son!” she said furiously. “As if you care a damn about my son. How many times have you even seen him? Three! Goddamn you, three times in five years!”
But it still hurt, like a phantom pain from an amputated limb, she sometimes thought. A year of magic, the princess and her incredibly handsome prince, playing, making love, seeing the world like two wide-eyed children with fairy dust in their eyes. Then her pregnancy. He had walked out when she was just under five months pregnant, and he had not returned until Jason was six months old. She had met his return with divorce papers.
He was still the incredibly handsome prince, with curly dark hair, eyes so dark blue they appeared black until the light hit his face in a particular way and they gleamed with an electric blue light. Muscular and lean, athletic, with the perfect features of a male model, he had won his princess without a struggle, but while he still lived in fairyland, she had put illusions behind her and regarded him now with loathing.
“You can sell your share tomorrow, easily a million dollars. Hold it for six months, and that figure rises astronomically. Two million, three, God knows how high it’ll go.”
He was whispering again. “I have his keys to the office files, and to his home files. Mom will stay at the hospital for now, but if she finds out that I lifted his keys, she’ll head for wherever that document is. The office, or the condo. And we have to get that paper before she gets to it. She knows where it is, and she’ll get it, believe me. You can take the condo, and I’ll hit the office files. We’ll find it first.”
She knew he was right about his mother. Sarah Kurtz felt about Elizabeth the same way Elizabeth felt about Terry. She shook her head. “I can’t get inside the condo or the office, so forget it. Go search by yourself.”
“I’ll take you to the condo. I can get in, and I can take you in with me and leave you there while I go over to the corporate office. But, Goddamn it, we have to do it now! Before she realizes I took the keys.”
 
In a cab minutes later, sitting as far from him as the seat allowed, Elizabeth asked, “What sale are you talking about?”
“I don’t know,” he said, almost sullenly. “They don’t tell me anything. I just know it’s in the works, a Swiss conglomerate. They’re doing the preliminary investigation, whatever that means.”
She did know they told him nothing about the business. The playboy son had never wanted a thing to do with the business of prosthetics that had made his family wealthy. Then his hasty marriage to a half-breed Spanish dancer, was how Sarah Kurtz had put it when she found out. He had deserted Elizabeth, but Sarah had her own spin on that as well. Elizabeth had snared him, enticed a rich, innocent American boy, got herself pregnant and kicked him out to bring in her real lover, another woman. Elizabeth’s lawyer, a savvy, hard-faced woman, had hired a detective to track Terry down on the Riviera, then photograph him frolicking on a nude beach with a movie starlet. The divorce had been a piece of cake, she had told Elizabeth. There was a very good settlement, and Sarah Kurtz would never forgive Elizabeth for threatening to besmirch the family’s spotless reputation. Attorneys had handled the whole affair and, as far as Elizabeth knew, not a word had ever been printed about the matter.
In the cab, Elizabeth, gazing out the side window, seeing little of the passing scene, knew she was going along with this as much to strike back at Sarah as for the money itself. Not for how they had treated her, but for the way they treated Jason. No one in the family had ever seen Jason except Terry, who had visited his son twice after the divorce and wouldn’t recognize him unless he was wearing a nametag.
 
Elizabeth had been in the condo several times before, the last visit had been for dinner, when she had told the family that she was pregnant. Joe Kurtz had been delighted. She remembered that scene, as she looked about the luxurious suite, decorator-perfect and lifeless, like an illustration from a glitzy magazine. “Now, he’ll settle down,” Joe had said that day. “You’ve turned our boy into a man, a family man, by God!”
Fat chance, she said under her breath, following Terry to Joe’s home office. There was a kidney-shaped desk with a black mirror-smooth surface, two file cabinets, black-leather-covered chairs and a tub with a palm tree. She left her briefcase by the door and took off her sweater.
“Here’s the key,” Terry said, handing it to her. “It will open them both. If you find it, call my cell. I’ll give you a call if I find it.” He handed her a card with his number, and she told him her own. He hurried out, and she opened the first file cabinet.
At three-thirty she had finished one cabinet, and was midway through a drawer in the second one, when she pulled out a file labeled: Knowlton. After a glance, she replaced it and reached for the next file, then paused as a faint memory stirred. Knowlton. Something. She took it out again and looked more closely at the contents. She saw drawings of prosthetics, joints, arms, legs, things she didn’t recognize. Slowly she walked to the big desk and sat down, gazing at the drawings. She caught her breath as the memory took shape. Knowlton had sued the company, accused them of stealing or something. The file was thick, and her fingers fumbled as she picked up and put down papers after scanning them hastily.
