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Chapter One

 


 


Citrus Beach, California

He drove by the elementary school about noon,
knowing he wouldn’t be noticed in the slow-moving traffic of Citrus
Avenue.

In front of the school, a line of wiggling
young bodies clattered toward the playground behind their teacher.
A little girl with fuzzy gold hair turned and saw him and for one
moment their eyes met, and then another little girl grabbed her
hand and the contact broke.

The car drifted past. He could make almost
no noise at all when he wanted to. He passed the library and pulled
up alongside the high school, halting in the shade of a pepper
tree.

They were sitting on the grass beneath a
palm tree about a hundred feet away, eating lunch out of white
paper bags from the McDonald’s across the street. The two boys had
their backs to him, but between their heads he could see her,
framed, as in a movie.

Today the shoulder-length blonde hair was
pulled back with two clips, or maybe they were combs, and spilled
down over the shoulders of the delicate white blouse. Her mouth
glistened from whatever she was drinking out of that paper cup, not
bothering with a straw.

One of the boys shifted, leaving a clear
view of her breasts pressing outward through the thin blouse. You’d
think they’d leave a permanent mark.

She wore a gold chain around her slim
neck.

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does
your garden grow?” His mother laughed tipsily, her hand stroking
lightly down his pajamas as he lay in bed. “Cockles and mussels,
alive, alive, oh.” Louder laughter, ringing against the scarred
walls. He shifted pleasurably against her hand and she drew it
away, slapping it with stinging suddenness against his cheek. “Bad
boy!” The pain brought tears to his eyes.

Today was going to be perfect. It had to be
today. The need ached and swelled in him. His palms grew moist on
the steering wheel. He could already see the puzzled look in her
eyes, the way she would half-smile as if trying to figure out the
joke. He could already feel the pulse of her throat.

Slowly he took his foot off the brake and
idled forward until he reached the entrance to the high school
parking lot.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


“Have you noticed recently that your shoes
don’t match?” Barry Wheatley tried to keep a straight face as he
waited for Diane’s reaction.

“The mates hurt my feet,” she said calmly.
Her right shoe was black with an open toe and the left one was gray
with a black stripe, but the heels looked as if they were almost
the same height, and they were probably both real leather—Diane
liked quality, when she could afford it. “I won’t go out of the
building this way; trust me. And don’t change the subject.”

She was standing in the doorway of his
office, the newsroom clickety-clacking behind her. Something in the
way she braced herself, blocking the door as if ready to fight for
what she believed in, made him want to give her anything she asked.
A damn fool, that was what he was.

“Maybe you ought to investigate the shoe
industry,” Barry said. “That’s more along the lines of a consumer
reporter, don’t you think?”

Diane shook her head impatiently, silver
earrings glinting at the movement. She had exquisite earlobes.
Barry could almost feel the velvet of them. But he knew that if he
tried, she’d leap away like a startled fawn.

“Close the door,” he said.

Diane glanced at her watch. “I’m going to be
late picking up Lara at the high school.”

“You want an audience? Guy wouldn’t like you
moving in on his territory.”

She glanced over her shoulder. Nguyen “Guy”
Chang, the Daily Record’s police reporter, was sitting a
dozen feet away staring fixedly at his computer screen. Not writing
anything. Probably listening. Chang made everything that went on in
Citrus Beach his business, especially everything that went on in
the managing editor’s office.

Diane closed the door and sat down on top of
the late edition of the paper, which occupied the chair closest to
her. Through the glass front of the office, Chang could still see
them, but at least he couldn’t hear them. “Just because I want to
investigate a phony psychic doesn’t mean I’m gunning for a news
job.”

“Aren’t you?” Barry thought about lighting a
cigarette. He thought about losing the twenty-five dollars he’d
dropped into the office pot two weeks ago. He thought about not
smoking for the remaining two weeks and decided he’d give it a
try.

“Barry, I got a complaint about this
psychic, and I think it’s justified. Have you ever listened to his
radio show on Wednesday nights? The man’s a con artist.” When she
was excited about something, Diane’s hands started to wave like a
conductor’s.

“Who was the complaint from?”

“She wouldn’t give me her name—she said she
was embarrassed. She ‘donated’ a hundred dollars to find her
daughter and he said the girl had run away to Los Angeles. Big
help.”

Barry shrugged. “Anybody who believes in a
guy called Eduardo Ranier deserves what she gets. Diane, your job
is to write a consumer column about incredible shrinking sweaters
and people who sell solar-powered toothbrushes door-to-door. Fake
psychics are out of your territory.”

“I want to do it.” Her mouth tightened. “You
know how I feel about people like that, people who take advantage
of worried parents ...” There was a slight tremor to her voice.

He was going to fold; how could he help it?
He knew, even if only at second hand, the memories that lay behind
that tremor. “Well, the column comes first. Go after the man in
your spare time, if you insist.” She gave him a smile, but her eyes
stayed sad. “Speaking of which, what are you doing for lunch
tomorrow?”

