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  BEFORE. . .




  FRIDAY, APRIL 18TH










  BEFORE. . .




  Professor Curtis Halstead yawned, looked at his watch, and settled back into his ancient leather easy chair. Paula hadn’t been on the 12:30 A.M. bus, or she would have called from the depot; the next, and final, wasn’t due from San Francisco until 2:10. He stretched a heavy arm toward his glass

  of red wine, planning to read the dozen mimeo’d papers he’d collected that evening from his graduate seminar in anthropology at Los Feliz University.




  But sitting there in the pool of light from the floor lamp, with the living room of their big old house creaking homely about him, Curt felt his eyelids getting heavy. He surrendered, draining

  his glass and setting aside his papers to slide lower in the chair. In a few minutes his breathing was even and steady.




  “You ever had a guy try to queer you?” asked Rick Dean idly.




  Rick was nineteen, lean and dark and intense, with a Barrymore profile. Sitting in the front seat of Heavy Gander’s 1956 Chevy station wagon, he turned so the remark would include the two

  in back as well as Heavy. One of them, Champ Mather, worked his big callused hands and frowned with the effort of expressing himself.




  “Christ, Rick, a guy do that to me, I . . . I’d break his neck.”




  “Well, it happened to me,” said Rick, suddenly moody. His dark eyes stared at the cars straggling from the broad V-shaped lot of the drive-in movie. “It was two years ago, I

  was just a junior in high school and really dumb. I was walking home from this movie, see, and this guy came along and asked if I minded company.”




  He stopped, as if realizing that the lights of a car swinging toward the exit might show the tautness of his features, and tipped up his beer can. They had drunk three six-packs during the

  movie. Since Champ Mather was twenty-one, he could buy it for them legally.




  “Then, as soon as we got on a side street, he reached right over and groped me! Right there on the sidewalk!”




  The boy beside him stirred. Heavy Gander fit his nickname, for he was obese and sweating under his light windbreaker. Merely because he was behind the wheel, his belly was jammed up tight

  against it.




  “So what’d you do, Rick?”




  Before Rick could answer, the other boy in the back seat, Julio Escobar, made an elaborate and well-practiced movement, and a switch blade was lying along his palm. It was unopened but deadly

  looking merely by its six-inch folded length. Julio had straight black hair and an olive face whose coarse features included a long down-turned nose and a thick-lipped mouth. The lower lip was

  loose and petulant.




  “I would have stuck him!” Julio exclaimed intensely.




  In the concealing darkness, Rick’s fingers tightened around his beer can. “Well, I didn’t stick him, but I beat hell out of him. I damned near killed him.”




  The others made approving noises, and Rick tossed his dead soldier out the window into the nearly empty drive-in lot. Actually, he had floundered away from the sidewalk across the sandy loam of

  a vacant lot, chased into darkness by the queer’s laughter. Funny, he hadn’t ever before let himself think about that night. His mouth tightened. “Say, you guys wanta have a

  little fun?”




  “Sure, Rick,” Champ said immediately. Despite his hulking size, Champ had the alert, devoted, empty eyes of a fine retriever. Rick was the one with ideas. Rick always thought up

  things to do that were fun to remember afterwards, until he forgot. Champ forgot stuff easy.




  “How about you, Julio?”




  Julio shrugged his narrow shoulders with great nonchalance. “We should get some more beer, Rick. Or if we knew who had some pot . . .”




  “No hash,” said Rick sharply. He had blown pot only twice, but it had made him feel vague, made him want to drift. Tonight he didn’t want to drift. Tonight he wanted to be

  sharp and hard and tight. He laid a hand on Heavy’s meaty shoulder. “Let’s go, man. We’ll drive down by the university somewhere, see if we can find us a queer. Then

  we’ll give him a hard time, just for the hell of it.”




  Heavy emitted a sudden terrific belch, and Julio started giggling. Heavy was forever breaking a guy up with all the wild noises he made.




  “Geez, Rick, I don’t know . . .” Heavy began cautiously.




