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For Richard Vuylsteke.

Guide, philosopher, but most of all, friend.

With love.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The lines that appear in part three are taken from Part VI of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,

by S. T. Coleridge


 

Odi et amo: quare id faciam, fortasse requiris.

Nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior

Love-hate. Why? God knows!

All I know is that it’s true.

And it’s ripping me apart.

GAIUS VALERIUS CATULLUS


 

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I know the worst now. The Flying Dutchman: a man doomed to roam the earth for all eternity until he finds a woman who loves him enough to die for him and set his soul free.’

‘So?’

‘So Tobes just found his saviour in Johnny. And he’s just ten years old. Daniel, where’s the nearest phone?’


PART ONE


 

Every cliché you ever read or heard about Southern California is true. The atmosphere is laid-back, the climate warm, the people tolerant. Life has slowed to an almost manageable pace. There are earthquakes, sure, and the occasional Pacific tempest, but even the first garden had a snake, and most of the time this is a benign and beautiful place to be.

My name is Diane Cheung. Being Chinese and a woman (and young), there are parts of the United States where I might feel disadvantaged. But when I walk out on my patio overlooking the ocean and smell the sage, or sit harbourside in Morro Bay eating clams and drinking iced Chardonnay; when hiking over emerald-green hills to Jalama Beach, or riding my bicycle through olive groves; when I am among friends … at those times I know what home means, and where it is for me.

Outsiders view us Southern Californians with a mix of amusement and irritation. We have become something of a legend, rather more of a joke. The state has only its fair share of the insane, but half the people you meet here are odd. They rarely die, they scarcely seem to grow old – New Age therapies see to that – and for the most part they’re well off. So nobody gives a damn. Especially doctors, and I am one.

For a long time, Southern California seemed the perfect place to practise clinical psychology.

Then the young men began to die. And I met Tobes.


 

Ray Douggan had Tim Sanchez drop him off at the end of the street, happy to walk the few remaining yards to his house. It was the last Sunday in April, and as Tim did a three-point to get his Mazda around the right way he re-set the dash clock to Summer Time. The police loved him for that, because it meant he’d registered the exact moment of dropping off Ray, two twenty-one a.m., and Tim was the last person to see Ray Douggan alive.

The cops pieced most of it together. What happened was this.

Ray had almost reached the house when he saw a girl leaning up against a lamp standard. There was nobody else about. Not a light showed anywhere along the street. Ray, groggy from too much beer and a joint he’d smoked up at Harley’s Diner, gave her a wave; she waved back.

All of which Tim Sanchez vaguely saw in his rear mirror: vaguely being the operative word, because he’d had a few too many at Harley’s also and couldn’t even swear the figure under the light was female, it was just that she seemed kind of female, y’know …?

Now Ray was only eighteen, and slow at school, and he’d had troubles enough with his family, but he knew a good thing when he was on to one. He made his way over to the standard, none too steadily, and said, ‘Hi!’

She didn’t answer. She just turned away, and Ray knew he was meant to follow. She took him to a car (an insomniac neighbour vouched for the sound of an engine firing at, say, half past two) and she drove him to Court Ridge Cemetery, on a bluff overlooking the town of Paradise Bay.

Now a lot of freaks frequent Court Ridge Cemetery. It’s more of a jungle than a graveyard. Druggies, perverts, muggers, homeless: Court Ridge Cemetery holds them all. It is to crack what Amsterdam is to diamonds. Numerous nocturnal activities take place in Court Ridge which decent folks don’t want to hear about.

There is a road running through the cemetery. This person, the one under the lamp, took Ray Douggan down that road, off to one side where the land rises sharply towards the ridge that gives the place its name, and the undergrowth is hard to penetrate. They didn’t make love, according to forensic, and Ray didn’t put up much of a struggle. Anyway, the medical examiner’s report contained a lot of detail, and from it we know things must have gone pretty much like this …

*

‘Hey, come on, this is far enough … sweet-heart …’

The torch-beam played over his face and Ray held up a hand to ward off the light. He was starting to wonder if this was such a good idea. He hadn’t even seen her face yet, she was wearing a floppy black hat, and she’d said hardly anything. Now she giggled.

‘So … we’re here?’ Ray ventured. With one hand he fumbled in his hip-pocket for a rubber, with the other he unhitched his belt.

The girl dropped the flashlight. It lay in the long grass, still casting its beam. Ray sensed her approaching him. He felt a hand on his shoulder. He poked around with his head, seeking her lips, but boy, was it dark!

He felt her mouth nibble his ear-lobe, perhaps knew a spasm of joy as her hand closed around his erection. Then the knife went in, more or less vertically, through the scrotum and up, up, on and up.

He ran around a bit, must have been howling his head off, but Court Ridge is not a place the Paradise Bay police department habitually trawls for witnesses, and certainly none ever came forward. He was castrated while still alive, though he could have been unconscious from shock coupled with loss of blood. Hard to say. Nobody knows if Ray heard the hissing of the blowtorch as it burst into life and began to eat away at what was left of him.

At some point the perpetrator shot him twice in the torso. The second slug entered his left ventricle, and if he was alive before that he sure as all get out wasn’t alive after.

So that’s how Ray Douggan died, more or less. He was the second, only at that time nobody knew about the first.

* * *

Diane Cheung had had ample experience of dealing with dreams: other people’s. Dreams were both a useful tool of analysis and a way of coping with fears too deep to be expressed. But she was no better at handling her own dreams than anyone else.

For example …

The plane is on fire, and falling. Diane fights her way forward along the aisle, striving to reach the cockpit. Coils of poisonous black smoke slither inside her lungs, making her retch. ‘Mother,’ she cries, ‘Mother, help me!’ She has to fight her way uphill (strange, because the plane is diving), every inch feels like a mile, her heart pounds, her eyes dim. The flight-deck door opens. Someone is coming out, someone scary. She falls on her back. The someone comes to stand over her. She – definitely a she – is Diane’s end and her beginning. Her mother, Cheung Mei-ru.

Then suddenly Diane is outside herself, looking down. Her body is naked and pure white, arms crossed over her breast like a figure on a medieval tomb. Her eyes are closed. She sits up, that dreadful, dead face, her face, coming closer and closer, coming upright, coming upright …

And she awakes. Screaming, usually.

That Monday morning, the day it began, she wasn’t so much screaming as forcing air out of her throat, ‘Ugh!’ A protest only, nothing too primeval. Sitting up in bed, the sheets fallen away, Diane felt cold and clammy.

Her bedroom overlooked the Pacific, though today the ocean was shrouded in grey mist and the sound of a ship’s siren resonated her groan. Drizzle coated the window. Her clock said seven thirty, time to get up. The clock was white, like everything else in this plain, perhaps cell-like, room, and indeed throughout the house. Diane saw herself as an artist preparing to paint on a vast, unsullied canvas, but she had not yet chosen a theme for her house, a personality. American Native, perhaps, with Rifat Ozbek embroideries? Or a replica of the beautiful mansion her parents had occupied before fleeing to Hong Kong, and thence to America, in 1949? East? West?

She thought about the recurring dream. What to make of it? Which element was more important: the flying imagery, perhaps? The fire? The transference of consciousness outside of herself; the knowledge that she was dead, yet looking down on her own corpse; the presence of her mother as a symbol of threat, her mother who never even learned how to drive a car, piloting an Airbus?

