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  For Larry Welch, who left us,

  steering a course for ports unknown,

  and for Pam, who sails on,

  navigating her journey over high seas.

  Safe passage to you both.
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  Wednesday afternoon, April 6, 1988


  What fascinates me about life is that now and then the past rises up and declares itself. Afterward, the sequence of events seems inevitable, but only because cause and effect
  have been aligned in advance. Its like a pattern of dominoes arranged upright on a table-top. With the flick of your finger, the first tile topples into the second, which in turn tips into
  the third, setting in motion a tumbling that goes on and on, each tile knocking over its neighbor until all of them fall down. Sometimes the impetus is pure chance, though I discount the notion of
  accidents. Fate stitches together elements that seem unrelated on the surface. Its only when the truth emerges you see how the bones are joined and everything connects.


  Heres the odd part. In my ten years as a private eye, this was the first case I ever managed to resolve without crossing paths with the bad guys. Except at the end, of course.


  My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a private detective, female, age thirty-seven, with my thirty-eighth birthday coming up in a month. Having been married and divorced twice, Im now
  happily single and expect to remain so for life. I have no children thus far and I dont anticipate bearing any. Not only are my eggs getting old, but my biological clock wound down a long
  time ago. I suppose theres always room for one of lifes little surprises, but thats not the way to bet.


  I work solo out of a rented bungalow in Santa Teresa, California, a town of roughly 85,000 souls who generate sufficient crime to occupy the Santa Teresa Police Department, the County
  Sheriffs Department, the California Highway Patrol, and the twenty-five or so local private investigators like me. Movies and television shows would have you believe a PIs job is
  dangerous, but nothing could be farther from the truth . . . except, of course, on the rare occasions when someone tries to kill me. Then Im ever so happy my health insurance premiums are
  paid up. Threat of death aside, the job is largely research, requiring intuition, tenacity, and ingenuity. Most of my clients reach me by referral and their business ranges from background checks
  to process serving, with countless other matters in between. My office is off the beaten path and I seldom have a client appear unannounced, so when I heard a tapping at the door to my outer
  office, I got up and peered around the corner to see who it was.


  Through the glass I saw a young man pointing at the knob. Id apparently turned the dead bolt to the locked position when Id come back from lunch. I let him in, saying, Sorry
  about that. I must have locked up after myself without being aware of it.


  Youre Ms. Millhone?


  Yes.


  Michael Sutton, he said, extending his hand. Do you have time to talk?


  We shook hands. Sure. Can I offer you a cup of coffee?


  No, thanks. Im fine.


  I ushered him into my office while I registered his appearance in a series of quick takes. Slim. Lank brown hair with a sheen to it, worn long on top and cut short over his ears. Solemn brown
  eyes, complexion as clear as a babys. There was a prep school air about him: deck shoes without socks, sharply creased chinos, and a short-sleeve white dress shirt he wore with a tie. He had
  the body of a boy: narrow shoulders, narrow hips, and long, smooth arms. He looked young enough to be carded if he tried to buy booze. I couldnt imagine what sort of problem hed have
  that would require my services.


  I returned to my swivel chair and he settled in the chair on the other side of the desk. I glanced at my calendar, wondering if Id set up an appointment and promptly forgotten it.


  He noticed the visual reference and said, Detective Phillips at the police department gave me your name and address. I should have called first, but your office was close by. I hope this
  isnt an inconvenience.


  Not at all, I said. My first names Kinsey, which youre welcome to use. You prefer Michael or Mike?


  Most people call me Sutton. In my kindergarten class, there were two other Michaels so the teacher used our last names to distinguish us. Boorman, Sutton, and Trautweinlike a law
  firm. Were still friends.


  Where was this?


  Climp.


  I said, Ah. I should have guessed as much. Climping Academy is the private school in Horton Ravine, K through 12. Tuition starts at twelve grand for the little tykes and rises
  incrementally through the upper grades. I dont know where it tops out, but you could probably pick up a respectable college education for the same price. All the students enrolled there
  referred to it as Climp, as though the proper appellation was just, like, sooo beside the point. Watching him, I wondered if my blue-collar roots were as obvious to him as his
  upper-class status was to me.


  We exchanged pleasantries while I waited for him to unload. The advantage of a prearranged appointment is that I begin the first meeting with at least some idea what a prospective client
  has in mind. People skittish about revealing their personal problems to a stranger often find it easier to do by phone. With this kid, I figured wed have to dance around some before he got
  down to his business, whatever it was.


  He asked how long Id been a private investigator. This is a question Im sometimes asked at cocktail parties (on the rare occasion when Im invited to one). Its the
  sort of blah-blah-blah conversational gambit I dont much care for. I gave him a rundown of my employment history. I skipped over the two lackluster semesters at the local junior college and
  started with my graduation from the police academy. I then covered the two years Id worked for the Santa Teresa PD before I realized how ill suited I was to a life in uniform. I proceeded
  with a brief account of my subsequent apprenticeship with a local agency, run by Ben Byrd and Morley Shine, two private investigators, whod trained me in preparation for licensing. Id
  had my ups and downs over the years, but I spared him the details since hed only inquired as a stalling technique. What about you? Are you a California native?


  Yes, maam. I grew up in Horton Ravine. My family lived on Via Ynez until I went off to college. I lived a couple of other places, but now Im back.


  You still have family here?


  His hesitation was one of those nearly imperceptible blips that indicates internal editing. My parents are gone. I have two older brothers, both married with two kids each, and an older
  sister whos divorced. Were not on good terms. We havent been for years.


  I let that pass without comment, being better acquainted with family estrangement than I cared to admit. How do you know Cheney Phillips?


  I dont. I went into the police department, asking to speak to a detective, and he happened to be free. When I told him my situation, he said you might be able to help.


  Well, lets hope so, I said. Cheneys a good guy. Ive known him for years. I shut my mouth then and let a silence descend, a stratagem with
  remarkable powers to make the other guy talk.


  Sutton touched the knot in his tie. I know youre busy, so Ill get to the point. I hope youll bear with me. The story might sound weird.


  Weird stories are the best kind, so fire away, I said.


  He looked at the floor as he spoke, making eye contact now and then to see if I was following. I dont know if you saw this, but a couple of weeks ago, there was an article in the
  newspaper about famous kidnappings: Marion Parker, the twelve-year-old girl who was abducted in 1927; the Lindbergh baby in thirty-two; another kid, named Etan Patz. Ordinarily, I
  dont read things like that, but what caught my attention was the case here in town . . .


  Youre talking about Mary Claire Fitzhugh1967.


  You remember her?


  Sure. Id just graduated from high school. Little four-year-old girl taken from her parents home in Horton Ravine. The Fitzhughs agreed to pay the ransom, but the money was
  never picked up and the child was never seen again.


  Exactly. The thing is, when I saw the name Mary Claire Fitzhugh, I had this flashsomething I hadnt thought about for years. He clasped his hands together and squeezed
  them between his knees. When I was a little kid, I was playing in the woods and I came across these two guys digging a hole. I remember seeing a bundle on the ground a few feet away. At the
  time, I didnt understand what I was looking at, but now I believe it was Mary Claires body and they were burying her.


  I said, You actually saw the child?


  He shook his head. She was wrapped in a blanket, so I couldnt see her face or anything else.


  I studied him with interest. What makes you think it was Mary Claire? Thats a big leap.


  Because I went back and checked the old newspaper accounts and the dates line up.


  What dates?


  Oh, sorry. I should have mentioned this before. She was kidnapped on July 19, which was a Wednesday. I saw the guys on Friday, July 21, 1967 . . . my birthday, the year I turned six.
  Thats how I made the association. I think she was already dead by then and they were getting rid of the body.


  And this was where?


  Horton Ravine. I dont know the exact location. My mother had errands to run that day so she dropped me off at some kids house. I dont remember his name. I guess his
  mom had agreed to look after me while she was gone. Turns out the other kid woke up with a fever and sore throat. Chicken pox was going around and his mom didnt want me exposed in case
  thats what it was, so she made him stay in his room while I hung around downstairs. I got bored and asked if I could go outside. She said I could as long as I didnt leave the
  property. I remember finding this tree with branches that hung down to make a little room, so I played there for a while, pretending I was a bandit in a cool hideout. I heard voices and when I
  peeped through the leaves, I saw the two guys walk by with shovels and stuff and I followed them.


  What time of day?


  Must have been late morning because after I came in again, the kids mother fed me luncha plain lettuce and tomato sandwich, no bacon, and it was made with Miracle Whip. Our
  family didnt eat Miracle Whip. My mother wouldnt have it in the house. She said it was disgusting compared to real homemade mayonnaise.


  Your mother made mayonnaise?


  The cook did.


  Ah.


  Anyway, Mom always said it was rude to complain, so I ate what I could and left the rest on my plate. The kids mom hadnt even cut the crusts off the bread.


  Theres a shock, I said. Im impressed your memorys so clear.


  Not clear enough or I wouldnt be here. Im pretty sure the two guys I saw were the ones who abducted Mary Claire, but I have no idea where I was. I know Id never been
  to the house before and I never went there again.


  Any chance one of your siblings would remember who the kid was?


  I guess its possible. Unfortunately, we dont get along. We havent spoken in years.


  So you said.


  Sorry. I dont mean to repeat myself. The point is, I cant call them up out of a clear blue sky. Even if I did, I doubt theyd talk to me.


  But I could ask, couldnt I? That would be the obvious first move if youre serious about this.


  He shook his head. I dont want them involved, especially my sister, Dee. Shes difficult. You dont want to mess with her.


  All right. Well scratch that for now. Maybe the kids mother was being paid to babysit.


  That wasnt my impression. More like she was doing Mom a favor.


  What about your classmates? Maybe she left you with one of the other moms, like a playdate.


  Sutton blinked twice. Thats a possibility I hadnt thought of. Ive kept in touch with the other two Michaels, Boorman and Trautwein, but thats the extent of it.
  I didnt like anybody else in my kindergarten class and they didnt like me.


  It doesnt matter if you liked them or not. Were trying to identify the boy.


  I dont remember anyone else.


  It should be easy enough to come up with a list. You must have had class photos. You could go back to the school library and check the 67 yearbook.


  I dont want to go back to Climp. I hate the idea.


  Its just a suggestion. So far, were brainstorming, I said. Tell me about the two guys. How old would you say?


  Im not sure. Older than my brothers, who were ten and twelve at the time, but not as old as my dad.


  Did they see you?


  Not then. I decided to spy on them, but where they ended up was too far away and I couldnt see what they were doing. I sneaked up on them, crawling through the bushes and crouching
  behind a big oak. It was hot and they were sweating so theyd taken off their shirts. I guess I wasnt as quiet as I thought because one of them spotted me and they both jumped. They
  stopped what they were doing and asked what I wanted.


  You actually talked to them?


  Oh, sure. Absolutely. We had this whole conversation. I thought they were pirates and I was all excited about meeting them.


  Pirates?


  My mother was reading me Peter Pan at bedtime, and I loved the illustrations. The pirates wore bandanas tied around their heads, which is what the two guys had done.


  Beards? Earrings? Eye patches?


  That netted me a smile, but not much of one. He shook his head. It was the bandanas that reminded me of pirates. I told them I knew that because of Peter Pan.


  Whatd you talk about?


  First, I asked em if they were pirates for real and they told me they were. The one guy talked more than the other and when I asked what they were doing, he said they were digging
  for buried treasure . . .


  As Sutton spoke, I could see him regressing to the little boy hed been, earnest and easily impressed. He leaned forward in his chair. I asked if the treasure was gold doubloons,
  but they said they didnt know because they hadnt found it yet. I asked to see the treasure map and they said they couldnt show me because they were sworn to secrecy. Id
  seen the bundle on the ground, over by this tree, and when I asked about it, the first guy said it was a bedroll in case they got tired. I offered to help dig, but he told me the job was only for
  grown-ups and little kids werent allowed. And then the other one spoke up and asked where I lived. I told them I lived in a white house, but not on this street, that I was visiting. The
  first guy asked what my name was. I told him and the other one spoke up again and said he thought he heard someone calling me so I better go, which is what I did. The whole exchange couldnt
  have taken more than three minutes.


  I dont suppose either of them mentioned their names?


  No. I probably should have asked, but it didnt occur to me.


  Your recall impresses me. Much of my life at that age is a total blank.


  I hadnt thought about the incident for years, but once the memory was triggered, I was right there again. Just like, boom.


  I reran the story in my mind, trying to digest the whole of it. Tell me again why you think theres a connection to Mary Claire. That still seems like a stretch.


  I dont know what else to say. Intuition, I guess.


  What about the kidnapping. How did that go down? I remember the broad strokes, but not the particulars.


  The whole thing was horrible. Those poor people. The ransom note said not to contact the police or the FBI, but Mr. Fitzhugh did it anyway. He thought it was the only way to save her, but
  he was wrong.


  The first contact was the note?


  Sutton nodded. Later they phoned and said he had one day to get the money together or else. Mr. Fitzhugh had already called the police and they were the ones who contacted the FBI. The
  special agent in charge convinced him theyd have a better chance of nabbing the guys if he and his wife appeared to cooperate, so they advised him to do as he was told . . .


  Twenty-five thousand dollars, wasnt it? Somehow the number sticks in my head.


  Exactly. The kidnappers wanted it in small bills, packed in a gym bag. They called again and told him where he was supposed to leave the money. He stalled. They must have thought there
  was a trap on the line because they cut the call short.


  So he dropped off the ransom money and the kidnappers didnt show.


  Right. After a day passed, it was clear the FBI had bungled it. They still thought they had a chance, but Mr. Fitzhugh said to hell with them and took matters into his own hands. He
  notified the newspapers and the radio and TV stations. After the story broke, Mary Claire was all anybody talked aboutmy parents and everyone else.


  What day was it by then?


  Sunday. Like I said before, she was kidnapped on Wednesday and I saw them on Friday. The paper didnt carry the story until Sunday.


  Why didnt you speak up?


  I did. Id already done that. When my mother came to get me, I told her about the pirates. I felt guilty. Like Id done something wrong.


  How so?


  I dont know how to pin it down. I believed what they said about digging for treasure. When youre six, things like that make perfect sense, but on some level I was anxious
  and I wanted reassurance. Instead, Mom got mad. She said I wasnt supposed to talk to strangers and she made me promise Id never do it again. When we got home, she sent me straight to
  my room. On Sunday we heard the news about Mary Claire.


  And your mother didnt see the relevance?


  I guess not. She never mentioned it and I was too scared to bring it up again. Shed already punished me once. I kept my mouth shut so she wouldnt punish me again.


  But it worried you.


  For a while, sure. After that, I put the incident out of my mind. Then I saw Mary Claires name and it all came back.


  Did you ever see either guy again?


  I dont think so. Maybe one of them. Im not sure.


  And where would that have been?


  I dont remember. I might have made a mistake.


  I picked up a pencil and made a mark on the yellow pad lying on my desk. When you explained this to Cheney, what was his response?


  His shoulder went up in a half-shrug. He said hed check the old case notes, but he couldnt do much more because the information Id given him was too vague.
  Thats when he mentioned you.


  Sounds like he was passing the buck.


  Actually, what he said was you were like a little terrier when it came to flushing out rats.


  Sucking up, I said. Mentally, I was rolling my eyes because Cheney wasnt far off the mark. I liked picking at problems and this was a doozy. What about the house
  itself? Think youd recognize it if you saw it again?


  I doubt it. Right after I read the article, I drove around the old neighborhood, and even the areas I knew well had changed. Trees were gone, shrubs were overgrown, new houses had gone
  up. Of course, I didnt cover the whole of Horton Ravine, but Im not sure it would have made any difference since I dont have a clear image. I think Id recognize the
  place in the woods. The house is a blur.


  So twenty-one years later, youre clueless and hoping I can figure out where you were.


  Yes, maam.


  You want me to find an unmarked grave, basically a hole.


  Can you do it?


  I dont know. Ive never tried before.


  I studied him, chasing the idea around to see where it might go. Its an interesting proposition. Ill give you that.


  I rocked in my swivel chair, listening to the squeak, while I sifted through the story, wondering what Id missed. There was something more going on, but I couldnt imagine what.
  Finally, I said, Whats your stake in the situation? I know it bothers you, but why to this extent?


  I dont know. I mean, the article talked about how the kidnapping ruined Mrs. Fitzhughs life. She and her husband divorced and he ended up leaving town. She still has no idea
  what happened to her little girl. She doesnt even know for sure shes dead. If I can help, it seems like the right thing to do.


  Its going to cost you, I said.


  I figured as much.


  What sort of work do you do?


  Nothing right now. I lost my job so Im on unemployment.


  What was the job?


  I sold advertising for KSPL.


  KSPL was the local AM station I sometimes tuned in on my car radio when I was tooling around town. How long were you there?


  About a year, maybe a little less.


  Whats it mean when you say you lost your job? Were you laid off, downsized, fired, what?


  He hesitated. The last one.


  Fired.


  He nodded.


  I waited and when it was clear he had no intention of continuing, I gave him a nudge. Uh, Sutton, Id consider it a courtesy if youd be a bit more forthcoming. Would you care
  to fill me in?


  He rubbed his palms on his pants. I said I had a BA from Stanford, but it wasnt really true. I was enrolled and attended classes for a couple of years, but I didnt
  graduate.


  So you lied on the application?


  Look, I know I made a mistake . . .


  That would cover it, I said.


  But I cant do anything about it now. Whats done is done and I just have to move on.


  Id heard a host of criminals make the same remark, like boosting cars, robbing banks, and killing folks could be brushed aside, a minor stumble on the path of life. Have you given
  any thought to how youre going to pay me out of your unemployment benefits? Were talking about five hundred bucks a day, plus expenses. Assuming I agree to help, which I
  havent.


  I have some money set aside. I thought Id write a check for one days work and wed see how it goes from there.


  A check?


  A flush tinted his cheeks. I guess thats not such a hot idea.


  You got that right. Whats plan B?


  If youre going to be here for a while, I could make a quick run to the bank and bring you cash.


  I considered the notion. The prime item on my Thursday To Do list was to make a bank deposit and pay bills. I had two reports to write and a few calls to make, but I could shift those to Friday.
  The job itself might end in folly, but at least when he mentioned the right thing to do, he didnt turn around and ask me to work for free. I wasnt convinced he was right
  about what hed seen, but Cheney must have considered the story credible or he wouldnt have sent him over to me.


  Okay. One day, but thats it. And only if you pay me cash in advance. Ill be here until five oclock. That should give you plenty of time.


  Great. Thats great.


  I dont know how great it is, but its the best I can do. When you get back, if I happen to be out, you can stick the money through the mail slot. In the meantime, give me a
  contact number so Ill know how to reach you.


  I handed him my yellow pad and watched while he scribbled down his address and telephone number. In return I handed him my business card with my office number and address.


  He said, I really appreciate this. I dont know what Id have done if you hadnt agreed.


  Ill probably regret it, but what the hell? Its only one day, I said. If Id been listening closely, Id have caught the sound of the gods having a great
  big old tee-hee at my expense.


  I said, Youre sure you dont want to make the trip up to Climp? It would save you a few bucks.


  I dont want to. They probably wouldnt talk to me in any event.


  I see. I studied him. You want to tell me whats going on here? You cant talk to your siblings and now you cant talk to your prep school pals?


  I already told you I didnt have pals. It has more to do with the administration.


  How come?


  There were some difficulties. I had a problem.


  Like what, you were expelled? I love stories about flunking and expulsions. With my history of screwups, those are like fairy tales.


  Its not something I want to get into. It has nothing to do with this. A stubborn note had crept into his voice. You go up there. Theyll let you see yearbooks
  as easily as me.


  I doubt it. Educational institutions hate handing over information about their students. Especially with the words private investigator thrown into the mix.


  Dont tell em youre a PI. Think of something else.


  I didnt even attend Climping Academy so why would I want to see a yearbook? It makes no sense.


  He shook his head. I wont do it. I have my reasons.


  Which youre not about to share.


  Right.


  Okay, fine. Its no skin off my nose. If thats how you want to spend your five hundred bucks, I can live with it. I love driving through Horton Ravine.


  I got up, and as we shook hands again, I realized what was bothering me. One more question.


  Whats that?


  The article came out two weeks ago. Whyd you wait so long before you went to the police?


  He hesitated. I was nervous. All I have is a hunch. I didnt want the police to write me off as a crank.


  Nuh-uh. Thats not all of it. What else?


