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PROLOGUE

The man in the clown
mask watched the children from a thicket at the rear of the fenced
backyard. Other than the mask, he looked rather ordinary, dressed
in jeans, a T-shirt, and steel-toed work boots. He'd found the mask
at a department store amid a huge display. It was only
mid-September, but the store was already preparing for Halloween.
In spite of the choices, the man knew exactly what he wanted. A
clown mask. He didn't want to scare the children.

He was crouched in the shadows of the
underbrush, and no one could see him. But he saw the kids and the
woman who was out in the yard with them just fine. Mosquitoes
whined in the man's ears, but he ignored them. A dozen children
screamed and laughed and romped in the fenced area. Several,
including the one in which he was interested, played on a rusty
swing set. She was the only one swinging, going so high that the
metal frame of the swing was lurching from the outward thrust at
the end of each arc. The girl had been easy to pick out, what with
that long pale blond hair, almost platinum, in fact. It shone under
the glare of the late summer sun.

He checked his watch
and saw that it was 11:45. He planned to wait as long as it took.
As if on cue, the woman in the yard froze and glanced toward her
house. She said something to one of the older children, a boy who
seemed so tall that he was out of place, and headed for the home's
back door. Beneath the plastic mask the man grinned and moved out
from the shade.

Clara Harrison, the
operator of the Fun Time Day Care Center, kept telling her husband
that they needed one of those cordless telephones. He promised her
he was going to buy one. He just never got around to it—just like
he never got around to replacing the shorted-out light fixture in
the pantry. Just like he never seemed to have time to paint the
front porch.

The phone was all the way in the front hall,
and it was on its fifth ring by the time she reached it. The voice
on the other end belonged to a woman. "Is this Mrs. Harrison?"

"Who's this?" Clara asked.

"Mrs. Harrison, this is Norma Wyse at the
Raven County Department of Human Services."

Clara made a face. "Morning, Miss Wyse. What
can I do for you?"

"I'm afraid we have another complaint about
your—"

"From who?" Clara demanded to know.

"You know we don't release that information.
According to the complaint, you have more than six children that
you're—"

"That nosy neighbor, wasn't it?" Clara said.
"She's got nothing better to do than stir up trouble for folks that
are trying to make a living."

The bureaucrat's voice turned from friendly
to very official. "The question, Mrs. Harrison, isn't who filed
the complaint. The question is how many children you are providing
care for."

"Six, Miss Wyse. Just like always. That’s the
law and I know it."

"You're certain of that?"

"The law? Of course I am. Especially since
I've got you to remind me so often now."

"I mean the number of children you're caring
for," Wyse said in a firm voice.

"Well, one day last week I guess maybe I was
over the limit, but you know as well as I do what the law says.
It's no more than six on a regular basis. I was keeping two
children for a friend of mine. The old reprobate probably counted
heads that day."

"I didn't say it was your neighbor, Mrs.
Harrison."

Clara stretched the phone cord and craned her
neck as she tried to look across the playroom and out the window.
"You don't hafta say. I know it was her. She hates kids, Miss
Wyse."

There was a pause on the other end. "You do
understand, I hope, that it's a misdemeanor to operate a day care
facility without a license when the law requires one."

Mrs. Harrison could feel the heat flushing
her face. She wished her husband was around. He usually handled
this sort of thing. "Don't you threaten me, Miss Wyse. Me and my
husband talked to our lawyer last time you tried to make trouble.
She said if you did it again, for you to just call her. Her
name's—"

"I remember her name, Mrs. Harrison. When we
receive complaints, we have to investigate."

"Well, seems a shame
that you gotta harass hardworking people. I take good care of my
kids. You just ask their folks."

The man in the clown
mask stepped out into the bright sunshine and moved toward the
six-foot fence. It presented no real obstacle to him. Late last
night he had snipped an opening in the fence with bolt cutters. An
overgrown lilac bush hid the hole, but he didn't move directly to
it. Instead he went to a point that placed him closest to the blond
girl on the swing set. By that time the smaller children had
noticed the man. Some of them were pointing. Others just stood and
looked at him. One or two were running toward him.

"Marcia," he called out.

The girl on the swing was looking at him. She
had stopped pumping, and the swing was slowly losing its momentum.
"Come here, Marcia." He was motioning to her and moving toward the
lilac bush and the cut section of fence. "What do you want?" a
voice asked.

