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Gimme a Kiss
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INTO A WATERY GRAVE…

“Right away, I went into the water with a bunch of other people.”

“Did Kirk dive in?”

“Yeah. When Jane didn’t come up after a few seconds, he didn’t even wait to take off his shirt. He was frantic to find her. We all were.”

“Go on.”

Alice gestured helplessly. “It was awful. We kept looking and there was nothing. You know, even when people drown, they usually float to the surface. We didn’t know what to do. Finally my dad had me get into my scuba equipment and go to the bottom.”

“Did you see any sign of Jane’s equipment down there?”

“No, nothing. But at that depth, I didn’t make a real thorough check.”

“Why not?”

Alice’s lip quivered. “If I found her on the floor, I knew I’d just be finding her body….”
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PROLOGUE


In the Room

THE GIRL LOOKED SCARED. SEATED at the gray utilitarian police station table, her pale, pretty face streaked with tear tracks, she looked just like a teenager who had seen friends die.

But how many friends? Lieutenant Fisher wondered, studying Alice Palmer through the slightly ajar door as she nervously tapped the tabletop with the knuckles of her right hand, her weary eyes focused on the featureless green wall, her shapely red mouth closed, silent. It was one in the morning and the night was still young; they were still counting up the missing. Sighing, as much from fatigue as from distress over the recent tragedies—the phone had snapped him from deep sleep less than an hour ago—he pushed the door open all the way and entered the sparsely furnished interrogation room.

“Who are you?” a grossly overweight gentleman instantly demanded, lumbering to his feet on the other side of the table from Alice Palmer. Lieutenant Fisher knew who the man was without asking—the father, obviously, there to be sure his daughter’s constitutional rights were not violated. And Fisher had seen his face before, in local ads, above slogans reminding people that their smiles weren’t a God-given right but a privilege that had to be earned with regular dental care. Dr. Palmer was one of Santa Barbara’s most successful dentists.

Fisher knew he had to get the father out of the room. Otherwise, he’d never get the full story from the girl.

“I’m Lieutenant Fisher,” he said, offering his hand. The dentist took it after a brief hesitation. “I’ve been placed in charge of this case.”

Dr. Palmer looked doubtful. “Aren’t you sort of young?”

Fisher had heard that question often. Oddly enough, he did not deserve the question, not exactly; he thought he looked all of his thirty-three years. The problem was, he’d been told he didn’t look like a cop. His girlfriend said it was because he was too cute. Six feet tall with dark brown hair and hazel eyes, Fisher occasionally wondered what a real cop would look like. But he suspected his captain had called him in—and not another detective—for this very reason. A young lady like Alice Palmer, the captain had probably reasoned, would feel more comfortable in front of a charming face. Whatever the captain’s reason, Fisher was glad he’d gotten the assignment. He was good at his job, probably the best in the department. If Alice Palmer was hiding anything, he was confident it wouldn’t remain hidden.

“I’ve been a police officer for a dozen years.” He continued, before Alice’s father could respond, “May I speak to your daughter alone?”

Dr. Palmer’s doubtful expression deepened. Glancing down at Alice, who appeared to welcome the request for her father to leave, he replied, “No, I want to stay.”

“I’d advise against it,” Fisher said firmly.

Dr. Palmer shifted nervously, putting a hand on his large belly, again glancing at his daughter. “Why? She came down here voluntarily. She isn’t under arrest or anything. You can’t—”

“Of course Alice isn’t under arrest,” Fisher interrupted smoothly. “But at least two kids have died today. A third is missing. We have to get to the bottom of this, and quickly.” He paused, softening his tone. “I’d appreciate your cooperation, Dr. Palmer.”

“I don’t know.”

“Father,” Alice said, reaching across the table and putting her hand on his arm, “I’ll be fine.”

Dr. Palmer frowned. “You shouldn’t even be here.” He checked his watch. “You should be home in bed like a good girl.”

Like a good girl? Fisher wondered. Given the circumstances—in the last few hours two of Alice’s supposedly closest friends had been wiped off the face of the earth—it was pretty weird to be talking about being in bed and being good.

