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      Arms laden with bulging grocery sacks, breath coming hard after a fast walk up the front steps, Laura Frisch fumbled her key into the keyhole and pushed open the front door. The living room lights were on, activated at dusk by light-sensitive timers, but as she hustled the groceries into the kitchen she entered a corridor of darkness.


      “Jamie?”


      Sudden fear was jumping in her voice. The two brown bags thudded onto the kitchen table. She called her son’s name again as she hurried through the house slapping wall switches. Batman frowned down at her from the wall of Jamie’s room, his gaze accusatory.


      The backyard smelled of star jasmine and emptiness. The garage, which had become a storage shed, was cluttered with the usual junk. Laura looked frantically for the basement door before remembering there was no basement. She kept repeating Jamie’s name in a voice no longer audible.


      The hand that gripped the plastic shell of the telephone receiver was shaking.


      “Pam? Laura. Is Jamie there? I just got home from work, and ... I see. Thanks.”


      He was not at the Gruders’, or at the Neilmans’, or at Lois Aguilar’s.


      She left the house without her coat, though the temperature had dropped with evening, and retraced the route Jamie must have taken after leaving school.


      My fault, she thought as she first walked, then ran. My fault for letting him go home alone. Only two and a half blocks in daylight in a good neighborhood; I didn’t think it was dangerous. Oh, God, Jamie.


      She reached the school and circled it. A few older kids played basketball under a mercury-vapor lamp. She described her son and asked if they’d seen him. No. The basketball, bouncing brightly on the asphalt under one boy’s lazy hand, made her think of Jamie’s blue rubber ball.


      She headed back to the house, forcing herself to go slowly, to peer down side streets and throw hoarse shouts at the night. There was no answer.


      The park drew her into its shadows. Jamie might have stopped to play here, though he knew he shouldn’t. She thought of the ragged derelicts who had been seen loitering among the roses and elms. Suppose one of them—


      Don’t think it.


      Footfalls drummed the dirt path at her back. Raspy breathing chuffed closer. She spun, heart pounding, but it was only a jogger in gray sweats. He paused, running in place, while she asked the same senseless questions she’d tried at the schoolyard, and got the same useless response.


      Nobody had seen her son. He had dropped off the earth.


      Dampness was soaking through her blouse when she returned home. The door was open, and for a wild moment of relief she was sure Jamie was inside; then she realized she’d forgotten to shut the door when she left.


      The house felt cold and stuffy, a tomb. She tried to decide what to do. Call the police? She wasn’t sure; on TV they always said you had to wait twenty-four hours. Call Ron? Yes, right; a lot of help he would be, in San Diego with his fiancée, drinking scotch and sodas at the marina and bitching about child support. Call the local hospitals, then. And ask—


      She called. Asked. Nothing. No little boy matching Jamie’s description. She didn’t know whether or not to be relieved.


      “Hello, Pam? Laura again. No, I still haven’t found him, and I’m going out of my mind. Do you think we could get some of the neighbors together and go look for him? Look everywhere?”
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      Flashlights bobbing in the dark. Scuffing of shoes on sidewalks. Voices hushed in a way that made Laura think of funerals, and funerals were the one thing she didn’t want to think about right now. Her heart was beating hard in her throat, and her body ached with what might have been a fever coming on.


      They had been searching for nearly an hour, she and a dozen friends and vague acquaintances. At first the search had been more or less random, but then Tom Reynolds had taken charge, organizing the volunteers into two-person teams and assigning each team to a separate block. Tom was enjoying himself, you could see that. He liked to read military books.


      Laura wanted to help out with the search, but she was too frantic to be useful. Every few minutes she found herself wondering if Jamie had come home on his own; each time, the hope became a certainty, and she raced for the house, heels clacking madly on the pavement, only to find the rooms still empty, the lights burning in the windows like beacons to a traveler whose arrival is long delayed. Then, thinking that perhaps Jamie had been found somewhere outside, she would hurry back to Tom Reynolds for the latest report.


      Shortly after seven thirty, Tom, looking more worried than before, advised her to call the police. Not long afterward a patrol car cruised by, a great silver shark, beaming its spotlight into bushes and alleys while the radio crackled like wet power lines. The two officers assured Laura that, contrary to the impression left by TV dramas, there was no twenty-four-hour waiting period in a case like this. Other units were already on their way; a command post would be set up at her house; Jamie would be found.


      The park pulled Laura back again and again. The park with its feathery shadows and chittering leaves. Children could never resist a place of grass and trees. She had told Jamie not to go in there, she had told him, but what if he hadn’t listened?


      There was a man who rooted in trash Dumpsters in the alley behind the building where Laura worked. She had seen him up close once—his filthy hands, his whiskered face, his filmy, staring eyes. He wore a wool hat, and under it a skullcap of tin foil. The crazy ones wore foil things like that to keep the alien mind-control rays from warping their brains; she had read about it in the paper. The mentally ill were everywhere today. Not all of them were harmless. And parks attracted them. Parks like this one.


      “Any sign of him?” she asked Lois Aguilar and Paul Crowe as they hailed her from the darkness of the trees.


      “Not yet,” Lois said. She was kind to say it that way, as if finding Jamie were merely a matter of time.


      “He’ll turn up,” Paul added.


      Laura didn’t answer. The two patrol officers had promised much the same thing. Such words came easily when the lost child wasn’t your own.


      She wandered along the perimeter of the park, eyes hot, vision blurring. Stupid thoughts occurred to her. It was late now, past eight o’clock; Jamie would be getting hungry. On her way home from work she’d picked up the fixings for chicken burritos, one of his favorites. She liked to cook for him. Cooking for Ron had been only a chore. Ron—God, she would have to call him, tell him. He would yell at her for not looking after Jamie, and she would scream a furious rebuttal. It would be ugly, and would get worse still when Ron was up here, waiting with her for—


      “Laura!”


      Lois Aguilar’s voice, tinny and tremulous.


      Laura ran. She stumbled through the park, her mind flashing on images of Jamie alive, Jamie dead, Jamie unconscious.


