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    A is for Alibi

    Sue Grafton has created a woman we feel we know

     . . Smart, well paced and very funny

    Newsweek


    B is for Burglar

    A woman to identify with . . . a gripping read

    Punch


    C is for Corpse

    C is for classy, multiplex plotting, strong

    characterisation and a tough-cookie heroine

    Time Out


    D is for Deadbeat

    D is for deft and diverting

    Guardian


    E is for Evidence

    E is for Excellent, Ms Grafton

    Sunday Times


    F is for Fugitive

    Of the private investigators, Sue Graftons Kinsey

    Millhone is one of the most convincing in operation

    Independent


    G is for Gumshoe

    G is for Grafton, Gumshoe and Good

    Sunday Telegraph


    H is for Homicide

    S is for Super Sleuth in a scorching story

    Daily Mail


    I is for Innocent

    I could also stand for incomparable . . . Riveting

    throughout, cracking finale

    Observer


    J is for Judgment

    Kinsey Millhone is up there with the giants

    of the private eye genre, as magnetic as Marlowe,

    as insouciant as Spenser. Its all exhilarating stuff

    Times Literary Supplement


    K is for Killer

    K is for Killer is another excellent novel from

    the excellent Sue Grafton

    Daily Mirror


    L is for Lawless

    This is Sue Grafton at her best

    Spectator


    M is for Malice

    M is for marvellous, mesmerising and magnificent

    Manchester Evening News


    N is for Noose

    Full marks to Grafton for storytelling and stamina.

    No other crime writer so consistently delivers the goods

    Literary Review


    O is for Outlaw

    One of the more humane and empathic sleuths on

    the block, Graftons heroine is also genuinely

    believable, full of quirks and all too human

    foibles which help the reader identify with her . . .

    Absolute top form

    Time Out


    P is for Peril

    Intricate and exciting, with plot turns and twists

    mostly unguessable. Grade A entertainment

    Literary Review


    Q is for Quarry

    As cogent and witty as ever,

    with images as sharp as a tack

    Literary Review


    R is for Ricochet

    Book by book, this may be

    the most satisfying mystery series going

    Wall Street Journal


    S is for Silence

    Sue Grafton knows what shes doing

    New York Times
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    S is for Silence is the nineteenth novel in Sue Graftons alphabet series. Born in Kentucky in 1940, the daughter of the mystery writer C. W. Grafton, she has become one of the most popular female writers, both here and in the US. She lives and writes in Montecito, California, and Louisville, Kentucky.
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    This is a work of fiction. All the characters are conjured out of whole cloth, which is to say, the persons inhabiting this novel are figments of my imagination and have no real-life counterparts. Anyone who knows the city of Santa Maria and the surrounding countryside will not only recognize the setting for this book but will also note the many liberties Ive taken with geography. There is no abandoned two-story Tudor residence in the center of that flat, agricultural landscape. The towns of Serena Station, Cromwell, Barker, Freeman, Tullis, Arnaud, and Silas are invented. Some of the roads exist, but as Ive recently appointed myself Acting Chair and sole member of the Santa Teresa County Regional Transportation Planning Agency, Ive relocated, rerouted, and renamed these roads according to the dictates of the story. Please do not write me those notes telling me I got it wrong, because I didnt.
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    LIZA


    Saturday, July 4, 1953


    When Liza Mellincamp thinks about the last time she ever saw Violet Sullivan, what comes most vividly to mind is the color of Violets Japanese silk kimono, a shade of blue that Liza later learned was called cerulean, a word that wasnt even in her vocabulary when she was fourteen years old. A dragon was embroidered in satin-stitch across the back, its strange dog-shaped face and arched body picked out in lime green and orange. Flames twisted from the dragons mouth in curling ribbons of blood red.


    That last night, shed arrived at the Sullivans house at 6:00. Violet was going out at 6:15 and, as usual, she wasnt dressed and hadnt done her hair. The front door was open, and as Liza approached, Baby, Violets three-month-old buff-colored Pomeranian, started yapping in a shrill little doggie voice while she pawed at the screen, punching holes here and there. She had tiny black eyes and a black button nose and a small pink bow affixed to her forehead with stickum of some kind. Someone had given Violet the dog less than a month before, and shed developed a fierce attachment to it, carrying the dog around in a big straw tote. Liza disliked Baby, and twice when Violet left the dog behind, Liza put her in the coat closet so she wouldnt have to listen to her bark. Shed gotten the idea from Foley, who disliked the dog even more than she did.


    Liza knocked on the door frame, a sound barely audible above the dogs yap-yap-yap. Violet called out, Come on in. Im in the bedroom!


    Liza opened the screen door, pushed the dog aside with her foot, and walked through the living room to the bedroom Violet and Foley shared. Liza knew for a fact that Foley often ended up sleeping on the couch, especially when hed been drinking, which he did almost every day, and even more especially after hed busted Violet in the chops and shed stopped speaking to him for two days or however long it was. Foley hated it when she gave him the silent treatment, but by then hed be sorry hed slugged her and he wouldnt have the nerve to protest. He told anyone who would listen that she brought it on herself. Anything bad that happened to Foley was someone elses fault.


    Baby pattered into the bedroom behind her, a fluff ball of nervous energy with a party favor of a tail. She was too small to jump up onto the bed, so Liza scooped her up and put her there. Violets tow-headed daughter, Daisy, was lying on the bed reading the Little Lulu comic Liza had given her the last time she sat, which was the night before last. Daisy was like a catalways in the room with you but busy pretending to be doing something else. Liza took a seat on the only chair in the room. Earlier in the day when shed stopped by, there had been two brown paper bags sitting on the chair. Violet said it was stuff going to the Goodwill, but Liza recognized a couple of Violets favorite things and thought it was odd that shed give away her best clothes. Now the brown bags were gone and Liza knew better than to mention them. Violet didnt like questions. What she wanted you to know, shed tell you outright, and the rest was none of your business.


    Isnt she adorable? Violet said. She was talking about the dog, not her seven-year-old child.


    Liza didnt comment. She was wondering how long it would take to suffocate the Pomeranian while Violet was out. Violet was sitting on the bench at her makeup table, wearing the bright blue kimono with the dragon across the back. As Liza watched, Violet loosened the tie and shrugged the wrap aside so she could examine a bruise the size of Foleys fist that sat above one breast. Liza could see three versions of the bruise reflected in the trifold mirror that rested on the vanity. Violet was small and her back was perfect, her spine straight, her skin flawless. Her buttocks were dimpled and ever so slightly splayed where they pressed down against the seat.


    Violet wasnt at all self-conscious about Liza seeing her undressed. Often when Liza came to sit, Violet would emerge from the bathroom naked, having dropped the towel so she could dab behind her knees with the violet cologne she used. Liza would try to keep her gaze averted while Violet strolled around the bedroom, pausing to light an Old Gold that shed leave on the lip of the ashtray. Lizas gaze was irresistibly drawn to the sight of Violets body. No matter where Violet went, eyes were drawn to her. Her waist was small and her breasts were plump, drooping slightly like sacks filled nearly to capacity with sand. Lizas boobs were barely sufficient for her AA brassiere, though Ty would close his eyes and start breathing hard every time he felt her up. After they kissed for a while, even if she resisted, hed find a way to unbutton her shirt, nudging aside her bra strap so he could cup a budding breast in his palm. Then hed grab Lizas hand and press it between his legs, making a sound somewhere between a whimper and a moan.


    In her church youth group, the pastors wife often lectured the girls about heavy petting, which was not recommended, as it was the quickest road to sexual intercourse and other forms of loose behavior. Oh, well. Lizas best friend, Kathy, was currently taken up with the Moral Rearmament Movement, which preached Absolute Honesty, Absolute Purity, Absolute Unselfishness, and Absolute Love. The last was the one that appealed to Liza. She and Ty had started dating in April, though their contact was limited. He couldnt let his aunt hear about it because of things that happened at his last school. Shed never been kissed before, had never done any of the things Ty introduced her to in their times together. Of course, shed drawn the line at going all the way, but she couldnt see the harm in Tys fooling with her boobs if it made him feel good. This was exactly Violets point of view. When Liza finally confessed what was going on, Violet said, Oh please, Sweetie, whats it to you? Let him have his fun. Hes a good-looking boy, and if you dont give in to him some other girl will.


    Violets hair was dyed an astonishing shade of red, more orange than red and not even intended to look real. Her eyes were a clear green, and the lipstick she wore was a pinky-rose shade. Violets lips formed two wide bands across her mouth, as flat as the selvage on a remnant of silk. Her pale skin had an undertone of gold, like fine paper in a book printed long ago. Lizas complexion was freckled, and she tended to break out at that time of the month. While Violets hair was as silky as an ad for Breck shampoo, Lizas ends were crinkled and split from a miscalculation with the Toni Home Permanent Kathyd given her the week before. Kathy had read the directions wrong and fried Lizas hair to a fare-thee-well. The strands still smelled like spoiled eggs from the lotions shed applied.


    Violet liked going out, and Liza babysat Daisy three and four times a week. Foley was gone most nights, drinking beer at the Blue Moon, which was the only bar in town. He worked construction, and at the end of the day, he needed to wet his whistle was how he put it. He said he wasnt about to stay home babysitting Daisy, and Violet certainly had no intention of sitting around the house with her while Foley was out having fun. During the school year, Liza ended up doing her homework at the Sullivans after Daisy was in bed. Sometimes Ty came to visit, or Kathy might spend the evening so the two could read movie magazines. True Confessions magazine was preferable, but Kathy was worried about impure thoughts.


    Violet smiled at Liza, their eyes connecting in the mirror until Liza looked away. (Violet preferred to smile with her lips closed because one of her front teeth was chipped where Foleyd knocked her sideways into a door.) Violet liked her. Liza knew this and it made her feel warm. Being favored by Violet was enough to make Liza trot around behind her like a stray pup.


    Breast inspection complete, Violet shrugged herself back into the kimono and tied it at the waist. She took a deep drag of her cigarette, then rested it in the ashtray so she could finish putting on her face. Hows that boyfriend of yours?


    Fine.


    You be careful. You know hes not supposed to date.


    I know. He told me and that is so unfair.


    Unfair or not, his aunt would have a fit if she knew he was going steady, especially with someone like you.


    Gee, thanks. Whatd I do to her?


    She thinks youre a bad influence because your mothers divorced.


    She told you that?


    More or less, Violet said. I ran into her at the market and she tried to pump me for information. Someone saw you with Ty and ran blabbing straight to her. Dont ask who tattled because she was very tight-lipped. I told her she was nuts. I was polite about it, but I made sure she got the point. In the first place, I said your mother wouldnt let you date at your age. Youre barely fourteen . . . how ridiculous, I said. And in the second place, you couldnt be seeing Ty because you spent all your spare time with me. She seemed satisfied with that, though Im sure she doesnt like me any better than she likes you. Guess were not good enough for her or her precious nephew. She got all pruney around the mouth and went on to say that at his last school, some girl got herself in trouble, if you get my drift.


    I know. He told me he felt sorry for her.


    So he did her the big favor of screwing her. Wasnt she the lucky one?


    Well, its over now anyway.


    Ill say. Take it from me, you cant trust a guy whos hellbent on getting in your pants.


    Even if he loves you?


    Especially if he loves you, and worse if you love him.


    Violet picked up a wand of mascara and began to sweep her lashes, leaning into the mirror so she could see what she was doing. Ive got Cokes for you in the fridge and a carton of vanilla ice cream if you and Daisy want some.


    Thanks.


    She recapped the wand and used a hand to fan her face, drying the dramatic fringe of black goo. She opened her jewelry box and selected six bracelets, thin silver circles that she slipped over her right hand one by one. She shook her wrist so they jingled together like tiny bells. On her left wrist she fastened her watch with its narrow black-cord band. Barefoot, she got up and crossed to the closet.


    There was very little evidence of Foley in the room. He kept his clothes jammed in a pressed-board armoire shoved in one corner of Daisys room, and as Violet was fond of saying, If he knows whats good for him, he better not complain. Liza watched while she hung the kimono on a hook on the inside of the closet door. She was wearing sheer white nylon underpants but hadnt bothered with a bra. She slipped her feet into a pair of sandals and leaned down to fix the straps, her breasts bobbling as she did. Then she pulled on a lavender-and-white polka-dot sundress that zipped up the back. Liza had to help her with that. The dress fit snugly, and if Violet was aware that her nipples showed as flat as coins she made no remark. Liza was self-conscious about her figure, which had begun developing when she was twelve. She wore loose cotton blousesusually Shipn Shoremindful that her bra and slip straps sometimes showed through the fabric. She found this embarrassing around the boys at school. Ty was seventeen and, having transferred from another school, didnt act stupid the way the others did, with their mouth farts and rude gestures, fists pumping at the front of their pants.


    Liza said, What time are the fireworks?


    Violet reapplied her lipstick and then rubbed her lips together to even out the color. She recapped the tube. Whenever it gets dark. Im guessing nine, she said. She leaned forward, blotted her lipstick with a tissue, and then used an index finger to clean a line of color from her teeth.


    Are you and Foley coming home right afterward?


    Nah, well probably stop by the Moon.


    Liza wasnt sure why shed bothered to ask. It was always like that. Theyd get home at 2:00 A.M. Liza, dazed and groggy, would collect her four dollars and then walk home through the dark.


    Violet took the bulk of her hair, twisted it, and held it high on her head, showing the effect. What do you think? Up or down? Its still hotter than blue blazes.


    Downs better.


    Violet smiled. Vanity over comfort. Glad I taught you something. She dropped her hair, shaking it out so the weight of it went swinging across her back.


    That was the sequence Liza rememberedbeginning, middle, and end. It was like a short loop of film that ran over and over. Daisy reading her comic book, Violet naked, and then being zipped into the polka-dot sundress. Violet lifting her bright red hair and then shaking it out. The thought of Ty Eddings was wedged in there somewhere because of what happened later. The only other brief moment that stayed with her was a time jump of maybe twenty minutes. Liza was in the cramped, not-quite-clean bathroom with its moldy-smelling towels. Daisy, her fine blond hair caught up in a barrette, was taking her bath. She was sitting in a cloud of bubbles, scooping them up and draping them across her shoulders like a fine fur coat. Once Liza had Daisy bathed and in her baby doll pajamas, shed give her the pill Violet left for her whenever she went out.


    The air in the bathroom was damp and warm, and smelled like the pine-scented bubble bath Liza had squirted into the rush of running water. Liza was sitting on the toilet with the lid down, watching to make sure Daisy didnt do something dumb, like drown or get soap in her eyes. Liza was already bored because babysitting was tedious once Violet left the house. She did it only because Violet asked, and who could turn her down? The Sullivans didnt have a television set. The Cramers were the only family in town who owned one. Liza and Kathy watched TV almost every afternoon, though lately Kathy had been sulky, in part because of Ty and in part because of Violet. If Kathy had her way, she and Liza would spend every waking minute together. Kathy had been fun at first, but now Liza felt like she was suffocating.


    As Liza leaned over and swished a hand in the bathwater, Violet opened the door and stuck her head in, holding Baby in her arms. The dog yapped at them, bright-eyed and happy in a braggy sort of way. Violet said, Hey, Lies, Im off. See you kids later.


    Violet liked to call her Lies, a shortened form of Liza but spelled differently, or at least as Liza pictured


    it.


    Daisy tilted her face up, puckering her lips. Kiss!


    Violet said, Kiss, kiss from here, Honeybunch. This lipsticks fresh and Mama doesnt want it messed up. You be good now and do everything Liza says.


    Violet blew Daisy a kiss. Daisy pretended to catch it and then blew it back, her eyes shining at the sight of her mother, who was looking radiant. Liza waved, and as the door closed, a waft of violet cologne entered the room on a wisp of chill air.
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    The puzzle of Violet Sullivan was dumped in my lap via a phone call from a woman named Tannie Ottweiler, whom Id met through my friend Lieutenant Dolan, the homicide detective Id worked with the previous spring. My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a licensed private investigator, typically working twelve to fifteen cases that range in nature from background checks to insurance fraud to erring spouses in the midst of acrimonious divorces. Id enjoyed working with Dolan because he provided me a reason to leave my usual paper searches behind and get out in the field.


    The minute I heard Tannies voice, an image popped to mind: forties, good face, little or no makeup, dark hair held back by tortoiseshell combs and framed in a halo of cigarette smoke. She was the bartender, manager, and sometime waitress at a little hole in the wall known as Sneaky Petes. This was where Dolan had first talked me into helping him. He and his crony, Stacey Oliphant, whod retired from the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Department, were investigating an unsolved homicide that had been sitting on the books for eighteen years. Neither man was in good health, and theyd asked me to do some of the legwork. In my mind, that job and Tannie Ottweiler were inextricably connected and generated feelings of goodwill. Id seen her a couple of times since then, but wed never exchanged more than pleasantries, which was what we did now. I could tell she was smoking, which suggested a minor level of uneasiness.


    Finally, she said, Listen, why I called is Im wondering if youd sit down and have a chat with a friend of mine.


    Sure. No problem. About what?


    Her mother. You remember Violet Sullivan?


    Dont think so.


    Come on. Sure you do. Serena Station, north county? She disappeared years ago.


    Oh, right. Gotcha. I forgot about her. That was in the 40s, wasnt it?


    Not that far back. Fourth of July, 1953.


    When I was three, I thought. This was September 1987. Id turned thirty-seven in May and I noticed I was starting to keep track of events in terms of my age. Dimly I dredged up a fragment of information. Why am I thinking theres a car involved?


    Because her husband had just bought her a Chevrolet Bel Air and that disappeared, too. Great cara five-passenger coupe. I saw one just like it at the car show last year. I could hear Tannie take a hit from her cigarette. Rumor had it she was having an affair with some guy and the two ran off.


    Happens every day.


    Dont I know it. You ought to hear the stories I get told, people crying in their beer. Tending bar has really warped my point of view. Anyway, lot of people are convinced Violets husband did her in, but theres never been a shred of proof. No body, no car, no evidence either way, so who knows?


    Whats this have to do with the daughter?


    Daisy Sullivans an old friend. Shes here on vacation, hanging out with me for a couple of days. I grew up in north county so weve known each other since we were kids. She was two years behind me from grade school all the way through high school. Shes an only child, and Im telling you this business with her mother has messed her up bad.


    How so?


    Well, for starters, she drinks too much, and when she drinks she flirts and when she flirts she gloms on to the nearest loser. She has terrible taste in men . . .


    Hey, half the women I know have bad taste in men.


    Yeah, well hers is worse. Shes always looking for true love, but she doesnt have any idea what thats about. Not that I do, but at least I dont marry the bums. Shes been divorced four times and shes sitting on a ton of rage. Im the only friend she has.


    Whats she do for a living?


    Medical transcription. Sits in a cubicle all day long with a headset, typing up all this crap dictated by the docs for their medical charts. Shes not unhappy, but shes beginning to see how shes limited herself. Her worlds been getting smaller and smaller until its coffin-sized by now. She figures shell never get her head straight until she knows what went on.


    Sounds like this has been going on for years. How old is she?


    Well, Ill be forty-three this month so Daisy must be forty, forty-one . . . somewhere in there. I can hardly keep track of my birthday, let alone hers. I know she was seven when her mother bugged out.


    What about her father? Wheres he at this point?


    Hes still around, but his lifes been hell. Nobody wants to have anything to do with him. Hes been shunned, like that old tribal shit. The guy might as well be a ghost. Listen, I know its a long shot, but shes serious. If he did it, shes gotta know, and if he didnt, well think about the service youd be doing. You have no idea how screwed up she is. Him, too, for that matter.


    Isnt it a little late in the game?


    I thought you liked challenges.


    After thirty-four years? You gotta be kidding.


    I dont think its that bad. Okay, so maybe a few years have gone by, but look at it this way: the killer might be ready to bare his immortal soul.


    Why dont you talk to Dolan? He knows a lot of north county cops. Maybe he can help, at least steer you in the right direction.


    Nah, no deal. I already talked to him. He and Stace are taking off on a three-week fishing trip, so he told me to call you. He says youre a terrier when it comes to stuff like this.


    Well, I appreciate that, but I cant track down a woman whos been gone thirty-four years. I wouldnt know where to start.


    You could read the articles in the newspaper at the time.


    That goes without saying, but Daisys capable, Im sure. Send her to the library periodicals room


    She already has all that stuff. She said shed be happy to give you the file.


    Tannie, I dont mean to sound rude, but there are half a dozen other PIs in town. Try one of them.


    Im not comfortable with that. I mean, itd take me forever just to fill them in. At least youve heard about Violet Sullivan. Thats more than most.


    Ive heard about Jimmy Hoffa, too, but that doesnt mean Id go out and start looking for him.


    All Im asking you to do is talk to her


    Theres no point in talking


    Tell you what, she cut in. Come on over to Sneaky Petes and Ill make you a sandwich. Gratis, on me, completely free of charge. You dont have to do a thing except listen to her.


    Id already zoned out, distracted by the promise of free food. The sandwich she referred to was the Sneaky Pete house specialty, which Dolan claimed was the only thing worth orderingspicy salami on a kaiser roll with melted pepper Jack cheese. Tannies innovation was to put a fried egg on top. Im ashamed to admit how easily I can be seduced. I glanced my watch: 11:15 and I was famished. When?


    How about right now? My apartments only half a block away. Daisy can walk over from there quicker than you can drive.
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    I elected to walk the six blocks to Sneaky Petes in a futile effort to delay the conversation. It was a typical September morning, the day destined to be a carbon copy of the days on either side: abundant sunshine after patchy morning clouds, with highs in the mid-seventies and lows sufficient to encourage sleeping under a down comforter at night. Above me, migrating birds, alerted by changes in the autumn light, were making a V-line to winter grounds. This was the upside of living in Southern California. The downside was living with monotony. Even perfect weather palls when thats all there is.


