

[image: images]






[image: halftitle]






Also by Joy Fielding


Mad River Road


Puppet


Lost


Whispers and Lies


Grand Avenue


The First Time


Missing Pieces


Don’t Cry Now


Tell Me No Secrets


See Jane Run


Good Intentions


The Deep End


Life Penalty


The Other Woman Kiss Mommy Goodbye


Trance


The Transformation


The Best of Friends





[image: images]





[image: logo]

1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2007 by Joy Fielding, Inc.


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Atria Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Fielding, Joy.


Heartstopper: a novel / by Joy Fielding.—1st Atria Books hardcover ed. p. cm.


1. Kidnapping—Fiction. 2. Teenage girls—Fiction. 3. Florida—Fiction. I. Title. II. Title: Heartstopper.


PR9199.3.F518H43 2007


813’.54—dc22              2006050801


ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-3965-0
ISBN-10: 1-4165-3965-4


ATRIABOOKS is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


“Can You Save Me in the Morning?” (music and lyrics by Shannon Micol) courtesy of Shannon Micol. Copyright © 1997 Shannon Micol Seyffert.


Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com







To Shannon Micol,


whose music inspires me






Acknowledgments




As always, my thanks to Larry Mirkin and Beverley Slopen for their advice, support, and friendship. Thanks also to my family and friends, and to all the people at the William Morris Agency, as well as Atria Books in the U.S. and Doubleday Canada, for doing so much to make my books a success. Thanks as well to Corinne Assayag for her masterful work on my website, and to all my foreign publishers and translators for their fine job in reproducing my novels.


But most of all I want to take this opportunity to thank Owen Laster, who has been my agent (and friend and stalwart supporter) for more than twenty years. A consummate artist at what he does, a gentle soul, and a true gentleman, he is retiring after forty-five years in the business. While I know he is leaving me in capable hands, I will miss him terribly. He is one of a kind, and I hope I continue to make him proud. Thank you, Owen. I love you and wish you all the best.









[image: halftitle]







1

Killer’s Journal





The girl is waking up.


She stirs, mascara-coated eyelashes fluttering seductively, large blue eyes opening, then closing again, then reopening, staying open longer this time, casually absorbing the unfamiliarity of her surroundings. That she is in a strange place, with no memory of how she got here, will take several seconds to sink in fully. That her life is in danger will hit her all at once, with the sudden force of a giant, renegade wave, knocking her back on the small cot I’ve so thoughtfully provided, even as she struggles gamely to her feet.


This is my favorite part. Even more than what comes later.


I’ve never been a huge fan of blood and guts. Those shows you see on TV today, the ones that are so popular, the ones filled with crack forensic experts in skintight pants and push-up bras, they’ve never held much appeal for me. All those dead bodies—hapless victims dispatched in an increasingly gory variety of exotic ways—lying on cold steel slabs in ultramodern morgues, waiting to be cracked open and invaded by dispassionate, gloved fingers—they just don’t do it for me. Even if the bodies weren’t so obviously fake—although even the most obvious of rubber torsos look more real than the ubiquitous breast implants held in check by those heroic, push-up bras—it wouldn’t turn me on. Violence, per se, has never been my thing. I’ve always preferred the buildup to an event over the actual event itself.


Just as I’ve always preferred the flawed, natural contour of real breasts to the perfectly inflated—and perfectly awful—monstrosities so popular today. And not just on TV. You see them everywhere. Even here in the middle of Alligator Alley, in the middle of south-central Florida.


The middle of nowhere.


I think it was Alfred Hitchcock who best summed up the difference between shock and suspense. Shock, he said, is quick, a jolt to the senses that lasts but a second, whereas suspense is more of a slow tease. Rather like the difference between prolonged foreplay and premature ejaculation, I would add, and I like to think old Alfred would chuckle and agree. He always preferred suspense to shock, the payoff being greater, ultimately more fulfilling. I’m with him on this, although, like Hitch, I’m not adverse to the occasional shock along the way. You have to keep things interesting.


As this girl will soon find out.


She’s sitting up now, hands forming anxious fists at her sides as she scans her dimly lit surroundings. I can tell by the puzzled look on her pretty face—she’s a real heartstopper, as my grandfather used to say—that she’s trying to stay calm, to figure things out, to make sense of what’s happening, while clinging to the hope this is all a dream. After all, this can’t really be happening. She can’t actually be sitting on the edge of a tiny cot in what appears to be a room in somebody’s basement, if houses in Florida had basements, which, of course, most of them don’t, Florida being a state built almost entirely on swampland.


The panic won’t be long in coming. As soon as she realizes she isn’t dreaming, that her situation is real and, in fact, quite dire, that she is trapped in a locked room whose only light comes from a strategically placed lamplight on a ledge high above her head, one she has no way of reaching, even were she to turn the cot on its end and somehow manage to climb up its side. The last girl tried that and fell, crying and clutching her broken wrist, to the dirt floor. That’s when she started screaming.


That was fun—for a while.


She’s just noticed the door, although unlike the last girl, she makes no move toward it. Instead, she just sits there, chewing on her bottom lip, frightened eyes darting back and forth. She’s breathing loudly and visibly, her heart threatening to burst from between large, pendulous breasts—to her credit, at least they’re real—like one of those hyperventilating contestants on The Price Is Right. Should she choose door number one, door number two, or door number three? Except there is only one door, and should she open it, what will she find? The Lady or the Tiger? Safety or destruction? I feel my lips curl into a smile. In fact, she will find nothing. At least not yet. Not until I’m ready.


She’s pushing herself off the cot, curiosity finally forcing one foot in front of the other, propelling her toward the door, even as a gnawing voice whispers in her ear, reminding her it was curiosity that killed the cat. Is she counting on the old wives’ tale about cats having nine lives? Does she think a bunch of useless, old wives can save her?


Her trembling hand stretches toward the doorknob. “Hello?” she calls out, softly at first, her voice as wobbly as her fingers, then more forcefully. “Hello? Is anybody there?”


I’m tempted to answer, but I know this isn’t a good idea. First of all, it would tip her to the fact I’m watching. Right now, the idea she’s being observed has yet to occur to her, and when it does, maybe a minute or two from now, her eyes will begin their frantic, fruitless search of the premises. No matter. She won’t be able to see me. The peephole I’ve carved into the wall is too small and too elevated for her to discover, especially in this meager light. Besides, hearing my voice would not only tip her to my presence and approximate location, it might help her identify me, thereby giving her an unnecessary edge in the battle of wits to come. No, I will present myself soon enough. No point in getting ahead of the game. The timing simply isn’t right. And timing, as they say, is everything.


“Hello? Somebody?”


Her voice is growing more urgent, losing its girlish timbre, becoming shrill, almost hostile. That’s one of the interesting things I’ve noticed about female voices—how quickly they jump from warm to harsh, from soothing to grating, how shameless they are in their eagerness to reveal all, how boldly they hurl their insecurities into the unsuspecting air. The gentle flute is overwhelmed by the raucous bagpipe; the chamber orchestra is trampled by the marching band.


“Hello?” The girl grabs hold of the doorknob, tries pulling the door toward her. It doesn’t budge. Quickly, her movements degenerate into a series of ungainly poses, becoming less measured, more frantic. She pulls on the door, then pushes it, then bangs her shoulder against it, repeating the process several more times before finally giving up and bursting into tears. That’s the other thing I’ve learned about women—they always cry. It’s the one thing about them that never disappoints, the one thing you can count on.


