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The door to Katie’s room stood open. A glance reassured Britt that she was sleeping soundly. Katie lay on her side, her long hair spread out over the pink pillowcase, the covers tossed aside in the unseasonably warm air that had followed the rain.

Silently, she groped her way down the stairs. Reaching the kitchen, she stopped in her tracks. The room was black; no light shone through the window from the patio.

Check the switch, she told herself. She inched her way toward the sliding glass door, knowing where to step, what to touch to avoid bumping into something. About to open the drapes, she hesitated, peeking out from between the folds. She leaned closer to the door and pressed her nose against the glass.

A dark shape moved.

Britt jumped back. Shock took her breath. Her knees bent like folding table legs, and she grabbed the counter to steady herself. She resisted an urge to scream….
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FOREWORD

There are in our society, in frighteningly increasing numbers, adults who view children as love objects, or even more terrifying, as prey. Each predator, usually a man, is as obsessive, compulsive, and fixated on his chosen child as the stalker who relentlessly pursues his adult female “lovee,” even unto death.

The stalking pedophile is often a loner with a convoluted and compartmentalized life. His job, his friendships, any relationships with adult females, are all kept safely separate from one another, A pedophile often has been abused, humiliated and stripped of self-confidence during childhood. As an adult he may be afraid to participate in a sexual relationship with a grown woman. She is too threatening, too liable to recognize his inadequacy. He may even have experienced ridicule from a woman about his sexual performance or the size of his genitals. He himself may perceive, wrongly, that his genitals are undersized and that he is not the man other men are.

A pedophile may regard women as whores, and see only a child as pure. His own motivation is not pure. The child he fixates on is usually just at the budding phase of puberty—a child at the edge of womanhood—her breasts barely discernible—perhaps nine to twelve. There is no way to be certain about what went wrong in the psyche of a pedophile. It may have been his childhood environment; it may be genetic. It may have been one single traumatic incident in his past. The whys are hard to pin down, but his objectives are crystal clear: power, dominance, and control. Inside, he has no power; he is as empty as a paper bag, although his facade may be one of brute strength.

The man who focuses on a single child as a sex object is not the typical serial pedophile who victimizes one youngster after another; his concentration on his “lover” excludes everything else. He will not be dissuaded, nor will he transfer his “affection.” With cunning dedication, he will be a ghostly presence on the periphery of the child’s life, always watching, waiting his chance. He will persevere for years if necessary.

A child stalker is a manipulative sociopath, an erotomaniac, as well as a pedophile. His tunnel vision makes him ultimately dangerous, fully capable of killing those people who stand in his way. His innocent victim will become dehumanized by a terror she is incapable of coping with, or even understanding. The adults in her world will eventually be as vulnerable—and as scarred—as the victim.

Child stalking is epidemic in America today. As this is written, there are new cases being reported almost daily in the wire services across the country. The Flower Man is a composite of these cases, and, tragically, of cases yet to come.
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MAN


PROLOGUE

September 1992

SHE LAY IN A PATCH OF WILD FORGET-ME-NOTS, HER BLOND hair shining like a halo around her head. She was so still, as perfect as a photograph, her blue eyes wide open. Only the blood on her naked body told the real story: she had died violently.

The man behind the wheel slammed on the brakes and brought the van to a skidding stop. He shook his head to clear the image from his mind, forcing himself to concentrate on the school yard below the hill where he had stopped.

He had timed his arrival just right. The recess bell rang. A moment later the grade school doors burst open and children ran from the building, their voices filling the clear September afternoon. The man pulled off his dark glasses to study the youngsters who played their games, unaware of his presence.

He didn’t see her.

She would have blond hair and blue eyes, and she would remember him. They had been together during many past lifetimes. His thoughts raced ahead. Once he found her again, he would take care of her better than ever before. She belonged to him, and she would understand that intuitively.

I’m up here. He concentrated on speaking to herDonna Anders telepathically. Give me a sign, so I will know you. He repeated the message over and over, like a mantra.

No one glanced in his direction. His hands tightened on the wheel; sudden heat blistered his forehead with sweat. He felt as if he were invisible, as if he hadn’t yet been reborn … as if he were a nonperson.

Like being locked in the closet when he was little, becoming one with the darkness so it wouldn’t hurt him. He could still hear his mother’s voice: “You stay in there, Buddy, you hear?” And her coarse laugh, and the man’s—and the other sounds.

His heart fluttered, and he began to wheeze. He clawed through the glove compartment, dumping the contents on the floor until he found his nebulizer. He sucked the spray from the mouthpiece, then gulped deep breaths.

The school bell rang again to signal the end of recess. The children lined up, and he could see them clearly as they marched through the door. By the time the last child disappeared into the building, his frustration had begun to suffocate him.

She hadn’t been there.

He forced himself to stay calm. Why couldn’t he find her? His hands tightened into fists, as if by sheer willpower he could suspend time, hold back the darkness that always came unbidden, the memories that confused and terrified him.

Concentrate, he told himself. Focus on something.

His gaze fastened on a stand of Douglas fir trees beyond the school. Gradually the mental images receded from the space he controlled. He was the eye of the hurricane; he would not be sucked into the swirling madness that surrounded him.

The boughs look so green against the faded blue sky, he thought, and concentrated harder, aware that the darkness still hovered on the edge of his awareness. How wispy and seductive the trees were when the wind danced through their branches. Do female trees seduce male trees? he wondered.

The inane question spiraled upward to overpower his control, to free the demons locked in his brain until his mind became a light show of flashing perceptions. He knew what was coming. It had come many times over the years since that day when he was fourteen.