    That week, local law enforcement was preparing for the California Crime Prevention Officers Conference, which was set to run from Wednesday through Friday, and I knew Cheney Phillips, who worked Vice for the Santa Teresa Police Department, would be tied up for the duration. That suited me just fine. Being a woman with a prickly disposition, I was looking forward to the time alone. Cheney and I had been dating for the past three months, if thats a word you want to use to describe a relationship between divorced singles in their late thirties. I wasnt clear about his intentions, but I didnt expect to marry again. Who needs the aggravation? All that togetherness can really get on your nerves.


    Without even having heard Daisys long, sad tale, I could calculate the odds. I didnt have a clue how to search for a woman whod been missing for three decades. If she was alive, she must have had her reasons for running away, electing to keep her distance from her only child. Then, too, Violets husband was still around, so what was his deal? If hed wanted her found, youd think hed have hired a PI himself instead of leaving it to Daisy all these years later. On the other hand, if he knew she was dead, why go through the motions when he could save himself the bucks?


    My problem was that I liked Tannie, and if Daisy was a friend of hers, then she was automatically accorded a certain status in my eyes. Not much of one, I grant you, but enough for me to hear her out. Which is why, once we were introduced and I had my sandwich in front of me, I pretended to pay attention instead of drooling on myself. The kaiser roll had been buttered and laid on the grill until the bread was rich brown and crunchy at the edge. Rings of spicy salami had been soldered together with melted cheeseMonterey Jack infused with red pepper flakes. When I lifted the top, the yolk of the fried egg was still plump, and I knew it would ooze when I bit into it, soaking into the bread. Its a wonder I didnt groan at the very idea.


    The two sat across the table. Tannie kept her comments to a minimum so Daisy and I would have the chance to connect. Looking at the woman, I had a hard time believing she was only two years younger than Tannie. At forty-three, Tannies skin showed the kind of fine lines that suggested too much cigarette smoke and not enough sun protection. Daisy had a pale, fine-boned face. Her eyes were small, a mild anxious blue, and her lank light-brown hair was pulled back and secured in a messy knot held together with a chopstick. Several loose strands were trailing from the knot, and I was hoping shed remove the chopstick and have another go at it. Her posture was poor, her shoulders hunched, perhaps because shed never had a mother nagging her to stand up straight. Her nails were bitten down so far it made me want to tuck my own fingertips into my palms for safekeeping.


    While I savored my sandwich she picked away at hers, breaking off small portions she mounded on her plate. One out of three bites shed put in her mouth while the others she set aside. I didnt think Id known her long enough to beg for one. So far Id left her in charge of the conversation, but after thirty minutes of chitchat, she still hadnt brought up the subject of her mom. This was my lunch hour. I didnt have all day. I decided to jump in myself and get it over with. I wiped my hands on a paper napkin, crumpled it, and tucked it under the edge of my plate. Tannie tells me youre interested in locating your mother.


    Daisy glanced at her friend as though for encouragement. Having finished her meal, she started gnawing on her thumbnail in much the same way a smoker would light a cigarette.


    Tannie gave her a quick smile. Honestly, its fine. Shes here to listen.


    I dont know what to say. Its a long, complicated story.


    I gathered as much. Why dont you start by telling me what you want?


    Daisys gaze flicked across the room behind me as though she were looking for a way to bolt. I kept my eyes fixed politely on her face while she struggled to speak. I was trying to be patient, but silences like hers make me want to bite someone.


    You want . . . what? I said, rolling my hand at her.


    I want to know if shes alive or dead.


    You have any intuitions about that?


    None that I can trust. I dont know which is worse. Sometimes I think one thing and sometimes the opposite. If shes alive, I want to know where she is and why shes never been in touch. If shes dead, I might feel bad, but at least Ill know the truth.


    An answer either way would be a stretch by now.


    I know, but I cant live like this. Ive spent my whole life wondering what happened to her, why she left, whether she wanted to come back but couldnt for some reason.


    Couldnt?


    Maybe shes in prison or something like that.


    Theres been absolutely no word from her in thirty-four years?


    No.


    No ones seen her or heard from her.


    Not that I know.


    What about her bank account? No activity?


    Daisy shook her head. She never had checking or savings accounts.


    You realize the implications. Shes probably dead.


    Then why werent we notified? She took her purse when she left. She had her California drivers license. If she was in an accident, surely someone would have let us know.


    Assuming she was found, I said. The worlds a big place. She might have driven off a cliff or she might be at the bottom of a lake. Now and then someone slips through the cracks. I know its hard to accept, but its the truth.


    I just keep thinking she might have been mugged or abducted, or maybe she had some disease. Maybe she ran away because she couldnt face up to it. I know youre wondering what difference it makes, but it matters to me.


    Do you really believe shell be found after all this time?


    She leaned toward me. Look, I have a good job at a good salary. I can afford whatever it takes.


    Its not about that. Its about the probabilities. I could waste a lot of my time and a shitload of your money, and at the end of it, youd be right back where you are. I can as good as guarantee it.


    Im not asking for any kind of guarantee.


    Then what?


    Help me, thats all. Please tell me youll try.


    I sat and stared at her. What was I supposed to say? The woman was earnest. I had to give her that. I looked down at my plate, then used an index finger to pick up a fallen glop of cheese that I put on my tongue. Still tasty. Let me ask you this. Didnt someone investigate the disappearance at the time?


    The sheriffs department.


    Great. Thats good. Have you asked what they did?


    Thats something I was hoping youd do. I know my dad filled out a missing-persons report. Ive seen a copy so Im sure he talked to at least one detective, though I dont remember his name. Hes retired now I think.


    Thats probably easy enough to find out.


    I dont know if Tannie mentioned this, but Dad thinks she was having an affair and the two of them ran off.


    An affair. Based on what?


    Based on her past behavior. My mother was wild . . . at least thats what everybody says.


    Assuming theres a guy, do you have any idea who?


    No, but she did have enough money tucked away to support herself. For a while, at any rate.


    How much?


    Thats a subject of debate. She claimed fifty thousand dollars, but that was never verified.


    Whered she get that kind of money?


    From an insurance settlement. As I understand it, there was a problem when I was born. I guess the doctor botched the delivery, and she had to have an emergency hysterectomy. She hired a lawyer and sued. Whatever she collected, she signed a confidentiality clause promising she wouldnt disclose the details.


    Clearly, she did.


    Well, yes, but nobody believed her. She did keep something in a safe deposit box she rented in a bank down here and she emptied that the week she left. She also took the Chevy my dad bought her the day before.


    Tannie says theres been no sign of that either.


    Exactly. Its like she and the car were both vaporized.


    How old was she when she disappeared?


    Twenty-four.


    Which would make her what, now, fifty-eight or so?


    Thats right.


    How long were your parents married?


    Eight years.


    I may be lousy at math, but I picked up on that. So she was sixteen when she married him.


    Fifteen. She was sixteen when I was born.


    How old was he?


    Nineteen. They had to. She was pregnant with me.


    I could have guessed that. I studied her face. Tannie tells me people in Serena Station think he killed her.


    Daisy flicked a look at Tannie, who said, Daisy, its the truth. You have to level with her.


    I know, but its hard to talk about this stuff, especially when hes not here to tell his side.


    You can trust me or not. Its up to you. I waited a couple of beats and then said, Im trying to make a decision here. I cant operate in a vacuum. I need all the information I can get.


    She colored slightly. Im sorry. They had what youd call a volatile relationship. I can remember that myself. Big screaming fights. Slaps. Broken dishes. Doors slamming. Accusations, threats. She put an index finger in her mouth and began to worry the nail with her teeth. I was getting so tense watching her, I nearly slapped her hand.


    Either of them ever hit you?


    She shook her head with certainty. I usually stayed in my room till it was over.


    Did she ever call the cops?


    Two or three times that I remember, though it was probably more.


    Let me take a guess. Shed threaten to file charges, but in the end, shed always back down and the two of them would get all lovey-dovey again.


    I think someone from the sheriffs department was working on that. I remember him coming to the house. A deputy in a tan uniform.


    Trying to talk her into taking action.


    Thats right. He must have made headway. Somebody told me shed asked for a restraining order, but there was some kind of screwup and the judge never signed.


    So given their marital history, after she disappeared, the sheriffs department talked to your dad because they thought he mightve had a hand in it.


    Well, yes, but I dont believe hed do that.


    But what if I find out he did? Then youve lost both parents. At least now youve got him. Do you want to take that risk?


    Tears formed a bright line of silver along her lower lids. I have to know. She put a hand against her mouth to still the trembling. Tears had made her complexion a patchy red, like a sudden case of hives. It took courage to do what she was doing, I had to give her that. Stirring up old dirt. Most people would have been happy to sweep it under the rug.


    Tannie pulled a tissue from her jeans pocket and passed it over to her. Daisy took a moment to wipe her eyes and blow her nose, composing herself before she put the tissue away. Sorry about that.


    You could have done this years ago. Why now?


    I started thinking. There are still a few people left who knew her back then, but theyre scattering and a lot of them are dead. If I put it off much longer, theyll all be gone.


    Does your dad know what youre up to?


    This isnt about him. Its about me.


    But it could affect him nonetheless.


    Thats a chance Ill have to take.


    Because?


    She sat on her hands, putting them under her thighs, either to warm them or to keep them from trembling. Im stuck. I cant get past this. My mother took off when I was seven. Poof. She was gone. I want to know why. Im entitled to the information. What did I do to deserve that? Thats all Im asking. If shes dead, okay. And if it turns out he killed her, then so be it. At least Ill know it wasnt about her rejecting me. Tears welled and she blinked rapidly, willing them away. Have you ever been abandoned? Do you know how that feels? To think someone just didnt give a shit about you?


    Ive had experience with that, I replied with care.


    It has been the defining fact of my life, she said, enunciating every word.


    I started to speak, but she cut me off. I know what youre going to say. What she did had nothing to do with you. You know how many times Ive heard that? It wasnt your fault. People do what they do for reasons of their own. Well, bullshit. And you want to know the hell of it? She took the dog. A yappy Pomeranian named Baby she hadnt even had a month.


    I couldnt think of a response so I kept my mouth shut.


    She was silent for a moment. I cant have a man in my life because I dont trust a soul. Ive been burned more than once and Im petrified its only going to happen again. Do you know how many shrinks Ive been through? Do you know how much money Ive spent trying to make my peace? They fire me. Have you ever heard of such a thing? They throw up their hands and claim I wont do the work. What work? What kind of work can you do around that? It sticks in my craw. Whyd she leave me when she turned around and took the fuckin dog?
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    I met Daisy Sullivan at my office at 9:00 the next morning. Having shown me a glimpse at her rage, shed retreated into calm. She was pleasant, reasonable, and cooperative. We decided to set a cap on the amount of money shed pay me. She gave me her personal check for twenty-five hundred dollars, essentially five hundred dollars a day for five days. When we reached that point, wed see if Id learned enough to warrant further investigation. This was Tuesday, and Daisy was on her way back to Santa Maria, where she worked in the records department at a medical center. The plan was that Id follow her in my car, drop it off at her place, and then wed take hers and head out to the little town of Serena Station, fifteen miles away. I wanted to see the house where the Sullivans were living when her mother was last seen.


    Driving north on the 101, I kept an eye on the rear end of Daisys 1980 Honda, dusty white with an enormous dent across the trunk. I couldnt think how shed done that. It looked like a tree trunk had fallen on her car. She was the kind of driver who stayed close to the berm, her brake lights flashing off and on like winking Christmas bulbs. As I drove, the flaxen hills appeared to approach and recede, the chaparral as dense and scratchy-looking as a new wool blanket. A gray haze of dried grass undulated at the side of the road, whipped by the breeze created by the passing cars. A recent fire had created an artificial autumn, the hillsides as bronze as a sepia photograph. Tree leaves were scorched to a papery beige. Shrubs were reduced to black sticks. Tree stubs, like broken pipes, protruded from the ashen earth. Occasionally, only half a tree would be singed, looking as though brown branches had been grafted onto green.


    Ahead of me, Daisy activated her turn signal and eased off the highway, taking the 135, which angled north and west. I followed. Idly I picked up the map Id folded into thirds and laid on the passenger seat. A quick glance showed a widespread smattering of small towns, no more than dots on the landscape: Barker, Freeman, Tullis, Arnaud, Silas, and Cromwell, the latter being the largest, with a population of 6,200. Im always curious how such communities come into existence. Time permitting, Id make the rounds so I could see for myself.


    Daisys house was off Donovan Road to the west of the 135. She pulled into a driveway that ran between two 1970s-era frame-and-stucco houses, mirror images of each other, though hers was painted dark green and the one next door was gray. Against her house, bougainvillea grew from thick vines that climbed as far as the asphalt shingle roof in a tangle of blossoms the shape and color of cooked shrimp. I parked at the curb and got out of my car while she pulled the Honda into the garage and removed her suitcase from the trunk. I stood on the porch and watched her unlock the door.


    Let me get some windows open, she said as she went in.


    I stepped in after her. The house had been closed up for days and the interior felt hot and dry. Daisy moved through the living and dining rooms to the kitchen, opening windows along the way. The bathrooms off that hall to the right.


    I said, Thanks, and went in search of it, primarily because it gave me the opportunity to peek into other rooms. The floor plan was common to houses of this type. There was an L-shaped living-dining room combination. A galley-style kitchen ran the depth of the house on the left, and on the right, a hallway connected two small bedrooms with a bathroom in between. The place was clean but leaned toward shabby.


    I closed the bathroom door and availed myself of the facilitiesa polite way of saying that I peed. The tile in the bathroom was dark maroon, the counter edged with a two-inch beige bullnose. The toilet was the same deep maroon. Daisys robe hung on the back of the door, a silky Japanese kimono, dense sky blue, with a green and orange dragon embroidered on the back. I gave her points for that one. Id imagined something closer to a granny gown, rose-sprigged flannel, ankle-length and prim. There must be a sensual side to her that I hadnt seen.


    I joined her in the kitchen. Daisy had put a kettle on the stove, flames turned up high to speed along the process. On the table, shed set out tea bags and two heavy ceramic mugs. She said, Ill be right back, and disappeared toward the bathroom, which allowed me the opportunity to peer out the kitchen window. I studied the neatly kept yard. The grass had been trimmed. The rose bushes were thick with bloomspink, blush, peach, and brassy orange. Tannie had told me Daisy drank to excess, but whatever angst had been generated by her mothers disappearance, her exterior life was in order, perhaps in direct counterpoint to the emotional mess inside. While she was gone . . . as a courtesy . . . I refrained from peeking into the trash to see if shed tossed any empty vodka bottles. The kettle began to whistle, so I turned off the burner and poured sputtering water into our cups.


    When she returned she carried a manila folder that she placed on the table. She settled in her chair and put on a pair of drugstore-rack reading glasses with round metal frames. She removed a sheaf of newspaper articles, clipped together, and a page of notes, neatly printed, the letters round and regular. These are all the newspaper accounts I could find. You dont have to read them now, but I thought they might help. And these are the names, addresses, and phone numbers of the people you might want to talk to. She pointed to the first name on the list. Foley Sullivans my dad.


    He now lives in Cromwell?


    She nodded. He couldnt stay in Serena Station. I guess a few people reserved judgment, but most thought poorly of him to begin with. Hed been a drinker before she left, but he quit cold and hasnt had a drop since. This next name, Liza Clements? Her maiden name was Mellincamp. Shes the babysitter who was watching me the night my mother ran off . . . escaped . . . whatever you want to call it. Liza had just turned fourteen and she lived one block over. This gal, Kathy Cramer, was her best friend-still is for that matter. Her family lived a couple of houses downbig place and nice, relative to everything else. Kathys mother was a dreadful gossip, and its possible Kathy picked up a few tidbits from her.


    Is the family still there?


    The father is. Chet Cramer. Foley bought the car from his dealership. Kathys married and she and her husband bought a place in Orcutt. Her mother died seven or eight years after Mom disappeared, and Chet married some new gal within six months.


    I bet that was a popular move. I indicated the next name on the list. Whos this?


    Calvin Wilcox is Violets only brother. I think he saw her that week, so he may be able to fill in a few gaps. This guy, BW, was the bartender at the dive where my parents hung out, and these are miscellaneous customers who witnessed some of their famous public shoving matches.


    Have you talked to all these people?


    Well, no. I mean, Ive known them all for years . . . but I havent asked about her.


    Dont you think youd have better luck than I would? Im a stranger. Why would they open up to me?


    Because people like to talk, but a lot of stuff they might not be willing to say to me. Who wants to tell a woman how often her dad punched her mothers lights out? Or refer to the time when her mom got mad and threw a drink in some guys face? Now and then I get wind of these things, but mostly people are falling all over themselves keeping the truth under wraps. I know they mean well, but I get weirded out by that. I hate secrets. I hate that theres all this information Im not allowed to have. Who knows whats being said behind my back even to this day?


    Well, Ill be giving you regular written reports, so whatever I learn youll be hearing about.


    Good. Im glad. About time, she said. Oh, here. I want you to have this. Just so youll know who youre dealing with.


    She handed me a small black-and-white snapshot with a scalloped white rim and then watched over my shoulder as I studied the image. The print was four inches square and showed a woman in a floral-print sleeveless dress, smiling into the camera. Her hair, which could have been any color, was a medium-dark tone, long and gently wavy. She was small and pretty in a 1950s kind of way, more voluptuous than wed consider stylish in this day and age. Over one arm she carried a straw tote from which a tiny fluffy pup appeared, staring at the camera with bright black eyes. When was this taken?


    Early June, I think.


    And the dogs name is Baby?


    Baby, yes. A pure-bred Pomeranian everyone hated except my mom, who really doted on the little turd. Given the chance, Dad would have taken a shovel and pounded her into the ground like a tent peg. His words.


    A two-by-four porch post appeared to be growing from the top of Violets head. Behind her, on the porch rail, I could read the last two house numbers: 08. Is this the house where you lived?


    Daisy nodded. Ill take you by when were over there.


    Id like that.
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    We were silent on the drive to Serena Station. The sky was a flat pale blue, looking bleached by the sun. The hills rolled gently toward the horizon, the grass the color of brown sugar. Daisys was the only car on the road. We passed abandoned oil rigs, rust-frozen and still. To my left I caught a glimpse of an old quarry and rusting railroad tracks that began and ended nowhere. On the only visibly working ranch I saw, ten head of cattle had settled on the ground like brawny cats in the slatted shade of a corral.


    The town of Serena Station appeared beyond a bend in the two-lane road, with a street sign indicating that it was now called Lands End Road. The street ran in a straight line for three blocks and ended abruptly at a locked gate. Beyond the gate, the road wound up a low hill, but it didnt look like anyone had traveled it for quite some time. There were numerous cars parked in townin driveways, along the streets, behind the general storebut nothing seemed to move except the wind. A few houses were boarded up, their exteriors bereft of color. In front of one, the paint on the white picket fence had been stripped to the wood, and portions of it sagged. In the small patchy lawns, what little grass remained was dry, and the ground looked hard and unforgiving. In one yard, a camper shell sat under an overhang of corrugated green plastic sheets. There were tree stumps and a tumble of firewood. What had once been the automobile-repair shop stood open to the elements. A tall, dark palm tree towered above a length of chain-link fence that extended across the rear. A stack of fifty five-gallon oil drums had been left behind. Weeds grew in dry-looking puffs that, in time, the wind would blow free, sending them rolling down the middle of the road. A hound trotted along a side street on a doggie mission of some kind.


    Behind the town the hills rose sharply, not mountains by any stretch. They were rugged, without trees, hospitable to wildlife but uninviting to hikers. I could see power lines looping from house to house, and a series of telephone poles stretched away from me like hatch marks on a pencil drawing. We parked and got out, ambling down the middle of the cracked blacktop road. There were no sidewalks and no streetlights. There was no traffic and, therefore, no traffic lights. Not exactly bustling, I remarked. I take it the auto-repair shop went belly-up.


    That belonged to Tannies brother, Steve. Actually, he moved his operation into Santa Maria, figuring if someones car broke down, the owner would never manage to get it out here. He wasnt about to offer to go get them. At the time, he only had one tow truck and that was usually out of commission.


    Not much of an advertisement for auto repair.


    Yeah, well he was bad at it anyway. Once he moved, he hired a couple of mechanics and now hes doing great.


    Daisy pointed out the house where Chet Cramer lived with his current wife. The Cramers were the only family with any sizeable income. They had the first television set anybodyd ever seen. If you played your cards right, you could watch Howdy Doody or Your Show of Shows. Liza took me over there once, but Kathy didnt like me so I wasnt invited back.


    The Cramers house was the only two-story structure Id seen, an old-fashioned farmhouse with a wide wooden porch. Id stuck a pack of index cards in my jacket pocket, and I used one now to make a crude map of the town. Id be talking to a number of current and former residents, and I thought it would help to have a sense of where theyd lived relative to one another.


    Daisy paused in front of a pale green stucco house with a flat roofline. Up came the hand so she could gnaw on herself. A short walkway led from the street to the walkout porch. A chain-link fence surrounded the property, with a sign hanging from the open gate that read NO TRESPASS. The yard was dead. Raw plywood sheets had been nailed over the windows. The front door had been lifted from its hinges and left leaning against the outside wall. The house number was 3908.


    Thats where you lived. I recognize the porch rail from the photograph.


    Yep. You want to come in?


    Were not trespassing?


    Not now. I bought it. Dont ask me why. My parents rented from a guy named Tom Padgett, who sold it to me. Youll see his name on the list. He was in the bar on a couple of occasions when the two of them pitched a fit. Daddy worked construction so sometimes we had money and sometimes not. If he had it, hed spend it, and if he didnt have it, too bad. Owing people money never bothered him. Bad weather hed be out of a job or else hed get fired for showing up drunk. He wasnt exactly a deadbeat, but he operated with a similar mentality. Hed take care of the bills if he was in the mood, but you couldnt count on that. Padgett was forever pounding on him for the rent because Daddy tended to pay late, if he paid at all. Wed be threatened with eviction, and when he finally coughed up the rent, it was always with the attitude that he was being abused.


    I followed her through the gate. I knew she must have been back a hundred times, but looking for what? An explanation, a clue, an answer to the questions that were plaguing her?