  He was silent for a moment, color rising in his cheeks again. What if the guys find out I remembered them? I might have been the only witness and I told them my name. If theyre the
  ones who killed Mary Claire, why wouldnt they kill me?
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  While Sutton and I were chatting, the mail had been delivered. Walking him to the door, I paused to collect the scattering of envelopes the postman had pushed through the slot.
  Once hed gone off to the bank, I moved into my office, sorting and separating the stack as I sat down at my desk. Junk, bill, another bill, junk, junk, bill. I came to a square vellum
  envelope with my name and address written in calligraphy: Ms. Kinsey Millhone, with lots of down strokes and flourishes, very lah-di-dah. The postmark was Lompoc, California, and the return
  address was printed in the center of the back flap. Even without the senders name in evidence, I knew it was a Kinsey family member, one of numerous kin whose existence Id first
  learned about four years before. Until that strange turn of events, Id prided myself on my loner status. There was a benefit to my being an orphan in the world, explaining as it did (at
  least to my way of thinking) my difficulties in forming close bonds with others of my species.


  Looking at the envelope, I could guess what was coming upa christening, a wedding, or a cocktail partysome formal affair heralded by expensive embossing on heavy card stock.
  Whatever the occasion, I was either being informed of, or invited to, an event I didnt give a rats ass about. At times, Im a sentimental little thing, but this wasnt
  one. I tossed the envelope on my desk, then thought better of it, and threw it in the wastebasket, which was already brimming with trash.


  I picked up the phone and punched in the number for Cheney Phillips at the STPD. When he picked up, I said, Guess who?


  Hey, Kinsey. Whats up?


  I just had a chat with Michael Sutton and thought I better touch base with you before I did anything else. Whats the deal with him?


  Beats me. That story sounded just screwy enough to be true. What was your impression?


  Im not sure. Im willing to believe he saw two guys digging a hole. What Im skeptical about is the relevance to Mary Claire Fitzhugh. He says the dates line up because
  he went back and checked his recollections against the articles in the paper, but that doesnt prove anything. Even if the two events happened at the same time, that doesnt mean
  theyre related.


  Agreed, but his recollections were so specific he pretty much talked me into it.


  Me, too. At least in part, I said. Did you have a chance to look at the old files?


  Cant be done. I talked to the chief and he says the case notes are sealed. Once the FBI stepped in, they put everything under lock and key.


  Even after all this time? Its been twenty years.


  Twenty-one to be precise, and the answer is, definitely. You know how it goes. The case is federal and the files still active. If the details are leaked then any clown off his meds
  can walk into the department and claim responsibility.


  I caught a familiar racket out on the street. Hang on a sec.


  I put my hand over the mouthpiece and listened, picking up the hydraulic grinding, wheeze, and hiss of a garbage truck approaching from down the block. Shit! Garbage day. The week before,
  Id forgotten to take out my trash and my wastebaskets were maxed out.


  I gotta go. Ill call you later.


  Vaya con Dios.


  I hung up in haste and headed down the hall to the kitchenette, where I grabbed a plastic bag from a carton under the sink. I did a quick round of the wastebasketskitchen, bathroom, and
  office shaking trash into the plastic bag until it sagged from the weight. I scurried out the back door, tossed the bag in my trash bin, and rolled it down the walkway on one side of the
  bungalow. By the time I reached the street, the garbage truck was idling at the curb and I just managed to catch the guy before he hopped back on. He paused long enough to add my contribution to
  the days haul. As the truck pulled away, I blew him a kiss and was rewarded with a wave.


  I returned to my desk, congratulating myself on a job well done. Nothing makes a room look messier than a wastebasket full of trash. As I settled in my swivel chair, I glanced down and spotted
  the vellum envelope, which had apparently missed the plastic bag and now lay on the floor. I leaned over, picked it up, and stared at it. What was going on? Instead of happily winging its way to
  the county dump, the damn thing was back. Im not superstitious by nature, but the envelope, coupled with Michael Suttons reference to his family estrangement, had set an old train of
  thought in motion.


  I knew how treacherous and frail family bonds could be. My mother had been the eldest of five daughters born to my grandparents Burton Kinsey and Cornelia Straith LaGrand, known since as Grand.
  My parents had been jettisoned from the bosom of the family when my mother met my father and eloped with him four months later. She was eighteen at the time and came from money, albeit of the
  small-town sort. My father, Randy Millhone, was thirty-three years old and a mail carrier. In retrospect, its difficult to say which was worse in Grands eyes, his advanced age or his
  occupation. Apparently, she viewed civil servants right up there with career criminals as undesirable mates for her precious firstborn girl. Rita Cynthia Kinsey first clapped eyes on my father at
  her coming-out party, where my father was filling in as a waiter for a friend who owned the catering company. Their marriage created a rift in the family that had never healed. My Aunt Gin was the
  only one of her four sisters who sided with her, and she ended up raising me after my parents were killed in a car wreck when I was five.


  Youd think Id have been pleased to discover the existence of close kin. Instead, I was pissed off, convinced theyd known about me for years and hadnt cared enough to
  seek me out. I was thirty-four when the first family overtures were made, and I counted their twenty-nine years silence as evidence of crass indifference for which I blamed Grand. I really
  didnt have a quarrel with my aunts and cousins. Id tossed them into the pit with Grand because it was simpler that way. Ill admit it wasnt fair, but I took a certain
  righteous satisfaction in my wholesale condemnation. For the past two or three years, Id made a halfhearted attempt to modify my attitude, but it hadnt really worked. Im a
  Taurus. Im stubborn by nature and I had my heels dug in. I shoved the invitation in my shoulder bag. Id deal with it later.


  Sutton returned after twenty minutes with five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills, for which I wrote him a receipt. Once he was gone again, I locked the cash in my office safe. Since Id be
  devoting Thursday to Suttons business, I sat down and did a rough draft of one of the client reports on my To Do list, figuring I might as well get one chore out of the way. By the time
  Id finished, it was close to 4:00 and I decided to shut down for the day. One reason Im self-employed is so I can do as I please without consulting anyone else.


  I rescued my car from the semilegal parking spot Id found earlier. My office is on a narrow side street barely one block long. For the most part, the surrounding blocks are posted No
  Parking, which means I have to be inventive in finding ways to squeeze my Mustang into any available space. I was due for a parking ticket, but I hadnt gotten one yet.


  I drove home along the beach, and within minutes my spirits lifted. Spring in Santa Teresa is marked by early-morning sunshine, which is eradicated almost immediately by dense cloud cover. The
  marine layer, known as the June Gloom, usually stretches from late May until early August, but thats been changing of late. Here wed scarcely made it into April and low clouds had
  already erased the offshore islands. Seabirds wheeled through the fog while sailboats, tacking out of the harbor, disappeared in the mist. In the absence of sunlight, the surf was the color of
  burnished pewter. Long strands of kelp had washed up on shore. I inhaled the salty essence of damp sand and sea grass. Cars rumbled along the wooden wharf with a sound like distant thunder. It was
  not quite tourist season, so traffic was light and many of the beach hotels still sported vacancy signs.


  I turned left from Cabana onto Bay and left again onto Albanil. I found a length of empty curb across from my apartment and paralleled my way into it. I shut the engine down, locked my car, and
  crossed the street, passing through the squeaking gate that serves the duel purpose of doorbell and burglar alarm.


  Henry Pitts, my landlord, was in the backyard in a T-shirt, shorts, and bare feet. Hed set up a ladder near the house and he was hosing out the rain gutters where a thick, nasty mat of
  wet leaves had collected over the winter. During the last big rain, small gushers had poured down on the porch outside the kitchen door, drenching anyone who dared to enter or leave.


  I crossed the patio and stood there for a while, watching him work. The day was getting chilly and I marveled at his determination to cavort about in so few clothes. Arent you
  going to catch your death of cold?


  Henry had turned eighty-eight on Valentines Day, and while hes sturdy as a fence post, the fact remains hes getting on in years. Nope. Cold preserves most things, so
  why not me?


  I suppose.


  The spray from the hose was creating an area of artificial rain so I stepped back out of range. He turned his hose in the opposite direction, inadvertently watering his neighbors shrubs.
  Youre home early, he remarked.


  I gave myself the afternoon off, or whats left of it.


  Hard day?


  I waggled my hand, indicating so-so. I had a guy walk in and hire me for a days work. As soon as I said yes, I knew it was dumb.


  Tough job?


  More pointless than tough. He gave me five hundred dollars in cash and what can I say? I was seduced.


  Whats the assignment?


  Its complicated.


  Oh, good. I like it when youre challenged. Im just about done with this. Why dont you stop by for a glass of wine and you can bring me up to speed?


  Id like that. Theres another issue up for grabs and we can talk about that, too.


  Maybe you should stay for supper so we wont feel rushed. I made corn bread and a pot of beef stew. If you come at five-thirty, Ill have time enough to shower and change
  clothes.


  Perfect. See you shortly.


  Henry is the only person alive Id talk to about a client, with the possible addition of his sister, Nell, whod be turning ninety-nine in December. His brothers, Charlie, Lewis, and
  William, were ninety-six, ninety-one, and ninety respectively, and all were going strong. Any talk about the frailties of the elderly has no bearing on them.


  I let myself into the studio and dropped my shoulder bag on a kitchen stool. I moved to the sitting area, turning on a couple of lamps to brighten the room. I went up the spiral staircase to the
  sleeping loft, where I perched on the edge of the platform bed and pulled off my boots. Most days, my work attire is casualjeans, a turtleneck, and boots or tennis shoes. I can add a tweed
  blazer if I feel the need to dress up. Though Im capable of skirts and panty hose, theyre not my first choice. I do own one dress that Im happy to say is suitable for most
  occasions. Its black, made of a fabric so wrinkle-resistant, if I rolled it up and stored it in my shoulder bag, youd never know the difference.


  At the end of the day, my clothes hurt and Im eager to be shed of the restraints. I stripped off my jeans and hung them on a peg. I pulled off my shirt and tossed it over the rail. Once I
  was downstairs again, Id retrieve it and add it to the garments waiting in the washing machine. In the meantime, I found a set of clean sweats and my slippers, rejoicing, as I always do,
  that Henry and I are beyond the need to impress each other. As far as Im concerned, hes perfect and I suspect hed say much the same thing about me.


  Ive been his tenant for the past eight years. At one time, my studio was Henrys single-car garage. He decided he needed a larger one to accommodate his station wagon and his
  pristine 1932 five-window coupe, so he converted the original garage to a rental unit, which Id moved into. An unfortunate explosion had flattened my apartment six years before, so Henry had
  redesigned the floor plan, adding a half-story above the kitchen. On the ground floor I have a living room with a desk and a sofa bed that can accommodate overnight guests. The kitchen is small, a
  galley-style bump-out off the living room. Theres also a bathroom and a combination washer-dryer tucked under the spiral stairs. The whole of it resembles the interior of a small boat, lots
  of highly polished teak and oak, with a porthole in the front door and nautical blue captains chairs. The new loft, in addition to a double bed, boasts built-in cubbyholes, as well as a
  second bathroom with a view that includes a small slice of the Pacific Ocean visible through the trees. Henry had installed a Plexiglas skylight above my bed, so I wake to whatever weathers
  drifted in during the night.


  Between the studio and Henrys house theres a glassed-in passageway where he proofs batches of bread, using a Shaker cradle like an enormous buttered bowl. In his working days, he
  made his living as a commercial baker, and he still cant resist the satiny feel of newly kneaded dough.


  At 5:29 I grabbed my shoulder bag, crossed the flagstone patio, and tapped on the glass pane in Henrys back door. Most of the time he leaves it unlocked, but our unspoken agreement is to
  respect each others privacy. Unless my apartment was in flames, hed never dream of entering without permission. I peered through the glass and saw Henry standing at the sink, filling
  it with hot water into which he was squeezing a long shot of liquid detergent. He took three steps to the side to open the door and then returned to his task. I could see numerous place settings of
  tarnished silverware on the counter with a roll of aluminum foil and a clean towel laid out. Hed set an eight-quart pan on the stove and the water had just reached a rolling boil. On the
  bottom of the pan there was a crumpled section of foil. I watched him add a quarter cup of baking soda, after which he placed the silverware in the bubbling water with the foil.


  Oh yum. A pot of flatware soup.


  He smiled. When I pulled the silver from the canteen, most of it was tarnished. Watch this.


  I peered into the boiling water and watched as the foil turned dark and the tarnish disappeared from all the forks, knives, and spoons. That doesnt do any harm?


  Some people think so, but anytime you polish silver, youre removing a thin layer of oxidation. Thats a Towle pattern, by the way. Cascade. I inherited service for eighteen
  from a maiden aunt who died in 1933. The patterns discontinued, but if I haunt garage sales, I can sometimes find a piece.


  Whats the occasion?


  Silvers meant to be used. I dont know why I hadnt thought of it before. It lends a meal an air of elegance, even when were eating in here. He poked the
  silverware with a set of tongs, making sure all the pieces were totally submerged. I put an open bottle of Chardonnay in the refrigerator for you.


  Thanks. Will you be having some with dinner?


  As soon as I finish this.


  He paused to take a swallow of the Black Jack over ice that constitutes his usual late-afternoon pick-me-up. I retrieved the Chardonnay, took two wineglasses from the cupboard, and filled mine
  halfway. Henry, meantime, was using the tongs to move the silver from the kettle to the sink of soapy water. After a quick rinse, he laid the freshly polished silver on the waiting towel. I took a
  second towel from the linen drawer and dried the pieces; I set places for two at the kitchen table, where Henry had laid out freshly ironed cloth napkins and mats.


  We postponed our conversation about the job until wed each eaten two servings of beef stew. Henry crumbled corn bread in his, but I preferred mine on the side with butter and homemade
  strawberry jam. Am I in love with this man or what? When we finished our meal, Henry put the dishes and silverware in the sink and returned to the table.


  Once he was settled, I gave him the Readers Digest condensed version of the story Michael Sutton had related to me. I said, Where have I heard the name Michael Sutton? Does
  it mean anything to you?


  Not offhand. You know what his father does for a living?


  Not much. Hes deceased. Sutton told me both his parents were gone. Hes got two brothers and a sister, but theyre not on speaking terms. He didnt explain
  himself and I didnt ask.


  I wonder if his father was the Sutton who served on the city council. This was maybe ten years ago.


  That I dont know. I suspect the reference will come to me, if there is one.


  In the meantime, you have a game plan?


  Ive got some ideas percolating at the back of my brain. I want to see what the papers have to say about the Fitzhugh girl. Sutton might have forgotten something relevant or
  embellished where he should have left well enough alone.


  You dont trust him?


  Its not that. Im worried hes conflating two separate events. I believe he saw two fellows digging a hole. What I question is the connection to Mary Claires
  disappearance. He says the dates line up, but that doesnt count for much.


  I guess time will tell. So whats the other one?


  The other what?


  You said there was another issue up for grabs.


  Oh, that.


  I leaned toward the empty chair where Id placed my shoulder bag. I retrieved the still-sealed envelope and passed it across the table. I dont have the nerve to open it. I
  thought you could peek and tell me what it is.


  He put on his reading glasses and studied the front and back of the envelope in the same way I had. He slid a finger under the flap and lifted it, then removed a card with an overleaf of tissue.
  Inside, there was a smaller card with a matching envelope, so the recipient could RSVP. Says, The Parsonage. Groundbreaking and Dedication Ceremony, celebrating the removal of the
  Kinsey Family Homestead to its new location at . . . blah, blah, blah. May 28, 1988. I believe thats the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend. Four P.M. Cocktails
  and dinner to follow at the country club. Very nice.


  He turned the invitation so it faced me and I could read it for myself. Big family do, he said. Doesnt say black tie optional, so thats good news. He
  picked up the smaller card with its stamped envelope. Theyd appreciate a reply by May 1. Couldnt be easier. The envelopes already stamped so that will save you return
  postage. Well, now, what do you think of that?


  This is just not going to go away, is it? I said. Why do they keep harassing me? Its like being nibbled to death by ducklings.


  He pulled his reading glasses down low on his nose and looked at me over the rims. Two contacts a year isnt harassment. This is an invitation to a party. Its
  not like someone put dog turds on the front seat of your car.


  I barely know these people.


  And you wont if you keep avoiding them.


  Reluctantly, I said, Ive dealt with Tasha and shes not so bad. And Im fond of Aunt Susanna. Shes the one who gave me the photograph of my mother and then sent
  me the family album. Ill admit I was touched by that. So heres what worries me. Am I just being stubborn for the sake of it? What do they call that, cutting off your nose to
  spite your face? I mean, most families want to be close. I dont. Does that make me wrong?


  Not at all. Youre independent. You prefer being alone.


  True, and Im pretty sure thats considered the opposite of mental health.


  Why dont you sleep on it and see how it looks in the morning.
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  DEBORAH UNRUH


  April 1963


  Deborah Unruh hated the girl on sight. Her son Greg had dropped out of Berkeley in his sophomore year, claiming his academic courses were irrelevant. Since then, hed
  hitchhiked across the country, calling home when his funds were low and he needed money wired to the nearest Western Union office. Deborah and Patrick had last seen him the previous fall, and now,
  without warning, hed reappeared, driving a big yellow school bus with a girl named Shelly in tow.


  She had a gaunt face, a mass of dark tangled hair, large hazel eyes, and barely visible brows. She wore heavy eye makeup, a black turtle-neck sweater, and a long gypsy skirt, the hem of which
  was torn and gray from trailing on the ground. When she wasnt barefoot, she wore black tights and ragged tennis shoes. She had a little boy with her, Shawn, who was six years old. She was
  quick to tell Deborah the child wasnt Gregs. When Deborah made the mistake of asking about her ex-husband, Shelly told her she had never been married and had no idea who the
  boys father was. Her tone implied that only uptight middle-class bores would be concerned with an outdated concept like paternity.


  Deborah let the matter pass without comment, but the girls brazen attitude netted her a black mark in Deborahs eyes. Greg took their welcome for granted, offering no explanation of
  why theyd come or how long they meant to stay. Deborah offered them the guest room, but he and Shelly declined. They preferred to sleep in the bus, which they parked out behind the
  garage.


  The vehicle was little more than a shell. Theyd removed all the seats and outfitted the interior with beds, a low table and chairs, and a camp stove, though Shelly never lifted a hand
  when it came to meals. They used a milk crate to hold canned and dried goods and had cardboard boxes for everything else. Shawn slept on a tatty futon behind the drivers seat while Greg and
  Shelly occupied a double-bed mattress at the rear. An Indian-print bedspread was hung between the two beds for privacy. The bus was left close enough to the pool house that the three could use the
  toilet and shower out there, not that any of them ever bathed as far as Deborah could tell.


  They hadnt been in the house five minutes before the little boy had peeled off his clothes and was running around naked. Deborah knew better than to raise an objection because Shelly was
  already warbling on about how our bodies were so precious and nothing to be ashamed of. Deborah was appalled. Greg had gone off to college, clean-cut and polite, and here he was back again,
  promoting this trashy little upstart whose values were equivalent to a slap in the face.


  At the first opportunity, Deborah excused herself, went up to the master bedroom, and called Patrick in Los Angeles. He was a sportswear manufacturer and he spent Tuesday morning through Friday
  afternoon at his plant in Downey. She didnt dare let him come home for the weekend without telling him what was going on. He listened to her description of Shelly, patient and bemused. He
  made sympathetic noises, but she could tell he thought she was exaggerating.


  Dont say I didnt warn you, she sang.


  Patricks reaction to Shelly was just as swift as hers. He was more analytical than Deborah, less intuitive, but just as quick to recoil. At forty-eight, he had wiry hair, layered gray and
  white, cut short, wavy over his ears where the hair was slightly longer. His eyes were brown, his eyebrows a washed-out gray. He was color-blind, so Deborah selected his clothes. His everyday
  attire was chinos and sport coats that she kept in a range of pale browns and grays. His shirts were a crisp white, open at the collar since he refused to wear ties except on the most formal
  occasions. He was slim and kept fit doing five-mile runs when he was home on weekends. Deborah was four years younger, a honey-blond wash concealing the natural gray. Like Patrick, she was
  brown-eyed and slender. The two made a handsome pair, like an advertisement for graceful aging. They played golf together on weekends and the occasional tennis doubles match at the country
  club.


  Patrick tolerated the bus people, as he referred to them, for three days, and he was on the verge of telling them theyd have to move on when Greg announced that Shelly was
  five months pregnant, expecting in early August, and they needed a place to stay. For one fleeting moment, Deborah wondered if he was telling the truth. Shelly was petite, so slight and bony it was
  hard to picture her giving birth to a full-term infant. Deborah studied her discreetly. She looked thick through the middle, but that was the sole indication that she was with child. Neither of
  them seemed embarrassed at her condition and there was no talk of getting married.


  Shelly used the occasion to air her views about childbirth. She didnt believe in doctors or hospitals. Childbirth was a natural process and didnt require the services of Western
  medicine, which was dominated by rich white men whose only goal was to undermine a womans trust in her body and the freedom to control what happened to it.


  That night, Patrick and Deborah had the first quarrel theyd had in years.


  Deborah said, We cant ask them to leave. You heard Greg. They dont have anyplace else to stay.