Fight it. Fight it. Don’t look.

He grabbed his nebulizer and gulped in more vapor. Frantically he started the engine, twisted the wheel, and floorboarded the accelerator. He had to find his beloved soon. Only she could banish his terror, make everything all right.

His tires blew gravel, and dust boiled up from under the wheels. Desperation was a bitter bile in his throat. Just before the van reached the freeway, he leaned close to the open window and spit it out.

Next time, he thought.

She will be there next time.
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Fall 1992
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HIDDEN IN THE DARKNESS, THE MAN WATCHED THROUGH SLITS in his mask. The room had been diminished to a small circle of lamplight by the encroachment of night. Ceiling-high shadows threw eerie patterns out of the corners and across the Oriental rug to the feet of Britt Hinson, who sat reading.

Absorbed, Britt was unaware of the subtle shift of shadow on shadow, of a sound no louder than the whisper of a page being turned. She didn’t see the form of a man separate itself from the darker hues of the room, nor did she hear his stealthy approach from behind her. His black gloved hand on her throat came as a shock.

“No! Please, no!”

Her startled cry was cut off by leather-clad fingers jammed into her mouth, gagging her. Her head was pressed into the cushioned chairback, and the book clattered to the floor. Desperate for air, she clawed at the gloved hands. Her assailant’s grip only tightened, his arms lowering to trap hers against the sides of her body. She kicked, her legs thrashing to no avail, because their target was behind her.

She couldn’t breathe. Tiny flashing lights danced over her vision, and she felt as if she were floating away, as if she were dying. Panic surged as she made one last effort to free herself.

Squirming lower in the overstuffed chair, Britt twisted away when her attacker momentarily adjusted his grip in an attempt to stop her struggle. Briefly, her eyes were caught by his. Lamplight blazed in his black pupils. She was jolted by an instant of absolute terror. It was as though something evil looked back at her.

“Stop—stop!” she cried hoarsely, breaking the scene. “You’re hurting me, Jeb. That’s not in the script.”

“Huh?” Jeb jerked his hands away from her, as though he’d been scorched by her flesh. He straightened to his full six feet, shaking his head as if to clear it. “Britt, I’m sorry. I was really into it.” He pulled off his gloves, then yanked off his ski mask so that his brown hair tumbled over his forehead. “I swear, it was like I had a fix on the killer’s thoughts.”

“I noticed.” Britt’s voice shook. She stood up, massaging her neck. The struggle had pulled her shirt tail out of her jeans, and she tucked it back in. “You scared me. For a second I thought you were the killer.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “I was only trying to make the bastard come to life.”

“But you don’t have to kill me to do it,” Britt said, combing back her long blond hair with her fingernails.

“Kill you? You’ve got to be kidding. I’m an actor, not a murderer.”

“I know that, Jeb,” she said, regaining her composure. “But it still feels like you sprained my neck.”

Britt stooped to pick up the book. Playing Cozy, a brassy but classy prostitute who lured the wrong man to her bed and became his murder victim, was depressing. She wondered if it was worth the psychological effect it had on her. This play, The Man Who Loved Dead Women, was a downer—and a challenge to her acting skills.

She straightened up. Jeb Walker could deny it, but he was adversely affected by the story, too. Who wouldn’t be? Toni Bucci had actually interviewed serial killers before she wrote the play, and her research showed, it was too close to the bone. Britt wondered if Portland, Oregon, was ready for such a gruesome slice of reality. Had they not already started rehearsing off-book, she would have let someone else take over her role.

The house lights came on, and the director strode down the middle aisle to the stage. “Damn it, Britt! Jeb was on top of the scene. What in hell’s eating you?”

Britt held his gaze, determined not to back down. Art Sills sometimes lost his formidable temper when a scene didn’t go his way. Despite his diminutive size, wild hair, and unpretentious way of dressing in jeans, T-shirts, and Birkenstocks, he could outshout anyone at rehearsal.

“Nothing that living and breathing won’t cure, Art,” she said. “Jeb was suffocating me.”

“This is the story of a fucking psycho.” Art’s tone was deceptively calm. “Have you forgotten? We’re striving for realism.”

“I know, but—”

“No fucking buts about it. You can either act the part or you can’t.”

“Acting is not the issue.”

“What the hell is, then?” Art scowled at her.

“Jeb can portray the killer without jamming his fist down my throat and squeezing my neck so I can’t breathe.”

“Now wait a minute, Britt,” Jeb said, interrupting. “You don’t think I was really trying to hurt you?” He hesitated. “I’m an actor, not a psycho.”

She chewed on her bottom lip, feeling frustrated. Maybe she had overreacted. The scene was difficult and they’d both flubbed it, only Jeb’s ego wouldn’t allow him to admit it.

“Look, let’s do the scene again,” she said finally. “Just fake the violence, Jeb. I know you didn’t mean to kill me, but that’s what it felt like.” She was about to plop back into the chair when Art’s voice stopped her.

“Hell, that’s it for tonight. The mood’s gone and it’s getting late.” His voice grated with irritation. “Think you can stay in character tomorrow night, Britt?”

“You know I can,” she retorted, “but this time the scene got too real. I’d appreciate it if you’d direct Jeb to lighten up next time.”

Britt shivered, feeling the dampness of the September night. She hated being on the defensive, but if she didn’t stick up for herself, Art would shout her down. Jeb’s portrayal of the killer had scared her: it was that simple.

“This discussion can wait. Everyone’s tired, including me.” Art inclined his head toward the stage manager and Angie Moore, the costume designer, who was gathering up her notes. “Tomorrow night, everyone. Seven sharp.” He left them without a good-bye.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you,” Jeb said. “I didn’t mean to.”