“Oh, my God!” she said.
Moving fast, she closed the file folder and ran back to the cabinet to close the drawer, then hurried across the office to where she had put down her briefcase with the manuscript she was to edit. She stuffed the file folder inside, put on her sweater, snatched up her purse and left the beautiful apartment.
Her cell phone rang as she stood on the street and hailed a cab. She ignored her phone. Outside her bank minutes later, she made a call of her own.
“Leonora, something urgent has come up. You have to collect Jason and take him home, then pack a suitcase for him, and one for me. We have to go somewhere. I’ll explain when I get there.” Leonora wanted to know what was wrong, and impatiently Elizabeth cut her off and said, “Just do it. I’ll tell you when I get there. Do it now.”
At the bank she made out a withdrawal slip for ten thousand dollars from her savings account. When the teller looked puzzled, she said, as lightly as she could manage, “A friend is selling her car, but she has to have cash. It’s a sweet deal.” No hassle, she thought. Just don’t give me a hassle. The teller asked her to wait a few minutes, and while she waited, she made plans.
She would need a computer, a laptop. Pay for it with a credit card, but no more credit card purchases after that; they could find her through them. No cell phone, possibly they could trace her through it. But she needed the computer and, later, possibly a printer. She had a lot of research to do. She’d sell her car, buy something less noticeable and use cash for everything…
 
Leonora had done exactly as Elizabeth had told her. She had collected Jason from kindergarten and packed a suitcase for him, and was still packing for Elizabeth when she arrived home. It was a spacious apartment, shared by Elizabeth and Terry for several months, until his departure, and then retained by Elizabeth. Her attorney had insisted that she should be awarded enough not to have to make any drastic reductions in her living arrangements. Leonora, her friend from childhood, had moved in to help out during the pregnancy and stayed on afterward.
Leonora’s mother had left her abusive husband when her daughter was twelve and Elizabeth’s mother had taken the child into her own household and the two girls had become sisters in most ways. Elizabeth’s father, a State Department employee at the UN for years, had died in a boating accident when she was eleven. Her mother had remained in the States to see her daughter safely enrolled at Johns Hopkins, where she had been an honors student, and then had gone back home to her native Spain. The two girls had shared a bedroom, worn each other’s clothes, then had drawn apart when Leonora married early and Elizabeth had gone to university. They had drawn together again when Leonora had come to realize she had married a man very like her own father. After two stillbirths and several beatings, she had left him, and had maintained a close friendship with Elizabeth ever since.
That day her face was drawn with worry as Elizabeth said, “I have to get Jason out of here and have a little time to think about something I came across. I’ll call you in a few days and tell you what it’s all about, but not now. I want you to go get my car. I’ll finish packing up. A pillow case, that’s what I need, for some toys.” She rushed through the apartment, looked in on Jason watching television. He waved and said, “Hi, Mama Two.” There was a mischievous gleam in his eyes those days when he called whichever one was with him first Mama One, and the other Mama Two. Until recently they both had simply been Mama. Elizabeth ran to the bedroom, with Leonora at her heels, and began tossing things into her own suitcase, rushing back and forth from her closet or dresser to the bed and the open case. “After we’re out of here, you’d better go somewhere and stay a few days, maybe even a week. They’ll want to ask you questions, and it’s best if they can’t find you. I’ll call your cell phone.”
“For heaven’s sake, Elizabeth! What’s going on? Are you in trouble? Who will ask questions?”
“Just go get the car!” Her voice was shrill. She swallowed hard. “I can’t stop to talk about it now. Just get the car. Please! Terry and his mother. They can’t find me here!”
Leonora’s face hardened, and she nodded. “On my way.”
 
At six-thirty Sarah Kurtz entered her condo where Terry was sprawled on a white sofa with a tall drink in his hand. He raised the glass as a greeting. “How’s he doing?”
“He’s sedated. They said he’ll sleep all night and for me to come on home. The surgery is scheduled for seven in the morning.” She looked tired. Every year for the past ten or fifteen, she had put on a few pounds, never much at a time but never lost again either, and the accumulation had become close to obesity. Her hair was as blond as ever, and would continue to be that color no matter how many more years she had to enjoy. Normally her complexion was good, her cheeks a nice pink, but that day her face looked splotched with red patches.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, taking off her jacket.