  I dont give a shit. He got himself into this and he can get himself out. What the hells the matter with him? The girls an idiot and I wont put up with her,
  pregnant or not. Is he out of his mind?


  Deborah gestured to him to keep his voice down even though Greg, Shelly, and the boy had retired to the bus. You know if we kick her out, hell go, too.


  Good. The sooner the better.


  Shell have that baby in a cornfield.


  If thats what she wants, let her do it. Shes in for a rude awakening. Wait til she goes into labor and then lets hear about the joys of natural
  childbirth.


  Shes already had one child. I dont see how the process could come as any big surprise.


  Deborah let Patrick rant and rave until he ran out of steam, and then she prevailed. She was just as repelled as he was, but this would be their first (and perhaps their only) grandchild. What
  good would it do to voice their outrage and disappointment when it wouldnt change a thing?


  Two weeks passed before Deborah found a moment alone with her son. Shed been working in the kitchen, putting together an eggplant Parmesan that would probably go
  untouched. Shelly was a vegetarian. Deborah had originally offered to make a tuna casserole, remembering how much Greg had liked them as a child.


  Shawn licked his lips, rubbed his tummy, and said, Yum! Shelly put a reproving hand on his shoulder and said, No, thank you. We dont believe any living creature
  should have to die so we can eat.


  As soon as they left the kitchen, Deborah repeated the sentiment aloud, mimicking her tone. Pious twit! Fortunately, theyd planted Japanese eggplant in the vegetable garden. Deborah had
  gone out and picked half a dozen, which shed sliced, salted, and allowed to drain.


  With Patrick gone the better part of the week, Deborah was accustomed to cooking for herself and shed had to wrack her brain coming up with meatless meals in deference to Shellys
  moral stance. Deborah sprinkled cheese on top of the casserole and placed it in the refrigerator until it was time to bake it. Washing her hands, she peered out the kitchen window and spotted Greg
  and Shawn in the backyard. She knocked on the glass, waved to them, and the next thing she knew, the back door opened and in they came.


  Greg said, Were in exile for the afternoon. Shellys tired and needs a nap.


  Im happy to have the company. Have a seat, she said.


  Greg was clueless when it came to entertaining Shawn. On the occasions when he was left in charge of the boy, he usually brought him into the house and left it up to his mother to provide him
  with paper and colored pencils or the Tinkertoys shed had stored in the attic since Greg was his age.


  Deborah had wanted to talk to him and now that she had the chance, she wasnt sure how to go about it. She hardly knew what to make of him these days. He was tall, slim, and fair-haired, a
  younger version of his dad. Hed been a good-hearted kid with an easy disposition. Hed made As all through school though the good grades hadnt come easily for him.
  Because he struggled so hard, she thought his achievements had been meaningful to him. Perhaps hed only excelled out of a desire to please his parents. Until he left for college, there was
  no sign of rebellion or defiance. He wasnt oppositional and there was nothing in his behavior to suggest he was disenchanted with the life his parents had provided.


  Shelly was a revelation. Clearly, this girl embodied attitudes hed been harboring for years without the means, or perhaps the courage, to express them. Bringing her home, he was sending a
  message: This is what I want and what I admire. Deborah could only hope hed realize how far off track he was. Shed tried to be accepting of Shelly, for his sake if nothing else, but
  everything about the girl was repugnant.


  Of course, Shelly didnt approve of Deborah any more than Deborah approved of her. She was smart enough to avoid Patrick altogether, sensing he was an adversary shed regret taking
  on. She disdained their lifestyle and made little effort to disguise her animosity. For Deborah, tact and good manners were the ballast that kept social interactions on an even keel. For Shelly,
  being blunt and abrasive was proof she was being authentic. Without the buffer of mutual courtesy, Deborah was at a loss, and though she hated to admit it, she was afraid of the girl.


  Greg went into the refrigerator and found a container of leftover spaghetti with meatballs that he proceeded to eat cold.


  Eyeing him, Shawn said, Im hungry.


  What about Velveeta, Deborah said with a quick look at Greg. He was responsible for enforcing Shellys food laws when she wasnt in the room. Deborah had given up
  trying to make sense of Shellys rules, which were arbitrary, capricious, and nonnegotiable. Greg shrugged his approval, so Deborah opened the package of Velveeta and handed Shawn a slice. He
  wandered into the living room, engrossed in pulling off pieces and dropping them in his mouth like a baby bird. He wasnt allowed to watch television, and Deborah hoped hed find a way
  to amuse himself without getting into trouble.


  She filled the sink with soapy water, tucking in the dirty bowls and utensils before she took a seat at the table. She knew Greg didnt want to have a heart-to-heart talk, but she had him
  cornered and he seemed resigned.


  Ive been thinking about Shelly and I realized I didnt know anything about her family. Wheres she from?


  Los Angeles. Tustin or Irvine, I forget which, he said. Her family disowned her when she was fifteen and got pregnant with Shawn.


  Thats too bad. It must be hard for her.


  Nah. They didnt get along anyway, so it was no big deal. She says theyre a bunch of pigs with their heads up their butts.


  I see. She hesitated and then plunged on. Im not sure this is the time to bring it up, but your father and I are curious about your plans. I wondered if you wanted to
  discuss the situation.


  Not particularly. Plans for what?


  We assumed youd be looking for a job.


  She heard Shawn giggling and she looked over to see him round the corner from the living room, stark naked. He dashed into the kitchen with a certain brash confidence, whooping and leaping to
  claim their attention. Deborah looked over at him coolly as he shook his bottom at them and galloped away. She could hear his bare feet slapping down the hall as he ran around the house, circling
  through the living room, dining room, kitchen, the front hall, and back through the living room. Clearly, Greg had learned to block out the childs shrieking, which Shelly, of course,
  encouraged as freedom of expression.


  A job doing what?


  You have a family to support. At the bare minimum, you have to have income and a decent place to live.


  Whats wrong with the bus? Were doing fine. Unless you begrudge us the parking space.


  Of course we dont begrudge you the parking space. Dont be ridiculous. All Im saying is that once the babys here, you cant go on living like
  vagabonds.


  Shelly doesnt want to be tied down. She likes being on the road. Lots of our friends do the same thing and its groovy. You gotta go with the flow.


  What will you do for money? Babies are expensive. Surely, I dont have to tell you that.


  Mom, would you just cool it with this stuff? Im twenty-one years old. I dont need your advice. Well take care of it, okay?


  Deborah let that one roll off her back and tried again. Could you at least give us an idea how long you plan to stay?


  Why? You want us out of here?


  Shawn tiptoed into the room, like a cartoon character, with exaggerated steps. Deborah watched him creep up on Greg with his hands out in front of him like claws. He let out a fake roar and gave
  Greg a swipe. Greg growled and grabbed at him. Shawn screamed with laughter as he galloped toward the dining room. You cant catch me! You cant catch me. Nah, nah, nah.
  He stopped and made a face, fingers wiggling at his ears. Off he went again. Deborah absolutely could not stand the child.


  She said, Why are you being so argumentative? Thats not like you. Im trying to get a sense of your intentions if its not too much to ask.


  Who says I have to have intentions?


  Fine. You have no plans and no intentions. We do. Were willing to have you stay here until the babys born, but it cant be permanent.


  Would you get off that stuff? I said wed take care of it and well take care of it.


  Deborah stared at him, struck by his refusal to address reality. This was the first time shed understood how immature he was. He had no idea what hed gotten himself into.
  Hed adopted Shellys worldview, but without foundation or depth. Maybe it was the same form of parroting that had gotten him through school. I dont understand what you
  see in her.


  Shellys cool. Shes a free spirit. She isnt all hung up on material things.


  The way we are. Is that what you mean?


  Mom, you dont have to be so defensive. I didnt say that. Did I say that?


  Youve been looking down your noses at us since the day you walked in. Shelly despises us.


  Thats not true.


  Of course it is. Why dont you just admit it?


  You despise her so why dont you admit that? Take a look at yourselves. Dad works to make money so you can buy, buy, buy. His employees scrape out a living at minimum wage
  and he reaps the profits. Are you proud of it?


  Yes, I am. And why not? Hes worked hard to get where he is. He provides jobs and benefits for hundreds of people whore devoted to him. Most of them have been with him for
  over fifteen years so they must not feel too downtrodden.


  Shit, have you ever really talked to those guys? Do you have any idea what their lives are like? You pat yourselves on the back for doing good deeds, but what does that amount to? You and
  your hoity-toity girlfriends have charity luncheons, raising a pittance for whatever tidy little cause has taken your fancy. What difference does it make in the overall scheme of
  things? None of you put yourselves on the line. Youre safe and youre smug and you wouldnt dream of dirtying your hands with the real problems out there.


  I wouldnt be so quick to judge if I were you. You talk about safe and smug. Youve had everything handed to you. You blew off your education and now youre playing
  house, thinking youre a grown-up when you havent accepted a shred of responsibility for yourself or Shelly or even that poor son of hers. What have you done that makes you think
  youre superior?


  Ill tell you what weve done. Were civil rights activists. You didnt know that, did you? Because you never bothered to ask about our beliefs. Weve
  marched in support of Freedom Rides, desegregating bus terminals and restrooms and water fountains in the South . . .


  Deborah was taken aback. You went to Washington, D.C.?


  Well, no. There was a rally in San Francisco. There were hundreds of us. You and Dad are sheep. Youd go along with anything just to avoid making waves. Youve never stood up
  for anything . . .


  She could feel a flash of temper. Watch yourself, Greg. None of your political rhetoric has anything to do with whats going on here so dont muddy the waters. Youve
  dropped a bomb in our laps and were doing what we can to adjust to the situation. You and Shelly dont have the right to abuse and insult us.


  Shawn tore into the kitchen again, running full tilt. Deborah reached out a hand and grabbed him by the upper arm. Listen here. You stop that! I wont have you screaming and
  shrieking while were having a conversation.


  Shawn stopped in his tracks. He wasnt accustomed to reprimands. He looked from her to Greg. His face crumpled and he burst into tears, his mouth coming open in a howl so profound there
  wasnt any sound at first. He clutched his penis for comfort, perhaps realizing for the first time how vulnerable he was without clothes on. Deborah couldnt even bear to look at him.
  When his tears failed to have the desired effect, he added screams. I hate you. I want my mama. I want my mama.


  Deborah waited for his tantrum to subside, but he just revved it up a notch, the tone of his screams climbing up the scale.


  Greg said, Hey, hey, hey, doing what he could to calm him, trying to reason and explain while Shawn collapsed on the kitchen floor. He lay on his back and kicked his feet hard,
  catching Deborahs ankle in the process.


  Shit, she said, knowing shed be bruised for a month.


  Shelly appeared in the door, the picture of righteous indignation. Her face was puffy and her hair was matted from sleep. She took one look at Shawn and turned on Deborah. What did you
  do to him? You have no right. How dare you lay a hand on my child? I wont have you interfering with my discipline.


  Adopting a pleasant tone, Deborah said, What discipline, Shelly? All I did was tell him to stop running around, shrieking, while Greg and I were in the middle of a conversation.
  Thats common courtesy, though I dont expect you to embrace anything as bourgeois as that.


  Bitch! Shelly grabbed Shawn and lifted him, turning on her heel and hurrying him from the room as though saving him from personal assault. Deborah gave Greg a long, cool look,
  daring him to take Shellys part.


  Jesus, Mom. Now look what youve done. He shook his head, aggrieved, got up, and left the house.


  For the next hour, Deborah could hear Shelly out in the bus, yelling and weeping. Accusations, recriminations. She leaned forward and laid her cheek on the cool surface of the kitchen table.
  Dear god, how would she get through the next four months?
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  Thursday morning, April 7, 1988


  Thursday, I woke at 6:00 A.M. and pulled on my running shoes for my three-mile jog. I brushed my teeth but left the rest of my toilette for the damp morning air.
  When the weathers hot the run leaves my hair sweaty and when its cool, as it was that day, the fog makes a mess of it anyway. At the beach, the only people I see are as unkempt and
  baggy-eyed as I am. I dont jog for the health benefits, which are probably minimal at best. I do the (almost) daily three-mile run for the sake of vanity and peace of mind. I see couples
  walking or running while they chat or lone individuals with their headsets in place, listening to god knows what. I crave the quiet, which allows me to sort out my thoughts.


  Home from my run, I showered, dressed, and grabbed an apple, which I ate in the car. Id intended to hit the public library first thing, but I put that on hold until I made a visit to
  Climping Academy. At 10:13, I drove through the two stone pillars that mark the entrance to Horton Ravine. I took the first left, turning onto Via Beatriz, a narrow two-lane road that wound up the
  hill to the academy, which overlooked a spring-fed lake. The main building was the former residence of a wealthy Englishman named Albert Climping, who arrived in Santa Teresa on his retirement in
  1901. Prior to immigrating, he was engaged in the manufacturing of inlet valves and flotation devices for toilets, and while hed amassed a fortune, the source of his money ruled out
  acceptance in polite society. At a lawn party, really, how could one converse with a toilet valve magnate?


  If he was aware that the nature of his livelihood forever barred him from hobnobbing with the Horton Ravine elite, he gave no sign of it. He purchased a hilly thirty-five-acre parcel, which had
  languished, undeveloped, near the Ravines front entrance. The property boasted a natural spring, but the general location was deemed undesirable because it was too far from the ocean and too
  close to town. Undismayed by these deficits, Climping brought in heavy equipment and excavated a crater-sized containment pond for the spring water that bubbled up out of the hillside. Having
  created Climping Lake, he set up an extensive network of water pipes that crisscrossed his land. He flattened the peak on the steepest of two hills and began construction on a fake English manor
  house, complete with stables, a phony chapel, a barn, and a massive glass conservatory. All the exteriors were clad in a golden sandstone that he had imported from his native Sussex. The interiors
  featured heavy ancient-looking beams, coffered ceilings, mullioned windows, and rich twelfth-century tapestries he had made in Japan. If there had been an architectural board of
  review in his day, he would never have been granted approval for this faux-medieval domicile, which was completely out of place in an area noted for its one-story, Spanish-style homes made
  of adobe and red tile.


  Albert Climping had grown up in poverty with no education to speak of, but he was smart, he was an avid reader, and he had an uncanny understanding of the land. The sweeping views from his
  hilltop property were astonishing. The Pacific Ocean was visible to the south and the mountains loomed to the north, with the city of Santa Teresa spreading out between the two. During drought
  years, Climpings acreage was always green, supported by an irrigation system that also allowed him to maintain orchards and vegetable gardens sufficient to sustain him. While his
  perspicacity was undisputed, his humble origins remained a fatal defect. If Climping thought he could purchase respectability among the carriage trade, he was sorely mistaken. The ladies were
  prepared to rebuff any overture he might make. Sadly for them, he had no desire to ingratiate himself and they were left with various biting remarks growing sour on their tongues.


  For the next twenty years, he went about his business, entertaining foreign dignitaries and Washington politicians, men who appreciated his financial acumen and his lively sense of humor. When
  he died, a charter school was established out of his estate. Climping Academy was richly endowed, and from the day the doors opened, the well-to-do parents in Horton Ravine clambered to enroll
  their kids. Over the years, with the blessings of the city, additional sandstone-clad buildings were erected, all in the same imposing architectural style, which set the school apart from, and
  above, its competitors.


  I pulled into the gravel motor court and found a parking space in an area screened by boxwood hedges. I locked my car and walked around to the front entrance, where I climbed a flight of low
  stone steps and entered the main building. While the grand architectural elements were still in evidence, the interior had been updated and furnished with all the modern conveniences. I paused to
  read the schools mission statement, which had been framed and hung just inside the doorway. In support of its claims of scholastic excellence, the school boasted that one hundred percent of
  Climping graduates went on to college. I had to read that line twice. One hundred percent? Well, shit. Maybe if Id attended Climp, I wouldnt have wasted my education smoking dope with
  a tatty bunch of neer-do-wells at the public high school.


  A class bell rang and students began to spill out into the corridor. I stood and watched them passing in twos and threes. I did envy them, but I could feel an old prejudice rising to the
  surface. I wanted to believe the offspring of the rich were snooty and spoiled, but such was not the case. These kids were friendly, well behaved, and conservatively dressed, no flip-flops, no
  cutoffs, and no T-shirts imprinted with offensive expletives. Some actually smiled at me and a few said hi. They were disconcertingly nice.


  On the other hand, why wouldnt they be nice when they sailed through the world with all the advantages? Behind closed doors, they were probably subject to the same miseries as
  everyone else, parents whose alcoholism, financial scandals, divorces, and emotional shenanigans left them as vulnerable as the children of the middle class and the poor. Money couldnt
  possibly protect them from all of lifes woes. On the other hand of my first other hand, whatever their problems, whether inherited or self-generated, their parents could at least afford the
  best doctors, the best lawyers, and the most exclusive rehabilitation facilities.


  I beckoned to a passing student. Excuse me. Can you tell me where I can find the library?


  She was a good-sized girl, built like an athlete with a sturdy set of bones. Her dark hair was straight and sleek, pulled into a complicated knot at the nape of her neck. When she smiled, her
  braces gleamed. Sure. Im headed in that direction anyway.


  Thanks.


  We walked the length of the corridor and turned right. She left me in the hall outside the library while she continued to her next class.


  The room I entered must have been the mansions original library. Shelves of books extended from floor to ceiling on all four walls with a movable platform ladder resting against a brass
  rail. The panes in the leaded-glass windows were marked by imperfections, lending a shimmering effect to all the outside views. Two groups of students sat in dark green leather chairs arranged
  around refectory tables. The students were quiet and there wasnt much activity except for the turning of pages and the scribbling of pens.


  The librarian was seated at a desk under one of the windows. The name plaque in front of her read LORI CAVALLERO, HEAD LIBRARIAN. She looked up at me expectantly. She set
  her pen aside, got up, and crossed the room, walking on the balls of her feet to minimize the sound. She appeared to be in her late forties, her dark hair a long, careless tumble around her face.
  Her mouth was bracketed with deep lines and a faint frowning V was sketched between her eyes. She wore a long brown knit dress over boots, her sleeves pushed up to her elbows.


  Are you Ms. Cavallero?


  She smiled. Yes.


  Im Kinsey, I said with a smile to match hers. I was wondering if I might take a peek at the 1967 yearbook. Im trying to track down an old friend.


  Of course. We keep the yearbooks in the other room. You want to follow me?


  Great, I said. I couldnt believe another closely held conviction was taking a hit. Now it turned out the faculty and staff were as nice as the kids. What was Suttons
  problem?


  She moved to a door on our left and ushered me into the room. This was Albert Climpings study, she said. She gave me a moment to appreciate the room and its furnishings. The
  study was smaller than the library and beautifully proportioned, with a spiral staircase taking up one corner. I counted twenty built-in file drawers, each labeled with old-fashioned cursive on
  white cards slipped into brass frames. I could see wide, shallow drawers that I imagined held maps or documents intended to be stored flat. A massive desk took up the center of the room, resting on
  an Oriental carpet in muted browns and blues. A big stone fireplace with an impressive carved mantel was centered in the wall across from the door. On the far wall there was a second carved wooden
  door, probably leading to the hall beyond. The remaining wall was paneled in mahogany. The oil portraits that hung in the open spaces between bookshelves were darkened with age and suggested
  successive generations of severe Christian gentlemen and their long-suffering mates.


  Wow, I said, in all sincerity. From my perspective, the prime item of interest was the spiffy-looking copy machine Id spotted just inside the door.


  The yearbooks are on the bottom shelf, she said. Ill be in the other room if you need anything else.


  Thanks.


  She moved into the larger room and closed the door.


  And just like that, I was given access to the information I thought would require a mandate from the California State Senate. I dropped my shoulder bag near the copy machine and crossed to the
  shelves where the yearbooks were lined up. The 1967 edition was there and I toted it with me, riffling through pages while I activated the On button and waited for the machine to warm up. The first
  twenty-five-plus pages were devoted to the graduating seniors, half-page color head shots with a column beside each photograph, indicating countless awards, honors, offices, interests. The juniors
  occupied the next fifteen pages, smaller photographs in blocks of four.


  I flipped over to the last few pages, where I found the lower school, which included kindergarten through fourth grade. There were three sections for each grade, fifteen students per section.
  The little girls wore soft red-and-gray plaid jumpers over white shirts. The boys wore dark pants and white shirts with red sweater vests. By the time these kids reached the upper school, the
  uniforms would be gone, but the wholesome look would remain.


  I turned the pages until I found the kindergartners. I checked the names listed in small print under each photograph. Michael Sutton was in the third grouping, front row, second from the right.
  His eyes were big and brown and worried even then. Most of his classmates towered over him. His teachers name was Louise Sudbury. I looked for the two other Michaels, Boorman and Trautwein.
  Michael Boorman was a towhead, a goofy grin showing a blank where his two front teeth had been. Michael Trautwein was heavyset with a round face and a crown of dark curly hair. All the boys wore
  shoes that were comically large compared to their bony little six-year-old legs.


