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  Prologue


  It was the first really hot day of summer. Hot and humid, with a sticky heaviness in the air that made everyone feel absolutely miserable.


  Tommy Burdick felt miserable. He was only seven and stuck at home while the bigger kids could walk on their own to the town pool. If he closed his eyes he could almost see the splashing and hear the constant screaming of all the kids getting nice and cool in the sparkling blue water.


  Later. That’s what his mother had said. Later we’ll go to the pool. After your little sister wakes up. You play outside now. And be quiet. Then his mother was lost to the Donahue Show and Mr. Coffee, while he played in the miserable back yard.


  But once outside, he had the beginning of an idea, which miraculously turned into a plan. A dangerous plan to be sure, but one which made his freckled face come all aglow. He’d go to the pool. By himself. He’d walk the ten or twelve blocks on his own. Without his mother knowing it.


  Of course, he’d have to let her know he left. He knew, from repeated lectures, how mothers “go crazy” with worry. He knew, because his mother had become “crazy” many times. So he’d leave a note. “Gone to pool,” it would say. “I will stay in shallow end.”


  Eventually she’d come and get him, waking the baby up for the great emergency, but by then he’d at least have had a couple of good jumps in the cool water. And who knows? After the lecture she might even decide to stay, especially if she met up with some of the other mothers. It was worth it.


  His fate sealed, Tommy entered the house, letting the front door bang shut as he came in.


  “Be quiet, Tommy!” his mom hissed in a strange way like some kind of barking snake. “Your sister needs more sleep.”


  Yeah, he nodded. She needs more sleep. She’s training to be an Olympic sleeper. The only time she’s awake is to eat and get her diaper changed.


  He tiptoed up the stairs, past his sister’s closed door, and into his own chaotic room. He snatched his bathing suit, still wet from the day before, off the floor and tucked it under his arm real tight. He printed a note and put it on his dresser against a small mound of mate-less socks.


  In a moment he was outside, his heart beating quickly. He walked away from his small home and, without looking back, headed in the direction of the Harley town pool. After the first block, breathing came easier. Why, Tommy thought, it might be an hour or so before Mom noticed that her sandy-haired son was nowhere to be found.


  By the third block, Tommy had begun to feel nervous about his little adventure. He knew the way, sure enough. It was just that, for the first time, he was on a block that he’d never been alone on before. Alone, and unwatched.


  Yet, he felt like he was being watched. The street was absolutely empty and the only sound was the chorus of hums from the air conditioners. None of the old people, who seemed to guard each block, were sitting on their porches this morning.


  Then why, he wondered, did he feel watched? A little voice in his mind suggested going back, telling him that he’d be just in time for the unending battles of Tom and Jerry. He could hang out in front of the TV until lunch, and then go to the pool in the family’s new Dodge Caravan.


  But the voice faded, and he ridiculed the babyish feelings that colored this, his first really big adventure alone.


  So he walked, sweating more now as he exerted himself under the hot sun, savoring even more the thought of the first splash into the pool and the instant when that exhilarating, cooling shock of water would hit his body.


  Five blocks, he had counted, and halfway there now. He was tempted to run, to sprint all the way to the pool. But he didn’t want to draw attention to himself, not now when he was almost there.


  The feeling came again. Stronger now. He knew someone was watching him. He felt the eyes following his steps as he padded his way up the slight incline of the sidewalk. He felt caught now, as though his mother would pop out of a nearby bush and throw a net over him, dragging him back to the house, away from the cool water.


  Tommy looked ahead to the corner and saw someone standing there. Standing there, and waiting. Tommy stopped now, his breathing once again becoming shallow, his fear becoming real. His mother had told him about people. People who steal children and they’re never, ever seen again. Never, except in some out-of-date picture on a milk carton.


  Time to end the adventure, he told himself. He could still get back now, rip up his note, and wait until his dumb sister woke up. Better that than walking past the stranger.


  He turned and hurried back, his dimpled knees a bit wobbly as he tried to take larger, faster strides back home.


  He glanced over his shoulder to catch a glimpse of the stranger. But he wasn’t there. Gone, thought Tommy. Back into his air-conditioned house, away from the hot sidewalk. Yeah, probably just some old guy taking a little walk. Nothing to be scared of.