    Inside, the layout was elementary. Living room with a dining cove, a kitchen with just enough room for a table and chairs, though those were long since gone. The kitchen appliances had been removed, pipes and wires sticking out of the wall. Blocks of relatively clean linoleum indicated where the stove and refrigerator had once sat. The sink was still there, along with the chipped Formica counters with metal rims. Cabinet doors stood open, revealing the empty shelves where paper was curling up from the corners. Without even meaning to, I moved forward and closed one of the cabinet doors. Sorry. Things like that bug me.


    Im the same way, Daisy said. You wait. Leave the room and come back and the door will be open again. Almost enough to make you wonder about ghosts.


    Youre not tempted to fix it up?


    Maybe one day, though I cant imagine ever living here again. I like the house Im in.


    So which bedroom was yours?


    In here.


    The room was barely nine feet by twelve, painted an unpleasant shade of pink that I supposed was meant to be girlish.


    My bed was in this corner. Chest of drawers there. Armoire. Toy box. Little table and two chairs. She leaned against the wall and surveyed the space. I felt so lucky to have a room of my own. I didnt know from tacky. Most of the people we knew were as bad off as we were. Or thats what I realize now.


    She moved from her room to the second bedroom and paused in the door. This one was painted lavender with a wallpaper border of violets along the low ceiling line. I backtracked three steps and checked the bathroom, where the sink and bathtub were still anchored in place. The toilet had been removed and a rag was stuffed in the hole, which still emitted the spoiled-egg smell of flushes gone by. This was possibly the most depressing house Id ever been in.


    She moved in behind me, perhaps seeing the house as I did. Believe it or not, my mother did what she could to pretty things up. Lace curtains for the living room, throw rugs, doilies for the furniturestuff like that. One of the last fights I remember, my dad went berserk and tore down one of her precious lace panels. I dont think he could have done anything worse. Thats how they were, always going to extremes, pushing each other over the edge. She tore down the rest, ripped them off the rods and threw them in the trash. I could hear her screaming she was finished. Done. She said he destroyed everything beautiful she tried to do and she hated him for that. Blah, blah, blah. That was a couple of days before she left.


    Did it scare you? The fights?


    Sometimes. Mostly I thought thats just how parents behaved, she said. Anyway, the upshot is Im a chronic insomniac. Shrinks have a field day with that. The only time I remember sleeping well was when I was a little kid and my parents went out. It must have been the only time I felt safe, because Liza was in charge and I knew I could trust her to take care of me.


    You remember anything else from those last few days?


    A bubble bath. Its the little things that get you. I was sitting in the tub and she was on her way out. She stuck her head in the door . . . that little yappy dog in her arms . . . and she blew me a kiss. If Id known it was the last one Id ever get, Id have made her come back and kiss me for real.
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    Daisy took an alternate route on our return to Santa Maria, swinging north in a wide loop that, according to the map, encompassed the townships of Beatty and Poe. In point of fact, I didnt see either one. I squinted, saying, Wheres Poe? The map says its right here close to a little town called Beatty.


    I think those are company names. Poe, I dont know about, but theres a Beatty Oil and Natural Gas. If there were ever towns in those spots, they mightve left the names on the map so the area wont seem so desolate.


    The surrounding countryside was flat, entirely given over to agriculture: fields of lettuce, sugar beets, and beans as far as the eye could see. The air smelled of celery. Bright blue port-o-potties stood like sentinels along the road. Cars were parked along the berm adjacent to some fields. Wooden crates were stacked high on flatbed trucks, and migrant farmworkers bent above the rows, harvesting a crop I didnt recognize on sight, flying by as we were at sixty miles an hour. The road made a wide curve north. Oil rigs dotted the land and in one section there was a small refinery that threw off an odor reminiscent of burning tires. In sections, I could see a line of stationary boxcars that must have stretched for a quarter of a mile.


    I looked past her through the drivers-side window. Tucked in a stand of pines, a grand old stone-and-stucco house sat close to the road, abandoned to all appearances. The architecture had elements of English Tudor with a touch of Swiss chalet thrown in, the whole of it incongruous in the midst of tilled and untilled fields. The second story was half-timbered with three gables punctuating the roof-line. What the heck is that?


    Daisy slowed. Thats why we came this way. Tannie and her brother, Steve, inherited the house and three hundred acres of farmland, some of which they lease out.


    Two massive stone chimneys bracketed the house on each end. The narrow third-story windows suggested rooms reserved for household servants. A magnificent oak had been planted at one corner of the house, probably ninety years before, and now overshadowed the entrance. Across the road, there was empty acreage.


    The yard was completely overgrown. Weeds had proliferated and once decorative shrubs were close to eight feet high, obscuring the ground-floor windows. Where there had been a gracious approach, defined by boxwoods on both sides of a wide brick path, the passage was now close to impenetrable. Someone was using a small tractor to clear the overgrowth near the road, piling it in a mound. The brush closer to the house would probably have to be hacked away by hand. Daunting, I thought.


    Catch the back side, she said as we passed.


    I shifted in my seat and glanced over my shoulder, looking at the house from another angle. A wide dirt and gravel lane, probably the original driveway, now doubled as a frontage road with a service road splitting off to the right. I was guessing that the service road intersected one of the old county roads that was rendered obsolete once New Cut Road went in.


    On the back side of the house, most of the third-story windows in the rear were missing, the frames and timbers charred black from a fire that had eaten half the roof. There was something painful in the sight and I could feel myself wince. Howd that happen?


    Vagrants. This was a year ago. Now theres a raging debate about what to do with the place.


    Why was the house built so close to the road?


    Actually, it wasnt. The house used to sit dead center on the land, but then the new road was cut through. The grandparents must have needed cash, because they sold off a big chunk, maybe half of what they owned. The ink wasnt dry on the check before negotiations were under way for a housing tract that never went in. Talk about local politics. Now Tannies in a quandary, trying to decide whether to restore the house or tear it down and build in a better location. Her brother thinks they should sell the property while they have the chance. Right now, the markets good, but Steves one of those guys whos always predicting doom and gloom, so theyve been butting heads. Shell have to buy him out if she decides to hang on. Shes hired a couple of guys to help her clear brush on her days off. The countys been testy about the fire hazard, given last years burn.


    Does she want to farm the land?


    I doubt it. Maybe she plans to open a B-and-B. Youd have to ask her.


    Amazing. I could feel the shift in my perception of Tannie Ottweiler. Id pictured her barely making ends meet on a bartenders salary, never guessing she was a land baroness. I take it shes thinking about moving up here.


    Thats her hope. Shes been driving up Thursdays and Fridays, so if shes here again this week maybe the three of us could have lunch.


    Sounds great.


    There was a silence that lasted fifteen miles. Daisy was communicative in small doses, but she seemed to feel no obligation to chatter full-time, which suited me fine.


    So whats your story? she asked, finally.


    Mine?


    Youve been asking questions about me. Fair is fair.


    I didnt like this part, where I was forced to pony up. As usual, I reduced my past to its basic elements. I didnt want sympathy and I didnt want additional questions. In any version I told, the ending was the same and I was bored with the recitation. My parents were killed in a car wreck when I was five. I was raised by a maiden aunt, who didnt parent all that well.


    She waited to see if Id go on. Are you married?


    Not now, but I was. Twice, which seems like plenty.


    Ive got four divorces to your two so I guess Im more optimistic.


    Or maybe slower to learn.


    That netted me a smile, but not much of one.
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    When we got back to Daisys house, I picked up my car and drove the hour back to Santa Teresa, returning to my office, where I worked for the balance of the afternoon. I took care of the phone messages that had accumulated in my absence and then sat down and read the newspaper accounts about Violet in the weeks following her vanishing act. The initial item about the missing woman didnt appear until the eighth of July, Wednesday of the following week. The article was brief, indicating that the publics help was being sought in the disappearance of Violet Sullivan, last seen on Saturday, July 4, when shed left to join her husband at a park in Silas, California, nine miles from her home in Serena Station. She was believed to have been driving a violet-gray two-door Chevrolet Bel Air coupe, with the dealers sticker displayed on the windshield. Anyone with information was encouraged to contact Sergeant Tim Schaefer at the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Department. The telephone number for the north county substation was listed.


    Daisy had clipped two more articles, but there was little additional information. There were references to Violets having money, but no dollar amount had been confirmed. A bank manager in Santa Teresa had called the sheriffs department to report that Violet Sullivan had arrived at the Santa Teresa Savings and Loan early in the afternoon on Wednesday, July 1. Shed spoken first to him, presenting her key and asking for access to her safe deposit box. He was already late for lunch so hed turned her over to one of the tellers, a Mrs. Fitzroy, whod dealt with Mrs. Sullivan previously and recognized her on sight. After Mrs. Sullivan signed in, Mrs. Fitzroy verified her signature and accompanied her into the vault, where she was given her box and shown into a small cubicle. She returned the box some minutes later. Neither the teller nor the bank manager had any idea what was in the box or whether Violet Sullivan had removed the contents.


    In a third article, which ran on July 15, the county sheriffs departments public relations officer stated they were interviewing Foley Sullivan, the missing womans husband. He was not considered a suspect, but was a person of interest. According to Foley Sullivans account, hed stopped off to have a beer after the fireworks ended at 9:30. He got home a short time later and saw the family car was gone. He assumed that he and his wife had missed each other at the park and that shed arrive shortly. He admitted to being mildly intoxicated and claimed hed gone straight to bed. It wasnt until his daughter woke him at 8:00 the next morning that he realized his wife had failed to return. Anyone with information, etc.


    Occasionally, in the years since then, feature articles had been written about the casepuff pieces in the main. The tone was meant to be hard-hitting but the coverage was superficial. The same basic facts were spun out and embellished with little in the way of revelation. As nearly as I could tell, the subject had never been tackled in any systematic way. Violets uncertain fate had elevated her to the status of a minor celebrity, but only in the small farming community where she had lived. No one outside the area seemed to take much interest. There was a black-and-white photograph of her and a separate photo of the carnot the identical vehicle, of course, but a similar make and model.


    The car caught my attention and I read that part twice. On Friday, July 3, 1953, Foley Sullivan had filled out the loan papers on a purchase price of $2,145. Since the vehicle was never seen again, hed been compelled to make payments for the next thirty-six months until the terms were satisfied. Title had never been registered. Violet Sullivans drivers license had expired in June of 1955, and shed made no application for renewal.


    What struck me as curious was that Daisy had described her father as close to a deadbeat, so I couldnt understand why hed continued paying for the car. How perverse to have to go on forking out the dough for a vehicle your wife may or may not have used in running off with another man. Since there was no way the dealer could repossess the car, Foley was stuck. I couldnt understand why he cared, one way or the other, whether the dealer sued him for the balance or turned him over to a collection agency. Big deal. His credit was already shot so what was one more debt? I put the question in a drawer at the back of my mind, hoping an answer would be sitting there the next time I looked.


    At 5:00 P.M. I locked the office and went home. My studio apartment is located on a side street a block from the beach. My landlord, Henry, had converted the space from a single-car garage to a rental unit, attached to his own house by a glass-enclosed breezeway. Ive been living there quite happily for the past seven years. Henrys the only man I know whom Id be willing to marry if (and only if) we werent separated by a fifty-year age difference. Its tough when the perfect man in your life is an octogenarian . . . though a young eighty-seven years old. Henrys trim, handsome, smart, white-haired, blue-eyed, and active. I can go on in this manner, reciting his many virtues, but you probably get the point.


    I parked and passed through the squeaky gate that announces my arrival. I went around to the rear and let myself into my apartment, where I wrestled with my conscience briefly, and then changed into my running clothes and did a three-mile jog along the beach. Home again forty minutes later, I found a message from Cheney Phillips waiting on my machine. He proposed a quick bite of supper and said unless he heard otherwise, hed meet me at Rosies close to 7:00. I showered and got back into my jeans.
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    Well, its an interesting proposition. Ill give you that, Cheney said when Id laid it out to him. Rosie had taken our order, asking us what we wanted, and then writing down what shed already decided to servean unpronounceable dish that she pointed to on the menu. This turned out to be a beef-and-pork stew with more sour cream than flavor, so wed spent a few minutes surreptitiously adding salt and enough pepper to make our eyes sting. Rosies cooking is usually tasty, so neither of us could figure out what was going on with her. Cheney was drinking beer and I was drinking bad white wine, which is all she serves.


    You know whats hanging me up? I asked.


    Tell.


    The thought of failing.


    There are worse things.


    Name one.


    Root canal. IRS audit. Terminal disease.


    But at least those things dont impact anyone else. I dont want to take Daisys money if I cant deliver anything, and what are the odds?


    Shes a grownup. She says this is what she wants. Do you have any reason to doubt her sincerity?


    No.


    So why dont you put a cap on the money end?


    I did that. It doesnt seem to help.


    Youll do fine. All you can do is give it your best shot.
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    In the office Wednesday morning, I made a series of phone calls, setting up appointments with the principals on my list. I didnt think the order of interviews would make any difference, but Id arranged the names in order of personal preference. In quick succession, I talked to Sergeant Timothy Schaefer, whod been the investigating officer when Violet disappeared. I wanted to see how things had looked from his perspective and I thought hed be good at laying in the background. We agreed to meet that afternoon at 1:00, and he gave me directions to his house in Santa Maria. Foley Sullivan was next on my list. Daisy had told him Id be calling, but I was still relieved to find him cooperative. I made an appointment to talk to him after my interview with Sergeant Schaefer. My next call was to Calvin Wilcox, Violets only sibling. I got a busy signal on that number so I moved to the next.


    Fourth on my list was the babysitter, Liza Clements, ne Mellincamp, one of the last people whod spent time in Violets company. I was hoping to create a calendar of events, starting with Liza and working my way backward as I reconstructed Violets activities and encounters in the days before she vanished. I dialed Lizas number and she picked up after six rings, just at the point where Id about given up.


    When I identified myself, she said, Im sorry, but could we talk another time? Ive got a dental appointment and Im just now walking out the door.


    How about later this afternoon? When will you be home?


    Really, todays a mess. What about tomorrow?


    Sure, that would work. What time?


    Four oclock?


    Fine.


    Do you have my address?


    Daisy gave it to me.


    Great. See you then.


    I moved on to Kathy Cramer. She and Liza were fourteen at the time, which put them in their late forties now. I knew Kathy was married, but shed apparently elected to keep her maiden name, because Cramer was the only reference I had. I dialed her number and once I had her on the line, I told her who I was and what I was doing at Daisys behest.


    Youre kidding, she said, her voice flat with disbelief.


    Afraid not, I said. So tedious. I didnt relish having to go through this routine with every other call I made.


    Youre looking for Violet Sullivan after all these years?


    Thats what I was hired to do. Im hoping you can fill in some blanks.


    Have you talked to Liza Mellincamp?


    I see her tomorrow afternoon. If you could spare me half an hour, Id be grateful.


    I can probably manage that. Can we say tomorrow morning at eleven?


    Sure thing.


    What address do you have? We just moved.


    I recited the address on my list, which was out of date. She gave me the new one with a set of directions that I scribbled down in haste.


    My last call was to Daisy, telling her I was making a quick run to Santa Maria and back. On Thursday, I expected to have a block of free time, so I was proposing lunch and a quick verbal report. She was agreeable and said we could try a coffee shop close to her work. Since Tannie would be in Santa Maria on Thursday as well, shed give her a call and see if she could join us. Her lunch hour was flexible, so I agreed to call as soon as I had a break.


    After I hung up, I folded the list and gathered my index cards, gassed up the VW, and headed north. I was already getting bored with the hour drive each way and not all that happy about the miles I was putting on my thirteen-year-old car.
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    KATHY


    Wednesday, July 1, 1953


    Kathy Cramer was working in the office at her fathers Chevrolet dealership when Violet pulled up in Foleys rattletrap pickup and started looking at cars. She carried a big straw tote with a little dog tucked inside, its head popping up like a jack-in-the-box. This was Kathys first real job, and her father was paying her a dollar an hour, twenty-five cents over the minimum wage and twice what her best friend, Liza, made for babysitting. A dollar an hour was pretty good for a fourteen-year-old, even if his hiring her was not entirely voluntary. When his secretary left to get married, hed wanted to advertise for a permanent full-time replacement, but Kathys mother put her foot down, insisting he could find somebody in the fall when Kathy went back to school.


    Her responsibilities entailed answering the phone, filing, and lite typing, which she generally messed up. At the moment business was slow, so she occupied her time reading the movie magazines she kept in her lap. James Dean was already her favorite of the new Hollywood stars. Also Jean Simmons, with whom she completely identified. Shed seen Androcles and the Lion and, most recently, Young Bess, in which Jean Simmons had starred with her husband, Stewart Granger, who was second only to James Dean in Kathys mind.


    This was July and the office was small. Glass on all sides let the sunlight slant in, heating the space to unbearable temperatures. There was no air-conditioning, so Kathy kept an electric fan beside her on the floor, the face tilted toward hers for maximum effect. The air was still hot, but at least it was moving. She didnt think it was possible to sweat so much sitting down. In the spring, her gym teacher had suggested it really wouldnt hurt if she lost thirty-five pounds, but Kathys mother was having none of it. Girls paid entirely too much attention to superficial matters like weight, clothing, and hairstyles when what counted was inner beauty. It was more important to be a good person, setting an example for those around you. Kathys mother said her complexion would clear up in time if shed just quit picking at it. Kathy used Noxema every night, but it didnt seem to help.


    Kathy took off her glasses and polished the lenses with the hem of her skirt. These were new glasses with stylishly tilted black cats-eye frames that Kathy thought looked especially wonderful on her. She found herself following Violets progress across the lot. She had vulgar dyed-red hair and wore a tight purple sundress with a deeply scooped neckline. Winston Smith, the salesman Kathys dad had hired the month before, had his eye on the crevice between her boobies. Everybody was always mooning over Violet, which made Kathy sick. Especially her friend, Liza, who thought Violet could do no wrong. Kathy was struck by a sharp emotional jolt, which later in life she might concede was a feeling of jealousy. At the moment she wondered if it was possible to have hot flashes at so young an age. Shed seen her mother fanning herself, suddenly dripping with sweat, and thought what she experienced might be similar.


    Winston worked strictly on commission, which probably explained why he was so interested in talking to Violet as she strolled between the aisles of used cars. Winston was twenty years old. His hair was dark blond with a ridge of curls on top. The sides were swept back and met at the nape in a style known as a DA, which was short for ducks ass, though that wasnt a term Kathy would dream of saying out loud. Kathy could see him gesturing, pretending to be knowledgeable when, in fact, hed never made a sale. She found it endearing, how transparent he was to her. His goal was to make enough money to pay for his sophomore year in college, and hed confided his belief that selling cars was the perfect way to jack up his savings. He admitted he didnt have quite the knack for it that hed hoped. He didnt even enjoy it much, but he was determined to develop his skills, taking Mr. Cramer as his role model. Temporarily, of course.


    He was easily handsome enough to be a movie star himself. She thought he looked wonderful in his front-pleated slacks, open-neck shirt, and white bucks. He actually reminded her of James Deansame cheekbones and long lashes, and the same slender build. His expression was soulful, suggestive of troubles untold. Kathy could picture him working for her father after graduation, but he had bigger dreams, possibly law school, he said. Kathy often asked him about himself, encouraging him to open up to her.


    In her pencil drawer, she kept the box of pretty pink stationery she was using for the volume of poems she was writing. She liked the roses around the edge and the pale blue butterfly in each corner. She did the actual composition on wide-lined tablet paper and then transcribed the finished verse onto good paper when she was finally satisfied. Originally shed bought the stationery for Liza, whose birthday was coming up on Friday, July 3, but when she realized how perfect it was, shed decided to keep it for herself. She could always give Liza the lily of the valley dusting powder someone had given her last year.


    The poem she was working on was half-finished. This was only the fourth poem shed written, but she knew it was her best. Maybe not perfect yet, but her English teacher said every good writer did constant revisions, and Kathyd found that to be the case. Shed been working tirelessly on this poem for the better part of the morning. She took out the lined sheet and read it to herself. She was thinking of calling it To W . . . without giving any other hint of whom the poem was written for. She knew many poets, such as William Shakespeare, wrote sonnets and titled them that way.


    
      
        
          
            To W . . .

            When I gaze in your beautiful brown eyes

            I feel my throbbing heart increase in size

            With all the love I hold inside for you

            I promise, my darling, I will always be true.

            

            I loved you deeply right from the start

            And now no one can ever sunder us apart.

            If I could only hold you tightly in my arms . . .

          

        

      

    


    She hesitated. That word arms was a stumper. Charms would rhyme, but she couldnt figure out how to work it in. She tapped her pencil against her lips and then crossed it out. Shed come up with something better. Her thoughts returned to Winston. As a seventh grader, shed taken a class in dating etiquette, anticipating the opportunities that would crop up for her in eighth grade. Shed learned what topics were suitable for conversation with a boy and what to say at the door at the end of a date. In her mind, the boys face was amorphous, his features shifting to resemble whatever movie star she was currently smitten with. She imagined him kind and gentle, appreciative of her many fine qualities. Shed had no idea then how soon Winston would appear in her life, the epitome of all her dreams. She did think hed exhibited a certain interest in her, at least until Violet showed up.


    Violet and Winston were approaching the showroom floor, where the best car on the lota two-door Chevrolet Bel Air coupewas displayed under bright lights to emphasize its sleek lines. Violet had spotted the vehicle from halfway across the lot, and Winston was laying on his spiel as though his life depended on it. Like Violet might actually buy it. Very funny! Ha ha! Shed heard Violet and Foley were so poor they could barely afford the rent.