  “It’s Friday—no school tomorrow. But if you’re chicken—”




  Heavy granted and twisted the ignition key sharply. He had a roundly cherubic face, but when he brushed back his long blond hair, a skull-and-crossbones ring glinted dully on his right hand.

  Rick grinned to himself. You could always shame chicken Heavy into doing stuff.




  “I’ll pay for the beer,” Rick offered happily.




  What the hell, his folks gave him a good allowance while he was going to junior college, even though he lived at home. As Heavy started the car, Rick thought with a sort of warmth that these

  three guys were still better friends of his than anyone he’d met at Jaycee. Julio and Heavy would be out of high school in June, and would be draft bait unless they signed up at Jaycee as he

  had last year. Champ was too dumb for the Army anyway; he’d even flunked all their tests and everything.




  “You can tell fruiters by the way they walk, every time,” said Rick with spurious authority. “Drive down El Camino, Heavy . . .”




  Paula Halstead hung up the phone and stepped from the booth behind the darkened Greyhound depot. Her spike heels rapped staccato messages from the blacktop, deserted except

  for a young man wearing a cheap suit and an undistinguished tie. He was blond and willowy, with a weak angular face.




  “Did you get your husband, ma’am?”




  “Yes. The big bear had fallen asleep in his chair.”




  Paula might have added, over his wine. If she knew her Curt, he probably had drunk too much dago red and would have been sitting with his head back and his mouth open, snoring gently. At

  forty-three he couldn’t shake it off as he once had; and every night he seemed to take that glass or two too many.




  “Would you like me to wait until he gets here, ma’am?” persisted the blond youth.




  Paula laughed. She was thirty-six, one of those slender yet well-rounded women who remain sexually attractive into their fifties. Her mouth was generous but thin-lipped, her nose short and

  straight, and her eyes a startling blue in a face made tawny by the Peninsula’s inevitable sunshine.




  “Lord, no! It’s only about ten minutes from our house at this time of night. But it is so very nice of you to offer . . .”




  He shook her hand, formally with a slight bow, and she watched him start walking east toward the railroad tracks. A rather effeminate young fellow by his looks, clerk in some county office, but

  married and with a new child. They had begun talking on the bus because they both had been carrying that evening’s program to the San Francisco Spring Opera; his baby son had prevented his

  wife from accompanying him to the city. Not often young people were opera enthusiasts now.




  An old green station wagon squealed into Brewer from El Camino, with shouts and laughter from the boys inside. Paula shook her head and smiled to herself. In her high school days the jalopies

  had carried such signs as Don’t laugh, lady, your daughter may be in this car; the world had worn primary colors then. Even sex, with its hurried fumblings in back seats, had seemed

  exciting then, not the messy, boring business that marriage had proved it to be.




  In the next block the brake lights brightened and there was the harsh grunt of tires sliding over gravel. There was a single shout, very clear in the chilly mid-April air. Then Paula was

  running, toward the station wagon and the four figures which had converged on the young man who had ridden the bus with her.




  “Stop!” she cried, flying toward them, too outraged to taste fear. “Stop it! You can’t . . .”




  Rick had twisted the victim’s arms up behind his back, so high that he was bent almost double. Champ’s knee worked three times, like a piston, driving up into the strained, contorted

  features level with his belt buckle. Champ grunted with effort each time his knee connected.




  Heavy tore at his shoulder, yelping in a voice made reedy by fear, “Quick, you guys! Champ! Run! Somebody’s coming . . .”




  As the others scrambled for the car, Rick, transported, drove the heel of his shoe into the back of the fallen youth’s head. He twisted his leg, so he could feel the face grinding into the

  gravel of the railroad right-of-way. Then he too ran, bursting from the shadows just as Paula arrived.




  For a moment they were face-to-face, the streetlamp shining directly on Rick’s features. Then, with a little mew of belated terror, he swept her aside and almost dove for the open rear

  door of the wagon. It squealed around the next corner and was gone as Paula tottered toward the fallen youth.




  His breathing was shallow and labored. With sudden resolution she tugged at his shoulder to roll him over onto his side. Only then did she see what Champ’s knee and the gravel had done to

  his face and his eyes.