“Buying a new pair of shoes.” She stood up,
pausing with her hand on the doorknob. “Look, Barry, after Saturday
. . .”

“I’m not going to make a pass in
Sammy’s.”

She considered. “That was the only silk
blouse I had where all the buttons matched.”

“I’ll look in my carpet again, I promise,”
he said. “Don’t tell me. I know. They’re real mother-of-pearl.”

She sighed. “All right. One-thirty at
Sammy’s.”

As she opened the door, the noises filtered
back—the click of terminal keys, the endless ringing of phones—and
Barry picked up a thick whiff of smoke, which filled the newsroom
despite the handful of smoke-eater ashtrays he’d scattered around.
Breathing it was almost as good as smoking his own cigarette.

The general effect in the newsroom was of
barely controlled chaos, which was normal. The desks, he noted
idly, were covered by three layers, like an archaeological
bisection of an ancient city. On the bottom were scattered
newspapers and files; atop these, telephone books, dictionaries,
and AP stylebooks spilled over onto vacant chairs and the scarred
linoleum floor; and, on the very top, half-empty coffee cups tilted
precariously beside carelessly discarded wire photos and crumpled
slips of paper scribbled with phone numbers. Mottos and favorite
photos had been stuck to sides of desks and every other available
vertical space. One sign taped to the back of a reporter’s chair
said, If you don’t want it printed, don’t let it happen.

Barry refrained from staring as Diane strode
somewhat lopsidedly to her desk and replaced one of the mismatched
shoes. He knew Guy Chang was watching him.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


By the time the bell rang, dismissing
classes for the day, he was ready.

He had never planned anything like this
before. They had happened, spontaneously. But then, he had never
had a reason to plan it before.

The trick was fixing it so you got the right
girl at the right time. Exactly the right time. Monday. Which gave
him enough time to carry the whole thing off. He had until Sunday.
No, Saturday, to be on the safe side.

He swallowed, feeling the dryness in his
throat. A film of moisture coated his palms. He reached into his
pocket and drew out a roll of Certs. Everything had been planned.
Even the sweetness of the wolf’s breath.

Leaning against a bike rack, he watched the
students clatter down the steps of the high school. Would she see
him right away? Maybe he should walk up to the front hall. No one
would think anything of it. He’d arranged it so cleverly, being on
campus this afternoon; no one even questioned it. Especially not
her.

When they’d spoken earlier, made eye
contact, he’d seen that spark. A bit of luck he hadn’t expected,
that sexual tension between a man and a woman. She would come with
him without needing to be persuaded. All the better.

Hard tension between his legs. He half-dreaded,
half-longed for that nightly ritual: the nursery rhyme, the probing
hand, the inevitable slap. Sometimes she surprised him with the
pain—fingernails clawing into his arm, high up so the sleeve would
cover it, or a brutal twist of his little finger, hard enough to
sprain it. “Bad boy!” Laughter, the smell of whiskey breezing
across his face. And then, without warning, the nightly visits
stopped.

He strolled up the steps and, from the top,
surveyed the campus. Maybe the girl had come out from the back, by
the playing field. The crowd was thinning, no longer rushing but
ambling as the students exited the double doors and brushed past
him.

From where he stood, without turning his
head, he could see all the way to the library on his left and past
the parking lot to the row of stores on his right. Great peripheral
vision. Great depth perception.

She must have gone out the back of the
school. She was standing to his left, on the edge of the park strip
that separated the high school from the library. Standing with a
boy and another girl, a golden bracelet glistening in the sun as
she gestured animatedly.

He hesitated. Should he go back down the
steps? But he felt so powerful up here, like a god, dangling the
world on marionette strings. If he stared at her long enough,
called her to him, she would come.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


As she darted out the side door of the
newspaper, Diane glanced at her watch. She was going to be late to
pick up Lara.

She shuffled into a half-run, not daring to
go any faster in her uncomfortable shoes. Diane couldn’t count the
number of times she’d gone sprawling, or dropped her notes, or
broken a heel. She liked to blame it on mental distraction; it
sounded better than admitting she was clumsy.

Why had she agreed to have lunch with Barry
tomorrow? Or why hadn’t she just gone ahead and slept with him
Saturday? She’d certainly wanted to. Millions of women jumped in
and out of beds all the time and thought nothing of it. Millions of
women moved in with men and thought nothing of it. Millions of
women...well, never mind about that.

She yanked open the door of the aging green
Volvo and tossed her junk into the back seat. He’d approved the
story! Reluctantly, sure, but a yes was a yes.

Diane slid behind the wheel and started the
car. The engine groaned, turned over once, and wheezed into
silence.

She looked around the parking lot. Jimmy
could usually get the clunker going, but he was out somewhere
taking pictures. And she’d rather push the thing all the way to
Citrus Beach High School than ask Barry for help.