Alice started to speak, then bowed her head; it was obvious she didn’t often tell her father what to do. Fisher could feel the opportunity slipping away.

“I have three sets of grieving parents waiting for me to tell them what Alice knows,” he said quickly. In reality, he had only two sets of parents—they had not been able to locate Jane Retton’s mother and father—and neither of them even knew he was trying to question Alice. Yet the lie caused him no guilt. He could see Dr. Palmer start to waver as he walked around the table to stand behind Alice.

“I won’t have you harassing my angel,” he said, putting his fat hands on his daughter’s shoulders. “I won’t stand for it.”

Fisher nodded. “I’m just here to listen.”

The father pointed to the door. “I’m going to be right outside in the hallway, young man. I’m only giving you a few minutes.”

“Fine.” Fisher intended to keep her all night, if that was what it took. He had already alerted another officer to hustle Dr. Palmer off to the snack bar the instant he had the dentist out of the room.

Dr. Palmer spoke to his daughter. “You call me if you need me. You hear?”

Alice smiled weakly, nodding. Fisher stepped aside and let Dr. Palmer by. As he shut the dentist out, Fisher wished there were a lock on the door.

Now we begin, he thought, turning to Alice. It was only then that he began to fully appreciate what an attractive young woman she was. Her shiny black hair hung long and straight over her shoulders, but fell in large, soft waves close to her round cheeks. There was an innocence in her features, in the smoothness of her skin and the wideness of her gray eyes that the anxiety of the situation had not erased. The father’s nickname echoed in Fisher’s head.

Angel Alice.

Yet as Fisher sat down across from her, he noticed her left hand had moved to the corner of her mouth, as though she were subconsciously afraid of what might pass her lips. Or perhaps she was just trying to hide a sore that appeared to be forming there. He knew from experience he could read too much meaning into body language. Signs of stress did not necessarily imply guilt.

He opened the book he had been holding, Wilcox High’s annual from the year before. He placed it at such an angle that both Alice and he would be able to look at it. The dead or missing teenagers, he had been told, were all pictured in the junior class section.

“Your father watches out for you, doesn’t he?” he remarked, carefully searching the pages for the last names he had memorized a few minutes before.

“He’s always been that way. It wasn’t you.”

Fisher smiled. “I bet he’s hard on your boyfriends when they come to visit.”

“Sometimes.”

He nodded toward a diet root beer standing beside her on the table, searching for anything to break the ice before getting down to business. “Does that have NutraSweet in it?”

“I think so, yeah.”

“Being the daughter of a dentist, I bet there isn’t a lot of sugar in your house?”

“No, not much. Except at holidays and stuff.”

He smiled again. “Tell me the truth: when you’re out with friends, what do you order?”

“Pardon?”

“I bet you never ask for a diet anything. I had a girlfriend in college whose dad was a dentist. Once she got out of the house, she turned into an instant sugar freak. I’d take her out to dinner and she’d have three kinds of dessert, nothing else. But she flossed all the time. I guess some habits die hard. Before I’d kiss her good night, she’d pull out those damn plastic strings.”

Alice’s hand slipped a notch from her mouth, and she allowed a trace of a smile. “Sounds like me. I think I’m the only one in school who has floss in her gym locker.”

“I’m not surprised. Hey, want a Coke? A real Coke?”

She hesitated. “My dad—”

“I’m going to have one.”

“Yeah, sure. All right.”

There was a soft drink machine in the corner. He had plenty of quarters. A minute later they were both sipping sodas. He had lied about his college girlfriend in an effort to give them something in common. And he wanted her drinking a Coke with him so they’d be sharing something the father would disapprove of; a little thing, but such a psychological ploy could often mean the difference between hearing the truth and being told lies. He went back to the yearbook, with Alice now following his search through the pages.

“Alice, before we go into what happened, there’re some people I’d like you to give me a brief description of. Okay?”

“Sure.”

He came to the first one: Patty Brane. Naturally, Fisher recognized her; they had met not more than ten minutes before. She was currently waiting in a nearby room with her parents and a three-piece-suited lawyer who had told her not to breathe a word about anything.