      She found Paul standing near a fountain, Lois on hands and knees shining her flashlight into a drift of shrubbery.


      “What ... what is it?” Gasping, shaking, stomach twisting. “Did you find him?”


      Paul looked at her. His face, lit from below by the lantern in his hand, was eerie, corpselike, a detail out of a dream. A moth buzzed the lantern, its glittery body tracing curlicues against the darkness. “No,” he said gently. “But we did find this.”


      He extended a hand in unreal slow motion. Laura stared at the hand and at the object it held, the small blue ball crusted with dirt.


      “That’s his.” She reached for it, took it, clutched it. “That’s his, he was here, he was in the park.” Sobs were tearing at her voice. “Jamie? Jamie, are you hiding? Come out this minute! This isn’t funny! Jamie!”


      “Oh, Lord,” Lois whispered, staring deeper into the shrubbery.


      Laura dropped the ball and fell on her knees at Lois’s side, wresting the flashlight from her hands. She beamed it into the leaves.


      A blue mound. Jamie’s book bag.


      She hauled it out and spilled the books onto the grass, then opened them one at a time, aiming the flashlight at the name JAMIE FRISCH printed on the inside covers in large capitals. “Jamie Frisch,” she said as she read each inscription. “Jamie Frisch. Jamie Frisch. Jamie Frisch.”


      Lois was patting her shoulder, and Paul was shouting for help. Laura paid no attention to any of it. She let go of the flashlight and ran her hands blindly over the smooth pages, then lifted the books to her face, smelling ink and glue. She was crying.
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      The house was what Card had expected, another stucco Mediterranean. Lights burned in the front windows, washing the close-cropped lawn with a coppery sheen. He and Lindstrom sat in the unmarked car, the engine ticking as it cooled, while behind them three black-and-whites, headlights off and sirens silent, glided up to the curb.


      “Think he’s in there?” Lindstrom asked. “Jamie, I mean.”


      “No.”


      “Neither do I.” She fingered the slight bulge under her jacket where a 9mm Beretta semiautomatic was snugged in an armpit holster. “But what the hell do we know?”


      They got out of the car. Around them the six uniforms were taking their positions behind the parked cruisers. Moonlight glanced off the barrels of their own Berettas, cocked and locked, loaded with fifteen-round magazines. The LAPD had switched to semiautomatic pistols in 1986, eight years ago, when it became clear that the drug trade and the gang wars had rendered six-shooters obsolete. Card, however, was stubbornly old-fashioned; the gun pancaked under his right arm was a K-frame Smith & Wesson .38.


      He had his reasons for using it. Automatics had been known to jam; and anyway, he liked the stopping power of the .38 Special +P rounds the revolver packed. As insurance, he carried an ankle gun under his trouser leg, another Smith .38, the snubnosed J-frame model. A sweet little gun, kept in excellent condition, the front sight filed down slightly to prevent it from snagging on the holster in a draw.


      Ordinarily such matters were academic to him, as they were to most cops; in Card’s seventeen years on the force, first in uniform, then in the detective division, he had seldom drawn a gun and never fired one except on the shooting range. Shoot-outs in the line of duty were rarer than people thought.


      Tonight might be a different story, though—if Jamie Frisch was inside this house.


      Card looked down the street and saw Jacobs’ car parked well back from the others. The captain would observe what happened in the next few minutes, staying close to his radio, ready to call for additional backup or the SWAT team. The five SWAT commandos, Card knew, had already donned their hardshell armor and web gear and were standing by at Parker Center, the police headquarters downtown. One of the Bell Jet Rangers stationed on the rooftop helipad could chopper them here in eight minutes if a hostage situation developed.


      Maybe none of that would be necessary. Maybe Jamie was miles from here, the call a sick joke. Card wasn’t sure whether he hoped it turned out that way or not.


      “Ready?” he asked Lindstrom.


      “Shit, yes.”


      Squaring his shoulders, Card headed up the front walk, Lindstrom at his side. They made two sweet targets for anyone watching from the windows. Card was grateful for the heavy stiffness of the Kevlar vest. He and Lindstrom had both been outfitted with ballistic armor before leaving Laura Frisch’s house. Still, a vest wouldn’t offer much protection if the guy had Card’s head in his sights.


      Card tried not to think about that. His hand was nearly steady as he rang the bell.


      It took a long moment for the door to open, and both he and Lindstrom tensed when it did. A man stood in the doorway, dressed in a cardigan and baggy pants. Plenty of room in either article of clothing to stash a gun.


      He frowned at them. “May I help you?”


      Card did not think his voice was the one on the phone.


      “Mr. Sinclair?” Card asked. That name was listed for this address in the reverse directory.


      “Yes.”


      “I’m Detective Robert Card, LAPD.” He showed his badge. “This is my partner, Detective Lindstrom.” Card’s gaze was fixed on Sinclair’s face, but his peripheral vision was alert for any hint of movement by the man’s hands—the right hand resting on the doorknob, the left hanging, fingers splayed, at his side.


      The hands did nothing. “This is about the Frisch boy, isn’t it?” Sinclair asked.


      Card blinked. “Yes.”


      “Awful thing. I don’t know what I can tell you. Karen spoke to Laura Frisch earlier. Maybe you should talk to her.”


      “Karen?”


      “My wife.”


      “May we come in, Mr. Sinclair?” Lindstrom asked.


      The living room was full of overstuffed armchairs and plush sofas and deep pile carpet. Card knew as soon as he entered it that this was a home, not a dungeon of horrors. The glance he traded with Lindstrom told him she knew it too. It was hardly even necessary to meet Karen Sinclair or hear her breathlessly genuine concern for little Jamie.


      “Mrs. Frisch called you sometime tonight?” Lindstrom asked her.


      “Yes, around eight fifteen. After she found Jamie’s things in the park. She wanted me to ask Kimberly if she’d seen Jamie leave school today, and if so, at what time.”


      “Kimberly is your daughter?”