“Waiting for you. Miss Dad’s keys yet?”
“What are you talking about? What keys?”
“To his filing cabinets here and those at the office. I took them today. And you didn’t even notice. I’m surprised.”
She had been moving toward the bar across the room, but stopped to look at him. “What are you up to?”
“I found the share assignment,” he said lazily. “Thought it would save you a little trouble if I did it myself. Elizabeth helped me look. Thought you’d like to know that we can still cooperate if necessary.”
“You let that woman look at his files?”
“Not at the office. While she looked here, I found it at the office. See, cooperation.”
Sarah Kurtz’s face became noticeably more mottled as she stared at her son. Wordlessly she turned and hurried to the home office. Terry got up and followed her. The key was still in the lock. Sarah yanked open the file drawer and riffled through the folders.
“I told you, I found it, down at the office. She didn’t find anything.”
Abruptly Sarah swung around, and her hand flashed out in a sharp slap across his face. “You bloody, blithering idiot! Go get her and bring her back here! Now!”
“She won’t come. I told her I had the assignment. No reason for her to come back.” He rubbed his cheek and stepped out of his mother’s reach.
“Bring Jason! She’ll come! Go get her now!”
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The first time Barbara Holloway entered the office of Dr. Marjorie Sanger, she had been restless and wary, and spent minutes prowling about the office, examining books on shelves, a series of miniature paintings in a frame, a globe. She had not expected to see the doctor. Being given the time because there had been a cancellation had taken her by surprise, but driving from Eugene to San Francisco she had promised herself to make the call, to seek help in untying the tangle of messy knots she had made of her life. Her own attempts to unravel the knots only succeeded in drawing them tighter.
“Are you going to tell me why you’re here?” the psychologist had asked after a few minutes.
“I’m trying to decide where to begin,” Barbara said. “It’s difficult.” In her mind she was trying to decide not where to begin, but if she would begin, or say it was all a mistake, excuse herself and leave.
“Yes, it often is. But let me start you. You’re a professional woman facing a crisis of some sort. You’ve never consulted a therapist in the past and you rarely talk about personal difficulties.”
Barbara paused her restless wandering and looked hard at her.
“No, I didn’t look you up. Hardly time for that, was there? But you’re guarding your reputation. You asked my receptionist for the charge in order to bring enough cash. No insurance record or credit card. No paper trail. Outsiders often seize any opportunity to paint us all as unstable, don’t they?”
She was a wizened little woman, hardly more than five feet tall, and she couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Her hair was gray and frizzy, natural, Barbara assumed, since no one would get a perm like that and live with it. Indeterminate age, fifty-five, seventy?
The doctor smiled. “People who are garrulous have no trouble at all in starting to talk. Often about inconsequential matters, but they can no more resist talking than they can stop breathing. Many others seek out a neutral figure, one who knows nothing about them, another form of guarding the self, and quite often they find they don’t know if they want to talk at all. And it’s a crisis for you, or you wouldn’t be here. See? Simple.”
She laughed, and Barbara sat down opposite her desk.
On her next visit the doctor had said, “Every professional person faces the crisis of faith, crisis of belief, of personal integrity, something, and each one of us has to decide. No one can do it for us. You understand that you’re suddenly on the tipping point of a life, your own or someone else’s, that what you decide will determine someone’s fate. It isn’t just a minor nuisance, but a life-altering fate, and how you tip the scale is irreversible. It’s a heavy weight to bear.”
The next time Barbara had come, she again moved restlessly about the office, unable to sit still.
“What happened, Barbara?” Dr. Sanger asked. “Something has changed for you, hasn’t it?”
Tiredly, Barbara sank into a chair and nodded. “It seemed simple. He would accept that I’m not the right one for him and get on with things, and I would get over it. People do.”
“And now?”
“He wants to marry me. I got an e-mail with a proposal.” She jerked to her feet and went to the globe, gave it a spin. “I’ll end up hurting him. It wouldn’t work. Why can’t he see that?” She returned to her chair.
“Perhaps he is looking at something you don’t see.”
“An ideal. He’s looking at an ideal, and I’m looking at myself, the person I know I am.”
“I asked you what you’re afraid of. Have you arrived at an answer?”
Barbara nodded. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt him desperately. I’m afraid it would come to that eventually.”