Like Alice, Patty was pretty, though her attractiveness was of different sort. Patty had obviously been around. In the short time Fisher had been in the room with her, she had checked out his body from head to tail. And her own body was nothing to laugh at; these kids seemed to be developing quicker each year.

“You know her?” Fisher asked, pointing to the picture. Patty’s blond hair had been a lot shorter and a lot darker the year before.

Alice nodded. “Patty, yeah.”

“Is she a friend of yours?”

“No. I mean, we don’t talk much.”

“Did you know she’s here at the station?”

“No.”

“What’s she like?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is she nice? Is she mean? Is she smart?”

Alice thought for a moment. “I don’t like saying bad things about people.”

“You two don’t get along?”

“Well, not really. We don’t hang out with the same people. But…”

“Yes?”

Alice paused. “What did she say about me?”

He didn’t want Alice to know exactly what he knew, which was next to nothing. “Not much. But as you were saying?”

Alice averted her eyes. “She’s bad.”

“Bad?”

“She’s loose, you know, with guys.”

“I see.” He turned a couple of pages, coming to Kirk Donner. Blond and tan, Kirk had the same surf-and-sand look as Patty; however, he wasn’t nearly as attractive. There was a cockiness in the line of his mouth, and his curly hair needed combing. But the photo included enough of his wide shoulders to make it clear Kirk Donner wasn’t a kid it would have been easy to mess with; he had a build.

“How about this guy?” he asked.

Alice winced. “That’s Kirk. He was Jane’s boyfriend.”

“And Jane was your best friend?”

“Yes.”

“Did you like Kirk?”

The question hurt. Her hand went back to her mouth. “I used to like him a lot.”

“What happened?”

“He was—he used to be my boyfriend.”

“Did you break up with him or did he break up with you?”

The question was awfully blunt, but she didn’t hesitate to answer. “I left him.”

“Why?”

“We—didn’t get along.”

“Did Jane and he get along?”

Alice took a breath. “They seemed to.”

Fisher closed the annual over his forearm. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I’m fine.”

He reopened the book, turned more pages. Sharon Less was next. Although she was plain compared to Alice and Patty, her smile literally jumped off the page. Fisher suspected she was the friendliest of the lot.

“Tell me about Sharon,” he said.

“She’s my friend. I mean, the three of us, Jane and Sharon and I hang out together.” Alice paused. “She’s nice.”

She had not spoken of Sharon in the past tense. “Do you know where she is now?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“I thought—”

“What?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know where she is.”

Fisher let the moment hang, finally asking, “Is it possible she’s dead?”

Alice appeared genuinely confused. “Don’t you know, one way or the other?”

“No. As the captain must have told you, we can’t locate her.”

A tear rolled down her cheek, and she lowered her head. “Maybe she’ll show up.”

“I hope so.”

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. “Yes?” Fisher called, hoping it wasn’t Alice’s father. His wish was granted. Young and eager, Officer Rick pushed open the door and stuck his head inside. Rick was actually his first name; he looked too wet behind the ears to be addressed by his last name, which was Kraken.

“Dr. Hilt wants you to know he’s doing the positive I.D. on the body now,” Rick said. “He told me it wouldn’t take long.”

Fisher stood quickly and ushered Rick back into the hallway outside the door. He wanted Alice to hear only what he decided she should hear. “I thought he didn’t have much to work with?”

“He has the skull intact.”

“Does he know yet if the remains are female or male?”

“Hilt didn’t say one way or the other.” Officer Rick shook his head, paling. “I helped bring in what he does have. What a mess. It gives me the creeps.”

Fisher searched the deserted hallway. “Where’s Dr. Palmer?”

“The captain’s entertaining him in the snack bar.”

“Good. Keep him there. And keep me up to date.”

Fisher returned to the room, sat down, and again flipped through the annual, searching for one last picture.

“Alice,” he said casually, “what am I investigating here?”

She wiped at her face with the sleeve of her light blue sweater. “I don’t understand?”