“Where am I? What’s going on here?” The girl bangs her fists against the door in growing frustration. She’s angry now, as well as scared. She may not know where she is, but she knows she didn’t get here by her own accord. Her mind is rapidly filling with increasingly terrifying images—recent newspaper headlines about missing girls, TV coverage of bodies being pulled from shallow graves, catalog displays of knives and other instruments of torture, film clips of helpless women being raped and strangled, before being dumped into slime-covered swamps. “Help!” she starts screaming. “Somebody help me.” But even as her plaintive cries hit the stale air, I suspect she knows such pleas are useless, that nobody can hear her.


Nobody but me.


Her head snaps up; her eyes shoot toward me, like a searchlight, and I jerk away from the wall, almost tripping over my feet as I stagger back. By the time I regroup, regain my breath and equilibrium, she is circling the small room, her eyes darting up and down, this way and that, the palms of her hands pushing against the unpainted, concrete walls, feeling for any signs of weakness. “Where am I? Is anybody out there? Why have you brought me here?” she is crying, as if the correct question will trigger a reassuring response. Finally, she gives up, collapses on the cot, cries some more. When she raises her head again—for the second time, she looks right at me—her large blue eyes are bloated with tears and ringed in unflattering red. Or maybe that’s just my imagination at work. A bit of wishful thinking on my part.


She pushes herself back into a sitting position, takes a series of long, deep breaths. Clearly, she is trying to calm herself, while she takes stock of her situation. She glances at what she’s wearing—a pale yellow T-shirt that shouts, MOVE, BITCH, in bright lime-green lettering across its stretched front, low-slung jeans pulled tight across her slender hips. The same outfit she was wearing…when? Yesterday? Last night? This morning?


How long has she been here?


She runs her fingers through long, strawberry-blond hair, then scratches at her right ankle, before leaning back against the wall. Some madman has kidnapped her and is holding her hostage, she is thinking, perhaps already wondering how she can tell this story to maximum effect after she escapes. Perhaps People magazine will come calling. Maybe even Hollywood. Who will they get to play her? The girl from Spider-Man, or maybe that other one, the one who’s all over the tabloids these days. Lindsay Lohan? Is that her name? Or is it Tara Reid? Cameron Diaz would be good, even though Cameron’s more than a decade older than she is. It doesn’t really matter. They’re all more or less interchangeable. Heartstoppers all.


As am I. A heartstopper of a very different kind.


The girl’s face darkens. Once again, reality intrudes. What am I doing here? she is wondering. How did I get here? Why can’t I remember?


What she probably remembers is being in school, although I doubt she recalls much, if anything, of what was being taught. Too busy staring out the window. Too busy flirting with the Neanderthals in the back row. Too busy giving the teacher a hard time. Too ready with the smart remark, the sarcastic comment, the unasked-for opinion. No doubt she recalls the bell sounding at the end of the day, releasing her from her twelfth-grade prison. She likely remembers rushing into the school yard, and bumming a cigarette from whoever is closest at hand. She might remember snatching a Coke from a classmate’s hand, and guzzling it down without thank-you or apology. Several cigarettes and snarky comments later, she may even remember heading for home. I watch her watching herself as she turns the corner onto her quiet street; I catch the tilt in her head as she hears the soft wind whisper her name.


Someone is calling her.


The girl leans forward on the cot, lips parting. The memory is there; she has only to access it. It plays with her senses, goading her, like the bottom line of an eye chart, the letters right there in front of her, but blurred, so that she can’t quite make them out, no matter how hard she strains. It lies on the tip of her tongue, like some exotic spice she can taste but not identify. It wafts by her nose, trailing faint wisps of tantalizing smells, and swirls around the inside of her mouth, like an expensive red wine. If only she could give voice to it. If only she could remember.


What she does remember is stopping and looking around, listening again for the sound of her name in the warm breeze, then slowly approaching a row of overgrown bushes at the edge of a neighbor’s untended front lawn. The bushes beckon her, their leaves rustling, as if in welcome.


And then nothing.


The girl’s shoulders slump in defeat. She has no memory of what happened next. The bushes block her vision, refuse her entry. She must have lost consciousness. Perhaps she was drugged; maybe she was hit on the head. What difference does it make? What matters isn’t what happened before, but what happens next. It’s not important how she got here, I feel her decide. What’s important is how she’s going to get out.


I try not to laugh. Let her entertain the illusion, however fragile, however unfounded, that she has a chance at escape. Let her plot and plan and strategize and resolve. After all, that’s part of the fun.


I’m getting hungry. Probably she is also, although she’s too scared to realize it at the moment. In another hour or two, it’ll hit her. The human appetite is an amazing thing. It’s pretty insistent, no matter what the circumstances. I remember when my uncle Al died. It happened a long time ago, and my memory, like the girl’s, is kind of hazy. I’m not even sure what killed him, to be honest. Cancer or a heart attack. Pretty run-of-the-mill stuff, whatever it was. We were never really all that close, so I can’t say I was terribly affected by his death. But I do remember my aunt crying and carrying on, and her friends offering their condolences, telling her in one breath what a great man my uncle was, how sorry they were at his passing, and in the next breath, complimenting her on the wonderful pastries she’d prepared, saying “Could we please have the recipe?” and “You have to eat something. It’s important to keep up your strength. Al would want that.” And soon she was eating, and soon after that, laughing. Such is the power of pastry.


I don’t have any pastry for this girl, although in a couple of hours, after I’ve grabbed something to eat myself, I may bring her back a sandwich. I haven’t decided yet. Certainly a good host would provide for guests. But then, no one ever said I was a good host. No five stars for me.


Still, the accommodations aren’t all that bad, considering. I haven’t buried her in an underground coffin or thrown her into some snake-and-rat-infested hole. She hasn’t been stuffed into some airless closet or chained to a stake atop a nest of fire ants. Her arms haven’t been bound behind her back; there’s no gag in her mouth; her legs are free to traverse the room. If it’s a little warmer than she might like, she can take comfort in that it’s April and not July, that it’s unseasonably cool for this time of year, and that it’s evening and not the middle of the afternoon. Given my druthers, I too would opt for air-conditioning, as would any sane individual, but one takes what one can get, and in this case, what I could get was this: a dilapidated old house at the edge of a long-neglected field in the middle of Alligator Alley, in the middle of south-central Florida.


The middle of nowhere.


Sometimes being stuck in the middle of nowhere can be a blessing in disguise, although I know at least two girls who would disagree.


I discovered this house about five years ago. The people who built it had long since abandoned it, and termites, mold, and dry rot had pretty much taken over. Far as I can tell, no one’s made any attempt to claim the land or tear this old place down. It costs money to demolish things, after all, even more to erect something in its place, and I seriously doubt that anything worth growing would grow here, so what would be the point? Anyway, I stumbled upon it by accident one morning when I was out, walking around, trying to clear my head. I’d been having some problems on the home front, and it seemed like everything was closing in on me, so I decided the best thing to do was just remove myself from the situation altogether. I’ve always been like that—a bit of a loner. Don’t like confrontations; don’t like to share my feelings all that much. Not that anyone was ever much interested in my feelings.


Anyway, that’s the proverbial water under the bridge. No point brooding about it now, or living in the past. Live for today—that’s my motto. Or die for it. As the case may be.


Die for today.


I like the sound of that.


Okay, so it’s five years ago, and I’m out walking. It’s hot. Summer, I think, so really humid. And the mosquitoes are buzzing around my head, starting to get on my nerves, and I come across this ugly, old field. Half-swamp really. Probably more than a few snakes and alligators hiding in the tall grass, but I’ve never been one who’s afraid of reptiles. In fact, I think they’re pretty awesome, and I’ve found that if you respect their space, they’ll usually respect yours. Even so, I’m careful when I come here. I have a trail pretty well etched out, and I try to keep to it, especially at night. Of course, I have my gun, and a couple of sharp knives, should anything unexpected happen.