Lara might give up and go off with that
creep she was dating. No, probably not, but you couldn’t tell. In
the three years they’d known each other, Lara had changed from an
eager child to a teenager with a brittle shell. But it was only a
shell. Diane knew her well enough to recognize that.

A flick of the key and the engine turned
over, hesitated, and caught. The entire car vibrated, like a dog
shaking itself awake.

It was as she was shifting into reverse that
the memory caught Diane off guard.

Four years. Four agonized years and she
still couldn’t drive a car without a twinge—and sometimes, like
now, a blow full in the face, as if a great black bird had struck
her with its wing. Coming around the corner, seeing the delivery
truck bearing down . . .

Diane shifted into neutral, put the brake on
and got out to look around.

There was no one there, no little boy racing
into danger. If only the truck driver had been more alert. If
only I’d come home a minute sooner, just one damn minute. How
many times had she replayed that moment in her mind, like a
videotape that you could view endlessly but never change? “Mommy!
Hi, Mommy!” Mark running toward her, so chunky and alive, so glad
to see her . . .

Across the parking lot, the guard glanced at
Diane curiously. She took a deep breath, got back in the Volvo, and
went to pick up Lara.

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


The footsteps whispered across the grass so
swiftly that Lara didn’t even have time to turn before she heard a
metallic snick and felt the point of a knife at her back.

She noticed everything around her with
startling clarity: the crisp March sunlight filtering through the
pepper trees, the smell of exhaust from the street, the tilting of
the earth. She felt a little dizzy, as if she’d forgotten to eat,
but she never did that; the doctor was very strict. She wondered
what effect adrenaline had, in combination with insulin, and it
occurred to her that she ought to scream, but she couldn’t.

“I am go-eeng to take you away from all
thees, senorita,” said a masculine voice with a badly faked
Hispanic accent.

“Kris! That isn’t funny!” She whirled around
to face him, tossing her bangs out of her eyes. “What is that,
anyway?” She looked down at the knife. The blade was a dull gray in
the afternoon sunlight. “That’s a switchblade, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, my brother had it.” He flicked the
blade back into the sheath. “Carrying it around makes me feel like
I’m really Bernardo, you know?”

“You’re really an asshole, that’s what you
are.” A good-looking asshole, all right, but she wasn’t going to
say it. Lara held out her hand, palm up.

“Aw, come on.”

“Give it here,” she said.

“Since when did you start bossing me
around?” He was wearing his macho look. He did that a lot,
especially since he got cast as the leader of the Sharks in the
school’s production of West Side Story. He’d probably showed
the knife to half the school already. He was going to get in
trouble again.

“Let’s just say I need some protection,
okay?” Lara heard her voice soften. He really was good-looking, and
he was a senior, and he got to drive his mother’s Mercedes a lot.
Maybe those things shouldn’t mean so much, she admitted silently,
but when you came from a poor family in a snobbish town like Citrus
Beach, you needed all the help you could get. Besides, there were
moments when she sensed something vulnerable about him, a hurt to
match her own, and then she almost loved him.

“Yeah, well, maybe you do, that neighborhood
of yours.” He handed her the knife. “You waiting for somebody or
you wanna go for something to eat?”

They were standing in the strip park that
separated the high school from the library.

“Waiting for my big sister.”

“Sister? Oh, you mean in `Big Sisters.’ Why
do you bother with her, anyway? Who needs another grownup looking
over your shoulder?”

“I like her. Maybe it’s because my mom split
three years ago. Who knows?” Lara couldn’t really tell him how she
felt about Diane; it went too deep. It was part of a big, aching
need that swept through her sometimes, a kind of desperation. She
would feel as if she couldn’t breathe, leaning against the wheezing
washing machine in the back of that cramped house, hearing the kids
crying, smelling the hot dogs and baked beans from dinner overlying
the stale odor of sausage and sauerkraut from the night before.
“Anyway, I’m gonna practice singing Anita. She bought me the new
recording, you know, of West Side Story and we play it on
her stereo.”

“Maybe I’ll come,” Kris said, not meaning
it. He was already looking around for his buddies. If she wasn’t
careful, she was going to lose him, Lara thought with a tug of
fear. If only she were older and had better clothes. The only
things going for her were her looks and her contralto voice. They
were, to use a phrase she’d heard in an old movie, her ticket out
of Citrus Beach. With maybe a little help from Diane.

They strolled back together toward the front
of the school where the other kids were hanging out. Lara tried not
to keep glancing up at the open double doors to the administration
building. She didn’t want Kris to figure out who she was hoping to
see. He got jealous easily.

“Hey, guys, guess what?” Jeanette Tracy
glided up beside them. She was wearing a white blouse unbuttoned
down to where you could see the lace from her bra. “I’m going to
have my picture in the newspaper.”

“Oh, yeah?” Kris wasn’t missing a bit of the
exposure. “For playing Maria? How about me, too?”