    Winston held open the plateglass door, allowing Violet to pass through. Kathy caught sight of a big blue bruise on her chin. Violet was all the time walking around like that, making no effort whatever to cover the marks. No dark glasses. No makeup. No wide-brimmed hat, which might have helped. She went about her errandssupermarket, post office, walking Daisy to schoolwith one or both eyes black, cheek swollen, her lips puffy and plump from one of Foleys blows. She made no excuses and she never explained, which left Foley looking like a fool. How could he defend himself when she never accused him of anything? Everyone in town knew he hit her, but no one intervened. That was considered their personal business, though Kathys mother often said it was a total disgrace. Kathys mother thought Violet was trash and she said Liza was asking for trouble if she hung out with her. Just the night before, sitting at the top of the stairs while her parents were in the living room, she heard her mother talking about Violet and Jake Ottweiler, whod been seen slow-dancing at the Blue Moon. Violet was oversexed, a regular nymphomaniac (whatever that was), and her mother was disgusted that Jake would have anything to do with her. She was getting all worked up, her voice rising (which made it easier for Kathy to hear) when her father blew his stack. Christ, Livia! Is that all you have to do, sit around and pass along ugly gossip? What the hell is wrong with you?!


    Theyd argued, and her mother had hushed him because she was worried Kathy might overhear them. Personally, shed agreed with her mother. Violet was a tramp. Kathy picked up a batch of papers and crossed to the filing cabinet by the door so she could hear what Violet and Winston said. The two were focused on the car and didnt seem to notice her hovering nearby. Winston was saying, Make no mistake, this is not your basic sedan. This is Chevrolets five-passenger coupe. 235 engine, Powerglide, dual carbs, and exhaust. Full hub caps, even has a beehive oil filter, if you can imagine such a thing.


    Violet clearly didnt know a filter from a fish fillet. Its the color I love, she said, running a hand along the front fender. The hood ornament looked like an eagle or a hawk in full flight, beak foremost, wings back, speeding through the air in a stylized pose.


    The colors customonly one of its kind. Know what its called? Violet Slate. I kid you not.


    Violet flashed him a smile. She made a point of wearing shades of violet: purple, lavender, lilac, mauve. Winston leaned past her and opened the door on the drivers side, revealing the orchid-pink trim on the lower dash panel. Here, have a seat. He cranked down the window and then stood back so she could get a better view. The seats were plush, trimmed in a robins egg blue with insets and side panels in a pink-and-blue pattern that looked like flame-stitching, the two colors bleeding into each other to form a violet shade. When the car had come in, Mr. Cramer had opened the trunk for Kathy, showing her the interior, which was upholstered in the exact same two shades. Even the spare tire in the wheel mount was covered in blue plush, like a tire cozy.


    Violet slid in behind the wheel, hands at ten oclock and two oclock, nearly feverish with excitement. Its beautiful. I love this! She ran a reverent hand across the seat. How much?


    Winston laughed, thinking she was making a joke.


    Whats so funny?


    He stared at the toe of his shoe, looking up at her from under dark lashes, dimples showing, his brow furrowing. Well, nothing, Mrs. Sullivan, but I believe its beyond your means. I know its beyond mine.


    Ive got money.


    Not this much, he said, in a jocular tone, keeping things light. Kathy could see he was trying to cushion her disappointment when he told her the price. She thought Violet was getting a bit above herself, putting on airs. Boy, was she in for a rude surprise.


    Violets smile faded. You think I cant afford to buy a nice car like this?


    I didnt say that, Mrs. Sullivan. By no means.


    Kathy couldnt believe the woman was still pushing the point, but Violet said, Then answer my question.


    Sticker price is $2,375. My boss might be willing to dicker some, but not a lot. Car like this is considered top of the line and theres not much wiggle room, as we like to say.


    Kathy checked Violets expression, hoping shed realize how far out of line she was. Violet kept her eyes on Winston, who seemed somewhat distracted by the gap that appeared at the neck of her dress, which was cut low to begin with. She said, Id want to take it for a test drive.


    Well, sure. We can arrange that.


    She extended her hand out the window, palm up. You have the keys?


    No, not on me. Theyd be in the office . . . in there, he said, gesturing unnecessarily.


    Well, Winston, youll have to go and get them. You think you can manage that? Her tone was silky and flirtatious even though what she said seemed insulting to Kathys ear.


    Unfortunately, my boss has gone to lunch, and Im the only one on the lot.


    And?


    And, you know, I cant just take off, because he left me in charge.


    If Im not mistaken, theres a mechanic on the premises. Two of them, in fact. Whats that ones name? Floyd, isnt it?


    Both Kathy and Winston checked the service bay where Floyd could be seen, servicing a used car that had just come in. Mr. Padgett had been talking about a trade-in but then decided hed hold off until fall when the new 54 models arrived. In the meantime, hed said hed just as soon have the cash in hand, so hed sold it outright.


    Winston seem relieved, as though Violet had given him the perfect out. Mrs. Sullivan, Floyd cant work the floor. He wouldnt know what to do any more than I could go back in the service bay and do his job for him.


    Why do I need you? All Im going to do is drive around the block. Dont you trust me?


    Winstons Adams apple dipped. I do. Its not that. I just think itd be better to wait until my boss gets back so you can talk to him. He knows this car inside and out, far better than I do. Besides, if it comes to that, hes the one who handles all the paperwork, so it only makes sense.


    Paperwork?


    You know, down payment, termsstuff like that. Youd have to have your husband come in and sign.


    Violet was amused. Why? Foley doesnt have a dime. I intend to pay cash.


    Outright?


    Do you know how much money I have? Im not supposed to tell, but I know I can count on your discretion, she said, lowering her voice.


    You shouldnt be telling me anything personal, Mrs. Sullivan. You should talk to Mr. Cramer about your finances.


    Fifty thousand dollars.


    Winston laughed, unnerved. Seriously?


    Of course. Why would I joke about a thing like that?


    Whatd you do, rob a bank?


    It was an insurance settlement. I wanted more, but thats what the company offered me right off the bat. My lawyer said take it, so thats what I did. The two were probably in cahoots. Ive never even told Foley the full amount. Hed be on me in a flash and squander every dime. See this? Violet pointed to the bruise on her chin. One day Foleys going to push me too far and thats it. Ill be gone. The moneys my ticket out. She held out her hand. Now. May I have the keys?


    Kathy watched Winston struggle with the request. She knew he wasnt much for confrontation, especially with a woman like Violet. On the other hand, she knew her dad had given him explicit instructions: No test drive without a salesman. No leaving the floor unattended.


    Whats your commission on a sale like this? Violet asked, as though the sale was a foregone conclusion.


    Somewhere in the neighborhood of four percent.


    Enough to cover your tuition and books for the next two years, or am I wrong about that?


    That seems about right, he said.


    Even Kathy was transfixed by the notion of all that money coming to him.


    So do you want the sale or not?


    Winston glanced at his watch. I dont know what to tell you, Mrs. Sullivan. Mr. Cramers due back any minute now . . .


    Oh for Christs sake! Give me the keys and lets get on with it. Im just taking it around the block.


    Kathy closed the file drawer, rolling her eyes in disgust. Pushiness was unbecoming in a womaneveryone knew thatbut blasphemy was inexcusable. She returned to her desk and took a seat. The woman was insane. There was no way Winston was going to let her drive away in that car. Without so much as a dollar changing hands? Very funny. Ha ha. Kathy picked up a stack of papers and tamped them against the desk, then opened and closed a drawer, pretending to be absorbed in her work.


    Winston appeared at her desk. There were big damp circles under his shirt sleeves, and she could smell his sweat. I got a problem.


    I know. She is so full of herself, it makes me sick.


    Can I have the keys to the Bel Air?


    She stared at him, blinking. Why ask me?


    Could you give them to me, please? Shes buying the car and she wants to see how it drives.


    I dont have them.


    Yes, you do. I saw him give them to you.


    Kathy didnt move because shed suddenly had a thought. At dinner the night before, her dad told her mom he was top-heavy on inventory and light on cash. What if Violet really had the money and the sale got messed up? If Kathy made a fuss and then the deal fell through, shed never live it down. She could feel her face burn.


    Exasperated, Winston leaned over and opened her pencil drawer. There, big as life, were the keys on a ring with the Chevrolet logo, the make and model of the car inked on a round white tag. He helped himself to the set.


    Youll be sorry, she said, not looking at him.


    No doubt, he said, and then returned to the floor. Violet was still sitting in the car.


    Kathys dad would have a fit the minute he found out, but what was she supposed to do?


    Winston held out the keys to Violet. She took them without a word and then started the car. She put the gear in reverse and began backing toward the wide steel door at the rear of the showroom. Kathy watched as Winston crossed to the door and gave the handle a yank. The door ascended on its track with a low rumbling sound. He leaned toward the drivers-side window, probably to offer her advice, but Violet swung the car into the alley and took off without so much as a backward look.


    Kathy saw Winston glance at his watch, and she felt a little thrill of fear because she knew exactly what was on his mind. Even if Violet took the long way around, the drive couldnt take more than five minutes. Which meant he could have the car on the floor again before her dad returned from lunch.
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    I found Sergeant Timothy Schaefer in a workshop at the back of his property on Hart Drive in Santa Maria. The house itself was built in the 1950s by the look of ita three-bedroom frame structure so uniformly white that it had been either freshly painted or recently covered in vinyl siding. His workshop must have been a toolshed at one time, enlarged by degrees until it was now half the size of a single-car garage. The interior walls were all raw wood and exposed studs. Hed used layers of newspaper as insulation, and I could probably read a years worth of local news items if I peered closely enough.


    Schaefer had told me hed retired from the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Department in 1968 at the age of sixty-two, which made him eighty-one years old now. He was heavyset, his loose gray pants held up with tan suspenders. The brown and blue in his plaid flannel shirt had been washed to a blend of softly faded hues. His hair was a flyaway white, as fine as spun sugar, and he wore bifocals low on his nose, fixing me with an occasional sharp look over the rims.


    In front of him, on a chunky wooden workbench that lined the shop on three sides, hed set a newly refinished rocking chair, its seat in need of recaning. His tools were neatly lined up: a pair of needle-nose pliers, two ice picks, a knife, a ruler, a container of glycerin, and loops of cane held together with clothespins. On the chair he was currently caning, hed used golf tees to hold the cane in place until he could tie them off underneath.


    My daughter got me into this, he said idly. After her mother died, she thought a hobby would keep me out of trouble. Weekends, we make the rounds of flea markets and yard sales, picking up old beat-up chairs like this. Turns out to be a money-making proposition.


    Howd you learn?


    Reading books and doing what they said. Took a while to get the hang of it. Glycerin helps the cane slide. Dont soak it long enough and its hard to work with. Soak it too long and itll start to weaken and break. Hope you dont mind if I keep on with this. I promised a fellow Id have his rocker ready by the end of the week.


    Be my guest.


    For a while, I was content to watch without saying a word. The mechanics of it reminded me of needlepoint or knitting, something close to a meditation. There was a certain hypnotic quality to the process, and I might have stood there observing for the better part of the day if time had permitted.


    When Id called the day before, Id mentioned Stacey Oliphant by name, thus according myself instant credibility since the two had worked together for a number of years. Schaefer and I had spent a few minutes on the phone discussing the man. When I told him I was looking for information about Violet Sullivan, Id asked if he needed to clear anything with the department before we spoke. Nobody cares about that anymore, hed said. Only a few of us remember the case. Shes still classified as a missing person, but I dont think youll have much success after all these years.


    Its worth a try, Id said.


    Did you know her? I asked now.


    Sure did. Everybody knew Violet. Feisty little thing with that fiery red hair. She was a beautiful girl with a defiant streak. If Foley blackened her eye, she made no attempt to hide it. Shed sport a bruise like a badge of honor. Damndest thing you ever saw. Black and blue, she was still prettier than any other woman in town. I wasnt smart enough to keep my trap shut, and my wife was so jealous I thought shed spit nails. Violet was the kind of woman men fantasize about. A lot of wives ended up with their noses out of joint.


    How well did you know Foley?


    Better than I knew her, given his numerous contacts with law enforcement. Thats how I ended up dealing with him in the first place, because of his smacking her around. I probably went to the house half a dozen times. None of us liked going out on domestic calls. Dangerous for one thing, and for another, it made you wonder what the hell was wrong with folks. Violet and Foley were skating close to the edge. Bad situation. Her little girl was of an age where shed end up standing in the line of fire. Abuse spills over. It might start with the spouse, but the kids arent far behind.


    What about Violet? Did she have any criminal history?


    Nope.


    Foley never had her arrested for assault?


    Nope. If she hit him, he must have been too embarrassed to call us.


    Shoot. No mug shots and no fingerprints. Thats too bad, I said.


    She was clean as they come. She didnt have a Social Security number because she never held a job, so thats one more dead end. The only outside dispute she had, she took Jake Ottweiler into small-claims court. His pit bull attacked her toy poodle and killed it outright. I think she collected a couple hundred bucks. Foley probably borrowed every cent of it to pay the bills.


    Daisy remembers the two brawling. She says neither one went after her, but it had an effect.


    I dont doubt that, he said. We sat Foley down more than once and gave him a talking-to, but like most abusers, he was busy blaming someone else. He maintained Violet was provoking him, which made it her fault, not his.


    This was over what period of time?


    Two, three years, running right up to the last anybody ever saw of her. After we spoke yesterday, I called one of the deputies and had him pull the old file. He went back through the reports and says the two got into a bad one on June 27, a Saturday, the week before she disappeared. Foley flung a pot of coffee at her and it caught her on the chin. She called us. We went out to the house and arrested his sorry ass and then held him overnight until he had a chance to cool down. Meanwhile, she filed a complaint charging him with misdemeanor battery . . .


    Why misdemeanor?


    Injuries werent that serious. Hed broken her jaw, itd have been another matter. We advised her right then to get a restraining order out against him, but she said she was fine. Minute he got out, he went straight to the house. He begged her to drop the charges, but before anything could come of it, she was gone and that was that.


    When did he report her missing?


    July 7. In those days, the law required a seventy-two-hour wait if there was no suggestion of foul play, which there wasnt. So Sunday passed, and then Monday without a word from her. Tuesday morning, Foley came over to the station and asked to file a report. I was the one who took the information, though the story was already out by then, and we knew we had a problem on our hands.


    How did he seem?


    He was obviously upset, but in my estimation, mostly for himself. Given his history, he had to figure hed be first in line when it came to close scrutiny. We put out a countywide bulletin, giving a description of Violet and the car she was believed to be driving, and then expanded that to statewide within two days. We contacted the papers up and down the coast. Didnt generate much interest, to tell you the truth. Most ran two column inches in the second section, if they bothered at all. Radio, same thing. The story got some local airplay, but not that much.


    Why no splash? What was that about?


    The media wasnt prone to jumping on stories the way they do now. Violet was an adult. Some had the feeling shed run off of her own accord and shed come back when it suited her. Others leaned toward the notion shed never left at all, at least not alive.


    You think Foley killed her?


    Thats what I thought at the time.


    Why?


    Because the violence had escalated and she was serious about pressing charges, which wouldve been bad news for him. Its like the deputy DA told me, You dont have a witness, you dont have a case. If hed gone to trial, chances are hed have ended up in jail. It certainly worked to his advantage that she was gone.


    Im assuming there was an investigation.


    Oh, yes. We could pretty much trace her activities up until the time she left the house that night. This would have been six fifteen or so, after the babysitter showed. It wasnt dark yet and wouldnt turn dark until closer to nine oclock. Couple of people saw her drive through town. They said it looked like she was alone except for her little dog, standing in her lap yapping out the window. She stopped and bought gas, filling up her tank at a service station near Tullis, so we know she made it that far.


    What time was that?


    Six twenty-five, round about then. The fellow at the pump cleaned her windshield and checked her tires, which he neednt have done. The car was brand new and he was interested in hearing how she handled. They spent a few minutes talking about that. I asked him if he noticed anything unusual because I was curious about her mood. If she was leaving her little girl for good, youd think shed be down in the mouth, but he said she seemed happy. Giddy was his word. Of course, hed never laid eyes on her before so as far as he knew, she was always that way. I was hoping shed said something about her destination, but no such luck. Her dog was barking up a storm, jumping from the front seat to the back. She finally let it out to do its business in the grass. After she put the dog back in the car, she went in the office, paid the clerk for her gas, and bought a Coca-Cola from the cooler. Then she got in the car and off she went, driving toward Freeman.


    I opened my shoulder bag and took out a pen and my map of Santa Maria. Can you show me the location of the service station? Id like to take a look.


    He adjusted his bifocals and studied the map, opening it to the full and then refolding it. Thatd be here, he said, making a mark on the page. Place is still there, though the pump jockey and clerk have both left the area. From that point, she could have gone anyplace. Down one of these side roads and out to the 101south to Los Angeles, north to San Francisco. She could have circled back and gone home. We calculated how far she could get on a tank of gas and checked with every station within that radiusno easy task. No one remembered seeing her, which struck me as odd. That car was a beauty and so was she. Youd think someone would have noticed if shed stopped for anythingmeal, restroom, to walk the dog. I dont know how she could have vanished like that, literally, without a trace.


    The papers said Foley wasnt considered a suspect.


    Of course he was. Still is. We put that out, hoping to coax him into telling what he knew, but he was a wily one. He went straight out and hired an attorney, and after that, he wouldnt say a word. We never did come up with anything to hang him on.


    He gave no explanation at all?


    We managed to get a little bit out of him before he clammed up. We know he stopped by the Blue Moon and had a couple of beers. He claimed he got home a short time after that, which would have made it somewhere between ten and ten thirty. Trouble is, the babysitter, Liza Mellincamp, said she didnt see him until sometime between midnight and one, which means if he killed her he had time to dispose of the body.


    He must have done a good job of it if shes never been found.


    Schaefer shrugged. I imagine shell turn up one of these days, assuming there was something left of her once the critters got through.


    Also assuming he killed her, which he might not have.


    True enough.


    Not that Im arguing for or against, I said.


    I understand. I go back and forth myself, and Ive had years to ponder the possibilities.


    Did anybody support Foleys claim that he got home when he said?


    Schaefer shook his head. Far from it. They know roughly when he left the Moon, but no one seems to know where he went after that. Might or might not have been home. Lizas word against his.


    What about the car? I understand theres never been any sign of that either.


    My guess is its long gone, probably broken down for parts. If not that, theres always a demand for stolen cars in Europe and the Middle East. In California, L.A. and San Diego take the biggest hit.


    Even back then?


    Yes maam. The numbers might be different, but percentages are the same. Something like eighty-five thousand cars stolen out of those two cities just this past year. They steal em, take em to local ports, and crate em up for shipping. The other option is to drive a car across the border and dispose of it down there. Places in Mexico and Central America, if a vehicle doesnt find a buyer, its left on the street and ends up sitting in an impound lot. You go down to Tijuana, you can see thousandscars, trucks, RVs. Some have been there for years and never will be reclaimed.


    Was the car his or hers?


    He was the one signed the loan papers, but the car was hers. She made sure everyone knew that. In those days, wives couldnt get credit even if they worked. Everything was done in the husbands name.


    But why would he do that? Buy her a car and then kill her the next day. That doesnt make sense.


    He might have killed her on impulse, struck her in a rage. Doesnt have to be something he planned in advance.


    But why buy the car at all? Daisy told me he could barely pay the bills. Ive also heard she had enough cash to buy it outright.


    Ill tell you what I think. He did it out of guilt. That was his pattern. Hed get mad, beat the hell out of her, and then do something nice to make up for it. Maybe he realized she was on the verge of taking him to court so he tried to buy her off. She was nuts about that car.


    From what I heard, Foley was stuck making all the payments even though he never had a thing to show for it. That seems strange.


    Depending on his agreement with the dealer, he said. The fellow you want to talk to on that subject is Chet Cramer of Chet Cramer Chevrolet in Cromwell. Ill give you his address.


    Thanks. Daisy mentioned him. Im surprised hes still in business after all these years.


    Oh, sure. Hell never retire. Hes got his hands on the reins and hell be happy to drop dead before he ever lets go.


    Mentally I went back and skimmed the newspaper accounts Id read. One of the papers reported Violet going into a Santa Teresa bank that week and getting into her safe deposit box. Any idea what was in it?


    Nope. Id assume valuables of some kind. Like you, Ive heard she had a sizeable sum of cash, but youd have to take that on faith. We got a court order and had the box drilled when it was clear she was gone. It was empty.


    What about since then? I know how Stacey feels about a case like this. An open-ended situation bugs the hell out of him.


    Youre right about that. Once in a while someone goes back to take a look, but theres not much to go on. We never got a break on this one and we havent had the manpower to devote to a second full-on investigation. Detectives down in S.T. have enough on their plates. Some rookie might noodle around with it from time to time, but thats about it.


    What about the theory she was having an affair?


    Thats what Foley maintains, but I have my doubts. Ask around and youll find out most people who heard the rumor heard it from him. Violet screwed aroundno question about thatbut if she ran off with someone, how come no one else was gone?
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    The service station where Violet was last seen was near Tullis, a dot-sized town you could probably miss if you werent paying strict attention. Several hamlets, like stars in a constellation, were clustered in a patch with small two-lane roads forming the irregular grid that connected them. Tullis was to the east on a straight line that led to Freeman and from there to the 101.


    Service stations in the area were few and far between, so it was easy to see why Violet had chosen this one. At that point, shed only had the car for one day, but shed apparently done sufficient driving to empty her tank. Or maybe she was topping it off in preparation for whatever she did next, which is to say died or left town. I noticed myself shifting from one position to the other. She behaved like someone who was on her merry way, but to where? And more important, did she ever arrive?


    When I reached the service station, I pulled in to one side and parked near the entrance to the ladies room, taking advantage of the facilities while I had the chance. The toilet did flush, but the hand dryer was busted and since paper towels had been eliminated in the interest of sanitation, I ended up drying my hands on my jeans while I walked around outside.


    The station sat at the junction of two roads, Robinson and Twine. The afternoon was hot and still, the sunlight relentless. This was September, and I was imagining the heat in July was fierce. There were endless flat fields on all sides; some looking ragged from the harvest and some newly planted with sprigs of green. It had been late day when Violet stopped here, and it must have looked then much as it did now. The area was windy and dry, without so much as a stand of trees to provide shade. I pictured Violets red hair whipping across her face while she stood chatting with the fellow who pumped her gas that day. What did she think was coming next? Thats what bothered methe idea of her intentions and her innocence.