Diane used to tell this nice little story about her mother. In California they designate the places where pedestrians have right of way over traffic by painting, in the highway, ‘Ped. Xing’. As in: X-ing, crossing … Well, when Diane’s mother first arrived in this country from Shanghai she thought America was pretty terrible except for a few things, and one of the things she liked was the way they used Chinese to give pedestrians priority. Because in Mandarin the word for ‘go’, or ‘walk’, sounds like this: sying. And the Chinese authorities Romanize the sound thus: xing. Xing. Diane Cheung’s mother thought they’d painted ‘Ped. Xing’ in the road to make her feel welcome. She never got over that completely, never learned to drive, never ventured out unless she had to.

But in Diane’s dream she was always piloting a plane to destruction.

Diane’s parents had been wonderful people. She’d loved them deeply, respectfully, with passion. Ba-ba had died when Diane was four. She was thirty-five now, so you’d think she might have gotten over it. Mostly she had, not entirely. She remembered him, and there were many photographs, many. Ma-ma had raised Diane. She was the kindest woman in the world, and the shrewdest. She’d died two months ago. For Diane, it still seemed like yesterday.

She jumped out of bed and pulled on a robe, because her mind had started its daily yak, Ma-ma this, Ma-ma that, and she used to tell her patients to keep busy, mind and body, all the time, as a way of blotting out fear.

She showered quickly, dressed and ran downstairs, thinking that although the pine floorboards felt warm to the feet they weren’t ‘her’. She wanted white everywhere, and pine simply wasn’t white enough. In the kitchen her glass cafetière generated black coffee, although somehow that was okay: sand in the oyster.

Diane drank coffee, staring through the double sliding glass doors into the mist. Decisions, decisions. What would transform this wooden house, perched on a bluff five miles north of Paradise Bay, windswept and desolate, into the mansion of a wealthy Chinese-American doctor? How could she put anything into it until she knew? How to find out? Introducing colour would narrow her options. Instead of a billion choices staring her in the face, there would only be millions. Dreadful.

The Channel Islands were out there, on the other side of the fog. Probably. Did they exist even though they were invisible? she wondered. Also, an ugly oil-derrick. She’d arrange the furniture in the big downstairs room so that wherever you were sitting you wouldn’t be able to see that damn derrick unless you stood up and looked for it.

Strange, about the islands. Come spring – it was nearly May now – great clouds rolled in, often obscuring them behind a mauve curtain two thousand feet and more high, but leaving the channel clear and glinting in the sun. Yet sometimes, towards day’s end, there was this trick of haze and light: the islands stood out, as if carved in bas-relief, while the sea between vanished and the oil-rig was no more. Lovely, lovely.

Ma-ma would never see this house.

Diane’s hand was shaking. Although she had not finished her coffee she ran to the sink and rinsed the cup before her hands could weaken further. Time to go: court-referral clinic started at nine.

But she couldn’t resist taking a quick turn around her garden, because she was so proud of her home. Mama had left her very considerable estate to Diane, an only child, and it would all go into the house. It stood a hundred feet above the Pacific, with a wooden stairway built like a stack of ‘Z’s angling down to a smooth, sandy beach where not many people came, because they’d have to trek up from Jalama, and that was eight miles away. The house had four bedrooms, a big downstairs room the previous owner had knocked through, a huge kitchen, a patio-deck, a garden where so far all that grew was sage and ice-plants. Diane meant to have California poppies and masses of bleeding heart, perhaps branching out into oranges and avocados once she’d got the hang of things.

The house was shielded from the road by a long driveway (which she knew would cost her, over the years), a hedge of white oleander, and a grove of pine and eucalyptus: the latter her favourite tree, because it reminded her of China. On the side farthest from the road there was also a fence, brand new: Diane’s first major owner-expenditure.

The previous owner of her house had quarrelled with Heddy-May, an old woman who counted as the nearest neighbour, although ‘near’ was a quarter of a mile away. They’d wrangled for years over the precise location of the south-eastern boundary, were still wrangling when Diane bought. She’d settled this potential lawsuit in an afternoon, with flowers and tea and home-baked cookies and the purchase of a sturdy fence, so that now Heddy-May didn’t just count as a neighbour, she had become a friend. There was one down side. Heddy-May kept goats. She’d given Diane some of their milk, Diane had pronounced it ‘interesting’, and ever since then she’d found a quart of the stuff on her porch each Friday afternoon when she returned from work. She bathed her face in it.

Diane got into her car, a Toyota Camry, bright red and gleaming-new. She was doing well, and her book helped; royalties came in every six months to supplement her fees and her University Hospital salary, Mother’s estate … how to spend all that money? It bewildered her. A friend had suggested she should buy a Porsche. That would be a terrifying experience. Several of her patients drove Porsches. The Porsche was symptomatic of narcissism. A Camry was peppy enough while making Diane feel safe. She’d cycle everywhere if she could, but St Joseph’s (the hospital where she was based) sat five twisting, mountainous miles away. The morning ride would be fine, the road was mostly downhill, but evenings! … and the hours she worked were long.

So today she reversed her Camry out of the garage and closed the double doors, making a mental note to call the contractor who was supposed to be fitting her house with an alarm system. (Diane was not a timorous woman, but neither had her parents raised her to be foolhardy, and this was a remote location.) Between the house and the road was a meadow, mown for her by one of the local farm-boys; it had stopped raining and rays of sun scythed through the cloud, showing up oxeye daisies, promising the onset of summer, so that soon Diane didn’t think about Ma-ma any more.

At the road was a gate, although because it didn’t hang quite right it often got left open. Diane stopped arid reached inside the tube for her copy of the Paradise Bay Bee, but it wasn’t there. Bobby Dell had forgotten to deliver her newspaper. This was a minor nuisance, Diane somehow couldn’t get mad at Bobby Dell. Child psychologists always dread the Bobbys of this world, knowing that one day they will walk out of court having gotten away with murder.

On the other side of the road, which bent at this point, slightly lower than the highway, stood a grove of olive and her beloved eucalyptus; beyond that lay farmland, the ploughed earth just showing coffee-ground rich brown through the foliage. A thin twist of smoke rose out of the hollow. The smoker stood back from the road, face hidden, but his jeans were visible, a sickly shade of green splashed with black, like camouflage pants.

Although the thicket was shady and leaves obscured the man, Diane could just make out how he was holding a rolled-up newspaper under his arm. A Paradise Bay Bee, perhaps? She briefly thought about a cheery hail – ‘Hi! Lovely day!’ – before deciding against it. As she drove on, her heart beating faster than usual, and feeling vaguely cheated by her own cowardice, Diane made a mental note to ask Heddy-May if she’d seen any strangers around recently.

A mile down the road she joined Route 1. Traffic was light; too far south for Hearst Castle, safely north of Lompoc, her morning drive was normally a swift one. Today, however, she detoured and stopped off at Mr Chadwick’s. Mr Chadwick ran an all-purpose store in a tiny burg called Heartness that contained (in addition to Mr C) one Wells Fargo bank, the Harbor Gun Shop, a grey, single-storey cinema, a Pizza Port, a pop. of 94 and an el. of 115 feet. Inside Mr Chadwick’s, Diane found Class A consternation.

Bobby Dell the paper-boy, four feet nothing, was standing on tiptoe the better to harangue Mr C.

‘Aw, come on, Sam, give me a break! It’s income I’m losing here.’

‘Better lose income than lose your life. Morning, Diane.’

Diane could see at a glance how distressed the boy was. She put an arm around Bobby and gave him a hug, letting him feel sympathy as a physical sensation. This was only a variant on what she did all day. She was good at it, she got well paid for it; but she cuddled Bobby Dell because she liked him, and it was not in her nature to pass suffering by.