“No, it’s the, you know, Man-in-the-Street
interview they do different places.” Jeanette flashed Kris her
brightest smile, ignoring Lara. It was a very expensive smile; the
Tracys never bought anything cheap.

Lara wasn’t sure what made her turn just
then to look at the head of the steps, but she did, and she saw him
coming out of the front hall.

From this angle, you noticed his legs first,
very long, and the slim hips. He was wearing a three-piece wool
suit, like a businessman; Lara could almost smell the musk
after-shave. She’d been surprised how potent it was, earlier, when
he called her up on the auditorium stage during the
demonstration.

He paused as if looking for something with
those pale-blue eyes. They were—what was the word?—hooded, almost
sinister. Then he saw Lara and smiled, and he didn’t look
frightening anymore.

“Oh, there’s Mr. Ranier. Wasn’t he terrific?
He picked up all about Lara’s family.” Jeanette was still speaking
directly to Kris. “He knew there were four kids and that Lara was
the only girl, too. Isn’t that weird?”

“Yeah,” Kris muttered. He wasn’t paying so
much attention to Jeanette now. Instead, he was watching Lara watch
Mr. Ranier.

“And he guessed about me, too, but he
probably recognized my name,” Jeanette rattled on. “Like my dad
being mayor pro tem on the city council. . .”

Lara knew Kris was angry about her reaction
to Eduardo Ranier, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d felt
something earlier, when he picked her out of the whole auditorium.
She knew he was waiting for her now.

She walked across the lawn and up the
steps.

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


She didn’t sit straight in the bucket seat;
she was turned sideways, facing him, her body radiating energy, the
cells and platelets humming, the heart and liver and kidneys
whirring along, the lungs breathing in and out, the pupils of her
eyes adjusting to the reduced light in the interior of the car.

All the spatial relationships had changed
because of her, he noticed as he got behind the steering wheel. The
seats were more cramped, the floor space foreshortened, the colors
dimmed.

“This is some car.” She turned in her seat.
Writhing. He could see her writhing. “Really terrific. Must have
cost you a bundle, huh?”

Something stuck in his throat for a minute.
He was so excited. She’d gotten in the car without needing any
encouragement, almost suggested it herself. His hands felt cold and
then hot. He wanted to touch her now. He wanted it to start.

She was waiting for his answer. “Anything
worth having is worth paying for,” he said, and then, deciding that
sounded too stiff, added, “As a matter of fact, I inherited some
money a few months ago. This was part of what I bought.”

“I’d like to see the rest of it.” She
grinned.

“You weren’t waiting for anyone, were you?”
he asked as he eased the car out of the parking lot onto Citrus
Avenue. The traffic jam of departing students had left already, and
he was almost certain no one saw them.

“Why should you think that?” She tossed back
her blonde hair. The combs or dips or whatever they were had come
off sometime during the day, or maybe she’d taken them off. Left
free, the hair swayed tantalizingly around her neck.

“A pretty girl like you, I should think
you’d have a boyfriend,” he said.

“Oh, I’ve got several.” A suggestion of a
pout. She’d probably picked it up from some Hollywood diva in a
teenage movie. “But they’re just children, you know?”

“I know.” He paused at a stoplight. A police
car was halted, facing them. The officer was gazing at someone on
the sidewalk, a man walking unsteadily, maybe drunk. Suppose he
looked up and noticed them?

The light changed and they moved through the
intersection unobserved.

She was fiddling with her blouse, pretending
to find a speck on it but actually drawing his attention to her
breasts. He could read her like a book, knew everything she was
thinking. He had so much power over her, he almost hated to see it
end.

“Your parents might worry if you don’t come
right home from school,” he said. He felt so strong now, he knew
nothing could go wrong, but he had thought everything out and he
would take no chances. If someone called the police too soon
...

Sunday. By Sunday, they would all know who
he was and what he had done and why. But not before then.

“Naw. I’m really independent.” The girl slid
down in her seat, looking for the moment like a stubborn child.
“Nobody can tie me down, you know?”

“Sounds like fun.” He flashed her his
warmest smile, to let her know it was a joke.

She caught the innuendo. “Kinky stuff, huh?”
She moved her body around. It was hard to concentrate on his
driving. “I do what I want. Hitchhike, go out with older guys.”
Some of this was bravado, but it suited him perfectly. If she got
scared at any point, he could manipulate her easily. Call her a
kid, a mama’s girl, and she’d do anything to prove him wrong.

The first time, he hadn’t known he was going
to do it. The girl had short bleached hair, a halter top, white
short-shorts. Young for a hooker. She was chewing gum as she got in
the car, and her speech was too fast, her movements choppy. She
needed a fix.

“It’s dark enough; let’s do it here,”
she’d said, finding the lever that laid her seat flat and already
starting to undo her top while he was still driving. Nice taut
little breasts. His breath came rapidly. Her shorts slid onto the
floor, with nothing underneath but a springy bush. He stopped the
car in an alley and fumbled with his jeans. She tried to help, but
her hands were shaking.