    In my car again, I headed west, turning left out of the station onto Twine Road. I passed a sign for New Cut Road and realized Tannies property had to be less than a mile away. Sure enough, the big farmhouse loomed in the distance, hugging the blacktop as though hoping to thumb a ride. The incongruity of the house in the flat agricultural landscape struck me anew.


    Once in Cromwell, I consulted the directions Daisyd given me. Foley Sullivan worked as a custodian for the Cromwell Presbyterian Church on Second Street. The building was plain in the nicest sense of the word, white frame with a steeple, set on a wide lawn of green. A large brick wing had been added to one end. I parked in the side lot and took the walkway to the front of the church.


    Starting with the obvious, I tried one of the big double doors and I was surprised to find them unlocked. I let myself in. The foyer was empty. The doors to the sanctuary stood open, but there was no one in sight. I said yoo-hoo-type things to announce my presence, hoping to avoid any appearance of trespassing in a house of God. The sanctuary was bathed in quiet, and I found myself tiptoeing down the center aisle in response. There were elaborate stained-glass windows on each side of the room and deep wine-colored carpeting underfoot. The massive brass organ pipes made an inverted V behind the chancel. The empty wooden pews were gleaming in the light. The air smelled of carnations and lilies, though there were none in evidence. To the right, behind the pulpit, the choir loft was visible. At the front of the church on the right-hand side, I could see a door that I was guessing led into the ministers study. To the left, double doors with glass uppers probably opened into the corridor that connected the church with its more modern addition.


    I pushed through the double doors and found myself in a broad carpeted hallway. Sunday school rooms opened off to the right, most with folding chairs, two with low tables and chairs designed for little kids. Everything was in order. I could smell Windex, Endust, and furniture polish. I pushed through a second set of double doors into a large social hall. Long banquet-style tables had been set up, but the metal folding chairs were still stacked on rolling carts pushed up against the wall. I imagined the room could be furnished or emptied for just about any activity or any size crowd. I wondered if church members still held potluck suppers. I hoped so. Where else could you get beef-and-macaroni pies and green-bean casseroles made with cream of mushroom soup? As a child Id been expelled from numerous denominations of Sunday schools, but I bore no grudge. As usual, thoughts of food prevailed, softening the experience to recollections as rich and sweet as warm homemade brownies.


    I entered the kitchen through a swinging door, again saying Hello? and pausing to see if there would be a response. The room was flooded with sunlight. The counters were stainless steel, and huge soup cauldrons hung from racks above the two restaurant-size stainless-steel stoves. The white enamel sinks were snowy. I was running out of places to look. Any minute now, Foley, I thought to myself. I was so focused on finding him that when he appeared behind me and tapped me on the shoulder, I jumped and clutched my chest, barking with surprise.


    Sorry if I scared you.


    I just wasnt expecting it, I said, wondering how long hed been trailing me. The notion generated an uneasiness I had to struggle to suppress. I appreciate your seeing me on such short notice.


    Thats quite all right.


    He was tall and gaunt, with sleeves slightly too short for the length of his arms. His wrists were narrow and his hands were big. He was clean shaven, his cheekbones prominent and his jawline pronounced. His face reminded me of certain black-and-white photographs taken during the Depressionhaunted-looking men in breadlines, whose gazes were fixed on the camera in despair. His eyes were a deep-set blue, the orbital ridge darkly smudged. Id seen someone else with the same demeanor, though the reference eluded me in the moment. There was no animation when he spoke. He looked out at me from some remove, a curious distance between his inner self and the life of the outside world. I could see nothing of Daisy in his features, except perhaps the marks of unhappiness for which Violet was the source. He was only sixty-one years old, but he might have been a hundred from the wariness in his eyes.


    Come on with me. Ill show you where I live. We can talk down there where its private.


    Sure, fine, I said, and followed him, wondering at the wisdom. Alone with a guy like him in this big empty church. Daisy was the only one who knew where I was. We descended one flight of stairs to the basement level, which was dry and well maintained. Foley opened the door to what I first mistook for a large storage closet.


    This is my apartment. Help yourself to a chair.


    The room hed shown me into was maybe ten feet by ten, white walls, gleaming beige linoleum tile floor. In the center was a small wooden kitchen table with four matching chairs. He had a hot plate and a small refrigerator tucked into a counter along the wall, a sofa, one upholstered chair, and a small television set. Through a doorway I could see a smaller room with the suggestion of a roll-away bed poking into view. I was guessing at the presence of a bathroom beyond that.


    I sat down at the table. In the center was a bowl of unshelled peanuts. He sat in apparent relaxation. The gaze he rested on mine was direct but curiously empty. He indicated the nuts. Have some if you want.


    Thanks. Im fine.


    He picked up an unshelled peanut, broke open one end, and tilted the kernel into his mouth. He opened the second half of the nut and ate that kernel, too. The sound reminded me of a horse crunching on its bit. He held on to the empty shell. I could see him feeling the waffled surface, the tips of his fingers moving across the edges where the fibers extended from the shell. Ive been known to eat peanuts shell and all to eliminate the mess.


    He took a fresh one from the bowl and rolled it, pressing slightly, measuring its give. His fingers might have been moving with a will of their own. Rolling, pinching. Youre a private detective. Where from?


    Santa Teresa. Ive been in business ten years. Before that, I was a cop.


    Foley shook his head. Whys Daisy doing this?


    Youll have to ask her.


    But whatd she say when she hired you on?


    Shes upset. She says shes never made peace with her mothers leaving her.


    None of us made peace with that, he said. He looked away from me and then shrugged, as if in response to some inner debate. All right. I guess we best get it over with. You can ask anything you like, but I want to say this first: Pastor of this church is the only man in town with any charity in his heart. After Violet left, I got laid off and I couldnt get work. I did construction before, but suddenly no one would hire me to do anything. Based on what? I was never arrested. I was never charged. I never spent a day in jail in regard to her. The woman ran off. I dont know how many times I have to say that.


    You hired an attorney?


    I had to. I needed to protect myself. Everybody thought I killed her, and what was I supposed to do? I had Daisy to support and I couldnt get a paying job to save my soul. How can you prove you didnt do a thing when the whole town believes you did?


    Howd you earn a living?


    I couldnt. I had to go on welfare. I was ashamed of myself, but I had no choice. All the time we were married, Violet wouldnt take a job. She wanted to stay home with Daisy and that was fine with me, though I could have used the help. Some months, I couldnt pull in the money we needed to cover the bills. That was hard. Theres people who seem to think I didnt care if I was behind on my bills, but thats just not true. I did what I could, but once she was gone, I didnt know where to turn. If I left Daisy for a single minute, shed come unglued. She had to have me in her sights. She had to know where I was. She had to hang on my pant leg for fear Id up and disappear. Thats how it was. Violet did what suited her, regardless of us. She was a self-centered woman, and mothering wasnt something she did all that well.


    What was?


    Come again?


    What did she do well? Im asking because Id like to get a sense of her . . . not just how she behaved, but who she was.


    She was a party girl. She stayed out late and drank. Sometimes she danced.


    What about you? Did you go dancing as well? I asked, wondering if he was using the word as a metaphor.


    Not often enough to suit her.


    He replaced the unshelled peanut in the bowl and put his big hands in his lap under the table. I could hear a popping sound and I knew he was systematically cracking his knuckles.


    Did she have hobbies or interests?


    Like what, did she do macram? he asked with a touch of bitterness. Not hardly.


    Cooking, for instance. Anything like that?


    She fixed things out of cans. Tamales wrapped in paper. Sometimes she didnt even bother to dump them in a pan and put them over heat. I know I sound negative and I apologize. She might have had good qualities, just none I could see. She was beautiful, Ill give her that. She had her hooks in me deep.


    Whyd you stay?


    Dumb, I guess. I dont know, it seems so long ago. Sometimes I can hardly remember what it was like. Not good, I know. Why I stayed was I loved that woman more than life itself.


    I understand, I said, though the statement was preposterous, given what Id heard.


    He went on. Anyway, Im not the only one who had complaints. She wasnt happy, but she stayed on, too. At least until she went.


    Daisy tells me you believe she was having an affair.


    I know she was.


    What makes you so sure?


    Aside from the fact that she told me?


    Really. Whatd she say?


    She said he was twice the man I was. She said he was a tiger in bed. I dont want to go into that. She cut me to the quick, which is what she intended.


    Maybe she was making it up.


    No, maam. Not her. There was someone all right. You can trust me on that.


    Do you have any idea who?


    No.


    There was no one you suspected even the tiniest bit?


    He shook his head. At first, I thought it was someone from Santa Maria or Orcutt, somewhere like that, but there was never a claim from anyone else about a missing spouse, which is why no one gives credence to anything I say.


    Lets talk about you. Whats your story?


    I dont have a story. Like what?


    I shrugged. Were you ever in the military?


    He shook his head, his expression sour, as though I was adding one more item to his list of grievances. Army wouldnt take me: 1941 when the war broke out, I was fifteen years old. As soon as I turned eighteen, I tried to enlist, but the physical messed me up. Teeth were bad. You were supposed to have six biting teeth and six chewing teeth lined up right. I didnt get mine fixed until later. By then, I could see how being in the army wasnt such a hot idea. Bunch of boys from around here went off and never did come back.


    Daisy told me Violet was fifteen when you married her.


    Bet she told you why, too.


    I know she was pregnant. Did you ever think about putting the baby up for adoption?


    Violet would have done that or worse, but I stood in her way. I wanted that child. I wanted to get married and raise a family. She acted like I forced it on her, which maybe I did, but I thought shed adjust.


    Fifteen is young, I said, stating the obvious to keep the conversation afloat.


    Violet was never young. She told me once she was fooling around by the time she was twelve. I wasnt the first to have her and I certainly wasnt the last.


    Did that bother you?


    Her past? I didnt care about that. What bothered me was everything she did after. You probably heard I hit her, but theres two sides to every story. She was unfaithfultime and time againand I defy any man who says he can live with a thing like that. Could you live with it?


    Thats what divorce is for, I said, blandly.


    I know, but I loved her. I didnt want to live without her. I thought I might knock a little sense into her. Thats all I was trying to do. I know I was wrong. Sometimes I cant believe I ever thought that way, but I did. She was stubborn . . . willful . . . and she never changed her ways. I was as good to her as I knew how and she left us anyway. About broke my heart.


    And youve never remarried?


    How could I? I have nothing to offer. I cant say Im divorced, cant say Im a widower. Not that any womans asked. Once Daisy left home, I took this job. Pastor gave me a place to live and Ive been here ever since. He was silent for a moment, emotion churning under the surface.


    Tell me about the car.


    I can tell you exactly. Her and me had a fight. I forget now over what. I tore down a panel of her lace curtains and she went berserk, tore down the rest and threw them in the trash. She went over to the Moon and I followed her. We started drinking and she calmed down some. I thought everything was okay, but thats when she up and told me she was leaving me. She said it was over and shed be gone the next day. I didnt believe a word. Violet said things like that every other week. This time she was crying so hard it tore me up. I was sorry for what Id done. I knew those lace curtains meant something to her. I wanted to make up for that and everything else.


    Shed seen the car a couple days before and thats all she talked about, so I went down to the dealership and bought it. I drove it home that same day and parked it out in front, then went in and told her to look outside. When she saw the car, she was like a little kid. Its the happiest Id ever seen her.


    When was that? What date?


    July third. Day before she left.


    Did she talk about going somewhere, a road trip?


    Not a word. She was nicer than shed been in a long, long time, so I thought things were fine. We spent Saturday morning together, the three of usher, me, and Daisy. I had a job of work to take care of in the early afternoon, but after that I came back and we did some stuff around the house. At five, she fixed Daisys supperbacon and scrambled eggs, which was Daisys favorite. Violet had a babysitter coming at six. She was going to put Daisy in the bath and get her ready for bed. She wanted to change clothes and she said wed meet at the park in time for the fireworks.


    I stopped by the Blue Moon on the way. Ill admit I had a couple of beers . . . more than a couple, if you want to know the truth. By the time I got to the park, it was almost dark and the fireworks display was about to begin. I looked everywhere for her and finally took a seat and enjoyed the show by myself.


    People saw you there?


    Yes, indeed. Thats one thing people had to give me. Livia Cramer was sitting right there talking to me, big as life. When I got to the house, I could see the car wasnt in the drive. I went in and realized Violet was gone as well.


    But the babysitter was there, yes?


    Thats what she says. My thinking wasnt all that clear.


    Why was that?


    I had a couple more beers at the park and then stopped off at the Moon on my way home. Thats why I wasnt too steady on my feet. I went in the bedroom and laid across the bed. I didnt look in Daisys room because it didnt occur to me. I thought she was out with Violet, riding in the car. I figured Violet changed her mind and decided Daisy should see the fireworks. Next thing I know its morning and Daisys tugging on my hand.


    And then what?


    Then I went through the roughest two days of my life. Sunday morning, I called the sheriffs department to see if they knew anything. I thought she might have been arrested, or in a car wreck. Deputy said no, but if I hadnt heard from her by Tuesday, I could come in and file a missing-persons report, which is what I did when she hadnt come back. I gave up drinking that day and I havent touched a drop of alcohol since.


    And she never got in touch?


    Not a call. Not a postcard. No word of any kind from that day to this.


    Whyd you keep making payments on the car?


    To show I loved her. To show I was sincere about changing my ways. I believed shed come back, and on the day she did, if she ever did, I wanted her to know that Id never lost faith.


    It didnt make you angry to have to pay for the car she went off in?


    It made me sad, but in a way . . . if she had to go . . . I was happy she had that. Like a parting gift.


    By then, everybody thought youd done something to her.


    Thats been my burden to bear and I hope Ive done it like a man. I might sound bitter, but its not about her. Its about the fact that Ive been judged and condemned. He reached for the bowl of peanuts and took one, then changed his mind and put it back. The dark sunken eyes came up to mine. Do you believe me?


    I dont have an opinion. Ive been on this one day. Youre only the second person Ive talked to so Im not in a position to believe or disbelieve. Im gathering information.


    And Im telling you what I know.


    What about the fifty thousand dollars she was said to have?


    That was after Daisys birth. I dont know the details except the labor went on for hours. Her water broke at nine oclock on a Friday night, but nothing much went on. She was having contractions now and then, but she wasnt in much pain. She thought it might not be as bad as shed heard. I dont know why but the minute any woman finds out shes pregnant, other women haul out some terrible tale about how hard it was, how somebodys cousin ended up hemorrhaging to death, about babies born deformed. She was scared to death and she wanted to hold off going to the hospital as long as she could. We stayed up all night playing cardsgin rummyand she played me for a penny a point. I think she took something like fifteen dollars off me. After a while, the pains started coming harder and she got so she couldnt concentrate. I told her we ought to go and she finally gave in. We got to the hospital and they took her off to the labor room. That was at six A.M. The nurse came out and said she was only four centimeters dilated, so they took me in the back and let me sit with her. She was suffering something awful, but the doctor didnt want give her anything for pain for fear itd slow her down. Noon, I went out to get something to eat. I got back to the waiting room as the doctor arrived. The nurse had called him because she didnt think Violets labor was progressing like it ought. I dont know the particulars about what happened next. I know something went wrong and Dr. Rawlings was at fault. Daisy was okay. She was finally born around seven that night by forceps. There were female complications and the upshot was that he removed Violets womb. There she was, sixteen years old, and she could never have another child. I dont think she gave a hoot about that, but she saw the opportunity to get some cash. I think she sued him for half a million dollars and got considerably less. She was tight-lipped about that and never would tell me the amount. She said the money was hers and it was none of my affair. Said she earned it the hard way and she wanted to make sure I never got my hands on it. She wouldnt put it in a regular savings account because she was afraid of community property laws. She got a safe deposit box and kept the cash in there. I told her it was foolish. I said she ought to invest, but she was adamant. I think the money made her feel powerful.


    We sat and stared at each other while I digested the information. Finally, I said, I appreciate your candor. At the moment, I cant think what other ground we need to cover. I may have questions for you later on.


    I understand, he said. All I ask is youll keep an open mind.


    Ill do that, I said. And if further questions come up, I hope I can talk to you again.


    Of course.
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    After I left the church parking lot, I found a quiet side street and pulled over to the curb. I shut off the engine and took out a handful of index cards, jotting down what I remembered about the conversation. During interviews early in my career, I tried using a tape recorder, but the process was awkward. It made some people self-conscious, and both of us tended to watch the tape reel going around and around, assuring each other the device was working. Sometimes a reel came to an end and clicked off while the interviewee was in the middle of a sentence. Id have to turn the tape over and then backtrack, which was off-putting to say the least. Transcribing a tape afterward was a pain in the rear because the sound quality was often poor and the ambient noise made some of it impossible to hear. Taking notes in longhand was just as distracting. I finally gave up and started winging it, quieting the chatter in my brain so I could hear what was being said. My memory has improved to the point where I can remember the bulk of an interview, but I still find it helpful to nail down the details while theyre fresh in my mind. Over time, a portion of any recollection fades, and while I might remember the gist, its the minutia that sometimes makes all the difference.


    Cynic that I am, I did wonder if Foley had quit drinking because he was afraid alcohol would one day loosen his tongue, tricking him into saying something he shouldnt. For the same reason, I questioned his reasons for the lack of an intimate relationship since Violet had disappeared. Guilt produces a loneliness of its own. The temptation to confide has to be overwhelming at times. His suffering had been intense, but hed never sought solace, or so he claimed.


    I looked at the map again, noting the distance between the service station where Violet had filled her tank, the park in Silas, and the Sullivans house. Must have been fifteen or twenty miles from point to point. It was possible, I supposed, that Violet had bought gas and then driven home, in which case she might well have been there when Foley returned. If that were the case, surely the babysitter would have said so. I put a rubber band around my fat stack of cards, then fired up the engine, put the car in gear, and headed for home.
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    As I was unlocking my front door, Henry emerged from his kitchen and locked the door behind him. He was looking very spiffy for a guy who favors shorts and flip-flops. He waved and I waited while he crossed the patio. It was close to cocktail hour and I figured he was on his way to Rosies. Actually, Im driving down to Olvidado to take Charlotte to the movies. Well catch the five-oclock show and have dinner afterwards. Charlotte was a real estate agent hed dated twice. I was happy to see him take an interest after his recently failed romance.


    Sounds like fun. What are you seeing?


    No Way Out with that actor, Kevin Costner. You think this is okay? He held his arms out, asking me to make a judgment about his slacks and collared T-shirt.


    You look fine.


    Thanks. What are you up to?


    Im on a job up in the Santa Maria area. Ill be driving back and forth, but I dont want you to worry if you dont see me for a couple of days. You better get a move on. Traffics tricky at this hour.


    I watched him cross to his two-car garage, pausing long enough to see which car he took. His pride and joy is a 1932 Chevrolet, the five-window coupe, painted bright yellow. His other car is a workaday station wagon, which is serviceable but no great shakes. He backed down the drive in the vintage Chevy, waving at me as he disappeared from sight.


    Once in my apartment, I dropped my shoulder bag on a kitchen stool and went through my usual ritual of phone messages and mail. Cheney had called to say hi and hed catch me later. Mail was boring. When I peered into the refrigerator, the sight that greeted me was no big surprise. The contents consisted of condimentsmustard, pickles, olives, and a jar of jalapeosa stick of butter, a head of browning lettuce, and a six-pack of Diet Pepsi. I hadnt been to the grocery store for days, which meant Id either have to make a supermarket run or eat out again. While I debated, I returned Cheneys call. I knew hed be gone, but I left a lengthy message, telling him what I was up to. I wasnt sure what my schedule would look like after tomorrow, but I said Id be in touch. Already this was feeling like the same sort of absentee relationship Id had with Robert Dietz. How do I get myself into these situations with men?


    I was halfway to Rosies, less than thrilled with the prospect, when I thought about Sneaky Petes. I knew Tannie would be working, and it occurred to me that we could chat about Daisy and Violet while I indulged in another spicy salami concoction on a kaiser roll. I trotted back to my car and drove into town.
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    Sneaky Petes is a neighborhood hangout, serving a loyal clientele in much the way Rosies does. Tannie spotted me when I walked in. I took a stool at the bar, waiting while she finished drawing two beers for a couple near the window. It was not quite six and quiet for a Wednesday night. Even the volume on the jukebox had been turned down to a tolerable level.


    She returned to the bar and took out a wineglass and a bottle of Edna Valley, saying, You drink Chardonnay, right?


    Good memory.


    Thats my job. Daisy says the three of us are having lunch tomorrow.


    Thats the plan. I told her Id call her as soon as Im free. What time are you driving up?


    Im not sure yet, but early. Ill find out where youre going and Ill meet you there. She poured my wine and then picked up her cigarette and took one last drag before she stubbed it out. One of these days Ill quit. Working here, you have to smoke in self-defense. So how goes the battle? Daisy says youre already hard at work.


    Well, Im doing what I can. She drove me around the area so I could get the lay of the land. Serena Stations depressing.


    Isnt it, she said. You meet Foley?


    I spoke to that retired sheriffs department sergeant first and then to him.


    That must have been intense.


    Very, I said. I took a sip of my wine. You didnt tell me you had a house up there. Daisy took me by yesterday afternoon so I could see. Too bad about the fire.


    Were lucky they caught it when they did or the house would be gone. Weve got a deputy patrolling now to keep the riffraff out. My brother hates the place.


    Daisy says you hope to buy him out.


    If I can get him to agree. Hes being his usual bullheaded self, but I think hell knuckle under in the end. His wifes on my team. Shes got no interest in being saddled with a house like that. I love it, but talk about a white elephant.


    The land must be worth a fortune.


    You ought to see our tax bill. The tricky thing is theres a move afoot to rezone. The rumor around town is that the old packing plant has been sold and the buildings will be demolished. That property butts right up against ours, so Ive had developers wooing me all year, trying to get the jump on it before word leaks out. Id love to hang on, but wed net ourselves a bundle if we sell out to them. She reached under the bar and pulled out a roll of paper, secured with a rubber band. You want to see what they have in mind?