She smiled. “I’m sorry if I sounded bitchy.”

He grinned back. “We’ll get it right tomorrow.”

Britt nodded and headed backstage to pick up her handbag and jacket. She wanted to get home anyway. Sam, her two-year-old, had the croup. And her husband, Mark, had to leave for work earlier than usual in the morning, which meant she’d have to get up at sunrise if she were to do her five-mile jog before he left.

“Hey. Don’t go yet,” Angie called behind her. “I have something to show you. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Britt waited in the hall by the dressing room, her mind replaying the scene with Jeb. Her glance moved over the dark-paneled walls. Somehow a play about a serial killer didn’t fit the turn-of-the-century ambience of City Theater.

She loved the drafty old building with its crimson carpeting and drapes, its crystal chandeliers and the huge stained-glass dome over the auditorium. It was ornate and still elegant—when the lights were low. Although the theater lacked state-of-the-art lighting and a modern fly system, Britt felt that its age only added to its charm.

“What’s with the smile? I thought you were upset.”

She hadn’t seen Angie’s approach. “I was thinking about how much I love this theater.”

“That figures.” Angie grinned. “You love old houses and antiques.”

Britt stepped into the dressing room, then held the mahogany door open for Angie. “And I wasn’t really upset, just scared.”

“What happened?” Angie’s dark eyes registered concern. “I wasn’t watching the scene.”

Britt explained. “I’m really having doubts about this part, Angie. It’s not right for me.”

“But you’re doing a great job. I think the play is just, uh … different.”

“It’s more than that. It’s ugly. But I’m stuck with it now.” She managed a grin. “Hey, you need a ride home?”

She often dropped Angie off after rehearsal. Angie and her husband, Bill, lived at the foot of the West Hills, only minutes from Britt’s house a couple miles farther up the hill. Bill, a reporter for the Oregonian, and Mark were friends; they shared a passion for sports.

“Thanks, but not tonight. Bill’s picking me up for a late supper.” Her curly black hair, always unruly, stood out in all directions where she’d run her hand through it while she worked. “This is the night. Bill even agreed to miss Monday night football with Mark and the guys, so you know how anxious he is to have a kid. We’re setting the stage—you know, candlelight and wine. Maybe we’ll get lucky and I’ll get pregnant.”

“It’ll happen.”

“Before I’m forty, I hope.”

Britt knew better than to joke about Angie having a baby. Like Britt, Angie was thirty-seven. She’d seen specialists, followed a healthy diet, and taken her temperature daily to determine the time in the month when she was the most fertile. Bill’s sperm count was low, and artificial insemination would be their next step if she didn’t get pregnant soon. Bill was thin, high-strung, and concerned about being over forty, and Britt secretly thought he put too much pressure on Angie to conceive.

They moved to the long makeup table and picked up their handbags. A row of bar lights above the mirror illuminated them in a stark brilliance that revealed every line, wrinkle, and imperfection. Thirty-seven wasn’t twenty-one.

Angie and I don’t look our age—except in this light, Britt thought. Angie was small, dark, and serious while she was tall, slender, and blond. Angie was a free spirit, an only child whose parents had once been hippies. She dressed in gauzy skirts and oversized sweaters and often wore hiking boots. Her fringed suede shoulder purse was a bag lady’s dream. Britt waited while she rummaged through its rattling contents.

“Here it is.” Angie handed a newspaper clipping to Britt. “Read the ad in the bottom left corner. The one about the competition to find child models. They’re using this theater.”

“Why would that interest me?” Britt shook her head. “These groups aren’t legitimate as far as I’m concerned.”

“Go on, Britt. Just read it.”

Angie doted on Britt’s daughter, Katie, often giving her old clothes and makeup to play dress-up. She meant well, so Britt resisted the urge to toss the ad away. After scanning it, she glanced up.

“It’s a bunch of crap, Angie. A moneymaking scheme for the promoters. Only starstruck moms fall for this hype—and everyone knows I’m not one of those.” “But you love acting, and so does Katie.” “This isn’t acting. When Katie is older, she can take classes, if she still wants to. She’s only nine. She has plenty of time.” Britt dropped the ad into her purse. “The promoter is probably sleazy. I know his type. I wouldn’t dream of allowing Katie to do this.”

“Come on, Britt. Lighten up.” Angie’s grin took the bite from her words. “I wasn’t suggesting Katie run off to Hollywood. Only have a little fun strutting her stuff, like she does in those backyard productions she puts on for the neighbor kids. You know what a ham she is.” She hesitated. “Takes after her mom.”

Britt forced a smile. “I’m still feeling a bit unsettled. I guess the scene with Jeb shook me up more than I realized.” She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her eyes, usually a bright blue, seemed to have lost their sparkle. “I’ve never been that scared onstage before.”

“You’ve never had a role like this before.”

“You’re right.” Britt nodded. “And I’m tired. I was up most of the night because of Sam’s coughing.”

Angie grabbed her things. “So give the ad a second glance when you’re not tired. It would be fun for Katie. And who knows? Maybe she’ll win. Think of that. Katie Hinson, the Shirley Temple of the nineties.”

“Heaven forbid. She’s pretty dramatic already.”

“She’s also a very well adjusted kid. It wouldn’t hurt her.”

“Kids grow up too fast these days,” Britt said, frowning. “I want mine to enjoy their childhood. That’s why I quit my job when Sam was born—to be home when they needed me. Reality hits them soon enough.” Britt pulled out her car keys. “You know what I mean, Angie. You and I were both acting by the time we were ten.” She shook her head. “I don’t want that monkey on Katie’s back.”