Then he was on top of her, smelling the
strawberry flavor of her chewing gum, poking around to get inside
her. “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered, faking desire. “You’re terrific.
Hot stuff.” He could smell his own sweat, the familiar scent of
hunger in the dark as he pumped himself into her, but it wasn’t
working. Something wasn’t there. The little bitch was cheating
him.

“Come on,” he heard himself growl, and
she pretended to moan, but it wasn’t right. “You little shit!” His
hands closed around her throat. As her eyes flew open and she began
to struggle, the waves of pleasure rolled over him. Yeah, that was
it. Harder, harder. “Bad girl. Bad girl.” He crooned it lovingly,
letting the tide of ecstasy flow away before he realized she’d gone
limp.

It wasn’t hard, finding a place to dump her
in a ditch outside town. The tough part was fighting the urge to do
it again too soon. He knew instinctively the cops wouldn’t care too
much about one dead prostitute, but they’d notice two or three. He
had to be careful.

All these years, he’d watched himself. But
this time it was going to be different.

They were cutting through Old Town, past the
park where children scrambled over monkey bars and a bag lady dozed
on a bench. He’d done one of them in Berkeley. As far as he knew,
no one had even noticed she was gone.

“You live around here?” The girl was
studying the succession of neatly manicured California bungalows on
the side streets. “You own a house or what?”

“Renting,” he said. “I own a place up in La
Habra Heights—that’s one of the things I inherited—but I’m not
ready to buy down here yet.”

“It’s really different from where I live,”
she said.

Turning down his street, he decided to leave
the car in front of the house. That would make it easier to get the
van out of the garage later.

Although it was only midafternoon, the house
was already in shadow. It resembled every other home in the
neighborhood except that the paint was peeling and the cypress tree
needed pruning. The squat palms looked scraggly, too, since that
last storm. He’d meant to knock down the damaged fronds. Well, that
was going to be somebody else’s problem.

“This one?” She wiggled in delight as she
surveyed the property. “It sure does look like a bachelor pad!”

“Needs a woman’s touch,” he said.

She brushed against him as he helped her out
of the car. She must have dabbed on some kind of perfume after
school, because it was really strong. He’d have to remember to air
out the house afterwards, in case anyone came by.

They walked up the steps together and he
held the door for her.

 


 


 



Chapter
Seven

 


 


Diane checked her watch again as she pulled
up in front of the high school. She was later than she’d thought,
almost an hour overdue.

There was no sign of Lara or any of her
friends. Damn! Diane wished she could have gone in to see Barry
earlier, but he’d been out of his office most of the day and then
he’d had visitors. It was odd, the urgency she felt about the story
on Eduardo Ranier, as if she were facing some kind of deadline. She
half-wished that woman hadn’t called this morning, the one with the
runaway daughter. Now, where is Lara?

Usually she understood about Diane’s
unpredictable schedule. Maybe she’d just gone across to McDonald’s
to get a Coke. That had happened before.

Diane pulled around to the parking lot and
got out of the car, trying to ignore the pinching shoe on her left
foot. The March air had a trace of a nip to it. There was no smog
today; she could see all the way to the mountains ringing the Los
Angeles basin.

Cars and an occasional truck rumbled past on
the four lanes of Citrus Avenue. Diane tried to peer across to the
hamburger stand, but it was impossible to see who was inside.

She sometimes wondered how she’d come to get
this involved with a headstrong fifteen-year-old girl. The problem
was that Lara had almost no supervision. Her father meant well, but
when he wasn’t struggling to support his four children, he was out
drinking with his buddies. And Lara naturally tried to escape
whenever she could from the premature burden of being mother to her
own three brothers. Which meant she ran around a lot, and Diane
worried.

That was just what Diane needed. Something
else to worry about.

Before she joined the Record staff
two years ago, Diane had worked for a large public relations firm
in nearby Santa Ana. As a public service project, they’d taken on a
benefit for Big Sisters and she’d gotten interested in the
program.

The idea of helping a young, motherless girl
had appealed to Diane. Maybe it was egotism, wanting to feel
important. Or maybe she’d needed the contact desperately, without
wanting a deep commitment. Going out once a week to a movie or a
museum had sounded like just about what she could handle.

Only it hadn’t turned out that way. Bonding,
that was what the psychologists called it. People flowed through
your life like dollars through your fingers, and then one day you
looked at one of them with a blink of astonishment and realized
she’d taken over your gut.

Where the hell is Lara?

Diane stretched her shoulders and took
another look around the campus. A few teenagers were sitting in the
park strip smoking cigarettes. Maybe they’d seen Lara. It wasn’t
like her to just take off. Maybe she’d left some kind of
message.

As she crossed the lawn toward them, Diane
saw a woman come out of the library and turn in her direction. They
recognized each other at the same moment.