You always have to guard against the unexpected.


Somebody should have told that to this girl.


The main part of the house isn’t much—a couple of small rooms, empty, of course. I had to supply the cot, which was kind of tricky, although I won’t get into any of those details now. Suffice to say, I managed it all by myself, which is the way I usually do things. There’s a tiny kitchen, but the appliances have been ripped out, and there’s no running water in the taps. The same is true of the bathroom and its filthy toilet, its once-white seat cracked right down the middle. Wouldn’t want to sit on that thing, that’s for sure.


I’ve thoughtfully provided the girl with a plastic bucket, should she need to relieve herself. It sits in a corner to the left of the door. She kicked at it earlier, when she was flailing around, so right now it’s lying on its side at the other end of the room. Maybe she doesn’t realize yet what it’s for.


The first girl chose to ignore it altogether. She simply lifted up her skirt and squatted right there on the floor. Not that she had to hike her skirt very far. It was so ridiculously short, it could have passed for a belt, which I guess was the look she was going for—strictly Hooker City. Of course, she wasn’t wearing panties, which was pretty disgusting. Some might say she was no better than an animal, although not me. No way I’d say that. Why? Because it disrespects the animals. To say that girl was a pig is to slander the pig. Which, of course, is why I chose her. I knew no one would miss her. I knew no one would mourn her. I knew no one would come looking for her.


She was only eighteen, but already she had that knowing look in her eyes that made her seem much older. Her lips had frozen into a cynical pout, more sneer than smile, even when she was laughing, and the veins on the insides of her skinny arms were bruised with the piercing of old needles. Her hair was a frizzy cliché of platinum curls and black roots, and when she opened her mouth to speak, you could almost taste the cigarettes on her breath.


Her name was Candy—she even had a bracelet with candies for charms—and I guess you could say she was my test case. I’m the kind of person who doesn’t like doing anything halfway—it has to be perfect—and once I knew what I had to do, I realized I’d have to plan everything carefully. Unlike so many people you read about, I have no desire to be caught. Once this project is over, I plan to retire and live peacefully—if not always happily—ever after. So, it was important that I get things right.


Hence, Candy.


I met her at a Burger King. She was hanging around outside, and I offered to buy her a burger, an offer she accepted readily. We talked, although she didn’t have a lot to say, and she clammed up altogether when my questions got too personal. That’s okay. I understand that. I’m not too fond of personal questions myself.


But I did find out some key facts: she’d run away from home at fourteen and had been living on the streets ever since. She’d met some guy; he’d gotten her hooked on drugs, and the drugs had, in turn, gotten her hooked on hooking. After a while, the guy split, and she was on her own again. She’d spent much of the last year moving from place to place, occasionally waking up in a strange hospital room or holding cell. One place was pretty much the same as the next, she said.


I wonder if that’s how she felt when she woke up here, in the underground room of this forgotten, old house.


Did I neglect to mention this room is underground? Shame on me—it’s what makes the place so special, the “pièce de résistance,” if you will.


I said before that, for the most part, houses in Florida don’t have basements. That’s because they’re built on what is essentially quicksand, and you could wake up one morning to find yourself up to your eyeballs in muck. Entire homes have been swallowed up, and I’m not just talking about the older, less substantial ones. There’s a brand-new subdivision going up not far from here, built almost entirely—and ill-advisedly, in my humble opinion, not that anybody has asked for my opinion—on landfill, and one day, one of the houses just up and disappeared. The builders didn’t have to look very far to find it, of course. They were standing on top of it. Serves them right. You can only go so far challenging nature.


If I were going to build a house today, I’d hire the guy who designed this one. True, it’s seen better days, but whoever constructed it was a genius. He created a whole warren of little rooms underneath the main floor, rooms he probably used for storage.


I have something quite different in mind.


Candy didn’t think much of the place when she realized it wasn’t the kind of holding cell she was used to. Once I finally showed myself, and the seriousness of her predicament became clear, she tried all the tricks in her arsenal, said if sex was the goal, there was no way she was doing anything with me on that dirty old cot. She’d do whatever perverted things I wanted, only not here. The idea of sex with this person was so repugnant I was tempted to kill her on the spot, but the game was far from over. I still had some surprises up my sleeve.


Ultimately I killed her with a single bullet to the head. Then I dumped her body in a swamp a few miles away. If anybody finds it, and I doubt they will—it’s been four months after all—there’ll be nothing left to link her to me, no way of determining exactly when she died, at what precise moment her heart stopped beating. Even had she been found immediately, all in one piece, I know enough about DNA, courtesy of all those surgically enhanced forensic experts on TV, to ensure I’ve left no clues.


Just as Candy left no mourners.


But this girl, this heartstopper with the big blue eyes and large, natural breasts, will be different.


Not only will a lot of people be out looking for her—they may even be looking for her now—she’ll be more of a challenge all around. Candy was a trifle dim-witted to be much fun. This girl is stronger, both mentally and physically, so I’ll have to up my game, as they say—move quicker, think faster, strike harder.


She’s looking this way again, as if she knows I’m here, as if she can hear the scribbling of my pen. So I’ll sign off for now, go grab something to eat. I’ll come back later, initiate phase two of my plan.


Maybe I’ll keep the girl alive till morning. Maybe not. Risk management after all. It doesn’t pay to get too cocky.


Stay tuned, as they say. I’ll be back.








Chapter Two




Okay, everybody. Get out your journals.”


Sandy Crosbie leaned back against the front of her desk at the head of the twelfth-grade classroom and watched her twenty-three students—it should have been twenty-five, but both Peter Arlington and Liana Martin were absent—reluctantly separate their journals from the rest of their books and plop them down on their desks with varying degrees of disinterest and dismay. Bored, glazed eyes rolled slowly back toward her. Bodies slumped dispassionately in their seats. Denim-covered legs stretched lazily across the floor. Pencils absently tapped out an overlapping series of unrecognizable tunes. Everybody, including Sandy Crosbie, clearly wished to be somewhere else.


And why not? Who in their right minds wanted to be cooped up inside a stuffy portable when they could be outside cavorting in the sun? (Would any of her twenty-three students—twenty-five if you included the absent Peter Arlington and Liana Martin—even know what cavorting meant? And was cavorting exactly what rumored sweethearts Peter Arlington and Liana Martin were doing in their absence?) Sandy’s gaze floated above the five rows of reluctant scholars toward the portable’s long expanse of side windows. Outside, it was a beautiful April day, although much cooler than was usual for this time of year. At least that’s what everyone kept telling her. “You should have been here last April,” they kept saying. “This is a good ten degrees colder than normal.” But Sandy didn’t mind the cooler temperatures. In fact, she actually preferred them. It reminded her of upstate New York, where she’d been born and raised. Everyone—especially Ian—had always complained about the brutal Rochester winters, but Sandy was one of those rare creatures who’d genuinely enjoyed the snow and often frigid temperatures. She liked bundling up. It made her feel safe.


What the hell was she doing in Torrance, where the average annual temperature was a humid eighty-five degrees?


Last summer’s move to Florida hadn’t been her idea. It had been Ian’s. He’d spent the better part of two years promoting the move from big northern city to small southern town. “It’ll be good for my practice, for our kids, for our marriage,” he’d promised, cajoled, and ultimately badgered. “I’ve made some inquiries, and you won’t have any trouble finding a teaching position. Come on. Where’s your sense of adventure? At least give it a try. Two years tops. I swear if you’re not happy, we won’t stay.”


At least that’s what he said. What he meant was: I’ve fallen madly in love with this woman I met on an Internet chat line, and I’m determined to sell my practice, uproot you and the kids, and move to this little town in Florida to continue the affair in person. If it doesn’t work out, then we can leave.