The man wasn't prepared to be challenged,
certainly not by a kid. It was the tall boy to whom the woman had
spoken as she had gone into the office. "Scram, kid. I'm here to
pick up Marcia."

"You're not her mother," the boy said.

"What's your name, sonny?"

"Tommy . . . Tommy Fuller."

"Smart kid, ain't ya, Tommy? I'm here for her
mother." He glanced at Marcia Winters. She was still sitting in the
swing, but it had almost come to a complete stop. "C'mon, Marcia.
Time to go."

The little girl was only three. When people
told her to do things, she usually did them—as long as there wasn't
something more interesting to do. To Marcia, the man in the clown
mask looked interesting, and she was tired of swinging . . . and he
had said something about Mommy. She jumped out of the swing and ran
toward the man.

Tommy Fuller, the taller boy, started to head
her off. "You better not, Marcia."

A dark-haired boy came up behind his taller
friend. "Who’s he, Tommy?"

The man was standing behind the bush. "Over
here, Marcia. C'mon . . . Hurry up."

The other kids were moving toward the fence,
too. The man used his booted foot to shove at the fence. A gaping
hole opened in it. "Come behind the bush and out here," he said to
the little blond girl.

"That's not the way we leave," Tommy said.
"We go out the front door."

"Not today, kid. C'mon, Marcia. Mommy's
waiting, and she's got a surprise for you."

Four-year-old Tommy scowled at the man. Maybe
this was a surprise, like a birthday party or something. No, this
wasn't a party, and he was supposed to watch the little kids. As
Marcia started to duck down through the hole in the fence, Tommy
grabbed her arm. She stopped, puzzled by his action. The man in the
clown mask reached out and grabbed the little girl. She screamed,
and that's when Tommy knew for sure something was wrong.

He reached up and grabbed the man's mask. A
rubber band, fastened to the plastic by staples, was all that held
it on his face. One of the ends of the rubber band popped free, and
the mask fell to the ground.

The man was leaning through the hole in the
fence, his face dark with fury. Tommy could smell his breath, and
it stank. He looked like one of the men who hung around on the
street corners downtown.

"You little bastard. I oughta—" He didn't
finish the sentence. He simply wrapped one arm around Marcia
Winters and pulled.

"I'm gonna tell," Tommy
was saying, backpedaling. The sleeve of the man's shirt was caught
by one of the sharp severed points of the fencing. He ripped it
free as he jerked Marcia through the hole. She was crying,
screaming for her mommy. She clung to the fence for a moment, but
the man jerked her away.

Clara Harrison
didn't want to talk to the woman from the welfare department any
longer. "I've gotta go, Miss Wyse. It's time for me to make the
children's lunch."

"How many are there today, Mrs.
Harrison?"

"I think you better talk to my lawyer . . .
or my husband. He should be—"

Tommy Fuller burst through the back door.
"You gotta come, Miss Clara."

That's what all the children called her . . .
Miss Clara. His face was flushed, and he was gasping for
breath.

"Just a second, Tommy." She had cupped the
phone's mouthpiece.

"But something bad's happened," Tommy said.
He grabbed on Mrs. Harrison's arm and pulled. "It's Marcia. There's
a clown back there, and he—"

"I have to go," she said into the phone.

"Is something wrong?" the woman from the
welfare department asked.

"A child's fallen," she said, then hung
up.

Tommy stopped pulling on her, his face
scrunched up in confusion.

"Marcia didn't fall, Miss Clara. A clown
stole her."

 



CHAPTER
ONE

Whit Pynchon hardly
glanced up from the Myrtle Beach real estate guide as one of Raven
County's most obnoxious lawyers plodded by his open office door
with a distraught young woman in tow. The agent who had mailed the
guide to him had circled a few properties in red ink. They were all
located in Surfside Beach and Murrell's Inlet, two communities
just south of Myrtle Beach. The guides had been arriving at his
office on a monthly basis for two years, ever since Whit had
visited the agent's office, inquiring about certain listings he had
seen in the Sun News, Myrtle Beach's daily paper.

Two years ago there hadn't been the slightest
doubt in Whit's mind that he would be living in Surfside Beach or
Murrell's Inlet within a year at the latest. Whit sighed and pushed
aside the slick real estate magazine. What was it they said about
the best laid plans? Whit's plan had been chiseled in granite, or
so he had thought.