  The copy machine wasnt old but it was slow. Nonetheless, my visit to the library and my return to the parking area, photocopies in hand, were accomplished in a snappy fifteen minutes. I
  couldnt believe my good fortune. Things seldom went this swimmingly for me, which should have been a clue.
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  The home address Sutton had given me was 2145 Hermosa Street, on the west side of town. His was a neighborhood of condominiums and single-family residences, many of which were
  rentals. The houses tended to be small and plain, with stucco exteriors and shallow-pitched asphalt roofs. Frame bungalows were tucked between two-story apartment complexes devoid of architectural
  interest. Mature trees towered over the tenth-of-an-acre lots on which theyd been planted, suggesting a lack of vision on the part of those first owners, whod apparently failed to
  recognize that after forty-five years of California rain and sun, a red gum sapling or a two-foot spruce would dominate the front yard and dwarf the modest house it was meant to ornament.


  I slowed, scanning the progression of house numbers on a stretch of pinched-looking, one-story board-and-batten cottages. The exterior of 2145 Hermosa was painted a gaudy yellow, the window
  frames and trim outlined in royal blue. The effect was not as cheerful as one might hope. The strong hues only emphasized the cheap construction and the sad state of disrepair. Above the small
  covered porch, a square window suggested habitable attic space, which would be unbearably hot and stuffy in the summer months and cold and damp at any other time of year. To the right of the wooden
  porch steps, a mass of pink snowball bushes obscured one of the two front windows. To the left, the thorny paddles of a prickly pear cactus had fanned out in a configuration that rendered the
  narrow side yard impassable.


  I found a parking place, locked my car, and walked back to the house. Ordinarily, locking my car was more cautionary than critical, but not in this area. Hermosa came to a dead end at the 101,
  which was visible through a bare patch of wire fence that was otherwise blocked by weeds. Freeway traffic kicked up a buffeting wind, accompanied by an eddy of exhaust fumes. Trash had been sucked
  up against the fence where the rush of passing cars created a vacuum. How did a kid raised in Horton Ravine end up in a neighborhood as crummy as this? When Climping Academy boasted about entire
  graduating classes going on to college, there wasnt any mention of what came afterward. Id always imagined a high-toned education guaranteed an equivalent high-toned lifestyle, but I
  lived better than this guy and what was that about?


  I went up the porch steps and knocked on the screen, turning to continue my visual survey while I waited. The two houses directly across the street from Suttons had been torn down and
  someone had taken advantage of the empty double lot to offer off-street parking for ten bucks a week. This was enterprising as parking at the curb was free. Every house I saw had iron grillwork
  secured across the windows to deter the burglars, who probably had the good sense to burgle the pricier houses in town.


  When I heard the front door open, I turned. Sutton stood behind the screen, wearing the same shirt and tie Id seen him in the day before. His dark brown eyes conveyed the usual
  unspeakable gloom. He said, Oh, hi. I didnt expect to see you so soon.


  Sorry to stop by unannounced, but theres something I want you to take a look at.


  I was just on my way out. I have a doctors appointment.


  This wont take long. A minute tops.


  By way of a reply, he held open the screen door. I crossed the threshold and stepped into his front room. The light was muted, filtered through the pink hydrangea blooms that crowded against the
  window glass. The air smelled of bacon, scorched coffee, spilled beer, cigarettes, and dog hair. A golden retriever lumbered to its feet to greet me, long tail banging against an overstuffed chair.
  The room was too small to accommodate an animal that size. Dogs need a yard to wander in and a shady spot where they can curl up and snooze. A retriever might also appreciate the opportunity to
  actually retrieve something, like a ball or a stick. Ive never even owned a dog and I knew that much.


  There was a rail-thin girl stretched out on the sofa in shorts and a tank top, bra visible through the fabric. Her bare legs were thrown over the arm of the couch, treating me to a view of the
  blackened soles of her feet. She was pretty in a pouty sort of way. Her dark hair was long and her eyes were lined and smudged with kohl. She wore flashy dangle earrings that sparkled when she
  moved her head. A full ashtray rested within reach, but happily for me, she wasnt smoking just then. There were three beer cans on the coffee table, two of them empty and lying on their
  sides. Languidly she extended her hand, picked up the third can, and took a long swallow before she put it back again. I could see a series of overlapping circles on the tabletop where shed
  placed the can. If I counted rings, I could re-create the timeline of her alcohol consumption.


  Expressionless, she snapped her fingers and the dog crossed the room and settled on the floor close by. I looked at Sutton, anticipating an introduction, but none was forthcoming. Im
  reluctant to discuss a clients business in front of someone else, especially in a circumstance like this when I had no clear sense of their relationship. I wasnt sure what hed
  told her or how much I was at liberty to reveal.


  Sutton said, So whats up?


  I glanced at the girl. Would you prefer to talk on the porch?


  This is fine. Shes cool.


  I opened the flap on my shoulder bag and removed the pages Id photocopied, handing them to him. Take a look at these and see if you spot the kid whose house you visited.


  He stared at the photographs, holding them close to his face. I watched his attention shift from face to face. He pointed and said, That kid.


  I peered over his shoulder. Which one?


  Him. I remember now. He indicated a kindergartner in the middle of the top row. A thatch of dark hair, receding chin, ears that protruded like the handles of a jug.


  Are you sure?


  Of course. His names Billie Kirkendall. I hadnt thought of him in years. His dad embezzled all this money, but it didnt come to light until the family left town.
  Overnight, they were gone. It was like this big disgrace. Does this help?


  Absolutely. The address wont be hard to find unless Kirkendall was his bio-dad and the couple got divorced. If his mother remarried, wed have no way of knowing who his
  stepfather was.


  Boorman would know. He was always good at stuff like that. Hes the one who organizes our reunions. Not that I go, he added in haste. He checked his watch. I have to
  run. He held up the picture. Can I keep this?


  Ill make a copy for my files and get it back to you.


  Sutton returned the photograph and picked up his car keys. The girl on the couch watched us, but Sutton didnt say a word to her. I trailed out the door after him and we trotted down the
  steps together.


  I said, Give me a call when youre free and well pay a visit to the Kirkendall property. Maybe youll find the spot you were talking about.


  Ill be home in an hour and a half. I can call your office then.


  Good, I said. Mind if I ask about the girl in there?


  Thats Madaline. She was a heroin addict, but now shes clean. She needed a place to crash.


  And the dog?


  She belongs to Madaline. Her names Goldie Hawn.


  We parted company with the usual insignificant pleasantries. Sutton turned to the left, angling up the driveway to the point where his car was parked, while I turned in the opposite direction.
  Once in the Mustang, I fired up the engine and waited until Sutton passed in his car before I pulled out. He drove a banged-up turquoise MG that dated probably from his high school days.


  As long as I was downtown, I covered the seven blocks to Chapel, where I hung a left and drove eight blocks up, then crossed State Street and took a right onto Anaconda. Half a block later, I
  turned into the entrance of the parking facility adjacent to the public library. I waited by the machine until the time-stamped parking voucher slid into my hand and then cruised up three levels
  until I found a slot. The elevator was too slow to bother with so I crossed to the stairwell and walked down. I emerged from the parking structure, crossed the entrance lane, and went into the
  library.


  The reference department was directly ahead. The wall-to-wall carpet was a dusty rose with a muted pattern of teal green dots. The chairs were upholstered in the same teal green. Light flooded
  in through six tall arched windows on the far wall. Most of the tables were empty except for a lone man playing himself in a game of chess. In the fiction department to my left, an assistant
  librarian shelved novels from a cart piled high with books. At the nearest empty table, I set my shoulder bag on one of six empty chairs.


  On the wall to my immediate right, the floor-to-ceiling shelves were lined with telephone directories for numerous California cities and towns. The shelves below were filled with additional
  phone books from assorted cities across the country. I circled the periphery in search of the Polk directory, the Haines, and the six decades worth of Santa Teresa city directories that I
  knew were housed nearby.


  The Polk and the Haines are both crisscross directories that offer a means of discovering and cross-referencing the name, address, and occupation of any individual or business in a given area.
  Where the target is a business, you can also determine the number of people employed and any relevant sales figures. If, as in my case, all you have is a name, you can usually find the
  persons home address. If all you have is an address, you can pick up the name of the occupant. By shifting to the city directory, you can check the list of residents against a second
  alphabetical listing of street addresses. The house numbers are sequential, providing the name and phone number of the resident at any particular address. While the information is redundant, each
  category supplies tidbits that can be pieced together to form a quick sketch.


  I pulled both the Polk and the Haines for 1966 and then selected three city directories1965, 1966, and 1967which I carried to the table. I moved my shoulder bag to the floor and
  pulled up the chair. From the depths of my bag, I removed a notebook and a ballpoint pen. There was only one family named Kirkendall: Keith (CPA) and Margie (grphic dsgnr) at 625 Ramona Road. I
  made a note of the address and added the names and the house numbers of the neighbors on each side. In Horton Ravine, the properties range from three- to ten-acre parcels, with some larger ones as
  well. There are no sidewalks and the houses are set back from the road. I couldnt picture visits back and forth between neighbors or idle gossip across a side-yard fence. Id never
  seen anyone seated on the porches visible from the road. My guess was that people were more likely to get acquainted by way of church, the country club, or the numerous civic organizations around
  town.


  While I was doing a paper search, I looked for Michael Suttons former address on Via Ynez. I copied the house number in my notebook and then switched over to the Polk, where I picked up
  the old phone number. In 1967, when Mary Claire Fitzhugh was kidnapped, her family lived on Via Dulcinea. Again, in the interest of being thorough, I found the names of the neighbors on each side.
  After a twenty-one-year gap, much of the information Id gleaned would be out of date, but having the names on hand might save me a return trip. I checked the most recent telephone book and
  made a note of the one listing that was still good.


  I replaced the various directories and went downstairs to the periodicals department. At the back desk, I asked the librarian for microfilm copies of the Santa Teresa Dispatch, covering
  the stretch of dates that encompassed the Mary Claire Fitzhugh kidnapping. I wanted to review the news coverage of the crime before I did anything else. Sutton had sketched in certain significant
  points, but his prime focus was the time frame and mine was the bigger picture, including details he might have missed.


  The librarian returned with two boxed rolls of microfilm, dated July 131, 1967, and August 131, 1967. I took a seat at a nearby table, flipped on the microfilm reader, threaded the
  reel under the glass plate, and caught the end piece on the roller. I pressed the button and watched news pages whiz by at a rate that made me dizzy. I paused now and then to check the date line at
  the top of the page and when I neared the 19th of July, I slowed and began to look in earnest.


  The kidnapping garnered front-page headlines for the first time on Sunday, July 23, and occupied center stage for the following ten days, though the account in each edition was much the same. It
  was clear the FBI had kept a tight rein on the information released to the public, which forced the reporters into endless repetitions of the same few facts. The basics were much as Sutton had
  related, though I picked up several details he hadnt mentioned. Mary Claire vanished on Wednesday morning, July 19, though the crime wasnt reported until four days later. In that
  interval, which included the whole of Friday and much of Saturday, the police and the FBI had stepped in and put a lock on the case, ensuring that no whisper of the crime reached the public. Events
  leading up to the abduction were spelled out, but there was little information from that point on.


  I started taking notes, in part to distract myself from the specifics of what went down. Even in the flat who, what, where, when, and how of journalism, the story made something in my chest
  squeeze down. What made the sensation worse was the black-and-white photograph of Mary Claire that appeared with every article. Her gaze was so direct I felt I was looking into her soul. Her smile
  was sunny, her eyes shaded by pale bangs. The rest of her hair was held back on each side with a plastic barrette. The dress she wore had ruffles down the front, tiny pearl buttons, and puffed
  sleeves over arms plump enough to kiss. The photographer had given her a stuffed bunny to hold so the occasion might have been Easter of that year.


  I remembered reading about her disappearance at the time, but I hadnt understood the enormity of the crime. What had she ever done to warrant the evil that must have been inflicted on
  her? I knew without having met the Fitzhughs that theyd doted on her, laughed at her unexpected comments, hugged her when injury or disappointment made her burst into tears. I shifted my
  focus, blotting out the sight of her face. Then I looked again. This was as much of her as Id ever know, and there was no way to shield myself from the knowledge that she was gone. Her
  parents would never have peace of mind, even if her ultimate whereabouts were discovered. In some ways, I wasnt sure what difference it would make. She was lost to them, the length and
  breadth of her life consigned to a few short years, beginning, middle, and end.


  I forced myself to scrutinize the account of what happened that day. It all sounded so ordinary. The events leading up to her vanishing carried no hint of the horror to come. Mary Claire had
  been playing on the swing set in the Fitzhughs backyard while her mother sat on the back porch reading a book. The only sound on that summer day was the stutter of a leaf blower on the
  property next door. A landscape company had dropped off a one-man crew. She hadnt actually seen him arrive, but she could hear him working his way up the drive, clearing the pavement of
  grass clippings from the lawn hed mowed. The phone rang. Mrs. Fitzhugh set her book aside and went into the kitchen, where she picked up the handset mounted on the wall near the door to the
  dining room. The location of the phone prevented her from maintaining visual contact with the child, but the entire yard was fenced and there was no reason to think she was at risk.


  The caller introduced himself, claiming he was a sales representative, conducting a brief survey. Mrs. Fitzhugh agreed to answer a few questions. Later she had no recollection of the
  callers name or the name of his company. He hadnt identified the product he was promoting, but his questions were focused on the number of television sets in the house, the number of
  hours they were turned on, and the familys program preferences. In all, no more than four minutes elapsed between the time she took the call and the moment the salesman thanked her and
  disengaged.


  When she returned to the porch, she noticed Mary Claire was no longer on the swing. She scanned the yardsandbox, playhouse, shallow plastic wading poolbut Mary Claire wasnt
  visible anywhere. Puzzled, but not alarmed, Mrs. Fitzhugh called her name, but received no response. She went back into the house, thinking Mary Claire might have slipped in unseen while her
  attention was focused on the interview questions. When it became clear Mary Claire wasnt in the house, her mother returned to the yard and circled the perimeter, checking the shrubbery near
  the back fence. She peered into the playhouse, which was empty, and then continued around the house. She went through the gate, still calling Mary Claires name, more alarmed as every minute
  passed. Frantic, she ran next door and knocked at the neighbors house, but no one was home.


  Mrs. Fitzhugh returned to the house, intending to call her husband and then phone the police. As she climbed the back steps, she spotted the note that had apparently been left on the side table
  and consequently fluttered to the floor. The message was block-printed and brief. The kidnapper said her daughter was safe in his keeping and would be returned unharmed in exchange for twenty-five
  thousand dollars in cash. If the Fitzhughs made any attempt whatever to contact the police or the FBI, the kidnappers would know and Mary Claire would forfeit her life.


  All of this became public knowledge four days after the child had been taken. In the interim, the FBI questioned Mary Claires parents, who were white-faced and stunned. After the news
  broke, neighbors, friends, and acquaintances were interviewed, many of them more than once. The case attracted its share of national attention because it involved the only child of a prominent
  Santa Teresa couple. After the first splash, however, the coverage became repetitive, which suggested that the FBI had cut off the stream of information to the media. No FBI agent was referred to
  by name, nor was there any mention of investigators at the local level. The Santa Teresa Police Departments community relations officer issued a statement from time to time, reassuring the
  public that the investigation was ongoing and that every effort was being made to identify the suspects and recover the child.


  As with any major crime, certain critical details were withheld from the public, leaving investigators a means of weeding out the off-kilter citizen, driven by a need to confess. There was no
  further reference to suspects or persons of interest, though detectives must have combed the area, talking to pedophiles, registered sex offenders, and anyone else whose criminal history seemed
  relevant. The FBI received tips, sightings of the child in places all across the country. There were also countless calls reporting suspicious behavior on the part of strangers, whod done no
  harm at all and whose actions were innocent. Mary Claire Fitzhugh had been swept into the Inky Void and there was no coming back.


  Since that time, the papers had run a version of the same article year after year in hopes that something would break. Other kidnap victims were mentioned, anticipating the possibility that
  someone might recognize a detail and put it together with other facts previously unknown. If Mary Claire was lost, her plight might provoke a confession in another case. For the child herself, the
  prospects were bleak and had been once the first twenty-four hours had passed without word. At least I understood now why Michael Sutton had been so anxious to unravel the significance of what
  hed seen. For my part, the thought of the childs fate was enough to make me ill.
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  For the next three months, the mother-to-be ate so poorly, she gained fewer than fifteen pounds. Her diet consisted largely of beans and ricea perfect protein, she
  proclaimed, completely disregarding her unborn babys need for proper nutrition. She didnt believe in prenatal vitamins, claiming that women since the beginning of time had managed to
  conceive and bear children without the interference of the pharmaceutical companies. Patrick found her attitudes infuriating, but there was no arguing the point. She interpreted any opposition or
  rebuttal as an assault on her autonomy. He finally threw his hands up and took to leaving the room the minute she walked in.


  Most of the time, she kept a sullen distance, but there were moments when she made a minor effort to get along, thus fostering Deborahs hopes that a bond could be forged, however limited
  it might be. Her optimism was always short-lived. Shellys mood would darken. The unstable elements in her personality would combine, setting off the inevitable explosion. Once she blew up,
  Greg stepped into the role of mediator, traveling back and forth between the bus and the house. He made excuses, soothing and mollifying first Shelly and then his parents. Deborah almost preferred
  Shellys hysteria to Gregs pathetic attempts to broker a peace.


  Patrick and Deborah took to eating dinner with friends on Friday nights at the Horton Ravine Country Club. According to the gossip, many couples in their social set were experiencing the same
  dismay, as their offspring, now young adults, got caught up in alternative lifestyles, which meant dope, secondhand clothes, long, unkempt hair, and a neglect of personal hygiene. The
  nights out were their only relief from the tensions at home and their only opportunity to blow off steam.


  Theyd known Kip and Annabelle Sutton since theyd joined the country club, shortly after moving to Santa Teresa from Boulder, Colorado. The Unruhs were in their forties, while Kip
  and Annabelle were ten years younger, with school-age children who took up a major portion of their time and energy. For the Suttons, the Friday-night get-together was a welcome respite from
  parental responsibilities.


  Kip was an architect who specialized in commercial properties office buildings, banks, department stores. Annabelle was a stay-at-home mom, just as Deborah had been in her day. The
  Suttons four children were two, six, eight, and ten, the oldest a girl named Diana. During the first round of martinis, the subject of Greg and Shelly came up, as it did most Friday
  nights.


  Patrick said, Take a lesson from us. These kids are malcontents and theyre spoiling for a fight. Our accomplishments are worthless as far as theyre concerned. You two have
  the same trouble coming up only Im betting it gets worse.


  Annabelle said, Dont say that. I have my hands full coping with the terrible twos. Michael was a doll until his second birthday and now here we are, turning to drink. She
  plucked an olive from her martini, popped it in her mouth, and then drained her glass.


  Kip said, I dont see this business with Greg and Shelly as anything new. Kids have always been rebellious at that age, havent they?


  Patrick shook his head. Not like this.


  Shellys a beatnik, Deborah said. She told me she lived for months in a crash pad in North Beach, where all the cool cats hung out.


  A beatnik? Thats pass, isnt it?


  Not to hear her tell it. She claims she screwed Allen Ginsberg and Lawrence Ferlinghetti in the same six-day period.


  Annabelle looked askance. She actually told you?


  Oh, sure. Proud as Punch. I could see she was hoping Id recoil in horror so she could accuse me of being uptight and out of it. I just sat there and blinked and then asked if
  shed ever had the clap.


  Annabelle cracked up. Whatd she say?


  She said that wasnt the point. She was experiencing life to the fullest, which was more than I could say.


  Patrick said, I hadnt heard that bit. Where was Shawn all this time while she was getting it on?


  They were all there togetherkids, moms, strangers, potheads, and heroin addicts. They played guitars and bongo drums and made money writing poems they sold to tourists on the
  streets.


  Patrick finished his drink and signaled the waitress for another. Kip raised his hand as well, like two guys bidding on the same lot at an art auction.


  Patrick shook his head in exasperation. Whats wrong with these kids? You give them the best of everything and they end up spitting in your face. This girl knows it all. You should
  hear her mouth off. She doesnt have a brain in her head and shes got the gall to criticize the president of the United States, like she has a clue. She cant even run her
  own life. Theyre vegetarians, for gods sake. Do you know how much time and energy that takes?


  Annabelle said, More than Id be willing to expend. I guess you have to give her credit. I couldnt manage it.


  Oh, please. You think Shelly cooks? No, maam. She refuses to subordinate herself. Deborahs the one saddled with all the meals. You ask me, its just one more form of
  narcissism, making everybody jump to their tune while they sit there thinking theyre above it all.