Dr. Sanger said gently, “I think you can come up with a better answer than that. But consider this, Barbara. Consider if there are ever two people who are truly equal. Aren’t there always daily accommodations that must be made by real people? If they become too unbalanced, tension rises, perhaps an irreconcilable difference, but how can one know in advance if such will be the case? And what may be seen by one as a major hurdle, to the other may appear to be almost insignificant. Again, accommodations are made. Or not.”
“You aren’t going to give me any advice at all, are you?”
“No, Barbara. Only you can decide your own fate. You won’t be coming again, will you?”
Barbara shook her head. “I have to think about my own fate, make a few decisions. Thank you, Dr. Sanger.” She stood up and put on her coat, walked to the door, where she was stopped by the psychologist’s voice.
“Barbara, if ever I find myself in a terrible situation, accused of criminal activity, I’d want you to defend me.”
Barbara turned around and regarded the other woman, then said, “Will you answer a question for me?”
Dr. Sanger nodded.
“Have you ever considered quitting, leaving it all and just quitting?”
For a moment Dr. Sanger didn’t move, then she nodded again. “More than once,” she said.
“Thank you,” Barbara said in a near whisper and walked out.
She walked until city lights came on. Cars rushed by, a fire truck screamed through an intersection in front of her, boys on skateboards zoomed past, other pedestrians clustered at corners and she paid little or no attention to any of it. One hand held her purse strap, the other was in her pocket clutching the e-mail from Darren. She felt stupid for carrying it around, especially since the words had become imbedded in her brain, but she carried it in her pocket where she could feel it.
When her thighs began to burn, she knew it was time to stop walking, to get something to eat and then return to her studio apartment. She would make notes of today’s conversation with Dr. Sanger, exactly the way she always did after talking with a client or a witness. After that, she had to start from the beginning of her notes and give some thought to what she had said, what the doctor had said on various visits. But not in the city, she thought then. There was no need to remain in San Francisco. Someplace on the coast where she could watch a storm blow ashore and have peace and quiet enough to think through everything she and Dr. Sanger had discussed. And make a final decision about practicing law, and about Darren Halvord. Especially about Darren.
 
For weeks Joseph Kurtz had hovered between life and death, in a state neither one nor the other, in a deep coma following a stroke that occurred twenty-four hours after his surgery. That morning he had slipped into death.
Sarah Kurtz and her brother Lawrence Diedricks were in the living room of her condo and she half listened as Lawrence and her personal assistant Lon Clampton discussed arrangements for the next few days. The jet would be ready to leave in the morning, Clampton had said, whenever the family got there. He had arranged for removal of the body to the plane. The funeral would take place on Saturday, with only the family present, and a memorial service on the following Tuesday. Sarah’s jaw was clenched with frustration and rage, and to her surprise even grief. They had been married for forty-three years, after all.
The voices droned on until she felt she might scream. Finally she broke in, “Clampton, what about that woman in Austin? Do they know yet?”
“Another false alarm,” he said easily. Lon Clampton had been with her for more than twenty years, but he was not in her confidence and had no idea why she was so obsessed with finding Elizabeth Kurtz, only that she was, and that she was spending a fortune on private detectives. He didn’t much care about why, not his job, but he was responsible for hiring the detective firm, and she took it out on him every time a false lead ended up at a blank wall.
Lon Clampton was a large man, broad shouldered and heavy without being fat. He worked out regularly and was proud of his well-developed body. He liked his job, even if Sarah Kurtz could be a bitch to work for at times. It was not demanding for the most part, and the pay was good enough to make up for a lot of her bitching. Arrange this party, see to the invitations, have the car ready, the plane ready to go, be on call presumably for twenty-four hours a day, but that was misleading. She rarely called in the evening and almost never on weekends. Now that Elizabeth Kurtz had come up again as a concern, he was ready to do whatever was required. More publicity, he could fix that. More rumors, he knew where to get them started. This time she had ordered absolute silence. Not a word to be leaked, not a hint they were looking for her. But finding her had proven to be a sticking point. Although the detectives really were some of the best, they had failed so far. And she blamed him more than she blamed them.
Sarah heaved herself up from a chair and cast him a venomous look. “If that crew of scumbags can’t do the job, get some who can. I’m going to lie down.”
At the door of the living room she paused to give her brother an equally scathing look. “Tell Moira that plane will take off at eleven whether she’s aboard or not.”
“Now, Sarah, don’t you worry about Moira. We’ll be there. You go on and have a rest.”
“Your wife has never been on time in her life,” she said. “She’ll be late for her own funeral. Eleven.”