  She gagged, staggered away a few steps, and threw up violently. Her body contracted jerkily with each spasm. Then heavy running footsteps raised her head. Curt’s chunky shape was pounding

  toward her from the bus depot where his VW was pulled up with the motor running and the driver’s side door hanging open.




  “Oh, thank God,” Paula sobbed in a half-whisper.










  PAULA




  MONDAY, APRIL 21ST–WEDNESDAY, APRIL 30TH










  Chapter One




  Rick Dean had inherited his mother’s dark good looks and his father’s nervous energy. Waiting for Debbie Marsden in the Jaycee cafeteria, he realized that he was

  tapping rhythmically on the tile floor with his right foot. Relax. Last Friday was over, couldn’t be changed. By the newspaper reports, there was no way they ever could be tied in with what

  had happened to that Harold Rockwell.




  No way, that is, except one.




  He wiped a hand across his forehead. Where in hell was Debbie? Of course, she had to get a ride up from the university after her nine o’clock, but he had told her ten-thirty sharp in the

  caf, had cut his Survey of Western Civ to meet her. He shouldn’t be cutting even gut courses, not today. Not the Monday after . . .




  Could that Paula Halstead have gotten their license? Hell, it had been dark, she’d been running . . . He wouldn’t have panicked and tromped that Rockwell if she hadn’t

  come running up that way. Who could have known he was married, for Christ sake, with a kid and everything? And then that crap in the papers about him being blinded. You couldn’t blind a guy

  just by pushing him around a little, could you?




  Rick’s leg was jiggling again, his foot tapping the tiles. In sudden vivid recall, his heel was against the yielding neck muscles, he could feel the face being ground into the gravel. He

  shredded the glowing tip of his cigarette in the ashtray; what sleep he had lost over the weekend had been from fear, not remorse.




  Rick stood up suddenly and waved, sloshing coffee across his tray. The girl was just his age, with long toffee-colored hair worn absolutely straight and framing a heart-shaped face. She moved

  like a filly.




  “I’m sorry I’m late. I had to wait for a ride, and—”




  “That’s okay, Deb.” Rick made his voice nonchalant so she would not know it was important. After all, Paula Halstead could identify him: maybe not the car, maybe not the

  others, but him. They sat down.




  Debbie Marsden had expressive blue eyes, wide-set. Her nose turned up too much and she had a long upper lip, and though her mouth was accented with too much lipstick, she still looked younger

  than her nineteen years. All except her figure. Her body really had filled out in the nine months since he last had seen her.




  “You made it sound important on the phone, Rick.” There was vague petulance in her voice. “After not hearing from you for months—”




  “The folks have really kept me hitting the books this year. Ma’s afraid I’ll get drafted.”




  What did she expect, for Christ sake, a hot-line to her dorm? He’d taken her to the high school senior prom, then dated her a couple of more times before last July, when they’d gone

  swimming out at Sears Lake. She’d let him get all steamed up afterwards, on a blanket up from the beach, and then had left him hanging. Still, she was the only person he knew going to the

  university. He made his voice casual.




  “Say, Deb, do you know a prof at the U named Halstead?”




  “Curtis Halstead?” She was not a beautiful girl, but when she smiled, her face came vibrantly alive. “Know of him. He’s a full prof in the anthropology department.

  One of my girl friends, Cynthia, has him for a course. I met his wife at a faculty tea last September.”




  Rick made himself stir the cold coffee left in his cup. Talk about blind luck! “Could you . . . ah . . . get his home address?”




  “Why, I suppose so, Rick. Wouldn’t it just be in the phone book?”




  Wow. That woman, that Paula, must have shaken him up worse than he’d thought. He should have come up with the phone-book idea. The woman was frozen in his memory like a fly in

  amber, that was the trouble: her gleaming blond hair, her startling blue eyes, her high cheekbones, the thin parted lips with the teeth gleaming between them like . . .




  “Is anything wrong, Rick? You look so funny . . .”