      “Yes, I’m sorry, I should have explained that. Anyway, Kimberly did see Jamie leave, and it was at three o’clock on the dot. She was sure of it. I think she was watching him go. She has sort of a crush on him. Lots of the girls in the first grade do. You should see them spin like little coquettes when he’s around. Oh, my, I hope he’s all right.”


      Card was fairly sure he knew who had made the call. A simple question would confirm it.


      “Do you have any other children?”


      “Yes, two boys.”


      “Older than Kimberly?”


      “They’re twelve and thirteen.” A frown creased her forehead. “Why?”


      “May we speak with them, please?”


      After some consternation on the Sinclairs’ part, and some calming words from Detective Lindstrom, Card found himself knocking on the closed door of an upstairs bedroom. He opened the door without waiting for an answer.


      The wide, fearful eyes of the two boys inside were proof that they had overheard the conversation. That was good. It saved time.


      “Not very funny, what you guys did,” Card said quietly once the door was shut again. Lindstrom was silent, but Card could feel the heat of her gaze on the kids.


      “We didn’t do anything,” one of them said.


      “The call was traced to this house. And it was tape-recorded. Want us to generate a voice print of the tape and compare it with your own voice prints? They’re like fingerprints; no two people’s are identical. In this case, I’m willing to bet there’d be a match.”


      That shut them up.


      While Lindstrom used her radio handset to tell the officers outside that it was a false alarm, Card sat on the bed and gave the kids a lecture. He told them how bad Mrs. Frisch was feeling, how scared she was for her little boy—as scared as their own mother would be if one of them was missing—and how the phantom phone call had only made things worse. The speech elicited two mumbled apologies that sounded sincere.


      “Do we have to go to jail?” the younger boy asked.


      Card did not smile. “No.”


      “You gonna tell our parents?” A greater fear, it seemed.


      Card looked at Lindstrom. She shook her head.


      “Not this time,” Card said. “We’ll say we just wanted to ask if you’d been near the park today. Routine questioning, that’s all. But if you try a stunt like this again ...”


      “We won’t.”


      “We promise.”


      Card believed them.


      Going down the stairs, Lindstrom whispered in Card’s ear: “You’re good with kids. I envy you.”


      “Thanks. But so are you. Good with Mike, anyway.”


      “Not me. I’m a tough broad. I scare children. They think I’m the witch who tried to make muffins out of Hansel and Gretel.”


      “Mike doesn’t think you’re a witch. He likes you. He told Consuelo he hopes you and I get married.”


      “Did he? That’s ... that’s cute.”


      A smile flickered at the corners of Lindstrom’s mouth. A secret smile, which Card could not decipher.


      He thought about that smile as he and Lindstrom drove back to the Frisch house. But he stopped thinking about it when he saw Jacobs talking with Laura Frisch in the front yard. The captain had obviously told her that the call was a prank, crushing her desperate hopes.


      Now Mrs. Frisch just stood there shaking her head in grief or helplessness or denial, while Jacobs said to her what Card had said to Jessie, what Lindstrom had said in the kitchen, what all human beings seem compelled to say at such moments—that there was no reason to be afraid, because everything, of course, would be all right.
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      The buzz of the alarm clock jerked Card out of sleep.


      He swatted the clock into silence, then blinked at the digital display. Six a.m. Too early. He and Lindstrom didn’t start work till nine. He must have set the alarm wrong.


      Then he remembered Jamie Frisch.


      He came awake instantly. Rose in one rapid motion. Stretched, feeling small pops in his shoulders. Ran the shower hot, stepped under the steaming spray. Dressed swiftly. Brown jacket and pants. Handcuffs in one pocket. Ankle gun strapped to his right leg with a Velcro fastener. Shoulder holster snug under his arm.


      Consuelo was fixing breakfast when he entered the kitchen. Last night he had told her not to bother; no reason for her to get up so early; he could pour himself a bowl of cereal or grab a takeout sausage sandwich on the way to the station. She hadn’t answered, had merely smiled as she padded off to the den, where a foldout bed and a Spanish-language Bible awaited her. She liked to read the Psalms at bedtime.


      “Good morning, Mr. Card,” she said, keeping her voice low so as not to wake Mike.


      Card had fought and lost a long battle to persuade his housekeeper to address him by his first name. “Morning, Connie. Smells good.”


      “Pancakes.”


      “I’m supposed to be watching my weight.”


      She dismissed this statement with a laugh. Consuelo believed in eating well. Her own considerable girth proved it.


      Card watched the swift darting movements of the spatula in her hand as she transferred the pancakes from the griddle to a plate. He was always mildly saddened by the sight of Consuelo making breakfast for him, though he would never have told her so. Jessica used to like fixing breakfast. She had been so inexplicably cheerful in the morning. She would hum to herself and tell silly jokes, and he, half awake, would respond grouchily, vaguely annoyed. Now he regretted not having shared in her happiness when he’d had the chance.


      The pancakes were excellent, made not from a packaged mix but from scratch, and garnished with sliced strawberries. Consuelo treated him well. She had never forgotten the nights and weekends he’d spent tutoring her for the citizenship test. She had passed on her first attempt. He and Mike had attended the swearing-in ceremony, Mike still so small then, dressed in the tiny tweed suit that no longer fit but which Card couldn’t bring himself to give up.


      He remembered Consuelo’s solemn expression as she stood to recite the oath, a stout middle-aged peasant woman in her best dress. From a slum village in southern Mexico to that moment in a judge’s chambers—it must have been a long journey, and hard, pitilessly hard. Card had suffered through Jessie’s death less than a year earlier, and as he listened to the judge recite the words, he had found himself thinking that his own journey had not been any easier.


      He was finishing breakfast when Mike shuffled into the kitchen, sleepy-eyed, Willy in frantic pursuit. The dachshund’s toenails clicked madly on the linoleum tiles.


      “Hey, pal,” Card said through a plume of steam from his coffee cup, “what are you doing up so early?”


      “Heard you in here.”


      He climbed into a chair at the kitchen table. Consuelo poured him a glass of orange juice.