“We loved it—don’t forget that. And we didn’t lose our childhood.”

“No, but we got our hearts broken, remember? We believed we were destined for Broadway.” Britt held the door again and they headed for the back entrance. “It was a hell of an adjustment when we had to settle for local productions because there were so many other actresses with more talent.”

“It wasn’t that bad, Britt.”

“It was for me. I don’t want Katie on that merry-goround.”

They stepped outside into the rain. Impulsively, Britt hugged Angie. “See you tomorrow,” she said. “And—break a leg tonight!”

Angie gave her the thumbs-up sign, then darted toward the waiting car. Britt sprinted across the street, dodging puddles, to her aging Volvo which she’d parked in a lot. She started the engine and switched on the wipers.

Britt headed over to Jefferson, then took Vista to wind up into the West Hills. In only minutes she was out of the downtown area, following the wet, tree-lined road that curled and twisted through the peaceful ambience of Portland Heights. The Old World charm of turn-of-the-century houses set behind retaining walls lush with flowers and shrubs came as a welcome relief. The higher she climbed, the calmer she felt. This was her part of town, and she loved it.

She was ready to relax, maybe have a glass of wine. Let Sam have a good night, she told herself. And let the Monday night football game be over and Mark’s TV watching buddies already be gone when I get home.
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DAMN, BRITT THOUGHT. THE GAME MUST NOT BE OVER. THERE was still a car parked in front of the house. Mark’s football cronies hadn’t left yet.

The garage doors whispered shut behind the Volvo. Britt unsnapped her seat belt and got out of the car. She reached back for her handbag and made sure that her playbook was still tucked inside. She wanted to read through the first act again, get a better fix on the stalking scene. She had no intention of losing her concentration tomorrow night.

Britt was almost around Mark’s Honda when the automatic light connected to the garage door mechanism went out. Oh, shit, she thought, disoriented for a second by the absolute blackness. She was never quick enough to make it to the door. A prickle of fear rippled down her spine.

Silly ninny, she told herself, still jumpy from rehearsal. For Pete’s sake, get a grip.

With outstretched hands, she groped for the house entrance. She tried not to think of her mother’s claim that an unexpected case of the heebie-jeebies was a precognition that something was about to happen. I’m just tired and worried about Sam’s croup, she reminded herself.

Her hand found the doorknob but before she could turn it, the door opened. Light spilled from the laundry room into the garage. She jumped, startled.

“Mark! You scared me.” Her laugh sounded shaky.

“So I see.” His quizzical expression was the same one he gave a ledger that didn’t balance. “Who did you think would open the door, the Phantom of the Opera? I live here, remember? I was in the kitchen and heard the garage door.”

He stood in the doorway, looking taller than his six feet two. His burgundy velour shirt was open at the neck, and his dark curly hair looked disheveled from repeated fingering, a testimony to his passion for football. He peered at her from behind his dark-rimmed glasses.

Britt bent down to pet the tan cocker spaniel who’d run out from the kitchen to greet her. “Hello, Tippy, you good, good boy,” she said, rubbing the dog’s long, soft ears. “Inside, fella,” she told him, patting his rear end to send him back into the kitchen. Then she straightened up and stepped closer to Mark, dropping her handbag on the dryer. “Come here, Mr. Bogeyman.” She pulled his face down, removed his glasses, and planted a kiss on his mouth. “There, I feel better now, not scared at all.”

“Mmmm,” he murmured against her lips. “The guys are just leaving, and the kids are asleep.” He pulled her into his arms and held her close. “So you and I are going to have a glass of wine in the den, once we’re alone.”

“Are you trying to seduce me?”

“What do you think?”

She bit playfully at his mouth. He was a great lover——when he wasn’t preoccupied with work. Since being promoted to chief financial officer at Carver’s, Inc., a high-tech industrial firm, he often worked evenings at home. Watching football with his friends once a week was a way for him to relax.

“Come on, let’s say goodnight to my buddies.” Mark reached around her and pulled the door closed. He took back his glasses and put them on as they moved into the kitchen, interrupting the conversation between two men who were putting freshly washed dishes back in the cupboards.

“Hi, Jim.” Britt grinned at the tall, muscular blond man, Mark’s best friend since childhood. “What did I do to deserve such preferential treatment? Mark usually leaves the dirty dishes for me.”

Jim indicated the tall, lean man next to him. “Len is the one to thank. He twisted our arms, and insisted we clean up after ourselves.”

Britt’s eyes shifted to the sandy-haired man who’d turned from the sink. “We haven’t met, but your reputation has preceded you,” she said. “Angie says as long as Len Holmes is with the guys the place will always be cleaned up.” She stepped forward and offered her hand. “I’m Britt, in case you haven’t already guessed.”

His return smile started slow, as though her words had embarrassed him. “I’ve heard about you, too, Britt—and I’m pleased to finally meet you.” His voice was deep but soft, and his grasp was firm. “There’s only one thing I hate more than dirty dishes, and that’s waking up to them in the morning.”

“Len is single,” Mark said, as though that explained everything.

“Not because I want to be.” Len put up his hands in mock horror, his pale blue eyes twinkling with humor. “You guys just don’t know how lucky you are to have wives who clean up after you.”

“Hey, man, you can always get married.” Jim flashed his crooked teeth in a wicked grin. “Don’t let him kid you, Britt. Len’s a freelance photographer. He has a dozen women lined up—models, starlets, even a lawyer and a doctor—all waiting for him to settle down. Trouble is, it’s an embarrassment of riches. He can’t choose.”

