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PROLOGUE

 


 


Nice, France

 


“What do you mean, we need tickets to get
off the train? We showed them when we got on, in Paris.”

“You must show them again.” The uniformed
man turned coldly away from Daddy to take the stubs of a
well-dressed French couple who breezed by, indifferent to the
bewildered Americans on the platform.

Laura stood motionless as her mother
rummaged through her oversize purse. “Oh, James, what if we threw
them out?”

Above them, the sign said Nice. That was an
easy word; even Laura could read it. Except it didn’t mean the same
thing here that it did at home. Not at all.

“Then you will have to pay again,” said the
man in the uniform as he collected more slips of paper. A shadow
moved behind him, not quite at the same time.

This place wasn’t real. Laura could feel
shadows all around, closing in. They should never have come
here.

“We can’t afford—”

“Daddy.” Laura tugged at his sleeve. “I want
to go home.”

“Honey, please—”

“Could you have put them in your wallet?”
Mommy said.

“I don’t think—”

Couldn’t they see that they had to leave
before the shadows thickened and reached out for her? “Mommy,
Daddy, let’s get back on the train! I want to go home!”

“Laura, be quiet.”

She took a step backward, and then another.
A stocky woman in a thick coat brushed by and muttered in
annoyance.

Behind them, the train hissed.

“I have to go back!” Laura shouted, and
ran.

She darted between people, ducked an
outstretched hand, and clambered up the steps into the train,
biting her lip to keep from crying when she banged her knee. The
hardest part was not losing her grip on Pooh Bear.

“James! James, catch her!” came Mommy’s
voice from behind. “The train’s going to leave!”

Laura ran down the corridor. The door to one
compartment opened, and someone thrust a case into the hall. It was
a big black bag that looked as if it might have stethoscopes and
needles and bottles of nasty medicine inside.

She jumped over it. At the end of the hall,
the door stood open, and Laura ran through to the next car. From
outside, close by, her mother called, “Baby! Please stop! You might
get hurt!”

Behind her, Laura heard her father stumble
over the bag and say one of those words she wasn’t supposed to
know.

As she pelted through the second car, people
called after her in French, but she couldn’t understand them. A boy
not much older than Laura tried to block her, but she ploughed
right into him, and he went over like a bowling pin.

A minute later, as she squeezed into the
next car, she heard her father yell, “Laura! You cut this out!”

In the third car, she had a clear shot all
the way—except that when she reached the far door, it wouldn’t
open. The train shook as Daddy ran toward her, and then he slammed
to a halt as a bent-up old man with a cane stepped out into his
path.

Laura grabbed her teddy bear and plunged
into an empty compartment. Standing on the seat, she could just
reach the lowest luggage rack. Pooh Bear landed on the top one at
her first throw, and Laura began to haul herself up, just like on
the playground at home.

The train uttered a great wheeze. It was
going to leave!

Only, without warning, something black came
at her, something tall and black with great long arms that wrapped
themselves around Laura’s waist and pulled. She clung to the
luggage rack and screamed.

“Honey! Oh, God, what are you doing up
there?” It was Daddy, reaching past the tall man in black robes and
catching Laura under the arms. “You look like a little monkey. Oh,
Lord.” As he lowered her against his chest, he was half laughing
and half sobbing. Out the window, he shouted, “I got her, Kate!
It’s all right!” To the dark man, he said, “Thank you, Father.”

Daddy carried Laura and Pooh Bear back down
the corridor. She tried to struggle, but all her energy was gone.
“We have to go home,” she whispered. “Please, Daddy.”

“You silly thing,” he said. “This train’s
going on to Monte Carlo. You wouldn’t have gotten back,
anyway.”

When they reached the platform, Mommy hugged
them both and said, “I found the tickets in my pocket.”

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Daddy
said.

“Are you okay, baby?” Mommy asked as they
walked toward their luggage.

The little girl nodded. But she didn’t stop
trembling for a long, long time.

 


 


 


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Twenty years later

San Paradiso, California

 


The house on Beatrice Lane looked exactly as
he had left it that morning, except that the gardening crew had
trimmed the seeding tips off the weeds in what had once been a
lawn. A sprinkler lay rusting below the heat-singed skeleton of a
bird-of-paradise plant, relic of one of Emma’s long-ago landscaping
binges. Still, the Spanish-style house retained a certain dignity,
like an elegant lady fallen on hard times.