      “You ought to go back to bed,” Card said, ruffling his hair. The brown strands were spiked and corkscrewed.


      “Nah, I’m awake.”


      He wasn’t, though. Not really. He merely felt that he should see his father off to work. His loyalty touched Card in a tender place.


      The two of them talked about school, which was going okay, and work, which was going okay too. Allergy season was here, and Mike, who reacted badly to ragweed pollen, was scheduled for a shot this afternoon. He tried, for the third time, to convince his father that the shot was really not necessary this year, but a series of wet sneezes undercut his argument.


      Card brushed his teeth and gargled with mouthwash. The face in the bathroom mirror was unquestionably that of Michael Card’s father; there had never been any doubt as to the boy’s paternity.


      Card saw the same short brown hair, the same vivid blue eyes, the same sharp nose and slightly too-prominent chin.


      Mike will look like this when he’s thirty-nine, he thought, then added: I’ll be seventy-one then ... if I’m still alive.


      He wondered what the world would be like in three decades. Once, he would have visualized spaceships like ocean liners ferrying passengers to and from resort colonies on the moon. Now he imagined only a slow and uncontested decline. Rust and weeds in the smaller towns, frenzy and violence in the cities. The rough beast slouching towards Bethlehem—where had he read that? Some poem from his college days. He had not believed in the poet’s dark vision then, but after Jessie’s death and seventeen years as a cop, seventeen years that had bled the innocence out of him, he did not know what he believed anymore.


      Yes, he did. Jamie Frisch was missing and had to be found. That was what he believed.


      He gave Mike a hug at the doorway, told him to get some more sleep or he’d doze off in class, told him not to worry about the allergy shot, told him to be good and to look out for Consuelo.


      “I will, Dad.”


      “I know you will. Thanks for getting up to have breakfast with me.”


      The memory of Mike in his arms lingered as he rode the elevator to the lobby. He wondered if Jamie had felt like that in his parents’ embrace. Of course he had.
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      The bike path that ran along the bank of the Los Angeles River was not meant for pedestrians, as stern signs pointed out. Howard Kellogg, a law-abiding citizen, kept off the path as best he could, walking instead on the uneven ground beside it. Occasional bicyclists rushed past, their T-shirts beating against their bodies like windblown sails, sunglasses flashing in the glow of twilight.


      Kellogg smiled. He loved this time of the day more than any other. Nearly every evening, after leaving work at five thirty or six, he drove to the park and walked along the river and smiled up at the big golden sky. He found such walks to be the perfect recipe for relaxation after a day spent inside the four walls of his real-estate office in Encino.


      Most locals thought of the LA River only as a concrete arroyo, bare and unlovely, a crude slash in the naked earth. It had been dug by man and banked in concrete, created as one link in the chain of waterways and aqueducts, dams and reservoirs, that irrigated the city of Los Angeles with water bought or swindled from other parts of the state, or from other states entirely. In the summer, the river was empty of water for most of its length—dry and white as a bone.


      But the area near Sepulveda Dam was different. Here the water was reassuringly deep all year long, and as a result, huge drifts of vegetation had grown up on the riverbanks, ferns and cypress and immense growths of weeds that marched down into the muddy water itself. The plants were mirrored in the water, their reflection shimmering with small circles made by the tiny fish that surfaced intermittently for some purpose Kellogg could not guess.


      The spot was so pleasant that a park had grown up around it, the Sepulveda Dam Recreation Area, acres of flat green land ringed by distant mountains. Kids played soccer and softball, joggers chuffed and dogs strained on taut leashes, people bought hot dogs and sodas at refreshment stands. The park was an anomaly in the Valley, where hectic development had sown tract housing and strip malls and little else. Kellogg supposed he couldn’t complain about that. He was in real estate, after all. But he was glad to have a place like this, where he could see no houses, no shopping centers—a place where he could catch his breath.


      He walked slowly along the side of the bike path, past the wire-mesh fence screening the river. A group of bicyclists raced by with a whir of tires and a clatter of changing gears. A few yards away, the river and the path passed under a bridge; overhead, rush-hour traffic on Balboa Boulevard hummed and roared, the busy sounds of people hurrying to get someplace.


      Kellogg reached the bridge and paused, enjoying the shade and the stillness. Through the wire mesh he studied the gentle ripples of the water. The bridge was supported by rows of cement pylons mounted on horizontal blocks; they made an interesting pattern to the eye, like rows of Doric columns. He wondered if some future archaeologist, coming upon the ruins of this bridge and this cement river, would ponder the mystery of the people who had made it—people who, like the Romans, had built aqueducts and roads, casting nets of stone over their cities.


      He was still considering that question when he noticed something bobbing against one of the pylons.


      At first he thought it was only a cast-off shirt—a blue-and-white-striped shirt, soggy and limp. Then, looking closer, he made out a pair of pants and sneakers at one end of the shirt and, at the other, a small blondish head.


      “Oh,” Kellogg said, the word registering no more than mild surprise.


      He stared at the child in the water. The dead child. Well, of course it was dead. The body was floating facedown—no, not floating, exactly—the slow current had nudged it partway up onto one of the cement blocks that supported the pylons, like a bit of driftwood urged by the tide onto a beach. There was no sign of struggling, no hint of life.


      Kellogg threaded his fingers through the meshwork of the fence. He gripped the wire and heard the fence shiver in his grasp.


      How long had the body been here? Why hadn’t anyone seen it? But of course no one would see it. He was the only one who walked here. The racing bicyclists would not notice such a small thing, half hidden in the shadows under the bridge. The body might have been here for hours, even for days.


      Was it a boy or girl? He couldn’t tell. Must have drowned. Fallen into the water somehow—off the bridge, maybe—kids were always playing where they weren’t supposed to ...


      No. Wrong. The child had not fallen in. Had not died by accident at all. Not when its small pale wrists were lashed together behind its back with what looked like white rope or string. Not when its head was wrapped in sheer plastic, soggy and crinkled, like leftovers in cellophane.