Which he had. Exactly seven weeks ago today, Sandy calculated silently, her eyes focusing on a poster promoting literacy at the back of the class, in a concerted effort to keep from bursting into tears. While she doubted this was his first affair—her suspicions had been aroused, although never proven, several times over the years—the news that he was leaving her came as a total surprise. She’d actually considered the reason he was so eager to leave Rochester might have been to get away from a dalliance gone stale. It had never occurred to her he might be running toward a fresh one.


So she’d watched in shocked silence as he’d packed his old suitcase and his new doctor’s bag, the one she’d given him as a gift when he’d opened his new office, and moved into a spacious, one-bedroom apartment on the other side of town, which just happened to be around the corner from the home of Kerri Franklin, Barbie clone and Internet paramour extraordinaire. The only thing that had prevented him from actually moving in with the big-lipped, bigger-haired divorcée was that her mother had already beaten him to it, settling in comfortably after the collapse of Kerri’s third marriage, and showing not the slightest inclination of moving out again. Since local gossip held that it was Rose Cruikshank’s money that was responsible for the recent—some might even say alarming—increase in the size of Kerri’s bosom, Kerri was naturally reluctant to kick her mother out in the cold. This April being, after all, ten degrees cooler than usual.


There was also the matter of Kerri’s daughter, Delilah. Sandy glanced toward the first seat of the third row, where, in another of life’s annoying little ironies, the unfortunately named teenager had landed front and center in Sandy’s first-period English class. She currently sat chewing nervously on the end of her black, ballpoint pen, and looking toward the floor, obviously hoping she wasn’t about to be called on to read her latest entry aloud.


Because Torrance had a population of barely four thousand people—according to the sign on the outskirts of town, its official total was 4,160—and most of those people lived in what locals referred to as the suburbs, and what Sandy called the swamps, there was only one high school in town. Torrance High was host to almost four hundred teenagers, and the teacher turnover rate was almost as high as the daily student absentee rate, hence Sandy’s ease at finding a job. The school itself, a sprawling one-story structure, was an attractive, if unimaginative, mix of modern and traditional, wood and stone. It was originally built to hold a maximum of three hundred students, but a sudden explosion in the number of young people in the area had resulted in the recent addition of four portable classrooms at the back of the parking lot. Being the new girl on the block, Sandy had been assigned the last of these mini-prisons, and it was here she taught English literature and composition to the largely disinterested sons and daughters of the good citizens of Torrance. Included among them was Kerri Franklin’s daughter, Delilah.


The name Delilah was unfortunate because, unlike the notorious biblical siren, Kerri Franklin’s eighteen-year-old daughter, while pretty enough, was what once might have been described, euphemistically, as big-boned. When Sandy was feeling generous, she concluded that Delilah likely resembled her father, Kerri’s first husband, who had disappeared from her life when the child was two; when she wasn’t feeling quite so generous, she decided Delilah no doubt looked exactly like her mother had before plastic surgery had turned her into small-town Florida’s answer to Pamela Anderson. When Sandy was feeling downright peckish, she liked to imagine Kerri Franklin’s multiple surgeries collapsing all at once—the tiny button nose popping and falling from her face, the cheek and breast implants leaking, then imploding, the giant lips deflating, the wrinkle-free forehead shriveling, the miles of Botox in her system turning malignant and unleashing their toxins, causing Kerri’s skin to flake, discolor, and turn scabrous.


Sandy sighed, louder than she’d intended. The wayward sigh caught the attention of Greg Watt, a muscle-bound troublemaker she’d moved from the back of the class to the front in her latest effort to retain at least a semblance of control over her restless brood. Greg—tall and vacuously good-looking, with closely cropped blond hair and small, dark eyes—was staring at her as if he were about to pounce. If he were an animal, Sandy thought, he’d be a pit bull.


And she’d be the poor little toy poodle he was about to tear limb from limb, she thought, tucking her curly, chin-length, brown hair behind her right ear, and feeling vulnerable, although she wasn’t sure why.


“Something wrong, Mrs. Crosbie?” he asked.


“Everything’s fine, Greg,” she said.


“Glad to hear it, Mrs. Crosbie.”


Was it her imagination or had he placed undue inflection on the Mrs. part of Mrs. Crosbie? Certainly it was no secret in Torrance that her husband had just left her after almost twenty years of marriage. Nor was it a secret whom he’d left her for. In fact, Sandy had quickly learned that there were few secrets in a town the size of Torrance. It hadn’t taken much longer to realize that, in spite of this, everybody seemed to have one.


“Okay. Who wants to read their latest journal entry?” Sandy asked, bracing herself for the rush of silence she knew would follow. “Any volunteers?” Why am I not surprised? she continued under her breath when eager hands failed to push their way into the air. She looked up and down the first two rows, finally settling on Victor Drummond, in the second-to-last seat of the second row. The boy was dressed completely in black, his naturally tanned face covered by a layer of white powder. Pale blue eyes were outlined in black; the natural pout of his lips was exaggerated by bright, Marilyn Manson–red lipstick. “Victor,” Sandy said with all the cheeriness she could muster. “How about you?”


“You sure you can handle it?” Victor asked with a smirk. He glanced toward the similarly outfitted diva in the seat beside him. The girl, whose name was Nancy, and whose thinly plucked left eyebrow was pierced with three small safety pins, stuck out her tongue.


Sandy winced. She couldn’t bear the sight of the metal stud jutting out from the middle of Nancy’s tongue. It looked too painful. And didn’t the girl worry about infection? Didn’t her parents? Sandy suppressed a second sigh. She considered herself lucky that neither of her children had seen fit to disfigure themselves with stray piercings or tattoos. At least so far.


“I’ll risk it,” she told Victor. “I’m sure you have some very interesting observations to share with the class.” If he was thinking about shooting up the school, she might as well have some advance warning, she reasoned as she walked around her desk, then sank into her chair, waiting, and wondering when this whole Goth fad was finally going to run its course. Hadn’t it been around long enough? Certainly she’d seen enough of it in Rochester, and while she recognized it was largely a rebellion of style over substance, it troubled her nonetheless. Still, she couldn’t help but like Victor, in spite of his ghoulish getup. Unlike most of her students, he possessed an active and fertile imagination, and his compositions, filled with often bizarre and exotic imagery, could usually be relied on to be, if not as provocative as he might have wished, at least moderately interesting.


“You want me to stand up?” Victor hovered several inches above his seat.


“Not necessary.”


Immediately he lowered his skinny backside into his chair. He paused, cleared his throat, then paused again. “‘It’s a full moon,’” he began, reading without expression or inflection. “‘I’m lying here in bed, listening for the howling of the wolves.’”


“There aren’t any wolves in Florida, dipshit,” Joey Balfour called out from the back of the class. Joey was the nineteen-year-old captain of the football team, who was repeating his senior year. He was a strutting stereotype—big, brawny, and brainless—and altogether way too proud of it.


The rest of the class laughed. A paper airplane flew across the room.


“Dipshit,” Victor repeated quietly, but with just enough venom to recapture the class’s attention. “I was talking metaphorically.”


Joey laughed, lifting large hands in front of his wide face, as if trying to shield himself. “Whoa. I didn’t understand. He was talking met-a-phor-i-cally.”


“That’s a pretty big word for such a scrawny little guy,” Greg Watt said, his smile curdling, his voice growing dark.


“Does somebody want to tell the class what it means?” Sandy interjected, hoping to ward off an actual confrontation. She’d taught a whole lesson on metaphors earlier in the year. It would be nice to find out if anybody had actually been paying attention.


Delilah raised her hand.