  Good old Deb. He stared at her, as if seeing her for the first time. Man, she’d really grown up during those months. He hadn’t meant Paula to be mentioned, just Halstead himself,

  since Debbie might have read about that Rockwell creep in the newspapers and seen Paula’s name, as Rick had. But he remembered from high school that she had only been interested in

  international affairs, all that crap, like his Dad was in the stock-market reports. She thought he looked bothered, huh? He raised his head to give her the look that worked on his Ma even when she

  was sore about something.




  “Well, you see, Deb, there’s this sort of mix-up . . .”




  “Rick, are you in trouble?” Her eyes shone; she took his hand in both of hers as if it were a fragile treasure. Her lips were parted. Hell, he should have thought of this

  right away; she’d lived just two streets away when they’d been kids, had always acted a little gone on him.




  “Not really in trouble, Deb, just . . .” His facile imagination took over then, as it always did when he was conning some chick, even his Ma. “You remember the Triumph that Dad

  gave me for graduation? And remember what he said about having an accident with it if I’d been drinking?”




  “Rick, you didn’t smash up your car!”




  “No, nothing like that. It’s just that, ah, yesterday I’d had a couple of beers and was coming from the parking lot at the bar I’d been in up by Five Points, and I just

  touched fenders with this other car.”




  “And Professor Halstead was driving the other car?”




  “His wife was.” Rick’s imagination was in full flight now, he could almost see the tall slender woman getting out of her car—a Mercedes, say—with a flash of shapely

  woman leg and a dazzling smile. “This morning I got thinking that if she went to her insurance company and it got back to Dad, somehow . . .”




  He stopped there, watching her. Women were really dumb about cars and insurance, anyway, and Deb knew his old man was a broker.




  “But . . . what can I do, Rick?”




  “Do you think maybe you could find out when she’d be home alone? I mean, I wouldn’t want to ask her in front of her husband to not report an accident to her insurance

  company, and just let me pay her for the repairs. Not with her old man a college prof and all.”




  Men were such babies with their precious male pride. Just in her one year at the U, Debbie had learned that a wide-eyed look of rapture during class lectures meant a better grade from any male

  prof, even the old ones past thirty who should know better. But she was really glad that Rick had come to her for help; she’d been crushed last summer when he’d dropped her, after

  she’d gone further with him than she had with any other man before.




  “All right,” she said, smiling abruptly. Her teeth were white and even; Rick could remember when she had worn braces. “I’ll pretend I’m interviewing him for the

  student newspaper or something.” She stood up. “I’ll be late for glee club rehearsal, Rick, but you can call me tomorrow at Forrest Hall.”




  Leaving, she wondered if he had called her just for help in straightening out about the accident. Maybe, when he called tomorrow . . . She wondered if he still ran around with those icky

  kids, that Julio who gave her the creeps, and that fat one, Heavy, and the big dumb one with the funny eyes who’d quit school before he graduated. Champ, that was it. They’d always been

  the ones who were sent down to the principal’s office to be disciplined.




  Watching her slip away through the crowd with a wave of her hand, Rick suddenly realized that she was really a wild-looking chick. In the months since he’d last seen her, she’d

  started wearing her hair different, and her figure sure had filled out. But then, unexpectedly, he thought of Paula Halstead. Blue eyes burning in a brown, slender face. Maybe if he just went over

  to her place, alone, told her how it had happened, maybe she’d just agree not to tell the cops about him. And then maybe she and he could . . .




  Wiggy, for Christ sake. That’s what he was, wiggy. She was a hell of a big danger to him. Period. What did they do to you for blinding some guy? And it all had started out so simple, too;

  just a little fun, like they used to have with kids in high school from the lower grades, getting them down behind the boiler in the basement and taking their lunch money away from them. Instead of

  wiggy ideas about Paula Halstead, he ought to be figuring out how he could make sure she couldn’t identify him. If she couldn’t, he was safe. If she could . . .




  Well, if she could, he somehow had to make sure that she wouldn’t. That meant he had to find some leverage, something to scare her with.




  But how? Maybe he could get old Debbie to help him, he thought, with the vague outline of a plan forming in his mind. Without her knowing what he really was doing, of course.




  And when all this was over, maybe he’d start picking up on old Debbie again. She’d developed into some real prime stuff.