‘What’s up?’ she asked.

‘Sam says I can’t deliver newspapers any more.’ Bobby twisted around to look up at Diane. ‘Says it’s too dangerous.’

Sam Chadwick caught her eye and sidled down the counter, drawing Diane with him. He must have been about sixty years old, his lawyerly face distinguished by round, silver-rimmed spectacles. ‘I’m sorry for the boy,’ he confessed, ‘but we already have one missing teenager to worry about, and then after what they discovered this morning …’

‘What did they discover this morning?’

‘You haven’t heard?’

‘I haven’t turned on the TV or anything. And my paper’s missing, that’s why –’

‘We had ourselves a murder, down at Court Ridge.’

‘The boy who was missing? Hal Lawson?’

‘No. Ray Douggan, his name was. Early hours of Sunday, they reckon. Pretty gruesome.’ Sam’s eyes strayed to Bobby; he obviously didn’t want to say too much in front of the boy. ‘Horrific injuries, you know what I mean?’ He lowered his voice. ‘Whoever did it took a blowtorch to the body afterwards. Should ask the funeral parlour for a discount, if you ask me. Not enough left to rate a full burial.’

‘How sickening.’

‘I’m going to have to let Bobby go. This used to be a peaceful place. Not any more.’

Bobby Dell, distraught though he was, had been listening with half an ear. Now he interjected, ‘Only one! I mean, come on, one! Down in LA they wipe out that many each half-hour. One’s the quota out here, right? Whoever iced Douggan doesn’t need a pair. Betcha.’

‘Well, I don’t think your parents would agree with you,’ Diane said.

‘But Court Ridge is miles away …’

‘That’s true, Sam,’ Diane said quietly. ‘Court Ridge must be all of seven miles south of here.’

‘In a car, that’s nothing.’ Sam shook his head decisively. ‘It’s not you as would have to telephone Rita and John Dell if something happened, Diane. I can’t risk it. The delivery boys go out early, it’s dark. They’re vulnerable on bicycles.’ He took off his glasses and breathed on the lenses. ‘It didn’t always used to be so,’ he said.

‘What about me?’ Bobby wailed. ‘How am I supposed to live on my pocket-money? Huh? Sam, have you no sense of decency?’

Sam merely shrugged and moved up the counter.

‘So at least I know why I didn’t get my paper this morning,’ Diane said brightly, making the most of this lull in hostilities.

Bobby puffed out his chest. ‘Whaddya mean? I delivered it six o’clock, on the button. Stupid …’

‘All right, that’s enough.’ Mr Chadwick’s voice had upped a note or two, turning fierce on the way. ‘Bobby, time you went home. Off you go, now.’

The boy left, dragging his feet and with many an appealing backward glance. Sam and Diane half smiled at each other, but both were uneasy. Sam would have to find a way of delivering if he was not to lose custom; Diane was left with the knowledge that somebody – no, not ‘somebody’, the smoker in the woods – had stolen her newspaper, the first and only time such a thing had happened since she’d moved into the house two months ago.

‘Tell me I’m right,’ Sam said. ‘You’re a psychologist, you work with kids all the time. I can’t let boys like him roam around in the dark. Can I?’

‘You most certainly can’t. Well … God. I mean, how awful!’

They talked a while longer, but it was getting late. Sam gave Diane another newspaper, compliments of the house. She went out to her car, time only to scan the front page and take in the headline: ‘Cemetery Talks Deadlocked; Developer: “We’ll Proceed” angers City Hall’. On the car-radio, they were talking about the same thing.

For the past two years, a consortium of developers had been trying to get zoning permission to develop five acres of the mini-hell known as Court Ridge Cemetery. There were objections of a religious nature. But there were also religious people of an objectionable nature. And then there were a whole lot of ordinary citizens who believed, deep down, that Court Ridge Cemetery was a necessary evil because that’s where all the trash congregated instead of coming into town and bothering decent folk.

As Diane drove south the radio debate continued, but the terrain here was hilly and the station faded quickly. The San Rafael, Sierra Madre and Santa Ynez ranges conspired to protect Paradise Bay from the worst of the weather, so it was a terrific fruit-growing area, but another consequence was that its FM radio stations had limited range. Diane tuned to one-oh-five, and Mozart beamed up from Los Angeles to soothe her cares away.

By the time she reached St Joseph’s Hospital Diane’s mind was already deep into her schedule, but today, as always, she couldn’t resist pausing by the hospital’s main doors to savour the magnificent view.

St Joe’s was perched high on a cliff overlooking Paradise Bay to the south. The town was little sister to Santa Barbara, down the coast: smaller, warmer, kinder (if such a thing be possible), but built to the same scheme, though less lovely. The Spanish fathers had by-passed Paradise Bay, leaving it missionless, and in summer this cut the number of tourists to an acceptable level. It might have doubled for a Mediterranean coastal town somewhere in Piedmont.

Spread out below Diane this morning was a broad expanse of greenery, flecked with palms and red-tile roofs, white walls and Spanish grille-work and broad avenues extending as far south as she could see, where the coast weaved inland and Washington Avenue, Paradise Bay’s main drag, joined up with Highway 1. Many miles to her left, the San Rafael mountains reared up to saw-tooth peaks from which sunshine was just burning off the last of the cloud.

As Diane’s eyes swept down from the mountains, past the foothills that provided such good farming soil, with big, well-organized spreads of maize and corn and vegetables, they encountered a sight that caused her smile to fade.

Between the mountains and the city boundary stood a curious freak of nature: a hump, that was the best word, a hump some four or five hundred feet high and maybe a mile long, with a sharp drop at the northern end but tapering away to ranchland on the south. In the old days there’d been a garrison there, with a court-house and a gallows – hence the name: Court Ridge. As time went by, wealthy people still sought the protection of the high ground, even though the garrison had faded into history: the best, most sought-after houses in Paradise Bay were to be found atop Court Ridge.

On the inland side, nearest the mountain range, the earliest occupants of the garrison had laid out a cemetery. Diane couldn’t see it from her vantage point at the top of St Joe’s driveway, but she knew it was there. Everyone knew Court Ridge Cemetery. Knew it … hated it.

On her way in, Diane passed the florist’s stall and sweet peas caught her eye. She could not resist buying them; flowers were one of the few things that had kept her going since Ma-ma’s death. While unlocking her office, Diane knew that familiar moment of silly pride as she read the plaque: Dr Diane Cheung PhD, Director of Psychological Services. She gave herself permission to exult a little, to renew her self-respect. She was Chinese, a woman, thirty-five years old, author of a textbook on disturbed adolescents that had stayed on the New York Times Book Review bestseller list for eight months. She’d had her failures, but did not lack success.

The office was modern, equipped with a powerful PC, the latest fax-cum-answering-machine, and sleek designer furniture. On her desk, however, Diane kept an inscribed plate that was far from new. Strategically placed so that she could see it wherever she was sitting, it contained some legendary words of an even more legendary therapist, Donald Winnicott: ‘The “good-enough analyst” – one who is reliably there, on time, alive, breathing; who keeps awake and preoccupied with the patient, remaining free from temper tantrums and compulsive falling in love.’

While Diane was flicking imaginary dust off her plaque, Julia Page came in. Julia was doing a residency programme in the hope of obtaining hands-on experience of forensic child psychiatry through Diane’s connections with the local court clinic. The Paradise Bay court of common pleas, as in most towns of similar size across the US, had a section dedicated to young criminals, known as the Juvenile Court. Attached to this court was a clinic, staffed by psychiatrists and psychologists, who assisted the judge in determining who was mad and who was sane, who would benefit from correctional training and who should fry in the chair. (Notionally speaking.) Often, in the case of disturbed juvenile offenders, they recommended a session with Auntie Diane, the adolescent’s friend, as an alternative to two years in jail.