  Tommy felt his fear ebb and he was simply hot and sticky once more. But his little trip was over. Nothing to be afraid of, he repeated, but still, he was going back home. He turned once again to continue the walk back home.


  The hands closed around him quickly. One hand held him tightly around his mid-section, while the other covered his mouth. Tommy tried to scream but no sound escaped the barrier of the massive hand. His legs kicked in mid-air, sometimes landing on the stranger, but mostly churning the air. In that moment Tommy thought of the small bug he’d dropped into a wolf spider’s web. He thought of the way it kicked and kicked, going nowhere while the wolf spider ambled down toward it.


  Tommy could see forward, as he was dragged down a driveway between two houses. Didn’t anybody see? he wondered. He twisted his head back and forth trying to look at his captor as though that would magically convince him to let Tommy go. See? his eyes would say. I’m only a small boy. You’ve made a mistake. You don’t want me.


  But Tommy was wrong there. He was just a small boy. But this had been no mistake. Tommy was the first.


  And the stranger could have told him.


  The first had to be a small boy.


  PART I


  Chapter 1


  Jack Reilly sat behind a small antique desk, its oaken surface filled with invoices from book distributors, game manufacturers, and other companies that kept his small enterprise, The Book Room, running. Fortunately, he knew that his book store’s accounts held more than enough to appease these seemingly endless creditors. Enough even to allow him to take his wife Julie out to dinner this Friday, no kids invited. One more grand family repast at McDonald’s and he knew that he’d go McCrazy.


  It was nice to be a bit ahead of the game. The wolves were no longer at the door. In fact, Jack was starting to feel faint twinges of success. His family might not be ready for the heavy-duty consuming Madison Avenue might like, but they were doing okay.


  And the store just got busier and busier, to the point that Jack had given some thought to remodeling, or even expansion.


  “Excuse me, Jack.” The stern finger tapping on his left shoulder interrupted his capitalist reverie. He knew from the raspy, quivering voice that it was dear Miss Waverly, a retired teacher seventy-five years young.


  “Sorry to bother you, Jack, but your girl up front—sweet thing that she is—couldn’t help me. I’m sure you could.”


  “I’ll certainly try, Miss W. What’s it this week? A new Barbara Cartland, or a Janet—”


  The old lady shook her head. “No, it’s someone new. I saw it advertised last night after the news. I think it had the word ‘love’ in the title.”


  Along with 5,000 other romance books, thought Jack.


  “Let me see,” he said, standing up and dwarfing his former third-grade teacher (who nonetheless still made him feel that primordial respect that a former student always has). “I know we got in Love’s Last Fling, and Triumph of Love, and, er, Love, Passion, and Tomorrow.”


  Miss Waverly, never married but with a history that some described as interesting, shook her head through the entire list. “No-o-o. I’d remember the name, though, if I heard it.”


  “Well, why don’t you check out the new paperback section and I’ll make a note to keep my eyes open for it.”


  “Yes, you do that, and I’ll go browse. Thanks, Jack.”


  He watched her walk away, five feet and two inches of determination and, he knew, bravery. She had borne more tragedies than most people, and yet she retained an exuberant feistiness that Jack found endearing.


  “Mr. Reilly! You’ve got a call!” Jack’s sales clerk, plump and plain by his wife’s fiat, often forgot that she could simply buzz him on his desk phone. When she yelled for him, it made him feel like he was working on the docks.


  “Book order?” he called back to her as he reached for the phone.


  “No, it’s,” and she lowered her voice to a highly amplified stage whisper, “it’s the chief of police.”


  Mayor business, thought Jack. It’s funny, but sometimes he forgot he was the mayor. He didn’t really feel like a mayor. But as soon as he had put his store on a relatively firm foundation, he had taken a look at the monkey show that passed for local politics in Harley. No decent parks for the kids, building projects that never got completed, and a town image that didn’t exactly make Harley appear to be the jewel of the Hudson River. And having a state prison in the town certainly didn’t help things, despite the pathetic attempts to turn it into a tourist attraction. Well, Jack had his store here, and his family, and no plans to move on. If he had to get involved in local politics to straighten out his town, then so be it. Besides, he liked being mayor.