Lying down, she realized she was grinding her teeth and forced herself to stop. It was too much, she thought, just too damned much. Where could that bitch be holed up?
In the beginning they had reassured her. She can’t hide with a little boy, she’s an amateur, she doesn’t know how to cover her tracks. Now, weeks later they were still chasing shadows. Only three people had known about that file—Sarah, Joe and Sarah’s brother, Lawrence. And now that bitch had it. Joe should have burned it, she thought then. She should have let him burn it when he first proposed doing so. But she had known it was priceless and said to lock it up. We’ll find a use for it. And they had, and would have found it even more valuable than she had dreamed years earlier. Or it could be a scalpel that could slice her dreams to shreds.
She’ll get in touch, she told herself, as she had done repeatedly. We’ll meet her demands now, and take care of her later, after the file is secure again. After things are settled.
She had been outraged and mortified when Terry called to say he would bring his bride over to meet the family, the first she had heard about a wedding. She had ordered Clampton to find out about the girl and her family, and the more she learned, the angrier she had become. A filthy Spanish girl, an equally filthy Spanish mother who had seduced another nice American boy. Elizabeth’s father had come from a good American family, probably as easy a pickup as Terry would have been. It didn’t matter that her mother’s family had money; they probably had stolen it. So they were highly regarded in Spain; anyone could buy a favorable press release. Sarah’s outrage had only grown when she met Elizabeth. She had known she would be beautiful, of course. Terry always had an eye for a beautiful girl; she was just one of many. But she had snared him. It had mattered less that she was educated, a major in science, for God’s sake! She didn’t trust women who were driven, competitive. God alone knew what mixture of blood ran in that family, Spanish, Arabs, no doubt, blacks. Who knew?
She had to admit that Elizabeth was smart, showing off her intelligence, questioning Joe in a humiliating way, then dismissing him, probably laughing at him. And making up to Sarah’s father, showing off her languages the way she did. Speaking French on his shortwave radio to some other foreigner who couldn’t speak decent English. None of that mattered.
What did matter was that Sarah knew how to bring her down to the level where she belonged, helpless and pleading, abject and penitent. Once she got her hands on Jason, Elizabeth would understand what it meant to cross Sarah Kurtz.
Her head was throbbing painfully with a migraine coming on. Not now, she willed it. Not fucking now!
 
Elizabeth sat on a park bench with an open book, but she was not reading it. She had learned that if she pretended to be absorbed in a book no one stopped to chat and she always carried one when she took Jason to a park to play. He was swinging, calling for her to watch now and then, probably singing to himself, the way he did when he was content. He had stopped singing in the car. He was getting so tired of traveling, exactly as she was. So very tired. Now, in Las Vegas, she knew this had to stop. She had to go somewhere and stay, to let him settle down again, and to get some rest. She eyed a man warily, looked down at her book, then surreptitiously glanced at him again. She felt certain he was watching her, but she had felt that way so many times in the past weeks, she recognized it as a symptom of her fear, or paranoia, not necessarily a real threat. But what if he was?
Always the fear followed her reasoning.
She was very aware when the man stood up and took several steps in her direction, aware when he stopped, then turned and walked away. Only then did she really look at him, his hands thrust in his pockets, shoulders sagging. She drew in a breath of relief. Just another lonely guy looking for a friendly face. But she knew she had to make some kind of plan, do something besides drive endlessly with fear her constant companion.
She would finish scanning the material that night, she thought then, and tomorrow she would find a day-care center where she could leave Jason for an hour or two, take the original material and put it…Where? She couldn’t use a bank safe-deposit box, not without an account. A locker. Train station? The airport, she decided. And when she was ready to pick it up again, it would be a simple matter to get it back. Then what?
Her mind was not functioning properly. She could think only in small increments of time. Time to find a motel. Time for lunch. Time to let Jason run and play for awhile. Time to drive on. Tomorrow hardly ever played a part in her planning, just the immediate needs to be taken care of.
That morning she had read in the newspaper that Joe Kurtz had died, and the family would have a private funeral in Portland, Oregon. She had been reading newspapers carefully whenever she could find one from a major city, looking for any mention of her and Jason. Although she doubted that Sarah would have called the police, it was a possibility, and she had looked. She had assumed Joe had already died, she realized, but apparently he had lingered for those past weeks. She looked at Jason swinging, and thought, Your grandfather died and you’ll never know a thing about it, or him. With that thought, her hatred of Sarah flared again.