“It’s late, Alice. I was told you woke up your dad and had him bring you down to the station because you knew something about these deaths that the rest of us don’t?”

Alice nodded. “I do.”

“How did you know we had another death tonight?”

“I heard about it on the news. On the radio.”

Fisher silently cursed the local media. “Which station?”

“I don’t remember.”

He paused in his search through the book, stared her straight in the eye. “Was either Kirk or Sharon or Jane murdered?”

“No.” She considered the question for a moment. “Kirk’s death was accidental. Though, in a way, it was Jane’s fault. And I think—I think Jane killed herself.”

Fisher turned another page. “The coroner is examining what is left of the body we found up in the hills. Are you saying he will identify the remains as belonging to Jane?”

“Yes. Did your people only find one body up in the hills?”

“So far. Will we find another?”

She shrugged stiffly. “I was just wondering, that’s all.”

He had reached the Rs. Jane Retton’s photograph was in the top right corner of the page. She had an interesting face. There was none of the frivolousness he had glimpsed in the others. Staring at her blue eyes, set deep beneath her shiny brown bangs, he wondered why she had chosen not to smile for the camera. Although she did not possess the obvious beauty of Alice and Patty, there was something alluring in the way she held her head; she seemed to be keeping herself apart from her surroundings. And yet, at the same time, she looked somehow very vulnerable.

And I’ll never meet her, Fisher thought. The day’s losses suddenly hit him in a personal way. A few months before graduating from high school was a turning point in a kid’s life. Something in Jane’s face caused him to believe she could have done great things had she been given the chance.

“She never liked having her picture taken,” Alice said, watching him.

“Why was that?”

“She never thought she looked like the person they had photographed.”

Fisher sighed silently, closed the book. “Tell me more.”

“She was intense.”

Interesting choice of words. Fisher would have said Alice herself was intense. He reached for the legal notepad that lay on the table, then pulled out his pen. Leaving several lines after each name, he jotted down the principal characters they would be discussing, adding a brief notation to aid him in keeping them straight.


	Patty: Sexy bad girl. Disliked by Alice. Refuses to talk.

	Kirk: Boyfriend of Jane and Alice. May have died accidentally.

	
Sharon: Friend of Jane and Alice. Big smile. Missing.

	Jane: Friend of Alice and Sharon. Intense. Possible suicide.



Fisher leaned back in his chair, reached for his Coke. He would keep his notes on Alice in his head. “Tell me what happened,” he said.

Alice swallowed. “I don’t know where to start.”

“At the beginning.”

Alice closed her eyes for a moment. “That would be yesterday morning, or rather Friday morning—I guess it’s already Sunday morning now. Yeah, that’s when things got all messed up. Jane started it with what she wrote in her diary.”

“You know what she wrote?”

“Yes. A fantasy.”






CHAPTER I

THE DIARY WAS NOT A real diary, but an ordinary three-hundred-page spiral notebook, with numerous ink doodles on its yellow covers. Later, Jane Retton was to realize that if she’d had a real diary, her life would not have taken the awful turn it did on that fourth Friday of her senior year.

The notebook was an old friend; she had written in it weekly since her sophomore year. Because her handwriting was small and precise, she still had a good fifty blank pages left. She stuck with it, instead of purchasing a more fashionable model, because she seldom had a spare penny to her name, and because no one would ever mistake the notebook for a diary, so no one would be tempted to take a peek inside. The latter reason was the main one, and yet it had occurred to her from time to time that the use of reverse psychology might very well turn against her someday. Jane Retton did not suffer from excessive paranoia, but she did like to be careful.

That particular Friday morning had started early for her. Her mom and dad were going camping in the Sierras for a long weekend, and she had gotten up at dawn to help them make sandwiches and load the car. Although they were leaving without her, she shared in their excitement at getting away; she would be embarking on her own trip the following day. Along with about sixty of her classmates, she would sail to the Santa Barbara Islands to swim and hike and goof off. She had been looking forward to the trip for a long time.