The phone on his desk rang. He tensed at the
intrusion and glanced at the blinking red light on the phone. The
call was coming over the office intercom. He picked it up.
"Pynchon's Bar and Pool Parlor."

"I need to see you, Whit." The unamused voice
on the phone belonged to Tony Danton, the prosecuting attorney of
Raven County and Whit's boss.

"What's up?" Whit asked.

"Just come on in. I have some people here,
and—"

"I saw them. Ardis Harmon and another
upstanding client, no doubt. I don't know if I can tolerate Ms.
Harmon today." In Whit's book there were attorneys, lawyers, and
liars. His boss, Prosecutor Tony Danton, was an attorney. Ardis
Harmon was somewhere between a liar and a lawyer.

She skirted the edge between right and wrong
and kept pushing, expanding the edge further and further. In
Whit's book, she was worse than many of the criminals she
represented, many of whom walked free because of her tenacity.

"We'll be waiting for you," Tony said,
obviously not wanting his audience to know that Whit was giving him
a hard time.

"If you insist."

"I do." Even though it wasn't said, Whit, who
had worked for Danton for nearly two decades, could hear the word
dammit punctuating his boss's sentence.

"On my way."

Danton's office was just a few short feet
down the hall, but Whit wasn't in any hurry. He retrieved the
Myrtle Beach wish book and flipped through the final few pages,
pausing to study a listing for an executive home in Mount Gilead, a
pricey subdivision located on the northern end of Murrell's Inlet.
The home's advertised price was just under half a million. He
sighed again and closed the slick, full-color publication.

The intercom line rang again. Whit pushed
himself up from his desk and ambled down to the prosecutor's
office. When he stepped into it, he could read the frustration in
Tony’s swarthy features. Nonetheless, Tony stood to introduce Whit
to the woman.

"Mrs. Sue Winters, this is Whit Pynchon. He's
the special investigator for my office."

Her eyes were red and ragged from crying. The
tears had streaked her makeup, and she hardly acknowledged Whit's
introduction.

"Ardis, you know Whit," Tony said.

She was a plump, matronly woman in her late
forties who looked deceptively harmless. At first glance, her round
face and full mouth gave her a friendly appearance, but her brown
eyes betrayed her. There was something cunning in how they darted
from side to side as if she were constantly scheming. "He's been a
worthy opponent . . . at times."

Whit nodded to the woman without making any
comment. He'd do everything he could to control himself. He knew
that Harmon would take umbrage at even an innuendo of sarcasm, and
he'd end up apologizing as she smirked at him. He sat down on a
plastic couch to one side of the prosecutor's office.

"Mrs. Winters’ child was abducted from her
baby-sitter's this morning," Tony said.

Whit stiffened. "Abducted?"

"By my ex-husband," the woman said, her
quivering voice full of rage. "The bastard!"

Tony explained what happened.

"We're reasonably certain," Ardis said,
patting her client's forearm, "that the culprit is Willie Winters.
He's done this twice—once immediately after the divorce and another
time several months thereafter. This time he was a bit more
inventive with the mask."

Whit glanced at Tony. "What is it you want
from me?" he asked.

Not that he didn't care about the plight of
the child—or the woman for that matter. It just wasn't the kind of
case he handled for Tony's office.

Harmon, who typically tried to control every
situation, made the mistake of answering. "We've asked the
prosecuting attorney to dispatch someone to secure the child and
Mr. Winters."

Whit's head snapped around to the lawyer. "Do
you mind if Mr. Danton answers my question?"

Harmon's mouth turned down and she glared at
him. Tony rolled his eyes. "C'mon, Whit. Hear us out."

"Christ, Tony. I'm head over heels in work.
One of Gil's deputies can handle this."

Sue Winters sprang to her feet. "I'm leaving,
Ms. Harmon. I told you we should have gone to the state
police."

Whit struggled mightily to suppress a belly
laugh. Tony, though, wasn't even smiling. "Please, Mrs. Winters,
sit back down. Even if you go to the state police, you will end up
back here. I'll have to authorize the trip, even if the state
police do make it."

Ardis remained seated, her eyes darting
about. "Tony's right, Sue. As for Pynchon here, he's just being his
normal obstreperous self."

The fancy word made both Sue Winters and Whit
Pynchon blink. Sue didn't know or care what it meant. Whit planned
to find out just as soon as the meeting was over. Harmon, who also
trafficked in a great many Latin phrases, had hurled numerous
incomprehensible insults in her years of practice. She had been
fortunate that so few people either remembered or bothered to
translate or look up some of the fighting words peculiar to her
vocabulary.