“Diane! Diane Hanson!” The booming voice
must have been audible all the way to the beach.

“Hello, Mrs. Belster,” Diane called. She’d
almost said Mrs. Bluster, which was Jimmy’s nickname for her.

“Well! And how are you?” The large woman
bustled toward her, clutching a stack of two records, three books,
and a videotape. She had a pretty face, but for some reason you
hardly noticed it. “Actually ...”

“I called Friday but you weren’t in so I
didn’t leave a message.” Mrs. Belster drew to a stop slightly
closer than felt comfortable to Diane. “It was about the grapes in
the supermarket.” She began chattering, something about confusing
signs in the produce department and how she’d ended up with grapes
full of seeds instead of seedless ones, and how that was false
advertising, especially at a dollar fifty-nine a pound.

“I’m sure you’re right.” Being cornered by
Mrs. Belster gave Diane a sudden, unexpected surge of
claustrophobia, as if she were trapped in a great web. Trying to
claw her way free, trying to get to the child in time, trying to
make time go backwards, to undo that irrefutable moment, that
crumpled still figure . . .

No, no, that was Mark, not Lara. Mark had
been dead for more than four years. Lara was alive. She’d just gone
somewhere with that adolescent boyfriend of hers. Right now she was
laughing with him, absent-mindedly rubbing her wrist in that way
she had.

“Well, I knew you’d look into it,” Mrs.
Belster was saying. “That was really helpful, when I called you
about the sticking jar lids, that little device you recommended in
your column, I can’t tell you how much that’s helped. Of course
things aren’t the same since my husband died, he used to take care
of those things for me, but. . .”

The teenagers on the grass flicked out their
cigarettes and stood up, stumbling into each other on purpose and
making wisecracks as they wandered off.

Where the hell has Lara got to?

Mrs. Belster wasn’t going to go away. She
wanted to talk. Diane tried to force down her rising panic. This
was another human being in need. She knew how that felt. Talk to
her. Ask her something.

“Mrs. Belster, you know a lot of people in
town.” She was, Diane reflected, one of those people who turns up
almost everywhere. It was impossible even to remember the first
time Diane had heard that stentorian voice. “Do you know anything
about a psychic named Eduardo Ranier?”

“Why, I’ve listened to his radio show a time
or two and I’ve seen him around.” The woman nodded to herself. “You
might try Cissy Greenspon. You know her? She runs the Mystic Lights
bookstore over on Cypress Street. Kind of a peculiar person, but
she has a good heart, I’ll say that for her.”

“I’ll give her a call. Thank you.”

“Well, I’ve got to be running. Much as I’d
like to stand here and chat with you, I have an awful lot to do.
I’ll look forward to seeing the grapes in your column. Good-bye
now.” Mrs. Belster shifted her books to get a better grip and
hurried away.

The teenagers were gone. Diane bit her hp in
frustration. She didn’t really believe Lara had given up on her;
their shared afternoons meant too much to both of them. And she’d
told Lara there would be a surprise today. The surprise was
probably pretty darn hungry by now, too; Diane had left plenty of
food this morning, but she wasn’t sure whether kittens regulated
their eating the way grown cats did.

Maybe she would just take a walk across the street
and have a look inside McDonald’s.

 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


He had drawn the curtains and they were
sitting on the worn couch sharing a smoke, pure gold from Colombia.
She was sprawled against the arm of the sofa, one leg brushing
against him and her skirt draped suggestively up on her thigh. Dim
light filtered over the old flowered carpet, the scratched pine
coffee table, and the dusty TV set, its cord unplugged on the
carpet as a precaution against the house’s aged, erratic
wiring.

“I like this place,” she said. “I mean, it’s
kind of a dump, but it’s a nice dump, you know?”

“Let me show you something.” He leaned over
and fished through the stack of magazines under the end table,
pulling out an Architectural Digest. “See this place?” He
flipped it open to the dog-ear and showed her the split-level
design, high on a hill with a Jacuzzi in the back yard. “I’ll bet
you could build something like this in South America, for, oh, a
hundred thousand. Maybe less.”

“Who’d want to live in South America?” She
lifted the joint and put it to her lips. It was already smeared
with her lipstick, cherry red. Something else to dispose of
later.

“Who knows?” He shrugged and moved closer.
Damn, he wanted to prolong this. Get her clothes off. Have some fun
first, but she kept kind of squirming away. Goddamn cock tease. He
could do it from behind, catch her unaware. The trick with women
was to make it sudden, before they had a chance to scream. But it
was more fun when you were inside them first and you could look in
their face.

There was a sheen of sweat between her
breasts, where her blouse exposed the cleavage. He reached over and
traced a finger along the soft curves.

“Wow,” the girl said. “Hey.” Her eyes
half-closed. That was more like it.

“I’m going to give you a present.” He kept
his voice low and sexy. He could hear and see everything he did, as
if he were standing over his own left shoulder, watching.
“Something really special.”