  Annabelle said, Thats ridiculous. Why dont you make them fix their own meals?


  My point exactly. Ask her, he said, hooking a thumb in Deborahs direction.


  You know what she eats, Patrick. If it were up to her, every meal would be soy cakes, sprouts, and brown rice. Shawn would starve to death if I didnt give him peanut butter
  sandwiches behind her back. You should see him wolf down his food. Hes like a little animal.


  The waitress set down two fresh drinks along with a basket of Parker House rolls and a plate of individual butter pats. Kip turned to Annabelle. Sorry, I should have asked. You want
  another martini or you want to switch to wine?


  I better lay off. Im embarking on a new exercise programa half-mile ocean swim three mornings a week.


  Starting on a Saturday? Youre not serious!


  I am. I leave the kids with a sitter. Its the only time I have for myself.


  Must be freezing.


  You get used to it.


  Deborah said, Ill make the sacrifice and drink her wine as long as youre ordering. Its the least I can do.


  Kip asked the waitress for a bottle of Merlot, pointing to his selection on the wine list before he surrendered it.


  Deborah raised her hand. Heres one I almost forgot. Yesterday, I found Shelly sobbing her heart out. It was the first emotion Id seen that wasnt anger, petulance, or
  disdain. I thought maybe she missed her mother, but when I asked, she said she was still in mourning because Sylvia Plath had killed herself.


  Annabelle said, Who?


  A poet, Patrick said. She was mentally ill.


  Annabelle shrugged and chose a roll from the basket. She pulled off one segment and buttered it. She took a bite and tucked the nugget of bread into one side of her cheek, a move that slightly
  muffled her speech. We know a couple who claim to be vegetarians. Talk about tedious. We had em over for dinner once and I served macaroni and cheese. After that I was stumped. They
  invited us back for a sumptuous bowl of vegetarian chili. The worst. Inedible. Not even close. What got me was they were wearing leather shoes. I voted to drop them and Kip was opposed until I told
  him hed have to cook for them if they ever came back.


  That set Patrick off again. Heres the kicker as far as Im concerned. Shelly doesnt like vegetables. The only vegetable shell eat is beans. She
  doesnt like fruit either. She says bananas are disgusting and apples make her teeth hurt. Shes got a list of food no-nos that includes just about everything known to man.
  Except quinoa, whatever the hell that is.


  Kip was shaking his head. Why do you put up with her?


  Deborah said, Shes carrying our grandchild. How can we turn our backs on her without rejecting an innocent child? Would you do that?


  I guess not, he said. Well, I might, but Annabelle would have my hide.


  There was a pause while they studied their menus and decided what to have. Salads, rare New York strips, and baked potatoes with sour cream, green onion, and grated cheese.


  Once the waitress took their order, Patrick returned to the subject. It wouldnt be so bad if she werent so opinionated and superior. She looks down her nose at us.
  Were materialistic and shallow. Everything we do is bourgeois. She talks about the proletariat. God save the Queen.


  Annabelle made a face. And Greg goes along with it?


  Shes got him under her thumb. He sits there with his mouth hanging open, acting like shes reciting from the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, Patrick said.
  And you know what else? She smells. She doesnt brush her teeth. She doesnt believe in shaving under her arms, or anywhere else. Shes got leg hair that looks like beaver
  pelts. I dont see how he can stand being in the bus with her. Every time she leaves the room, we have to spray.


  Kip and Annabelle were both laughing by then. She said, Oh, Patrick. Youre terrible.


  I kid you not. Ask Deborah if you dont believe me.


  Kip lifted an eyebrow, his tone skeptical. I hate to say this, kids, but I think your mistake was giving Greg too much. How else did he come up with this attitude of
  entitlement?


  Patrick held a hand up. Youre right. Youre right. Deborah and I have talked about that.


  He paused, looking up, as the waitress arrived at the table with the wine. She turned the bottle so Kip could read the label, and once he approved, she proceeded to open it. Kip sampled it,
  nodded, and said, Very nice.


  Annabelle covered her glass and once the other three were filled, Patrick picked up where hed left off. We both worked our way through college. Deborahs family didnt
  have the money and mine thought I wouldnt appreciate the value of an education unless Id earned it myself. Frankly, the whole thing was a grind. I carried a full load, plus working
  twenty hours a week. We wanted Greg to focus on his classes so we told him wed pick up the tab as long as he kept his grades up. So much for that. Two years of college and now hes a
  dropout and a bum.


  Annabelle said, What are they living on? I hope youre not giving them money along with everything else.


  Not so far, though I wouldnt put it past Greg to expect financial support.


  Deborah said, Which they get in any event. They dont pay rent and were providing food and all utilities. They dont drive the bus because they cant afford the
  gas.


  Dollars to doughnuts, hes selling grass, Kip said.


  Patrick looked at him. You think? Well, thats worrisome.


  Deborah said, Theyre certainly smoking it. I can smell it halfway across the yard.


  Annabelle made a face. They smoke dope in front of the little boy?


  Why not? They do everything else in front of him, Deborah said. Shelly wants him in the delivery room with her so he can experience the miracle of childbirth.


  Thatll be a cheery scene.


  What if theyre busted selling pot? Kip asked, harking back to his point.


  Deborah smacked at Kips hand. Would you stop that?


  No, Im serious, he said. Suppose the cops get wind of it? Im just pointing out the kind of trouble youd be in. For one thing, Child Protective Services
  would step in and yank that little kid right out of there.


  Hes not Gregs. Shelly made that clear, Patrick said.


  Deborah said, None of this is his fault. He can be a pill, but it still breaks my heart watching the neglect. She has no concept of parenting.


  Isnt he in school? Annabelle asked.


  She doesnt believe in the public school system. She feels thats just one more form of government propaganda so shes teaching him herself.


  Patrick said, Jesus. We cant keep talking about this. Its ruining my appetite.


  Annabelle held up her water glass. Lets look at the bright side. I propose a toast to the baby.


  Hear, hear, Patrick said. The four clinked their glasses together.


  May all your surprises be little ones, Kip added.


  But the surprise was Shellys. The baby was born two weeks before her due date. Neither Greg nor Shelly told his parents shed gone into labor. When her water broke, he took her to
  the emergency room at Santa Teresa Hospital and settled Shawn in the waiting room with a pad of paper and a box of crayons. Initially, there was some confusion because Shelly didnt have an
  attending physician, medical records, or health insurance. The nurse asked Greg a series of questions, including his occupation, employer, and work address. Once she found out he was unemployed,
  she pressed him on the issue of who would be responsible for the hospital charges. Shelly was incensed and kicked up such a fuss that the nurse threatened to call security.


  The two were left alone in the patient bay with the curtain pulled around it for privacy. Greg didnt see that they had any choice but to call his parents and ask for help. Shelly pitched
  the same fit she always pitched. Greg tuned her out. The hospital notified the obstetrician on call and he was there within the hour. There was a murmured conference at the nurses station
  before the doctor came into the cubicle. He introduced himself as Dr. Frantz. Greg was asked to wait in the hall while he did a pelvic exam.


  Greg went back to the waiting room to check on Shawn, who was watching television, an activity ordinarily forbidden. Greg returned to the admissions desk and asked to use the phone. He called
  his parents and told them what was going on. Patrick asked to speak to the admissions clerk and he apparently convinced her that all charges would be covered, saying he and his wife were on their
  way down. Greg returned to the curtained cubicle where he could hear Shelly shrieking at the doctor, telling him where he could stick his fucking finger in his fucking rubber glove. A nurse at the
  far end of the hall turned and gave him a look. Greg closed his eyes. He wished, just once, shed act like a normal human being. Everything was a fight. Everything was a major uproar. He was
  exhausted by the strain of trying to soothe and contain her fury.


  The doctor pulled the curtain aside and asked Greg to come in. Shellys feet were out of the stirrups by then and she was sitting on the gurney with the sheet pulled around her and tucked
  under her arms, so furious she refused to look at either one of them. The nurse busied herself, studiously avoiding Greg as well. Dr. Frantz told them the presentation was breech, buttocks first,
  legs folded in front. He suggested a C-section, but Shelly was vehement about a vaginal birth. It was her right. Nobody could tell her what to do. The doctor was carefully neutral, his face blank.
  He acceded to her wishes for the moment, as he put it. Shelly said, Ha ha ha! to his back. Greg thought the guy would turn around and punch her, but he continued down
  the hall, his heels clicking smartly on the polished tile floor.


  She was admitted. After the nurse attached her hospital band she put Shelly in a wheelchair to take her upstairs to the labor and delivery unit. Greg accompanied them as far as the elevator and
  waited until the door closed before he returned to the waiting room. The quiet was a blessing. Deborah and Patrick arrived. By then, Shawn was curled up asleep on a plastic chair in one corner.
  Patrick took him back to the house while Deborah went up the elevator with Greg and sat with Shelly for the next four hours. Twice the doctor managed to turn the baby, but the baby flipped right
  back. Deborah had to give Shelly credit for the fact that she endured hard labor without uttering a peep. Of course, she was putting both herself and the baby at risk.


  After thirteen hours, when little or no progress had been made, Dr. Frantz laid down the law. Deborah was allowed to remain in the room while he explained the impasse. If the fetus was born
  bottom first, there was a possibility the body would fit through the mothers pelvis, but the babys head would most likely get stuck at the level of the chin. With this condition,
  known as a trapped head, the possibility of injury was high. Once the babys body emerged, the umbilical cord would cease to pulsate, which would cut off the oxygen supply. With the
  babys head still inside, the infant wouldnt breathe on its own. Without surgical intervention, there was a better than even chance the baby would die.


  It seemed clear to Deborah there was only one choice. She wanted to shake Shelly until her head rattled, the answer was so obvious. Even Greg was in favor, urging Shelly to consent. By then, she
  was too worn down to protest. They prepped her for surgery and rolled her into the delivery room. Patricia Lorraine Unruh was born on July 14, 1963: six pounds, four ounces; twenty inches long; and
  bald as an egg. Greg and Shelly called her Rain.


  Deborah went home and had a stiff drink.


  Shelly and the baby were in the hospital three days. Greg spent most of that time at her side while Deborah was left to cope with Shawn. At first, whatever Deborah suggested,
  he would voice the doctrine according to his mother, reciting her tenets as an article of faith. It was nearly comical hearing Shellys sentiments coming from a six-year-old. Deborah moved
  ahead without argument and soon Shawn was sharing lunch with her. The two of them had adventuresthe botanical garden, the beach, the Museum of Natural History. The boy was not only bright
  but interested and quick to learn. Deborah revised her view of him and began to enjoy his company, especially once he went back to wearing clothes. He had a sense of whimsy she hadnt seen
  before.


  Shelly came home, still in pain, incapacitated in the aftermath of the cesarean. Deborah offered her the use of the guest room while she recovered. Shelly was fragile and her defenses were down.
  She moved into the house without putting up a fight while Greg and Shawn remained in the yellow school bus. She withdrew, staying under the covers with the curtains in the room pulled shut. She
  seemed to be suffering postpartum depression, but Deborah realized it was something else altogether. She was humiliated, not angry so much as silenced now that Nature had betrayed her and she had
  nothing to boast about. How could she espouse her many closely held convictions when shed failed something as elementary as the natural delivery shed anticipated with such confidence?
  Shed had the wind knocked out of her sails. In the absence of dogma, she was strangely deflated. Deborah looked on from the sidelines, wanting to reach out but not daring to do so. Any
  gesture on her part would signal a compassion that Shelly was ill equipped to receive.


  Contributing to the edgy cease-fire was the fact that Rain showed very little interest in nursing. Shelly had breast-fed Shawn until he was three, so she was an old hand at the process. Rain
  wouldnt cooperate. Shed whip her head back and forth, mouth barely brushing the nipple. If she finally managed to latch on, she became agitated, arching her back and screaming,
  red-faced, her fists flailing. After a few days, Shelly had no patience for the feedings. At the first sign of trouble, shed thrust the baby back at Deborah and turn her face to the wall.
  Rain went from being fussy to crying nonstop. Deborah knew she wasnt getting enough to eat, but she wasnt sure what to do.


  Greg appeared at one point. Is everything okay?


  Were fine. We have a few wrinkles to iron out, but its nothing to worry about.


  Anything I can do?


  Keep Shawn occupied, if you would.


  Sure, no problem, he said. Any suggestions about how?


  Deborah had to bite her tongue. She already had her hands full and couldnt stop to educate Greg about amusing a child. Let me give you a few bucks and you can take him to the
  zoo.


  Greg frowned. Did Shelly say it was okay?


  Shes asleep. Im sure she wont object. You might also try the kiddy pool at the beach. He likes to wallow in the water playing hippopotamus. There are lots of other
  children. Hell have fun.


  She put in a call to Dr. Erbe, a pediatrician shed met at a cocktail party welcoming new members to the country club. She apologized for the imposition, not wanting to take advantage of
  their acquaintanceship to ask for free medical advice. She explained the problem as succinctly as she could. Dr. Erbe suggested waiting for a couple of more feedings before supplementing with
  formula. Maybe the baby would get the hang of it and all would be well. By then, Rains crying was relentless, pitched at a level that would drive any ordinary mortal insane.


  With Shelly in such a vulnerable psychological state, Deborah was afraid shed take out her frustrations on the baby. She finally made up four ounces of formula and fed Rain herself. Rain
  settled in to eat, taking the entire four ounces before falling asleep. She put the baby in her crib, which they moved into the sewing room down the hall so Shelly could rest undisturbed if the
  baby fretted in her sleep. Deborah could remember how attuned shed been to Greg as a newborn, when any slight sound from the crib would have her on her feet and standing over him.


  She peered into the guest room where she saw that Shelly was awake. You can try the breast again when she wakes up. Dr. Erbe says some babies take a little longer catching on.


  Who gives a shit? Shelly said, and turned over on her side.


  Deborah waited for a moment and when it was clear Shelly wasnt going to volunteer another word, she went downstairs and cleaned up the breakfast dishes. Twenty minutes later, the baby
  started crying again. Deborah heard Shellys bare feet hit the floor and thump down the hall. Deborah dropped the flatware she was putting in the dishwasher and headed up the stairs, taking
  them two at a time.


  Shelly was leaning over the crib. Goddamn it, shut the fuck up!


  She was just reaching for the baby when Deborah blocked her arm. Ill take care of her. You rest. Everything will be fine.


  What do you know, you fuckin Pollyanna.


  Deborah knew better than to respond. Shelly had reverted to her old ways and any reassurances would be met with hostility.


  Shelly stared at her darkly and finally turned on her heel. Have at it, Deborah. You think youre so smart, you do it.


  She went back into the guest room and shut the door.


  Deborah picked up the baby and took her downstairs. She settled in the rocker, put a diaper across her shoulder, and laid the baby up against her, patting her gently until she erupted in a
  satisfying burp. Rain was quiet then. Deborah continued to pat her, humming, until the baby drifted off to sleep. She debated about returning her to her crib and thought better of it.


  Still holding her, Deborah crossed to the wall-mounted phone in the kitchen and lifted the handset. She called Annabelle and gave her a brief account of what was going on. I need a cradle
  so I can keep the baby downstairs with me during the day. Do you still have Michaels on hand?


  Sure. I set aside all the baby paraphernalia for the next garage sale. Ive been letting it sit until I was sure I wasnt going to opt for one more. Let me haul it out and
  dust it off. Ill be there in a jiffy.


  Dont ring the bell. Come around to the kitchen door and Ill let you in.


  Fifteen minutes later Annabelle pulled into the driveway with Michael in his infant seat next to her, David, Ryan, and Diana in the backseat. She got the kids out of the car, opened the back of
  the station wagon, and grabbed the cradle by one end. She herded everyone up the drive and around to the back. Deborah was waiting and opened the door before she had a chance to knock. She put a
  finger to her lips. Thank you so much, she whispered.


  Not a problem. Anything else I can do to help?


  This is fine. Ill call later. Youre an angel.


  Annabelle blew her a kiss and ushered her brood of kidlets back to the car. There was a delay while she got everyone settled.


  Deborah heard the car start and caught a glimpse of Annabelle pulling out of the drive. She jiggled the sleeping baby on one arm, using her free hand to carry the cradle into the living room.
  The thick drapes and wall-to-wall carpeting would muffle Rains cries if she woke. Maybe with rest Shelly would feel better able to handle the child. Annabelle had not only dusted the cradle,
  shed tucked a crib sheet over the mattress and added a pile of flannel baby blankets at one end. Deborah lowered Rain into the cradle, shook out one of the blankets, and covered her. These
  were blankets Annabelle made by hand as gifts for the newborns among her friends. She also donated blankets to the nursery at St. Terrys, along with knitted booties and caps, so every new
  mom, even those without money to spare, would have something warm for her infant to wear home.


  Deborah returned to her dishes, troubled by the conflict she could see looming on the horizon. She had never understood child abuse. Shed read occasional accounts of babies being shaken
  to death, babies being beaten and smothered by parents who lacked the patience or maturity to deal with their screaming infants. Shed even read of one young father who took his baby by the
  feet and swung her against the wall. Now she could see how such atrocities occurred, tempers simmering to a boil. She had no intention of leaving Shelly alone with the child, but shed have a
  battle on her hands. Shelly hated interference, hated any action or comment on anyones part that suggested she was falling short. She also hated being mothered and hated being perceived as
  needy, which didnt leave many options.


  Midafternoon, Deborah knocked on the guest room door and then opened it a crack. Would you like some lunch? I can make you a sandwich.


  Shellys refusal was scarcely audible.


  Deborah had nothing else to offer. She fixed a sandwich for herself and sat down in the living room and read a book while she ate. She fed Rain two more bottles of formula at three-hour
  stretches. Rain was actually settling down; her periods of sleep and hunger falling into a routine.


  Greg and Shawn came in at dinnertime, filled with talk of the zoo. Deborah had made a vegetarian lasagna and served it with a bowl of canned peaches and cottage cheese, not a dish shed
  ordinarily serve. To her surprise, Shawn gobbled up everything on his plate and asked for more. With Shelly gone, the atmosphere at the table was actually pleasant. Now that Shawn wasnt
  subjected to his mothers running comments on the righteous way of doing things, he ate without being threatened or cajoled.


  After dinner, Deborah cleaned up the kitchen while Greg and Shawn remained at the table playing Candy Land. The two of them left at 8:30 so Greg could put Shawn to bed.


  Deborah said, Why dont you fill the tub for Shawn before he goes down for the night? I left a container of bubble bath and a stack of fresh towels in the pool house.


  Shawn gave a whoop and was out the door before Greg could get up. He skipped down the steps and galloped across the grass. Deborah gave Greg a kiss on the cheek before he left. Moments later,
  she saw the lights in the pool house come on. She looked up at the ceiling. Still nothing from Shelly, who was probably too proud to ask for anything, having been so stiff-necked and belligerent to
  this point. Deborah left the lasagna in the oven. She laid out a plate, a napkin, silverware, and a brief note. If Shelly came down of her own accord, she could fill a plate and take it back
  upstairs.


  In the meantime, Deborah moved Rain to the sofa and placed pillows on one side to secure her while she took the cradle upstairs to the master bedroom. She came back for the baby, a fresh bottle,
  and a stack of diapers, and retreated to the bedroom, going about her business as quietly as she could. Later she realized how unnecessary the courtesy had been.


  In the morning the door to the guest room stood open. The bed was unmade and there was no sign of the few belongings Shelly had brought into the house with her. Puzzled, Deborah carried Rain
  downstairs and peered out the kitchen window. The big yellow school bus was gone.
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  Thursday afternoon, April 7, 1988


  Id swung by Suttons place to pick him up on the way over to Ramona Road. Gone was the dress shirt and tie. Hed changed into jeans, a red sweatshirt, and
  scuffed running shoes. I counted fifteen houses on my first pass down the street, circling the block to get a feel for the neighborhood. Ramona Road was one block long, looping back on itself like
  a lasso. The lots were hilly, largely given over to trees and scrub. The natural contours of the land left little room to build. Graders and excavators had gone to work, carving out the flats on
  which construction had gone up. The houses dated back to the 50s, all of them the work of one architect, whose modern style still looked fresh thirty years later. I parked the Mustang on a
  grassy patch across the road from 625. Sutton leaned forward in the passenger seat and looked searchingly through the windshield.


  A swath of green lawn sloped upward toward the house, the long paved driveway forming a half-circle as it curved down and touched the road again. The Kirkendalls former residence was a
  one-story structure in the shape of an inverted L, with the short arm extended toward the street. The exterior of the house was red brick and darkly stained redwood with bold horizontal lines and
  generous expanses of glass. The flat concrete roof formed a wide overhang that shaded the verandah along the front. There were no flourishes, no embellishments, and no unnecessary touches.


  This cant be right, Sutton said.