Wouldn’t you know it? Sandy thought. Not only did she have to have this oversize reminder of her husband’s betrayal staring her in the face first thing every morning, but now the misguided young woman actually felt the need to contribute. Didn’t she know that every time she opened her mouth, it was like a dagger to Sandy’s heart? Talk about metaphors, she thought, shaking her head and dislodging the hair she’d just tucked behind her ear, realizing, technically, it was a simile. “Go ahead, Dee,” she said.


“Dee?” Greg repeated incredulously. “Dee?! Hey, if you’re gonna give her a nickname, how about Deli? Yeah, that’s better. God knows she could eat everything in one.”


Once again, the class erupted in laughter. But unlike Victor, Delilah had no quick comeback, no clever retort.


“That’s enough,” Sandy warned.


“Tell that to the Deli,” Joey Balfour shouted from the back of the room. A fresh wave of laughter swept through the class.


“Or how about Big D?” Greg continued. “You know, like the song—”


“I said, that’s enough.”


Delilah lowered her head, creating an unfortunate double chin. Sandy felt immediately guilty. The poor girl had enough problems without being saddled with a nickname that was worse than the real thing. What had she done? It wasn’t the teenager’s fault that her mother had seduced Sandy’s husband during an intimate online chat. It wasn’t her fault that Ian had grown restless and dissatisfied being the proverbial small fish in a big pond, that he’d yearned to be a bigger fish in a smaller pond.


Make that the biggest fish, Sandy amended. The smallest pond.


Make that frog, she amended further. Make that quagmire.


“Okay. No more of that. Unless you all want to stay late after class.” Immediately the room fell silent. No need for clever retorts when you had power. “Delilah,” Sandy encouraged.


“That’s all right. I like Dee,” Delilah said in the soft, little-girl voice that never failed to surprise Sandy. The voice seemed years—not to mention pounds—removed from the person speaking.


“Okay, then…Dee. Tell us what a metaphor is.”


“It’s a symbol,” Delilah began. “A comparison. Like when you use a word or phrase that normally means one thing to mean something else.”


“What the hell is she talking about?” Greg asked.


“It means Victor wasn’t actually lying in bed listening for wolves howling,” Brian Hensen answered without looking up from his desk. Brian was the sickly son of the school nurse, and his complexion was as pale naturally as Victor’s was after half a jar of powder.


“Then what does he mean, smart-ass?”


“He’s listening for things that go bump in the night,” Brian answered matter-of-factly. “For danger.” He raised his eyes to Sandy’s. “For death.”


“Wow,” said Victor.


“Cool,” said Greg.


Then, for several seconds, no one said anything. “Thank you, Brian,” Sandy managed to whisper, fighting the urge to give both Victor and Brian a huge hug. Maybe she was contributing something after all. Maybe her months here hadn’t been a complete and utter waste of time, as she’d lamented on more than one occasion. Maybe somebody was actually learning something. “Victor, please continue reading your journal.”


Again Victor cleared his throat, then paused several seconds for dramatic effect. “‘Of course I know there aren’t any wolves in Florida,’” he read, an audible sneer in his voice as he glanced toward Joey. “‘But that doesn’t stop me from imagining them gathering outside my room. Will they be there later? I wonder. Will they be waiting for me, as I sneak from my warm bed into the cool darkness of the night? Will they follow me into the forest as I shed my skin, like the thin snake that slithers across my bare toes in the moonlight?’”


“What forest, dipshit?”


“Joey…,” Sandy warned.


“Don’t tell me. It’s another metaphor.”


“‘I find a quiet piece of damp earth,’” Victor continued without prompting. “‘I take the kitchen knife from my belt. I run the serrated edge of the blade along the inside of my arm, watch as blood bubbles to the surface of my skin, like lava from a volcano. I lower my lips, taste my sins, drink my unclean desires.’”


“You’re a nut bar,” Joey pronounced.


This time, despite the literary merits of what she’d just heard, Sandy was inclined to agree with Joey’s assessment. “Okay, Victor. I think we’ve heard enough. Much as I admire the skill with which you’re able to express your fantasies, this was supposed to be an exercise in recording what you actually did last night.”


Victor’s response was to extend his left arm and roll up the sleeve of his black shirt, revealing a long, jagged line that traveled up the underside of his flesh.


“Cool,” said Nancy.


“Holy crap,” said Greg.


“I think you better have the nurse take a look at that,” Sandy said, closing her eyes to the sight.


Victor laughed. “What for? I’m fine.”


“I’m not so sure,” Sandy countered. “Please, go see Mrs. Hensen. Now.” She made a mental note to call Victor’s parents at the end of the day, alert them to their son’s nocturnal activities. Was it possible she’d be telling them something they didn’t already know?


Mind your own business, she could hear Ian scold. He’d always said she got too caught up in the lives of her students. Worry about your own life, he’d said.


Except at the time he’d said it, she hadn’t realized she had anything to worry about.


“Crazy faggot,” Greg muttered as Victor opened the door of the portable classroom and vaulted over the three steps to the pavement.


“Okay, Greg,” Sandy said, jumping to her feet and almost knocking over her chair. “That’s quite enough of that.” She returned to her former position at the front of the desk. “And since you seem so eager to speak, let’s hear what you wrote.”


“Uh, it’s kind of personal, Mrs. Crosbie. Wouldn’t want to embarrass you.”


“That’s all right. I’m not easily embarrassed.”


Greg looked slyly in Delilah’s direction. “I guess not.”


The rest of the class, except for Delilah, joined in, although there were a few gasps from some of the girls. “Can I see your journal please, Greg?” Sandy’s tone indicated this was not a request.


Reluctantly, Greg handed it over. Sandy opened the notebook, her eyes scanning the collection of mostly blank, lined pages. She flipped to the last page and was surprised to find it covered with a series of amazingly good, cartoonlike sketches of instantly recognizable people. There was Lenny Fromm, the so-laid-back-he-was-almost-supine principal of Torrance High, pictured with his blond comb-over almost completely covering his sleepy features; Avery Peterson, the science teacher, who, at thirty-eight, was the same age as Sandy, but who looked much older since he was almost completely bald, and who was portrayed in these drawings as an enormous bowling ball perched atop a pair of tiny, spiderlike legs; and Gordon Lipsman, the drama teacher, represented here by a square, boxlike head containing a large, bulbous nose, and a pair of vaguely crossed eyes.


Sandy was both flattered and appalled to find herself included in the group. She recognized herself immediately in the unruly curls of the caricature’s hair, the exaggerated point of her chin, the pronounced mole that nestled above her full upper lip. The sticklike torso was covered in a long, shapeless dress, and thin arms waved bony fingers high above her head. Is that how they see me? she wondered, scanning the curious faces of her students. A skinny, frazzled harridan?


Is that how Ian saw me?


Her eyes drifted toward the page beside it, where the frazzled harridan was fighting with an Amazon whose gigantic breasts, flowing blond hair, and high-heeled shoes clearly identified her as Kerri Franklin. In the background was a monstrous-sized girl, tears leaping from bulging eyes as she attempted to stuff an entire chicken into her gaping mouth. A second sketch showed the triumphant Amazon holding a man with an enormous erection above her flowing blond mane, her high heels digging into the shapeless form of the prone harridan at her feet, as the monstrous-sized girl reached for another chicken, this one alive and squawking.


Sandy closed the notebook, returned it to Greg without comment. Her heart was beating wildly. But it was important to appear calm, she was thinking, even as she felt a scream rising in her throat. “Tanya,” she said, suppressing both the scream and the threat of tears as she turned her attention to one of the prettiest girls at Torrance High. “Could we hear from you, please?” Sandy forced a smile onto her lips, gratified by how unruffled she’d managed to sound.