Joe Pickard, the mayor of San Paradiso,
California, retrieved Monday’s edition of the Paradise
Herald on his way inside, then halted in the arched entranceway
as a mass of close-held heat billowed against his face. Sweat
trickled beneath his shirt collar as he crossed the fading
rose-patterned carpet to switch on the window air conditioner.

It choked into life in the heavy fog of old
cigarette smoke. A plume of cold air brushed across Joe’s arm, and
the staleness parted grudgingly, then closed in again as he moved
toward the kitchen.

There was nothing out of place here,
either.

It was all right then. Maybe. He dumped the
newspaper on the table, shrugged out of his suit jacket, and jerked
off the tie he’d loosened in the car. The pack of cigarettes in his
breast pocket was rumpled but nearly full. He lighted one and
opened the newspaper.

A two-car fatality on the San Diego Freeway.
Governor Armand Fisher once again denying that he’d pressured major
corporations for campaign funds, and agreeing to appoint a
nonpartisan panel “to clear my name.” Joe had already heard about
that this morning, from the governor’s aide.

Senator Cruise Long was speaking tomorrow at
the Orange County news editors’ luncheon in San Paradiso. As mayor,
Joe had been invited to sit at the head table, so he knew about
that, too.

So far so good.

Joe Pickard crossed to the refrigerator and
pulled out a cold beer. He stood there drinking it until the can
was empty.

Emma used to carp at him about his beer
drinking. Maybe she wouldn’t have minded so goddamn much if it had
been scotch. Or if he’d gotten elected state attorney general.
Hell, it wasn’t his fault politics weren’t what they used to be.
He’d come along at the wrong time, that was all.

But you couldn’t tell Emma that. She always
knew just where to stick the needle. She noticed right away when
his hair started to recede and his pants got a little tight. That’s
what beer does, she used to say. Beer and no brains.

She wasn’t even impressed when he was
elected mayor, because in San Paradiso it was the city manager who
ran things. The mayor was mostly a figurehead, chosen by his fellow
city council members for a one-year term.

“They think you’re somebody because you used
to be in the state assembly,” Emma had said during one of their
arguments. “But you’re a loser, Joe. Mom was right. Thank God we
never had children, because they’d probably be losers like
you.”

She’d known just how to piss him off. Enough
to grab that sagging throat of hers, enough to...No, not that much.
Thank God, not quite that much.

Everybody wanted to pound some asshole into
the pavement once in a while, didn’t they? Last week, that was a
coincidence.

The mayor of San Paradiso went into the
bathroom to take a pee and came out a few minutes later stripped to
his shorts and undershirt. In the refrigerator, he found a salami
and a wedge of cheese.

Now where the hell was his knife?

Not in the nearly empty utensil drawer. Not
in the cupboard with the plastic plates and cups he’d bought at
Target after Emma got custody of the china. Finally, he gave up and
hacked away at the meat with a steak knife.

He needed to remember, that was the thing.
Put today’s events all down exactly the way they’d happened, so he
could say right off where he’d been at any given moment. If the
police should ask.

On the yellowing pad that used to be a
grocery list, he wrote, Eight-thirty to ten a.m. Blue Gull Cafe.
Breakfast with governor’s aide. Mel Kawasaki. No, Kawakami.
Discussed using Orange County influence to help governor defend
against accusations. Witnesses: Mel.

He thought for a minute, and then added the
name of the waitress. Gina.

Joe piled the salami and cheese on a paper
towel and carried it, along with the pad and pencil and another
beer, into the living room. He switched on the news.

The international stuff came first.
Scientists investigating the earthquake that had killed more than
three hundred people last week in Paris had discovered a rift
slashing across fifteen miles near Fontainebleau. And Ayatollah
Al-Hadassi’s revolutionary army had advanced to within twenty miles
of the Saudi Arabian capital of Riyadh. But that was far, far away
from San Paradiso, California.

“In Sacramento today, Governor Fisher
announced that he will appoint a committee to...”

Joe glared at the shined-up jerk posing as
an anchorman, with his smug half-smile and
hey-ain’t-I-a-big-bloody-deal voice. Governor Fisher was a good
man, a loyal man. He hadn’t forgotten Joe. He was going to come
through with something sooner or later for his Orange County
campaign manager.

On the pad beside him, Joe wrote, Ten am,
give or take a few. San Paradiso Carwash. Witnesses: Hell, who
knows? Ten-thirty a.m. Dry cleaners.

Onscreen, Governor Fisher’s patrician face was
moving, and some words were coming out.

Joe wrote: Eleven a.m. Conference re:
amending a will, my office. Witnesses: client, Rhondie.