  “Hi, Tom. What’s up?” Tom DeFalco, police chief in Harley for over twenty years, was someone who shared Jack’s feelings for Harley. More than anyone else DeFalco felt this was his town.


  “Jack, I waited to tell you till we were sure something really happened. Well, it, turns out, er, that something has. The papers will have it tomorrow, and people are more ’n likely to call you. You know how scared people can get…”


  “Tom, I don’t want to be blunt or anything, but feel free to let me know just what people will be calling me about.”


  The chief cleared his throat. “Oh, I’m sorry. Like I said, we weren’t sure it happened. It’s Tommy Burdick. You know, the family on Cullen Street right near you? Seems the boy disappeared. Gone. Vanished.”


  Jack sensed something then, standing by his desk in a little alcove at the rear of the store. He didn’t know what it was. Only later, when everything was moving too fast, would he recognize the smell as it became clearer, stronger, and finally overpowering.


  The hint of fear mingled quietly amidst the late-afternoon smell of the bookstore. For the moment it went unnoticed.


  Noah’s upside-down body was moving to and fro, suspended from a tire that strained a single branch of the huge maple tree.


  “Daddy!” his voice screamed out. Jack, getting out of his car, wondered how Noah could be sure that the upside-down image was indeed his own pop.


  Noah performed a strange sort of twisting flip to the ground and sprang up, running to his father. Jack enjoyed the welcome, even if Noah’s enthusiasm threatened to knock him right over. As Jack walked toward the house, Noah dangled from his right arm.


  “Bring anything, Dad? Any new books?”


  “Not tonight, champ. And what did you do all day?”


  “Nothing,” Noah answered, his curly blond hair glowing in the rich afternoon sunlight. Such a beautiful boy, Jack thought.


  “Where’s Sarah?” Jack asked Noah.


  “Dunno. Can I watch somethin’, Dad? Please?” Noah was making what he knew to be a futile bid to watch some mindless mayhem on TV. He didn’t even bother to check his father’s shaking head.


  By now they had reached the side door to the house, and could hear the reassuring clatter from the kitchen. Julie Reilly was putting four plates on the table. At thirty-two, she remained what she was when Jack had first met her at New York University, tail, slender, and absolutely striking. Her long blond hair—always too fine, she complained—caught each little breeze as she darted about the kitchen. Not a natural homemaker by any means, nor possessing any desire to be one, Julie preferred her hours at her potter’s wheel, shaping slender vases and bowls that she’d glaze with a warm mixture of earthen colors. Her work sold well, but she always hated to part with one of her treasures just for some money. She and Jack shared the job of keeping the house running, and Julie was grateful for that.


  Jack walked into the kitchen and, seeing that Noah was already nosing about elsewhere, gave his wife a kiss and a firm grab at her bottom. As usual, she let out a loud squeak, bringing Noah scrambling back to the kitchen.


  Meanwhile, Jack began looking over the day’s mail. “Where’s Sarah?” he asked Julie casually.


  “At Shelly’s. They’re planning some kind of pool party. Maybe this weekend, I think. Are we still on for Friday? You’re not going to stand me up, buster, are you?”


  Now it was Julie’s turn to move closer to Jack, crumpling the mail against him. He smiled.


  “Well?” she asked. “We can go parking afterwards, and who knows what might happen, if you play your cards right.”


  Jack looked at Julie, thinking how little they really looked at each other. Sure, they talked a lot, but somehow they just seemed to look to the side, ever so slightly, as though something bad might happen if they held each other’s gaze a moment longer. Maybe there were secrets each had to guard.


  He wanted to tell her.


  But not now. Not with Noah running back and forth, pulling at Jack’s arm, climbing onto a chair, demanding everything from peanuts to a hot fudge sundae.


  And he wished Sarah would get home. He wanted everyone together, filling the house with noise, pushing away the sound of a little boy lost.


  Julie was just out of the shower and toweling her hair dry. Downstairs, Sarah was watching MTV while waiting for the next breathless phone call from one of her friends. Noah was in his room, right next door, asleep, angelic, and, for the first time today, quiet.


  Jack walked into the bedroom.


  “Oh!” Julie said. “You startled me. Spying on a defenseless lady fresh from the shower?”