    I took off the rubber band and opened the large furl of heavyweight paper. What I was looking at was a watercolor mockup, showing the grand entrance to a walled community called the Tanner Estates. There were two big stone pillars leading into the development, with lush lawns on both sides of a winding drive. A few rooftops were visible in the distance, the houses widely spaced and nestled among mature trees. To the left, Tannies house was beautifully rendered, restored to its original state, thanks to the artists skill. Geez, what I saw this afternoon didnt look anything like this. Where are all the big nasty oil tanks and barbed-wire fences?


    I guess if you have bucks enough, you can make it look any way you please. I cant believe the county will approve the plans, but Steve says thats all the more reason to sell while we can.


    That makes no sense. If the rezonings approved, the value of the land would go up, which is reason to hang on.


    Try telling that to him. He wants out from under.


    I released the edges of the paper and it rolled itself up of its own accord. Was that where you grew up?


    Tannie shook her head. It belonged to my grandparents, Hairl and Mary Clare. Mom and Steve and I lived there while Pop was away at war. When he joined the army in 1942, my mother moved back into the house. She didnt have job skills to speak of and Pop couldnt support us on his military pay.


    Did you say your grandfathers name was Hairl?


    She smiled. His name should have been Harold, but my great-grandmother couldnt spell so thats what she wrote on his birth certificate. My mother was named for both her parentsHairl and Mary Clareso she became Mary Hairl. Thank God the linking names stopped there or no telling what I would have been called.


    Whered Tannie come from?


    Its actually Tannermy mothers maiden name.


    I like it. It suits you.


    Thanks. Im fond of it myself. Anyway, Hairl and Mary Clare lived in the house from 1912, when it was built, until 1948, when she had a stroke and went into a nursing home. Granddaddy bought a duplex in Santa Maria to be close to her.


    You guys stayed in the house?


    My mother couldnt manage on her own so we moved into the other side of his duplex. That way, she could make sure he was taking care of himself. He ate all his meals with us.


    Big change for you.


    And a tough one, too. I missed living in the country. I didnt have any friends, but I was free to roam. We had dogs and barn cats. It was idyllic from my perspective, but as she pointed out, the new place was closer to town, which meant I could walk or ride my bike to school. I finally got used to the idea. Once Pop came out of the army, he went through a series of jobs, the last of them at Union Sugar. Hed always loved farmingnot that he ever made a dimebut after the war his heart wasnt in it and he couldnt handle the work. Mom would have pitched in if wed had the chance to move back. Even after my grandmother died, I held on to that hope, though I can see now the chances were getting dimmer with every passing year. Granddaddy would have left the house to my mother, but she died before he did.


    How old was she?


    Thirty-seven. She was diagnosed with uterine cancer in 1951 and died two years later, when Steve was sixteen and I was nine.


    Must have been hard on all of you.


    My dad in particular. He was a mess. We moved from Granddaddys duplex to a little house in Cromwell. I went to various schools in north county, which is how I knew Daisy. She and I were a couple of sad sacks in those days. Wed both lost our mothers and our lives had been turned upside down.


    You were coping with a lot.


    I was and I could have used some continuity. Steve and I saw Granddaddy every chance we got, but he was a sour old man by then and very bitter about life. There was a time when hed ruled over his very own magic kingdom. Then suddenly, his wife was gone and his only child was dead. It was like he held Pop responsible for everything that went wrong.


    Your father? How so?


    Who knows? Maybe by association. Seeing Pop must have been too painful a reminder of the past. Granddaddy was probably happiest those three years when my father was gone and he ruled the roost. He died a month after my mom.


    Im sorry.


    Hang on. She broke away and picked up a food order from the kitchen window, delivering it to the guy at the end of the bar. I could see him tuck into the kaiser roll, fried egg dripping onto his plate, and I could taste the hot salami and cheese. When Tannie caught sight of my face, she placed an order for me without my even having to ask. I must have looked as mournful as a dog begging for table scraps. Tell you who you ought to talk to is Winston Smith. Is he on your list? Hes the guy who sold Violet the car.


    Name doesnt sound familiar, but I can check. Whats the story on him?


    Nothing in particular. Its just this feeling I have. I always thought he knew more than he let on.


    Whats your opinion of Foley? I dont believe youve said. Im talking about him as a person, not what he may or may not have done.


    I saw her attention shift. Another customer had come in and she moved halfway down the bar, as he was claiming a stool. He told her what he wanted, and I watched her make his drink, though it was not one I recognized from the liquors she poured. She obviously knew the guy and chatted with him while pulling bottles from the shelf, doing pours with a carelessness that comes from long experience. Having served him, she took advantage of the interruption to make a round of the tables, where she picked up three drink orders and tended to them before she came back to me. She paused to light a cigarette, answering the question as though shed never been gone: He was always a creep. I dont buy into that pious act of his. Ive heard hes given up booze, but that doesnt cut any ice with me. A guy like thatscratch the surface, hes the same as hes always been. Only now he hides it better.


    Did you have much contact with him?


    Enough. Daisy and I were friends, but my dad never let me spend the night at her house. For one thing, the place they moved into was a nasty little dump, and for another, he saw Foley as the kind of guy young girls shouldnt be left alone with. Daisy was welcome to come to our house. When Foley dropped her off, hed try to chat me up. Im only ten years old and I can already tell that hes a world-class jerk.


    You thought that at ten?


    I could see straight through him. Kids operate at gut level and theyre hard to fool. I never told Daisy what I thought of himshe had problems enoughbut I avoided him like the plague. Even Pop, whos what they call a mans man, didnt have any use for him.


    Your fathers still alive?


    Oh, sure. Hale and hearty. Daisy says she put his name on the list of people you should talk to. I dont think he knew VioletI mean, he knew hereverybody knew Violet, but mainly because she and Foley hung out at the Blue Moon. Pops a part owner now.


    Isnt that the Blue Moon where the Sullivans threw some of their big screaming fights?


    Thats it, she said. You can ask the bartender, BW. He witnessed most of em. In fact, he and Pop pooled their resources and bought the Moon not long after Violet disappeared. Theyve talked me into taking over the management, if I move back to town.


    The crowd was picking up, and after Tannie brought my sandwich, I left her alone to tend to business. In my bag I had my index cards, so while I ate, I shuffled through my notes, trying to get a sense of where I was and where I needed to go next. The wall of years between me and Violet Sullivan felt as impenetrable as ever, but I was catching glimpses of her.
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    CHET


    Wednesday, July 1, 1953


    Chet Cramer was late getting back from lunch, having spent an interminable three hours in discussion with Tom Padgett about a partnership in his heavy-equipment business. In Chets opinion, Padgett was a fool. Hed married a woman fifteen years older than he was. Tom was forty-one now, which put her somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty-six years old, a shriveled-up old bag. Everyone in town knew it was her money he was after. Shed been widowed after twenty-five years of marriage to Loden Galsworthy, whod died of a heart attack. Loden owned a string of funeral parlors, and Cora not only inherited those, but the rest of his estate, which was valued at a million dollars and included the house, two cars, stocks, bonds, and life insurance. Tom was a man with big schemes and precious little in the way of common sense. Hed hit her up for one loan in order to set up his business in the first place. Hed borrowed an additional sum from the bank. He admitted hed been underfunded from the get-to, but now he wanted to expand, capitalizing on the inevitable demand for John Deere equipment as Santa Maria grew. The builders had to lease from someone and why not him? Chet could see his point, but he didnt much like Padgett, and he sure as shit didnt want to go into business with him. His suspicion was that Tom had a big balloon payment coming up, and this was nothing more than a push to find the dough before the note came due. Cora must have put her foot down and refused to bail him out.


    At the country club, over grilled trout, Chet had been polite, feigning interest when, in truth, he had an agenda of his own. He and Livia were eager for membership, and he was hoping Tom and Cora would agree to sponsor them. The place had an old-money respectability hed always admired. The furnishings were refined, though he noticed a touch of shabbiness in the corridor on his way in to the dining room. Only rich people had the confidence to offer leather chairs so old they had cracks along the seat. The point was that members here were movers and shakers in town, and membership would put Chet on a first-name basis with most of them. Even at lunch, men were required to wear jackets and ties. He liked that. Hed looked around the room, picturing the entertaining he could do here. Livia was an avid but lousy cook, and hed done everything he could to steer her off inviting folks for dinner. She didnt believe in alcohol consumption, which she said was against Scripture. That made meals a dreary proposition. From his perspective, heavy drinking was the only way to survive her enthusiasms, and he employed every manner of ingenuity to keep his glass filled with something more palatable than the sweetened iced tea she served.


    Here he could see that members and guests to a man were enjoying midday cocktailsmartinis, Manhattans, whiskey sours. Chet wanted to take up golf, and he liked the idea of Livia and Kathy lounging around the pool while colored waiters in white coats served them sandwiches held together with frilly toothpicks. You werent even expected to pay for the meal. You signed your name to a chit and then paid in full at the end of the month.


    Of course, Padgett was sly. He seemed to sense Chets ambition, and he was probably hoping to use it as leverage for the so-called partnership. Chet had stalled him off, suggesting that Tom put together a business plan so he and his accountant could take a look. Chet said as soon as he knew what kind of money they were talking, hed have a chat with the bank. Which was all a bunch of crap. He didnt need his accountant to point out the folly of underwriting Padgetts proposal when he, Chet, was struggling to keep his dealership afloat. In some ways, he and Padgett were in the same fix. Chevrolet expected him to expand his salesroom, services, parts and accessories facilities, along with his presence in the used-car market. The company also insisted that he pay for a product sign, a service sign, and other necessary signs, none of which were cheap. He was in hot competition with nine other car dealerships in townStudebaker, DeSoto, Packard, Buick, Dodge, Plymouth, Chrysler, Hudson, and Cadillac. At the moment, he was holding his own, but he knew it would require a sizeable investment if he wanted to pull ahead.


    Poor dumb Padgett had bombed out twice with his get-rich-quick schemes: the first, an amusement park that would have cost the moon; the second, some hare-brained idea about buying a television station. Television was fine, but it wasnt going anywhere. An Ardmore table-model TV setlike the one he ownedwas retailing for $359.95, and how many people could afford to pay that? Less than ten percent of households in the country owned a TV. Besides which, there were already 326 television stations in the country. Los Angeles had nine. What was the point of one more?


    The heavy-equipment business was at least practical, though Padgett would probably find a way to drive it into the ground, figuratively speaking. Chet was banking on the fact that Padgett didnt know the first thing about putting together a business plan. If he managed to come up with the numbers, Chet could always blame his accountant when he finally turned him down. If he was clever about it, he could hold him off long enough for his country club membership to be approved before he delivered the bad news. Hed have to come up with the ten thousand dollars initial club-membership fee, but hed figure that out.


    Chet pulled into the dealership and parked in his usual spot. Passing through the showroom, he noticed the big gleaming coupe was gone and he felt a flash of hope. The car was prime, high-powered and streamlined, with all the latest gadgets. Of course, the factory had shipped the car with accessories he hadnt ordered, but he was good at persuading buyers to accept pricey options. The car had arrived on the lot only two days before, and a sale this quick would be impressive in his ten-day report. Every month, he had to provide the factory with a sales estimate for the next three months. These figures were used to determine factory production, but if he didnt have the sales, he wasnt accorded the inventory, and if he didnt have a good selection of cars his business would steadily diminish.


    The dealership felt deserted that afternoon because two of his three salesmen were off for a variety of reasons that annoyed him no end. One had called in claiming he had a head cold, for pitys sake. What kind of man was that? In all his years in the business, hed never taken a sick day. Jerry Zimmerman, his other salesman, had come up with an excuse just as lame, which meant he was left with Winston Smith, the new hire, in whom he had no particular faith. Winston had been through the same extensive training every Chevrolet salesman enjoyed, but he didnt have the fire. Chet wasnt sure what the kid wanted out of life, but it wasnt selling cars. His ambitions were airy-fairy, all talk and no substance. He probably pictured sales as a means to an end instead of a calling, which is how Chet saw it. At first Chet thought the boy had promise, but it hadnt come to much. Winston wasnt hungry and he couldnt for the life of him get the concept of closure. Selling wasnt about having nice long chats with folks. It was about making the deal, getting a signature on the dotted line. Hed have to learn to take control and bend others to his will. In the meantime, the boy was earnest and good-looking, and maybe that would be sufficient to carry him while he developed a spine.


    Chet passed through the outer office, ignoring the fact that his potato-faced daughter was busily scribbling on a piece of pink notepaper that she slipped into a drawer as soon as she caught sight of him. It galled him that he was paying a dollar an hour when she had no office skills. Her phone manners were atrocious, and he was forever scrambling around behind her, trying to make amends for her moodiness and her snippy tone of voice.


    She was their only child. Livia had lobbied for three, eager to start a family as soon as possible. Chet hadnt married until he was thirty-two, hoping to be properly settled in life. At the time he met Livia, he was selling Fords in Santa Maria and he was tired of working for someone else. Hed been carefully setting money aside, and according to his reckoning hed be able to buy his own dealership within the year. Hed insisted on postponing children for at least five years until hed bought the franchise and gotten the business on solid ground. Livia had slipped up, or so she said, and she was pregnant within six months of the wedding, which meant his life plan had taken another hit. He was fine now, but it grieved him to think how much better off hed be if shed done as he asked. Hed made a surreptitious visit to a doctor in Santa Teresa, investing in a quick snip that eliminated any further slipups in that department.


    Even so, when Kathy was bornsix weeks prematurehed felt so proud he thought his heart would burst. Hed first seen her in the nursery through the plateglass window, with a hand-printed sign that said BABY GIRL, CRAMER. She was such a tiny little thingthree pounds, fourteen ounces. Livia had been in the hospital for two weeks, and the hospital kept the baby for an additional four weeks until she topped five pounds. That bill had set him back yet again, and he didnt recuperate for years. He hadnt complained. He was happy the baby was healthy with all her fingers and toes. Hed pictured her developing into a beautiful young lady, smart and accomplished, devoted to her dad. Instead, hed been saddled with this lump of a girl, pudgy and sullen, who had all the brains of a sprinkler head.


    Depressed, Chet went into his office and took a seat in his leather chair, swiveling so he could look out at the side lot with its row after row of gleaming trucks. The Advance Design Series truck had hit the market in June of 1948, and he still marveled at its featuresthe front-opening hood; the concealed door hinges; the tall, fixed two-piece windshield. Two years later, the company had introduced the NAPCO four-wheel-drive conversion. Since the kit wasnt factory installed, the customer first had to buy a new Chevrolet or GMC truck, but the light truck was coming into its own and profits had soared.


    He knew the specs on every vehicle that came onto the lot and he knew the needs of workers in the areafarmers, plumbers, roofers, and carpenters. As a result, he moved more trucks than any other dealer in the county, and he intended to keep it that way.


    Mr. Cramer? Could I speak to you?


    Chet turned to find Winston in the doorway. The afternoon temperatures had climbed into the nineties and Winston was sweating unattractively. Hed have to find a way to instruct him in the use of antiperspirant. Chet got to his feet and moved around his desk, holding out his hand for Winston to shake. Good, son. Glad youre back. I saw youd taken the coupe. I hope youve got a live one on the line. Lets see if you remember what I taught you about reeling in a sale.


    He intended to go out to the showroom with Winston so he could offer the potential buyer a handshake and his personal greeting. Customers liked to meet the man who owned the place. It made them feel important. Hed answer any questions the fellow had, ask a few of his own, and generally smooth the way. Winston was inexperienced, and Chet thought hed appreciate his boss stepping in to show him how it was done.


    Winstons forehead was beaded with perspiration, and he had to use his pocket handkerchief to mop his upper lip. His Adams apple dipped. Well, thats just it. The customer took the car out to get a feel for how she handles . . .


    With one of the mechanics? Son, thats a very bad idea. This is a sales situation. Thats your job. Any question about the nuts and bolts can wait until the deals in place. Ill find a way to turn the situation to our advantage, but you cant let this happen again.


    He could see Winston was uncomfortable at the correction, but there was a right way and a wrong way to go about these things, and he might as well conform to management guidelines straight off the bat. Chet passed Kathys desk on his way to the floor, with Winston hard on his heels. Kathy was suddenly very busy, fussing around her desk, but she flicked a look at Winston as the two men went by. Chet had seen her mooning around and he knew she had a crush on the young man, but her expression today held a touch of guilt. Surely Winston hadnt made a pass at her. He couldnt be that dumb.


    He caught sight of both his mechanics in the service bay, but there was no sign of the car. He stopped in his tracks, and Winston nearly bumped into him like a cartoon character.


    Mr. Cramer? What happened was . . . the customer? Shes extremely interested in the car. I talked to her at length and she as good as said shed be buying it. She even went so far as to mention an all-cash deal. So when she asked for a test drive, I explained for sure that I couldnt leave the lot, and she said that was fineshe didnt need my help, because all she was going to do was drive around the block and shed be right back.


    Chet turned and stared. He felt his heart give a thump, as though someone had punched him, boom boom, in the chestblows that pumped a thick, cold liquid through his veins. He must have misunderstood, because what he heard Winston say simply couldnt be true. Cora Padgett was the only woman in town who had the wherewithal to walk into a dealership, take a car off the floor, and pay cash on the spot. But Tom had told him over lunch that she was out of town. Cora had gone to Napa to tour the wineries with her sister, Margaret, who lived in Walnut Creek. She wouldnt be back until Wednesday of the following weekunless this was meant as a surprise and shed told Tom a story so she could buy the car without his knowing in advance. What are you talking about? What customer?


    Mrs. Sullivan.


    Sullivan?


    Yes, sir. Violet Sullivan came in. Shes in the market for a car


    You let Violet Sullivan take that car out by herself ? Whats the matter with you?


    Im sorry. I can see how it might look, what with company policy and everything like that. I told her to come right back, you know, that it wasnt a good idea


    How long has she been gone? His voice sounded shrill and he knew he was losing control. He made a point of never speaking to an underling in anything other than a civil tone. But the enormity of the error, the possible consequences . . .


    I didnt check the time


    Approximately, you dolt!


    Id say sometime around noon. Well, I dont know, maybe a little bit before then, but close enough.


    Assume he minimized and what were we talking about here, four hours? Five? Chet closed his eyes and his voice dropped. Youre fired. Get out.


    But sir. I can explain.


    Get off the lot. Right now. I want you out of my sight or Im calling the police.


    The boys cheeks flamed with embarrassment, and the look Winston pinned on him was bleak.


    Chet waited until he could see the boy was leaving, and then he turned and walked back to his office. Hed have to notify the sheriffs department and the highway patrol. If shed been involved in a wreck, or if shed stolen the car outright, she could be anyplace by now. He had liability insurance, blanket coverage for anything on the lot, but his premiums would double the minute he made a claim. Money was already tight. He sat down in his swivel chair and reached for the phone.


    Daddy? Kathy was in the doorway.


    What!


    Mrs. Sullivan just pulled in.


    Through the glass he spotted the car and relief washed over him. The vehicle didnt appear to be damaged, at least the parts he could see. He went out to the floor, knowing that in no way possible could she afford to buy the coupe. Violet turned as he approached, and he was startled by her vibrancythe flaming hair, the creamy skin, her eyes a vivid green. Hed never seen her at close range because Livia made a point of crossing the street, tugging him by the arm, if she spotted Violet anywhere in town. She thought Violet was a tramp, wearing those sheer nylon blouses you could see right through. The sundress Violet wore today emphasized the suppleness of her arms, and the flowing skirt showed her legs to advantage. Livia was thick-waisted and narrow-minded, critical of others whose circumstances or beliefs or behaviors were an affront to her own. Chet was irritated by her scathing pronouncements, but hed kept his mouth shut. From afar, hed seen Violets flirtations with married men, and hed wondered how it would feel to have her attentions lavished on him.


    Hello, Chet. Sorry I was gone so long.


    He circled the car until he was satisfied no harm had come to it. On impulse, he leaned in and checked the odometer: 257 miles. For a moment he was speechless. Shed turned this beautiful new Bel Air into a piece-of-shit used car. Come into the office, he snapped.


    Violet caught up with him and tucked a hand through his arm, forcing him to slow his pace. Are you mad at me, Chet? May I call you Chet?


    You can call me Mr. Cramer like everyone else. You put two hundred fifty-seven miles on that car? Where the fuck did you go? He regretted the swear word the minute it was out of his mouth, but Violet didnt seem to care. As he opened his office door, she passed in front of him and he could smell her cologne.


    His heart gave another double thump, this time warming his blood. He moved away from her. Take a seat.


    Yes, sir.


    He went around and sat down behind his desk, suddenly conscious of the power he wielded. She had to know she was in the wrong, that he could extract any price he named. Two hundred and fifty-seven miles on a brand-new car? He wondered if shed set it up that way. Maybe shed had her eye on him at the same time hed had his eye on her. She stared at him with interest, apparently undismayed by his rage or the fact that he was ordering her around.


    She extracted a pack of cigarettes from her purse. Ever the gentleman, he took out his lighter and fanned the striker. She leaned across the desk, allowing him a glimpse of the swell of her breasts as she accepted his light. There was a bruise on her chin and he knew what that was about. She reclaimed her seat and crossed her legs. He glanced at Kathy, visible in the outer office beyond his glass-enclosed cube. She was watching the back of Violets head with her mothers same spiteful stare, constructing new and better ways to feel superior. When Kathy caught him looking at her, she got up and walked to the water cooler. Fourteen, and she was already as rigid, nasty-minded, and prissy as her mom. Shed taken out a piece of pink notepaper and it sat squarely in the middle of her desk. He could see the heavy black writing on it even at that distance, an angry-looking scrawl that slanted across the page.


    He picked up a pencil and tapped on his desk while he rearranged his thoughts. He had no idea how he should play it, but he loved feeling in command. So what are we going to do about this, Mrs. Sullivan?


    Her smile was slow, smoke drifting from her lips as though she was smoldering at the core. Well, Mr. Cramer, Sweetie, I can make a suggestion, but Im not sure you want to talk about it here. Buy me a drink and Im certain we can work something out.