Rhondie, the secretary at his private law
office, could account for his whereabouts the rest of the day. He’d
eaten a sandwich at his desk, reviewing a breach-of-contract suit
due in court tomorrow.

On TV, two dogs raced toward a bowl of brown
pebbles, slobbering as if it were T-bone steak. Cut. Flashing
lights. A busty brunette was cooing about her jeans. She looked a
little like Gina, only not so coarse.

One of these days, he ought to teach that
snotty waitress some manners. Like not to call him “Mayorsy” in
front of the governor’s aide. Like not to get so damn busy flapping
her mouth at the musclehead at the next table that she forgot to
refill their coffee. Not to treat him like some jerk. He knew
exactly how the sweat would shine on her face when he got her
alone, when they had their little talk....

They’re just thoughts. Like I’ve always had.
That’s all.

On TV, the blow-dried idiot prattled on
about a brush fire burning near homes. Joe picked up the remote to
flick off the set.

“Police in San Paradiso”—Joe’s hand hovered
above the Power button—”say a man walking a dog in Paradise Park
this afternoon found the body of a woman stabbing victim. She has
been identified as twenty-three year-old Gina Lopez, a waitress at
the Blue Gull Cafe in San Paradiso.”

God, no. Joe stared at the screen.
His throat didn’t seem to be working right.

“Lopez, who got off work at ten am, was a
student at Cypress College.”

What time did Mel What’s-his-face leave the
restaurant? A few minutes before ten? Then I went to the car
wash. Straight to the car wash. Then the dry cleaner.

“Police are exploring the possibility that
today’s murder is linked to the stabbing death last week of San
Paradiso city employee Maria Rivers. Her purse has not been
recovered, and robbery was suspected. However, Miss Lopez’s purse
was found only a few feet from the body with her paycheck
inside.”

That ugly cracked vinyl purse. How had it
gotten into his car? He’d found it in the backseat and recognized
Maria Rivers’ name on the driver’s license. That stuck-up typist in
the planning department, the one who sniffed as if she smelled
something bad when he offered her a ride. He’d wanted to...to...But
he hadn’t. All he’d done was bury her purse under a clot of smelly
rags in a trash bin, before he even knew she’d been murdered.

How the hell had it gotten in his car? The
windows were shut, the doors were locked.

He still had the list he’d drawn up for that
afternoon. Straight from work to Kentucky Fried Chicken, home by
six o’clock. No time for a blackout, even if he believed in such
things. No blood on his clothes. He couldn’t have done it. No
way.

Today, he’d had the same kind of vicious
thoughts about Gina. Only they didn’t mean anything. They never
had, all these years. Except that once with Emma, when she pushed
him too far and he held the knife to her throat. She begged and
sobbed and it made him feel all-powerful, but he stopped. Somehow
he stopped before the knife did more than nick the skin above her
collarbone. That seemed like so long ago. Hushed up, in return for
all his money, everything except this house, and even then he’d had
to pay off her share. Hell, he’d had thoughts like this back in
high school, and nobody had died then.

He’d even thought it was an advantage, in a
way. Learning how to control his temper had taught him strategy,
how to get on people’s good side. How to butter up his law
professors, make friends with guys on the way up, like Armand
Fisher. Only after things fell apart with Emma, somehow he’d lost
the touch. Maybe it was her undisguised contempt. If your own wife
didn’t believe in you ...

He looked down at the greasy paper towel.
What he needed was more salami and cheese. He was just tired and
hungry. So he’d had a few nasty ideas about Gina. Nothing the bitch
hadn’t deserved. Besides, he hadn’t found her purse in his
car.

Joe went into the kitchen and glared at the
steak knife. Where the hell was...?

He walked into the spare bedroom. Nothing there but
some dust. The laundry room. It smelled like something had begun to
putrefy, but that was the way his laundry always smelled. Emma used
to warn him about leaving wet towels around.

The bathroom.

He’d been in here already. Nothing. Nothing
peculiar about the john, the sink, the dusty Venetian blinds. Joe
let his breath out slowly.

Then he noticed the fleck of brown on the
shower curtain, just above the moldy edge.

Joe ripped the curtain back. His knife lay
in the tub, brown beads frozen on the long dull blade.

It was happening again.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Heat. The earthy smell of sun on skin. Briny
air, mewing gulls, the tinny hum of a transistor radio. The feather
tickle of long, thickly curling hair on her neck and shoulders.