Len grimaced. “I’m not a Don Juan. There aren’t as many available women as you think. The good ones, like Angie and Deb and Britt, are already taken. But I’m still hoping—and looking. I’ve been married once, so next time has to be for keeps.”

“We’ll keep our eyes open,” Britt said, liking him. For all the ribbing, he seemed a little shy. Mark had told her that his ex-wife had cleaned him out in the divorce and immediately married another man. He’d been left with only his photography equipment.

“Thanks for the use of your house, Britt,” Len said as the two men stepped outside and headed for Jim’s car. “Next time I hope I get to meet the kids.”

Mark closed the door behind them. “Great guys—but I’m glad they’re gone. I’ll pour us some wine and meet you in the den.”

His expectant smile reminded Britt of the Mark she’d met when they were both students at the University of Washington up in Seattle. It had been a case of opposites attracting. Someone had brought him to a cast party, introduced her, and in a matter of weeks they were a couple. Later he’d confessed she was his reason for crashing the party.

She grinned, remembering how persistent he’d been. Tenacity was one of his stronger character traits, she’d learned later. He went after what he wanted—earning his CPA license and master’s degree in one year and then setting up college funds and ensuring a comfortable life for his family.

“I’ll peek in on Katie and Sam while you get the wine. Okay?”

He gave her a push. “Just don’t wake them. And hurry back. Some things can’t wait.”

They separated in the vaulted hall that divided the house. Mark moved toward the kitchen, and Britt headed for the wide staircase and the upstairs bedrooms.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” Mark turned back. “Dick Burnham called, your computer company client. Said he needed to talk to you about the employee policy and procedure manual. He wants you to call him in the morning.”

“Gotcha. Thanks.”

She was pleased. Despite Mark’s doubts, she was getting her freelance human resource consulting business off the ground. Her timing had been good. With the poor economy, many corporations had eliminated their human resource departments and were relying on contract services. Her goal was to be a full-time mother with a part-time consulting business she could manage from home.

Britt went to Sam’s room first. He was sprawled sideways, his covers kicked away. One chubby arm was flung over his curly black hair, the other clutched Mr. Mort, his teddy bear, against his chest. My precious baby, she thought. Mommy wants you to get over that bad croup. He looked like Mark, same dark eyes and hair and incredibly long eyelashes. “The men always have the lashes,” her mother often said with feigned disgust.

Bending down, Britt brushed Sam’s forehead with her lips. He still sounded stuffed up, but he felt cool. Thank goodness, she thought.

Gently she pulled up the quilt, then propped a pillow to keep him from falling on the floor. My little Sam is growing up, she told him under her breath. So proud of his big-boy bed since we took the crib away.

She left his door ajar so she could hear him if he started coughing, then went to Katie’s room at the back corner of the house. Katie had chosen the room because there was a robin’s nest in the tree outside her window. When a baby bird had fallen from the nest in a windstorm, she’d nursed it, cried when it died, and then held a funeral for it in the backyard. Katie was a neighborhood Good Samaritan who always found homes for stray cats and dogs.

A tree branch scraped against the window, drawing Britt’s gaze to the night beyond the pink Priscilla curtains. Katie liked her drapes open at night. It was a habit she’d picked up from Harriet and Paul, Mark’s mother and stepfather who lived downtown in a condominium on the Willamette River. “No one can see in once the lights are out, Mom,” Katie would explain, parroting her grandmother.

Britt stood beside Katie’s bed, marveling at the difference in her children. Katie’s hair was as white-blond as hers had once been, and she had Britt’s blue eyes. She was fair, and Sam was dark like Mark. Britt tucked the blanket around her neck. She’d hoped for a son like Mark, and Mark had wanted a daughter who looked like her. They’d both gotten their wish.

Katie’s eyelids opened briefly. “I love you, Mom.”

“Love you too, sweetheart,” Britt whispered. “See you in the morning.”

Back in the hall, Britt hurried to the master bedroom at the end of the hall and quickly slipped into a navy silk nightgown, a recent birthday present from Mark’s parents. She brushed her teeth and hair, and after a quick glance at the mirror, headed downstairs, her bare feet silent on the steps.

The curved staircase, lighted by a crystal chandelier, was her favorite part of the 1920s house. Although the plumbing and wiring had been updated, the original woodwork and fixtures had been left intact. It had taken her and Mark’s joint salaries to qualify for financing, but the house was worth it. The quiet neighborhood was a safe place to raise children.

A sudden burst of windblown rain sprayed the stained glass windows beside the front door, startling her. She quickened her step and joined Mark in the den in the back corner of the house. The small room was their retreat, comfortably furnished with an old tweed sofa and an overstuffed chair, hand-me-downs from Harriet and Paul when they’d moved from a house to a condominium.

“I was beginning to think you’d gone to bed.”

Mark patted the cushion next to him. Two glasses of white wine sat on the little table at his elbow. He handed her one after she sat down.

“A toast. To us,” he said softly. “To our future. May we always make the right decisions.”

“We usually do, don’t you think?” Britt stretched her legs toward the warmth of the fire in the fireplace.

“Uh-huh, most of the time.” They clinked their glasses and took a sip. Then Mark brushed a kiss across her cheek. “But lately, Britt, I’ve been giving serious thought to some things.”

“What things?” Britt sipped her wine. She waited, knowing the signs. Mark was leading up to something.

A draft blew down the chimney, pushing a puff of smoke into the room. Mark quickly adjusted the flue, then sat down in the overstuffed chair facing Britt.