    Every syllable she spoke was weighted with promise. Her gaze was fixed on his mouth with a hunger hed never seen in a woman and had certainly never experienced in himself. How could this be happening? She was his for the taking. He knew that as surely as he knew his name. Though hed never admit it, he was a man of conventional inclinations. He was forty-seven years old and in fifteen years of marriage, hed never been unfaithful to his wife, not for lack of opportunity, but for lackhe saw nowof comprehension. After the first few months with Livia, the sex was workadaypleasurable, and of course a blessed relief, but in no way compelling. Livia might not be wildly attractive, but whatever his ordinary irritations with her, shed never denied his needs, and shed never implied that she found sex onerous. While he wasnt dissatisfied, hed never understood what all the fuss was about.


    In one stroke that had changed.


    Here before him, Violet Sullivan, with her insolence and her boldness, had ignited him, sparking a desire so consuming he could barely breathe. He thought maybe this was what it meant to sell your soul to the devil, because he knew in that moment hed be willing to rot in hell for her.
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    Thursday morning, I went through my usual routine, waking at 6:00 to do my three-mile jog. I prefer to have exercise under my belt before I start my day. In the late afternoon, its too easy to think of reasons to sit around on my buns. The morning air had a faint chill to it, and the sky was layered with salmon and amber clouds, overlapping like ribbons sewn on the borders of a bright blue tablecloth. I used the brief walk to the beach as a way of warming up before I eased into a trot. Along the bike path, the palm trees were still, no breeze at all ruffling the fronds. A fifteen-foot expanse of ice plant stretched between the bike path and the beach. Beyond that the ocean tumbled and churned. A man had parked his car in the public lot and he was tossing breadcrumbs in the grass. Gulls were wheeling in from all directions, shrieking with delight. I picked up my pace, feeling my body warm and my muscles become loose. It wasnt the best run I ever had, but it felt good nonetheless.


    Home again, I showered, threw on my jeans, my boots, and a T-shirt, and then ate a bowl of cereal while I cruised through the local paper. I reached the office at 8:30 and spent an hour on the phone, taking care of business unrelated to Violet Sullivan. At 9:30 I locked up, hauled my portable Smith-Corona typewriter out to the car, and drove to Santa Maria for my meeting with Kathy Cramer. I didnt expect to get much from her. At the time, shed been too young to qualify as a keen observer of adults, but I figured it was worth a try. You never know when a fragment of information or an offhand remark might fill a blank spot on the canvas I was painting bit by bit.
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    The Uplands, the golf course subdivision Kathy Cramer had just moved into, was still a work in progress. The course itself was an irregular series of fairways and bright greens that formed an elongated V the length of a shallow valley. A man-made lake sat in the angle between the front and back nine holes. View homes were perched on the ridge that ran along one side of the course while on the opposite hill, I could see the lots laid out and marked with small flags. Many homes had been completed, with sod lawns and an assortment of shrubs and saplings in place. Other houses were under construction, some framed and some consisting solely of the newly poured slabs. Across the low undulating hills, I could see a hundred houses in various phases of completion. Kathys house was finished, but the landscaping wasnt in. Id seen its twin or its mirror image replicated up and down the streetbuff-colored stucco with a red tile roof. I parked at the curb, where moving boxes had been piled in anticipation of a garbage pickup. I took the walkway to the front door. The shallow porch had already been furnished with a faux-wicker couch, two faux-wicker chairs, and a welcome mat.


    As I was knocking, a car pulled into the driveway and a woman got out, her frizzy mane of blond hair held back with a navy headband. She was dressed in tennis shoes and navy shorts and a matching navy jacket, with a white leotard visible where the jacket was unzipped. Her legs were as lean and muscular as a bikers. She said, Sorry. I hope you havent waited long. I thought Id get here before you did. Im Kathy.


    Hi, Kathy. Im Kinsey. Nice meeting you, I said. Your timings perfect. I just arrived.


    We shook hands and then she turned and unlocked the front door. I switched to an earlier Jazzercise class, but got caught in traffic coming home. You want ice water? I need to rehydrate.


    Im fine, thanks. You like Jazzercise?


    I should. Im taking six to eight classes a week. She dropped her bag on a console table just inside the front door. Make yourself at home. Ill be back in a sec.


    She disappeared down the hallway, moving toward the kitchen, her rubber soles squeaking on the gray ceramic tile. I turned right and went down two stairs into the sunken living room. The walls were painted a dazzling white, and the only artwork in sight was an oversize painting from a chain of commercial galleries devoted to one mans work. The autumnal scene was of a mare and foal in a gauzy-looking pasture at dawn.


    There were no window coverings and the light spilled in through a haze of construction dust. The powder blue wall-to-wall shag carpeting had been installed recently, because I could still see bits and piecestufts and scrapsleft behind by the flooring guys. The couch and two matching chairs were upholstered in a cream-colored chenille. On the coffee table, shed arranged a stack of decorator magazines, a centerpiece of pale blue silk flowers, and a cluster of color photographs in silver frames. The three girls portrayed were variations of their mothersame eyes, same smile, and the same thick blond hair. Their ages seemed to fall within a six-year range. The oldest was probably thirteen, braces gleaming on her teeth. The other two girls stair-stepped down from eleven to nine. The middle girl was decked out in a majorettes uniform, a baton held aloft.


    Kathy returned to the living room with a tumbler of ice water in hand. She found a coaster and moved toward a conversational grouping of navy blue club chairs with a glass-topped table in the center as though for a conference of some kind. I pictured a meeting of the neighborhood association during which other peoples tacky yard ornaments would come under fire. She took one chair and I sat across from her, taking a mental snapshot without having to stare. I pegged her at a youthful forty-eight or forty-nine. She was thin in a way that suggested strict attention to her weight. She seemed high-strung, but having caught her on the back end of a workout, I knew her energy level might have been the result of an hour of strenuous exercise. She looked as though shed spent the summer working on her tan, and I imagined an above-ground pool in the backyard of the house shed just left.


    Those are your daughters? I asked.


    Yes, but the pictures are out of date. Tiffany was twelve when that was taken. Shes twenty-five now and getting married June of next year.


    Nice fellow?


    A doll. Hes in law school at UCLA, so theyll be living down there.


    And the other two?


    Ambers twenty-three; she was a majorette in her junior high school band. Shes technically in her senior year of college, but shes taking a year off to travel. Brittany turns twenty next month. Shes at Allan Hancock, she said, naming the local community college.


    They look just like you. Must be quite a crew.


    Oh, theyre great. We have a good time together. You want to see the rest of the house?


    Id love to.


    She got up and I followed her.


    When did you move in?


    A week ago. The place is still a mess, she said, talking over her shoulder as we moved down the hall. Ive got half the boxes unpacked and most things in place, but some of the rooms wont be furnished until God knows when. I need to find a decorator I can get along with. Most are so pushy. Have you ever noticed that?


    Ive never worked with one.


    Well, dont if you can help it.


    She walked me through the house, pointing out the obvious: the empty dining room, butlers pantry, eat-in kitchen, mud room, and laundry room. Through the kitchen windows I could see the backyard, which consisted of a poured concrete patio sitting like an island in a sea of raw dirt. Upstairs there were five bedroomsa master suite, a bedroom for each of the girls, and a guest room, devoid of furniture. She chattered on and on, her prime interest focused on her decorating schemes. I found myself making chirpy, insincere remarks. Oh, Ive always been crazy about Louie the Fourteenth. Thatll look great in here.


    You think?


    Absolutely. You couldnt do better than that.


    Tiffanys bedroom walls were painted a pale cream. The furniture was in place, but I got the impression that she wasnt moving in. Her sights were set on the future when shed be married and coming back for holidays with her husband and kids in tow. Ambers room was stark purple and had the same unoccupied air. Brittany, at nineteen, still clung to her collection of stuffed animals. The color scheme shed chosen was pink and whitestripes, checks, and florals. Everything had ruffles, including the dressing table, the bed skirt, and the canopy that arched over her four-poster bed. Kathy detailed a number of triumphs each of the girls had chalked up, but Id tuned her out by then.


    Tramping down the stairs, I said, The house is wonderful.


    Thanks. I like it, she said, flashing me a smile.


    What sort of work does your husband do?


    He sells cars.


    Like your father.


    He works for Daddy.


    Great. Ill introduce myself. Ill be going by the dealership in the next couple of days to chat with your father about Violet. Didnt he sell her that car?


    Yes, but I doubt he can tell you any more than I can.


    Every little bit helps. Its like working on a jigsaw puzzle without the picture on the box. Right now, I dont even know what Im looking at.


    Returning to the living room, Kathy sat on the couch and I took a matching upholstered chair. She picked up her glass and rattled the ice, drinking off the half an inch of water that had accumulated in our absence.


    How well did you know Violet? I asked.


    Not well. I was fourteen years old and never had much to do with her. My mother hated her guts. The irony is, six months after Mom died, Daddy married a woman who looked just like Violetsame dyed red hair, same white-trash ways. Caroleenas pushing forty-five, three years younger than me, if you can believe that. Id hoped it was a phase, but theyve been married twenty years so I guess shes here to stay. Mores the pity.


    I said, Ah, for lack of anything better.


    She caught my tone and said, Its embarrassing, but whatre you going to do? I guess I should be glad he has someone to look after him. Saves me the aggravation. Of course, Id be willing to bet if he ever gets sick, Caroleenas heading out the door.


    Whats the age spread between the two?


    Thirty-six years.


    Wow.


    Wow is right. When they married, he was sixty-one and she was twenty-five. Dont even bother asking me whats in it for her. She lives well and she knows how to get anything she wants, she said, rubbing her thumb against her index finger, indicating money.


    I felt my brow lift, wondering if the new Mrs. Cramer would be acing Chets only daughter out of her inheritance. What about Violet? You must have had some sense of her.


    Oh, please. I had the same opinions my mother did. She made sure of that. Violet was flashy, but that was about it. Men followed her around like a pack of dogs so I guess she had something. Whatever it was, it went over my head.


    You went to the fireworks that night?


    She straightened the edges of the decorator magazines. Yes. Liza and I were supposed to go together, but Violet asked her to babysit so that was that. I think Liza went over there at six oclock to get Daisy bathed and ready for bed.


    Did you happen to see Foley at the park?


    Sure. For a while, he was talking to my mom. Hed stopped off at the Blue Moon and he was drunk as usual, so he and my mom got into it.


    About what?


    Who knows?


    Did you talk to him yourself ?


    Not me. I was scared of him as it was and I didnt want to have anything to do with him.


    Did you ever keep Liza company when she was babysitting?


    Once in a while. Im glad Mom never found out, or shed have had a fit. She was a teetotaler who thought all the evil in the world came out of a bottle.


    What was it about Foley that scared you?


    What didnt? His violence, his temper, the way he lashed out. With him, you never knew what was coming next. I figured if he was willing to hit Violet, why not Liza or me?


    Did you ever see him hit Violet?


    No, but I saw the evidence after the fact. That was good enough for me.


    When did you hear Violet was gone?


    Sunday morning. I didnt know she was gone gone, but I knew she hadnt come home. Mr. Padgett came over for lunch after church and he was the one who told my mom.


    Howd he hear about it?


    Town the size of Serena Station, everybody knows everything. Maybe someone noticed the car wasnt parked out front. That wouldve set tongues to wagging.


    Was there any gossip about who Violet was seeing? Someone must have come under suspicion.


    Not necessarily. Violet was a tramp, so it could have been anyone. Some guy she picked up in a bar.


    I gather it didnt surprise you to think shed run off.


    Oh, heck no. Not her.


    Even though it meant leaving Daisy behind?


    Kathy made a face. Daisy was a whiny little brat in those days. And look how they lived. The Sullivans were dirt poor, their house was disgusting, and Foley beat Violet up every chance he could. The better question is why she waited as long as she did.
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    I drove from Kathy Cramers subdivision into Santa Maria proper, where I found a phone booth in the parking lot of a strip mall. I dialed the work number Id been given for Violets brother, and the woman who picked up on the other end said, Wilcox Construction.


    Hi. My names Kinsey Millhone. Im trying to reach Calvin Wilcox.


    May I ask what this is in reference to?


    His sister.


    A pause. Mr. Wilcox doesnt have a sister.


    Maybe not now, but he did. Would you ask him if he can spare a few minutes? Id like to talk to him.


    Hang on and Ill see if hes in.


    I figured she was saying that so she could comfortably claim he was away from his desk, but the next thing I knew, the man himself picked up the call. Wilcox.


    I went through my spiel again, trying to be succinct since he sounded like a man who liked to get right to the point.


    If you can make it over here in the next half hour, fine. Otherwise, I cant do it until early next week.


    Ill be right there.
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    Wilcox Construction was located out on Highway 166, housed in a prefabricated steel building on a narrow lot surrounded by a chain-link fence. Both exterior and interior were utilitarian. At a desk just inside the door, there was a secretary-receptionist whose responsibilities probably included typing, filing, coffee making, and walking the sleeping German shepherd beside her desk. Hes the yard dog, she said, giving him a fond glance. May look like hes sleeping on the job, but hes called into service once the sun goes down. Im Babs, by the way. Mr. Wilcox is on a call, but hell be right out. You want coffee? Its already made.


    I better not, but thanks.


    Well, have a seat in that case.


    She filled her mug from a stainless-steel urn, and once she sat down again, her phone gave a chirp. Thats him. You can go on in.


    Calvin Wilcox was in his early sixties, wearing a short-sleeve denim work shirt and jeans belted under a modest swell of abdomen. I could see the outline of a hard-pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket. He had thinning red hair and ginger freckles on his arms. His cheeks were wind-burned, which made his green eyes look electrified in the ruddy glow of his face. I knew I was looking at a male variation of Violets green eyes and her faux red hair.


    We leaned toward each other across the desk to shake hands. He was a big guy, not tall, but solid. He waited until I sat down and then settled in his swivel chair. He tipped it back in what was probably a typical move, one work boot propped on the edge of his desk. He lifted his arms and laced his fingers above his head, which gave him an air of relaxation and openness I doubted was there. Behind him, on the wall, was a black-and-white photograph of him at a construction site. His hard hat shaded his eyes, while the businessmen on each side were bareheaded and squinting. One held a shovel and I assumed the occasion was a ground-breaking ceremony.


    He smiled, watching me with a certain shrewdness evident in his eyes. My sister, Violet. Here she comes again.


    Sorry about that. I know the subject comes up every couple of years.


    I should be used to it by now. Whats that old saying? Nature abhors a vacuum. People want closure. Otherwise youre always waiting for the other shoe to drop. How long have you worked for Daisy?


    Not that long.


    I guess she can spend her money any way she wants, but whats she hope to accomplish?


    She wants to find her mother.


    Yeah, I get that and then what?


    That depends on where Violet is.


    Hard to believe its still bugging her after all this time.


    What about you? Does it bother you?


    Not a bit. Violet did what suited her. Her life was her business. She seldom consulted me, and if I offered her advice, shed turn around and do just the opposite. I learned to keep my mouth shut.


    Did she ever talk about Foley beating her?


    She didnt have to talk about it. It was obvious. He broke her nose, broke her tooth, broke two ribs. I dont know why she put up with it. If shed wanted out, Id have helped, but she went back time and time again, so I finally gave up.


    Were you older or younger?


    Older by two years.


    Any other siblings?


    Dont I wish. Parents get old, itd be nice to have someone to help shoulder the burden. Violet wasnt about to do it, thats for sure.


    Are your parents still alive?


    No. My father had a series of heart attacks in 1951. Three in rapid succession, the last one fatal. The doctors blamed it on a defect hed carried since birth. He was forty-eight years old. So far Ive managed to outlive him by thirteen years. Mother died a couple of years ago, at eighty-four.


    Youre married or single?


    Married. How about yourself?


    Single, but my parents are both gone.


    Youre fortunate. My mother was in a nursing home for years. Well, lets call it a facility. I wouldnt label it a home. She used to phone me six and seven times a week, begging me to come get her. Up to me, Id have done it, but my wife was adamant. Shes a stockbroker. No way would she have given that up in order to take care of Mother. I didnt blame her, but it was tough.


    You have children?


    Four boys, all grown and gone. Two live here in town. I got one in Reno and another one in Phoenix. He took a quick peek at his watch. You want to ask about Violet, be quick about it. I got a meeting coming up.


    Sorry. I get curious about people and I forget myself.


    All right with me. Its your call.


    I take it you and Violet werent close?


    You got that right. Last time I saw her, she came by the office and asked for money that I was dumb enough to give.


    How much?


    Two grand. That was the first of July, in case youre wondering. After she left here, she went over to my mothers house and hit her up as well. Mother didnt have much, but Violet managed to wheedle five hundred dollars out of her. Month later, we found out shed stolen Mothers good jewelry: diamond bracelets, earrings, two pearl neck-lacesthe works. Three thousand dollars worth we never saw again.


    How do you know it was her?


    Mother remembered her asking to use the bathroom, which you could only get to by going through her bedroom. Jewelry box was on the dressing table. Mother didnt have occasion to open it until her birthday that year when Rachel and I were taking her to dinner at the club. She wanted to get all gussied up and thats when she realized everything was gone.


    Did you report it to the police?


    I wanted to, but she refused. She said if Violet needed it that bad, she could have it.


    Had Violet stolen things before?


    No, but she borrowed money every chance she got, usually small amounts. Shed claim it was for Daisy so we wouldnt turn her down.


    That seems curious. She bragged about having fifty thousand dollars of her own, which Foley says she got from an insurance settlement. He cant confirm the amount, but he knows she collected.


    She told me the same thing, but I thought it was b.s. If she had that much money, why bother to weasel the two grand from me?


    Suppose she was putting a stash together so she could take off ?


    Always possible.


    Could she have kept in touch with your mother? I keep thinking that even if she managed to make a new life for herself, she might still want some tie to the past.


    Certainly not with me. Violet didnt have any sentimental attachments that I know of. Theres no way Violet could have made contact with Mother without my knowing. For one thing, her number was unlisted, and any mail she got had to go through me first. For a while, the scam artists had her on their radar screens and they were sending her letters proposing lucrative financial schemes or telling her shed won the lottery and needed to send in the processing fee. She was so gullible shed give away the furniture if anybody asked.


    And security at the facility was tight?


    Youre thinking Violet could have sneaked in? Forget it. She had no use for Mother beyond ripping her off. Of course, its irrelevant now since Mothers passed away, but if Violet had managed to make a new life, she wouldnt risk discovery for a woman she didnt give a shit about.


    Any idea where she might have gone?


    Wherever the road took her. She was a creature of impulse, not one for long-range plans.


    But whats your take on it? You think shes out there somewhere?


    I never said that. If she were alive, shed have come back to beg, borrow, or steal what she could. I dont think she went a month without a handout. He took his foot off the desk and leaned in on his forearms. You want my take on it?


    Sure, why not?


    You want to make Daisy happy? Fine. Earn a few bucks for yourself? Its no skin off my nose. But dont turn it into your holy mission in life. You find Violet, youll only be making trouble.


    For whom?


    Everyoneand Im including Daisy in that.


    What do you know that I dont?


    Nothing. I know Violet. Its just a wild-ass guess.
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    Chet Cramer Chevrolet was located on Main Street in Cromwell, three acres of shiny cars, fifteen capacious service bays, and a two-story showroom with floor-to-ceiling plateglass windows. Inside, at ground level, there were six small glass-fronted offices, each outfitted with a desk, a computer, a run of file cabinets, two chairs for customers, and prominent displays of family photographs and sales awards. One cubicle was currently occupied by a heavyset salesman in earnest conversation with a couple whose body language suggested they were not as eager to do business as he had hoped.


    I didnt see a reception desk, but I spotted a sign with an arrow pointing to the parts department. I walked down a short hallway, passing the restrooms and a lounge with comfortable chairs, where two people sat reading magazines. Doughnuts were available and a vending machine dispensed tea, hot chocolate, coffee, cappuccino, and lattes without charge. I found the cashier and told her I had an appointment with Mr. Cramer. She took my name and rang his office to tell him I was there.


    While I waited, I wandered back to the showroom floor, moving from a Corvette convertible to a Caprice station wagon. The best-looking car was an Iroc Z Camaro convertible, bright red with a tan interior. The top was down and the leather seats were soft. Try tailing someone in a car that slick. I turned to find Mr. Cramer standing with his hands in his pockets, admiring the car as I did. I knew from counting on my fingers that he was in his early eighties. I could see hed been handsome in his youth, and I sensed, like an aura, the volume of air he must have displaced before he shrank from age. His suit was a size that a young boy might wear. He said, What kind of car you drive?


    1974 VW.


    Id make you a pitch, but you look like a woman knows her own mind.


    Id like to think so, I said.


    Youre here about Mrs. Sullivan.


    I am.


    Lets go on up to my office. People see Im down here, I never get a moments peace.


    I followed him across the showroom floor and up the stairs. When we reached his office, he opened the door and stepped aside to let me in. The room was plaina straight-legged wooden desk, a couch, three chairs, and white walls on which hed mounted numerous black-and-white photographs of himself with various local bigwigs. The Cromwell Chamber of Commerce had given him a citation for community service. The furniture might well have been the set he started business with. Did you graduate from college? he asked as he rounded his desk and took a seat.


    I sat down across from him, putting my shoulder bag on the floor at my feet. Hardly. I had two semesters of junior college, but I dont think that counts.


    Better than I did. My father dug ditches for a living and never saved a dime. My senior year in high school, he was killed in an auto accident. Itd been raining for a week, highway was slick as glass, and he went off a bridge. I was the oldest of four boys and I had to go to work. One thing my dad taught me was never do manual labor. He hated his job. He said, Son, if you want to make money, find a job where you have to shower before you go to work instead of when you get home. He maintained there was always someone for hire when it came to the dirty work, and Ive followed that to this day.


    Howd you end up selling cars?


    Desperation. Everything turned out fine in the end, but it didnt look so promising at first. The only fellow whod hire me was George Blickenstaff, owner of the local Ford dealership. He was an old family friend and I guess he took pity on me. I started selling Fords when I was nineteen years old. That was 1925. I didnt much care for it, but at least I wasnt working with my hands. Turns out I had a knack for sales. Four years later, the stock market crashed.