Diane had put Julia in charge of managing her court-referrals on a rotational basis. She liked her. Julia had lots of fluffy blonde hair that refused to lie down, generous lips, dimples, lovely skin. If only she wouldn’t wear big, round glasses in the mistaken belief that they made her look scholarly, she’d have been a beauty. She thought boys should respect her for what she was, but then she was a Valley Girl, so what could anyone do?

Today, however, Julia appeared subdued. ‘Did you hear about the slaying?’ she asked.

Slaying – such an emotive word, Diane thought. ‘Yes. Court Ridge.’

‘Do you feel safe?’

‘At my place? Sure.’ Diane hesitated. ‘Where is safe, these days?’

‘Here used to be pretty okay.’

Diane gave her a smile, trying to inject a little ‘Oh-come-on!’ into it, although she knew in her heart Julia was right.

Julia said, ‘They’re waiting.’

She handed Diane four files, along with her own notes. Diane scanned the names. She had met these four boys before, but not often. They seemed to make a convincing group, they related. One of them interested her tremendously. His name was Tobes Gascoign and he was the most seamless liar she’d ever encountered in professional practice. He was also extremely well and widely read: a self-taught Renaissance Man.

The two women walked along the corridor to the playroom.

This had been constructed to Diane Cheung’s design. It faced south, and the outer one-third section was all tinted glass, like a conservatory, with plants and tanks full of tropical fish. The playroom looked out over the hospital lawn to a rise, beyond which was the ocean. The temperature was strictly controlled by some sophisticated sensory equipment that had cost a lot of money, but her textbook had been riding high then, taking her hospital’s reputation up with it, and so budget hadn’t entered into it.

A comfortable, padded banquette lined the rest of the room. On the walls were paintings, many of them done by clients. The floor was littered with toys and she’d been careful to include several from China – dragons, puppets, decorated spears, face-masks. ‘Be different,’ she used to tell the children; ‘Imagine!’ There were bean-bag seats, and soft chairs, there were tables for drawing and Lego and paints, crayons galore. No TV, although music could be piped in. Along one side-wall was a mirror. A two-way mirror. Julia and Diane used to stand behind it and spy on what happened in the playroom.

Sometimes at parties people asked her what she did and she would say, ‘I’m a secret agent.’ Then she’d come clean, and laugh …

Today she saw at once that the configuration was interesting, and new. The four youths were sitting around a table. Two of them were smoking. There was a businesslike atmosphere; maybe they were union officials working out the next set of demands. Maybe she had been cast in the role of employer. But this table thing was new; normally they stood, or slouched, or slumped on bean-bags.

Julia, too, sensed new departures. She sat on the banquette with her feet up, notebook in her lap, and waited. Diane approved. By acting thus, Julia counterbalanced the aura of formality the boys had set out to construct.

Diane did the opposite of what they expected. Instead of sitting in the chair at one end of their table, she plumped herself down on a cushion and spent a minute in the lotus position with her eyes closed. When she opened them again she found the boys glaring at her. She’d spoiled their plan.

She looked from face to face, reviewing what she knew about them.

None of them were juveniles, that was the first thing. Strange? Well, yes. Three of them had first come to her from the Juvenile Court, via the clinic, and then reoffended once they’d passed eighteen. Diane had persuaded the judge to hand down community service orders and give her babies back to her.

Gascoign was different.

Tobes Gascoign was twenty years old. He had lived in New York state and then in LA, which was where he’d first been busted, for larceny. He was a compulsive shoplifter. He was good at it, but not so good as to escape all the time. A drifter with no parents, no home, he worked as a vegetable-cook in one of Paradise Bay’s two good restaurants. His record had followed him; when first he’d come to the attention of the court here, Ventura County had sent up the papers and they were an inch thick. ‘Incorrigible.’ That word was a red rag to Diane’s bull.

Although Tobes was not a juvenile when he came before the Paradise Bay court of common pleas, he was sufficiently odd to warrant psychological assessment. A friend of Diane’s at the court clinic ran a Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, a Likert scaling, and a Jesness Inventory – standard personality and social attitude tests. He showed her the results and asked, ‘Diane, is this guy for real?’

As an experienced clinician, Diane knew the test results had to be wrong. Nothing human was that consistent.

She’d badgered the judge into giving her Tobes. Judge Cyril DeMesne was one of the good guys, he believed in her brand of black magic. Tobes had to attend her group if he wanted to stay out of jail. He fascinated her, not least because in him she sensed an intelligence almost on a par with her own. She’d made him a member of this group thinking the others might provoke him into revealing his true nature.

Ramon, the would-be bank robber, was first to speak. ‘We’re gonna talk about Jesse’s sister.’

Billy-the-Kid, whose hobby was stealing cars in order to drive them at high speed before wrecking them, nodded agreement. Billy was addicted to nitrous oxide, which he called ‘hippie crack’, but today he seemed reasonably on top of things. Jesse stared at Diane, willing her intervention. There was a long silence. Tobes smiled neutrally at the table-top.

‘Listen,’ Ramon says. ‘We have had it up to here, see, with Jesse and his sister. We want to clear his ass out of here. He won’t say nothing about what happened. The rest of us, we came clean.’

Here he broke off to look from face to face, waving his hand in an arc that embraced his buddies. Diane was aware of Julia writing and wished she would stop. Covertly she made a sign, the one that meant: Desist.

‘Tobes came clean. Didn’t you, Tobes?’

Tobes appeared to be only half listening. He sucked in his lips, raised his eyebrows, and nodded. Today he was wearing soiled blue jeans and a pristine white shirt; the contrast seemed intentional. He had not pressed the shirt but otherwise it looked good; stolen, maybe? Tobes had a preppy face, betrayed by a weedy frame. His thick gold hair, almost white, formed natural waves. He looked at you through piercing blue eyes of transparent honesty. Diane often felt he was on the point of calling her ‘M’am’.

‘Tobes stole, we know all about it. I tried to rob a bank.’

Billy-the-Kid laughed. Everyone joined in, even Diane. Ramon’s efforts at bank-robbery would have graced a Buster Keaton movie.

‘And Jesse … Jesse tried to screw his kid sister.’

For the first time, Jesse reacted. ‘You’re just an asshole.’

‘Look –’

Jesse stood up. The boys’ reactions showed they thought he was going to hit Ramon, but Diane knew he would not do that. He walked towards the door. Ramon called after him, ‘Chicken-shit. Come back here and face it.’

The door was locked. Jesse stopped there, defeated, not knowing what to do. He turned. ‘I don’t need this,’ he said quietly.

Jesse was black, the group’s only person of colour, with hair styled in a High Top Fade as a means of ID-with-attitude. He did, of course, need this. He’d made a clumsy attempt to rape his fourteen-year-old sister, backing off the minute she screamed, but then hitting her across the mouth. She had lost a tooth. The court clinic physicians cluck-clucked at Diane, saying he should be in a sexual offenders’ group, but Jesse was not a sexual offender, nor was he habitually violent. Jesse was nineteen, a mixed-up kid in need of peers who could give him some self-respect. Having him here could be stigmatized as a risky experiment, but that was the Diane Cheung special-of-the-day. (Her favourite cuisine was Sichuan; she used a lot of chili.)

‘Jesse,’ she said, ‘why not sit down? I have a question I want to ask you.’