She turned onto her stomach, enjoying the
sensation as her breasts pressed against the beach towel. Could the
men see how high the red swimsuit rode on her hips? Did they feel
as hot as she did? But she was safe from them, safe in her fantasy.
She could hide forever behind the sunglasses. No one would
recognize her.

From where she lay on the Corona del Mar
beach, Rita Crane Long had a close-up view of the volleyball game.
College men—UC Irvine, judging by the T-shirt that clung to one
sweaty torso—with young, strong bodies and unlined faces. They’d
become aware of her the moment she crossed the sand and spread her
towel. It was no accident the ball had flown in her direction
several times.

She was playing her own game, and it tasted
delicious. Tonight, Cruise would enjoy it. He would think it was
for him. Only she would know that her passion belonged to that boy
with the chopped-off blond hair, and then to the dark-skinned one
who might be Middle Eastern, and then, one after another, to as
many as it took to satisfy her imagination.

No one would ever know. Not even the men she
used in her dreams.

A shadow cooled her, and she looked up. In
front of her stood one of the college boys, a thick-chested
specimen with dark hair. Hispanic, maybe, like Rita’s mother.

“Listen,” he said, tossing the ball from one
hand to the other, “we’re taking a break. You want me to get you a
beer or something?”

Rita drew her long legs into a peak as she
sat up. “I’d love one, but I’m afraid I have to go.”

“Need a ride?” As she stood, the youth
dropped his ball and helped her shake the sand out of the towel.
“Maybe we could get something to eat.”

Up close, he was dismayingly artless. Not
even tempting. But then, she didn’t want to be tempted, not in real
life.

“I’m meeting my husband.” Rita smiled and
adjusted her sunglasses. “Thanks, though.”

“Win some, lose some.” The boy ambled away
to join his friends.

*

“Barbie called.” Cruise Long knotted his tie
in front of the cheval glass.

“Broke again?” Rita stretched beneath the
sheets, waking up slowly. Cruise’s daughter, from his first
marriage, rarely called unless she needed money. His son, Beau,
never called at all.

“She’s getting married,” Cruise said. “In
December. “

“Don’t tell me she wants you to give her
away.” Rita reached for her peignoir. “And pay for the wedding, I
presume?”

“Both.” Cruise sat on the edge of the bed.
Despite his silvering hair, his face was remarkably unlined for a
man of fifty-nine who had survived two failed marriages, two
hard-fought races for the U.S. Senate, and a heart attack three
years ago. “Do you mind?”

“Far be it from me to interfere.” Rita
stepped nude from the bed and slipped into the peignoir. Her
sexuality had been the lure that rescued her four years ago from a
lukewarm career as an actress. She wasn’t twenty-seven anymore, but
Cruise seemed more than satisfied. “I am invited, aren’t I?”

“Of course.” Her husband reached out
possessively to cup the curve of her hip. “Barbie has nothing
against you.”

Nothing, except that there was only a few
years’ difference in their ages. Also, in Barbara’s eyes Rita was
just another one of Cruise’s playmates, like the ones he’d run
around with while he was married the first time.

There had been another wife in between, a
mistake who lasted only a year and served as a useful buffer. Not
even Cruise’s children could blame Rita for their parents’ divorce.
But that didn’t mean they had to like her.

“Busy schedule today?” She brushed her hair
so it fell into dark seductive waves, and took a sideways glance
out the window. The August sun was already baking the stately homes
that stretched below them toward the ocean. She loved this house in
the hills above Newport Beach. And the rented Georgian-style house
in Washington, too, but it always felt temporary.

“You haven’t forgotten about lunch, I hope.”
Cruise moved away, already drawing into his statesman persona.
Confident, well-briefed on current issues by a flotilla of aides,
he was equipped by nature with invisible antennae that permitted
him to negotiate the shark-infested waters of politics. “I’ll be
expecting you about noon at the hotel.”

“Of course.” Rita was pleased that he
included her in his public appearances, such as today’s speech to
Orange County newspaper editors. His first wife had stayed home
with the children; his second had been an embarrassment. Rita was
glad he considered her an asset outside the bedroom as well as in
it. Any woman who took for granted her relationship with Cruise
Long was a fool. “What else is on the agenda today?”

“Oh, I’m meeting a couple of the editors for
a drink first.” Cruise checked himself in the mirror and rearranged
a strand of hair. “Until then, I’ll be at my office.”

Rita leaned forward for a kiss, careful not
to rumple her husband’s suit. “You were terrific last night.”

Cruise squeezed her shoulder lightly. “I’m
planning on a replay this evening. See you at lunch.”