“We have to think about the course of our lives—our future.”

“What do you mean, Mark? Our lives are on track. We’re doing more than okay.” She waved a hand at their surroundings. “We have a great house, wonderful kids, even a seaside cabin, such as it is.”

He nodded, his expression guarded, as though he was mentally forming his argument.

“Just tell me what’s up, Mark,” she said softly. “Trying to guess makes me nervous.”

The rain intensified, hitting the windows like fine spray from a hose. A few drops even made it down the chimney to sizzle on the burning logs. Suddenly cold, Britt pulled her robe closer around her.

“I’d like you to give some thought to the possibility of going back to work full-time, Britt.”

“Is that what this is all about … me working?” His words totally destroyed the warm glow of the wine and the fire.

His forefinger traced a pattern on the arm of the chair. “I went over our college fund projections, and we aren’t saving enough to keep up with inflation.” “We’re not doing so bad, either. I’m making a little profit from my freelance business, and once I get rolling, I’ll make more than if I went out to work and paid for day care.”

“Britt honey, I’m not trying to upset you.” His jaw muscles twitched. “And I’m not suggesting you go to work now, only that you give yourself a deadline for your business. If it doesn’t work out, then we’ll need more income just to keep afloat.”

“Why did you pick now to discuss this?” She stood up. “I feel as if you built the fire and plied me with wine just so I’d agree to go back to work.”

“That’s not true.” He got to his feet, looking upset and misunderstood. “I’m just trying to plan ahead for Katie’s and Sam’s education.” He glanced away. “But you’re right. My timing was bad.”

She nodded, suddenly tired. “I’m going to bed.” She knew he wanted her business to succeed, and he liked her being home with the kids. He just worried too much about money.

“I’ll lock up.” His voice was stilted, as though he regretted having brought up a touchy subject.

At the stairs she hesitated, remembering her playbook, and went to get it. She grabbed her handbag and took the back stairs from the kitchen, dropping the bag on the carpet next to the night table when she reached the bedroom. Then she got ready for bed.

“I’m sorry, Britt,” Mark said, when he joined her a moment later. “I didn’t mean to ruin the evening.”

“Let’s not talk about it, okay?”

“Am I forgiven?” His lips quirked in a lopsided grin. “I love you, Britt.”

“I love you, Mark, and I understand. There’s nothing to forgive. You worry too much, and I’m oversensitive.” She grinned. “We’re quite a pair.”

She rummaged in her bag for her playbook. The newspaper ad fluttered to the floor, and Mark stooped to pick it up, glancing at the section Angie had circled in red ink.

“What’s this?”

She snapped on the bedside lamp and climbed into bed. “Angie gave it to me, thought it might be something for Katie to do. I told her no.”

Mark didn’t answer, scanning the ad. He looked up. “Why did you say no?”

“Because I believe those modeling competitions are only moneymaking schemes for the promoters.” She glanced at him. “I don’t want Katie involved with people like that.”

“Britt, some of them are legitimate.” He tapped the newspaper with a finger. “Remember Elmer Wyberg, my first boss after I graduated? His daughter was a child model, had an agent and everything. She made enough money in a couple of years to pay for college and law school.”

“She was an exception, I’m sure.”

“No. Elmer said modeling was a moneymaker, so long as the kid was supervised by the parents.” He tipped his head. “I think Angle’s right. There’s no harm in this.”

Britt put down her book, still out of sorts. “If you think Katie’s going to model to build up her college fund for you, forget it.”

His face went white. “That was a low blow.”

“Mom? Daddy!” Katie’s voice from the doorway startled both of them. “Are you having a fight?”

“Your daddy and I were just talking,” Britt said. “We’re sorry if we woke you up.”

“We were having a friendly disagreement,” Mark added when Katie looked unconvinced. “Parents sometimes have different opinions.”

Katie sized up the situation at once. “You were arguing,” she said. “Don’t treat me like a two-year-old. I’m not a baby.”

“Of course you’re not,” Mark said, soothing her with words and a hug. Over her head he winked at Britt, his anger put aside. He loved his kids.

“I heard what you were talking about,” Katie said. “The model competition. My friend Jennifer gets to do it.” She glanced between them. “I was going to ask you if I could, Mom, but you weren’t home, so I was waiting until morning.”

Mark held back a smile.

Britt got out of bed and led Katie out of the room. “We’ll discuss it tomorrow, honey. For now you need to go back to sleep.” She didn’t even glance at Mark, sensing his grin.

She tucked Katie in, fielding her questions about play practice. That was the problem. Katie loved the stage as much as she did. Modeling would appeal to her, just as Angie had said.

When Britt went back to her own bed, Mark was under the covers, his back turned to her. She got in beside him, picked up her playbook, and then thought better of going over the scene. On occasion she’d sensed that Mark resented her acting because she spent so many evenings at rehearsals. She wouldn’t push her luck.

Britt switched off the light, then lay in the dark watching tree shadows do a witch dance on the ceiling until Mark’s even breathing told her he was asleep.

She sighed and plumped up her pillow. She hated it when they disagreed. He was a good father and husband. And she loved him.

Thoughts swirled in her head. Maybe she was being stubborn about the modeling thing. Maybe Angie and Mark were right. Could it hurt to let Katie compete in a harmless little contest?

He loved the night when he was out-of-doors. It was only when he and the night were trapped together within four walls, when its currents were stagnant, that Buddy felt the terror of being alone. He’d known the feeling always, but this time it would be different. He would find safety with his eternal soul mate.