  Yes, it is. In 1967, there was only one Kirkendall in town and this is where they lived.


  But wheres the second floor? Billie Kirkendall was sick. He stayed upstairs and I stayed down.


  Oh, shit. Id forgotten that. Wait here and Ill see if the owners home. Maybe we can get permission to explore.


  I got out of the car and dog-trotted across the road. The driveway didnt appear steep, but I was winded by the time I reached the top. The place had an air of emptiness, a house enveloped
  in quiet. The windows were bare and there was no sign of a doormat or any of the homely touches that indicate someone in residence. A band of damp paving along the front suggested that the
  sprinklers were still active, probably governed by the same automatic program that regulated indoor temperatures and turned lights off and on. I went up a low step to the entrance, where a
  panoramic wall of glass afforded me an unobstructed view of the interior.


  The architect had kept the non-load-bearing walls to a minimum and the blond hardwood floors seemed to stretch in all directions. Light poured in from everywhere. A stone fireplace was offset on
  the far wall and I could see a length of kitchen counter that had been stripped of small appliances. To the right was the empty dining room, with a low-hanging light fixture centered in the
  ceiling. I walked to my right along the verandah, where I could see a large bedroom with white wall-to-wall carpeting and mirrored sliding doors, one partially open to reveal cavernous closet
  space.


  I returned to the front door and noticed for the first time an alarm company decal saying ARMED RESPONSE pasted to one corner of the glass. The warning was probably more
  form than content. It seemed unlikely that anyone would pay for security services when the house stood empty. I was assuming the property was on the market, but there was no realtors lockbox
  and no stack of brochures detailing the floor plan, the square footage, or the number of rooms. For Sale signs were prohibited by the home owners association. For all I knew, every house in
  Horton Ravine was up for grabs. I rang the bell with no expectation of a response.


  I left the porch, intending to circle the premises. Sutton must have been clued in to the fact that the house was vacant because he emerged from the Mustang and crossed the road as I had. I
  waited while he climbed the drive and then the two of us traced a path around the house to the rear. Below, on a wide concrete apron, there was a swimming pool and cabana surrounded on two sides by
  a plain concrete wall with an outdoor fireplace and built-in barbecue pit. Sutton turned and looked at the rear elevation. From this vantage point, the two-story construction was evident. The house
  had been tucked in against the steep hill and a series of windows looked out on the view. Beyond the patio, the property sloped down again sharply and thick railroad ties had been cut into the
  hillside to form a crude staircase. The neighbors rooftops floated like rafts on a lake of dark green treetops.


  Look familiar?


  I guess. I thought the house was much bigger.


  A lot of things look bigger when youre six.


  There wasnt a swimming pool. Id have remembered it.


  Ive done the research and this is where you were. The pool and barbecue could have been added later, I said. Lets take a walk down the hill. If you wandered,
  that would have been your only choice.


  The brush had been cleared within a twenty-foot radius along the slope, probably by order of the fire department. Sutton followed me reluctantly as I crossed the grass and made my descent. There
  was no handrail and the steps themselves were deep, with ten-inch risers that forced us to descend the stairs like toddlers, putting both feet on every step before moving to the next. This portion
  of the lot was useless to all intents and purposes. A series of terraces had been carved out of the hill. The first level was planted with dwarf fruit trees. The second offered shelter in a
  weathered wood pagoda lined with benches and bleached by the elements to a soft silver gray. The third was given over to rose beds that, at this point, were sadly neglected.


  After that, the land fell away gradually. The bottom of the hill butted into a grove of trees that stretched out on either side, in varying degrees of density. I counted three large oaks and six
  mature black acacias. Clusters of pittosporum and eucalyptus were intermingled with saplings. I wouldnt have called this the woods, but to Sutton, at the age of six, it might
  have looked like one. Where the undergrowth was thin, I could see sections of a paved road that must have been Via Juliana, one of the primary arteries through Horton Ravine. If Id been
  searching for a secluded location to serve as a grave site, I wouldnt have picked this. From above, the hillside was open to view. Given the staggered pattern of trees below, the area would
  have been visible from the road as well.


  Sutton stood there, his hands in his pants pockets, his gaze moving across the landscape as he struggled to get his bearings. I could see his confusion now that he was faced with a scene that
  had seemed so vivid in his mind. He moved to his right, traipsing through knee-high weeds before he came to a standstill. A fence blocked his path, the chicken wire sagging under a swarm of morning
  glory vines. The sign affixed to the fence post read:


  
    DO NOT TRESPASS


    Private Property Keep Out


    No Access to Bridle Trail


    THIS MEANS YOU!!

  


  He walked up the hill for a distance, peering at the trees in range of him. He stopped again and shook his head. This is all wrong. I dont see the tree I used as a hideout and I
  dont see the oak I hid behind when I was spying on the guys.


  Maybe the oak was cut down.


  But the fence is wrong, too. Where did that come from? I didnt climb a fence. Im sure of it. This is all screwed up.


  Sutton, its been years. Take your time.


  He shook his head in frustration.


  Would you quit being so negative? I said.


  Im not negative.


  You are, too. You should listen to yourself.


  He turned and scanned the woods again, no happier than hed been. The guy was getting on my nerves. I watched while he walked down the hill toward the trees. I followed the sagging fence
  line as he had, but where he went down the hill, I climbed up. A profusion of wildflowers had sprung up among the grasses. Grasshoppers skittered ahead of me as I walked. I turned and looked back
  as Sutton disappeared into the trees.


  Below and to my right, I caught a glimpse of the rear of a house: patio doors, a deck, an outdoor table and chairs. Since I wasnt well acquainted with the neighborhood, I couldnt
  judge the relationships between properties. The irregular course the fence had taken suggested it had been erected in conformity with a meandering lot line, separating the parcel that fronted
  Ramona Road from the one that faced the secondary road below. Dimly I remembered the fork where a smaller tributary split off from Via Juliana. From where I stood, only the one house was visible,
  but there were doubtless others on that same street.


  Sutton whistled, a shrill, piercing note forced from between taut lips and teeth. For years Id worked to master the technique, but usually managed little more than an asthmatic wheeze and
  the risk of hyperventilation. I set off, trudging down the hill in his general direction. He emerged to the left of me and waved. I picked my way across the uneven ground, trying to avoid the
  numerous holes housing god knows what assortment of rodents.


  I followed Sutton into a clearing shaded by a canopy of trees. Here the temperature was ten degrees cooler than the sun-drenched hill. The far side of the glade was open to Via Juliana. A riding
  trail angled across the open space, its muddy surface punctuated by hoofprints. The trail was clearly well used, dotted with fresh horse manure as well as desiccated mounds of previous equine BMs.
  In the center of the clearing there was a stone horse trough, three feet by six. The water was fed through a pipe linked to a circulating pump that kept the depths aerated and algae-free. The stone
  was darkened with age and the shimmering pool looked cold and black.


  Sutton said, Id forgotten about this. The Horton Ravine Riding Club is just across the road. I played in the trough that day, floating leaves like boats. It was afterward I climbed
  the hill and came across the tree I used as my hideout.


  Nanny, nanny, boo boo. Told you so, I said.


  Im not paying you to make fun of me.


  Then you shouldnt be such a pill.


  Sorry.


  Forget it. Lets focus on the job at hand. When you saw the guys, in what direction were they walking?


  Actually, they were coming up the hill from here. They must have parked along Via Juliana and passed through this clearing. The tree where I was hiding was partway up the slope so I was
  looking down on them. They crossed my field of vision from left to right and moved off in that direction.


  So if the fence was there, theyd have had to climb over it, which means youd have done the same thing.


  But I didnt . . .


  Would you stop that? Im not saying you did. Im saying we should knock on some doors and see if someone knows what year the fence went in.


  We climbed up the hill again, moving up the steps from terrace to terrace, until we reached the wide, flat patio with its pool, cabana, and built-in barbecue pit. We went around the side of the
  house and then crossed the front lawn to the house next door. I rang the bell.


  Sutton stood behind me and to my right. To anyone inside, with an eye to the peephole, wed look like Jehovahs Witnesses, only not as well dressed.


  Sutton shifted uneasily. What are you going to say?


  Havent made that part up yet.


  The young woman who opened the door had a six-month-old baby clamped on her right hip. He had a pacifier in his mouth that wiggled as he sucked. His face was flushed and his hair had been
  flattened in a series of damp ringlets. I was guessing hed recently awakened from his nap and, judging from his aura of fecal perfume, was in desperate need of a diaper change. He was at
  that clinging-monkey stage, where his hold on his mother was pure instinct. I could see clutch marks in the fabric of her blouse where his grip had made star shapes across the front. His
  resemblance to her was eeriesame noses, same chins, two sets of identical blue eyes looking back at me. His dark lashes were longer and thicker than hers, but life is basically unfair and
  whats the point of protest?


  I said, Hi. Sorry to disturb you, but is the house next door for sale? We heard it was on the market, but theres no realtors sign and we didnt know who to
  contact.


  She peered in that direction and made a face. I dont know what to tell you. The couple got divorced and for a while the ex-husband was living there with his girlfriend, a ditz half
  his age. They moved out a month ago and we heard hes looking for tenants on a long-term lease. I can give you his number if youre interested.


  With skepticism, I said, Gee. I dont know about renting. I hadnt thought about that. How much does he want?


  Hes talking seven thousand dollars a month, which I think is way too much. Its a nice house and all, but who wants to spend that kind of dough?


  That is pushing it, I said. Do you happen to know how much property he has?


  Five acres, give or take.


  Thats a good-sized lot. When we walked up the hill just now, we saw a fence with a Do Not Trespass sign, but we couldnt tell if it was part of this parcel or the one next
  door.


  She lifted a thumb, jerking it backward to indicate something behind her. The guy down there could tell you. I know there was a lot-line adjustment years ago, but Im not sure what
  changed. The utility company has an easement that extends along the hill and riders keep mistaking it for part of the bridle trail. The owner got fed up with all the horses crossing his land so
  thats where the fence came from.


  Hes the one in that house I can see below yours?


  Right. On Alita Lane. His names Felix Holderman. Hes retired and hes nice enough, but hes sometimes gruff. I dont know the house number, but its
  the only Spanish-style on the block.


  Thanks. We may just pop down there and have a chat with him.


  If you catch him at home, tell him Judy said hi.


  Ill do that. Appreciate your time.


  I should thank you. This is the first adult conversation Ive had since Monday when my husband left on a business trip.


  When does he get back?


  Tomorrow, I hope. The babys teething and I havent slept for days. She wrinkled her nose, looking down at him. Pew-ee! Is that him or you?


  I could hear a phone ring somewhere in the house.


  Ooops. Sorry, she said, and eased the door shut.


  Sutton and I headed down her drive to the car.


  I cant believe she didnt ask why you were quizzing her about the fence. If youre not buying or renting, then whats it to you?


  I didnt say I wouldnt rent. I said, I hadnt thought about that.


  But you didnt get the guys number when she offered it.


  Sutton, the trick in a situation like this is to behave as though your questions are completely reasonable. Most people arent going to stop to ponder the
  inconsistencies.


  It still seems pushy.


  Of course.


  We picked up my car and drove the short half-mile from Ramona Road to Alita Lane. It wasnt hard to spot the Spanish-style house, which was long and low, a cream-colored stucco with a
  small courtyard in front and a three-car garage on one end.


  As I got out of the Mustang, Sutton said, You mind if I wait here? I feel like a dunce standing behind you not saying a word while you chat people up.


  Suit yourself. Ill be right back.


  I crossed the street and passed through the wrought-iron gate into the inner courtyard. The front door was inset with three panels of stained glass that depicted a rose, a donkey, and a saguaro
  cactus with a sombrero perched on top. I rang the bell.


  The balding man who opened the door had a leathery face and a pate splotched with sun damage where hair had once been. He was roughly my height, five-six, with a barrel chest and a tangle of
  white hair sprouting from the V of his Hawaiian shirt. His shorts revealed bowed legs the color of caramel corn.


  Mr. Holderman?


  Yes, maam.


  My names Kinsey Millhone, I said. I was just looking at a house for sale on Ramona Road and the woman next door thought you could answer questions about the property.
  Her names Judy, by the way, and she said to tell you hi.


  Judys a nice gal. Tell her hi back from me. Youre talking about Bob Tinkers place. Well built, but its overpriced. House is worth three-point-five tops and
  hes asking six, which is ridiculous.


  Judy says he moved out and he hopes to rent or lease.


  Mans a fool. Anything he has, he thinks is worth double the actual value. You said questions.


  I was wondering about the lot line. I have a friend waiting in the car who played on that hill as a child. There was an old oak he loved, but when we walked the property just now, he said
  the big tree he remembers is gone and the wire fence is new.


  I wouldnt say new. I put that fence in fifteen years ago, for all the good it does. Riders go over or around it. I might as well set up a toll booth and make em pay. You
  talk about trees. We lost a dozen or more in a storm some years back. Two eucalyptus and a big live oak went down. The oak was a beauty, too, a big guy, probably a hundred and fifty years old. It
  might well be the one hes talking about. The utility company should have kept the deadwood trimmed. Tree was on the easement and had nothing to do with me or Id have pruned it myself.
  Winds came up and the damn thing split in half, taking out trees on both sides. Woke me up out of a sound sleep.


  Must have been a mess, I said.


  Big time. The utility company sent a fellow with a chain saw to clear the downed trees. He wasnt paid to work that hard so he took his sweet timeten minutes worth of
  sweat and then a cigarette break. Went on for days. I know because I watched. Pay minimum wage, you get minimum work. Nobody seems to get that. Took him three weeks.


  I half turned, indicating Sutton in my car. Would you mind if the two of us went up and looked around? It would mean a lot to him.


  Fine with me. Half the fallen trees were actually on the property next door. House has been sold twice. The current owners are off at work, but I dont think theyd mind if
  you wander a bit. You see anybody on horseback, you hightail it right back and let me know. Im tired of the horseshit and horseflies.


  Amen to that.
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  Sutton and I walked between the two housesFelix Holdermans on our left and his neighbors to the rightwith Alita Lane behind us. At one time the
  backyards might have been open to one another, creating a wide mantle of rolling lawns. With the introduction of swimming pools, fences had been erected to protect kids from mishaps and property
  owners from pricey lawsuits. Between the greensward on this side and the barren hill above there was a dense band of trees pines and spruces, with a few sycamores and acacia thrown into the
  mix. Again, I wouldnt have called this the woods, though it was more sheltered than the Kirkendalls property, where wed started our search. The full-skirted
  evergreens did shield the area from view. I couldnt see the wire fence with its burden of morning glories, but it had to be somewhere above us. Where we were, there was no reason to post a
  No Trespassing sign, because the natural undergrowth formed a barrier sufficient to block equestrian traffic. Riders following the marked trail wouldnt wander this far afield.


  Once we entered the trees, the ground was matted with decomposing plant material that sent up puffs of peat scent as we passed. There was no path to follow so we were forced to create our own.
  We split up and tramped through the brush, snapping twigs and fallen branches underfoot. I heard Suttons startled exclamation. Found it!


  I waded through the scrub and waist-high weeds, holding my arms up like a swimmer moving toward the shallow end of a pool. When I reached him I saw the stump of the fallen oak, which was easily
  six feet across and hewn to eight inches or so aboveground. The tree trunk was hollowed by rot. The oak must have been dying from the inside out over a period of time, which meant the split
  wasnt due entirely to the weight of the branches as Mr. Holderman had thought.


  This is it? I asked.


  I think so. Im almost sure.


  Where were the guys when you caught up with them?


  Sutton pivoted and scanned his surroundings. Down there.


  His focus shifted from tree to tree, and his gaze finally came to rest at a point some fifteen feet away. He moved in that direction and I lagged a short distance behind, watching as he reached
  a small clearing and stopped to study it. The circular patch of ground was bordered by tall evergreens and mature live oak. The tree roots had sucked all the nutrients from the hard-packed soil,
  leaving bare dirt. He moved a few feet to his right. This is where they were digging. The bundle on the ground was under that tree. He shook his head. The place still smells
  the same. When youre a kid, everything is so intense. Its like youre filtering reality through your nose. Wonder why that is?


  Survival. Catch the scent of a bear once and you carry the sense memory for life.


  Sutton closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.


  Are you okay? I asked. Im fine. It just seems weird.


  I took Sutton with me to the office, where I unlocked the door and flipped on a few lights. He slouched in the chair hed occupied the day before, stretching his legs out
  in front of him. I settled in my swivel chair, picked up the handset, and punched in Cheneys number at the police department. As soon as he picked up I identified myself.


  Hows it going? he asked.


  I laid out the sequence of events, starting with my trip to Climping Academy and ending with Suttons identification of the area where hed seen the two guys digging. When I was
  finished, there was a silence while he digested the information.


  He said, I have to talk to the detective sergeant. Ill call you back.


  I wasnt sure how long wed have to wait, but it was clear I needed to stay put so Cheney could get back to me, if need be. You want coffee? I can make a pot, I
  said.


  No thanks. Im wired as it is. You have a bathroom I could use?


  Take a left in the hall. Its the only door on your right.


  Thanks.


  It was 3:15 and I couldnt remember if Id eaten lunch, which probably meant I hadnt. I opened my desk drawers in turn, but there wasnt so much as a Tic Tac in the way
  of nourishment. I picked up my shoulder bag and went into search-and-seizure mode, peering into every crack and crevice. I like a big bag with a lot of nooks and crannies  outside
  compartments for magazines and books; inside pockets, some with zippers, some without; and a pouch on one end for car keys. I found two red-and-white-striped peppermints in clear cellophane.
  Theyd been in my bag so long, the mints had softened and were now welded to the wrapping. I could have popped one in my mouth as it was and made it last for days.


  I heard a toilet flush, and moments later Sutton reappeared.


  Want a mint? I asked.


  No, thanks. He resumed his seat and watched me peel the cellophane off the mint. He stirred restlessly. So what happens next?


  I laid the mint on my tongue. It was heavenly to feel the sugar surge through my mouth. I tucked it in against my inner cheek so I could talk without spitting. I said, No idea. I guess it
  depends on how seriously theyre taking this.


  We sat there in silence. I picked up a letter opener and tapped the point against the edge of my desk, practicing to be a drummer in case the private eye biz dried up. Sutton spent his time
  looking around the office at the bad paint job and the so-called wall-to-wall carpeting that had seen better days. I could tell he wasnt impressed. I make enough money to support myself, but
  Im not big on day-core. Then again, neither was he. Given what Id seen of his place, he was hardly one to offer decorating tips.


  I dont keep magazines in my office. Im not a doctor or a dentist so whats the point? Someone comes to see me and Im here, we sit down and talk. If Im not here,
  the doors locked and they have to wait. Sutton didnt seem any better equipped than I was for chitchat. Id known the guy one day, and now that wed gotten the potty
  question and the mint behind us, conversationally speaking, we had nothing to say to each other. Im deficient when it comes to small talk, which is probably why I have so few friends.


  I sat in my swivel chair, willing the phone to ring, and when it did I jumped.


  It was Cheney. Roosevelt says we can take a couple of crime-scene techs and a K-9 unit out to the site. Were rounding people up now and should be ready to roll within the
  hour.


  Great. Thats great.


  I gave him the address and we spent a few minutes chatting about the logistics. Alita Lane was too narrow to accommodate vehicles and miscellaneous police personnel, so we agreed to meet at the
  roadside parking strip near the polo field on Via Juliana. That settled, I dropped Sutton off at his house so he could pick up his car.


  On the way back to Horton Ravine, I stopped at McDonalds and scarfed down a Quarter Pounder and fries. I wasnt sure how long the excavation would take and I wanted to make sure I
  had a wholesome meal under my belt. The soft drink I ordered was a small one. No point in taxing my bladder when relief wouldnt be in range.


  I arrived before Cheney did and used the time to change into an old pair of running shoes I kept in the trunk of my car. I hauled out my navy windbreaker and shrugged into that as well. The
  light was still good, but the sun was sinking, taking the pleasant daytime temperatures with it.


  Sutton arrived in his MG and parked beside my Mustang. He had the top down and Madaline, the ex-addict, was in the car with him, which annoyed me no end. This wasnt date night and it
  wasnt a public spectacle. We were dealing with life and death and I didnt want her hanging around like she was part of the scene. Goldie Hawn, Madalines golden retriever, sat
  on her lap, with her chin resting on the lowered window. Id swear the dog knew who I was and sent me a loopy doggie smile by way of recognition. Madalines circulation must have taken
  a beating with eighty pounds of dog planted on her thighs. As I watched, she lifted a beer can to her lips and treated herself to a sip. So much for open-container laws.