  Chapter Two




  “All right, all right,” growled Curt Halstead. He jerked his tie savagely, bulging the flesh over his shirt collar. His muscular, thickening body was encased in

  gray slacks and an old flannel sports jacket with leather patches over the elbows. “So you’ll go down to the police department and look at more pictures on Monday. Why?”




  “Because they blinded that boy,” Paula said in a cold voice.




  She was leaning in the bathroom doorway, arms folded. They were on the second floor of the old isolated frame house that had been their home since Curt had joined the Los Feliz University staff

  in 1954. Their bedroom windows overlooked the university golf course.




  “I’m sure they didn’t mean to blind him; it probably was some horseplay that got out of hand. And since it happened a week ago, why would you be able to recognize any of

  them if you did see them again?”




  “I’d recognize that one,” she said grimly.




  Curt finished with his tie, and ran a comb perfunctorily through his black, close-cropped hair. It hadn’t yet begun to gray, but it was thinning, especially around the crown of his head.

  He looked impatiently at his watch. “Why do you always start these conversations when I’m late for my Friday night seminar?”




  She met his brown eyes steadily. “Because I want you to understand my position. I’m going to keep looking until I find that boy. Stopping to grind Harold Rockwell’s face into

  the gravel was the most vicious thing I’ve ever seen anyone do to another human being.”




  “Why do you insist on words like ‘vicious’? Sick, maybe, but—”




  “I saw his face when he did it,” she flared. “You didn’t. Evil: naked, willful evil. I want that boy caught, and I want him punished.”




  “The lady doth protest too much, methinks,” grunted Curt. He got his briefcase from the spare bedroom he had converted years before into a study, and was followed by Paula to the

  head of the stairs.




  “What time can I expect you home, Curt?”




  He grimaced; he had more than the beginnings of a double chin. “I might be a little late,” he said judiciously. “Young Chuck Belmont is reading his paper on ‘The Relation

  of Culture to Human Evolution’—a damned brilliant piece of work, actually—and I imagine there’ll be some discussion afterwards.”




  Paula said dryly, “I’ll set out a bottle of wine before I retire.”




  “Always have to get your little dig in, don’t you? Because I enjoy a glass or two of wine . . .” He cut off the rest of it, shook his head, and went down the stairs. Paula

  watched him cross the living room to the front door, almost hungrily, but he didn’t look back. She sighed, went down the stairs herself, and turned right through the double doors leading to

  the dining room and the lighted kitchen beyond.




  Could Curt be right? About her protesting too much? Ever since the attack on Rockwell, she had lived with a strange . . . what? Excitement was too strong a word: anticipation, perhaps.

  Expectancy. Involving herself completely in the search for the attackers, pushing the police in their investigation. Could Curt be right?




  Over the years they had modernized the kitchen with bright new stainless-steel fixtures, metal storage cabinets, and maroon vinyl tops on the flat surfaces to give her plenty of work area. She

  began the supper dishes automatically, getting out the dishpan and draining rack, shaking out soap powder, sousing glassware in steaming suds.




  Perhaps she was being unnecessarily alarmed over teenage horseplay, as Curt put it, which had gotten out of hand and had ended in tragedy. Perhaps she was merely a frustrated woman seeking some

  outlet for a mild discontent with her life, her marriage, even herself.




  Paula paused, holding a plate under the hot-water tap and barely feeling the smart of the steaming water running over her hand.




  No. She had seen it in that boy’s face, along with the fear. Pleasure. Excitement. The sort of excitement that the big lie propounded by mothers to their daughters and women’s

  magazines to their readers claimed was to be gained from sex.




  Paula dried the dishes, put them away, and carefully set out the accusing bottle of wine on the coffee table by Curt’s reading chair. Then she went out onto the narrow front porch, nearly

  buried in the thick overhang of live oaks, and listened to the frogs chorusing in the ditch between the drive and the golf course.




  It seemed important, suddenly, to know whether she actually was using the attack on poor Harold Rockwell for some obscure inner satisfaction. Know thyself, as . . . who had said? She

  smiled in genuine pleasure. Plato, or Socrates, or Pythagoras, or Chilo, or Thales. It had always amused her that no one knew whose sage advice on knowing it was.