If she had known when she took the file what she now knew, would she have taken it? The question had come back repeatedly, and remained unanswered. Probably not, she thought. She had put Jason at risk, as well as herself. Probably not, no matter how much she hated Sarah. All thinking stopped then and she felt every muscle tense as a couple stopped strolling to gaze at Jason.
Move on! she willed. Keep walking!
It seemed a long time before they continued their walk. As soon as they passed, she got up and went to Jason. “Time to go,” she said.
He shook his head. “No! I don’t want to!”
“Tell you what I saw when we were coming over here,” she said. “A toy store. How about that? Just waiting for us to come visit.” She knew she was bribing him again and again with new toys, with promises to see something wonderful, or have more ice cream, whatever came to mind to avoid having a scene in public, drawing attention to them. Hating what she was doing, she took him to the toy store.
 
That night they built a LEGO castle, and she read to him. As soon as he was asleep she returned to her scanner to finish the original material, to get it all on her hard drive, print it out, back it up to disk. It promised to be a late night, but at last she was making a plan as she worked. Put it in a locker, check her road map. Buy some warm jackets, boots, rainproof outerwear. She knew where she would take her son, where they would be safe, where no strangers would stop and stare at her or her child, no one would follow them. A place where they could relax and she could decide what to do with the material she had stolen.
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The little cove was no more than half a mile from one headland to the next, and it was very secluded. The south rock wall was possibly climbable for a dedicated mountaineer, or a goat, Barbara had decided, and the north wall was treacherous, a trap for the unwary. At low tide it was possible to walk between basalt skeletons of volcanoes, scramble over a few, ease between others carefully and find oneself a quarter of a mile from the coast village beyond with its own crescent beach. But when the tide came in, the rocks were aswirl with foaming water, and swift currents cut new channels, changing the landscape on a twice daily basis. Locals in the village knew all about the deceptive wall and newcomers learned quickly. At high tide the tiny beach vanished, waves washed against the surrounding cliffs, crashed and roared and the only way to return to the village was by hiking up a steep trail, finding the right place to reverse course and start back down to reach the other side of the stacks, a mile and a half of rough hiking through the rain forest.
Barbara liked her own private piece of beach, her own little ocean front, where no one bothered her, no one intruded. At least it had been like that for her until the last two days.
She had walked to the south cliff barrier that day, stopping at tide pools on her way to observe the many-colored starfish, crabs, a sand dollar one day, even a tiny pink octopus once, all minding their own business. She never bothered any of them, simply looked, then walked on.
It was time to head back now that the tide had turned and waves were tumbling in farther than only minutes before. It was like that; it seemed to come in faster than it went out. One of the mysteries of the sea.
A light rain had been falling all morning; it had become heavier as she walked, but she didn’t mind the rain, swathed as she was in waterproof everything—slicker, boots, hood, even gloves. One hand, ungloved, was in her pocket, holding a folded sheet of paper.
She began to walk a bit faster, with the rain full in her face. Then the child appeared, slipping and sliding down the trail. She had seen him and a woman, presumably his mother, twice before, and the two women had nodded at each other without speaking. Barbara had left her private beach to them both times. Now the boy, having reached the sand, started to run toward the deceptive rocks, and she broke into a run also, caught up with him and seized his jacket collar, stopping his headlong flight.
“Hey, slow down! Where’s your mother?” She looked toward the trail he had come down, then back at the child. His face was streaked by tears or rain, impossible to tell which. His jacket was open, and he was hatless, and in socks without boots. He had run without hesitation through the shallows of a creek that tumbled to the sea here, with Barbara’s trail on the north side of it, the one he had exited on the south.
He grabbed her hand and began to pull her toward the south trail. “Mama’s hurt!”
“Hold it, kid,” Barbara said, and picked him up. He was soaked, shaking hard and sucking in air in spasmodic gasps. She realized quickly that she couldn’t climb the trail with him in her arms, and after a moment she stopped and said, “You’ll have to ride on my back. You know, piggyback. Come on, let’s shift you around.” He wasn’t very heavy, but she needed her hands to hold on to a tree or even a rock now and then. With him on her back, his arms nearly choking her as he clung, she climbed the trail. When it leveled out, she set him down and ran ahead. A woman was lying facedown in the dirt a dozen feet from a cabin where the door was standing open. The little boy had run nearly as fast as she had, and now stared and began to shake harder.