      Kellogg drew a deep breath, then regretted it. He had caught a bad smell, the smell of foul water and decay.


      The fish got to it, he thought. The fish—the ones who make the ripples—they’ve been feeding ...


      His stomach clenched. He turned away, feeling ill, then regained his composure. He considered what to do. A phone. He needed a phone. There must be one somewhere in the parking lot. He would go there, call 911, tell them what he’d found. Fine. Do that.


      Kellogg walked slowly away from the child, refusing to run, to let panic seize him. He knew that his evening visits to the park were over. He could not return to this place; he could not look at the river again.
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      The sun was gone, the bruised sky fading to black, when Card and Lindstrom arrived at the Sepulveda Dam Recreation Area.


      LAPD cruisers clogged the parking lot. Card saw no live-remote vans; the TV people had not yet made an appearance. Good. Ron and Laura Frisch shouldn’t have to hear about this on the news.


      Detective Roger Adams, commanding officer of the West Valley Detective Division, was waiting for them near his car, a cigarette glowing like a leisurely firefly as it made the circuit from his hand to his mouth. He was a small, neat man, a shade too pretty for a law officer, but with a certain squinty toughness around the eyes.


      “I guess you know the basics,” Adams said as he led Card and Lindstrom away from the parking lot, shining a flashlight to guide their footsteps. “Guy named Kellogg was taking a stroll here at about six thirty when he found the kid in the water under the bridge. An A-car showed up ninety seconds after Kellogg’s phone call; pretty good response time, wouldn’t you say? The patrol cops got close enough to determine that the child was deceased and that it was a little boy.”


      “Jamie?” Lindstrom asked.


      “Can’t tell. Body is facedown, and we haven’t moved it. Also, there’s some plastic covering the victim’s head, making identification that much more difficult.”


      “Plastic,” Card whispered as his heart chilled. “God Almighty.”


      He and Lindstrom followed Adams along a bike path to a gap in the wire-mesh fence, then blundered down the steep embankment to the river’s edge. They hurried toward the bridge.


      “Is SID here yet?” Lindstrom asked.


      “Got here two minutes before you did. Payton’s in charge, just like last time.”


      The three of them passed under the bridge into the glare of battery-powered lanterns. The crime scene photographer was snapping flash pictures. Martin Payton, tugging on cotton gloves, nodded a brief hello to Card and Lindstrom, then got to work. Adams stood with them, watching from a distance, as Payton stepped gingerly onto the cement block where the body had washed up. The technician knelt and gently placed plastic bags over the small bound hands, then secured the bags with wire tabs. After that, he measured the body with tape. He nodded slowly.


      “Forty-seven inches,” Payton said without looking up. He continued his work. The only sounds were the dull slapping of water on cement and the rumble of traffic overhead.


      Lindstrom turned to Card. “The right height,” she said quietly.


      “Outfit’s right too.” Card sighed. “White Keds. White tube socks. Beltless blue denim pants with elastic waistband. Blue-and-white-striped T-shirt.”


      “The hair looks blond from here. How did Jamie’s mother describe his hair? Sandy blond?”


      “Sandy, uh-huh. That was what she said.”


      “It’s him, Bobby.”


      “I know.”


      “Somebody snatched him, tied him up, put a bag over his head.”


      “Yes.”


      “Asphyxiated the goddamn kid. Oh, Jesus, that’s a bad way to die.”


      “Maybe he was still unconscious from the chloroform,” Adams said.


      “Then why the ligatures on the wrists?” Lindstrom asked.


      Adams pursed his lips. “Could have been a precaution. In case he came to at the last minute or went into spasms.”


      Card looked away. “You don’t believe that.”


      “No.” The other man drew a quick shaky breath. “I guess I don’t.”


      “It happened the way we said,” Lindstrom whispered. “The guy did it while Jamie was alert. Clear plastic bag, you notice that?”


      Card nodded. “So the motherfucker could see his face, watch him die.”


      “I’ve seen some nasty ones. But not like this. He’s so ... so little.” Lindstrom’s voice was steady, but her left eyelid was fluttering.


      Finished, Payton got up, stepped back onto the gravel at the edge of the river, and joined the others. “Horrible,” he said softly. His usual businesslike air had evaporated.


      None of them said anything for a moment. They stood in uneasy silence, awed by the enormity of the evil before them.


      “Indications of a struggle?” Card asked finally.


      “Cadaveric spasms in the hands. And one sneaker is partially off, the laces loose. Could have been worked free in the water, but I think he was kicking.” Some of Payton’s professional assurance returned as he spoke.


      “What’s binding his wrists anyway?” Adams asked. “Rope? Twine?”


      “Braided nylon cord, an eighth of an inch in diameter, used for hanging draperies and indoor clotheslines. Standard overhand knot, good and strong, but not fancy. There’s more cord around his neck, knotted the same way, to hold the bag in place.”


      Card looked at his feet. “Poor little guy.” He felt sick.


      “Whoever did this ...” Adams’ words started off bravely, then trailed away. “I don’t know what I want to say.”


      Lindstrom touched Card’s arm. “Let’s take a closer look.”


      The two of them walked to the water’s edge, then stepped onto the cement island. The boy still lay facedown, his position unaltered by the evidence technician’s work. Card crouched down and shone his flashlight at the face in the water. Dimly he made out one eye, opened wide, glazed with death. Blue lips parted, swollen tongue protruding.


      For a bad moment it was Mike’s face. Card blinked back the vivid image. He concentrated on what was there, what was real. Jamie, not Mike. Jamie.


      “You okay, Bobby?” Lindstrom whispered.


      “I’m fine.” He tried to find something to talk about. “Look at his neck. I can see a deep ligature mark on the nape, below the hairline.”


      “Killer tied it tight.”


      “Maybe Jamie was strangled, not suffocated.”


      “Postmortem will tell us that. At least I hope it will.”


      They studied the body a little longer without touching it, then returned to the spot where Adams and Payton were standing.