Buddy huddled in a doorway out of the rain, his collar up against the damp breeze. He stared at the theater across the street. Giant columns beside the wide steps marked the entrance, and ornate terra-cotta sculptures of a bygone era embellished the cornice around the roof.

He smiled, suddenly exhilarated. Déjàvu. It was as though he’d once known this place, had driven up to it in a fancy buggy to watch his sweetheart perform, the soul mate he would meet here again soon.

The rain whispered against the pavement, holding the city in gentle hands. The air was redolent with the sharp river smell of the Willamette, which flowed through Portland, dividing the city, splitting it into two oddly different sections, before emptying into the Columbia.

Buddy breathed deeply, then crossed the street, his eyes on the play poster for The Man Who Loved Dead Women. Most actresses were whores, he thought. And most females were whores once they grew up … like his mother.

His chosen one would be different. She would be pure and would cherish only him. She would forsake everyone else for him. And he would not allow anyone to change that.

He tucked the newspaper into his pocket. He’d known when he saw the ad. She’d been coming to him in his dreams every night lately, preparing him for their meeting. She was so real. He could see her in his mind, hear her voice speaking to him. He would recognize her beauty and her innocence.

Buddy didn’t approve of modeling, but he forgave her. She was searching for him, just as he had been searching all of this life for her. His skin pimpled with anticipation. He could not wait to make her his.

A bus pulled up to the stop nearby, waited, then accelerated in a burst of diesel exhaust when Buddy didn’t move. It was time to go.

Yet he lingered a moment longer, feeling her presence, allowing the rain to cool his hot face. Then he ran to the van he’d left parked on the next block. By the time he drove east over the Steel Street Bridge he was calmer, his mind on his preparations.

He must be ready for her.
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“WHY DID I EVER AGREE TO IT?” BRITT MUTTERED. KATIE’S participation in the modeling competition was stretching her time past the limit. She’d been manipulated by her kid. Steamrollered by her husband.

She raced around the kitchen, wiped the counter, emptied the dishwasher, and tried not to hurry Sam, who was still picking at his breakfast and passing bits of toast to Tippy, who rarely left his side. She felt grumpy, tired. She’d been up late the night before, preparing an employee manual of company policies and procedures for Dick Burnham, her computer client.

Whoever said housewives had it easy? she asked herself. She’d never worked harder in her life. She tossed the sponge into the sink, splashing water.

“Damn it!”

Britt jumped back and dabbed a wet spot off her suit skirt. She’d gotten up at six, jogged, fixed breakfast for Mark, who’d left at seven, then managed to get herself ready for her ten o’clock meeting downtown. Wearing a suit and heels rather than jeans or sweats cramped her style these days.

A glance at the wall clock reminded her it was getting late. She hurried to the back steps that went from the kitchen to the landing of the main staircase.

“Katie!” she called. “You’re going to be late for school. Get down here. You’re not leaving the house without breakfast!”

“I’ll be right down, Mom!” Katie’s high-pitched voice echoed down the stairwell.

Britt sighed, resigned to the morning routine. Katie took so long deciding what to wear to school that she often had to gulp her food. To avoid fights, Britt allowed her to choose any outfit except those reserved for special occasions.

Heaven help me when she’s a teenager, Britt thought, remembering her own conflicts with her mother. Girls seemed concerned about their appearances earlier these days.

Since they’d signed Katie up for the modeling competition, Britt hardly had time for rehearsals. She scheduled her few business meetings during school hours, depending on Mark’s mother, Harriet, or her own mother, Alice, to baby-sit for Sam.

A burst of knocking on the back door signaled her mother’s arrival. Relieved she was on time, Britt opened the door.

Alice stepped into the house, and before she could say more than hello, Sam flew into her arms. She planted a kiss on his round jam-smudged cheek, leaving a bright red print of her lips.

“You stay, Nana?” He looked up at her with big dark eyes.

“That’s right, sweeters.” Alice had a Bette Davis voice and, like Harriet, she doted on the kids. “You and Nana are going to play while your mommy’s gone.”

“Tippy, too?” Sam asked seriously.

Britt sighed in resignation. Her mother loved the cocker spaniel almost as much as Sam did, and Britt suspected that once she was gone, Tippy would be allowed in rooms that were usually off-limits to him. Oh, well, she told herself. Indulging the grandchildren was a grandparent’s privilege.

Britt watched Sam and Alice fuss over Tippy. Her mother had a Peter Pan quality that appealed to children. Her penned hair was long and wild; she looked like a bohemian from the 1950s in her nubby wool skirt, black turtleneck, and ballerina slippers. Because she was also short and slender, Alice and Britt were often mistaken for sisters.

Alice had hoped to be an actress, a dream she’d transferred to Britt, taking her to local auditions from an early age. Just so she doesn’t impose that dream onto Katie, Britt thought as she cleaned up the remnants of Sam’s breakfast. Now Alice did volunteer work in the theater community, another reason Britt wouldn’t quit her prostitute role: Alice would be embarrassed.

At least I’ve overcome the glitches in the stalking scene with Jeb Walker, Britt told herself. But she’d be relieved when the play ended its run.

Too bad her mother couldn’t have had more children, Britt thought, glancing at the pair by the patio door. Then Britt’s decision to not pursue an acting career wouldn’t have been so disappointing to Alice. Her father’s insistence that Britt have another profession to fall back on had blunted her own sense of loss. That, and falling in love with Mark.

As an adult, Britt had realized how much her father loved her mother to put up with Alice’s dreams. Her dad, a self-educated man, was tall and blue-eyed, kind and courtly.

“How can a mailman be courtly?” he’d ask her with a laugh.