He came back. It took time, but he came. ‘Why are you so hard on yourself,’ Diane said, ‘when no one else is?’

Tobes smiled. Why? she wondered.

‘I don’ wan talkbout it,’ Jesse said.

Ramon thumped the table with his fist, embarking on a spectacular Spanish tirade; and so the morning wore on. The group passed through many modes, some of them new; on the whole Diane was pleased with them, because even if they took unsatisfactory directions at least they were not static.

At last it turned five minutes to ten; she knew by following Tobes’s eyes as they strayed to the clock. Suddenly Tobes leaned forward to rest one forearm on the table, his other hand thrust into the pocket of his jeans. Jesse sat immediately to his left. He waited for silence. Then he said, ‘Amy loves you, Jess.’ (Amy being the name of Jesse’s sister, the one he’d tried to rape.)

‘How do you know?’

‘You’re here, aren’t you?’

‘So what?’

‘That’s thanks to her. She could have pressed for a jail sentence. The judge would have listened. Am I right, or what?’

Jesse said nothing. Diane sat up. Tobes was, of course, quite right. This young man was capable of empathy and imagination, of deductive reasoning, and now at last he was shedding his chosen role of cipher. Only one thing was wrong: the way he’d looked at the clock before deciding to intervene.

Who’s in charge here? she thought. Now just a minute …

But before she could snatch the initiative back from Tobes he laid a hand on top of Jesse’s and gave it a squeeze. For a moment Jesse sat there, stony-faced. Then he shook off Tobes, but only so that he could wipe his eyes. ‘Shit,’ he said. Tobes held out his palm and Jesse gave him five, hard, bang, like that.

Diane rose; so did they. Jesse was the last to file out. Diane, too, held out her hand; Jesse hit it, but gently, and she knew she’d had less effect on him than Tobes. The door closed. Diane leaned against it. She said to Julia, ‘Given the choice between two-to-five upstate and forty sessions with Diane Cheung, what would your choice be?’

‘I don’t know how to break this to you, but …’

Diane longed for the restorative comfort of chrysanthemum tea, but there was no time. She and Julia flew along corridors, trying to make sense of the day’s schedule.

‘Tobes Gascoign,’ Diane said. ‘Have his school records shown up?’

‘No response from the county director of education; you have to go to state now.’

‘Okay. Remind me to run through his contribution to today’s session with you.’

‘Fascinating.’

‘Agreed. Next, Johannsen. I read the papers and last week I interviewed him again. I’m convinced he’s insane within the meaning of the ruling in People versus Drew, and that the County Medical Health office are wrong. Call his lawyer, say I believe Johannsen killed while the balance of his mind was disturbed, but he’ll need to back me with two whiz psychiatrists in court.’

‘Guilty but insane: great.’

‘Not guilty by reason of insanity. Be precise! Be accurate! Better yet, be compassionate. What time is the car supposed to be here?’

‘Ten fifteen.’

‘I’m late, I’m late …’

When Diane arrived at the studios of PBCR, Dick Jacobson, the presenter of West Coast Crimewaves, was already in the studio, talking with someone seated at the table. She raced in and said, ‘Hi, Dick, long time no see!’

‘Hello, Diane. Do you know Ed Hersey, of the third precinct?’

Dick moved aside, allowing Diane to see the man who was now rising to greet her. For an instant she felt sick. Only a last, lingering trace of self-preservation prevented her sliding to the floor. ‘Oh,’ she said, and that single word cost her more stamina than she would normally burn in a day. ‘Yes. Sort of.’ In the same instant Ed said ‘Sort of’ too, so that the words coalesced.

Diane made herself look Ed Hersey full in the face. His stocky, energetic body (he reminded her of a terrier) was encased in the same grey suit she remembered so well, creased around the crotch. His shirt strained a little with the effort of keeping his manly chest in check. The tie was loose, his shoes, as ever, spotlessly clean and polished; Diane knew, without looking, that he still hadn’t had the heels fixed. He was much the same as she remembered, although there were bags under his eyes and his curly chestnut hair could have used a trim. For a man one year her senior he seemed in pretty good shape.

Ed had one of those faces that exude honest simplicity. He is simple, he is honest, she’d told herself when she’d become his lover. Then a third precinct clerk she used to play tennis with had taken her aside and said, Look, honey, I don’t like to see my friends get hurt …

They didn’t play tennis any more after that.

Ed’s face creased into a dozen smiles – eyes, mouth, dimpled cheeks, even his ears rode up his skull – and he said, ‘Diane, you look the picture of summer.’

His voice was deep, gruff, but also musical. (He could even sing. He liked Gilbert and Sullivan.) Diane heard it and tingled in dangerous zones. One thing kept her flying straight and level: Ed was half an inch shorter than she was. The ten in her five-ten enabled her to look down on him, ever so slightly. Impossible to throw yourself at the feet of a man whose heart is nearer those feet than you are.

‘You look kind of autumny,’ she riposted blithely. ‘Winter not far off, I guess?’ She greeted Dick with a peck on the cheek and didn’t even mind when he put an arm around her waist. Hell, why should Dick have taken the trouble to tell her who her fellow guest would be? He wasn’t to know they’d conducted an adulterous affair.

West Coast Crimewaves was a half-hour, once-a-week slot, bringing news and updates on crime and law enforcement to anyone within a fifty-mile radius of Paradise Bay Community Radio’s studios on the corner of Washington and A. It solved crime, it worked; which didn’t stop the sponsors once a year trying to axe it in favour of something more easily broken up by commercials. Dick was fifty-eight, stolid, not easily ruffled. Diane reckoned he’d go on presenting West Coast Crimewaves until he retired, after which he wouldn’t care, but he’d go on till then.

‘Okay, people,’ he said. ‘This morning’s murder of Ray Douggan: can you take it in somehow?’

Diane looked at Ed; both nodded. ‘Wing it,’ Diane said.

While Dick adjusted the mike and set levels, Diane got her heartbeat down to a manageable level. She fluffed up a brightness she didn’t feel and asked Ed, ‘So how are things? Got any kids yet?’ Oh, she felt evil. Yao-ren, the Chinese say: sorceress.

Ed shook his head. ‘No. I –’

Dick said, ‘Ten seconds.’

‘I have some news for you,’ Ed whispered. ‘About that stuff you had stolen. You remember –’

The On-Air light illuminated and Dick went in off the high-board.

‘This is West Coast Crimewaves, I’m Dick Jacobson. Today we welcome Detective Edwin Hersey, of the Paradise Bay police department, and Dr Diane Cheung, head psychologist at St Joseph’s Hospital, up the coast from here at Bel Cove; she specializes in disturbed children and what makes them that way. These two busy people have been good enough to give up their time to come and share some information, maybe some thoughts as well, about the recent disappearance of teenager Hal Lawson, which has been attracting a lot of media attention. And, of course, we’ll be talking about Ray Douggan, whose savagely mutilated body was found in Court Ridge Cemetery earlier today. Diane, if I can turn to you first: I believe you’ve written what many folk consider to be the leading textbook on the disturbed teenage mind, To the Dance of a Different Drum, have I got that right?’

Dick was looking at her with an expectant smile, one eyebrow raised. Be cool, be calm, she told herself; you are a professional.