Reluctantly Sue Winters settled back into the
chair.

"Where did your ex-husband take the child
before?" Whit asked.

"Nowhere," Ardis answered. "At that time, Mr.
Winters resided in Raven County. Several months ago, however, he
relocated. We suspect he made a fast and clandestine trip here,
abducted the child, and then absconded back to South Carolina."

Whit glanced at Tony, then back to Harmon.
"South Carolina?"

The lawyer nodded. "The Myrtle Beach
area."

Whit glanced at his employer. He could see
the twinkling amusement in his boss's face. Whit cleared his
throat. "And you suspect that your husband—"

"Ex-husband!” Sue Winters snapped.

"That your ex-husband has taken the child to
Myrtle Beach."

"I know he has."

Ardis didn't miss the silent exchange between
Danton and Whit. "Once your work is done there, perhaps you can
sneak in a quick game."

"I hate golf," Whit said, not anxious to let
the sharp-tongued lawyer know that he was thrilled by the prospect
of a trip to Myrtle Beach, even a job-related one.

The child's mother found no comfort in the
lighthearted banter. "Are you going today?" she asked, glaring at
Whit.

"I'll be going as soon as I can," he
answered.

"Hopefully today," Tony added.

"I'll need some information on your former
husband," Whit said.

"What information?" she asked.

"His full name, a description, his address in
the Myrtle Beach area if you know it. Oh, and a photo of your
daughter.''

Sue Winters opened her purse and brought out
a bright purple wallet. She pulled a photo from inside and handed
it to Whit. "This was taken just a few months ago."

The wallet-sized picture showed a thin-faced
child with very blond hair who didn't appear at all pleased that
she was being photographed.

"A beautiful child," Whit said.

Ardis Harmon stood up and straightened her
dress. "I'll have my secretary prepare a description of Mr.
Winters. We have no idea as to his whereabouts in the Myrtle Beach
area."

"That will make it difficult," Whit said. He
was a frequent visitor to the coastal area of South Carolina known
as the Grand Strand and knew that Myrtle Beach was a small town
after the tourists left at the end of the summer. From May through
September, the area hosted more than eight million tourists and
boasted hundreds of thousands of tourist accommodations. For much
of the eastern U.S. and Canada, it was a major vacation spot. For
law enforcement personnel, it was the place where criminals went to
hide.

"Willie had some friends down there," Mrs.
Winters said. "I can give you their names. They'll know where he
is."

"My secretary will compile that information,
too," the lawyer said. "She'll deliver it within the hour."

"You might also include Mrs. Winters's phone
number and address," Tony said. "Whit might have more
questions."

"He can contact me," Ardis countered.

Whit shook his head. "No thanks, Ms. Harmon.
No sense in that. Include Mrs. Winters's home phone and
address."

Mrs. Winters was standing by that time. "I
don't mind, Ms. Harmon. I just want something done now."

The lawyer shrugged. "Tell you what, Sue. You
go on out to the receptionist’s office. Give me a few minutes with
the prosecutor and Pynchon."

"Are you going to talk about me behind my
back?" the woman said, her eyes once again flashing in anger.

Harmon shook her head. "Goodness, no, Sue. I
have other clients and other cases. I need to discuss one of them
for a moment. I'll be right along."

She didn't seem convinced.

"I won't be but a moment," the lawyer said.
Reluctantly the woman exited Tony's office. The lawyer waited until
the sound of her footsteps had receded.

"Do we have other cases?" Tony asked.

Harmon smiled. "Not that I know of. I just
wanted to tell Pynchon here that when he locates the child and
father, I'm sure the extradition proceedings on Willie will take a
few days."

"At least," Tony said.

The lawyer turned her smile upon Whit. "You
can take a few days and enjoy the trip then. I'm sure Mrs. Winters
would be willing to come down after the child. I'll explain to her
that you need to remain in South Carolina because of the continuing
legal process involving her former husband."

"Don't do me any favors," Whit said.

"Nonetheless, there is a salutary side to the
case, Investigator."

Whit shook his head. "Christ, Ardis! You do
use some fancy words."

"When's your birthday, Whit? I'll buy you a
dictionary," she said as she left the office.

When Whit looked to his employer, Tony Danton
was grinning.