      “He was snatched in Woodland Hills,” Lindstrom said thoughtfully. “Could have been dumped anywhere along the length of the river channel. Anyplace that’s deserted at night.”


      “Maybe right here,” Payton said. “Asshole could have dropped the body off the bridge.”


      Adams shook his head. “Doubtful. Too much traffic. Even in the middle of the night, cars would be passing by.”


      “And a fall from that height probably would have ripped the bag free,” Lindstrom added.


      “Do you suppose the guy knew the current would carry the body here?” Card asked softly. “Once it washed up, someone was bound to find it.”


      Adams shrugged. “I don’t know if that was even a consideration. The killer could have kept the body submerged indefinitely by tying on weights, if he’d wanted to.”


      “Maybe he did,” Lindstrom said, “and the weights didn’t hold.”


      “Or maybe,” Adams returned, “he just doesn’t give a damn if it’s found.”


      Card sighed. “Well, when we catch him, we’ll ask.”


      The coroner’s investigator showed up not long afterward. While he did his job, Card and Lindstrom interviewed the two patrol cops who had been first on the scene.


      “Where’s this man Kellogg?” Card asked.


      “At the station. Giving a statement.”


      “He’ll need an alibi for yesterday afternoon.”


      “He’s got one,” Adams said from a few yards away. “Worked in his real-estate office in Encino till six o’clock. Witnesses can verify.”


      Lindstrom spread her hands. “It would have been too easy.”


      A few minutes later the examination of the body was finished.


      “Cause of death, asphyxiation,” the pathologist reported. He was a big-shouldered, heavyset man who looked more like a cop than most cops. Vince Neal was his name. “Faint petechial hemorrhages. Cyanosis clearly evident. Strangulation is an outside possibility, with the plastic bag just a gimmick to throw us off. If the hyoid bone or the cricoid cartilages are fractured, we’ll know it’s a strangle, but for now I’m guessing it played out just the way it looks.”


      “Lividity patterns?” Card asked.


      “Nothing clear-cut. He was probably tossed in the water soon after death, and then the current would have pushed him around for a while before washing him up. That didn’t happen too long ago; I found maggot eggs on him that haven’t hatched yet. In an environment like this, those eggs would have been deposited immediately, and it takes them less than twenty-four hours to mature.”


      “Defense cuts? Anything to indicate a struggle before he was bound?”


      “Nothing I could see. But, you know, the hands and the other exposed parts of the body are in bad shape. It’ll complicate the autopsy.”


      “Can you estimate how long he’s been dead?”


      “Well, assuming we know when he ate his last meal, we can make a decent guess after we’ve opened his stomach. The body’s ice-cold, and rigor has already passed; there’s plenty of give to the eyeballs. It’s definitely been more than twenty-four hours.”


      “He could have been killed right after he was taken,” Lindstrom said.


      “I hope so,” Card answered. “At least then it would have been quick.”


      The morgue wagon arrived. Neal and the driver wrapped Jamie’s small body in plastic, bundled it into brown sheets, and strapped it to a gurney. Somewhere a cicada conversed irritably with the night, then fell silent.


      As the driver wheeled the gurney toward the parking lot, Card asked Neal another question. “We’ve got his fingerprint card and dental charts. Do you think his fingers are too badly damaged to be printed?”


      “Always tricky with a floater. But I think Prints can get enough points to do a comparison.”


      “We’ll have them do it fast,” Card told Lindstrom. “There shouldn’t be any need for the parents to make a visual identification.”


      She nodded. “Right.”


      “Once SID gets the results, they can call Laura Frisch’s house.”


      “You going over there now?” Neal asked.


      “Yes.”


      Lindstrom hugged herself as she and Card walked away from the river. “We’ll get him, Bobby. The man who did this.”


      “The man,” Card said quietly. He turned to her. “What makes us so certain it was a man?”


      “Any reason to think it wasn’t?”


      “No. Except ... a kid might be more likely to be lured into a park by a woman. A female stranger would be less threatening to him.”


      Lindstrom frowned. “Maybe. But a violent snuff job like this—hard to figure a woman doing it. I mean, the percentages argue for a male suspect in any brutal homicide.”


      “Can’t always trust the percentages.”


      “What else do we have to go by?”


      Card nodded, conceding the point. “Nothing,” he said softly. “Nothing at all. No leads, no physical evidence, no eyewitnesses, no apparent motive.”


      “We’ll break the case anyway. Somehow.”


      “Sure we will.”


      “You don’t sound like you believe it.”


      He didn’t believe it, but he knew that his partner wanted—needed—reassurance. He took her arm in a good firm grip.


      “I’m just tired, that’s all,” he lied. “We’ll hunt down this miserable sack of shit and put him out of business. Unless he’s been kind enough to do our job for us. It’s possible, you know. He might have killed himself already. Hell, he could be the next one to wash up in the river.”


      Lindstrom studied his face. Slowly she smiled. “Nice try, Bobby. But I stopped believing in Santa Claus a long time ago.” Then her smile died as she added, “I wonder if Jamie ever did.”
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      Two men were talking with Ron and Laura Frisch when Card and Lindstrom arrived at the house. Both wore conservative brown suits carefully tailored to conceal speedloaders and underarm holsters.


      “Haskell, FBI,” one of them said with a firm handshake.


      His partner repeated the gesture. “Dan Robertson.”


      The twenty-four-hour deadline had passed, and the Feds were finally on the case. But much too late.


      Card and Lindstrom introduced themselves, then sat opposite the sofa where Mr. and Mrs. Frisch were huddled.


      “I’m afraid we’ve got some bad news,” Card said quietly.


      A low quavering moan escaped Laura’s pursed lips.


      “How bad?” Ron asked in a voice like paste.


      Lindstrom cleared her throat. “Someone found a little boy’s remains in the LA River.”


      “Jamie?” Laura whispered.


      “We’re not sure. The body has to be fingerprinted. Then we’ll know.”


      “Did you see the body?” Ron asked. His hands flexed in his lap.


      “Yes,” Card said. “We just came from the scene.”