She’d never known that Ed was short for Edwin …

* * *

A lot of people heard that broadcast. Down on the waterfront, where the fishermen and yachtsmen were painting hulls, stitching nets, that kind of thing, about one in four radios was tuned to PBCR because there would be a full weather report on the hour. Many of the oceanside cafés and bars had it on too, while the owners cleaned up after last night, or sat peeling potatoes in the sun, or checked stock. Down at the gas-station on the turn-off from Highway 1, where Diane usually filled up, the cashier, Tony Deer, was listening, because whenever she drove in for gas he asked when she next planned to do the media and so he’d known she was going to be on today. Tony was an actor ‘between jobs’, had been for three and a half years now, and he liked to keep in touch with the industry. Mothers were listening while they changed diapers or fixed coffee. In trendy Fountainside, boutique- and store-keepers kept a portable on as background solace for their recession-driven pain. Alarm-radios jerked people back to life with the sound of Diane explaining why she’d written To the Dance of a Different Drum: Disturbed Children and What Makes Them That Way. All sorts and conditions of men and women and children heard Ed talking about violent crime statistics and how Paradise Bay, for a Californian town that size, was still relatively peaceful. Bernie Dinh, the bar steward out at Tarrant Country Club, between Court Ridge and the mountains, polished a row of glasses and learned how when they last released reliable figures there had been a violent crime every twenty seconds, a rape every six minutes and a murder every twenty-five minutes, and this year Paradise Bay had notified two murders if you counted Ray Douggan, and already it was the last week of April; and Bernie, who had smuggled himself out of Vietnam in 1975 along with five members of his family, smiled, because today was a nice day, a fine day.

Of course, some of the people listening paid more attention than others.

In the Anderson house, high up on Court Ridge, with its overgrown tennis court, and balconies, and gravel driveway, and its panoramic view of the ocean, domestic tension clogged the airwaves. Reception, great in one sense, was poor in terms of audience appreciation.

Nicole Anderson and her ten-year-old stepson Johnny were in the kitchen. Outside the sun was shining. It was almost May, the Andersons thought it hot, but then they’d just moved from Mansfield, Ohio. Nicole was fixing breakfast. She’d turned on the radio. Johnny was trying to listen while he pushed wheaties around in the bowl. Every time he pushed, milk spilled over. His game-plan was to end up with all the milk on the table, none in the bowl, none in him, no way! He knew how much this would annoy Nicole. She would smile in that meaningless way she had but he would look into her eyes and see the fear. Great.

He could hear this woman with a soft voice and endearing accent talking over the radio. She was on about a poor little rich boy who’d gone missing from his home, and another one who had been killed. There was a cop with her. Johnny longed to watch TV but the set hadn’t been unpacked yet.

‘Isn’t it sad?’ Nicole said, unwrapping a cup. ‘Somewhere out there, mothers are weeping.’

Johnny sniffed, but said nothing.

‘Why does that presenter have to be so tough with the detective?’ Nicole went on. ‘He’s got a difficult row to hoe.’

‘Because the PD here stinks,’ Mike Anderson said, coming in from the back yard. He was dressed for golf: red T-shirt, tartan trousers, white golf shoes. Johnny surveyed his father covertly. Not a hair out of place, he could even see the tiny flecks of dried gel. ‘It stinks because it’s inefficient and overmanned,’ Mike went on. ‘Do we have eggs?’

To Johnny’s huge joy, Nicole panicked. Where were the skillets? Mike unfolded the paper and started to read. Then he remembered his son. He winked. ‘Hi, J-Boy, how are you doing?’

‘’Kay.’

‘School today?’

‘Not ’til Monday.’

Johnny felt tight inside. It was a kind of pain, kind of not that bad. Mike knew damn well school didn’t start until next week. His eyes hadn’t left the paper during this exchange; Johnny wanted to scream at his father, ‘Look at me!’ But he wasn’t sure what would happen if he did. So he didn’t.

The woman on the radio was saying, ‘The missing boy will be confused, he’ll be frightened, he could well be feeling guilty.’

And because Johnny was feeling all that, too, he started to concentrate.

‘… Hal was carrying a lot of money. He came from a rich background, he knew the combination to his father’s safe and he used it to take with him in excess of one thousand dollars. People notice things like that. Kids with money attract attention. Someone, somewhere must have …’

Mike started rooting around the kitchen. Nicole asked him what he wanted. Mike said it didn’t matter, but he went right on looking. Johnny gazed at his father, wondering what would happen if he said, as he longed to say, ‘Will you just sit down and be quiet!’

‘… This kid will not be behaving normally,’ said the radio-woman. ‘I beg all of you out there to keep an eye open for him, and not to hesitate to approach him with sympathy and a smile if you should see him. He is not dangerous, he is sad. And if he is alive, he is certainly going to be a very frightened young man.’

Johnny thought: That’s wonderful. That’s me. I am not dangerous, I am sad. I am frightened. Of what’s inside. Of the animal that’s in my body and won’t come out. Because the animal’s afraid, too.

Mike Anderson sat down again and said, ‘Where are those eggs, honey, I don’t have a lot of time.’

Nicole found the pan, cooked his eggs the way he liked them, which was sunny-side-up and a drizzle of melted butter on top. (Those kind of eggs made Johnny feel sick.) She poured a cup of coffee for herself and the grown-ups talked like Johnny wasn’t there.

They were talking about how worried they were. At least, that’s not what they were saying, but it’s what Johnny actually heard. Like: they didn’t want to be here. They’d loved it in Mansfield. But Mike Anderson worked for a huge construction company and Johnny knew it was struggling, although that was one of the things his father was busy not saying. The owners had heard about this project to build some place in California, and gotten a toe-hold. They’d sent Mike over to the west coast to make sure the regional set-up didn’t screw up.

So now Nicole asked (politely, she didn’t care to upset Mike) why he had to go play golf when there was all this unpacking still to do. And Mike Anderson went on about the importance of signing the contract soon, and his inter-personal skills being so important to the company, and Johnny didn’t know what else. He was a wonderful man. Johnny didn’t know any kid who’d got a father like his. So powerful and strong and who could speak so well.

Johnny had this feeling, coiled deep inside him like a sleeping snake, that Mike hated him. Just a feeling …

Mike and Nicole went out. The house was quiet, except for the presenter giving the cop a hard time over something called the Juvenile Crimes Unit. Seemed like the woman had started it and things weren’t going well. The radio guy said it was a gimmick, dreamed up to get the heat off the police chief. The woman didn’t buy that.

Nicole came back in the house, her face tenser than ever. She turned off the radio. Johnny said, ‘I was listening.’

‘Well, if you’re through eating, I think you should go tidy your room, young man.’

‘Don’t patronize me.’

‘I am not patronizing you, Johnny, I am asking you to tidy your room.’

‘Don’t call me young man, then.’

‘Well, what should I call you? Because let’s face it, your father and I’ve been married two years now, and you still won’t tell me what I should call you, and you won’t call me anything.’

Wrong. Johnny called her the Wicked Witch of the West. The Fat Bitch. The Old Whore. Lots of things he called her.

She ran a hand through her hair. The tense lines in her face rearranged themselves; she was about to cry. Johnny knew better than to spoil things by answering her. He kept quiet and stared at Nicole, until she looked away. Hardness burned a hole in his stomach. She should help him, she was his stepmother, she ought to try and love him.

‘I don’t want to go to school next week,’ he heard himself say.

‘You’ll meet new friends, you’ll have things to do, there’ll be sports.’

No reply.

‘What you need is something to occupy your mind.’

‘What I need is a proper mother.’

She stared at him. They had been here before, the territory was familiar to both of them. Nicole hated it but Johnny loved it, because if he went on long enough it would bring back his real mother and this witch could take a hike. Until now, he’d always given in early. Not this time. This time he’d see it through.

‘Johnny, we’ve discussed all this.’

‘So?’