After he left, Rita sat at her dressing
table, her body on fire. Yes, her stallions had been wonderful.

Downstairs, she could hear the door to the
garage shut behind Cruise, and then his Mercedes purred away down
the manicured street.

Her jeweled watch said a quarter to ten, but
Rita felt no need to hurry. The election was almost two years past,
thank goodness, with its endless round of breakfasts, luncheons,
teas, and dinners. It would be another few years before she was
called upon to hustle around the state reminding the minority
groups that her mother came from one of the state’s oldest Hispanic
families, or cajoling groups of military wives with the fact that
her father had been a sailor when he met her mother at the USO in
San Diego. No need to pretend, just now, that their union had been
a romantic fable instead of the disaster it really was, or that she
had grown up loved and admired instead of dirt poor.

A tap at the door startled her. “Mrs. Long?”
It was the housekeeper, Ramona. “I have your breakfast, and the
mail is here.”

“Thank you.” Rita waited as the woman
entered with a tray and set it on a small table. “The senator and I
will be lunching out.”

Ramona nodded and departed. Her cooking was
unexciting— scrambled eggs and toast for breakfast, usually a roast
or chicken for dinner—but she’d come highly recommended for her
reliability and her discretion. The last thing a senator needed
were servants who gossiped.

Folding herself into a chair, Rita sipped
her coffee and glanced over the mail. There were the usual bills
and advertisements, a copy of Vogue, and a large manila envelope
with no return address. The postmark read San Paradiso.

Rita hesitated. She didn’t know anyone in
the town located a few miles northwest of Newport, yet the envelope
was addressed to her. No doubt it had to do with one of the
charities on whose boards she served.

Her silver letter opener sliced through the
paper, and she drew out a white folder. On the front, a label bore
the typed words For Your Eyes Only. It reminded her of a James Bond
movie.

Rita flipped open the folder and pulled out
an eight-by-ten photograph.

It was a picture of her, naked, lying on her
back on an unmade bed in what looked like a cheap hotel room. One
man rode astride her while another watched in the background, nude
from the waist down, smoking a cigarette.

She recognized their faces at once. Two of
the college boys who’d been playing volleyball on the beach.

Dear God, was this someone’s idea of a joke?
She must have been recognized.

But it looked so much like her. Where could
they have found so perfect a model? Of course they’d used
Photoshop, but she couldn’t recall ever seeing an image of her own
face tilted at that angle. And by what bizarre chance had they
replicated her fantasy?

Rita pawed through the folder and the
envelope, searching for a note, but found none.

She stared at the photo again, seeking some
obvious discrepancy. But the knees were sharp, just like hers, and
the toes long and slightly bony.

It had to be blackmail. The blackmailer
would email or call, and threaten to show this to Cruise. He’d gone
to a great deal of trouble to make it look like her. But she could
prove him wrong.

Rita went to her roll top desk and rummaged
through the compartments until she found a magnifying glass. She
switched on a lamp and examined the photograph closely, moving
along the woman’s breast.

No. Impossible. But there it was, the blue
ink almost invisible: a tiny heart tattoo she always kept covered.
He couldn’t have known. She’d seen the men only yesterday. Who
could have set this up? How had he read her thoughts?

And what did he want?

 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


It was the Issue that Would Not Die, the one
that always hovered between them, but until now it hadn’t seemed
urgent. This time, though, Lew brought up the subject while fixing
breakfast, and when he started speaking in his deep judicial tones,
Laura knew something had changed.

“One of these days somebody’s going to find
out about us.” He flipped their pancakes over expertly, a skill
he’d developed years ago while working as a short-order cook to pay
his way through law school. “It isn’t going to look good.”

“I suppose not.” Laura poured two cups of
coffee and added milk and sweetener to them both. “But it’s not
like we’ve done anything wrong.”

“Being in the media, you ought to know how
much appearances count for.” Lew slid the pancakes onto plates and
carried them to the table. The August sun was already scorching
through the blinds of his condominium, stamping fade lines across
the tan carpet. Despite the air-conditioning, a red rose drooped in
its vase between the salt and pepper shakers.

“`Being in the media’? Uh-oh. This must be
serious; I feel like I’m about to be sentenced.” Laura smiled and
fought to keep it from turning into a yawn. She’d been up late last
night, attending a congressman’s fundraiser, and she had to write
it up before she covered Senator Long’s speech at lunchtime. Since
it was almost seven-thirty, she needed to hustle.