  Cheney finally showed up. The K-9 handler and cadaver dog were in a separate black-and-white that pulled in beside his car. Two minutes later one of the two evidence techs arrived, followed by
  the mobile crime lab with the second tech riding in the back. It looked like a circus arriving in town, men and equipment being set up for all the folderol to come. We had to wait for the
  photographer, but that gave Cheney the opportunity to approach the house on the property where they intended to dig. He was gone for ten minutes, talking to the couple whose hillside they wanted to
  invade.


  The rest of us had emerged from our respective vehicles and we stood on the parking strip like extras on a movie set. We had nothing to do, but most people there were being paid for doing it.
  Sutton walked Cheney and the techs out to the burial site. Madaline and I were relegated to the sidelines while the professionals went to work. Two officers returned to the car to pick up traffic
  cones and the yellow plastic tape that would define the area. I wouldnt be allowed within a fifty-yard radius, so I occupied my time chatting with the canine officer I knew from times past.
  Gerald Pettigrew had been a beat cop in my neighborhood some six years before. In those days, hed been hefty, a black guy in his thirties with beefy shoulders and a gut on him that would be
  a liability in a foot chase. By the same token, if he managed to overtake you, youd wish youd run a lot faster because the guy could hand out punishment. Hed lost weight since
  Id seen him last, a side effect of his working with the golden Lab he introduced as Belle.


  Madaline took the occasion to let Goldie Hawn hop out of the car. The two dogs went through the usual heinie-smelling nice-meeting-you routine. Anyone who knows me will testify Im not a
  fan of dogs, but I hadnt felt at all hostile to these two. I took this as a sure sign I was getting old. Far from becoming set in my ways, my defenses were breaking down. At this rate, in
  another few years, the whole world would come rushing in and smother me with kindness.


  I let Belle sniff my hand, which is something Id seen other people do in the company of cats and dogs. I hoped the gesture would stave off a sudden snarling attack that would remove half
  my arm. I looked up at Gerald. I pictured a bloodhound or a German shepherd.


  A lot of breeds are good for search-and-rescue, which is what theyre usually trained for first. They learn to locate lost hikers or kids who wander off on a camping trip. You need
  a dog with a powerful retrieval instinct, a keen sense of smell, and a strong work drive. Even then, some are better than others. The last dog I worked with was a shepherd. He was good but
  high-strung, and he had a tendency to mope. Great nose, but it was clear the work upset him. I finally retired him because I couldnt bear the accusatory look in his eyes.


  What happened to him?


  Hes now the family watchdog, which suits him better than sniffing for dead bodies in the underbrush. I heard about Belle through a friend of a friend, whod been breeding
  Labs for years. She was just a little fur ball when I got her, but smart as they come. Labs are easy to train and theyre physically strong. Theyre also good-natured, which is great
  for PR purposes. I can take her into schools and nursing homes and everybody falls in love with her.


  By then, Belle was lying on the grass at his feet, her gaze flicking across his face as he spoke. He smiled at her. Look at that. She knows Im bragging about her.


  Does she work on a leash or off?


  That depends on the terrain. Here Ill take her off the leash and let her go about her business. If she finds something, shell come get me and take me back with
  her.


  Cheney reappeared and headed in our direction. Gerald signaled to Belle and the two walked out to meet him. A portable generator had been hauled out on the site, along with the big lamps that
  would make it possible to continue working when the daylight waned. I knew without even being present what the scene would look like. The digging would be done by hand. Two officers would run the
  loose dirt through a two-man sieve, hoping to capture any physical evidence left behind. The chances seemed slim to me, but these guys knew what they were doing and who was I to say? The entire
  process would be photographed and sketched, with relevant landmarks noted and measurements taken to ensure that a thorough record of the scene was kept.


  The rest of us were left to amuse ourselves as best we could. A number of cars slowed and then moved on. As is usual, bystanders had begun to assemble. I assumed some were neighbors and others
  driving past the scene on the way home from work who had spotted the police cars and pulled in to see what was going on. There was nothing to do and not much to say after the first scanty
  explanations were passed along to new arrivals. People lingered, unwilling to leave before the final moments had played out. It was like being in a waiting room while someone else is giving birth.
  There was no drama in our immediate vicinity, but we all knew something important was going on. Such gatherings are often written off as morbid curiosity, looky-loos hoping for a glimpse of the
  injured or the dead. I prefer to attribute the behavior to a sense of community, people drawn together in the face of inconceivable tragedy.


  Sutton had returned to the parking area and I could see him talking to a man nearby, filling him in. It was a story hed tell repeatedly if Mary Claires body came to light.
  Madaline, still wearing her short shorts, had pulled on a pair of leggings and a loose-necked sweatshirt that hung off one shoulder, exposing the same tank top Id seen earlier. She sat in
  Suttons MG smoking cigarettes with the passenger-side door open. Id spent half a day in Suttons company and I already felt a motherly urge to warn him about skanks and tramps
  like her.


  Whats going on?


  I looked to my right and found a woman standing next to me, early thirties by my guess. She had shiny shoulder-length brown hair, blunt cut and very straight. Her glasses were frameless and the
  lenses accented the brown eyes behind them.


  I said, The police may have a line on an unsolved case.


  Really. Whats the deal?


  Remember when Mary Claire Fitzhugh disappeared? Someone came forward with information about two guys digging what might turn out to be her grave.


  We exchanged idle remarks with our attention turned toward Alita Lane. I glanced at her outfitbrown blazer, tweed skirt, black tights, loaferswondering how she managed to look so
  sensible and stylish at the same time.


  Whered the tip come from? she asked.


  Someone read an article about the kidnapping. He thinks he might have stumbled on the burial when he was a kid.


  Wow. That would be a break after all this time, she remarked. So whats your connection?


  Im a PI in town. I know Cheney Phillips, the lead investigator.


  Cool. Ive known Cheney for years.


  What about you? Howd you end up here? I asked.


  I work for the Dispatch. One of the guys picked up chatter about it on the scanner and sent me to see what was happening.


  Not much at this point, I said. Im not crazy about reporters and I didnt want her probing for my clients identity. I didnt even want her to know I
  had a client because shed try angling for an interview.


  Howd you hear about it? she asked. Her tone was casual and the line was delivered as a throwaway as though she had little or no interest in my response. This was crafty
  reporter small talk designed to elicit information.


  Long story, I said.


  Mind if I get your name?


  You can keep my name out of it. This is not about me.


  No problem. If you dont want to be quoted, we can keep this off the record.


  Whats to quote? I dont know anything.


  Fair enough. Im Diana Alvarez, by the way. She held out her hand.


  Without pausing to consider, I shook hands with her and said, Kinsey Millhone. The second the words came out of my mouth I knew Id been had. So much for keeping my name out
  of it. I was irritated at her for maneuvering me and irritated at myself for being so easily sucked in.


  Nice meeting you, she said, and then she wandered away.


  While I watched, she removed a spiral-bound notebook from her blazer pocket and started scribbling on a page. She struck up a conversation with someone else, and I knew shed weasel her
  way through the onlookers until she pieced the story together. No telling what kind of spin shed put on it. I looked for Sutton, thinking to warn him, but he was nowhere to be seen.


  I was happy Id grabbed dinner, because it took until 8:00 P.M. for the techs to finish their work. Everything seemed to shut down at once. Cheney appeared at the
  mouth of Alita Lane and walked toward us on Via Juliana. One uniformed officer followed, toting cones and the yellow tape that hed wound into a loose skein. Gerald Pettigrew and Belle
  followed, giving no indication whether the dig had served up anything of note.


  Diana Alvarez separated herself from the guy she was pumping and made a beeline for Cheney, in full reporter mode. Cheney acknowledged her but his eyes were on me. I did a second quick visual
  search of the bystanders, looking for Sutton, thinking he should be first in line for the news, whatever it might be. Still no sign of him. His turquoise MG was parked on the berm with Madaline in
  the front seat, her feet propped on the dashboard. Goldie Hawn wandered from person to person, wagging her tail and receiving affectionate pats and praise from strangers, as was her due.


  I couldnt read Cheneys expression. He looked serious but there was a suggestion of humor in his eyes. Diana Alvarez was close on his heels, eager for any news he intended to pass
  along.


  When he reached me, he said, Hold out your hand. I have a present for you.


  I held out my hand and he dropped an object in my palm. I registered a mud-caked plastic disk attached to a length of dirty blue leather. Whats this?


  Whats it look like? A dog tag. Thats what the two guys were buryingthe family pet. Woof woof . . .


  He smiled and moved on.
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  WALKER MCNALLY


  Late Thursday afternoon, April 7, 1988


  Walker McNally drove his black Mercedes through the entrance to Horton Ravine as he did every day on his way home from work. Occasionally he elected to use the back entrance,
  but he didnt much care for the associations. It was Thursday afternoon. Carolyn and the kids had left that morning for San Francisco, where theyd spend a long weekend with her mother,
  returning Monday afternoon. Fletcher, age four, and Linnie, age two, were still in preschool, so whisking them off for five days with Nana wasnt an issue. Though hed miss them, he
  looked forward to the empty house, keenly aware that he was on his own and could do as he pleased.


  He and Carolyn had moved back to California ten years earlier, when hed been hired as VP of New Client Relations at Montebello Bank and Trust. Hed begun his financial career in the
  trust department at Chase Manhattan Bank in New York City and later joined Wells Fargo as a wealth-planning specialist. The job opening in Santa Teresa had been a blessing, since Walker had grown
  up in town, graduating from UCST in 1971.


  He was a good-looking man, personable, charming, and articulate. A good part of his day he was on the phone, setting up meetings and lunch dates, arranging drinks and dinner with prospective
  clients whose business he was working to gain. He served on the boards of two nonprofit organizations and he was also involved in a number of planned-giving and development committees. Hed
  brought a goodly number of clients to the bank during his tenure, and he was rewarded accordingly.


  Carolyn was the one who first raised the issue of what she referred to as his drinking problem. Shed apparently been monitoring his intake, counting the number of beer,
  wine, and liquor bottles that went into the trash. He wasnt sure how long this had been going on, but shed finally put her foot down. He was of Scots descent, fair-haired, blue-eyed,
  with a complexion that was ruddy by nature. Alcohol had added a tinge of pink to his cheeks and a faint puffiness to his face. He knew hed packed on a few pounds the last couple of years. At
  thirty-eight, he was on the high side of the suggested boundaries for his height and weight. Hed quit smoking, and that had added the obligatory fifteen pounds. While he intended to work
  out, there wasnt much opportunity during the week. To his way of thinking, Carolyns concerns were misplaced. Even when hed belted down a few, he wasnt boisterous. His
  speech wasnt slurred. He was never goofy, or maudlin, or sloppy, or mean-spirited. Drunk, he looked and behaved exactly as he did when he was soberat least according to his
  perceptions. Nonetheless, hed promised her hed rein himself in.


  Shed urged him to join AA, but hed balked at that. He didnt need outside help to get his drinking under control. He had absolutely no intention of standing up at a public
  meeting, with god knows who present, confessing his sins, and looking for approbation. Hed always been a man who held his liquor well, and his heft actually allowed him to metabolize alcohol
  more efficiently than many guys his age. He had to admit that after a couple of hours at the club, if he were stopped by the CHP, he could probably pass a field sobriety test, but hed blow a
  blood-alcohol level that would put him in jail.


  Happily for him hed managed to restrict his drinking the past eight months. Hed have a beer or two after working in the yard, or hed sip the occasional glass of Champagne,
  celebrating an occasion such as a birthday or an anniversary. He made sure Carolyn knew and approved of these exceptions because it underscored his stance of moderation. Shed never believe
  it if he claimed hed quit altogether. She knew him better than that.


  Now at business lunches and dinners he bypassed hard liquor in favor of white wine, which scarcely registered on his internal alcohol meter. Going dry was really no big deal. He made do with
  iced tea, or soda water with lime. He slept better and he had more energy, but he noticed he was often bored. Friends and cohorts, whod seemed so amusing when he drank, began to get on his
  nerves. He wasnt as smooth or relaxed as hed been in the past and he was aware that certain of his friends now shied away from him. And why would they not? He thought teetotalers were
  a tiresome bunch and he was sorry hed been thrust into their ranks. It was also true that the temptation to drink was with him every minute of every day, like a low-grade headache he
  didnt know how to shake.


  With Carolyn gone, he tooled along Via Juliana, actively fantasizing about the highball hed make for himself when he got home. He planned to sit on the back patio, which Carolyn had
  recently refurbished with faux wicker furniture, upholstered in a fabric impervious to the elements. Rain and sun could beat down on the cushions without ill effect. The view from the back terrace
  was still amazing to him, stretching across the hills and treetops all the way to the ocean. The air would be still, smelling of sage and bay laurel. Hed take his time, savoring a predinner
  cocktail. Then hed have a pizza delivered and eat in front of the television set, maybe catch a golf match or a guy flick of the sort Carolyn would find tedious. He might allow himself a wee
  nightcap, but hed wait and see what his mood was when the time came. He didnt feel the same compulsion to drink as he had in the past. This was purely for the pleasure of it.


  On his way home from the office, hed stopped at the liquor depot and picked up a pint of Makers Mark, a quart of vodka, and a six-pack of Bass Ale, which he intended to parcel out
  to himself over the four nights his family would be gone. All he had to do then was dispose of the empties before Carolyn got home. Would she ever know? He thought not. Hed keep his drinking
  simplewhiskey with a water back, vodka over iceand remove any telltale evidence first thing Monday morning. No mixers in the liquor cabinet, no bottle caps in the trash, no cut limes
  in the fridge, and no conspicuous rings on the glass-topped table, where hed be sitting while the sun went down.


  Ahead of him at the curve, cars had slowed and he wondered if thered been an accident. Maybe someone had hit a deer. He hoped to god it wasnt a kid on a bike. Fletcher had just
  mastered his two-wheeler. Linnie was still riding a tricycle, and then only in the park. He wasnt sure hed ever permit them to take their bikes on a public road. There wasnt
  much vehicular traffic through Horton Ravine, but at the end of the workday, when people headed for home, they often drove faster than the posted limit.


  As he got closer, he spotted two cop cars and a mobile evidence van parked on the berm, which suggested an event of a more serious sort. He slowed. There was a smattering of people standing by
  the road, looking idle and indecisive. The crowd was modest, and it was clear they didnt quite know what to do with themselves. On impulse, he pulled onto the gravel strip where a number of
  other cars were parked. He killed the engine and got out. He still had no clue what was going on. An attractive redhead, in slacks and a sweater, stood leaning against the fence. She turned to look
  at him and gave him a little finger wave. Avis Jent. He recognized her from the country club, though shed dropped from sight after her divorce.


  She held her hand out. Hello, Walker. Fancy meeting you here.


  He smiled and took her hand, leaning forward to give her a perfunctory buss on the cheek. Avis. Its been ages. What have you been up to?


  I just got back from my second stint in rehab. What a drag.


  Ouch.


  Big ouch, she replied. How are Carolyn and the kids?


  Good, thanks, he said. Whats this about? Was there an accident?


  The police got a tip about a body buried in the woods.


  His smile faded. Youre not serious.


  Im afraid so. Someone said it was a kid, but thats as much as Ive heard. The cops are very tight-lipped. She removed a cigarette from a packet in her purse.
  I dont suppose you have a match.


  He patted his pockets. No, sorry.


  She waved him off. Just as well. I smoke too much as it is. Can you imagine? Horton Ravine and cops are digging up a corpse.


  Unbelievable. No talk at all about what happened?


  Nope. They brought in a cadaver-sniffing dog and once they pin-pointed the spot, they went to work. They started digging a couple of hours ago and none of them looked happy, Avis
  said. So what brings you out? Do you live around here?


  A mile down in that direction. I was driving by when I saw the cars and I was curious. What about you?


  Alita Lane. They blocked off the street so now Im stuck. Shit, and its the cocktail hour.


  Did this just happen today?


  Avis shook her head. This was something old. They sent out an intrepid girl reporter so I suppose well read about it in tomorrows paper.


  Walkers attention was drawn to a surge of activitytwo or three uniformed officers led by a guy who must have been the homicide detective assigned to the scene. Walker nodded toward
  the group. It looks like somethings going on.


  At long last, she replied.


  He watched the detective make a brief remark to a woman in jeans. Walker saw him place an item in her hand, though he couldnt see what it was. A second woman zeroed in on the exchange,
  clearly peppering the detective with questions as he continued walking to his car.


  Someone tapped Walker on the arm. Sir?


  He turned to find a middle-aged man standing beside him, his expression anxious.


  Sorry to interrupt, but I wouldnt advise parking there. Theyve been asking people to move on to keep the area clear. They said theyd be writing tickets if motorists
  didnt cooperate.


  Thanks, but it looks like theyre done. Id hate to leave without knowing if they found anything.


  The man glanced over at the commotion. Oh. I guess youre right.


  Walker could see word trickling through the crowd, those closest to the front turning to pass along what theyd heard.


  Avis said, Hang on. She moved forward and made her way through the bystanders. She tapped a woman on the shoulder and quizzed her for news. The two chatted briefly. Avis nodded,
  gesturing her thanks, and then returned to Walkers side. Well, thats a relief, she said. Turned out to be a false alarm. The only thing they managed to dig up was
  a dog.


  A dog?


  Yeah, you know, dog, like a household pet. All this ruckus for nothing, but at least I can go home and belt back a few to catch up with myself.


  Walker reached in his pants pocket for his car keys and realized hed left them in the ignition. I guess I better take off as well. Nice seeing you.


  Avis said, You, too. Behave yourself.


  He returned to his car and noticed she was watching him with interest as he slid under the wheel. He smiled again and started his car, taking care as he backed out into the road.


  Driving home he kept a close rein on his thoughts. He pulled the Mercedes into the garage and waited while the garage door rumbled down and closed with a thunk. He retrieved the liquor bag from
  the trunk and clutched it against him as he opened the door that led into the kitchen. When he set down the bag, the bottles of Makers Mark and vodka made a satisfying clunk of glass on the
  granite countertop.


  Carolyn had left a note he didnt bother to read. Shed be reminding him of things that needed to be done or couldnt be overlooked in her absence. Leave the alarm
  system off Friday morning so Ella can come in and clean. She should be done by noon. Just make sure she hasnt left any outside doors unlocked. Garbage goes out for pickup . . . It was
  always like that, his wife directing events from afar.


  He walked through the house, taking in the ordinary sights and smells. Carolyn had made an attempt to pick up after the kids in the minutes before they left, but it was still a house where
  unruly children livedFletchers cowboy boots on the stairs waiting to be taken up; Linnies jacket thrown over the newel post; shoes, doll clothes, coloring books on the floor.
  Carolyn had left her knitting in a heap on the side table near the couch, the same ugly afghan shed worked on for years. He circled through the living room where shed drawn the
  drapes, leaving the room in a golden gloom. He passed through the dining room with the round mahogany table and Chippendale chairs shed inherited from an aunt.


  He opened the china cabinet and removed an old-fashioned glass that was part of a set of Swarovski crystal hed given Carolyn for their tenth anniversary. He went into the family room and
  crossed to the wet bar, where he opened the ice maker. He used the white plastic scoop to rattle ice into his glass. These were all sounds he loved, a prelude to the relief, the cessation of
  anxiety he knew was coming up. This was foreplay. He was setting the scene to maximize his pleasure. If hed been into pornography, he couldnt have exercised greater care or
  self-control, teasing himself with his preparations, building his anticipation.


  Glass in hand, he returned to the kitchen, opened the Makers Mark, and poured himself a drink. By then a delayed reaction had set in. The mobile evidence van, police on the hill. His
  right hand started to shake so hard, the bottle banged against the rim of the glass. Carefully, he put both the bottle and the glass on the counter and leaned stiff-armed against the sink, hanging
  his head. Fear welled up like bile, and for a moment he thought hed be sick. He took a deep breath, making a conscious effort to throw off his anxiety.


  He reached for the wall phone and punched in Jons number.


  Jon picked up on his end. Yes.


  Its me.


  A brief, wary silence, and then Jon said, Well, Walker. This is unexpected. What can I do for you?


  You heard whats going on?


  What would that be?


  Walker could tell Jon was sorting through papers on his desk, reminding him that whatever Walker had to say, it was of less interest than the task right in front of him. Theyre
  digging up the hill off Alita Lane. Cops, cadaver dog, evidence van, the works.


  The paper rustling stopped. Really. When was this?


  I saw them just now, on my way home from work. I pulled over and chatted with a gal I knew. She said they thought a child was buried on the hill. They dug up the dog.


  Im surprised it hasnt come up before. One way or another, something was bound to surface. There was always that risk.


  Yes, but why now? Wheres this shit coming from?


  I have no idea. Im sure well find out in due course. Are you all right?


  So far. Its like waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  Dont be paranoid. Nothings going to happen.


  So youve said, but here it is anyway.


  Cool it, man. Would you do that? Be cool. This wont blow back on us. I guarantee.


  Why after all these years?


  No clue. The cops dont consult with me.


  But what could have happened?