      “Well, then you must have been able to tell. I mean, you’ve seen Jamie’s photo, and you’ve seen the boy in the river—”


      “It looked like him.” Card spoke slowly, evenly. “And the clothes match. But until the results of the fingerprinting come in, we won’t know with absolute certainty.”


      “Oh, no,” Laura muttered. “No, it can’t be. It’s got to be some other boy. Jamie—he was kidnapped—kidnappers ask for ransom, don’t they? They don’t just kill somebody for no reason. They call you up and tell you they want money. That’s why the phones were tapped, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”


      She was glancing wildly from the FBI men to Card and Lindstrom, then to the patrol sergeant waiting by the silent telephone, her eyes pleading for reassurance.


      “Take it easy, Laura,” Ron said, patting her hand.


      “They’ve got to ask for money! It doesn’t make sense if they don’t. Doesn’t make sense ...”


      She gripped her face with both hands, the fingertips squeezed white against her temples and jaw. She rocked on the sofa, moaning.


      Ron looked at Agent Haskell. “In the medicine cabinet—sleeping pills—prescription stuff.”


      Haskell nodded. “I’ll get it.”


      Card poured a glass of water in the kitchen. He returned to the living room just as Haskell brought in a small white-labeled jar. Ron Frisch spun the cap off the jar and shook two pills into his palm. He fed them to Laura, then handed her the glass. She drank clumsily, spilling water down her blouse, and coughed.


      “What do we do now?” Ron asked Card.


      “Wait for the phone call.”


      Ron swallowed the rest of the water in the glass. “Think they’ll call soon?”


      “They should.”


      “How long?”


      “An hour, maybe. They’re giving this case top priority.”


      They all sat waiting. Lindstrom chewed her nicotine gum. Card watched the dark sky out the window. The two FBI agents talked quietly, their voices whisper-soft. Ron Frisch bit his knuckles. Laura fought back tears. The patrol sergeant got up once in a while, balanced briefly on the balls of his feet to improve the circulation in his legs, and sat down again.


      The phone rang. The sergeant answered, still using the answering-service ruse. A buzz of words on the other end of the line. “No, they aren’t,” the sergeant snapped, “and stop calling this goddamn number!” He hung up and glanced at the others. “One of those private dicks again, hustling work. Christ, I hate them.”


      Silence stretched, taut as rope. Card thought about Mike, how his visit to the allergist might have gone, what he’d had for dinner, whether he’d brushed his teeth at bedtime. He tried to picture Mike rolling on the carpet with Willy, the dachshund bicycling his stubby legs and Mike giggling and calling him “Silly-Willy,” but he couldn’t quite see it; freeze-frame images of the boy in the water kept flashing before his imagination’s eye. He remembered Lindstrom’s voice: “He’s so ... so little.” As little as Mike was, he thought; as small and helpless.


      The sudden shrilling of the phone stabbed him like an ice pick. The sergeant picked up the handset halfway through the first ring.


      “Hello. You’ve reached the answering service of Mrs. Laura Frisch—oh. Yeah, they’re here.” He looked at Card and Lindstrom. “SID.”


      Card took it. “This is Detective Card.”


      “We printed the boy.” Card recognized the voice: the crime lab’s night-watch commander. “Farris from Prints compared points with Jamie Frisch’s fingerprint card. It’s a match.”


      “You’re sure?”


      “No doubt about it. We also checked the deceased’s dental work against the Frisch boy’s charts. Again, a match. It’s Jamie, all right.”


      “I see.”


      Card cradled the phone. He took his time turning to face Mr. and Mrs. Frisch.


      “I’m sorry,” he said softly.


      Laura screamed.


      It was a high warbling scream torn out of her throat as she half rose from the sofa, hands clawing air. Ron tried automatically to restrain her, and then the meaning of Card’s words struck him like a fist, and he twisted away from his ex-wife and hammered at the arm of the sofa, saying the word “No” again and again in a strangled voice. Laura fell back on the couch, then began to rise a second time. Haskell and Robertson held her down, their strong hands gentle on her shoulders, their faces averted from her flailing blows.


      “Let go of me!” she shrieked. “I have to see Jamie, have to see him!”


      “Please, Laura, calm down, now, calm down—”


      “Baby, I’m coming, Mommy’s coming!”


      Ron Frisch was on his feet, breaking things. He kicked over an end table, hurled a metal wastebasket at the fireplace, wiped a row of knickknacks off the mantle with a sweep of his hand. Then the patrol sergeant was all over him, and Card came up fast to help.


      “Motherfuckers killed my son,” Ron raged, his face blood-mottled, nostrils flaring. “Fucking cocksucking sons of bitches killed my little boy!” Lindstrom was talking to Laura, trying to be heard over the screams—“You can’t help him this way, please, Laura, you’ll only hurt yourself!”—and Laura was wild on the couch, thrashing and writhing, a blur of stabbing fingers and flying hair. The phone rang again.


      Everyone froze, listening.


      “They made a mistake,” Ron croaked. “They’re calling back to say they made a mistake.”


      “Answer it, answer it!” Laura was sobbing.


      Lindstrom snatched the phone. “Hello? ... No, god-fucking-dammit, they don’t need a fucking private eye!”


      The handset slammed down like a gunshot. Silence. Stillness.


      Laura wept into her hands.


      Ron found a chair and sat down slowly.


      Card drew a deep breath. Sweat pasted his shirt to his chest. He ran a shaky hand through his hair.


      “We’ll stay with them,” Haskell said softly. Robertson nodded. “All night.”


      Card looked from one to the other. Tough Feds. Two of Quantico’s best; had to be, or they wouldn’t have rated assignments to the LA office. Men trained to take on drug lords and serial killers. Tears sparkled in their eyes.


      “You have kids?” Card asked them.


      “I do,” Robertson said. “Little girl. She’s four.”


      “Me, I’m a bachelor,” Haskell said. “I like kids, though. This one—we saw the pictures—he was a cute little guy.” His voice snagged on the words.