Tanya McGovern rose in her seat. Along with Ginger Perchak, who sat two seats over and to the left, and the absent Liana Martin, who normally sat directly behind her, the three girls formed the most popular clique in school. The boys fought for their attention. The other girls emulated their hairstyles, clothes, and attitudes. Even Sandy’s normally sensible seventeen-year-old daughter, Megan, had recently fallen under their spell. At home it was always, Tanya this, and Ginger that. Sandy shuddered, wondering how long it would be before Megan requested a MOVE, BITCH T-shirt, like the one Liana had been wearing yesterday. Where are the parents? she wondered, as she had wondered earlier.


“I’m afraid I didn’t exactly get around to writing in my diary, Mrs. Crosbie.”


Sandy nodded, acknowledging defeat. “Okay, Tanya. You can sit down.”


The girl quickly complied.


“All right. It looks as if you’ve all got a busy night ahead of you,” Sandy told them. “In addition to writing two journal entries—and handing them in at the start of tomorrow’s class—there’ll be a test on the first chapter of Cry, the Beloved Country. Anyone who is absent or who fails to complete the assignment will receive a zero.”


A cascade of groans rumbled toward Sandy’s desk. “What if we’re sick?” someone whined from the back of the room.


“Don’t be.”


“What if we get a note from Dr. Crosbie?” Joey Balfour asked. Once again, several gasps punctuated the laughter that followed.


Mercifully, the bell sounded. Immediately the students jumped to their feet, began fleeing the room. Sandy remained where she was, praying her feet would support her until everyone was gone. “Tanya,” she managed to spit out as the girl was hurrying by.


“Yes, Mrs. Crosbie?”


“Maybe you could tell Liana about tomorrow’s assignment?”


“Sure thing, Mrs. Crosbie.”


“And, Greg,” Sandy added, catching him at the door. “Could I talk to you a minute, please?”


Greg backed away from the door, slowly retraced his steps.


“Catch you later, buddy,” Joey Balfour said on his way out. He winked at Sandy. “Be gentle.”


“I’m sorry about those drawings,” Greg began. “Obviously I didn’t mean for you to see them.”


“Then you might consider leaving them at home next time you come to class.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You might also consider applying to art college after you graduate,” Sandy continued, as Greg’s eyes shot to hers. “You have talent. Real talent. It should be developed.”


“We’re a family of truck farmers, Mrs. Crosbie,” Greg said, blushing at the compliment, then brushing it aside. “I don’t think my father would take too kindly to a son who draws cartoons for a living.”


“Well…something to think about anyway.”


“We’re not exactly big thinkers,” Greg said with a wink. He started back toward the door.


“Greg…?”


Again he stopped, swiveled around on the worn heels of his brown leather boots.


“Go easy on Delilah, would you?”


A sly grin skewered Greg’s generically handsome face. The door to the portable opened, and Greg Watt disappeared in a flash of morning sun.








Chapter Three




Deputy Sheriff John Weber sat behind the massive oak desk in his small office and leaned back in his uncomfortable, hunter-green leather chair. The chair was uncomfortable for two reasons. First, the delicate, Italian design, selected by his wife after perhaps one too many glasses of wine at lunch, was incompatible with his expansive, American frame. (He stood six feet five inches and weighed more than two hundred pounds, and while he used to boast it was two hundred pounds of pure muscle, that was three years and thirty pounds ago.) Second, despite the old building’s spanking new air-conditioning system, which kept the temperature of his office hovering around freezing, the leather somehow always managed to stick to his back. Every time he shifted position, the leather would rip away from his shirt like a Band-Aid, leaving creases in the once crisp, beige cotton. As a result, John always looked vaguely unkempt. His wife, Pauline, complained that people no doubt attributed his slovenly appearance to her poor ironing skills. “They’ll think I just lie in bed all day, drinking and watching TV,” she once whined, a lament that might have been funny had it not been perilously close to the truth. As far as John Weber could tell, lying in bed, drinking and watching TV, was exactly what his wife of nearly sixteen years did with her days.


John stared out the long window that occupied the west wall of his office and wondered how long he could put off going home. Almost everybody else had already left. Only a skeletal staff remained, since nothing much ever happened in Torrance after dark, other than the occasional traffic accident or an impromptu outbreak of fisticuffs. It was almost six o’clock now, and if he stuck around another hour or so, there was a good chance that the frustrations of the day would be offset by a glorious sunset. And John loved the sunset. Not just because the spray of brilliant oranges, pinks, and yellows spattered across the turquoise blue of the sky was so achingly beautiful it made his heart sing, but because the whole process was so wondrously tidy. Having spent most of the last twenty years cleaning up other people’s messes, forty-five-year-old John Weber had developed a profound appreciation for all things neat.


Of course, if he stayed in his office until after the sun had set, he’d have to contend with Pauline’s familiar rant that he was never home, that he was always working, and didn’t he want to be with her? Didn’t he want to spend time with their daughter?


The answer to the first question was easy: no, he didn’t want to be with her. The answer to the second question was also no, although not so easy. Much as John Weber hated to admit it, he didn’t care much for either his wife or his only child. And while it was somewhat acceptable to dislike the woman you’d married because you were too inebriated and careless to appreciate the consequences of not wearing a condom, it was another matter entirely to dislike your own flesh and blood. Their daughter, Amber, named for the color of the wine they’d been drinking the night she was conceived, was now sixteen and already hovered close to six feet tall. She might have been a formidable presence had she not been so damn skinny, and not just normal, everyday skinny, but bones-jutting-out-from-every-angle, so-skeletal-


it-made-you-nervous-just-to-look-at-her skinny. As a result, he tried not to look at her. Lately, he avoided even glancing her way, doing so only when it was unavoidable, and then trying his best not to cringe, although one time he couldn’t help himself, and she’d caught the look of horror in his eyes and run crying from the room. That was months ago, and he still felt guilty.


The whole thing was his fault after all.


He’d been arguing with Pauline because she’d forgotten to call the plumber about the leak in the faucet of the bathroom sink, and the damn dripping was keeping him awake half the night, and she’d promised she’d do it first thing that morning, and of course she hadn’t, which meant he’d have to endure another night of Chinese water torture, and then he’d have to call the plumber himself tomorrow, when he was supposed to be working, and he was still irritated—hell, he was irritated now, almost eight months later—when he saw Amber in the kitchen helping herself to the last of the peach pie in the fridge—the piece he’d been saving for himself—and he’d made some stupid comment about how if she wasn’t careful, she’d end up like Kerri Franklin’s daughter—talk about the pot calling the kettle black—and next thing he knew, the pie was in the garbage and Amber was dropping pounds as if they were flies, and now she was maybe 125 pounds—six feet tall and 125 pounds!—and it was all his fault. He was a lousy parent. A terrible husband and a worse father. So how could he go home when every time he walked through the front door of their messy bungalow, he was greeted by his own failings and swiftly wrapped in the open arms of despair?


He’d tried talking to Pauline about their daughter, but she’d brushed aside his concerns. “Pas de problème,” she’d sniffed in her annoying habit of throwing French phrases into their conversations. It was the style to be superskinny these days. She rhymed off a bunch of television actresses he’d never heard of, then pointed to the covers of half a dozen fashion magazines that lay across the bed, like squares on a quilt. All boasted pictures of shapeless young women, their monstrous-sized heads overwhelming their sticklike bodies. Whatever happened to tits and ass? he’d wondered.


Of course, if tits and ass was what you were looking for, there was always Kerri Franklin.