‘Your mother is … is dead.’ Nicole’s voice dropped, out of fake reverence (Johnny guessed). ‘Now maybe I’m not a very good substitute, but I’m here, and I’m trying.’ She paused. ‘God knows, I’m trying.’

‘I didn’t ask you to try.’

‘But your father did.’

‘Mike Anderson doesn’t know you the way I do.’

‘What’s that meant to mean?’

But Johnny shrugged. Hell, he didn’t know. It was something to say, that’s all. Anyway, Nicole got a grip on herself. ‘Tell you what,’ she said brightly. ‘Why don’t we take a ride into town and see what’s in the shops?’

Johnny shook his head.

‘Bet we can find an ice-cream or two.’

‘You’ll get fat –’ Johnny decided to go one more notch: ‘Fatter.’

The boy got up and made for the door. Nicole shrieked, ‘Sit down right this minute!’

But he felt bored. This wasn’t a good time for going the distance, after all. His back was to her. Chair legs scraped on the floor. She was going to make a grab for him. Run! Johnny fled through the back door. Noises behind him meant she’d tripped and fallen. Great!

Keeping low, he crept back to the kitchen window and listened. Nicole was sobbing quietly; the elastic band in Johnny’s gut wound another couple of turns. He felt good and bad at the same time. Then she was phoning. Who? Mike Anderson …? No, he’d gone golfing. But he had his mobile with him …

It wasn’t Mike, it was the hospital: Nicole wanted to make an appointment. Oh-oh. Johnny knew what that meant. Dr Baggeley Mark Two.

Dr Baggeley had been his therapist in Mansfield. Now there was one ignorant man. He knew nothing. He cared nothing. But he’d been masterful in his ignorance: determined to prove, very forcefully and clearly, how little he knew, or cared, about Johnny. So Johnny had showed him a tiny slice of what he felt and kept the rest to himself, like grown-ups did. Johnny was pretty grown up, in some ways.

Nicole couldn’t even remember who she was supposed to ask for. Johnny heard her fumbling around, looking for the referral letter. Then she must have found it, for she said, ‘Dr Diane Cheung, it says here.’

The boy thought: What a weird name. Chee Ung. (Which was how the Wicked Witch of the West had pronounced it.) Sounded like a kind of monkey.

Johnny skipped.

Down the lawn, out through the back gate, into the path that backed onto all the Court Ridge houses. What a beautiful day! Sun, green trees, grass. Mansfield was never like this. In Mansfield, the only kind of grass they had was the cut kind – flat, with lines where the mower had run over it. Here, the grass came in patches and clumps, the trees grew where they wanted. The sun shone through leaves and there was a breeze – piles of diamonds littered the path, all constantly moving. The air smelled sweet, but the scent was somehow heavy. It hung around. And there were too many flowers for Johnny to take in all at once.

He turned right, because that way the path went down. Through the trees on the left side of the path he could see rolling hills, not too high. They were green, there were many more trees. Suddenly he saw a smaller path leading off to the left, away from Court Ridge, towards the hills. There the grass grew high as Johnny’s belt. He took the small path because it went down more steeply, into a hollow, and looked the easy way.

The trees grew more thickly here. Wherever you had two trees on either side, they leaned towards each other and their branches meshed. So it got darker. Also a lot colder, and damp. Johnny was wearing only a T-shirt. Goose-bumps rose on his arms. He shivered.

The little path was a mess. His trainers were soon splattered with mud: another task for stepmommy-birdbrain when he got back. Suddenly his eye latched onto this stone, to one side of the path.

A gravestone.

He was in the cemetery.

For a moment, Johnny felt scared, really and truly scared. He’d realized the cemetery must be out here somewhere, but …

A butterfly perched on top of the gravestone. It was red and black; its wings moved slowly up and down. Johnny wanted to see the butterfly, so he moved closer. His feet snared in something. There was a smell. Dog-shit! He laughed, thinking what Nicole would say. Then he looked down and saw the turd was crawling with slugs and stuff. There was a funny pink thing alongside the turd: clear plastic, long, with a nipple at the end. It looked kind of dead. Also disgusting. Suddenly he lost interest. Home beckoned. Now.

So he turned around. And there was this dog.

Johnny liked dogs. He’d always wanted his dad to buy one, but Mike wouldn’t. A Labrador, maybe, or German Shepherd. Now this dog wasn’t one Johnny would have had Mike Anderson buy. Its legs were tan-coloured, the rest of it was black. No collar, no tag. Teeth, it had teeth. All of them were on display like trophies in a case. Six feet away, maybe. From where Johnny was standing they seemed closer.

The dog was panting. Every time breath came out of its mouth, there was this moan. Maybe it was in pain. The dog lowered its head, teeth still out. Its lips curled back and up. Johnny couldn’t move. He stood there, looking at this animal, and he knew it was going to bite him and that would hurt. Hurt a lot. So he stood there like a statue, because he wanted to put off being bitten. There was nobody for miles. He began to cry.

The tears weren’t only terror. The air was thick with pollen and Johnny suffered from hay-fever. His eyes were running so that he couldn’t even see the damn dog so well now. And worse – something had begun to rise up his nose. He was going to sneeze.

The sneeze came out as a hail of snot. The dog crouched lower, whimpered … and ran off.

The sneeze had scared it.

But Johnny wasn’t thinking that, he wasn’t thinking anything except how fast could he run. He’d never run so fast in his life, not even when Al Vasili and his gang were after him for splitting on them the time they tied a fire-cracker to a cat’s tail. Next thing he knew he was haring through the garden gate, he slammed it shut, he had his back against it.

So that was his first visit to the cemetery. Took him a long time to get over it. Weeks later, he still felt scared whenever he thought of that bright sunny morning, with the smell of grass, and flowers, and shit.

Once, in school, Johnny had overheard these two eighth-graders talk, cool dudes both, and one of them had said, ‘First time it happens, you know, you feel so, like, dirty. Guilty.’

And the other guy had laughed. ‘But you –’

And the first guy had laughed too; then he’d said, ‘Yeah, you do it again the next night. And it ain’t so bad.’

Johnny hadn’t been sure what they were talking about. But it could have been Court Ridge Cemetery. Because that morning he swore he’d never go back.

He went back in the house and the Wicked Witch was doing her ignoral thing. Wouldn’t talk to him, wouldn’t look at him. She sat at the table shelling peas, giving them her face.

As Johnny went through into the hallway she spoke. Quietly.

‘Just remember one thing,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t me killed your mother.’

The kid waited. Like he’d waited for the dog to bite him, yes? Knowing what was coming.

‘Your father did that.’

* * *

Diane and Ed dawdled through reception, as if not quite ready to fen shou, Chinese for ‘part hands’, which was a softer way of saying ‘split’ that Diane used a lot.

‘With friends like that …’ Ed said, and Diane nodded wearily.

Halfway through the interview Dick Jacobson had matured into a son-of-a-bitch without warning, and who did he think he was – some adolescent, or what? The Juvenile Crime Unit had been all Diane’s idea and a lovely one, too: a team that would complement but not eliminate the court clinic, a group of psychologists working fulltime with the police department on crimes where either the perp or the victim was under eighteen years old, with special reference to sexual abuse. She’d planned it so that the team’s primary aim would be to educate the police in how teenagers react and feel when under stress; but therapists would also be available (see how devious a negotiator she could be) to counsel policemen who needed it. Dick Jacobson (may he live in interesting times, Diane cursed bitterly) had just told her to her face, on air, that this was a gimmick dreamed up by Peter Symes, Paradise Bay’s chief of police.