“Go inside and get warm,” Barbara said. “I’ll bring her in.” She wasn’t dead, she thought in relief as she knelt by the woman. A head wound had bled, was still bleeding. She was unconscious, but breathing. She was very cold, her lips looked blue. Although she had on a jacket with a hood, the hood had been knocked back and her hair was streaming water and blood. Moving quickly, Barbara took off her slicker and worked it around the woman’s body as well as she could, then rolled her over so that it was under her, and she began to pull the slicker and woman toward the cabin, trying to keep her head from bumping on the ground. She was sweating by the time she reached the two steps up. She hesitated, but it couldn’t be helped. She had to get her inside, no matter how bruised she became, and she could not lift and carry her. But she did have to get her out of the rain, warm her up and try to see how badly she was injured. She pulled her up the steps and inside.
The woman was beginning to moan and stir as Barbara moved her toward a low sofa. She managed to get her up on it and began to work on removing her boots. Strip her, she thought, wrap her in a blanket, get the kid dry, build up the fire, warm up the place, clean that head wound…
The little boy continued to stand nearby, big-eyed and shaking, and now it was clear that tears streaked his face. “Hey, kid, go get some dry clothes and bring them out here. Scoot!” He fled.
Minutes later, the woman was semiconscious, swaddled in blankets and the little boy crept in under the cover with her. He had put on dry jeans and a sweater. The woman’s arms tightened around him, drawing him close.
“Look,” Barbara said, “your phone doesn’t work, and you need a doctor. That head injury probably needs some stitches. My name is Barbara Holloway, and I live in Eugene. I put wood on the fire so it will get warm in here. Now I have to go get some help. I’ll be as fast as possible. Just stay still and rest until I get back. Can you hear me?”
The woman made an inarticulate sound without opening her eyes. At least she wasn’t blue any longer, and the way she had reached for the child and now held him was reassuring. Barbara had tried to clean the head wound that continued to leak blood, and finally she simply pressed a washcloth on it. The woman’s nose had been bleeding. Her face was swollen, scratched and dirty. Barbara had put a towel on her hair, both to soak up the water, and to help keep her warm. She regarded the woman and the boy for a moment, but there was little more she could do here.
“I have to leave,” she said. “Can you understand what I’m saying? I’ll be back as soon as I can. You just rest there and wait for me to bring help.”
The woman raised her hand from the child’s head, then let it rest again on him. He snuggled even closer.
Barbara pulled on her jacket and the slicker and left the cabin.
After a glance at the dirt road leading from the cabin, she shook her head. There was no way of knowing how many miles it might meander through the coast range, where it would come out to a real road finally. She didn’t bother looking for a car, but turned to go back down the trail to a place where she could cross the small creek, go up the other side to her cabin, take her own car to the Norris house. He would know what to do.
 
Sam Norris was in his early seventies, wiry and so weathered that his face looked like bark. The day she had met him he had been wearing a wide-brimmed gaucho hat, complete with a chin strap, and he was wearing it when she found him hammering in one of the cabins near his house. When she told him a woman from a cabin across the creek had been injured and needed a doctor, he glanced at the forest between his cabins and the isolated one across the way. He nodded, and in what seemed slow motion, he walked across the narrow road to his own house, entered and returned with a metal box.
“First aid,” he said, motioning toward a truck. “Get in, we’ll go see to her. Cora will call the sheriff.”
Neither spoke as he drove to the highway, about half a mile up a narrow winding road, then headed south. Barbara had spotted his cabins for rent by the week or month just six days earlier, after leaving San Francisco. Just what she needed, she had decided, and without further thought had turned in and rented a cabin for a week. And it would have been perfect if that other woman and her child had not appeared on the scene.
“Old man Diedricks’ place,” Norris said, breaking the silence. “Only cabin up this way.”
He turned onto a road even narrower and twistier than the one to his house, unpaved, more like a forest service road than a real one. The trees crowded closer than they did on his road. The rain was coming down harder and his headlights were dim, his windshield fogged. He wiped it from time to time with his gloved hand, making it worse, leaving streaks. They came upon the cabin without warning, after a sharp turn in the road there it was.
There were no lights in the windows, no sign of life. Barbara was nearly holding her breath, fearful that the woman had died waiting for help. She jumped from the truck and ran to the front stoop, pushed the door open and entered. The room was empty, a soggy blanket on the floor by the sofa. Norris came right behind her and flicked on a light; he pushed past Barbara and went to the bedroom.