  Walker, it doesnt matter. Its a dead end so drop it. Wheres Carolyn?


  Up north. At her mothers. She took the kids.


  Until when?


  Monday.


  Good. Gives you time to simmer down and get your head on straight.


  Take a chill pill, Walker said, echoing Jons unspoken admonition from their teen years.


  Exactly.


  Im sorry, but I had to call.


  Good you did. Let me know if you hear anything else.


  Jon hung up without waiting for a response.


  Walker replaced the handset in the mount on the wall. He lifted the glass and swallowed the whiskey in one smooth motion and then said, Whooo! Something loosened in his chest, the
  old familiar sensation hed been longing for. He shook his head. Hed be fine. Everything was good.


  He left his glass on the counter and went out to the mailbox. He brought in the mail and tossed it on the hall table. He made sure the front door was locked and then he returned to the kitchen
  and refilled his glass, two fingers of Makers Mark, the rest water. Easy does it, he thought. He shucked his jacket and placed it on the back of a kitchen chair. He opened the French doors
  and went out onto the patio. He settled in an upholstered chair and set his drink next to him, as hed imagined it. He removed his tie and unbuttoned his shirt collar, feeling he could
  breathe for the first time all day. He loved his life. He was a lucky guy and he knew that.


  Restless, he got up and carried his drink with him as he crossed the grass. He strolled the perimeter of the yard, looking out over the wood-rail fence. In the distance, he could see the fairway
  for the fifth hole at the country club he and Carolyn had joined shortly after moving to town. The membership fees were steepeighty thousand bucks up front and five hundred a month in dues
  thereafter. They also got assessed for any capital improvements. Not that he objected. Hed taken a secret pride in their acceptance, given the fact that his own parents had been turned down
  when they applied years before. Walker was coming up in the world.


  He turned to look back at the house, which was all charm, Cape Cod style, with white clapboard siding and a steeply pitched roof. The large central chimney was linked to fireplaces in two rooms,
  upstairs and down. Carolyn had insisted on an extensive remodel before the kids came along.


  There was more time for construction than either of them anticipated. Carolyn had no problem getting pregnant, but she miscarried four times and lost another baby at sixteen weeks. Faced with
  the prohibitive expense of additional infertility treatments after five failed intrauterine inseminations, theyd elected to adopt. Carolyn took charge of the process and powered everything
  throughbackground check, fingerprinting, a lengthy application with attendant paperwork, letters of recommendation, followed by home visits that included separate and joint interviews. It
  took three months to be approved and they expected to wait for a year before a baby came through. Fletcher, the wonder boy, dropped in their laps six weeks later when his intended adoptive mother
  learned she was pregnant with twins.


  When Fletcher was two, Carolyn went back into high gear. The process was simpler that time since many of the same approvals were in place. Linnie came to them by way of a local adoption attorney
  whod been chatting with Carolyn at a Christmas party. The bio-mom, unmarried and eight and a half months pregnant, had come into his office the week before. The babys father refused
  to marry her, shed lost her job, and her parents had kicked her out of the house. Would the McNallys be interested? There was no discussion at all. The birth mom moved into the
  McNallys guest room for the final weeks before the birth. Carolyn and Walker were both present in the delivery room when Linnie was born.


  When his second drink was gone, he went back to the kitchen and fixed himself a short one. His tension had dimmed and the knot of anxiety in his gut was all but gone. He noticed that eight
  months of good behavior had boosted the effects of the booze. He loved the sensation. He couldnt help himself. Alcohol gave him access to his feelings. He experienced an extraordinary
  appreciation of his wife, his children, and the life he lived. Ordinarily, he held his emotions in check. He lived in a state of detachment, a stance hed developed years before as a matter
  of self-preservation. He was present in his head but his sentimental side was seldom given free rein. It was in quiet moments like these that he let down his guard.


  Walker still teared up on occasion watching his two little ones who resembled Carolyn closely enough to be mistaken for her real kids instead of the miraculous blessings they were.
  Where his love for his wife was constant, his devotion to his children overrode everything. Through them hed been made vulnerable. His heart had opened to them in wholly unexpected ways.
  Hed been surprised by the depth and tenderness of his feelings because his soft side was in evidence nowhere else. The loss of either child would be a blow he could never recover from. His
  only prayer, on the rare occasions when he prayed, was that Fletcher and Linnie would be protected from evil and violence, spared illness and injury, disease and death. No one knew better than he
  did how fragile life was.


  At 7:00 he called in an order for a large pizza with onions, jalapeos, and anchovies, a combination that would have made Carolyn shudder. The guy on the phone said it would be thirty
  minutes, which was fine with him. He changed into sweats and slippers and then went into the den where he unfolded a TV tray and set it with a paper napkin, a dinner plate, and silverware. When the
  pizza arrived, hed make himself a proper drink that hed nurse while he ate. He pictured an early evening, maybe reading in bed before he turned out the light. All he had to do was
  hang tight and act like everything was fine.


  
    
  


  10


  [image: ]


  Friday, April 8, 1988


  I skipped my run the next morning and went into the office early. I knew a three-mile jog would wipe out the lingering sense of melancholy I felt, but sometimes when
  youre down in the dark, you lose the will to come up. The mood would pass as the day wore on. In some ways, I was sorry Id seen the black-and-white photograph of Mary Claire. In that
  brief glimpse, Id seen the mischief in her face and the light in her eyes. Before that moment, shed been little more than a concept, Mary Claire Fitzhugh whod vanished from the
  face of the earth. Now her life had touched mine and her fate had left a mark as delicate and distinct as a fingerprint.


  I made a note in Michael Suttons file and stuck it in the drawer, then went back to the rough draft of the report Id begun writing two days before. I revised and polished and typed
  it into final form. I began work on the second report, knowing Id have to take two or three runs at it. This part of the business always felt like high school to me, as if I had a term paper
  due and my final grade depended on it. I suffered so much performance anxiety at Santa Teresa High, it just about shut me down. Once Ben Byrd and Morley Shine had trained me and I was out on my
  own, I understood that the whole point of a client report was clarity, laying out the sequence of events in an orderly fashion with sufficient detail that a stranger reading the file years later
  could follow the course of an investigation. That, I could do. Id even learned to enjoy the process, though it didnt come easily.


  I paid my bills and made the bank run, depositing a collection of miscellaneous checks that had accumulated during the week, plus the five hundred dollars Sutton had paid me, which Id
  removed from my office safe. While I was out, I picked up a sandwich and chips at the deli near the bank. The sandwich was a wicked one that I allowed myself once a year: a thick layer of
  liverwurst, with mayonnaise and thinly sliced dill pickle on freshly baked sourdough. While I would never dream of slapping a big glistening liver between two slices of bread, liverwurst was close
  to heaven, the poor mans pt. I know organ meats play hell with my cholesterol levels, but I doubted the occasional indulgence would prove fatal. I was in the habit of eating
  so fast, maybe nothing would adhere. Halfway through the sandwich, I heard the outer office door open and close. I slid the sandwich, waxed paper and all, into my pencil drawer and wiped my mouth
  in haste.


  When I looked up, Diana Alvarez was standing at my door. She wore a snug black turtleneck and a short preppy-looking pleated skirt over black tights. Her low-heeled patent-leather shoes had
  little brass buckles across the tops that were ever so pert. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, a style that magnified her dark brown eyes behind rimless glasses.


  She said, Mind if I sit down?


  Be my guest.


  As she settled in the chair, she straightened her skirt under her to avoid wrinkling the fabric. Over one shoulder she had a small bag on a thin leather strap. Im constitutionally
  incapable of toting anything that small. Hers probably contained her drivers license, a tube of lipstick, her mad money, one credit card, and her little spiral-bound notebook with a pen
  stuck through the wire loops. I was hoping she had a tissue tucked in there somewhere for nasal emergencies.


  Whats on your mind? I anticipated a few follow-up questions about the dig the day before. Maybe shed apologize for being pushy and deceptive, traits I found
  attractive in myself but unappealing in her.


  We need to talk about Michael Sutton, she said.


  I went through an automatic sorting process, wondering:


  1.How and what she knew about Michael Sutton;


  2.Whether she was fishing to confirm my professional relationship with him; and


  3.Whether I was still bound by ethical constraints now that our one-day business dealings had come to an end. What, if anything, was I at liberty to disclose?


  Where did that name come from?


  Cheney Phillips told me he talked to Michael at the station and then referred him to you. I spotted Michael at the dig yesterday, and since you were at the scene as well, Im
  assuming he hired you. Is that correct? Even without her spiral notebook at hand, she was confirming the facts.


  Why not ask him?


  I dont want to talk to him.


  Too bad. I dont intend to conduct a conversation behind his back so there you have it.


  We dont have to behave like antagonists. Im here to save you a few headaches . . .


  I opened my mouth to interrupt and she held up one hand.


  Just listen to me, she said. I didnt realize what was going on until I saw his MG parked by the side of the road. Id been sent to cover the story, so I waited
  like everyone else to see what theyd find. I assumed the police were operating on an anonymous tip and then it dawned on me Michael was involved.


  That still doesnt tell me why youre here.


  She cocked her head and the light glinting off her glasses was like a quick camera flash. Im his sister, Dee.


  Ah. Dee, the difficult one. I looked at her closely, seeing for the first time Suttons solemn brown eyes staring back at me. Alvarez is your married name.


  Im divorced. Petes my ex.


  Peter Alvarez, the radio talk-show host?


  The very one, she said. I take it Michael mentioned me.


  Briefly. He told me you were estranged.


  Did he tell you why?


  No, and I didnt ask.


  Shall I fill you in?


  To what end?


  I think you should know what youre dealing with.


  Thanks, but no thanks. A conversation about him is inappropriate.


  Hear me out. Please.


  I debated with myself. Technically, I was no longer in his employ and nothing she said would have any bearing on the job hed hired me to do. I couldnt imagine where she was headed
  and I confess my curiosity got the better of me. Keep it short, I said, as though a brief airing of the dirty laundry would be less objectionable.


  Ill have to backtrack first.


  No doubt, I said. Long-winded storytelling must have been a family trait. Michael had done the same thing, making sure the facts were arranged in date order. I could see her
  composing sentences in her head.


  Michaels been depressed all his life. As a child, he was always anxious, subject to all manner of imaginary illnesses. He did poorly at Climp and barely managed to graduate. He
  couldnt find a job and since he had no income, he asked Mom and Dad if he could go on living at home. My parents agreed on one condition: he had to get help. If hed find a therapist,
  theyd pay for it.


  I was getting restless. Unless Michael Sutton was a spree killer, I didnt care about his psychiatric history.


  She must have caught my impatience because she said, Bear with me.


  It would help if youd get to the point.


  Are you going to listen to me or not?


  She fixed me with a stony stare and I could barely keep from rolling my eyes. I gestured for her to continue, but I felt like an attorney questioning the relevance of her testimony.


  The family doctor referred him to a licensed marriage and family counselor, a psychologist named Marty Osborne. Does her name ring a bell?


  Nope. I could tell she was teasing out the narrative for dramatic effect and it annoyed me no end.


  Michael seemed to like her and we were all relieved. After hed been seeing her for a couple of months she suggested his depression was symptomatic of early childhood sexual
  abuse.


  Sexual abuse?


  She said it was just an educated guess, but she felt they should explore the possibility. He didnt believe a word of it, but she assured him it was natural to block trauma of that
  magnitude. We didnt know any of this at the time. It all came out later.


  Shit.


  Shit is right. Diana shook her head. Marty continued to work with him and, little by little, the ugly truth came out. She was using hypnosis and guided imagery
  to help him recover his repressed memories, sometimes with the aid of sodium amytal.


  Truth serum.


  Thats correct. Next thing we knew, shed diagnosed him with multiple personality disorder. As luck would have itnow heres a happy coincidenceshe ran an
  MPD support group, which Michael joined. More cash changed hands, his to hers. Meanwhile, my parents were blissfully unaware of what was happening. My brothers and I were out of the house by then
  so we saw much less of him than they did. After three months, Michael started seeing her twice a week and talking to her on the phone three and four times a day. He didnt eat. He scarcely
  slept. We could see that, psychologically, he was disintegrating, coming apart at the seams, but we thought his getting worse was part of the process of getting better. Little did we know. She
  persuaded him it would be healing if he confronted the past, which he did with a vengeance. He accused my father of molesting him from the time he was eight months old. He had these
  shadowy memories that he knew were real. Soon, his hazy mental movie came into focus and he remembered my mother was also in on the abuse. Next thing you know, my younger brother Ryan
  was added to the list. Were talking nasty stuffclaims of satanic ritual, bestiality, animal sacrifice, you name it.


  Sounds preposterous.


  Of course. What made it worse was my parents had no way to defend themselves. Any attempt they made to refute his claims only served to reinforce his conviction that they were guilty as
  charged. Marty told him abusers always deny what theyve done. He moved out of the house, cutting off all contact, which was actually a relief. Then she talked him into collaborating on a
  book and thats what blew the lid off.


  When Mom and Dad got wind of it, they hired an attorney and sued the crap out of her for slander and defamation. The night before they were set to go to trial, they reached a settlement.
  I dont know the terms because they signed a confidentiality agreement. Whatever it was, my parents were never able to collect a cent. Marty filed for bankruptcy and thats the last
  anybody ever heard from her. For all we know, shes still in private practice only somewhere else.


  I dont get it. Why would she do such a thing?


  Because she could. She saw it as part of her job. In her eyes, she did no wrong. When they took her pretrial deposition, do you know what she said? That even if his story
  wasnt true, she was there to validate his feelings. If he was convinced he was abused as a child, then she would support him in his beliefs. In other words, if you think you were
  abused, you were, and thats all it takes.


  Without proof?


  She didnt need proof. She said if that was his truth, he could depend on her to keep the faith.


  Did the family doctor who referred him know what she was up to?


  In his deposition he admitted hed never met her. Shed been recommended by another doctor whose opinion he respected. In a way, it was beside the point. You dont need
  a doctors referral to see a therapist. Just look in the yellow pages and pick anyone you like. Some of them even have little boxes advertising their specialties. Self-esteem issues, crisis
  counseling, anger management, stress, panic attacks. The list goes on and on. Who among us hasnt experienced the occasional rage or anxiety?


  How do you know which therapists are legitimate?


  I have no idea. Ive never been in therapy. Im sure most of them are honest and capable. Some might even be skilled, but sexual abuse is like a siren call. Theres a
  ton of money to be made.


  Thats a bit cynical, isnt it?


  Not as cynical as you might think. Suppose you go into therapy because your relationships arent working out the way youd hoped. Turns out thats a symptom of early
  childhood abuse. Write me a check and come back next week. You dont remember what was done? Thats called being in denial. Youve repressed the memory because it
  was all so traumatic and you dont want to believe something so horrible would happen at the hands of those you love. Pay me for this session and lets meet again next week so we can
  get to the root of it. In effect, my parents paid Marty Osborne six thousand dollars to drive a stake into their hearts.


  They must have been distraught.


  They were devastated, and I dont think they ever really got over it. I can barely deal with it myself and I wasnt one of the accused. After the case was settled, my parents
  swore theyd put it behind them. They shut the door on the whole ugly episode. They were desperate to believe Michael loved them and everything was okay. Heres how okay
  it was. A couple of years afterward, my mother died in a drowning accident, and my father dropped dead six months later of an aneurysm. He never got around to changing his will, so after what
  Michael put us through, he inherited an equal share of their estate.


  Thats a tough pill to swallow.


  What choice did I have? Ive made my peace with it. The money was theirs and they could do with it as they pleased. Maybe that was always my fathers intent, to look after
  him.


  I could see where she was going. So you think Michaels memory of the two guys digging is just more of the same.


  Basically,  she said. How did he come up with this story in the first place? Doesnt that sound suspect to you?


  Ill admit I was skeptical at first, I said. He says he read a reference to Mary Claire in the paper and it triggered his memory of the whole event.


  That was years ago. What makes him so sure?


  He said he saw them on his sixth birthday, July 21, and thats how he made the association. Your mother left him at Billie Kirkendalls while she ran errands. He was wandering
  around the property when he saw them.


  It sounds bogus to me.


  It wasnt his imagination. There was something buried there.


  Oh, please, she said. Michaels a drama queen. He cant seem to help himself. Sometimes I think hes delusional or spaced out on drugs. Hes
  incapable of telling the truth. Its not in his nature. He cant tell the difference between whats really true and what he imagines.


  That caught my attention. In my brief relationship with him, I could cite my experience in support of her claim. He was evasive, omitting critical information from his account of himself. When I
  called him on it, hed corrected himself and filled in the blanks. If I hadnt, I would have ended up with an erroneous impression. I felt protective nonetheless. I didnt want to
  sit and say nothing while his sister trashed him. I dont think he fabricated the story. He was six. Maybe he didnt understand what hed witnessed, but that doesnt
  mean he lied.


  Thats exactly my point. He takes a simple moment and he embellishes, invents, and exaggerates. Next thing you know, theres an elaborate conspiracy afoot. He sees two men
  digging a hole and suddenly its about Mary Claires murder and her being buried in that grave.


  Youre implying that he did this deliberately, which I find hard to believe.


  Im not telling you this stuff just to hear myself talk. This is how his mind works. You cant believe a word he says.


  This comes a little late from my perspective.


  Dont kid yourself. You havent seen the last of him. Its never over with him. Have you met any of his friends?


  The shift in subject caught me off guard. One. A girl named Madaline. He told me she was addicted to heroin . . .


  And now shes clean, but not sober, Diana interjected, derisively. Did he mention shes a lush? Twenty-two years old and shes on probation for public
  drunkenness. Of course, hes the one who ferries her to AA meetings. He collects losers like her, anyone in worse shape than he is, if you can imagine such a thing. Suttons wounded
  birds. He gets into rescue mode so he can feel good about himself. Theres usually two or three of them hanging around at any given time. They move in. They borrow money. They take his car
  without permission and wind up in fender-benders that he ends up paying for out of pocket. Some land in jail, while loudly protesting their innocence. He bails them out and brings them home again
  because they have nowhere else to go. Thats when they steal his credit cards and go on a spending jag.


  Poor judgment.


  Very poor. I cant tell you the money hes gone through. What scares me is thinking about whatll happen when hes emptied all his bank accounts. Hes never
  really worked. Hes held jobs, but none for long. The money he inherited is the only thing keeping him afloat. Once thats gone, hell end up on my doorstep, begging for help.
  Whats my choice then? I take him in or he ends up living on the street.


  Youre not obligated.


  Thats what my brothers tell me.


  Why do it then?


  I guess I feel guilty because hes such a mess and the rest of us are okay . . .


  As she went on, I could hear my own story echoed in hers. My grievances, my determination to hang on to everything that seemed unfeeling or unfair. Her complaints were legitimate, but so what?
  The recital of her woes only made matters worse, keeping the pain alive when it should have been laid to rest.


  Diana must have realized Id clocked out. Why are you looking at me that way?


  I have family issues of my own and they sound just like yours. Different scenario, but the angst is the same. Personally, Im getting tired of hearing myself whine. And if Im
  tired, what about the people around me who have to put up with my shit?


  Its not the same.


  Sure it is. Whats the point in going over and over it? Ill bet youve told the same story a hundred times. Why dont you give it a rest?


  If I give it up, Michael wins. Bad behavior triumphs over good yet again. Well, Im sick of it. After the havoc hes wreaked, why should I let him off the hook?


  I could feel myself getting irritated. I understood where she was coming from, but the events shed described were years in the past. Waltzing into my office to unload it all on me was out
  of line. Shed turned venom into a lifestyle and it wasnt attractive. On first meeting, Id been put off by her aggressiveness. Now I was put off by her attempt to rope me into
  Sutton bashing.


  What hook, Diana? Hes not on the hook except in your mind. Hes living his own life and if hes screwing up right and left, whats it to you?


  Her smile was tight. You say that now, but youre not done with him. Trust me. You gave him credence which has been in short supply of late. Hell come back. Some new crisis
  will emerge, some disturbing turn of events . . .


  Thats my lookout, dont you think?


  You really dont believe me, do you?


  Ive heard every word. I understand why youre pissed off at him, but I take offense at the wholesale condemnation. Give the kid a break. You came here to warn me.
  Youve done that and I thank you. Im on red alert.


  That shut her down. She withdrew as though Id slapped her.


  She snatched up her shoulder bag and took out a business card. Heres my number if you should ever need to get in touch. Im sorry to have taken up so much of your
  time.


  As she reached the door, she paused. You want to hear the best part?


  I was going to fire off a smart remark, but I held my tongue.


  Six days after Daddy died, Michael saw the light. He became a retractor. He disavowed his claims about the sexual abuse. He said he realized Marty Osborne had planted all those memories.
  Oops. Big mistake. He took it all back. So thats who youre dealing with. Have a nice day.


  She left the office, banging the door shut behind her.
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