  What was the answer, then? Another affair? The first had been five years before, with a visiting English professor whose courting had been the direct antithesis of Curt’s bearish

  lovemaking. Candlelit suppers at remote rendezvous; flowers; passionate poems cribbed so shamelessly from the classics that she had found it unflattering. And the denouement in unfamiliar motel

  room beds? Distressingly familiar: counterfeiting orgasm as she did with Curt, to heighten her lover’s pleasure while experiencing none herself. No, an affair was no answer at all.




  Through the screening bushes she could see the flicker of approaching auto lights on the blacktop below. They caught the bright yellow sweater of a girl coming up the road from the university.

  Strange to see a girl walking along this isolated road at night, alone. A girl who looked pretty, with toffee-colored hair, worn long, visible only in flashes through the foliage. The car passed,

  dropping her back into darkness. Then Paula heard the aluminum folding door of the phone booth across the road creak shut. That explained it. An insistent date, a slapped face, a phone call to the

  folks. But the light in the booth went on only momentarily, showing the girl, then the door reopened.




  It was like watching a home movie, where the flickering figures were familiar yet remote, without real relation to one’s own life.




  Restless, Paula spent some minutes prowling the bookshelves that flanked the old brick fireplace. Her mind kept returning unbidden to Curt’s remark. Yes, he was right: her avid

  pursuit of the investigation somehow was unhealthy. She would look at the last batch of “mug” shots on Monday, but then would let Rockwell’s poor ruined face and that other young,

  strained, defiant one slip back into the limbo where they belonged. The attack on Rockwell really was no concern of hers.




  She ought to be thankful for Curt, not dissatisfied with him. He was older now, less demanding sexually; and despite their bickering they were fond of one another. No matter what they said,

  Paula doubted that other women got any more than that from their marriages. If she sometimes felt that life was wrapped in too many layers of padding, it probably was the psychological

  onslaught of premature menopause. Her marriage might, after all, be like Sally Redmond’s. Poor Sally, convinced that her husband’s occasional evening at the chemistry lab was actually

  being spent in some heavy-busted grad student’s bed.




  Now that she thought of it, Sally had said something about perhaps dropping by this evening while Curt was gone. Good Lord, she hoped not. Sally was more than she could cope with reasonably

  tonight.




  Paula sighed, contemplating with resignation the possible martyrdom of her evening.










  Chapter Three




  They were to meet at a drive-in on El Camino Real, that old regal highway that once connected the California missions and now is the artery for a dozen Peninsula cities between

  San Francisco and San Jose. It was Friday-night crowded, which was the reason Rick had chosen it. His fire-red Triumph was parked a block away; Heavy’s station wagon would serve for the

  evening’s foray.




  Champ Mather was second to arrive. Rick watched him slouch across the blacktop lot between the carloads of exuberant kids—among them yet forever set apart by something that brooded in his

  tanned, Indian-beaked face. Despite his awesomely powerful body, his dark deep-set eyes were weak and tentative, with a tiny mouse of chronic panic peering from them.




  “Hi, Rick.” He slid into the booth and put permanently grimy hands on the table. “Guess I ain’t late, huh?”




  “No, you’re okay. How did work go today, Champ?”




  He considered it seriously. He had spent two years in ninth grade, two in tenth—Rick had shared the second with him—and then had quit school because he no longer was eligible for

  football. Old Mr. Bailey, the principal, had gotten him a job as gardener on four large contiguous Hillsborough estates, with a room in a boardinghouse a short mile distant.




  “I had a good time today,” he finally admitted. “I, uh . . . it’s spring, y’know? They . . . the flowers are comin’ up good now, an’ the trees need

  prunin’, an’, uh . . . yeah, the spring’s a good time, Rick.”




  Even in high school, Champ had been scouted by the pros—switched to guard, his solid 220 pounds would have been enough—but he just had not been bright enough to learn the complex

  defense patterns of pro ball.




  Rick, glancing outside, felt his gut muscles tense. Heavy’s two-tone green station wagon was pulling up across Entrada Way.




  “Okay, Champ, they’re here. Let’s split.”