They were gone. The cabin felt empty, without a sound except for her boots and those of Sam Norris on the wood floor. He looked in the kitchen and she glanced inside the bathroom, then the one other room, but they were gone.
“Guess she wasn’t hurt all that much,” Norris said. He pulled out a cell phone and called his wife. “Tell Curtis we don’t need a doc after all,” he said and listened a minute, then said, “Right,” and broke the connection without further conversation. “Deputy sheriff’s on his way. I’ll have a look outside.” He nodded to Barbara and walked out.
Without touching a thing, she went through the rooms. The bedroom had a double bed, bedding in disarray, an open drawer on a chest of drawers, two miniature cars on the floor. The bloody washcloth was in the sink in the bathroom, a soiled towel on the edge of the bathtub. In the kitchen there were signs of a hasty exit, the refrigerator door not closed all the way, a half-empty carton of milk and a yogurt container inside, a skillet on the stove with a bit of egg sticking to it. The remaining room had a long table with several straight chairs and a floor lamp. Back in the living room she saw that the low couch was a futon, stained with blood and discolored where it was still wet. There was a wood-burning stove, overheating the cabin now, a wrought-iron wood holder with several split logs, two upholstered chairs and a television, a couple of end tables and another small table, with another straight chair. A wastebasket close to it held a used printer cartridge, and there was a computer cable on the floor, still plugged into an outlet.
Norris returned and leaned a split log against the wall near the door. He did not take off his hat, but he shrugged out of a poncho and draped it over a chair where it dripped water. She added her own slicker and jacket. It was wet and her back felt clammy.
“Old man Diedricks built this cabin fifty years ago,” Norris said, standing near the stove, warming his hands. “I was a young fellow, just out of the army, and he hired me to help him, cut wood, keep the woods cleared back in case of fire. Going on ninety, I guess. Blind now. Hasn’t been here in twelve, thirteen years, but he paid me to keep it ready for him so when he came, he would have wood to burn, have lights to turn on and I guess he never wanted for much more than that. He’d come to get some work done. Said he couldn’t stand the commotion all the time up in Portland.” He backed away from the stove and sat on one of the upholstered chairs. “Good man, Hank Diedricks. A good man. Won’t be coming back, but they pay me to keep it ready, just like he said.”
He became silent then and Barbara sat in the other chair as silent as Norris. He had not asked her a single question, and she was content not to initiate any explanation until the sheriff arrived. How much of that unconsciousness had been a sham? she wondered, remembering how the woman had held the boy, had drawn him in close to her. Why hadn’t she spoken up? She had been like a dead weight all the way to the cabin, up the steps, none of that had been fake, but when Barbara had wrestled her onto the futon, she had been different. Dazed, certainly, but not the same kind of dead weight. And again, when Barbara pulled off her soaked jeans, she had lifted her hips, helping. Why hadn’t she said something?
It was another half hour before she heard a car pull in and stop. Norris got up to open the door and admit two men.
“Curtis Connors, Dwayne Beacham,” he said. “That’s Ms. Holloway. She’s renting one of my cabins.”
They were both in their early fifties, one stout and swarthy, wearing a baseball cap, a fleece jacket and high boots; the other taller and thinner in a lined denim jacket and cowboy hat. They nodded to her and the stout one said, “What’s going on here?”
She told them about the boy and finding the woman on the ground. When she finished, Connors asked, “Who was she?”
“No idea. I never met her. I saw them on the beach at a distance twice before today, but we didn’t speak, didn’t introduce ourselves.”
Beacham left to look over the rooms. He returned holding the two toy cars. “Guess there was a kid here, all right,” he said. “There’s a bloody washcloth in the bathroom.”
Connors asked more questions and clearly was not satisfied with her answers. “Why was the kid looking for you if you didn’t know them?”
“He wasn’t looking for me,” Barbara said. “He didn’t even see me until I caught up with him. I think he found his mother and was going to go to the village for help. He was terrified.”
“He was going to swim over?” Connors said in a mean voice.
“The tide was coming in, but he probably doesn’t know a thing about tides. He wouldn’t have made it,” she added. An image formed of that small figure being overtaken by a wave, swept to sea. In a lower voice she said, “And neither would his mother. She was freezing out there, soaked, unconscious. How long would she have lasted? It would have been a double homicide.”
Connors looked disgusted. “No homicide. A cougar probably jumped her, scratched her up some.”
“No cougar,” Norris said, shaking his head. He went to the door and retrieved the split log he had brought in earlier and held it out to Connors, pointing
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