“You are courtly, Fred,” her mother would reply. “You could have been a Shakespearean actor.”

And then her father would hunch his shoulders and duck his head, embarrassed.

Katie bounded down the back steps, drawing Britt’s attention from her introspection. Her eyes widened. Katie had waited until the last minute to come down, gambling that her mother wouldn’t make her change clothes and be late for school.

“Good morning, Grandma Alice,” Katie said. “What do you think of my new outfit?” She pivoted slowly in the middle of the room, showing off her red knit shorts and matching jacket trimmed with blue piping. “Don’t you think the blue tights and ballerina shoes give it a complete look?”

Britt and Alice exchanged glances.

“It’s … very chic,” Alice said, hugging her. “You look like a real model. You’re going to win, honey, I just know it.”

“Thanks, Grandma,” Katie said. “But I know I might not. My friend Jennifer says there are lots of pretty girls competing.”

“Then we’ll just have to practice harder,” Alice said.

“But not now,” Britt said. “Katie, you know that outfit is inappropriate for school.” She pointed to the steps. “Hurry and change.”

Katie hesitated. “Mom, you don’t understand. Jennifer and I are trying to look like models so we’ll do better when we compete. Jennifer’s mother is letting her wear her new green skirt and blouse today, so please, Mom. She’ll think I’m a liar if you don’t let me.”

“What would it hurt, just this once,” Alice said, siding with Katie.

Katie’s wide blue eyes filled with hope. “Please, Mom.”

Britt didn’t like the way things were going. Katie was too smitten with the whole modeling idea. Why hadn’t she burned the lousy ad?

“Okay … this once, Katie,” she said. “But next time ask me first.”

Katie grinned at her grandmother, then ate her cereal and even finished her orange juice without an argument when Britt insisted. Donny, the neighbor boy, called to her from the front sidewalk. Katie grabbed her books, kissed them all, and headed outside to join her friend for the walk to school.

“She’s a very sweet child,” Alice said, standing next to Britt in the open doorway. “Even though she has a genetic predisposition for dramatics.”

“Inherited from you,” Britt said dryly.

They watched the kids disappear around the corner. Britt’s final glimpse of Katie’s long blond hair against her red outfit lingered in her mind. She shivered suddenly and closed the door. It was bright outside, but chilly.

She needed to hurry. It was important to be on time. Dick Burnham was a client who wanted everything done yesterday. Britt went to put on her suit jacket and pumps. She despised heels. She’d rather wear thongs. For that matter, she’d rather be weeding her herb garden than driving into the city.

I’ll weed it this afternoon, she told herself. If I have time.

“Hey. Look this way, Katie.”

Len Holmes’s voice, deliberately squeaky and highpitched, came from beyond the footlights. He stood behind a tripod that held his camera, the shutter-release button in one hand, a puppet in the other.

“Come on, precious. Smile for Mr. Wiggly, or Mr. Wiggly will cry.” The clown puppet danced on the edge of the light while the man holding him remained in silhouette.

Katie smiled stiffly and looked self-conscious. The photographer’s assistant, a sullen man with a full beard and long hair, had repositioned her bench twice. The photo session, scheduled prior to the evening modeling competition, had taken all afternoon.

“Boo-hoo! Boo-hoo!” The hand puppet now appeared to sit on the camera, his white hands over black-jeweled eyes. “Katie doesn’t like Mr. Wiggly. Boo-hoo. Katie doesn’t believe Mr. Wiggly has feelings.”

“Clowns don’t cry,” Katie said, and giggled. Instantly Len snapped the picture, and Katie moved off the bench to make room for the next child.

“Can you believe it? Len Holmes is a ventriloquist,” Britt whispered to Angie who’d come early to help dress Katie. They stood with the other mothers in the orchestra, watching the photo session on-stage.

“And a pretty damn good one,” Angie replied. “It doesn’t surprise me. He likes everyone.”

“What is surprising is that he’s the photographer.”

“Not really. Len does all types of photography—family portraits, magazine assignments, swimwear shoots in Hawaii and Mexico, photos for catalogs, and he covers beauty pageants for the tabloids. He’s even done night work with night-vision goggles.”

“What are night-vision goggles?”

Angie shrugged. “They have some kind of a nightscope lens that allows the photographer to take pictures in the dark.”

“I’m impressed. Len Holmes is almost too good to be true.”

“Yeah, he’ll make some woman a great husband.” Angie grinned. “Len has more jobs than he can handle, and he doesn’t come cheap. Jay Fisher Productions was lucky to get him. I bet this extravaganza is connected with legitimate modeling agencies.”

“No wonder it cost so much.”

“How much was it?”

“Registration was two hundred fifty dollars, plus Len’s photo fee. And that doesn’t include the two-dollar-ahead admission tickets, Katie’s outfit, or the candid shots once the competition starts.”

“I think the cost is pretty typical, Britt.”

“I suppose so,” Britt said, her eyes on Len, fascinated by his smooth technique. He was so good with the kids.

After the last sitting, everyone was directed backstage by a red-haired woman in her early forties. Wearing heavy eye makeup and a tight black sheath, she reminded Britt of an overweight raccoon.

“Just call me Pearl,” she told them crisply. “You might want to touch up the kiddies’ hair and makeup. Curtain goes up in forty-five minutes.”

“What a bitch,” Angie whispered as the woman walked away.

“I don’t like her either,” Britt whispered back. “Too self-important.”

Angie looked around at an aggressive stage mother. “Doesn’t it make you sick the way some of these mothers try to push their daughters ahead of everyone else?”
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