John shook his head, trying not to picture the voluptuous woman writhing beneath him, trying not to hear his name escaping those obscenely lush lips. Their affair, wedged in between husbands number two and three, had lasted only a few months, although it had enjoyed a brief resurgence after the departure of husband number three. That was after the surgery on her eyes but before the latest round of implants, and definitely before Ian Crosbie had arrived on the scene. John wondered if there’d be another heated reunion once the good doctor came to his senses and went back to his wife. He wondered what it felt like to have silicone breasts and collagen-enhanced lips. He wondered why women did such terrible things to themselves, why they were so willing, even eager, to turn themselves into living cartoons.


Skeletons and cartoons, John was thinking as the phone rang. He reached across his desk and picked up the receiver. “Weber,” he announced instead of hello.


“Good,” his wife said. “You’re still there.”


John smiled. Finally, he was thinking. Something they could agree on. “What’s up?”


“I was wondering what you felt like for dinner.”


John felt instantly guilty—for thinking ill of his wife, for his affair with Kerri Franklin, for dredging up excuses not to go home. “I don’t know. Maybe—”


“I thought you could pick up something from McDonald’s. They’ve been showing these commercials for McChicken sandwiches all afternoon, and it’s really put me in the mood.”


John rubbed at the bridge of his nose, scratched at his receding hairline, and let out a deep breath. “I’m not sure what time I’ll be getting home,” he began, grateful when he saw a late-model, white Cadillac pull into the parking lot, and Howard and Judy Martin emerge, a look of grim determination on their faces. Clearly something was wrong. Just as clearly, he would have to stay and find out what it was. “Looks like I might be tied up here for a while—”


The line went dead in his hands.


“Thank you for being so understanding,” John continued, waving the Martins inside his office. “Howard…Judy,” he said, rising to his feet and motioning toward the two brown, high-back chairs in front of his desk. “Is there a problem?” It was a stupid question, he realized, sitting back down, and noting the stiffness of Howard’s posture, the anxious twisting of the tissue in Judy Martin’s manicured fingers, the look of fear in their matching blue eyes. They’d been the best-looking kids in high school, and twice been crowned prom king and queen, an honor that had yet to be repeated. Judy had gone on to win a host of local beauty pageants—Miss Broward County, Miss Citrus Fruit, second runner-up to Miss Florida—before marrying Howard, and her brown, upswept hair always looked as if it were awaiting its tiara. But even with too much makeup—John tried to remember if he’d ever seen her without it—she was a beautiful woman.


Howard, tall, trim, and still boyishly handsome, grabbed his wife’s hand and held tight to her trembling fingers. “It’s Liana. She’s missing.”


“Missing? For how long?”


“Since yesterday.”


“Yesterday?”


“Apparently, she didn’t come home from school.”


“Apparently?” John repeated, thinking he must have misunderstood. Howard and Judy Martin were involved, concerned parents. If one of their children hadn’t come home from school the previous afternoon, why had they waited until now to pay him a visit?


“We were in Tampa,” Judy explained softly, as if reading his mind. “Howard had some business there, and Meredith was competing in this junior pageant. We thought we could combine…” Her voice drifted off. She stared out the window behind John’s head.


“We called home last night,” Howard continued, “but the boys never said a thing about Liana not being there. Apparently they assumed she was with her boyfriend, and they didn’t want to get her in trouble.”


“We got back around two o’clock this afternoon,” Judy said. “We assumed everyone was in school. But when Liana wasn’t home by five o’clock, I started to get worried. I asked the boys if their sister had told them she’d be late, and that’s when they confessed she hadn’t come home yesterday. I called Peter right away. He said he hadn’t seen her either.”


“Peter?” John grabbed a pen, began scribbling notes on a pad of white paper. This was starting to sound more serious than he’d first imagined, although he was certain everything would resolve itself favorably in reasonably short order.


“Peter Arlington. He’s been her boyfriend for about six months now.”


“They fight all the time,” Howard added with a shake of his head. “They’re always breaking up, getting back together, breaking up again.”


“You know how it is with young love,” Judy added, the words catching in her throat.


John nodded, although, in truth, he didn’t know. He’d never really been in love.


“Peter said the last time he saw Liana was yesterday at school. Apparently they had some kind of disagreement, and they weren’t talking to each other, so he didn’t call her last night. And then he wasn’t feeling well today, so he stayed home from school.”


John narrowed his eyes, tried to picture Peter Arlington. The name didn’t ring any immediate bells. “You believe him?”


“What do you mean?”


John noted enviously that Howard’s hairline was still intact, although he was starting to gray at the temples. He’d grow old gracefully and with dignity, John thought, leaning forward in his seat and feeling the extra pounds around his middle press rudely against the desk. “This Peter kid—do you believe him?”


“I hadn’t thought about it,” Howard admitted. “I just assumed he was telling the truth.”


“Why?” Judy asked. “You think he’s lying?”


“I have no idea.” John fed Peter Arlington’s name into the computer on his desk and was relieved when it came up empty. “He’s not in the system, which is good.”


“What does that mean?”


“He’s never been arrested, never been to jail.”


“Oh, no. Liana would never get involved with anyone like that,” Judy assured John.


“All right. Let’s back up a minute here,” John said. “After you called Peter, did you phone anyone else?”


“Of course. I called all of Liana’s friends.”


“They are…?”


“Tanya McGovern and Ginger Perchak. They’re her best friends. I called them first.”


John scribbled down the familiar names. Tanya had played one of Amber’s sisters in Torrance High’s production of Fiddler on the Roof last year. Liana Martin had played the other.


“And then I phoned Maggie Mackenzie and Ellen Smythe. I even called Victor Drummond.”


“Victor Drummond?” her husband asked. “Why would you call that freak, for God’s sake?”


“Well, he and Liana played lovers in Fiddler on the Roof, and then she was partnered with him on that science project for Mr. Peterson earlier in the year, and she said he was really nice, that he wasn’t weird at all once you got to know him, and I had the feeling that she always kind of liked him—”


“Liked him? What are you talking about?”


“—so I thought I’d take a chance.”


“She wasn’t with him,” John stated softly.


Judy shook her head. Her hair didn’t move. “No one has seen her since yesterday afternoon. Tanya said she called Liana’s cell phone a bunch of times and left a slew of messages, but that Liana never called her back.”


“Have you tried her cell?” John asked, although he already knew the answer. Of course they’d tried their daughter’s cell.


“The last time we tried it was in the car on the way over here,” Howard confirmed. “She’s not picking up.”


“It’s like she’s disappeared off the face of the earth.” Judy bit her quivering lowering lip. Her eyes filled with tears. The tears teetered precariously on her lower lids.


“Has she ever done anything like this before?”


“Never,” Judy said adamantly.


“We’re not saying she’s perfect,” Howard amended. “She’s stubborn and headstrong, and she has a mouth on her when she gets mad, but all in all, she’s a good kid.”


“Can you think of any reason she might have had to run away?”


“Run away?” her mother asked. “From what?”


“Were there any problems at home?”


“What kind of problems?”


John hated when people answered his questions with more of their own. “Was she upset about something? Or angry? Maybe you’d imposed a curfew…,” he continued before they could ask for specifics.


“She didn’t have a curfew. She wasn’t angry or upset. There were no problems.”


“Has she been anxious, maybe a little depressed?”


“Anxious? Depressed?” Judy repeated.


“Well, you said she’d had a fight with her boyfriend…”


“They were always fighting,” Howard said dismissively. “To them, it’s foreplay.”


“What are you getting at?” Judy asked John, a wrinkle of worry furrowing her otherwise unlined brow. “You think she might have done something to hurt herself?”


“Kids this age are very vulnerable,” John said, thinking of Amber. “If she was upset about anything…”


“She wasn’t,” Howard said.