"Don't mind her. Weren't you just saying the
other day that you wanted to get down to the beach once more before
winter sets in?"

The investigator shrugged. "Yeah, but this
sounds like a lot of work. The guy might be pretty hard to find
down there."

"You should take Anna."

Whit was nodding. "I was thinking the same
thing. In fact, I'm going to call her right now."

"Of course, the office can't pay her
expenses," Tony said quickly. "Or yours either once you locate
Winters."

"No problem," Whit said. "What about warrants
for Winters?"

The prosecutor frowned. "Based on what?"

"Whadaya mean?"

"No one actually recognized the man who
grabbed the child. I didn't want to stir up Mrs. Winters, but at
this point in time we don't have enough to charge him. You'll be
going down as part of the investigation. If he has the child, get
back in touch with me. I'll have the warrants issued and copies
faxed down to you."

"Maybe he didn't grab her," Whit said.

"He's abducted her
twice already, Whit. The family hasn't any money, so it doesn't
sound like a ransom situation. Since it was done so brazenly, I
think we can assume it was the father."

Anna Tree stood
behind the new glass wall that separated her office from the
newsroom of the Milbrook Daily Journal. The glass panels
that surrounded her represented one part of the modernization of
the Journal's news division. It had started with a new
computer system and had gone on to include a remodeling of the
newsroom itself, including the office of the executive editor, the
position Anna held with the paper. The size of her office hadn't
changed, but now that the solid walls had been replaced by gleaming
glass panels. Her work space actually seemed smaller. No question
that it was certainly less private. She had insisted on blinds –
and had most of them pulled down.

Still, she felt like some zoological specimen
on display. The reporters and various editors who worked out in the
newsroom seemed to appreciate the upgrade in their work
environment, but she sensed that they resented the new glass walls
around the editor's office. After all, it implied a certain lack of
faith in their work ethic. No one had said that, but she sometimes
caught them glancing at her, and she could read the resentment in
their eyes.

Anna had been one of them not too many years
back, just two in fact. In those days, when she had first started
with the Journal, she had been known as Anna Tyson-Tyree.
That had been the rather ostentatious pen name that appeared above
her stories. For some reason, all of her former editors—those at
the Journal and at the papers for which she had worked prior to
coming to Raven County—had loved the hyphenated name. She had
detested it, even though it was her full name, minus the hyphen, of
course. That had been added by her first editor, who had spouted
about how classy it looked every time Anna's name appeared on the
front page.

So she knew what it was like to be a
reporter. It wasn't a very respected profession—somewhere between a
carnival worker and a used-car salesman. Reporters, especially
those who worked in the print media, were accustomed to shoddy
treatment. In a way it was their badge of distinction, a kind of
reverse elitism in which they arrogantly thrived.

Nonetheless, when Katherine Binder, the
publisher of the newspaper and Anna's closest friend, had suggested
the structural alteration to Anna's office, she had expressed her
opposition. Moreover, she had fully expected Kathy to accede to
her wishes. Anna had been surprised when Kathy had insisted on the
change. In a way it had been so unlike the publisher.

Kathy was about the same age as Anna and had
inherited the newspaper from her husband. She had known nothing
about the newspaper business and had immediately promoted Anna
from the position of reporter to the head of the paper's news
department. Over the past two years they had more or less worked as
partners. Anna had reorganized and guided the news and editorial
functions of the Journal with little intrusion on the
publisher's part. Kathy, meanwhile, had tried to bury her grief
over her husband's death and the circumstances surrounding it by
throwing herself into a quick study of the paper's business side.
Now, two years later, she was an adept newspaper administrator. The
modernization of the paper's editorial division was a source of
pride to Kathy, and she was feeling her oats, as Whit Pynchon liked
to say. So Anna had gone along with the glass walls, but only after
insisting on the bank of mini-blinds that she planned on keeping
pulled down.

The Journal was a morning paper, so
most of the editorial work went on in the evening. It was
midafternoon, and only a few people sat at their desks in the
newsroom. Anna had arrived just after midday and had already
written two editorials that would appear later in the week.