  Jack smiled weakly. “Something bad happened today, Julie. It will be in the papers tomorrow.”


  Julie’s face shifted, concern filling it instantly. “Bad? To you?”


  “Tommy Burdick disappeared.”


  He had her attention now. All the magazine articles on “lost” children, the television documentaries, the children’s pictures posted in shop windows, all of that came real close now. Julie sat down, her wet hair forgotten. The Burdicks were no friends of theirs, to be sure. Mr. Burdick had been living downtown recently, and Julie rarely saw his wife. Not even neighbors, really. Still, she knew the freckled face of little Tommy. And, worse, she could imagine what might be happening to it.


  “Oh, God,” she said quietly. And then she listened as Jack told her the small amount of information that the police had. When he was done, Julie asked the same question that Jack had asked Tom DeFalco.


  “Could it have been Mr. Burdick? I mean, he’s been pretty upset lately. Karen Whately told me that he drove to the house last Saturday night and started screaming at his wife. Could he have…”


  “Maybe. They couldn’t find him this afternoon. It’s his day off from the GM plant. He could be anywhere. Sure, he’s suspect. I’m sure everyone hopes that it is him. I mean, that’s understandable. But Julie,” Jack said sitting down next to Julie, hearing the cicadas outside rattle their night song, “just keep Noah where you can see him.”


  “But I always…”


  “I know, I know. Just, hell, don’t even go inside for a phone call, or a fresh cup of coffee, and leave him out!”


  Julie’s blue eyes flashed.


  “You’re a fine one to talk. Sometimes I don’t think you know where Noah is even when you’re watching him.”


  Jack stood up. “Hey, I didn’t want to start a battle over this, it’s just…”


  “Mommy… Mommy!”


  Julie looked stonily at Jack. “There, you woke him up.” And she moved now to soothe her Noah back to safe slumber, leaving Jack alone with the darkness he had brought home.


  Eddie Dixon, standing next to Fredo’s Portuguese-American Deli on Main Street, mopped his brow with an already wet cloth.


  Shit!, he thought. This little pisshole of a town is hot. Too damn hot to move. Almost too hot to drink, the way the booze makes you feel kinda warm all over. Too hot to do anything but watch all the cars drive right past the center of town, without so much as a glance at old Eddie D.


  Harley-on-Hudson. It’s not really a town, Eddie thought. It’s just a prison with some shops around, surrounded by the shitty little houses of the people who couldn’t afford to live in one of the good river towns. A prison town, home to the Harley Correctional Facility, nothing more. And if there was one thing Eddie knew, it was the four walls of the prison itself.


  Fifteen long fuckin’ years, baking in the summer, freezing in the winter. Watching the stinking Hudson River through iron bars, seeing the glow of New York City at night like some great neon sign selling something that he’d never be able to buy. No food worth eating, and no pussy at all. Fifteen years because a little robbery got fucked up and Eddie punked out with his gun and blew a bald-headed fucker away.


  And Eddie dug it, dug seeing the guy’s fancy robe dotted with big blobs of red and tiny specks of white. It was the best thing he ever saw, better even than in the movies. But it cost him. Fifteen years watching sailboats and chunks of ice move down the fuckin’ river.


  Here he was, back in Harley, watching everyone drive past the dead stores on Main Street, hustling their station wagons to and from the train station, working their asses off for the day they could buy their way out of Harley and into a real town, a town without a prison.


  And old Eddie was back watching them, thinking about what he was going to do, just killing time in Harley. His eyes followed the slope of the hill down to the train station, and he laughed as he looked beyond it.


  Here he was again looking at the fuckin’ river.


  Only this time there were no bars, no walls, and no prison.


  Chapter 2


  She knew it was a dream.


  The muted colors, the feeling that time had stopped and moving images could freeze into a still life, and the hollow sounds that filled this world all told Julie that it was a dream. And for now she luxuriated in it, and the warm feelings it brought her sleeping mind.


  They were outside, in front of their small Tudor-style home. Noah was standing on the lawn, right near the sidewalk, looking up at Julie, who was near the porch. He was smiling, his eyes saying, “I love you, and I know that you love me.” His face caught the warm glow of the setting sun.