‘Maybe I made a mistake,’ Ed said. ‘Applying for the transfer.’

It took a moment to sink in. ‘You’re … you’re joining my unit?’

‘If you’ll have me.’

Joke! No way was she working with this man on a regular basis. Yet … ‘Why?’ Diane asked weakly.

‘Because we should be targeting the kids. Like the Jesuits, you know – “Give us the first seven years and we’ll keep him for ever”? Religion isn’t an answer these days, but at least they can be taught to be civic …’

Ethics from Ed somehow sounded strange in Diane’s ear. Yet she was not unmoved. He had a point.

‘… Because I’m one of five kids myself,’ he went on, ‘and I can still remember the pressures. Because last week I had to book a thirteen-year-old boy for raping a seven-year-old girl and when I came to read him his rights the kid told me if I screwed up my Miranda-Escobedo spiel he’d bust my ass. Not his lawyer: the kid.’

Did she want this detective, this – ‘Are you still a Second Grade detective?’ Diane asked him, and he nodded – did she want some Second Grader on her team? This Second Grader …? But the question never received an answer, because Ed was speaking again.

‘How about the good news?’ Edwin (damn, Diane couldn’t stop thinking of him as that now) leaned against the receptionist’s desk, looking smug. ‘We found a lot of the stuff that was stolen from your old apartment.’

‘The shen pai? Oh, Ed!’

She so wanted to go on, but she couldn’t force out one more word. Thieves had broken into her apartment overnight while she was moving out of there, into the new house. They’d stolen the family’s ancestral tablet, the rectangle of polished wood that Chinese use to record domestic ancestry, standing them on family altars. Diane’s tablet began and ended with Ba-ba, her father. Cheung Chang-hsien, citizen of Shandong province: the only man she’d ever loved, even though she’d scarcely known him. Diane used to light incense-sticks before his tablet, and pray to him, each day. When his shen pai was stolen, it was as if the thieves had taken him away, too. The joss-sticks went out. So did another part of the light, her light, already a bare, smoking wick after Ma-ma’s death.

‘The shen pai, yes; down in the Quadrant. Some blues found it on a crack raid. Inside the apartment were your stereo and TV, purse with two hundred-thirty dollars and the ring. But no gun, that’s still missing.’

Diane got a grip on herself. ‘You’d think they’d have the sense to junk the shen pai someplace else,’ she said in a choky little voice.

‘The criminal mind, Doctor, the criminal mind. Any time you’re passing headquarters, step in and sign for the stuff. Ask for Sergeant Mellow. How about dinner Saturday?’

For a moment Diane, still overwhelmed with emotion, couldn’t take in what he’d said. The words drifted through her mind, not making contact with anything. Then they smacked her right between the eyes.

‘Oh, sure,’ she said. ‘Bring Rowena, why don’t you?’

‘Diane –’

‘See you, Edwin.’

After taking three steps Diane stopped and looked back, lips curled in amusement. She knew it for a cheap shot, but – ‘Edwin? Really?’

Ed said nothing.

‘All that time together and I didn’t know your real name. All those evenings you said you were on duty and went home to your wife, the one you never happened to mention.’ Suddenly Diane’s ire spilled over. ‘You have some nerve, asking me to dinner.’

She marched out into the sunshine and climbed into the cab Dick had ordered. Despite its air-conditioning she was boiling. Poisoned memories flooded up: of their many failures in bed, of Ed’s treachery out of it, of lies and betrayals …

When Diane got back to the hospital she was glad to find that Julia had gone to lunch. She made herself some tea and drew up a list of people to telephone. First on the list was an outfit called The Safety Net.

These guys were under contract to fit Diane’s house with a sophisticated electronic alarm system, and had been for the past two months. Their working week ran always from ‘tomorrow’ and consisted of five tomorrows, none of them apparently consecutive. They irritated the heck out of her, but they were renowned for being the best. None of the participants (they did not believe in directors, partners, and the like) was over twenty-four, all but one had dropped out of school and they knew electronics like Diane knew psychology.

This afternoon Diane got The Safety Net’s answering-machine, as usual, and left her usual message. ‘Get over, start work, today.’ But by now the cloud was riding high in a pale blue sky, the sun had turned hot, somewhere along the coast there would be surf … Well. Tomorrow, maybe.

As Diane put down the phone Julia came back from lunch. Seeing Diane, her eyes lit up. ‘New patient,’ she cried gleefully. ‘And boy, does he sound yummy.’

‘Court?’ Diane sighed.

‘Uh-uh. Private. This woman, Nicole Anderson, called to make an appointment for her ten-year-old, Johnny. I squeezed them in late afternoon, is that okay?’

It was not. Diane’s private list was bursting at the seams. She had explained this before and now she did it again.

‘But I checked the referral,’ Julia said, producing a sheet of paper from her clipboard. ‘Francis Baggeley, he’s your co-alumnus, right?’

The letter was dated April 5. Diane must have received it, presumably read it, too, but she had no memory of that. Overwork, her mother’s death …

‘I can’t do this.’

Julia’s look said: Too late, this letter is nearly a month old. But – ‘See if you can raise Francis on the phone,’ Diane said.

Julia flicked open the Rolodex. ‘I knew he was an old friend of yours,’ she said defensively. ‘And he did ask you to take the boy as a favour, so I assumed it would be okay to give a short appointment for prelim assessment.’

‘Just find the number, Julia.’

Frank came on the line very quickly, thus dashing Diane’s hopes that he’d be in mid-consultation, or at court, or pony-trekking in Bhutan.

‘Johnny Anderson,’ he said, straight to the point as ever.

‘Right. Frank, I really can’t handle any more patients right now.’

‘But he needs you, Diane. He’s a pleasant, confused little boy who cries out for time with the author of To the Dance of a Different Drum.’

‘He’s ten. Too young.’

‘Mature, in many ways.’

‘But disruptive.’ Diane scanned the letter. ‘Learning difficulties.’

‘Slight dyslexia. Hyperkinetic child syndrome. He suffered a lot from bullies at his last school.’

‘Can be foul-mouthed and obstreperous. Failure to bond with stepmother …’

‘His mother’s dead.’

‘How?’

‘The father was driving; mother in the passenger seat. A truck drove into her side. Death was instantaneous. Father walked away from the wreck without a scratch.’

‘And the boy blames him, right?’

‘Got it in one.’

‘With justification?’

‘Yes and no.’

‘Oh, Frank!’

‘There was never any question of Mike – the father’s name is Mike – being prosecuted. But the insurance people got busy and stuck him with ten per cent liability.’

‘Does the boy know that?’

‘Yes. He’s a wonderful eavesdropper. If I was to career-counsel him, I’d be pointing him towards the CIA.’

‘But he was never told properly, by his father?’

‘Correct.’

‘Ye-ow!’

‘Correct again. The second marriage followed on pretty fast. I have to warn you that the father is a difficult customer.’

‘Did you ever consider a career in sales?’

‘Diane, I really like the little guy, was sorry to see him go. I’m not about to pass him down the line to any hick operator with a bottle of snake-oil in one pocket and a board-eligible cert in the other.’

‘Thanks for the compliment.’

‘Oh, come on! You know what a typical therapist would recommend: several big fat doses of Methylphenidate and radical reindoctrination. Anyway, will you do it? For me? Please?’

Of course they both knew by then that she would, but the question remained: How? Her list really was full. By making time for Johnny she’d be paring somebody else to the bone, spreading herself thinner than the gold leaf on those rings the Cambodian gangsters wear in Long Beach’s Little Phnom Penh.
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