A young girl sat at the desk closest to
Anna's office. She was on the phone taking down an obituary called
in by one of Raven County's mortuaries. That was her sole job. It
was the way most young reporters started. On the other side of the
newsroom, the sports editor was squinting at the screen of his
monitor. He looked busy, but more than likely he was playing one of
the computer games he had squirreled away on the system. Anna knew
about them, but she hadn't said anything about it. It seemed
harmless enough to her, especially compared to one former sports
editor who had kept a flask of whiskey in his desk drawer. Besides,
the young man came in early every day and got his work done. To
Anna, that was all that mattered.

The third person in the newsroom was the
reporter assigned to cover the Milbrook City Council. They had met
in special session that morning to consider an ordinance that would
ban smoking in public places. According to the reporter, the
debate had been vitriolic, and the meeting had been adjourned
without any action on the ordinance. He was writing the story at
that moment.

She was about to leave her office to get a
soft drink from the lounge when her phone rang.

"Pack your bags," a male voice said when she
answered it.

"What?" Although she and Whit Pynchon had
been living together for a year, he didn't call her at work very
often. "Pack your bags," he said, again offering no
explanation.

"Am I going somewhere?"

"I am . . . and I was hoping you might go
with me." Anna walked around her desk and sat down. "Where?"

"Myrtle Beach."

"When?"

"If we leave by four, we can be there by
eleven."

Anna blinked. "Today? You mean leave
today?"

"Why not?"

"Jesus, Whit. This is short notice. I don't
think I can just walk out of here."

"Sure you can. You're due a few days off, and
we were talking about a trip to the beach just this weekend."

''Yes, but—"

"I have to go down on a case," he said,
interrupting her. "It just came up. You can lounge around in the
sun for a day or so while I take care of it. Then we'll have a few
days to ourselves."

"What type of case?"

Whit laughed. "Turn off the radar, Anna. It's
nothing newsworthy. An ex-husband grabbed his kid. We think he's
gone to Myrtle Beach."

"That's not the kind of case you usually
handle." She didn't try to conceal her skepticism. She knew Whit
too well. It was a minor miracle that she and the prosecutor's
investigator had managed to maintain a relationship anyway. Anna
had always boasted a healthy dislike for cops, and Whit couldn't
abide reporters. Since he usually handled the really big cases in
Raven County, it meant that they were often at each other's
throats. The professional antagonism frequently spilled over into
their personal life.

"Cross my heart," he said. "Tony just figured
it would give me a chance to get to the beach."

"I doubt I'll have much fun if you're going
to be working all the time."

"I promise I won't work all the time."

He sounded like a kid, but, then, when it
came to the beach, Whit Pynchon was a kid. Anna knew how badly he
wanted to relocate there. She also knew that she was about all that
kept him in Milbrook; she and Tressa, Whit's daughter by a former
marriage, who lived with them and was attending her first year of
college.

"What about Tressa?"

"She's got to study."

"Do you think it's okay leaving her here by
herself?"

"Christ, Anna. She's a big girl. C'mon, you
know Kathy won't mind at all."

She couldn’t get over the enthusiasm in his
voice. He had been talking about Myrtle Beach for the entire
duration of their relationship. They’d made the trip once and
several other times they'd been forced to cancel plans, either
because of Anna's work or Whit's. This was one time she could
probably get away with little trouble. She looked out through the
wall of glass and made up her mind.

"I've already called and made reservations.
We have an oceanfront with a balcony."

"What should I pack?"

"Your bathing suit."

She laughed. "That's all?"

"They don't allow skinny-dipping in the motel
pool."

 



CHAPTER TWO

Tommy Fuller's dad
picked him up just around 5:00 that afternoon. Before the boy even
had the car door closed, the story about the clown and Marcia
Winters started to pour from him.

"Slow down," Jerry Fuller said. "What about
Marcia and a clown?"

"He stole her, Daddy."

Fuller hadn't even started the car yet. "When
did this happen?"

"Before lunch."

The elder Fuller eyed his son. "Tommy, we've
told you about making up stories."

"It really did happen, Daddy. I'm not
fibbing."

"Maybe I should go back in and talk to Mrs.
Harrison."

Jerry Fuller watched for his son's reaction.
Usually, if the boy was making something up, the threat to ask Mrs.
Harrison was sufficient to produce a sly smile and the admission
from that boy that he was "fibbing."

This time the boy just stared back at his
father. "What did Mrs. Harrison do?"

"I dunno," said Tommy. "Mr. Harrison came
home and fixed the hole in the fence."

"What hole in the fence?"

"The one the clown took Marcia out."

Jerry Fuller shook his head. "Maybe I should
go back and talk to Mrs. Harrison."