“Something odd happened to me yesterday.”
Lew poured a dollop of syrup over his pancakes. “Marcus Johns said
he was going to be sorry to lose me. It seems he’d heard some rumor
I plan to run for governor.”

“Do you?” Laura grew very still. It was
awkward for a political reporter to be sleeping with a judge of the
Orange County Superior Court, but nothing like sleeping with a
gubernatorial candidate. If Lew ran for governor, they’d have to
cool it for a while. A long while.

“If I were, I wouldn’t let anyone know about
it at this point. Certainly not my presiding judge.” Lew glanced at
the morning paper before continuing, “Armand Fisher and I are both
Republicans, after all. Besides, I don’t want people to think I’m
going to spend the next two years politicking from the bench.”

He hadn’t denied it. “You didn’t answer my
question.” Laura didn’t want her neat, comfortable life to change.
It left her mind clear to focus on ferreting out facts, filling in
the holes in real-life puzzles. Reporting, she sometimes felt,
meant bringing at least a semblance of order out of chaos.

Well, maybe she didn’t want life too
simple. Not so simple she didn’t have Lew to complicate it.

Six months ago, she’d been helping the
regular court reporter, Jane Lomax, with an overload of trials and
had tried to interview Judge Lewis Tarkenton about a libel suit.
They’d both stood there in his chambers staring at each other the
way they were doing now. Pulling at each other, resisting, and yet
knowing that they were going to succumb.

She’d swapped cases with Jane, removing the
immediate conflict of interest, and two nights later she and Lew
went to bed together.

It was more than a physical attraction,
she’d known from the beginning. Laura wouldn’t waste time and
energy on a man who wouldn’t challenge her mind and her spirit.
She’d broken up months earlier with another man because, in spite
of his wit and playfulness, she kept sensing a fuzzy center where
his integrity ought to be.

Not Lew. Lew was so honest she’d be willing
to bet he didn’t even cheat on his taxes.

He reached across the table to stroke the
back of her hand. That he did it absentmindedly endeared him to
Laura all the more. Being taken a little for granted made her feel
like she belonged here.

“I haven’t decided,” Lew said finally. “It’s
about time we had a governor in this state with some vision and
some guts, and I’m egotistic enough to think that might be me. But
I don’t have to decide for another year.”

“Any idea how the rumor got started?” The
reporter in Laura wouldn’t let the matter drop.

“None at all. This is the first time I’ve
mentioned it to anyone.”

“What about the kids?”

“That’s another reason for not jumping into
any decisions.” Lew had been battling his ex-brother-in-law for the
two months since his sister, Sarah, collapsed with an aneurysm. In
a split second on a sunny afternoon, an organic time bomb had ended
her life and changed her children’s world forever.

There was a custody hearing in two weeks. “Do you
really think any judge would pick a man who abandoned them over
you?”

“He’s putting on a great act for the social
workers.” Lew shook his head. “Hell, I’m a judge, and I don’t know
what I’d do about Kyle and Terri. A father is a father,
after all. How can a stranger really know what goes on in a
family?”

“You’re always so damn fair,” Laura said.
“The guy’s a bastard.”

“And you’re always so damn feisty.” Lew
grinned. “Which is why I’m a judge and you’re a reporter.”
Reluctantly, he glanced at the kitchen clock. “I hate to bring it
up, but don’t you have to go?”

It was quarter to eight. “Why wasn’t I born
rich?” Laura dashed into the bedroom for her overnight bag. They’d
agreed it would be too awkward to live together. Once the gossip
started, Lew would be blamed for every anonymous leak by
prosecutors, defense attorneys, or police captains. And her
objectivity might come under question.

“Take care,” Lew said. “Don’t worry. We
don’t have to make any decisions for a long while yet.”

“Lucky for us,” Laura said.

They kissed, and she was off in her aging
red Honda Civic, scooting along Paradise Avenue toward San
Paradiso.

Lew would make a great governor. He’d been a
prosecutor, an assemblyman, and now a judge; more than that, he
blended the old student idealism with hardheaded practicality.

And me, a politician’s wife? She was
too forthright. She’d get herself and Lew into trouble. But as he’d
said, that was a problem for another day.

The two-story stucco box that housed the
Herald squatted like a bulldog in the sunlight. Laura parked
her car in the lot and entered the rear door, bypassing the back
shop and heading upstairs.

There was a timeless quality to the
newsroom, she noted as she entered, as if it were suspended in a
kind of technological Neverland. The same flat lights illuminated
the same blond desks, day or night; identical computer terminals
flashed their waiting cursors. Along the walls, blowup color photos
froze forever the Sunday pictorial smiles of frolicking children
and the dramatic moods of sky and ocean.