  Dusk had fallen, and Heavy had the headlights on. Despite its faded paint and dented body, the wagon was in perfect mechanical shape; Heavy did all his own work. Rick and Champ got in the back

  seat. Julio was in front with Heavy.




  “Where to?” Heavy had to raise his voice nervously above the blaring pops station he always was turned to.




  “Out by the university golf course—Linda Vista Road. And turn down that damned radio.” Rick’s voice was ragged with the effort of hiding the tension in it. “Drive

  slow. We want it plenty dark.”




  Julio Escobar looked back at Rick. Before being drawn, along with Heavy and Champ, into Rick’s orbit three years before, Julio had been a savagely self-sufficient loner with only his

  switchblade for companionship. Sometimes, such as tonight, he wished he still was.




  “You sure about the professor being gone tonight, Rick?”




  “Very sure. He teaches a seminar from seven to ten, and he stops for coffee afterwards with some of the students.”




  “What if someone sees my car?” Heavy demanded.




  By the lights of an overtaking auto, Rick could see sweat on the fat boy’s neck. “We’ll park a quarter of a mile away.”




  Entrada Way dead-ended at Linda Vista Road in a T-junction. Heavy turned south toward the university.




  Champ’s brows were furrowed. “Why do we gotta come out here to her house?” he demanded.




  “To see if she recognizes us.”




  “What if she does?” Heavy cut in uneasily.




  “I’ve got that all worked out,” Rick assured them.




  The trouble was that he didn’t have it worked out. Sure, he had the approach to the house all plotted out; he knew how to find out if Paula Halstead could recognize him or not; but

  then it all got hazy. If she did, then what? An idea of how they could make sure she wouldn’t identify him to the police had been dancing uneasily in the back of his mind ever since Monday,

  when he’d talked with Debbie. But he had continued to reject it in conscious thought. Paula Halstead was damned near as old as his mother, for Christ sake, no matter what she looked

  like.




  He leaned forward to put his forearms along the back of the front seat. To hell with it. Things always worked out. “Right up here,” he said, “is another T-junction, Heavy. Take

  a right into Longacres Avenue Extension, and I’ll tell you where to stop.”




  Longacres skirted the northern edge of the golf course. Rick kept watch on the edge of the road, suddenly exclaimed, “Turn here.” Heavy slowed, turned into a small dirt area beside

  the road. “Pull up under those trees and douse the lights.”




  The wagon stopped on a carpet of narrow brown leaves fallen from the eucalyptus trees, facing back toward the blacktop. With the lights and motor cut, the night washed over them with the scrape

  of crickets, the rustle of a breeze in the trees overhead.




  Rick checked his watch. “Okay. Eight o’clock. Let’s move out, you guys.”




  By the weak illumination of the interior lights, Rick proudly watched the others get out. They were his outfit, like the commando-type group way back in World War II that they’d

  seen in the drive-in movie last week. He really dug war movies, always saw himself as the commander of whatever group was featured.




  As he reached for the door to shut it, there was a whirring along the blacktop, and a small hunched dark shape hummed by. They saw a pale flash of face turned toward them, and all ducked

  involuntarily.




  “What the . . . was that a kid? On a bike?” hissed Julio.




  “Christ, Rick, we was standing right in the light,” quavered Heavy. He emitted a sudden explosive belch which for once did not crack up Julio. “We gotta leave. We

  can’t—”




  “We aren’t quitting now,” snarled Rick. “Hell, it’s dark; he was by before he could see anything.”




  For a moment they wavered, group discipline shattered. Champ was the one who saved it for Rick. “We coulda been up to the house by now, you guys wasn’t always arguin’ with

  Rick.”




  That did it. In a compact group they crossed Longacres and went out across the golf course. Rick, in the lead, glanced back at the others. Here they were, because he had wanted them to be, not

  for any other reason. He was in command. He stopped and they gathered around, their eyes gradually adjusting to the semidarkness of a first-quarter moon.




  Rick gestured down the long alley of the fairway. “See the lights just showing through those trees? Not another place within half a mile of it. We’ll go right down the fairway,

  across the fourteenth green, and up the driveway to the house.”