"I'm not fibbing," Tommy said sharply,
convinced that his father didn't believe him.

"That's why maybe I oughta go back and see
what happened, Tommy. I believe you."

Fuller was opening the car door when Tommy
said, "It was her daddy."

Fuller stopped. "What?"

"Mrs. Harrison said it was Marcia's
daddy."

"He stole Marcia?"

Tommy nodded.

Fuller started to ask Tommy if Marcia's
parents were divorced. Then he realized that, thankfully, his
child wouldn't know what the word divorce meant. He closed the door
and fired up the car's engine.

"You're not gonna ask Mrs. Harrison?" Tommy
asked.

The man shook his head. "I understand what
happened."

"Marcia's daddy is mean," the boy said.

How do you explain divorce to a child? And
all of the misery that goes along with it? Jerry Fuller decided not
to even try.

"Marcia's father probably loves her very
much. He won't hurt her."

"He called me a name."

Fuller glanced at his son. "He did? You mean
you talked to him?"

"Uh-uh," Tommy said. "I just told Marcia she
wasn't s'posed to go with strangers. That's when he called me a
name."

"It was her father, Tommy."

The boy didn't say anything.

Jerry Fuller didn't push the point. He was
thinking about something else. "Maybe we should keep this between
us two guys, Tommy. Like, maybe we shouldn't tell your mother."

"Why?"

Tommy's mother had been talking about taking
the boy out of Mrs. Harrison's day care center. She wanted to place
him in a larger day care center operated by the Milbrook Community
Hospital. It meant twenty dollars more a week for Tommy's care, and
Jerry Fuller saw no reason for it, especially with their family
budget being so tight at the moment.

He didn't explain all
that to Tommy. He simply said, "It'll worry your mother. Upset her.
We don't want to do that, do we?"

The last really big
weekend for Myrtle Beach's summer season came over Labor Day
weekend. It was one of four times when the small resort town
overflowed with beach-worshipers. The first of the season was
Memorial Day, followed almost immediately by the Sun Fun Festival
in early June and the subsequent influx of high school graduates
during the first two weeks in June. Activity tapered off somewhat
until July Fourth, when another invasion began. In years past, the
first couple of weeks in July had been the busiest time. That was
when the miners from the coalfields of Appalachia had headed south
and east. It was called, quite appropriately, the miner's vacation,
and occurred at the same time every year. With the decline in
recent years in the coal industry, the annual migration from the
mountains to the beach had subsided somewhat. Following early July,
the traffic into Myrtle Beach diminished again, then started to
pick up again for Labor Day weekend.

Not that the Grand Strand suffered from a
lack of vacationers between the big festivals and holidays. From
Memorial Day through Labor Day its streets and beachfront were
alive with tourists. That was why Whit Pynchon preferred to visit
the area in early May or late September.

He was explaining all this to Anna as he
navigated the traffic between Conway and Myrtle Beach itself. Even
at that time, almost midnight, the number of vehicles on Highway
501 was surprising to Anna. Their earlier trip to the Grand Strand
had been her first, and she'd slept most of the way there. So now
she was shocked by the profusion of colorful and sometimes gaudy
road signs that sat on both sides of the four-lane that connected
Conway, the county seat of Horry County, with the Strand.

"I've seen traffic bumper-to-bumper all the
way from Conway into Myrtle Beach," Whit said.

"For ten miles?" Anna asked.

He nodded. "Going in and coming out."

"Coming out?"

"Yeah. One time I got here on the Sunday
after the Sun Fun Festival. Traffic was coming out of the beach
bumper-to-bumper in both lanes over there. It was solid all the
way from Myrtle Beach to Conway. It was like that, too, just before
Hurricane Hugo hit. It's just about the only way out of the
beach."

"The only way out?"

Whit was moving in and out of traffic as he
talked, passing the slower vehicles. "The Grand Strand is really an
island; it's separated from the mainland by the Intracoastal
Waterway. There aren't but three bridges over the waterway
between the North Carolina line and Georgetown. That's a stretch
of almost sixty miles."

"And you wanna live down here?" she
asked.

Whit laughed. "Yeah, I do."

"But you despise crowds."

"You can avoid them if you know how."

They had left Milbrook around three that
afternoon, driving straight down 1-77. By the time they reached
Columbia, South Carolina, it was dusk and time to fill up the gas
tank. Whit
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