Once her parents had left, Jane waited for her friends, Alice Palmer and Sharon Less, to pick her up for school. Despite her meager resources, Jane had bought a car of her own, a green ’78 Toyota Corolla. She had saved for it with the salary she earned working part-time in Alice’s dad’s dental office. Unfortunately, the carburetor had clogged arteries or something and wasn’t burning gasoline in a steady stream; the car kept stalling. Next paycheck she would have someone look at it, but until then, she didn’t mind using Alice Palmer as a chauffeur. Dentists made out all right, and Dr. Palmer couldn’t spend enough on his “little girl.” Alice owned a Jaguar.

It was Dr. Palmer who had rented the sailboat and crew for the weekend excursion to the islands. Indeed, he was to be their skipper. Jane had sailed with him before. He knew how to handle himself on the water.

While waiting for her ride, Jane decided to write for a bit in her diary, and retreated to the desk in her bedroom. The desk faced a spacious north window, granting her, day in and day out, a view of Santa Barbara’s hills—another place she enjoyed visiting. Sharon’s parents owned a cabin in those hills.

Jane slipped her diary-notebook from its hiding place at the bottom of the left-hand drawer. She didn’t need time to decide what she was going to write about; she had been daydreaming about it for a while now, ever since she had gone out with her boyfriend last Saturday. She was going to put down on paper what it had been like to make love to Kirk Donner.

But before she recorded the passionate night for a posterity she had no intention of ever letting see—never mind read—her diary, she turned to the page on which she had described how Kirk first asked her out.


August 8th (30 days of vacation left and counting)

Dear Diary,

It happened! I knew it would! Kirk asked me out on a date. I can hardly believe it. I’m so excited. I’m practically talking to myself. I’ve just got to tell you about it.

I was getting ice cream at the Häagen-Dazs in the mall. I was standing there trying to figure out what I wanted when suddenly I had an urge for a banana split. Now, you know as well as I do (since we are the same person) that I have never had a banana split in my life. I don’t even like bananas. The way things turned out, my urge to eat a split must have come from somewhere “out there.” Coincidence can’t explain it. You’ll see what I mean.

Anyway, so I told the girl what I wanted, and she dug around and came up with what turned out to be the only banana they had left. It was a real whopper. It was so big that I was sure—to make up the difference in cost and stuff—they would hardly give me any ice cream. I actually started wondering what I had gotten myself into.

Then Kirk walked in. At first he didn’t even see me. He went right up to the girl behind the counter and said he wanted a banana split. Of course the girl immediately pointed to me and said I had taken the last banana. Kirk smiled when he saw it was me.

“Then make it one big split and we’ll share it,” he told the girl.

Now, I admit it was sort of macho of him to assume I wanted to share my split with him. What was even stranger, though, was that the chick working there didn’t even ask if that was okay with me. She went ahead and scooped out the ice cream and let Kirk decide what toppings we were to have. I didn’t care. Kirk must have just come from the beach. There was sand in his hair and his arms were tanned darker than usual. He looked great. Plus he paid for the split.

We sat in the center of the mall, next to the fountain. I don’t really remember what we talked about. The way his blue eyes stayed focused on me the whole time was distracting. But he did say Alice and he weren’t even speaking to each other anymore. Listening, I received the distinct impression that that was fine with him. I wondered if Alice hadn’t been exaggerating when she told me he was taking their breakup hard. Still, after all the two of them had gone through together, I felt kind of guilty eating out of the same dish with Kirk. But not nearly as guilty as I did when he asked me if I was doing anything on Friday.

I’ll tell you why I said I was free. First, I was free. Sure, Sharon had talked about us going to a movie, but Sharon and I have been going to movies together since we were allowed to go around the block. I knew Sharon would understand. Then there was the fact that Alice, who knows I’ve always liked Kirk, has told me more than once—twice, I think—that she couldn’t care less if I dated her old boyfriend. I know, I know—what she says and what she means are not necessarily the same thing. Like I said, the guilt was there.

But he is sooo cute! How could I say no?

When I went to write down my address for him, he told me he already knew where I lived. How about that? I think this is the beginning of a romance that has been a long time in the planning. Since he asked me out, I’ve had two more banana splits and I’ve loved them both.
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