  Sarah came out of the house, full of energy, smiling as she passed Julie, and time started again. Julie smelled her daughter’s newly washed hair, laced with just a hint of perfume sneaked from Mom’s dresser.


  Noah and Sarah stood together, and Sarah held Noah’s hand tightly. Julie’s heart was filled with such a feeling of love that if she were awake she’d be crying. So wonderful, her mind whispered, so beautiful….


  But then they stepped off the lawn onto the sidewalk, grinning at each other as they did it, and Julie’s sleeping body twitched slightly. “No,” she I tried to say. “Back on the lawn where you belong!” But, of course, no sound came out of her mouth. It’s that old trick of dreamland, thought Julie. You get to be in the movie, to be the star even, but the script is under someone else’s control.


  The children were smiling, happy, and laughing at Julie’s attempt to say something. The wind picked up and leaves started to fall, swirling around in little spirals at the children’s feet. The sun was gone, masked by dirty gray clouds. Julie knew this wasn’t real; she knew that she was asleep. But she also knew that her dream had just changed into a nightmare.


  She tried to move as the wind buffeted her. Julie had to get the children and bring them inside now, before it got dark. The children just looked at their mom, laughing as Julie moved ever so slowly toward them. Moving to her children was the hardest thing that she had ever done.


  Then it was dark. Bluish moonlight outlined Noah and Sarah.


  “Please,” she said in her dream. “I’m almost there. Let me save them!”


  But of course she was too late. The man appeared from nowhere. Tall, slender, and wearing a wide-brimmed hat that shaded his face. But his hand was visible, grabbing each of the children and dragging them backward.


  Julie could hear their screams and her muscles strained against whatever was holding her back. She looked down and saw them—people, grinning wildly, holding her legs and arms and head. Holding her rock hard. Not allowing her to follow but forcing her to watch, the utter hopeless horror of it crushing her.


  “Jack,” she whimpered, wondering where he could be. “Jack. Oh God, please help us.”


  Then somehow she was screaming in her dream. “Jack! Jack!” And the hands let go, and the people disappeared, and she woke up.


  Whispering, “Jack…” She was sitting up, and sweat was running down her body.


  Jack slept on. Julie’s heart still thundered, even as the normalcy of the bedroom returned. The crumpled pile of clothes on the floor, the gentle ticking of the Regulator clock downstairs, a snort from Noah—who always made sounds in his sleep.


  The nightmare was over. Jack was here.


  Julie thought of checking the kids, or getting a drink of water. But she simply lay down and pulled herself close to Jack’s warm body.


  For tonight, the show was over.


  Chief DeFalco opened the door to the patrol car and slid next to Officer Allan Smith.


  “Morning, sir,” Smith said sharply.


  “Morning, Allan,” DeFalco answered. He liked Smith. The black officer, only the second on Harley’s small force, was sharp and professional. And DeFalco knew all too well the kind of trouble a black officer like Smith often had to deal with.


  “They have Burdick at the house now, sir, and they’ve already started to check his story.”


  “Good. Put the light on, will you? See if we can’t slice through some of this traffic. It seems like they’re always ripping up the road for some damn thing or another.”


  Smith turned on the overhead emergency lights and, with judicious squawks from the siren, was able to cut through the single-lane traffic. Within minutes they were in front of the Burdicks’ small house, a weather-beaten Cape Cod shaded by a huge white pine tree. DeFalco was out of the car before the engine was off.


  He moved quickly up the front steps to the door and entered the house. An uncomfortable tableau awaited him.


  Mr. and Mrs. Burdick sat on opposite sides of the liny living room with two policemen standing in the middle. DeFalco felt the heavy atmosphere in the room, the product of yelling and crying that, with luck, was all over now.


  He gave a nod to one of the policemen, a sergeant, who ran over and handed DeFalco a small notebook.


  “Hmm. Okay. Yeah.” DeFalco muttered aloud as the sergeant whispered in his ear. “Okay. Now, Mrs. Burdick,” DeFalco said, turning gently toward Tommy’s mother, “I know this is very painful for you. I understand that. But if we’re going to help get Tommy back we’ll need your help.”


  “Stupid bitch.”


  DeFalco looked over at Mr. Burdick, whose hand cradled a glass. From the looks of things, it wasn’t Mr. Burdick’s first drink of the morning.