Laura tossed her purse under her desk, which
was near the center of the large room. Other reporters trickled in;
a lone woman sat typing at her terminal in the Features department
at the back, while a couple of bleary-eyed men drank coffee in
Sports, which maintained its rumpled identity behind a row of file
cabinets.

Next to Laura’s desk, amid a pile of files
and printouts, Steve Orkney, the police reporter, pecked away at
his keyboard. He didn’t look up, just said, “Hi, gorgeous. Break up
with the mystery man yet?”

“Not yet. Don’t clear your calendar.” She
tried to keep her tone light, but for once their mock flirtation
didn’t seem funny.

Laura retrieved her recorder and began
transcribing parts of the congressman’s speech onto the computer,
skipping the bull. Lost in the process of shaping the story, she
didn’t come up for air until two or three hours later, when the
editor, Greg Evans, stopped by her desk.

“You on deadline? Can I see you in my
office?” It sounded like a request, but it was a summons.

Laura forwarded her story through the
computer to the metro editor. “I’m up.”

Greg led the way. His office was opposite
Photo, with a picture-window view of the newsroom. He left the door
open and gestured her into a plush chair.

“You’re covering Cruise Long today?” The
editor sat on the edge of the desk, facing her. His hair was blond,
slightly shaggy.

She nodded. “I’m due at the luncheon in
about an hour.”

“What’s your angle?”

“There’s his proposal for immigration
reform.” Although Greg ruled with a velvet touch, Laura always felt
slightly nervous in his presence. She was only five years out of
journalism school, after all, while Greg had covered some of the
most important stories of the past few decades before settling into
the role of editor. “I was going to ask him about the remark that
was quoted in Newsweek, about immigration.”

Greg shook his head. “You’ll be lucky to get
in one or two questions, and there are better ones.”

Laura wished she’d spent more time preparing
instead of thinking about Lew. “I usually come up with my best
questions about thirty seconds ahead of time,” she admitted.

“Like asking a certain assemblyman why he’s
lying about his voting record?”

They both smiled. Laura had popped that
question at a Democratic fundraising dinner, dispelling the
hail-fellow-well-met atmosphere and provoking a string of denials
so complex they bordered on the nonsensical.

It had been considered an act of sheer
madness when Greg tapped her to fill the seat of the paper’s
departing political reporter three years before. Laura wasn’t
devious enough, had been the general sentiment in the newsroom.

That was exactly why Greg had picked her, he
told Laura privately. Her direct approach, her intolerance for
dishonesty, were exactly what Greg was looking for to shake up
devious politicians. She respected his choice even if she’d had to
grow into it.

Even now that Laura had brushed up her
background knowledge and sharpened her interviewing edge, her
editor was usually way ahead of her. She had almost, but not quite,
grown used to it.

“The Senate has a vote due on aid to a
couple of Middle Eastern countries,” Greg said. “Long’s been making
sympathetic noises, but a lot of the Republican leadership don’t
believe in giving aid that might wind up in the hands of
extremists.”

Laura tried to follow Greg’s thinking, to
figure out what Long’s vote on the issue would reveal. “Cruise
likes to promote himself as the champion of world peace. But maybe
right now he cares more about keeping in the good graces of his
party.”

“Exactly. The question behind the question
is whether he plans to run for president.” Greg propped his feet up
on an empty chair.

“So we’re trying to figure out the senator’s
ambitions from his vote?” she said. “I’ll do my best.”

“A couple of other editors and I are having
drinks with him before lunch. If he lets anything drop, I’ll fill
you in,” Greg said. “Try to line up an interview with his
wife.”

“Rita the lightweight?”

“Rita the maybe future first lady. Besides,
I thought you two hit it off. It sounded like it, that article you
wrote during the election.”

“She’s an actress. She gave me charming
quotes, and I used them,” Laura said.

“Rita may be our best bet,” Greg added as
she rose to leave. “She’s not nearly as cagey as her husband.”

Laura went to the ladies’ room and gave
herself a once-over with pressed powder and a hairbrush. She
finished touching up her lipstick and went out of the ladies’ room
humming the old Beatles’ song “Lovely Rita.”

*

On her way to the Hotel Paradise, Laura had
stopped for a red light at Paradise Avenue when a flash of color
caught her eye from the sidewalk.

A birdlike old woman stepped down from the
curb. The dyed red hair, heavily rouged cheeks, and pale, knowing
eyes seemed to belong to a long-ago time, a distant place.