“Yeah.” And then her eyes flew open. “Oh, my
God! Presents! I forgot! It’s my sister’s birthday! I
promised...Oh, shit! She’s going to kill me!”

No, she isn’t, he thought.

“Hold on.” He handed the cigarette back to
her. “What’s the hurry? I’ll take you home in a minute. Let’s
finish this.”

“Well. . .” She chewed on her lower lip. “I
feel like such an idiot!”

“You’re really pretty.” His voice was husky,
dangerous.

“Yeah?” She focused on him again as she drew
in a deep breath of smoke.

“Mm-hm.” He leaned over and kissed her neck.
She let out a long sigh and arched her back, letting him nuzzle
her.

He wanted this to go on for a while, but it
was too risky. If she started jumping around again, insisting he
take her home, he’d have to force her down and she might scream. Or
scratch him where somebody could see it.

“That’s why I picked you,” he whispered.
“Because you’re so beautiful.” His thumbs traced up her chest
toward the pulse point.

“Yeah, I could tell.” She was still smoking,
playing it cool. “I knew you were watching me. A girl can tell, you
know?”

His fingers explored the hollows of her
collarbone, closing in, not hurrying. “And you noticed me too,
didn’t you?”

“Yeah, sure.” Her breath was corning faster.
“But you know—I gotta go—I mean, my sister ...”

“Your sister will be fine,” he said.

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


“We have almost two hundred confirmed
reservations for Sunday night,” Lucille said from the doorway.

Mack looked up from behind his desk,
startled. “What are you doing here? I didn’t even hear you come
in.”

“I just dropped by to tell you the good
news.” She smiled and sat down in a fake leather swivel chair. “At
a hundred dollars a head, that’s a pretty good kick in the campaign
fund, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would.” He mastered his instinctive
irritation, replacing it with a look of what he hoped passed for
admiration. Damn it, he did admire her; it was just that he hoped
he hadn’t made a mistake, letting his wife take over as his
campaign manager. “By the way, did you see my secretary around
anywhere as you came in?” He picked up a sheaf of signed
reports.

“Michele’s down in records flirting with
Harry.” Lucille could walk into a building and by some kind of
osmosis immediately know where everybody was and what they were
doing, especially if they were doing something they shouldn’t.

She was a good-looking woman, alert and
tanned, not sallow and half-sloshed all the time like his first
wife. Lucille was fifty-one—only three years younger than he
was—but she didn’t look a day over forty. Her hair was permed or
coiffed or whatever they called it these days, but anyway, it
looked damn classy. She dressed rich for a police chief’s wife,
too, but then she had her own money. And she brought out the best
in him. Sometimes he’d almost forgotten there was a best.

“And we’ve got one TV station and a couple
of print reporters corning to cover Assemblyman Gorwin’s talk at
the dinner,” Lucille went on. “The Republican Women have really
helped me out on this. Even if the sheriff’s race is supposed to be
nonpartisan, I’ve made sure they’re all aware that your opponent is
a Democrat.”

“A Democrat?” Mack growled. “Tony Arroyo’s
so far left he’s a goddamn pinko.”

“I thought I warned you about that kind of
talk.” Lucille’s voice took on the schoolmarm tone that she used
when she caught him wearing brown shoes with a charcoal suit.

“All right. All right.” He stood up and
walked over to the window. From the second floor of the police
building you had a great view of Citrus Beach’s rambling old City
Hall. He was going to like the Orange County Hall of Administration
a lot better.

They’d hashed this out before he decided to
run for sheriff. Lucille was right. You had to be smooth to make it
in politics in a county with more than two million people. Maybe a
lot of them were poor and spoke with an accent, but the ones who
went to the polls had college degrees and bought their suits at
South Coast Plaza.

“Actually, I did have another reason for
coming by,” Lucille said.

He’d suspected that. Lucille never did just
one thing at a time. “Shoot.” Mack turned away from the window. He
caught her glance on his suit jacket and reached down to fleck away
a spot of dust.

“Saturday night is the chili cook-off at the
yacht club,” Lucille said. “You know how people drink You remember
that time someone wandered out in the middle of Coast Highway and
got killed?”

“You’re damn right I do,” Mack growled.
“I’ll have patrols all over the place.”

“Well, that could be a problem.” Lucille
tapped a forefinger against her snakeskin purse. “Some of your best
supporters are going to be there. I’d hate to see one of them end
up in jail for drunk driving.”

“You don’t expect—”

“Now, Mack, let me finish.” Her chin came
up, and he subsided. “I’m merely suggesting that you put the word
out in advance—perhaps ask the club to post signs—that the police
will be enforcing the law very strictly. That will look good for
you, and it should warn them off. Now, there’s nothing unethical
about that, is there?”

“No, of course not,” he said.