“Would she tell you if she was?”


“She’d tell me,” Judy said. Then less assuredly: “I think she’d tell me.”


“Is there any chance she might be pregnant?” John asked quietly, hoping the softness of his voice would offset any potential explosion from the other side of the desk. It had been his experience that parents, no matter how open-minded they considered themselves to be, were uncomfortable imagining their children’s sex lives.


Howard Martin covered his lips with his hand, cursed under his breath. Even still, the words were clear: “Son of a bitch.”


“She was on the pill,” Judy volunteered after a pause of several seconds.


“What?” her husband asked.


“She’s eighteen,” Judy said. Then forcefully: “Liana wasn’t anxious. She wasn’t depressed. And she wasn’t pregnant. She certainly wouldn’t have done anything to hurt herself.”


“And she wouldn’t just take off without telling us.”


“Have you checked her computer?” John asked.


“Her computer?”


“You know how much time these kids spend on the Internet. Maybe she met some guy in a chat room.” For the second time that afternoon, John found himself thinking about Kerri Franklin. Hadn’t she met her Dr. Crosbie in exactly that way? At least, that was the local scuttlebutt. Amber had come home from school one day, breathless with the news that her English teacher’s husband had left her for Delilah Franklin’s mother, and you’ll never believe how they met!


“I didn’t think to check her computer,” Howard said. “I don’t even know her password. Do you?” he asked his wife.


She shook her head. “Maybe the boys know.”


Immediately Howard pulled his cell phone out of the pocket of his tan-colored windbreaker. He punched in a series of numbers and waited. “Noah, do you know your sister’s password?” he asked without preamble. “Yes, of course, for the computer,” he said impatiently. “She won’t kill you,” Howard assured him. “But I might if you don’t tell me what it is right now…. Okay. Thanks. I take it she hasn’t called?” He snapped the tiny phone shut, then returned it to his pocket. “Her password is Jell-O, and there’s been no word.”


“I’ll need her e-mail address.”


Again Howard looked to his wife to supply it. She did so with a hollow voice that seemed to be coming from another room altogether.


“I’ll have one of our guys look into it first thing in the morning.”


“Is there anything we can do tonight?”


“Well, it’ll be getting dark soon, but I’ll have a police cruiser take a look around.” John noted a flash of disappointment streak through Judy’s eyes. “And I’ll snoop around a little myself,” he added quickly, trying not to picture the sunset he’d been looking forward to. He understood that most people, especially people in a small town like Torrance, liked to feel they were dealing with the person in charge. In charge of what? he wondered, scratching at his upper lip. When was the last time he’d felt in charge of anything? “Does she have any favorite haunts? Places she likes to go?”


“Merchant Mall,” Judy said. “But it’ll be closed now.”


“And Chester’s,” Howard added, naming the hamburger-joint-cum-pool-hall that was a popular hangout for many of the area’s teens.


“I’ll check it out.” John had never liked Chester’s. It was managed by Cal Hamilton, a former bouncer from South Beach, whose wife was always covered with bruises. “Are any of her things missing?”


“Her clothes are all in her closet,” Judy said. “Her CDs, her makeup, everything is where it always is. Except for her school stuff and her purse, which she would have had with her. You don’t think something awful’s happened to her, do you?” she continued in the same breath, unable any longer to prevent the question that had been circling their heads, like a menacing crow, from swooping into their laps.


How do you answer a question like that? John asked himself. “I don’t know,” he said, opting for honesty. “I hope not, and certainly there’s no evidence to suggest anything bad has happened.” Except, of course, that she’s been missing for more than twenty-four hours, he thought, but didn’t say. Their ashen faces told him they were thinking the same thing.


Still, the reality was that most missing teens turned out to be runaways. They surfaced eventually, not terribly apologetic, some even indignant, and always rather surprised by all the fuss their disappearance had caused. But this didn’t seem to be the case here. From everything the Martins had just told him, there was no reason to believe Liana had run away. She was a popular, well-adjusted teenager with lots of friends and few worries. Of course, the parents were often the last to know if there were any real problems, and so he’d have a few officers start interviewing Liana’s friends privately, and he’d personally stop in at Chester’s before heading home. Pauline wouldn’t be pleased. But then, with any luck, she’d be asleep by the time he crept into bed. “Do you have a recent picture of your daughter?” he asked.


Judy reached into her red leather purse. “I have this one. She never liked it. She says it makes her nose look too big, but it’s always been one of my favorites because she looks so happy.” She removed the small, color photograph from its red leather frame and handed it across the desk.


John smiled at the image of the pretty girl with the long, reddish blond hair. Both mother and daughter were right, he thought. The picture did make Liana’s nose look bigger than it was, but her smile was wide and genuine. She did indeed look happy. He hoped she was somewhere smiling right now. He didn’t think so, he realized glumly, pocketing the picture. “I’ll take this over to Chester’s, maybe stop at a few other places, show the picture around, see if anybody’s seen her. If she’s not back by morning, we’ll make up some flyers, post them around town.”


“Should we alert the media?” Howard asked.


“That won’t be necessary at this time.” John almost smiled. There was no real media in Torrance, other than a biweekly newsletter that consisted mainly of local produce prices, advertisements, and obituaries. Most people in the area received either the Sun-Sentinel out of Fort Lauderdale or the Miami Herald. If Liana still hadn’t turned up by the weekend, he’d alert both those papers, as well as the sheriff’s departments in each city. If necessary, he’d contact the FBI.


“Do you think she might have been kidnapped?” Judy asked, again reading his mind.


“Well, it’s been over twenty-four hours and you haven’t received any ransom notes,” John told her. “I think you would have by now.”


“What if it’s not money they’re after,” Judy continued, speaking more to herself than to the sheriff. “What if some lunatic took my daughter, what if he—”


“Judy, for God’s sake,” her husband interrupted.


“Let’s try to think positive thoughts,” John advised, although positive thoughts wouldn’t do Liana Martin any good if, in fact, some lunatic had grabbed her. He made a mental note to ask everyone he interviewed tonight if they’d noticed any strangers in the area in the last few weeks, and he’d tell his officers to do the same. “In the meantime,” he said, coming around the desk, “you go home, and try to stay calm. I’ll call you after I’ve checked around a bit. Here’s my cell number. Phone me right away if you think of anything else. Don’t worry about what time it is.”


“What if she’s hurt? What if she’s lying on the side of a road somewhere?”


“We’ll organize a search party in the morning,” John told Judy Martin, knowing that if her daughter was, in fact, lying on the side of the road anywhere in the area, the odds were good she wouldn’t be there for long. There was a good reason they called it Alligator Alley.


He ushered Howard and Judy Martin out of his office, promising again to call them as soon as he’d checked things out. “We’ll find her,” he promised, as another troubling image seized his brain. He recalled another woman who’d sat in his office approximately one month ago, hands twisting in her lap, eyes brimming with tears, as she told essentially the same story. He’d dismissed her concerns—the woman was from nearby Hendry County, and therefore technically not his problem, and she’d admitted her daughter was a habitual runaway and drug addict who often turned tricks to support her habit. He hadn’t given the girl’s disappearance much thought, but as he watched Liana Martin’s distraught parents get into their car and drive off, he couldn’t help but wonder if the two disappearances were somehow connected. “You’ve been watching too much television,” he scoffed, trying not to picture his own daughter, Amber, her skinny body lying twisted in a ditch by the side of the road, her neck broken by some lunatic’s monstrous hands.


Then he walked purposefully from the room.





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/fm.jpg
HEARTSTOPPER

A NOVEL

JOY FIELDING

ATRIA BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
HEARTSTOPPER

A NOVEL

JOY FIELDING

ATRIA BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