I know her from somewhere. The part I’ve
forgotten.

Mist gathered at the edges of Laura’s sight.
She closed her eyes and opened them again, but it didn’t go away.
It swirled around the old woman, making her look as if she were
swathed in a hooded robe. Clammy air ruffled along Laura’s
arms.

A horn blasted, and in a blink the murky
strangeness vanished. The old woman had crossed the road and turned
a corner, and the light was green.

Shifting gears with intense concentration,
Laura swung onto Campanile Way. What she’d seen felt like some kind
of...echo. Maybe it meant she was beginning to remember things from
her early childhood.

Into Laura’s mind popped Aunt Ellen’s face,
warm and reassuring. Most children didn’t remember much from before
they were seven, Ellen had said. Besides, losing both your parents
in one year would knock anyone for a loop.

Laura knew, because she’d been told, that
she’d been born in Providence, Rhode Island, where her father was
an art history student at Brown, and that her parents had moved to
France the year she turned seven so he could research his
dissertation. It had been, Uncle Fred once said, a comparison of
how Spain’s civil wars had affected the art of Goya and
Picasso.

Only he’d never written it, as far as Laura
knew. He’d become obsessed with strange ideas to the point of
madness. Aunt Ellen had mentioned the subject reluctantly, after
much prodding, and quickly dropped it.

He’d come back to the states after Laura’s
mother died in a car accident, and left the little girl with her
aunt and uncle in Cincinnati. A year later, he died of a heart
attack in a Washington, D.C., hotel room.

Not much to go by, a few bare facts, when
you grew older and tried to piece together your identity. Laura
felt as if she’d stepped out of a void when she was seven.

She shook her head. That hallucination—Lew
would probably say it meant Laura hadn’t had enough sleep last
night. Trust him to come up with a rational explanation for
anything. He and Aunt Ellen would get along great.

Laura turned onto Beach Boulevard and headed
for the Hotel Paradise.

*

There was something so sterile about the
seven-story steel-and-glass structure with its plush lobby and
broad reception desk that it immediately dispelled the last of
Laura’s anxiety.

She strode to the ballroom. At a little
before noon, the room was starting to fill up. Rita Long stood at
the foot of the dais, chatting with Mayor Pickard.

Readjusting the heavy strap of her purse,
Laura took an assessing look at the senator’s wife. They’d talked
when Laura covered her speech to the San Paradiso Republican
Women’s Club two years ago, when Long was running for
reelection.

Since then, Rita had let her dark hair grow
into long, sleek curls. And she’d lost that gaunt, fashion-model
look, along with the air of defensiveness. The senator’s wife was
maturing into her role.

Yet there was something about her that
didn’t quite fit. A sensual air that recalled the half-remembered
image of a woman lying on a couch, wearing white gauzy pajamas, her
arms drawn back behind her head. A painting in one of Dad’s art
books, perhaps.

When the mayor moved away, Laura crossed the
room. “Mrs. Long? I don’t know if you remember me; I’m Laura
Bennett from the Paradise Herald. My paper would like to
interview you whenever it’s convenient.”

“Why?”

“You’re always of interest to the public.”
That was putting things diplomatically. “Let’s face it, you bring a
certain...glamour to the political scene.”

A flicker of uncertainty softened the other
woman’s tense features, and it occurred to Laura that there wasn’t
more than a few years’ difference in age between her and Rita. I
could be in her position someday, if Lew runs for office.

“You did a nice job with that interview,”
Rita said. “It’s unusual to be quoted accurately. I’ll have to ask
my husband.”

“Sure.” Laura pulled out her notebook.
“Could we set a date? You can always call me and cancel.”

The tall woman hesitated only a moment
before checking the calendar in her phone. “Thursday afternoon
looks clear. Two o’clock, at my house.”

“Okay if I bring a photographer?”

“Can’t they take my picture today?” She
indicated the knot of photographers checking out lighting on the
dais. “Then I won’t have to have my hair done.”

“Good idea.” Laura waved over the
Herald photog and set him to work taking shots of Rita.
After excusing herself, Laura worked her way around the room,
renewing acquaintances with city council members and the sprinkling
of other political figures in attendance. Most of the guests were
editors or broadcast-news directors.

Over the years, Laura had trained herself to
make small talk, to probe lightly for information. Confrontation
might make good television, but you antagonized your sources.
Still, it wasn’t always easy to tone down her bluntness.

Finally, she sat down at the press
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