    That must have put a dent in the business.


    Some areas, yes, but not as much out here. We were always small potatoes and we didnt take the same hit the bigger dealers did. By the time the Depression came along, I was doing pretty well, at least compared to what a lot of other folks endured. By then, Id turned into Blickenstaffs star salesman. Youd have thought it was something I was born to do. Of course, I was full of myself and thought I deserved a dealership of my own.


    Is that when you bought this place?


    Took me years. Problem was, every time I had money in the bank, something came along that took the wind right out of my sails. I put my brothers through college and just about had my mothers house paid off when she got sick. The hospital bill alone was enough to wipe me out. Factor in the funeral expenses and the headstone and I was flat broke. I didnt marry till I was thirty-two years old and that set me back again because suddenly I was saddled with a family.


    But you did persevere, I said.


    Oh, I did better than that. By 1939, I could see what was coming. The minute Germany invaded Poland, I talked old man Blickenstaff into stockpiling tires, car parts, and gasoline. He didnt want to listen, but I knew it was an opportunity we couldnt pass up. U.S. involvement was a given. Any fool could see thatexcept him, of course. I knew when the time came, rationing would be inevitable, and we couldnt afford to be caught short. He argued the point, but I knew I was right and I never let up. My instincts were dead on. Once the war started, there wasnt another dealer in the area whod had the same foresight. Guys were coming out of the woodwork, begging for gasoline, begging for tires, which was music to my ears. I told em I was happy to be of help as long as sufficient cash changed hands. The point was delivering product and service to the customer, and if Chet Cramer could make a buck in the process, then whats wrong with that? Blickenstaff didnt have the stomach for it. He lost a son in the war and he thought it was morally reprehensiblethat was the phrase he used, morally reprehensibleto profit when all those boys had sacrificed their lives. In truth, he was tired and it was time he stepped aside.


    You bought the dealership from him?


    No maam. I bought the Chevrolet franchise and drove that old geezer into the ground: 1945 he closed his doors and I picked up his dealership for pennies on the dollar. May sound cold, but its a simple fact of life: You cant accomplish anything unless youre willing to act. Make a plan. Take a risk. Thats how you get what you want.


    What about your brothers? Did any of them come into the business with you?


    This is mine. I dont share. I did enough for them and now theyre on their own. He shifted in his chair, leaning forward on his desk. Anyway, you didnt come here to talk about me. You want to know about Violet Sullivan.


    I do, but Im also curious about the car. Can we start with that?


    He made a dismissive gesture. Foley had no business buying that car. He ought tove been ashamed of himself. The Sullivans didnt have a pot to piss inI hope youll forgive the language.


    Doesnt bother me, I said.


    Violet got it in her head she had to have that car, and Foley knew better than to stand in her way. I wasnt about to turn away a sale, so I cut him a deal.


    Which was what?


    I took his truck in trade, for whatever that was worth. Purely a courtesy on my part, but I made one thing clear: The first time he missed a payment, Id repossess. No excuses, no slow pays, and not one penny short. I didnt care what the law said, that car was coming back.


    Given his history, you were taking quite a chance.


    Oh, I never thought hed do it. I fully expected to have the car on the lot again within three months and then Id take it for myself.


    I thought Winston Smith made the sale.


    Hes the one Violet dealt with up front. He was a pipsqueak, all of twenty years old. Woman like Violet, shes always going to find a way to get what she wants. She comes waltzing in here when Im off the lot and she starts working on him. Idve put a stop to it if Id seen what was going on. First thing you know she talks him into letting her take that Bel Air on a test drivealone. Im serious. Without him in the car. He never should have agreed, but hes so busy trying to impress her, he doesnt know what hit him. When she finally shows up again, shes put two hundred and fifty-seven miles on a brand-new car. I fired him on the spot and then called Foley and told him to get his butt in. He finally came around Friday morning and I completed the dealapproved the loan and handled all the paperwork.


    I still dont understand why you sold it to him. From what Ive heard, his finances were a mess.


    I have no use for Foley; man doesnt have a brain in his head. I felt sorry for Violet. I thought she deserved something nice for putting up with him, fool that she was.


    What was in it for you?


    His smile was sheepish. Hey, even an old dog like me can do a good turn now and then. Everybody thinks Im a hard-ass, but I can be generous when it suits. Of course that mightve been the last time I ever did a good deed. When that car went missing, I was sick to death. Foley did pay it off. I have to give him that.


    So you werent out anything?


    Not one red cent.


    Violet didnt tell you how she managed to put two hundred and fifty-seven miles on the odometer?


    No, but I can make a pretty good guess. Thats the day she showed up at a Santa Teresa bank and emptied her safe deposit box. I figured it out afterward, because the distance was about righthundred and twenty-five miles each way. She said the day was gorgeous and she couldnt resist. At the time, I was under the impression she drove north along the coast, but she never said as much.


    If she wanted to drive to Santa Teresa, why not take Foleys truck?


    That thing was on its last legs. No surprise shed prefer to tool around in a fancy car like mine. Maybe she was planning to sweet-talk the bank manager into making her a loan.


    Did she give any indication she intended to leave town?


    Never said a word. Not that she had any reason to confide in me. I barely knew the woman. So what was in her safe deposit box? I never heard.


    Foley thinks it was cash from an insurance settlement. Fifty thousand is the number Ive heard. In addition to that, her brother says he lent her two thousand dollars on Wednesday of that week.


    Calvin Wilcox. Now theres a piece of work.


    As in what?


    Those two were always at each others throats. He assumed the full care of their parents and Violet wouldnt lift a hand. He didnt give a damn if she disappeared or not. Im sure it cheered him no end that when his mother died, all the money came to him. If his sister had been around, hed have had to split it with her.


    I felt my attention narrow like a cats at the sound of a little mousie scratching in the wall. Money?


    Oh, yes. It was a sizeable estate. Roscoe Wilcox made a fortune perfecting phosphorescent paint. Got a patent on some new, improved formula, or so Ive heard. Every time you see a paint job that glows, its money in the bankor Calvins pocket in this case.


    How well do you know him?


    Were both members of the same country club and the same association of local businessmen. He built that company from scratch, which Ive always admired, but the fellow himself? I got my doubts about him. Maybe its just that he and that wife of his have never cared for me.


    What happened to Winston Smith? Id like to talk to him if you know where he is.


    Thats easy. The week after I fired him, I took him back and hes worked for me ever since. Its like I told him: You dont want to act in haste. What seems tragic in the moment can sometimes turn out to be the best thing in the world.


    Meaning what?


    He ended up married to my daughter and now they have those three gorgeous girls. Hes a very lucky man.
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    JAKE


    Wednesday, July 1, 1953


    Jake Ottweiler pulled up a chair beside his wifes hospital bed and sat with her as he had every evening since June 17 when shed been admitted. Mary Hairl was on heavy medication. She slept deeply and often, her face in repose as sculpted as stone. Her hand lay in his, her palm against his, her cold fingers threaded through his warmer ones. She was as pale as a piece of paper, lavender veins showing through the skin on her arms. She was thin, brittle-looking, and she smelled like death. He was ashamed for noticing, ashamed of himself for wanting to recoil.


    Mary Hairl was thirty-seven years old and shed given Jake two wonderful children. Tannie, at nine, was a sturdy, fearless girl, boisterous and outgoing, all bony elbows, skinned knees, and joy. She had a talent for playing the piano, and she read books way above her grade level. Shed never be pretty, he knew that about her without even waiting to see what puberty would bring. The growth spurtthe breasts, the loss of baby fatnone of this would alter the basic plainness of her face. But she was a bright, funny child, and he treasured that in her.


    At sixteen, his son, Steve, was not only handsome, he was smart as wellnot at the top of his class, but not far from it. Played varsity football and won his letter jacket as a sophomore, the first season he played. Eagle Scout. Sang tenor in the church youth choir. Hed signed a pledge that hed abstain from alcohol for life, and Jake knew hed do it, no matter the peer pressure brought to bear. Steve was baby-faced and had a boyish demeanor Jake was hoping hed outgrow. Hard enough to be a man in this world without looking half his age. Mary Hairl had been a good mother to those kids, and he wasnt sure how hed manage when she went. Hed do what she didbe firm, listen carefully, and let them make their own mistakes as long as it wasnt anything too serious. It would never be the same, but theyd muddle through somehow. What choice did they have?


    He put his head down and rested his face against the edge of the hospital bed. The sheet was crisp and cool against his sunburned cheek. He was incredibly weary. After hed come back from overseas just after the war, he hadnt had the will or the strength to return to farming. Hed taken a series of jobs, most recently with Union Sugar. Hed missed so many days of work because of Mary Hairls illness, hed been fired. Now money was impossibly tight, and if it werent for her fathers financial help, theyd be out on the street. He hadnt understood how much work his wife did. Now that he was essentially sole parent, he was in charge of the meal planning, grocery shopping, laundry, and most of the major household chores. Mid-April, just before she was hospitalized for surgery, shed put in the truck garden, which was flourishing. Shed always been an uncomplaining soul, and by the time shed seen the doctor for abdominal tenderness and bloating, the tumor was advanced. Surgery confirmed the cancer, which had spread to so many organs there was nothing to be done. The surgeon closed her up again and now they were waiting for the end. The weeding, mulching, and plucking of suckers from the numerous tomato plants was another set of tasks Jaked added to his list. After school, Steve pitched in with mowing the lawn and washing the truck, while Tannie was in charge of keeping the house tidy and making their brown-bag lunches. Hairl Tanner, Mary Hairls father, was still joining them for the evening meal, so the four of them ate supper together nightly, a ritual that seemed cheerless without Mary Hairl. Once the meal was finished, Hairl would disappear, leaving Tannie to clear the table. Steve washed the dishes while Tannie dried them and put them away. At that point, Jake would pick up his jacket and head over to the hospital, arriving about 7:00 P.M.


    Jake was scarcely aware that hed fallen asleep. Hed been thinking about the night in early May when Mary Hairl was admitted for the second time in as many months. Shed made sure her father and the kids were fed before she finally, reluctantly, agreed to call the doctor, whod met them within the hour in the emergency room. Steve had stayed at home to look after Tannie, and when Jake and Mary Hairl left house, both the kids were doing their homework. Shed been in excruciating pain for much of the day, and hed handed her over to the charge nurse that night with the blessed sense that at least now shed get relief. Her suffering only reminded Jake how ineffectual he was in the face of her illness. Hed stayed with her until 9:00, watching the drip in her IV line, waiting for the medication to take effect. Hed kept an eye on the clock, willing the hands to move, and when shed finally fallen asleep, hed fled the premises.


    He retrieved his truck from the hospital parking lot in Santa Maria and headed straight for the Blue Moon, the only place in Serena Station where a fella could buy a beer. It had been raining intermittently. The May evening was chilly, and he cranked up the heat until the cab felt like an incubator. The roads were dark, and the lighted houses in Serena Station seemed as isolated as campfires. He needed to drink. He needed to unwind in an atmosphere that carried no suggestion of blood, suffering, or impending loss.


    The Moon was close to empty. Tom Padgett sat at the bar, nursing a Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, chatting with Violet Sullivan and the bartender, BW McPhee. BW was a stocky fellow, barrel-chested and tough, who doubled as a bouncer when the occasion arose. Jake took a stool at the bar, glancing idly at the two sitting four stools down. Violets eyes were puffy with tears and her hair was disheveled. Clearly something had gone on. Tom was trying to talk her out of whatever funk she was in. Jake was inclined to ignore Violet, minding his own business, but while BW uncapped his bottle of Blatz, he told him she and Foley had gotten into a shoving match that ended with her slapping him square across the face. Foley had gone berserk, overturning a table and breaking a chair. BWd given him one minute to clear out or he was calling the police.


    By the time Jake arrived, Foley was gone. While Padgetts comments were too low to hear, Violets responses were audible. She was talking about her money in a tone that was half braggadocio and half aggrieved. Hed heard the claim before, usually when Foleyd just popped her one and she was threatening to leave. He didnt know if it was true or not, the bit about her personal funds. She never mentioned an amount, and it struck him as odd that she didnt simply take the cash and get on with it.


    For a while, Padgett dropped a steady stream of coins into the jukebox, and he and Violet danced. The dress she wore was an emerald green, cut low in the back. Behind the bar, BW was watching them as they moved around the floor. Now and then Jake would turn, looking over his shoulder, following their progress with a shake of his head. He and BW exchanged glances.


    Thats what got Foley raging in the first place, her dancing with him, BW remarked.


    Just about anything sets him off. Piece of shit, Jake said.


    BW studied him. I dont suppose you want to talk about Mary Hairl.


    Not especially. No offense.


    None taken. You tell her were thinkin about her, Emily and me.


    Ill do that.


    Hows that beer coming?


    Im fine for the moment.


    Violet and Padgett settled at the bar again, but hed no more than sat down than he glanced at his watch, startled at the time. Jake watched as he threw some bills on the bar and said his good-nights. Once the door shut behind him, Violet turned her head, looking down the bar in Jakes direction. He made a point of looking the other way to avoid her gaze. She was the type who went to bars intent on conversation, while he was the type who went in hopes of being left alone. Dimly he was conscious of her crossing the room behind him, heading for the ladies room. He ordered another beer and was in the process of lighting a cigarette when she appeared at his side. Her hair was now combed and her green eyes assessed him with curiosity. She was holding a cigarette and, well-mannered fella that he was, he extended his match. By then the flame was burning so close to his fingers, he was forced to drop it and strike another one for her. She eased onto the stool next to his. You want company?


    No.


    Thats funny. You look like a man who could use a friend.


    He had no reply to that. Jake probably hadnt exchanged more than a dozen words with Violet in the six years hed known her. Thered been that business about the dog, but that was about as far as it went. Hed heard the rumors about her. The whole town of Serena Station buzzed with stories about the SullivansFoleys drinking, the fisticuffs, her screwing around. Quite the happy little pair. Jake despised Foley. Any man who raised a hand to woman or child was the lowest of the low. Violet, he wasnt sure about. Mary Hairl seemed to like her, but his wife was a good-hearted soul, whod put out a bowl of scraps for any stray cat that wandered up on the porch. He put Violet in that camphungry, wary, and needy. You still mad about the dog?


    I got my money. Not that it was mine for long, she said. Hows Mary Hairl?


    He just asked me that, Jake said, indicating BW with a wave of his cigarette.


    Whatd you tell him?


    Said I didnt want to talk about it, thanks all the same.


    Because its painful.


    Because its nobodys business. He was quiet for a moment and then surprised himself by going on. Theyve got her on a drip. Morphine, most likely. The doctor wont tell me anything and what he says to her, she keeps to herself. She doesnt want me to worry.


    Violet said, Well, Im sorry.


    Dont be. It has nothing to do with you. He glanced off across the room. He could feel tears sting his eyes. Hed made a point of not discussing his wifes illness. Acquaintances would ask, but he tended to cut them short. He didnt like the idea of exposing the intimate details of Mary Hairls condition. He couldnt talk particulars with her father, even if hed known. Hairl had been a surly son of a bitch ever since his wife died. He was burdened enough as it was, knowing he was on the verge of losing his only child. Which left who? Jake certainly couldnt talk about her sickness with the kids. Both he and Mary Hairl had agreed early on to spare them. Steve, at sixteen, was aware of what was happening, but he kept himself detached. Tannie was mercifully oblivious, which left Jake on his own.


    Violet studied him. Howre you holding up? You dont look so hot yourself.


    He lifted his beer bottle. This helps.


    Aint that the truth, she said, and clicked her wineglass against his bottle. Why is it men are always trying to prove how tough they are? Situation like yours, what harm would it do to talk about it?


    What for? I live with it from day to day. Last thing I need is talk on top of that.


    You sound just like me. Too proud to admit when youre hurting. I can sit here in tears and everybody thinks its just something I do. Youre the first guy ever offered to have a decent conversation.


    I dont call this a conversation.


    But theres hope of one, she said.


    What about Padgett? He was talking to you.


    Hes about as popular as me. People think Im a whore and hes a fool. Gives us something in common.


    Is that true?


    What, about him or me?


    I couldnt care less about him. Whats the deal on you?


    She smiled. Its like that song about the Whiffenpoofs. . . . What the hells a Whiffenpoof? You ever ask yourself that?


    What song?


    The duet Bing Crosby and Bob Hope sang in Road to Bali. She started to sing a fragment in a voice that was surprisingly sweet. Damned from here to eternity. Lord have mercy on such as we. Her smile was weary. Thats the deal on me. Damned.


    Because of Foley?


    Everything wrong in my life is because of him.


    I thought you liked tussling with him. You do it often enough.


    Tussling? Well, I guess thats one way to put it. Foley pounds the shit out of me on a regular basis and I got the black eyes to prove it, but does anybody ask how Im doing? He could knock me to the floor and nobodyd offer me a hand. I dont want pity, but once in a while Id like to think someone gives a shit. She stopped and then smirked. Listen to me. I sound like a victim. Nobody likes a victim, least of all me.


    Why do you put up with it? Thats what I dont get.


    What choice do I have? I cant leave him. Hes threatened to kill me and I know hed do it for sure. Foleys a psychopath. Besides, if I left what would become of Daisy?


    You could take her with you.


    And do what? I got married at fifteen and never held a job in my life. I wouldnt even know where to begin.


    What about that money youre always talking about.


    Im biding my time. I figure Ive got one shot and Im not about to blow it. Anyway, Daisys crazy about her daddy.


    Most girls are crazy about their daddies. Im sure shes crazy about you, too. Whats that got to do with it?


    Daisys crazier than most. She thinks Foley hung the moon, so why should I get in the way? Sometimes I think theyd be better off without me. I mean, its one thing if I leave, but take away his little girl? Hed rip my heart out, if he hadnt already done it.


    Jake shook his head. He doesnt deserve either one of you.


    No fooling.


    So whatd you see in him?


    He was a sweet guy when the two of us hooked up. Its the alcohol does him in. Sober, hes not all that bad. Well, some bad, but not as horrible as youd think. Of course, he says hes forced to drink to put up with the likes of me.


    Whats he have to put up with? Youre a beautiful woman. I cant picture any big hardship living with you.


    Im a pain.


    Hows that?


    I got a reputation as a party girl for one thing. According to him, I dont do anything right and that sets him off. No matter what I do, hes never satisfied. After work, he walks in the door and starts in on me. Either the house is a mess or his dinners not hot enough or I forgot to take the dirty clothes to the Laundromat again. He wants to know where Ive been, wants to know who I talked to, and where I was every time he tried to call me during the day. Im thinking, what am I, his slave? Im entitled to a life. I try to keep my mouth shut, but he lays into me and I have to fight back. How else can I hang on to my self-respect?


    Theres bound to be a way out.


    Well, if there is Id sure like to hear it. She put out her cigarette. You have any change?


    What for? he asked, but he was already digging in his pants pocket, coming up with a handful of coins.


    She took a nickel and slid off the stool. He watched her cross to the jukebox, where she inserted the coin and punched in a number. After a moment, he heard the opening strains of Nat King Cole singing Pretend.


    She came back to him, holding out a hand. Come on. Lets dance. I love this song.


    I dont dance.


    Yes, you do. She looked over at the bartender. BW, tell the man he has to dance with me. Its time to lighten up the mood.


    Jake felt himself smiling as she tugged on his hand, pulling him toward the tiny bare spot between tables that served as a dance floor. She slid into his arms, ignoring the awkward back-and-forth rocking motion that was the only kind of dancing he knew. She sang against his neck, her smoky wine breath tickling his ear. He could smell violets and soap and the same kind of shampoo Mary Hairl had used before she got so sick. Over Violets shoulder, he could see BW busy himself behind the bar, studiously ignoring what was going on. Jake had never much cared for music, but he could see now how it might have the power to make you forget. If there was one thing Jake needed, it was the blessedness of forgetting, even for a little while.


    At midnight, BW started turning off lights. Sorry about that, folks, he said, as though the bar were filled with people. His tone was bored, but Jake could hear the underlying irritation. BW didnt want to be a party to what was going on. Jake went up to the bar and paid the tab, peeling off bills and adding a generous tip, in part to remind the man of his place.


    BW said, You driving her home?


    I might, if its any of your business.


    I know you mean well, but you dont know what youre getting into when it comes to her. Ask Padgett. Hell tell you the same thing.


    Thanks, BW, but I dont believe I asked for your advice.


    Im saying this as a friend.


    I dont need that kind of friend. Your job is to tend bar. I can look after myself, but thanks all the same.


    Dont ever say I didnt warn you.


    Jake helped Violet into her raincoat and held the door for her. As they emerged from the bar, the air seemed as fresh as a florists shop. The May rain had passed, leaving a mist in the air. The blacktop was damp, looking shiny in places where shallow puddles had formed. He opened the truck door on the passenger side and handed her in. There were no lights in the parking lot, except for the reflected blue from the sign for the Blue Moon, the neon pulsing and blinking. Jake got in on his side and sat, watching the light, fascinated, not really sure what came next. It wasnt as though he hadnt strayed occasionally in the course of his marriage, but he was never sure what he was getting into and that lent a sick thrill to the proceedings.


    Violet said, This is like a time-out. It doesnt count for anything. I like Mary Hairl.


    Me, too, he said. He kept his hands on the steering wheel as though he might actually start the car and drive away.


    BW turned the neon sign off and moments later, he came out of the rear door, locked it, and walked to his car.


    Jake knew both their faces must have flashed with white as BW passed, his headlights raking across the front of Jakes truck.


    And then he was gone.


    Violet was drunk and Jaked had too much to drink himself, but he needed a friend, someone to feel close to for just this one night. Blindly he held a hand out and she took it. They made love. The leather seat was surprisingly commodious. The night was growing cold, and through the open window he could smell the orange blossoms from the orchard nearby. The scent was so dense he could scarcely breathe. He could hear crickets and frogs, and then the night became dead quiet except for the rustling of clothes and his harsh, rasping breath. He felt as though hed had to run for miles just to get to her.
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