“We just don’t want any problems in Citrus
Beach before Sunday.” Lucille stood up. “You’ve made some enemies
in the past, and we have to prove you’re a viable candidate.”

“Arroyo ...”

“Is a deputy D.A. with a law degree from
Stanford,” his wife pointed out. “The fact that he’s somewhere to
the left of Jerry Brown doesn’t mean he’s going to be easy to beat.
He’s done his homework.”

Mack’s shoulders sagged. What the hell was
he doing, running for sheriff? He liked being a police chief. But
damn it, this county needed a sheriff like him.

“What time are you planning to be home?”
Lucille asked. “I thought we could have dinner at the club
tonight.”

“Fine.” He hated eating at the yacht club.
They never got through a meal without half a dozen interruptions,
standing up, shaking hands, mouthing polite crap. Couldn’t a main
go home to a steak and a baked potato after he’d worked his butt
off all day?

The phone rang. Lucille glanced out at
Michele’s desk and shook her head.

Mack picked it up. “Ferguson,” he said.

“Chief? Sorry to bother you.” The voice of
the great Lt. Mario De Anda of the Detective Division. Another one
cast in Arroyo’s mold. Well, maybe not quite so bad. At least De
Anda was a working cop, not a lawyer. “We’ve just got a missing
persons report on a girl I thought you’d want to know about.”

“Why? It sound like anything you can’t
handle?”

He could picture De Anda straightening up in
his battered wooden chair in his cubicle of an office downstairs.
“I’ve got Chenowski working on it.” Sally Chenowski was in
Juveniles. “The girl will probably turn up by dinnertime. Her
family says she was supposed to come home directly after school to
help her sister decorate for a birthday party, and she’s over an
hour late.”

“An hour? And they called the goddamn
police?” Mack made a face for Lucille’s benefit. “She’s probably
rolling around with her boyfriend in the back seat of a car.”

“Probably,” De Anda admitted.

“Well? Why did you think I’d want to know
about this little tootsie who took the long way home from
school?”

“Because,” De Anda said, “it’s Jeanette
Tracy. Councilman Tracy’s daughter. You know he wanted a patrolman
stationed in front of the high school after we picked up that Chino
State Prison escapee . . .”

“Yeah, I remember,” Mack said, feeling a
black cloud start to form over his head. “Hank Tracy’s daughter.
Wouldn’t you know it?”

He looked at Lucille.

“Shit,” she said.

 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


 


Diane was waiting for the signal to cross
Citrus Avenue when she saw Lara come out of the McDonald’s just
ahead of Kris. Lara waved to Diane, turned and said something to
her boyfriend, then darted across the street without waiting for
the light.

“Hey, I’m really sorry,” she called,
breathless, as she drew up. “Kris and I had sort of a fight and we
needed to hash a few things out. Were you waiting long?”

“Only a few minutes,” Diane said. Amazingly,
that’s all it had been.

“You didn’t think I’d skipped, did you?”
Lara led the way to the Volvo. “You promised me a surprise!”

“And I intend to deliver.” Diane still felt
keyed up. She almost wanted to scold Lara, but where was the sense
in that?

“Jeanette said she’d tell you where I was.”
Lara surveyed the now-empty campus. “She said she’d be hanging
around for a while. You didn’t see her, did you? Boy, I should know
better than to trust her.”

They got in the car and moved into the
thickening flow of early rush-hour traffic. “You’re awfully quiet,”
Lara said a block later. “Are you mad at me?”

“Not mad exactly.” Diane sighed. “Worried, I
guess. Maybe I overdo it.”

“Because of your little boy?”

She nodded, tears pricking her eyes. Damn.
You never knew when they were going to come, as if there were a
great reservoir of them and her usual calmness was a thin covering
of ice, easily cracked.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” Lara said. “I didn’t mean
to bring that up.”

“It wasn’t really anything you did.” Diane
signaled and turned off the avenue toward the west side of town.
“It’s just...always there.”

“I know.” Lara remembered about her seat
belt and buckled it. “After my mom left, for a long time, I would
think of her at the oddest times. It hurt really bad, and then I’d
get mad. Do you get mad?”

“Yes.” She started to say more, but stopped.
“Tell me what you and Kris were fighting about.”

Lara shrugged. “He gets jealous. It’s really
stupid. I just went up to talk to Mr. Ranier.”

“Mr. Ranier?”

“You know, the psychic.” Lara’s face took on
a new animation. “He spoke at assembly this afternoon. He called
some of us up on stage, me and Jeanette and some of the others. He
figured out all about our families.”

“That’s called research.” Diane turned the
car into a drive-through dairy, an old 1950s one with a giant
plastic statue of a cow on the roof, and pulled up to the service
counter. “A half-gallon of low-fat milk and a loaf of rye bread,
please.”

“You pay a lot more at these places,” Lara
advised.

“I haven’t got much money, but I’ve got less
time. Now tell me about Mr. Ranier.”

“Well, anyway, I saw him after school and I
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