  “Er, Mr. Burdick,” DeFalco said, turning toward the man. “I’ll need your help too. If you can just be patient, I’d like to—”


  “She’s a stupid bitch.” Burdick stood up and pointed a beefy finger at his wife. “It’s her damn fault Tommy’s gone. Watching her stupid TV all day and—”


  Mrs. Burdick meanwhile burst into tears. A crumpled napkin was twisted, almost woven, around her fingers. DeFalco saw a toddler standing in a playpen in the dining room, looking on stoically, thoroughly nonplussed. Hang in there, kid, DeFalco said to himself. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.


  “Mr. Burdick, we can talk about this at the station if you don’t let me ask questions here. Now please. Sit down.” DeFalco looked right at Burdick. It was a look that not many ignored. Burdick sat down heavily, and the leatherette chair gave out a windy sigh.


  DeFalco turned back to Mrs. Burdick, gentle once more.


  “I know that you told these officers everything yesterday. Could we please go over it one more time?”


  Mrs. Burdick looked up, knowing that she was on call again to tell the story for the fourth time. Eventually, as neighbors and friends spoke to her, she’d lose count of the number of repetitions.


  “Tommy wanted to go to the pool,” she said slowly. “But Tammy here had just gone in for her nap. So I said, ‘No, Tom. We’ll go later. After your sister wakes up.’ It was real hot yesterday. I was doing dishes, cleaning up…”


  “Watching the fucking tube,” Mr. Burdick muttered, and DeFalco quickly shot him a warning glance. Mrs. Burdick continued.


  “At about ten-thirty I checked on Tommy. He usually plays in the back or rides his bike out front. I called for him, but he didn’t come. I started getting scared. So I went up to his room, and I found this.” She handed the note, obviously crumpled and then straightened out, to DeFalco.


  GONE TO POOL. I WILL STAY IN SHALLO END. TOMMY


  “Did you find it crumpled like this?”


  Mrs. Burdick shook her head. “No. I… got angry.”


  “Then you did what?”


  “I woke Tammy. Her diaper needed changing, so I changed her and then got the stroller and… and…”


  Mrs. Burdick began crying full-out now, and even her husband seemed affected. He raised his glass to his lips and sucked it dry.


  DeFalco moved to the couch and sat next to Mrs. Burdick, touching her shoulder gently, trying somehow to calm her down.


  “There, there. Okay. We’re almost done. So you followed the way to…”


  “Yes, I went the way Tommy would go. I… I thought he’d be in the pool. I was going to scold him… tell him how scared I was. But when I got there, he wasn’t in the pool. The man at the gate said that Tommy had never arrived…. He never even got to the pool. I… I… Oh, God! Where’s my baby?” She howled now, a creature trapped by her loss. “You’ll find my baby, won’t you? Please. Tell me it will be okay. Tell me.”


  She melted into him now, and DeFalco knew why he had stayed in his job. Various security services had tried to hire him away, offering much more money to protect their corporate clients. But sitting here, knowing that it was up to him to somehow help this woman—well, DeFalco thought, you don’t get more needed than that.


  “Billy,” the police chief said to the sergeant. “You got a map of the suspected route, right?”


  “Yeah, Tom. We’ve also got statements from people at the pool.”


  DeFalco nodded to the sergeant to come and take his place next to Mrs. Burdick. Seeing her husband fix another drink, he decided to get at the father before he was too drunk. For a moment Mrs. Burdick sat rigidly when DeFalco stood up, but then the sergeant was next to her, a warm body somehow soothing the grief that twisted her insides like a rubber band.


  DeFalco went and stood next to Tommy’s father. “Mr. Burdick, you’ve told my officers that you were fishing upstate yesterday.”


  “Yes,” Burdick said, subdued now that he was being questioned. DeFalco flipped through the small notebook he had been handed. “With a Gary Jenks, right?”


  “Yes. Since I moved out of the house, I’ve been using my days off to fish. When we go to court, and I get a regular visiting schedule, then I guess I’ll see the kids…”


  “Mr. Burdick, have you ever threatened to steal Tommy away?”


  “Hell, no.”


  “But didn’t you drive up
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