      “Yeah,” Card said. Some species of emotion, he couldn’t tell if it was grief or fury, rose in him like a cresting wave; he swallowed it down. “We’ll leave you two to handle it, then.”


      Lindstrom stood glaring at the phone. Card had the feeling that if it rang once more, she would whip out her gun and shoot it.


      He touched the sleeve of her jacket. “Let’s go.”


      “I want to stay with them.”


      “Bad idea. We’ve been on the job since seven a.m. And the, uh”—he lowered his voice—“the autopsy is tomorrow, early. We need to be fresh.”


      She nodded. She let him steer her to the door.


      “I’m going to start smoking again,” she said abruptly.


      “Why?”


      “Because this fucking gum tastes like shit.”


      “Everything tastes that way right now.”


      Neither Ron nor Laura looked up as they left.
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      Smoke and laughter weaving like snakes in the dark. Clink of glasses, murmur of speech.


      Spotlights swept slowly through a gauze of mist, picking out tables and chairs of rough-hewn wood and, in the center of the big room, a few dancers swaying in languid slow motion like underwater creatures. Faint music, atonal, discordant, played in the background like distant traffic noise.


      At the rear of the room, fringed by silhouetted heads, burned the blue glare of the stage. Bands had played there back when this place had been just a regular bar. Now there was no band, only a stool and, on the stool, a woman seated cross-legged, hugging herself, her face a painted skull. The microphone at her mouth carried her hushed verses to a mixing board, where they were blended with the music and sent to the speakers mounted on the walls.


      She wore a black spandex body stocking that stressed the perfect roundness of her breasts, the elegant lines of her long sculptured legs. Her hair, tied back in a tight chignon, shimmered in the blue spotlight. It was possible to imagine how that hair, unclipped, would fall over her shoulders like some magical coalescence of smoke and silk.


      She was unconscious of her appearance and of her audience. For her, the people at the tables were hidden behind a scrim of intensely blue light, leaving her alone with pain and poetry. That was as it should be. She did not write or recite her verses for them—the witless crowd, the graspers and pretenders. She addressed only the timeless part of herself.


      “Blood contaminates,” she whispered. “Blood washes clean. The child reborn becomes the child redeemed.”


      Finished, she lowered her head to a patter of hands. Weariness stole over her and left her limp. She escaped the spotlight and found Gregory at the bar.


      “That was brilliant,” he told her.


      The compliment was annoying, as was the stupid sincerity in his eyes. She brushed both aside. “Let me have that.” She took his drink and gulped it down, not noticing what it was.


      “You’re a genius, Dominique.”


      Without answering, she turned away. Her gaze swept the long mahogany bar. Near it was a lighted fish tank. Exotic fish drifted among ropy strands of bubbles, fish with strangely human faces. Their mouths were bordered with black markings, their eyes set off by black rings. They looked a great deal like Gregory, she thought—Gregory with his black lipstick and deep sockets of mascara in the hollows of his eyes. She imagined Gregory drifting in the water; the image reminded her of Jamie Frisch. A dark and pleasing warmth stole over her like a shadow on a sultry day.


      “Beautiful poem, Dominique.”


      Jonathan’s voice. She turned to look at him. He stood behind the bar polishing a glass. A tall, big-shouldered man with one ear. He had lost the other in prison. Someone had bitten it off. The guards had made the inmate spit it out and give it back. Jonathan claimed to still have it in a jar at home.


      She chose to acknowledge his offering, because she respected Jonathan, as much as it was possible for her to respect anyone who lacked her gifts. “Thank you.”


      Gregory’s jealousy burned on his face. She found his pettiness amusing.


      Jonathan leaned close. Lowered his voice. A conspirator. “None of the others can hold a candle to you.”


      She disliked his stale metaphor, but decided it would be ungracious to say so. Still, she could not pretend to be delighted at such an obvious truism.


      “I know,” she said quietly, as a simple statement of fact.


      Jonathan smiled, his teeth very white against the port-wine stain that covered half his face. The stain was not a birthmark. It was a tattoo. He had gotten it, he’d once told her, because handsomeness was dull and ordinary. Stockbrokers were handsome. His father had been handsome. She found his deliberate disfigurement exciting in a way that Gregory’s makeup could never be.


      Another performer had taken the stage, trilling about masturbation and despair. Cheap sentiments. Jonathan was right. She had no competition in this place or anywhere else. Let the others try to best her; none could. Yesterday’s accomplishment had only sharpened her vision, extended her range.


      The warmth inside her became a painful heat. She looked at Gregory again.


      “I want to fuck,” she said.


      Gregory frowned, batting his spangled lashes. “I just got here. It’s not even midnight yet.”


      She ignored that. Pivoted away from him. Tossed a bored question over her shoulder.


      “You coming, or do I find a dog to hump?”


      “I’m coming.”


      She wended her way through the bar, Gregory tailing her like a pale shadow. Unclothed mannequins passed by, lit by stationary spotlights, posed in acts of violent eroticism. Here and there television sets and videotape players were mounted on glass pedestals. The volume was off, the tapes running silently. A pasty-faced cowboy rode through a sagebrush desert in shades of gray, lariat twirling. Soap-opera actors caressed each other in a shadowed bedroom. A mushroom cloud bloomed on a blue horizon.


      Dominique looked around at the couples scattered in the smoke. Men powdered like whores, women waxed like corpses. Leather and spandex, Velcro and Mylar. Jackboots and spiked bracelets, youth’s homage to death camp and dungeon. Fingernails curving like talons, sparkling in the dim light. Mouths filled with humorless laughter and rows of teeth filed down to fangs: vampire chic. Thick circles of eyeliner making raccoon faces. Hair was a statement; both sexes displayed crew cuts and bald scalps and heads half shaved. Such children, all wishing to be what she was. They put on their masks and costumes, and played Halloween games.


      What she had done to Jamie Frisch was no game.


      She was better than all of them. They dreamed. She dared.


      The headlights of Gregory’s Mustang brightened the interior of her car as


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    

  