  “What if someone else is with her, Rick?” Julio’s question was not a challenge this time, but a request for tactical information.




  “Then we get a signal to hold off.”




  Before they could frame their questions, Rick went on. The soft, already dew-wet grass was springy under their shoes, muffling any sound of their passage. In Rick’s mind, he led a commando

  into enemy territory: for a moment, fleetingly, he wished they had blacked their faces. Five minutes later they crossed the green, skirted the sand trap, and then stopped at a strip of weeds, some

  fifteen feet wide, that separated the course from the edge of the Halsteads’ gravel driveway.




  “Down!” hissed Rick suddenly.




  They hit the dirt. There was the growing hum of an auto, the spreading aureole of its lights above their backs. Then it was by, with the oddly abrupt drop in decibel level that always

  accompanies a passing auto.




  Heavy spoke in an urgent, frightened whisper. “Rick, there’s a girl, just sitting in that phone booth across the blacktop with the door open and the light out. I saw her when

  that car passed!”




  “That’s Debbie. She’s our lookout. As long as she keeps the door open, so the light in the booth is out, we know no one is coming. If she shuts the door like she’s making

  a phone call, we split.”




  Julio had stiffened like a retriever finding the scent when he had heard Debbie’s name. She had been in Rick’s class, a senior when he’d been a junior, and had always been too

  good for Julio Escobar. She’d never worried about showing her legs to the crowd as a cheerleader, but she’d never even looked at Julio. Cheap goddamn tease.




  “You should have told us that our safety would depend upon a woman.” In his excitement, Julio’s voice had taken on a Spanish singsong.




  “Deb doesn’t know any of you are here,” Rick said. “Once I call her in that booth, she won’t even know I’ve been here.”




  He led them across the wet shallow ditch and up the winding drive through the trees. The house, as they came up under its dark bulk, proved to be an old, rambling, two-story frame building from

  a more leisured era of California’s history. They stopped at the foot of the wooden steps leading to the porch where Paula had stood shortly before.




  “When I ring the bell, stay out of sight. She’ll open up, I’ll ask directions. If she doesn’t recognize me, we just leave. If she does, we go in, all except Heavy. He

  stays on the porch and watches in case Debbie gives the signal that someone’s coming.”




  At the head of the wooden stairs, Rick peered through the foot-square glass panels in the heavy oak door. His heart pounded wildly. Paula’s back was to him as she moved slowly down the row

  of bookshelves in the far wall of the living room. To her left were broad oak stairs; between the stairs and the bookshelves was a passageway leading to the rear of the house.




  The graceful line of her neck, partially hidden by her shimmering blond hair, flowed into the line of her back and flank and finally the taut curve of her thigh as she moved indolently along.

  For a giddy moment Rick thought she was being openly sensual, aware of his scrutiny; then he realized that it was just her natural grace. Her brown legs were bare under a flaring peasant skirt of

  some brocaded material, and he could see the taut straps of her brassiere through her cotton blouse.




  Rick jabbed the bell. It was so simple, suddenly: just do what he had fought against all along. He ducked back as she turned, so she wouldn’t see his face through the glass.




  Paula opened the door with a false briskness and the words, “Sally, I was hoping you’d drop by and . . .” She stopped at sight of the pale, handsome, boyish face just

  level with her own. “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you were someone . . . else . . .”




  Their eyes met and locked, as they had in Brewer Street the week before. Rick saw sudden recognition dawn in the piercing blue eyes. He took a short step forward and drove his right fist into

  her stomach. Her lungs emptied with a pneumatic whoosh that flecked spittle against his cheek, her eyes rolled up, and she crumpled. He caught her as she went down, grappling awkwardly at

  her dead weight.




  “Champ!” he yelped. “Quick! Help me hold her, for Christ sake!”




  Champ went by him, got an arm around her from behind, and they quickly shuffled her out of the doorway. Now Julio also was inside, pulling the door shut, while Heavy remained on the porch. Rick

  was very aware of Paula’s warm, heavy weight; his excitement was heightened rather than lessened by the beginnings of fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth.
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